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For the empty ones in our midst




I believe if we could study the ruins of those abandoned cities, we would know everything there is to know about humanity: because humans abandon nothing lightly, except one another.

—R. B. Sekel, A Natural History of the River Weck

Apologies for my delay—but I do recommend the boy for admission. He is educable, being self-taught. Please proceed with intake.

—Unsigned and undated memo, City of Wickhills archives







CHAPTER1


Later, in the desert, what Ferec remembered about that day was the snow.

It blanketed the ancient city of Wickhills, thick slow flakes falling straight down like the shaved wax used to stage blizzards in a theatre. Starved for breeze, the blades of innumerable windmills still turned, powered by unseen urchins trudging on internal tracks (tuppence an hour, cheaper than feeding a pony). Thousands of canals ink-black under the flat, grey light of winter. The city a postcard of itself.

The Market Street Wyrm slackened its sable coils around the dome of the old mall, somnolescent but not quite asleep, its great pre-hibernation yawns occasionally flooding the neighbourhood with amber light. At street level lay the dragon’s shrine, begging it to rest, to dream, the wooden box crowded with cheap tin amulets and wizened crabapples.

It was still a bit too warm for the snow to pile up, not that it would have in most of the city anyway. Towers were capped with spires as narrow as hat-pins; temples, banks, and museums swelled at the top into slippery hemispheres. Ordinary structures, like blocks of flats or cab shelters, did the best they could with roofs at precarious angles, so that in some cases the slate shingles had begun to dangle by their nails. The overall effect was sharp, glittering, and hostile as a drawerful of knives. But it shed snow very efficiently, and did not impede the city’s aerial wildlife one whit; there was not a roof without its cluster of house swallows, pigeons, angels, or streetlights. The streets crawled and shivered like an animal twitching in its sleep.

Wickhills, these days, resembled a slice of pie—a broad and ruffled border on the landward side tapering to a point where the river Weck met the ocean, everything neatly contained within the decorated crust of the city walls. The waterfront occupied most of the slice’s tip: sixteen docks, each with their own whitewashed terminal buildings; a handful of repair berths and drydocks; and out to sea, a reversed triangle of waiting ships crammed into the relative safety of the harbour so densely that their wooden sides squealed against one another like the cry of gulls.

Ferec had not been assigned a mission at the docks for a long time; at first he had been glad for the change, but after three days, the novelty was wearing thin. It was like being trapped in a train station, hopes constantly dashed as the schedule-board flipped again and again only to report another delay. He did not know when the target would arrive—ships had to wait their turn depending on their size, cargo, and the weather.

He had tilted over from boredom into frustration; and madness, he thought, was probably next unless he could find something to do, so all day he had tasked himself to find points of weakness within their area of operations. That yewl-beetle, for instance, burrowing through the snow looking for crumbs—a little suspicious, no? It was virtually invisible with its hairy white coating, so it was clearly undercover like him, and its route was slightly too consistent. It had passed in front of him at least three times. And what was the agency’s surveillance detection rule? Multiple sightings, varying times, varying distances.

He marked it down as a potential hostile.

And then take this barrow-man: Ferec had to admit he was impressed—almost—at the consistency of the act, to the point where he eventually decided to test the man’s cover himself. One’s deficiencies were rarely revealed to passive watchers, except in pulp detective stories where problems were solved by coincidence; on a real operation, probing was necessary.

“Or so I was taught,” he said around a mouthful of pasty when he returned to his partner.

“You just wanted an excuse to buy a dainty,” Tanczel said reproachfully. “On government money’n all. Shame.”

“He could have been a plant. He was staring at us.”

“Yes, because you were staring at him. What’s the fill?”

“Saltfish and potato.” Ferec tossed his last bite of crust into the snow for the enemy agent beetle, settling back against the wall as Tanczel stalked off with his own 50p coin. That would look good in the report, anyway. Possible observer examined & cleared by both agents. No, let’s see: Confirmed neutral by both agents. Certainly nothing else marked this mission as unusually interesting.

No one paid the two men the least mind; the dock’s business was commerce, which demanded constant attention, sparing none for useless hangers-about. The giant steam-hammers at the construction drydock clanged monotonously, their salt-crusted pistons peeking regularly over the tangled mass of cranes and masts like the bright-eyed heads of curious monsters. Men trotted cautiously back and forth with handcarts, shoulder-baskets, wheelbarrows, sacks, and drums, trying to keep their footing in the slush and adroitly avoiding the many obstacles—barrow-men who had planted their stalls into the flow of traffic, waifs and beggars darting underfoot, the occasional judgement-impaired rat or daymole.

Ferec, motionless against the whitewashed bricks of the Terminal 8 building, pushed down his impatience and tried to admire the flow of it all—how everyone danced around everyone else, not because a chance collision might start a fight but because it would interrupt the current of money and goods. The docks were the most interesting part of Wickhills, he always thought, except for the smell.

On his first day, he had tried breathing through his mouth, but his teeth ached from the cold. By now he had assumed (incorrectly) that his nose would have gone deaf, or whatever it was that noses did. It hadn’t. The entire district reeked of armpits and boots and unwashed necks, the particular halitosis of those who eat a great deal of preserved dairy and meat, and above all, the oily, thick stink of musk, concentrated by close confinement. The smell rose above the crowds, not far, and hung in cobweb-like strands, punctured but unaffected by the snow.

“Some pong,” Ferec said to Tanczel. “Like the lion cage at the zoo.”

“Exactly like that,” Tanczel said amiably. “You watch. It’ll get right into your coat.”

“It’s not my coat.”

“Never washes out. Month from now you’ll still be able to anchor a battleship to ’t. Reminds me, did you see the Clarion this morning? Says there’s a beast loose in the city. Broke out of some little lord’s private menagerie.”

“Bloody nobles,” said Ferec, glad for the distraction. “What sort of a beast?”

“Didn’t say. Bit of a reward though.” Tanczel, having eaten his own pasty, retrieved his pipe fixings and methodically began to roll himself a smoke, his motions relaxed and practised. “Hunnert guineas. Can you calm down?”

“I’m trying. How do they not know what sort of beast it is?”

“Today’s the day. I c’n feel it. And if not, what of it? We get paid either way.”

Ferec watched him with something like affection. He had not chosen Tanczel himself—their shared handler had assigned them, as usual—but he had to admit the choice had been solid. Unlike Ferec, Tanczel looked like a sailor—compact, wiry, head and cheeks shaved clean to rob vermin of their grip, his broad red knuckly hands like boiled crabs. He was even bow-legged, slightly—exaggerating it today, Ferec noted.

Tanczel ducked suddenly, making Ferec flatten himself to the wall at their back, but it was nothing. The smaller man rose with a coin pinched between his cold-reddened fingers, and studied it in the dim flutter of the streetlight that had perched above them. “Aha,” he said. “I shall meet … someone bearing great riches.”

“Ah, come on,” Ferec said. They did that in his old neighbourhood—telling your fortune from dropped coins. A shiny new one meant some unexpected opportunity was coming your way, say. The mayor’s face corroded out of recognizability meant illness, infirmity. He said, “Put it in a slit pocket so you can lose it again.”

“Sailors are superstitious,” Tanczel said. “Part of the act. Have a puff?”

“Yeah, go on.” Ferec got out his own pipe—another prop, diligently signed out from Asset Management—and let Tanczel pack down the aromatic shreds, striking the match to life with nothing more than the chapped pad of his thumb.

“Cheers,” Ferec said, taking back the pipe.

“Voice is good,” Tanczel said under his breath. “Could tell you what neighbourhood you grew up in. Maybe what street.”

“Cheers,” Ferec said again. “It’s a gift.”

They leaned against the wall, studying the orderly streams of docksmen and stevedores, minutely adjusting their own postures, hats, coats, and pipes to improve their camouflage. It was not essential for this mission that they go unnoticed, but it had been impressed upon them that they must go unremembered.

Now, nothing moved but Ferec’s pale eyes, alighting upon the ship just lumbering into Dock 8. He jolted with recognition, as if the ship had spotted him too—as if the mark he had been tailing had turned around and looked into his eyes. His tiredness fled in a jittery burst. “There she is,” he said.

“There’s our girl,” said Tanczel.

Their briefing had been unusually concise, if not miserly—supplying them with nothing more than a name and an objective. They had received no description of the size, layout, crew, or cargo of the Caranton Hill. In terms of operational intelligence, Ferec knew they must glean all they could right now, in this brief period while the ropes were made fast and the gangplanks lowered.

A sizeable, old-fashioned galleon, triple-masted, red sails, black timbers. The black was conspicuous but not unheard of; there was a persistent belief that sea monsters and suchlike responded to colour, and black would prevent attacks on ships at night or during heavy weather. But it was rare, for most owners accounted a black-painted ship bad luck for other, vaguer reasons, and refused to repaint their ships. The name and registration number were in gold along the top of the hull, the paint glittering with ground glass, as per City bylaws.

The ship wallowed as she came in, ponderous and unbalanced, like a rich matron laden with packages nudged and steered by the eager shopgirls of the little harbour tugs. Her figurehead—a winged demon with heavily graffitoed breasts—had had its head recently knocked off, the raw wood of the neck shockingly bright against the black paint.

And she was shipping a deal of water, Ferec judged: good. The ship’s plight was to their benefit; now everyone must rush to unload her, and when people were in a hurry they became less observant. Of, say, two strange men wandering around the premises.

Ferec did not relax. “If we’re separated,” he murmured, “meet in the crew quarters.”

“Yeah, yeah. It’ll be fine.”

They joined dockhands and stevedores massed at the base of the gangplank, funneling towards the ship’s quartermaster, a little balding man with a copper clip-board to which was affixed the list of those persons who might be permitted aboardship. Streetlights and sealights circled the ship at a leisurely pace on membranous wings, looking for anything edible stirred up to the surface by the tug-boats. Their reflected flight made the polished metal of the clip-board seem to flash on and off, as if it were sending a cable.

As they approached the quartermaster, all the men did the same half-turn, like a dance, to display the numbers pinned or sewn onto their sleeves; Ferec did his after Tanczel, and stopped with a snort of surprise as something shot out to bar his way. It felt like running into a stuck turnstile, but was only the extended arm of the quartermaster’s associate, an expressionless man with limbs like bollards under his thick black coat.

“Wait a minute,” the quartermaster said; Ferec clocked his accent automatically, a habit he never seemed to get a handle on. The Niswunc Hills neighbourhood, maybe? Or Baythide, just adjacent. “You there, you’re not rostered.”

Ferec looked down at the little man, trying to ensure that his face showed only surprise rather than irritation. “Sor?” He respectfully tugged the air in front of his snug woollen watch-cap, where the brim of a hat would go.

“You’re not on tonight.” The quartermaster jabbed at his clip-board with the rubber end of his pencil. “Show me your card.”

“Lost, sor, only recently.” Ferec paused. “Eaten by a shark.”

The man behind him chuckled; the quartermaster glared at him. Ferec suspected that after he was through, there would be another delay while that man’s credentials were checked. The queue was beginning to mumble, but no complaints yet; not when a good night’s pay was on the table and you could get tossed for any reason. You might report your treatment to the guild, but that was no guarantee of restitution or reinstatement. After City Hall itself, the power of the guilds was absolute, and that meant they could afford to deny or approve things at a whim. The guild was what you tugged your forelock for here, not the City. Yes, sor.

Tanczel was gaining distance; there would be a delay while he and Ferec both hunted out the crew quarters. Ferec swallowed his anger and quickly ran through his short list of options. Force was right out; he could not shout at this officious twit and risk being remembered later; charm would have no effect, not that Ferec was all that charming; he could only appeal to his proximity to certitude.

“I can tell you the number,” Ferec said. “I always keep that in me ’ead. 1285-BCQ.”

“Your number ain’t on the list. It’s more trouble than it’s worth to take it up with the bloody guild. Step off. Next!”

“That one is,” Ferec said humbly, pointing at the paper, where his false name was indeed written next to the incorrect number. “Mine’s only one off that ’un … ah, go on, sor, and let us in? Help a feller out? I needs the money, and she’s goin’ down like a redheaded moxie. Makin’ as much noise, too.”

More chuckles; the quartermaster flushed, or several of his spots turned scarlet, and he finally waved Ferec inside with an expression of disgust.

The bowels of the Caranton Hill were better lit than he had expected; at the far end of the hold, he could just see an officer handing out small lanterns paneled with pandora-glass, emitting a bright yellow light redoubling off the water beginning to accumulate underfoot. Already it was up to Ferec’s ankles, and so cold that after a few steps he felt as if he was walking on wooden legs.

Every other man resembled Tanczel; Ferec quickly abandoned the search and moved out of the better-lit central aisle of the hold, splashing into the shadows between the rapidly emptying towers of cargo. Unlikely that the asset he and Tanczel had been tasked to recover would be down here in the hold, as opposed to upper storage; here was for such things as could withstand being knocked about, dropped, soaked, and nibbled by vermin.

Ore and metals, bags of sand, gravel, glass-making stuff, glass itself in blocks or bars, rock-oil and sea-oil, resins, scientific and medical equipment, cloth, clay, bone-ash, valves … Ferec barely glanced at the painstakingly labeled crates and kegs as he passed them. What precious treasures Wickhills imported from the other five Cities would not (he felt certain) be on a ship from St. Barothain. This was everyday goods.

Ferec squeezed through a man-way hidden behind a dozen canvas-wrapped bales marked WOOL 850 LBS (W), and climbed the salt-gritted rungs till he emerged into a dim, armpit-smelling space that he could only deduce was the crew’s quarters. Grimy hammocks had been wrapped tight to their frames, leaving a clearer view than he had expected. Well, one small blessing. And it appeared to be empty—as he had predicted, the moment the gangplanks had gone down, every man jack not ordered to the pumps had stampeded ashore, frantic for fresh water and real food.

Ferec concealed himself behind a support beam and watched as a tiny golden light bobbed towards him, not showing the face of its bearer; then he sighed and stepped out, lifting a hand to Tanczel.

“So this … ‘item’ we’re recovering,” Tanczel said by way of greeting. “The old man didn’t have any more details?”

“You got the same briefing I did. Who did you lift that from, some rent boy? Do they have rent boys at sea?”

“I think they call them lampreys,” Tanczel said, running a hand proudly down the green velvet jacket he had somehow acquired during his twenty unsupervised minutes. “You know, because they hang on with their mouths and they don’t let g—”

“Yes, all right. If there’s a way to acquire a venereal disease from clothing, you’ll be the first man in the world to find out. Anyway, he said we’d know it when we saw it. Quote endquote. But…” Ferec closed his eyes, trying to concentrate; the noise of the pumps was surprisingly loud despite the intervening distance. “Supposing…”

“Ssst!”

Tanczel, despite his warning hiss, still held the lantern; Ferec snatched it from him, blew out the candle, and swung it behind his back. Concealed by the wooden beam, they watched one of the crewmen pacing slowly down the aisle of hammocks, holding a lantern of his own as well as a battered-looking but clearly serviceable pistol. He would be looking for work-shirkers, stowaways, and thieves, Ferec knew, to turn them in to the captain for a reward, and from there the guild (and from there, if they were unlucky, the courts); but trespassing stevedores would be dealt with exactly the same way. There were laws, after all. One couldn’t smuggle people any more legally than a bag of dotted mussels; smuggling was smuggling.

Ferec waited, his body primed for a fight, his mind elsewhere. They didn’t have long in here without getting caught, but someone—a few days ago—had had this very same problem, and even as an untrained civilian they had solved it somehow.

Supposing one wished to conceal something on this ship, knowing beforehand nothing more than her name and her route: Wickhills to St. Barothain and back, no stops between because no safe harbours between. You’d have plenty of time to imagine where to hide something, but very little to actually do the hiding without being caught. Probably a matter of a few moments … it didn’t suggest a journey through the endless series of hatches, ladders, man-ways, tunnels, catwalks, and corridors the crew used at sea. No, it would have been furtive, a scurrying rush, barking shins, scraping fingertips … and remember, someone intelligent but desperate, unfamiliar with ships.

Ferec refocused his eyes; the guard had passed, and he and Tanczel stood alone in the dark once more, shivering in their wet boots, surrounded by the distant thud of the pumps.

“Best job in the world,” Tanczel said.

“Up,” Ferec said. “Main deck.”



A few seamen had remained to watch the ship, though this more than any other practice was tradition, as they weren’t really enough to repel even a half-hearted pirate attack. The skeleton crew leaned on the railings, springy and light in all their joints from weeks at sea, their backs to the city. As Ferec emerged through the trap-door, he saw tiny glints through the snow and the rapidly descending darkness: copper mugs being lifted, sailors forlornly saluting one another from ship to ship because they could not employ the signal lights, using the mugs to say only You’re left here? Yes, they left me here too.

Well, at least they had grog; probably, if they restocked in St. Barothain, it was that burning stuff made from potatoes. But they wouldn’t be legless. Not even close. You’d have to pickle a sailor in a barrel of it before he even began to slur his chantey.

A diversion would have been helpful, but a diversion would be remembered too; they’d just have to go without. Ferec helped Tanczel out of the trap-door, straightened his hat and his accent, and reminded himself who he was: just a docker sent up by the quartermaster, all above board, Go ask ’im if you like, I’ll wait ’ere. His shoulder blades itched as he began to cross the slippery deck, for there was still too much light to conceal him, his wet boots were so loud they could be heard over the pumps, and any second now someone would shout—

“Hey!”

Ferec half-turned, raising one hand, counting on the snow to hide that he held nothing. “No, I’m orlright,” he shouted back. “Just topped up!”

“Right you are,” the man called back, his voice fading. “Anyone else?”

Ferec ignored them, striding as fast as he dared to the first of the lifeboats strapped into their niches along the railing. Quick, before someone got a closer look and realized they weren’t part of the crew. The sound of the waves, louder here, did not cover the sudden thud as the pumps stopped. Must have been on one side—the ship began to list, subtly, as water more rapidly filled the compartments from below.

“Oh, for God’s sake,” said Tanczel, clutching the railing. “What are they doing?”

“Valve probably popped its clogs. Good for us; everyone’ll run below. Is anyone coming?”

“No, we’re clear.”

Steady, steady now: Ferec fumbled open the lifeboat cover’s half-frozen ties, then tugged down the thick white canvas, exposing the tiny boat’s regimented interior. Something struck the ship in a questing, noncommittal way, making the deck quiver under his boots; Tanczel swore and gasped. “Ferec!”

“Not true about the black paint, then,” Ferec said absently, rolling up the canvas to get it out of the way. “Someone should really commission a study. Hold that up, please.”

Sealed cans of water, rectangular tins of food, spears and throwers, a hideous copper plaque depicting Mother Mavny Protector of Seamen (God Bless), compasses and lanterns and flares and fishing gear bundled into a waxed bag, everything secured under the gunwales. And, quite sensibly, in case the chance arose to tether several lifeboats together, a large, tightly coiled bundle of extra line.

They hadn’t arranged a signal; Ferec shrugged, and tapped it twice, hard, with the handle of his knife.

“Pssst,” the bundle said.

Ferec did not so much smile as expose his teeth. “Welcome,” he replied, “to Wickhills.”






CHAPTER2


“We’ll never hear the end of this,” Tanczel said. “Your head’ll get so swole you won’t fit through doorways. They’ll have to crane you through a hole in the roof for the debrief.”

“Asset Management won’t let anybody have a crane after the Shivsza Street incident, actually,” Ferec said. “Please hold up your side. You’re supposed to do this for a living.”

“I didn’t know the asset was going to be this heavy. What was the Shivsza Street incident?”

“Sailors don’t whine. Come on.”

“Sailors whine all the time,” Tanczel grumbled as they joined the other stevedores and docksmen at the base of the gangplank. “They just get flogged about it. Oh, bloody hell, look alive.”

Ferec stiffened, then reminded himself to stoop again: the posture of a lifelong mariner with a bad back from the low ceilings.

“What are you doing? Get into the ribbons with the others!”

“Yes sor, right you are sor,” Ferec said automatically, and only then looked to see who was addressing them—the quartermaster’s assistant, the big man in the black coat who had stopped Ferec in the queue. He narrowed his eyes at the pair, his expression of irritated mistrust visible through the snow.

“Come on,” Ferec said loudly, and hefted his side of the rope coil higher, raising his eyebrows at Tanczel. They moved into the “ribbons,” the short maze of dyed ropes and numbered stanchions leading to the handful of squat stone towers with their waiting Customs agents.

“Now what?” Tanczel whispered.

“Shut it,” Ferec said. They had been told to avoid Customs after recovering the asset. At all costs, the exact words had been, and their handler did not say that either frequently or lightly. Money, mayhem, murder, mass misfortune, nothing was off the table once that phrase worked itself into an order.

Ferec cursed under his breath. Even if they had not been singled out to join the queue, the whole structure of the docks was arranged to funnel new arrivals through Customs; the City didn’t like importers attempting to dodge taxes and tariffs; the Dockworkers’ Guild didn’t like employees absconding with cargo; the Department of Public Health didn’t like undeclared agricultural goods or livestock; the Watch didn’t like stowaways; and Customs, most particularly, and understandably, did not like Customs fraud.

The queue was moving slowly, but it was moving; six of the stone towers were open for these, the last ships of the day. Ferec felt sweat bloom and chill in the small of his back, making the already-damp fabric under his coat even more unpleasant.

Slowly he and Tanczel rolled the coil between them, bumping minutely over the snow-covered flagstones, stalling for time while Ferec thought. At least the ground was relatively flat … the queue inched inexorably forwards, snaking around and between the Customs men, expressionless, armed with truncheons, stiff and pressed in their cobalt-blue uniforms.

Sometimes it was possible to hide what you were doing in a crowd, but that very much depended on what you were doing; here, they were hemmed in all around, schooling like fish. A diversion, as on the ship, was unlikely to work even if he could think of one here; and anyway they were striving for anonymity, not drawing attention to themselves. It was impossible to sneak out of the queue unnoticed. He had assumed the exit strategy from the ship would have involved a, well, less burdensome asset—the usual pickups tended to be of the “small enough to fit in a pocket” variety, like letters. A mistake he would not make again. Plan for the worst! Their handler would be annoyed.

“Let me do the talking,” Ferec murmured; Tanczel nodded.

“Manifest and ship name,” the Customs agent droned. “Through the slot.” She was a tall woman with her head bent slightly and, Ferec suspected, uncomfortably, to accommodate the ceiling of her workplace. It looked cosy though, the walls insulated with wooden shelves stuffed with paperwork.

“What?” Ferec said loudly. “This ain’t for sale, it’s extra rope from the ship. We was told to bring it frew here and into Warehouse 8.”

“You were told to bring supplies through Customs?” the woman said, her voice still not betraying a hint of interest.

“It ain’t got a manifest number or anything,” Ferec said. “Not merchandise and not imported, good Wickhills hemp. Lookit.”

She didn’t. “Who told you to take this through here?”

“Right back there,” Ferec said, pointing at the quartermaster’s assistant, now some twenty or thirty paces away on the far side of the ribbons. Several people in the queue for the next Customs booth turned to stare either at Ferec or, unable to stop themselves, at the direction of his pointing finger; a posh old lady in a blonde fur coat sniffed in distaste, the sound quite clear, as if she had somehow aimed it at him.

“I can get ’im for you if you wants,” Tanczel said brightly. “Oh wait, no, he’s comin’ over himself.”

“It’s just over there,” Ferec added, lifting his chin at the white terminal building, swarmed with docksmen like a sugarcube being assaulted by ants.

“No,” the Customs agent said, almost a moan. “Where do they find you people? If it’s not on the manifest, then yes, you’re in the wrong place. Keep moving. I’ll talk to him,” she added balefully. He should know better than this, her voice seemed to say.

Ferec and Tanczel rolled the rope coil past the hut as quickly as they could, muttering apologies at the crushed toes and barked shins on the other side, then hefted it and began to head towards Warehouse 8. No one seemed to be watching them; everyone might be. It had been a small commotion, but people remembered even such small things later, if properly prompted. And yet, what cause would there be to ask? The asset remained concealed; they were simply two anonymous men with some rope, just two among thousands at the waterfront. The best way to evade surveillance, if you were being watched, was to very visibly do the thing you were supposed to be doing in the place you were supposed to be doing it. The watchers would either conclude they were watching the wrong people (and leave) or conclude that the suspicious activity was scheduled for later (and leave). Hence: sailors, rope.

“My fault,” Ferec said. “Thanks for keeping up.”

“Doesn’t make sense to me,” Tanczel said under his breath, wheezing slightly with effort. “If we’re on the outs with Customs, think you’d hear about it in the back rooms. That is to say, one hates to use the word gossip—”

“Does one?” said Ferec, who loved it. “But you’re not wrong, I think. Do you suppose the case is Customs? I mean, far above our pay grade, but someone’s probably working it out.”

“Only reason I can think to cut ’em right out,” Tanczel agreed. “You know: not even a hat-tip to grease our way through the queue. Like we’re regular people. Like they’re doin’ their jobs. Not even a … wink.”

“Done a few operations at the docks?”

“Nah, not me. But I know…”

“It’s not easy,” Ferec said. “No.” The City certainly had no problem with imprisoning the unlawful; but for malfeasance related to Customs or the guilds, the Department of Justice might also impound someone’s ship, cargo, and even their crew—for the duration of the trial or permanently. Justice officials might seize one’s warehouse, business, house, and horses. If one “allowed” the City to keep everything—if one simply, as Ferec imagined it, went limp and refused to appeal the judgement—the charges were often dropped. The debt to society was considered paid.

So if someone within Customs was trying to get away with something, and an investigation was being conducted, not so much as a whisper of it could escape before the final arrests.

And that wasn’t easy—the absence of a whisper. As far as Ferec knew, their agency did not deal with internal City business like Customs, but he was also well aware that he did not know everything going on at the agency, and that was by design. It was as compartmentalized as Wickhills itself, everything walled off, and most agents would never know the greater purpose of any of their missions; they would simply do as they were told, as Ferec had always done, without ever gaining a vantage point on the entire landscape. And logically, since they were funded by the City, and under the oversight of the City, certainly there was no reason for the agency to not be involved in a Customs investigation if asked.

Carrying the coil now rather than rolling it, they squeezed down Bell Street, neatly evading the fifth-century bronze bell still embedded in the centre of the street, then trotted uphill at a smarter pace, out of the docks and towards the entrance to the neighbouring district, the small arched doorway in the wall already half-filled with a fresh drift of snow. On either side of the arch were two rackets, local slang for the stone plaques marked with stars or crosses set into many of the city’s walls. The one on the left-hand side was chipped on three corners, sharp only on the bottom right. Good: this was the right opening. Always hard to wayfind in Wickhills; in a city where paper maps were useful for a week or two at most, one had to keep everything in one’s head.

Ferec felt better as they approached the looming, angular shadows—Watersed Cross was the official survey name, but everyone else just called it the Ships, and the Ships particularly rewarded those who put in the effort to disappear from public view. In a blizzard like tonight’s, not even the sharpest-eyed of the city’s many night creatures would see them, let alone its residents.

Ferec had heard stories of how the neighbourhood had appeared one day, and he had also heard stories (much more sensible ones) of how wreck after wreck had been laboriously dragged together with every intent of building a fresh set of drydocks to rebuild the storm-savaged shells and put them out to sea again for pure profit … but as with most “pure profit” plans, this one had never come off. Wickhillers were loath to abandon a square inch of potential living space, and now the preposterously canted structures housed hundreds of people who lived, worked, and schemed less stupid schemes.

The Watch rarely visited the Ships, nor did the vast clipboard-clutching army of guildsmen, badge-scrapers, auditors, censors, inspectors, bookkeepers, scrutinators, verifiers, and other little annoyances contrived by the City to keep things running in a more or less law-abiding fashion. There was not even a tram-stop or omnibus station nearby, and with nowhere to stable horses, the Ships was as isolated as one could hope for something like this.

After a few minutes’ walk past the neighbourhood wall—salt-chewed concrete pillars linked by red-painted chains—Ferec pointed out their final destination. Tanczel, panting, could do little more than nod.

This was the Great Passage—if the alley had another name, Ferec didn’t know it—and being around two feet across due to the curve of the ships’ keels, it was shunned even by the local tramps, beggars, urchins, and vermin as being simply too uncomfortable to colonize. Ferec, who was something of an urban trivia fanatic, believed it was the only passageway in the entire city that lacked a permanent population of some kind, and that made it uniquely useful.

He surveyed their surroundings: trudging passers-by on the main street, heads down. No faces he recognized from the waterfront; no faces being over-conspicuously hidden, though of course it was a cold night and everyone had a muffler on. Beyond where he and Tanczel now stood, the snow carried on perfect and untouched in the dusky gloom. How had these two ships been pulled so close together? An engineering problem for a text-book, he supposed. Rollers and … pulleys or something. Logs and ropes.

Ferec tapped Tanczel on the shoulder and pointed: Up we go.

When they had gained the relatively flat deck of the stoved-in ship, Ferec set the coil down, pretending not to hear Tanczel’s wheezing and grunting. The Ships loomed around them, quiet and domestic, lamplight shining gold through portholes and cannon-flaps, leaking through the gaps between worm-eaten planks. Everyone was rightfully tucked up inside, away from the sullen darkness of midwinter. Well, his turn would come soon enough; he and Tanczel would be done, debriefed, and home, with one more file buried somewhere in the Onyx that they’d never see again.

He turned back to Tanczel. “All clear,” he said. “You know, you’re not supposed to inhale when you’re smoking for cover.”

“Sod off. Smug git.”

“Bad for the lungs. I read about it.”

Tanczel straightened, rubbing his back, then spat extravagantly over the wooden railing. “Shall we do the honours? Get this over with in time for supper.”

“Mm. Paperwork, mind. What are you having?”

“Sod the paperwork. Do it tomorrow. Pork chops with mash, I think she said, and if there’s fried apples I’m a happy man. Here, that’s a serious knife. Give it.”

Ferec took the blade from its thick leather sheath. “I didn’t know you were ma—”

He heard the scrape and the scrabble, soft enough to be taken for the scratch of bat or owl claws on the wood, and so he was already falling as Tanczel reached for him to push him to the ground. A small knife flew past his shoulder, past Tanczel’s, vanishing into the gloom.

Ferec felt the familiar, mildly sickening drop in his stomach; it was always his official agency training that fell away from him, like a cheap muzzle. Then the street part of him, the street fighting through him—unseeing, uncaring, dirty and quick. He registered Tanczel’s grunt of surprise, and hoped only that the man had recovered enough from the climb to be able to fight as well.

Three snow-blurred forms had vaulted the railing, moving with purpose, no ordinary muggers out for a quick glint. Ferec lashed out at the closest and largest, and his thick, razor-sharp stevedore’s knife snapped against its skin, the broken weapon spinning into the snow with no more damage achieved than a spray of sparks.

Stoneskinned: probably an ōg. Yes, definitely. With that size. Look at the—hands like the whatdoyoucallthem. Grapplers on the cranes. At the docks. Or like the steam-hammers.

Ferec ducked the retaliatory blow, sacrificing his shoulder, his thoughts fragmenting even before he found himself airborne (hope I don’t go over the edge it’s not seawater down there). He struck the stump of the ship’s mast, bounced and rolled, his mouth full of snow and rotten wood.

As he scrabbled to his feet, hands already out to defend himself, he realized he was grabbing at thin air: the ōg wasn’t pressing the attack but making away with the coiled rope, held under one rangy arm as easily as a man might carry a book, long claws making short work of the slippery snow.

Ferec brought his knife around, forgetting it was mostly hilt but remembering just in time to roll from the second attacker—a human, bigger than him, heavier, slower, stinking of stale urine. Ferec stored that away for after (an alley smell, a smell of many accumulated wastes) and shot his backup knife from its wrist holster, kicking to tangle the man’s legs beneath him. Gleam of metal: the man carried a knife of his own, chipped but sharp.

For a moment they were face-to-face (dark eyes, darkened teeth, scar on eyebrow, remember remember), and then Ferec opened the man’s throat.

He allowed himself a second to wipe his blood-splashed eyes with a handful of snow, then spun around, trying to clock the asset. There: that’s why they brought the muscle. The ōg was already three wrecks away, moving with great panting strides, its feet booming drumlike on the planks, and in another minute it would be out of sight—gone for good.

Blinking, eyes still stinging, Ferec glanced quickly back at Tanczel—writhing under the third attacker, someone leaner, lighter, in a pale dirty coat. But he had no time to deliberate: the asset was out of their hands and on the move, the worst possible scenario.

Ferec set off at a run. He had not signed out any of the more helpful devices or weapons available to him from Asset Management; such things were too incriminating for an ordinary stevedore to possess. His gun, still illegal, was more plausible, but it was standard issue—lead bullets, small calibre—and even a direct hit to the face would barely attract the ōg’s attention. He got it out anyway as he ran, fumbling it in his gloved hand.

A losing battle: the gap between them steadily, effortlessly increased. Ferec was constantly hampered by the snow, losing his footing, scuttling over railings, swinging on stray lines, slithering down the stiffly frozen remnants of canvas sails. The ōg, clawed, simply did not care. It ran as if it were on the flat.

It’s getting away! His boot went through a broken spot in a curved keel, voices crying out below him, was that someone’s ceiling? He grunted something apology-shaped and yanked his foot loose, splinters sticking in his calf. Of course it was getting away; there it went, still just visible. He swore foully with what remained of his breath, and flung himself up to the next wreck, slipping on the icy wood and cutting his cheek on barnacles. Only in this bloody city!

Something up there in the moonlight: an ally? No time. He did not make the decision; the memory of a long-ago fight (dirty, oh so very dirty, everyone agreed) surged into his arm, and he shot, seemingly wildly, emptying the cylinder, eight bullets without a mark or a spark on the granitic skin. The ōg did not stop, only turned to see where its pursuer was, how close or how far, sneering, slowing.

But it was enough: just ahead of the ōg, two wooden struts peppered with the soft lead shot gave way with a pitiful crackle. Ferec kept running as the tank swayed drunkenly, spun clear of its collapsing supports, and plummeted to the deck of the ship.

He had hoped the rusting metal would explode into a flood, even that the contents were frozen and a block of ice might simply crush the ōg, but the tank was made of stouter stuff than he had expected, and it split rather than cracking open.

Still, it had blocked the ōg’s route, and as the creature hesitated, looking for another path, the most opportune ship, perhaps yet another associate waiting here in case of trouble, Ferec caught up.

This time he did not bother with his knife, nor pause to reload the gun; he snatched up a plank of wood as he ran, and shattered it across the ōg’s face.

As he had hoped, the ōg lost its grip on the rope coil out of sheer surprise, sending it flying, rolling several feet and spitting up a spray of water like a speeding cart-wheel. Ferec registered only that it was still on the ship, then quickly covered his face to endure the hammering of the creature’s fists for the few seconds he knew were endurable, the blows padded by his thick, musk-stinking wool coat.

How close was the railing? Use what you’ve got: first rule of the street. It’s not the old days—no, no, of course not, but you still couldn’t lose a fight. Ferec flipped, writhed onto his back, and kicked the ōg in the chest, numbing both his legs but sending it staggering.

In the split second this afforded him he ran at the thing again, catching it around its cold, stony waist, something he hadn’t spotted bound to the creature’s own waist knocking the wind from him as he hit. Breathless as he was, he managed two more steps before opening his arms, releasing the ōg with an extravagant gesture, as if bowing for an audience: You’re welcome!

The ōg did not scream as it fell, only hit the canal below with a splash. Ferec clung to the creaking railing, peering through the worm-scribbled wood—no, too dark, and the commotion had frightened off the few streetlights that deigned to nest here. Flapping off into the night at top speed, like shooting stars, poor things.

Had anyone heard the fall? Certainly they had heard the shots; below, he could already see portholes opening, shutters and curtains being cautiously drawn back. Spots of amber light bloomed against the wood. Ferec backed reflexively away from the railing, moving into a surer darkness; his job was to protect the ordinary citizens of Wickhills, but that did not entail letting them watch him at work.

Work. The asset: right.

Ferec trudged back to the far side of the deck, turned over the rope coil, and sawed open the tar-sticky knots, prying open the concealed lid of the compartment within.

After everything, he had supposed it was too much to hope for survival, but the asset emerged like a warped mirror of Ferec himself: shaking, battered, yet whole. A small man, milk-white except for fresh bruises already so dark they were visible in the moonlight, his face bloodied from a split lip, thinning grey curls plastered to his head. He wore dark trousers, slippers, and a thin cotton pajama-shirt, now saturated to transparency.

Ferec shrugged out of his coat and stuffed the old man into it as one might dress a child, the hem hanging to the man’s shins. Wordlessly, the coil hefted on Ferec’s sore shoulder, the pair retraced at a saner pace the mad chase across the wrecks, the rushing prints already half full again with snow.

Tanczel was dead not two paces from where Ferec had left him; the snow told a brief, confused story of attack and retreat, of hits both shallow and deep, of someone or something that had shed bright red blood, like a human. Given the state of him, some of it was Tanczel’s. Perhaps all of it was.

The third assailant in the pale coat, whether dead or alive or in that woozily exsanguinated state between, was long gone. One footprint remained on the edge of the railing, smeared into uselessness; it might have been where they arrived or departed. In the adjoining district, the dozens of guardians of stone—some functional gargoyles, most merely ornamentation—crouched under blankets of untouched snow, without signs of disturbance or blood.

Ferec stared at the roofs and domes, the spires and courtyards, for a long time, still seeing nothing. A light-footed fighter, perhaps. Winged, under the long coat. Plenty of people had wings. Or a straight drop back to street level, and miraculously no broken bones. Hm.

Mechanically, compensating for his shaking hands, he searched the dead men, turning out pockets, frisking limbs. Tanczel was clean—as expected of any field agent—and the piss-stinking corpse had nothing except the knife and a small handgun concealed in the lining of his coat, resting against his back. Ferec took both, then unpinned Tanczel’s false dockworker’s number from the green velvet sleeve. See, that was real professionalism: making sure he transferred the number. Have to put that in the report. Or maybe not.

“Do you know him?” Ferec croaked, gesturing at the corpse of their attacker, then switched to his rusty Barain, the language spoken in St. Barothain. “He followed you? He’s from your city, yes?”

The old man shook his head slowly, not exactly a negative answer but a more universal negation: No, no, this is impossible. Then he blinked and twitched, as if pricked by something inside Ferec’s coat, and began frantically to pat his shirt and trousers, digging his fingers into the waistband. He stared wildly around himself, then feebly pushed Ferec away and began to shuffle around the deck of the ship, pausing to paw at the rope coil.

Ferec watched him, bone-weary beneath a rising tide of anger—at himself, at their assailants, at the dead Tanczel, at their orders, at the snow and the darkness and the wind. It was impossible, but he had been taught that nothing was impossible, only very unlikely. Questions would have to come later. They were both shivering and soaked, and must get indoors; if there was to be another attempt tonight, it would have to be on a moving target or they’d never survive. The operation was not yet over.

“Come on,” Ferec said quietly, taking the man’s arm. “We have people to clean this up.”

“I cannot go,” the old man croaked, trying to shake himself loose. “I have to—you must help me look—”

“We can’t stay.”

“No! Damn you, who are you? You must—”

Ferec squeezed the man’s arm until he fell silent. “More will come, do you understand? If they found you once, they can again. No talking. Hope you’re worth it, whatever it is.”




DATE OF INVESTIGATION: 15 Endril

DATE OF REPORT: 16 Endril

ASSIGNATION: Murder & Assault, Watch Station 136 (Tourtile Town Centre)

COMMANDING OFFICER: Sgt. C. N. B. Morecombe

INVESTIGATING OFFICERS: Cst. J. Deering, Cst. E. Deakins, Cst. W. B. Rawth, Adm. E. Velasco (temporary secondment from Watch Station 108 [Garsley Block])

SOURCE OF REQUEST (STATION AND/OR ADDRESS):

NOTES: Officers arrived at scene appx. 0800h (address in Appendix A). Scene consisted of third-floor flat on east side of building, window facing east, single room, one door exiting to common hallway.

Deceased located upon floor of flat, face upmost. Preliminary cause of death: shooting, not self-inflicted.

Location of wound: frontal cranium (central).

Condition of deceased: wearing cotton under-shirt, trousers, and stockings. Boots located in tray near door. (See Appendix B for details of evidence.)

Summary of evidence: Cst. Rawth collected prints for comp to prints of deceased and internal records (fingerprints w/ aluminium dust + gelatine sheets for footmarks upon floor). Hands of deceased swabbed for evidence of gunpowder (none visible; swabs sent to laboratory in Garsley Block). Blood-marks recorded by Cst. Deakins in illustration Appendix B. Bullet located by E. Velasco in wall on left-hand side of door; bullet condition likely poor before officer mismanagement resulting in damage to evidence (see disciplinary statement, Adm. E. Velasco).

Movement off-scene: Bullet location in wall suggested shot fired from adjacent structure, entering open window of deceased person while he stood directly in front of it. Sgt. Morecombe assigned officers to investigate structure adjacent to seek out supplementary evidence. Collected one hollow, cylindrical object of unidentified provenance suspected to be disguised component of illegal firearm (see Appendix B). No casings were located. Cst. Rawth swabbed surfaces for evidence of gunpowder (none visible).

Final note: Deceased did not possess identification card or other documentation. Location was thoroughly searched. Cst. J. Deering tasked with further investigation with landlord of property (domicile off-site from location), possible witnesses (in building, across street) who may have heard firearm usage/saw potential suspects/other.

Deceased has been transferred to Mortuary Services (see manifest).





“But that’s simply astonishing!” cried Constable Arthur, his blue eyes starting from his head. “Extraordinary! Oh!”

I rushed forward to catch the young man by the arm and guide him to the armchair on my side of the room, for the twin of the chair, which belonged to Percival, was most deplorably heaped-up with books, papers, pamphlets, magazines, and other such ephemera.

“It will be less astonishing once I explain the final piece of the puzzle,” Percival said. He seemed entirely unmoved by the state of the constable’s agitation; I suppose also it would be ungenerous of me to mention in this account that my partner seemed, if anything, a little smug about the conclusion of the case. Or perhaps he believed that the constable was suffering from some minor malady and the cure could be provided with Percival’s logic.

“My good man,” said the constable, digging his fingers into the arms of the chair, “only yesterday you were telling us—wasn’t he, Mr. Credge?—that you were not at all assembling a jigsaw puzzle, but carrying upon your back a Hessian sack full of oddments with no connection whatsoever!”

“Why, and so I believed,” said Percival, “quite until the very moment that the final piece of the puzzle was located.”

—Excerpt from “The Case of the Porphyry Squire,” from The Investigations of Detective Percival Alnwyck, Issue 47, by Clare G. Meddlemas








CHAPTER3


Everyone, including Ferec, called it the Walking Office; Seaborne’s Asset Management branch treated it the same as every other asset owned or leased by the agency, and had given it an asset number and sign-up sheet, ignoring all complaints that the sheet was normally impossible to find.

From the outside it was an ordinary omnibus, not in City livery but clearly a private vehicle—the wood remained mostly plain, with a few varnished touches of gold and red. A little celebratory, not like the black-detailed ones you could rent for funerals or wakes.

The coloured glass sign at the top read CHARTER in large red letters, and below that, the rotating bar was permanently fixed to NOT FOR HIRE. The horses, too, were deliberately workaday—unshowy, unmatched, of indeterminate age, not really worth stealing. The large windows on either side were shuttered with light panels of tin, several of their slots subtly filled with silver-filmed observation glass.

Inside, the ’bus lacked the usual rows of seats, containing instead two desks bolted to the floor, a handful of chairs fastened to the wall with hooks, a small but serviceable stove with a magnetized kettle, and a narrow cabinet with a gleaming new numerical lock. The brass sconces on the wall were spirit rather than gas, giving off a murky, unsteady light.

Ferec nudged the asset into the middle of the apparently empty ’bus, latching the door behind them. “Did you have time to confirm that the cleaners received my cable?” Ferec said, trying to rein in his chattering teeth. “I sent it just before five. From the office on Old Monument Street.”

“It was received.”

The old man jumped at the voice—heavy, familiar (to Ferec at least), inhuman, deep enough to vibrate the planks of the floor.

In the far corner, what appeared to be a heap of discarded furniture rumbled and stood, revealing itself as a silvery-grey manticore dressed in a plum tweed suit with a deep green silk tie. He padded towards Ferec and the old man, unblinking, unhurried.

“Sir,” said Ferec, hoping the single syllable hid his surprise. He had been expecting a hand-off team, who would pick up the asset and whisk him to another, likely not final, destination, whatever that was (not in the briefing, none of Ferec’s business). There was a system in place; every part of his job, every step in every mission, relied on the system’s silent and invisible workings. He trusted that the cogs were turning in places he could not see, and did not need to see, and indeed had been designed to not let him see, the way the city’s engineers designed tram platforms to make it nearly impossible to fall into the gap. You could not rely on people controlling their baser impulses; barriers needed to be in place.

To discover Bardanes here therefore made him uneasy because it was unexpected, and this part of the system was not rife with unexpected things. His handler, like the others, never came to the field now. It was considered unnecessary—not a great risk, not a faux pas, just an inefficient use of the agency’s resources. They stayed in their plush offices in the Onyx, spiders at the centre of a discreetly expanding web, alert to every tremor and shiver, communicating through cables, memos, and oral reports from trusted assistants.

Bardanes alone had no assistant; he had assigned Ferec this mission in person more than a month ago, and that had been the last time Ferec had seen him. He should have been at home, trusting to the other spiders in his web to do their jobs.

“A team of six was dispatched,” Bardanes said. “Overkill, perhaps. Perhaps not. Let us hope as never before that they outpace both the city’s scavengers and the City Watch.” His enormous golden eyes flickered over the asset, then returned to Ferec. “Debrief.”

Ferec blinked, confused. There it was again: first avoiding Customs, and now the Watch? Seaborne had always worked with the Watch. True, the relationship was rarely transparent to either party, but it did not need to be. Like Seaborne’s own administration, their alliances formed a well-oiled machine of, as Tanczel had observed, nods and hat-tips, waggled eyebrows and “I’ll just run this form down to main office, love,” that kept both organizations working without interference, very quietly, far from the public eye.

The Watch was kept apprised of Seaborne missions where it seemed necessary; and if they had not learned of a mission in advance, it took only a quick visit, or a brief cable, to the appropriate persons, to correct any misapprehensions (mistaken arrests, say, or overzealous beatings) that an agent working undercover might be subjected to by the Watch.

Ferec’s head ached; the smell rising from his wet shirt was turning his stomach; he wanted to bathe and eat and he felt certain that any questions he raised would go unanswered; he shouldn’t waste his time. Still, he met Bardanes’ luminous gaze without flinching. “I would like to know the security clearance of the asset,” he said.

“No one here is present without my personal clearance.”

“… I’d like to know his clearance level.”

“He does not have one.”

Was it his imagination, or had his handler’s voice become even lower? Ferec’s teeth buzzed with strange frequencies. He had no fillings, but he still imagined them being shaken loose. Imagined swallowing the tiny bits, like the back of an earring.

“We were ambushed,” Ferec said. “And one of them specifically went for the asset. It wasn’t random. We were targeted. Men are dead. One of ours is dead. How?”

This was not the normal format; Ferec knew it was an unacceptable format. And it was not that Bardanes was so hidebound by propriety or convention that he would not accept it, but that no useful information had actually been delivered. Ferec had not angered his handler. But he had disappointed him.

Bardanes did not move for a long time, then he settled back down on the floor, crossing his paws primly in front of him, the rich folds of his suit meeting to send up tiny sparks in the darkness. Was that the gleam of an exposed claw in the firelight? No, surely not. A trick of the eye. But an effective one. He waited.

Ferec debriefed.



“… And then, without further hostile contact, we caught the number sixteen tram to Winfoss Station, paying fares on-board with cash.” Ferec rubbed his eyes with smarting fingertips. The small patch of abraded skin on his cheek was stiffening up, pulling the left side of his face into an uneasy smirk. He felt strangely conscious of only telling half the story—the half he knew—because it was so conspicuous that Tanczel’s half could not be told. It felt like a joke leading to a missing punchline. “And at the station cab stand rendezvoused with this location, Mobile Security Facility C, and after confirming the identity of the driver, entered as normal.”

“How did you know the asset was secured in a lifeboat?”

Ferec took a deep breath. The conversation could not be rushed or redirected; Bardanes would not lose his temper even if Ferec lost his, but he also would not allow the reins to be taken from him. “I didn’t,” Ferec said evenly. “I reasoned that the asset probably wouldn’t be in the hold, because there was too great a risk of it being damaged or forgotten. But it couldn’t be somewhere that the crew might find it either, because the captain would certainly have turned around to return the asset, and the ship therefore wouldn’t have come to Wickhills on schedule. I concluded it must be either somewhere the crew could never accidentally find it, like a smuggler’s hole, or else somewhere in plain sight, but disguised as something that the crew would probably not disturb on an everyday voyage.”

Bardanes nodded, conceding the point and the logic. While Ferec spoke, he had stoked up the stove—manticores ran hot, so it was a clear concession to the two humans—and unhooked a chair, then parked the asset on it and fetched him a small metal cup of brandy from the supplies in the cabinet. His ears—pointed like a housecat’s, rather than rounded like a lion’s—had pricked and turned, always following Ferec’s voice, the long hairs at their tips gleaming like gold wire.

Ferec badly wanted some brandy, but did not feel like asking after realizing that Bardanes did not feel like offering. He felt queasy, persecuted. One hostile was unaccounted for—two, if the ōg had survived—and they would surely be rushing to their own handler even as he spoke. But it was not merely that, and not merely too that the mission had been disrupted before completion; that happened all the time.

It also was not that Bardanes had lost an agent—that Ferec had lost Bardanes’ agent, to be precise—because there would not be any repercussions or penalties levied on Ferec for that, and no new ignominy attached to his name or his file. That was business as usual. How many had the old man lost over the years, anyway?

No, his unease came from something else. And the thing sat above all these things and it touched them, like the stinging arms of a jellyfish, nearly invisible, killing without knowing and without seeing. He felt it in his marrow, the wrongness.

It was this: that Bardanes seemed so unruffled by something that should have been shocking, for Ferec had been shocked. No one knew enough about the operation to find them in the Ships: not the administrators who had signed them out the pipes and the coats, not the Guild contact who had issued the fake numbers. And Ferec was certain that they had not been followed. Certain. Yet Bardanes was moving about the place as if Ferec had explained to him that they had been attacked by pigeons on the way out of the tram station.

Tell me, Ferec wanted to say. You know something. What? If you knew this might happen, why didn’t you warn us? If you didn’t, why are you so goddamned calm?

There was a protocol for these things; Ferec had obeyed it often enough. This was what made a Seaborne agent valuable, this adherence to protocol. Not obedience—they were expected to do what needed to be done without instruction—but knowing when to push and when to yield. Those who didn’t learn tended to disappear without trace. The wrong questions, or asking the wrong people, was like a knife … no. Like the brief, impersonal slice of a guillotine at a printing-press, removing (neatly and without tearing) such things as had been measured and found to be extraneous.

We can do without you was not something one wanted to hear at the best of times. At the agency, it was generally the last thing an agent heard.

He thought again about that last peaceful glimpse over the city, the things visible from a height that could not be seen from the street. The shapes of things, the full size and majesty of the slow dark Weck creeping to the sea, the personalities of the neighbourhoods pressed against one another and not alike in the least, the rhythms, the patterns. Bardanes must see these things; but he was under no obligation to take Ferec up with him to look. That too was part of the system.

“Sir,” he said, “I really must re-emphasize that there is a significant issue of informational control implied by—”

“You say they attacked you and attempted to make off with the asset here,” Bardanes said, his voice crisp, already dismissive.

“Yes, that’s—”

“But they would have had no way to know they were attacking Seaborne agents. You had nothing incriminating nor identifying upon you. As far as they knew, you were merely the two people who possessed the thing they desired.”

“I … well, yes, I suppose that’s possible, but the other possibility is that they attacked us because they did know, and therefore they targeted Seaborne agents because—”

“We will be here all night theorizing,” Bardanes said. “We will say therefore, therefore, thus, as a result, and we have no new information. Is that what you want?”

Not my business. None of my business. What is wrong with me?

Ferec gave it a few seconds and then said, carefully, “Will you sign off on the mission, sir?”

Bardanes studied his face for a full half a minute, the golden eyes barely moving under their heavy lashes. At this distance, Ferec could just about see himself reflected in the man’s pupils: a drowned rat, hair straggling under the matted woollen watch-cap, as white as bone. “Agent Ferec,” he said. “What is that above my head? Indulge me.”

Ferec barely glanced at it. “Agency crest, sir.”

“And so.”

Ferec bit his tongue, moving his teeth minutely so that Bardanes would not see his jaw twitch. And so? So what? In here, the crest was the size of his outstretched hand, carved from some light-coloured wood now the colour of pipe smoke, showing its familiar column surmounted with a circle containing the letters NVO. An acronym for the motto in the oldest tongue of Wickhills, predating their agency by thousands of years, but it was still what people liked to use for their crests. Translated, it meant We are not seen adorned.

It referred, as Ferec knew, and Bardanes knew bloody well he knew, to the old practice of binding defendants in a court of law not with shackles or cuffs but a length of purple ribbon. Not even knotted, but tied in a bow—the symbolism apparently being that even though one could easily free one’s hands, an innocent man would not, and would wait for due process. More practically, it meant that Seaborne agents never did appear in court. If by some unimaginable disaster it appeared that one could not avoid it, the agent would be removed beforehand. And they did shackle you these days, as Ferec could have pointed out.

Bardanes was merely reminding him of his duty, but the reminder stung. He of all people—well, calm down. “Sir,” he said. “The sign-off—”

“If you have recovered the asset I sent you to recover,” he said slowly, “then by all means.”

“If what?”

Bardanes turned to the old man, and addressed him in Barain; his voice was unexpectedly jovial now, a smile hidden under the false gravity of the most formal of Barain’s three constructions. “So if you are not Alabeus of the Dossvern family, long known to my own, then you have gone to a lot of trouble coming here to fool me and my employer,” he said. “And they would not be pleased to hear it; but I have told them nothing, both because you asked and because I judged it to be unwise. Are you he?”

“I am he,” the old man muttered. He sounded indignant beneath his bone-deep exhaustion, Ferec thought—as if Bardanes had mildly insulted him. “You said the right of it: I have come to a lot of trouble. I nearly died. And then after that I nearly died. And then again I nearly died; and then thanks to this one, I nearly died again. When I was supposed to be safe! And then he would not let me recover my property! The entire reason I came to your benighted city, this ridiculous factory that makes monsters and demons and cannibals and ghosts! You tell me, you, if you are who you say you are! You present to me the proof I asked or I have come here for nothing!”

Bardanes laughed, clearly surprising himself; Ferec blinked. It had been a long time since he had even seen Bardanes smile. He had entirely forgotten this sudden presentation of a carnivore’s teeth.

“We will not know one another’s alliances until we present our bona fides,” Bardanes agreed, still chuckling, stroking the end of his silvery beard. “And even then, perhaps not, no?”

“Even then,” the old man—Alabeus, if it was him—said, unsmiling. He reached inside his trouser pocket and pulled it inside out, revealing a lump pinned all around to keep it attached to the fabric. “I did not wish to lose it,” he muttered. “After so long … then I thought, What if it is destroyed on the journey, what if I have nothing? Maybe it is in pieces. I don’t know.” He glared up at Ferec, who was still standing politely with his hands behind his back as if he could not hear the conversation. “This one knocked me around like he was beating a rug! I have lost my most important … at any rate, it is a miracle I still have this, and if it is broken, it is his fault. You can hear me, I know you can, you little shit! I know you can understand me! Look, he is pretending he is deaf.”

“Even broken,” Bardanes said, “it will serve.”

Alabeus’ fingers were bluish and unsteady; it took him a long time to ungimmick the safety pins, leaning close to the small stove for better light. Ferec gazed out the window slits, seeing little in the darkness; he knew only that they drove through the Cloakturn Road neighbourhood, where the old opera house had been, whose dusty and hidden spaces he had loved so much as a child.

All the buildings in Cloakturn were a strange white marble, slick and untouched by the city’s usually indefatigable lichen. It gave them an odd but false impression of newness, of having just been built, though it was one of the oldest districts; you could tell by its proximity to the river. Huge pillars crowded the doorways, leaving openings usually a few feet across beneath the elaborate archways, often much narrower. More pillars, Ferec knew, sprouted every week, despite the City’s Defective Architecture Eradication Division. Carved faces—beautiful women, grinning demons, monstrous visages of fangs and teeth—peered down from every corner, most of them broken by rogue pillars. Pity. Hate to see public art treated like that. Reason they had to build a new opera house. At least they had kept the old sacred grove, since centuries had passed since it had been used for ceremonies. No useless spaces; you always needed new parks.

“So,” Bardanes said.

Ferec glanced back at the two men. Bardanes held something small in his upturned paw, cradling it gently in the middle of the leathery creases. The object was brown, and shiny, and completely unremarkable.

The old man looked relieved; Bardanes looked as if—Ferec could not quite put his finger on it. As if he had been asked to plan a party, say, for a dozen people, and now discovered that a thousand must be hosted, and music and entertainment provided. His pupils were distended, as if he had been startled.

“May I see?” Ferec finally said.

Bardanes nodded, and when Alabeus did not object, Ferec picked it up carefully, for he had seen the dark line showing that it was two reunited halves of one broken object.

It was a fossil, like the ones in the Natural History Museum, or such as you found in great quantities (if you were an adventurous sort) on the cliffs near the harbour, hidden in satisfyingly spherical nodules. These were uncommon, and so were considered a lucky find—quite literally bringing luck, because the finder could sell them to the museum or a fossil shop for a fair sum, sometimes several pounds. The ones who wouldn’t let them go tended to be the wyrd-women once burned for witchery, who called them snake-stones or snail-stones. But Ferec knew that the fossilised creatures had been neither snakes nor snails, but a kind of thing related to a squid, like the city’s emblem.

This one had broken cleanly through the middle, dividing it not into a left and right but front and back. Ferec at once saw the utility of it—if they had agreed upon, as many did, a letter or a painting torn in half, the edges of the paper might easily be matched by an unscrupulous forger, and the images or words on the surface. But even if one did manage to re-create the exact surface of the fossil, one could not forge the creature itself in stone.

He compressed the two halves with his thumb and forefinger, making the crack nearly invisible, thinner than a strand of Bardanes’ fine fur.

“I am satisfied,” Bardanes said, taking the fossil back from Ferec.

The form was duly produced from the cabinet, signed by Bardanes, then by Ferec, and then they both placed their thumbprints into the green-black wax seal while it was still warm. The mission was over. Ferec was dismissed.

At his request the driver dropped him near Olsinska Station, the obvious choice for a wet and coatless man to get home alive—from here Ferec could take the #3 line to the exchange, then board a northbound train on the #5 line and walk no more than five or six minutes to reach his front door.

He went through the high, arched doors into the warmth of the station, then turned and watched the Moving Office continue down the street till it was out of sight; then he sighed, and left through the side entrance, his arms wrapped tightly around himself.



Ferec did not consider himself a hero; he did not even, particularly, think of himself as heroic. He certainly did not connect the heroic duties of his employment to his inner self—not that he considered his deepest soul incapable of it, only that there was nowhere for the hooks to catch. Almost everything he was asked to do could be resolved in a quiet, bloodless, and undramatic fashion, and he strove for that, he wanted a reputation for that—he wanted people to say, if they ever spoke about him, That Ferec, he always does a nice, neat job.

So it was not heroism that drove him back and forth through the night and the ceaseless snow, dodging the flailing hooves of cabs and ’buses, skittering across the tram tracks as the drivers angrily rang their bells at him, his body crying out for sleep and his mind shushing it like a restless infant: Shh, shhh, just this one little thing and then we’re done. Just this one thing.

South to what he called his “workshop,” one of half a dozen scattered around the city, hidden from Seaborne’s unsleeping eyes; hands washed and clothes changed he descended to the tunnels just below Baker’s Court, the simplest of shortcuts, to another workshop for an hour’s careful work, for he was out of practice; back up to street level and north again, onto a Green Line tram, off again at Delen Circle, through the gate in its wall to the neighbourhood where Tanczel had lived.

Agents were not expected—no, he corrected himself at once, seeking orthodoxy even in his thoughts—agents were not supposed to know one another’s domestic circumstances. There were practical, operational reasons for this (leverage, hostages, torture, et cetera ad infinitum, Ferec knew all the reasons).

The other reasons were fundamentally cultural. Agents did not socialize within or outside the office, either; the gentlemen among them that still belonged to clubs (an increasingly outdated practice) were not expected to acknowledge one another if they happened to share one; if anything, upon seeing anyone from a handler to a secretary outside of the office, the expectation was that you did not even make eye contact. It wasn’t like the forced but intense camaraderie of the Watch, which Ferec knew was given to things like cake socials and football teams. It also ran somewhat counter to the overall culture of the City, so assiduously reinforced by City Hall with its civic holidays and its schoolchildren’s oaths; in a world where there was nowhere else to go, unity and conformity were emphasized above all else. There must be no outsiders, no insiders, only Wickhillers: a solid and indivisible mass, like a brick.

All the same, Ferec had ways of finding things out; this too he hid from Seaborne. If asked, he would not have been able to explain it. His need to hide things, keep things private, cache and stash and hoard and cover his tracks—that long predated his employment in the intelligence community. And now, well aware that he could have sent any of a long list of trusted acquaintances to drop a letter into Tanczel’s mailbox, he was going himself, because that too was a need.

He needed to see it for himself: what he had done. What precisely.

Like Ferec, Tanczel lived in relatively new “row” housing, though the district was dingier and dimmer than Ferec’s. The next district over was Elmside, formerly Beltside, masses of steaming, grunting factories built so close to one another that it was difficult to tell the individual buildings apart. All their effluvia—ash, grit, worse—blew into Tanczel’s neighbourhood. Only the new snow was clean, and that just for a moment. He thought of the asset, the old man complaining that Wickhills was a factory that made monsters—unfair, but not exactly inaccurate. Wickhills had made its fortune and reputation on clever machinery and useful gadgets, and it had maintained that focus for centuries. Through the resettling, through the Civil War, through droughts, floods, hurricanes, and plagues. Always the windmills turned. That was something to be proud of, not something to mock.

And as for the monsters bit, well. Rich coming from St. Barothain, where everybody looked the same.

It was nearly ten o’clock; many windows were already dark. Tanczel’s house occupied the middle of their row of five, indistinguishable from its neighbours. Ferec moved into the shadow of the thick evergreen hedge across the street, and watched the house for a long time.

He had known nothing about the man before meeting him for this mission; he knew only what he had inferred from the assignation itself. That Tanczel was not merely reliable or discreet, as all Seaborne agents were, but that Bardanes himself trusted the man for something of such secrecy that no one, not the Watch, not Customs—and by implication not the Committee, in charge of oversight from the City—and not a single other individual in the entire agency had been told.

Nothing, nothing else.

Tanczel had not painted or otherwise refurbished the house, it seemed; the roofing tiles matched the other builds, as did the grey plaster with its stencilled pattern of ferns, the postage stamp of front garden, the low red brick walls separating the houses from the cobbled street. Seven stone steps up to the door. Mail flap in the middle, not a mailbox. No bell-pull, but a brass plate and knocker shaped like a snake.

In the back alley, just visible between Tanczel’s house and his right-hand neighbour’s, were two of the glass churches that sprouted up in various neighbourhoods without rhyme or reason; they were dangerous, prone to collapsing and showering the place in shrapnel, and the DAED could barely stay on top of eradication efforts. Tanczel should have gone down to one of the offices, but he had been at the docks for three days, and now he would never fill in the request.

Ferec closed his eyes, listening to his heart beat. The windows were dark. Tanczel’s wife, maker of pork chops with apples, must have gone to bed. Tanczel would have had a cover story; everybody did, to put off husbands or wives, nosy relatives, people making small-talk at parties. His wife would not have been alarmed by his not coming home. He would have told her not to expect him. This had happened before; she was undisturbed. Or so Ferec reasoned, because she was still there. Wives did not mind being lied to. They minded bad lies: being taken for a fool.

Briefly, the upstairs window lit up, pink behind sheer curtains, and a silhouette appeared—put her hands on the sill—studied the street below. Ferec watched her, unmoving. The human eye liked change, noticed change. If he did not draw attention to himself it was likely she could not see him. Not in this kind of snow. He pulled the cold air into his mouth, swallowing it, letting it stream slowly back through his nose. No one else was on their street. She withdrew, and shuttered the window.

Ferec gave it five more minutes, then crossed the street, climbed the steps, pushed the envelope through the mail slot, and left.

On the train he stood despite the empty seats, grasping the braided leather thong hanging from the ceiling of the car; he found he was shaking, and also that he did not much care. The mission was over. Absolutely over, case closed, wax seal stamped, done.





My one:

Why weep for what has passed?

The golden pin fallen from my cloak

Has passed to the hands of another

Since you did not pick it up.

Together we will search,

And make our love once more

Shine brightly.

END TRANSMISSION
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CHAPTER4


After the funeral Ferec turned down various offers of lifts—there was no wake—and walked through the cemetery to the Grossaert Street gate, feeling Bardanes’ eyes on his back the entire way. The snow had stopped and started and stopped again, and the evening was grey and shadowless, no blazing winter sunset but a steady, dull darkening. One by one the well-trained graveyard streetlights flew to their posts, illuminating the wet brick pathway and peering down at Ferec as he passed. Grave-crows, grey and lilac and pale green and slate splotched with orange to imitate the lichens, circled in silence, hoping for the last of the mice or voles disturbed by the digging.

Across the road lay the Grossaert District, a peculiar place of black stone thrust up through the soil in ragged, knife-sharp peaks; various houses, stores, and pubs had nestled into the cracks between them, their lights winking through the crevices. Ferec liked the stubbornness of it—if there was one thing you could say about his city, it was that Wickhillers never wasted space. Took it as a personal challenge, sometimes, if defied. So the stone blunted every tool, refused to chip or bore or dress? Then there would be platforms lugged up and down, houses strapped to the sharpened peaks and joined with catwalks and gondolas, there would be funiculars, rooftop gardens, cantilevered bridges. It was a neighbourhood built out of spite.

Now and then, it had to be said, the stone ridges unexpectedly met and crunched up whatever lay between them, but that was rare; it had not happened for ten or twelve years, and Ferec felt relatively confident that he could get through a meal at his favourite restaurant without becoming dinner himself. And to be scientific about it, he might not become dinner; just because the stone teeth occasionally bit things did not mean they were eating them. Things could bite by reflex. Look at that case a few years ago, with that fire-bellied viper cult.

Inside the Wretched Dragon, Ferec settled into his usual booth at the back, with a clear view of the door and the large, expensive windows, though nothing could be seen through them except wet stone. All along their top edges, discreetly blending into the floral wallpaper, were tiny brass bells in the shape of snowdrops—meant to ring at the premonitory trembling that would portend a stone incident, and hopefully allow at least the diners nearest the door to get out before the restaurant was crushed.

He yawned, and ordered the four-course Chef’s Assemblage, with his usual appetizer to start and a large glass of red wine. The restaurant was warm, hushed, half full at this early hour; the waiters moved in silence on the thick carpet, their aubergine livery blending into the shadows.

Ferec studied the faces of the other diners out of habit, hoping that his eye would catch on something. He felt both exhausted and restive, spoiling for a fight he knew he would lose, whatever it was. He needed only the provocation. But no one provoked him. They had soft, moneyed faces, soft hands. Hands told good stories. No one here was after him; he wondered whether he would have felt better if someone was. It would have meant he was doing something, at least. Something meaningful, something that had been noticed and was important enough to oppose.

“You are in mourning?” the waiter said as he set down the tray in front of Ferec, eyeing the black suit. “It is recent?”

“The funeral was today,” Ferec said tonelessly. “That’s all right, Gratian, I don’t need a taste.”

“I am very sorry.” Gratian poured the wine—a thick, thirty-year Steghassi—and vanished again into the fragrant gloom.

Ferec made himself swirl and sniff the glass perfunctorily, and then drink—three large swallows he barely tasted, as if he were taking a dose of health tonic. He didn’t really want the wine tonight; it didn’t even coordinate with his food. He often ordered it anyway, liking the rarity as much as the taste. The rarity was half the point. There was only so much Steghassi every year; not a drop more could ever be coaxed out of those vineyards, for the vines could not be fertilized by hand, there were so few shard-wasps to visit the flowers, and a bad season meant none at all.

It was snowing again; the windows wept, turning the reflections of the chandeliers into so many glittering clouds. Ferec touched his itchy cheek, the scrape still healing, then picked up his long-handled spoon and dug into the tall parfait glass, boring through the layers of chicken liver mousse, cream, and candied hazelnuts. Very satisfying, like watching those digger-mole things the City used to make new channels for pipes and cables. Down, down through the strata, twirling the spoon.

Here was one of the few places he practised with glee the great paradox of class: the rich ate with casual, shirt-staining sloppiness, whereas anyone who had saved their pennies for months sat rigid in their seats, desperately following the etiquette guides they had memorized for the occasion. Ferec misbehaved deliberately and conspicuously here. Another game, another set of rules to discover and then disregard. But tonight he found he was not enjoying it much.

Tomorrow, he told himself, he would go into the office—he usually spent as little time as possible at the Onyx, and did not even have his own desk, let alone chambers—and work on some of his other operations. He had been in the field virtually nonstop for weeks, and things needed filing. He had receipts to submit, letters to write. That kind of thing. No fighting, no rooftop chases, no surveillance, no anti-surveillance, no … whatever. If Wickhills was a factory, it was time to return to being a cog.

Without comment, the waiter appeared again and silently swapped out Ferec’s empty dishes for a full tray, jingling discreetly as he removed the dome. “Sir’s soup and entrée.”

“Thank you, Gratian.”

“A little more wine? Of the same?”

“A little, please.” Ferec smiled as the man topped up the glass to within a hair’s breadth of the rim and left the bottle. Then he methodically laid out the torturer’s rack of implements, rearranged the three silver cups of sauce, and set to work on the steaming behemoth of his bearded lobster. As he cracked into the claw, a wet scrap of vermilion shell catapulted into the air, landing on the far edge of his table.

What a red! Very like blood. Fountaining from a throat. But just a drop … he waited out the intrusive image, which took a minute or two, then returned to his supper.

It was of no account, really of no account. The man he had killed on Thursday was not his first kill, nor his fifth or dozenth or twentieth. He had killed a man long before his first Prosperity Day, traditionally held when a child was ten; now, he remembered little about the death except that he had stood over the body for a long time, too long, waiting to feel something other than overwhelming relief. Relief and gratitude and awe that it had been so easy.

In fact he remembered little about most of the deaths he had caused, save one. And Tanczel’s, of course, but that was … that was collateral damage. He could not count those up and stay sane.

Ferec reached across the table and retrieved the razor-sharp bit of shell, wiping it onto an extra napkin. Claw here, leg here, antenna here, whatever that was … here. Awful lot of unidentifiable bits on a lobster, weren’t there? Well, they were probably used for something. In situ, as it were. Push the cups of sauce into a row: himself, Bardanes, Tanczel. And the salt cellar: Alabeus, the asset. He needed more bits and pieces on the table; a games set would have been better. But. Who had known Alabeus was coming here, and when? The sea voyage took days, even with a modern ship under steam and sail, like the Caranton Hill.

After that, who had known Bardanes was sending two men to pick him up? The three sauces. Anyone else? No. This was not a normal operation; Bardanes had said so. It would not be included on the reports to the Committee, to any other handlers, other agents. Hidden from Seaborne. Hidden from the City.

Ferec used his fork to rearrange some of the emptied legs, frowning. No, that was all … Asset Management signed out equipment (the pipes, the coats, the woollen watch-caps, and so on) without connecting it to a specific operation. Their Dockworkers’ Guild contact had given them their numbers through a third party, one of Bardanes’ assistants, and so would not have known about the operation either, and neither would the assistant. Just fetching and carrying, as Ferec had done in his earliest days. Go somewhere, knock on the wall, wait, get the envelope they give you, leave, give it to your contact. Anonymous, anonymous, faces that did not know other faces, dead-end roads, the system working as it was meant to work.

So they’d been followed. Stood to reason. Eliminate everything else …

No we weren’t. We were not. In my bones I know it. I know what it’s like to be followed, dammit.

He picked up the salt cellar, weighing it in his palm, remembering Bardanes holding the little fossil—a mote in the sea of his paw. Have someone follow up on the ship’s crew? Someone might have been in on it. The captain, the seamen. Look at the register. Or …

Supposing Alabeus himself was not what he seemed? Oh, he had proved his identity—it was not that Alabeus was not Alabeus, but perhaps that he was on a mission of his own.

Yes, what if … he had come here to Wickhills, having made arrangements before he left. To what? Trick Bardanes into involving Seaborne? Was it a ruse to infiltrate the agency itself? Or something else? He comes here crying for help, he pretends he needs rescuing, secretly he’s hired people to … kidnap him from us … so that we believe … what do we believe?

Ferec pushed the plate away, irritated at himself. The mission was over. He had no more involvement in the old man’s schemes than he did in the Department of Education. And he should have as little interest, too. He drained his wine almost without thinking, refilled the glass, drank that more slowly. Two more courses to go: focus on that.

The waiter returned as soundlessly as before, his hands empty; Ferec spotted his reflection in a facet of his wineglass, swallowed, and turned with a smile. “Everything is perfect as usual, Gratian.”

“A … gentleman is requesting to speak with you, Mr. Ferec.”

The word gentleman carried volumes in Gratian’s beautifully cultured voice. He was the type of person who could spin the word you into an entire string of insults without adding anything else.

Ferec stiffened and replaced the salt cellar next to its mate. Discarding his napkin, he trailed after Gratian’s enormous, velvet-jacketed figure to the back of the restaurant, then waited as the staff entrance was unbolted, admitting a blast of cold air that sliced through the familiar stuffiness.

“Watch your step,” Gratian said, gesturing at the wooden stairs leading between the two sheer walls of stone. “There’s a walkway down there—but it’s dark. He said he would be there. Perhaps I should send one of our servers with you, if—”

“I’ll be careful.”

The stairs were lit with oil lamps fastened to the stone; the walkway, as Gratian had warned him, was narrow and pitch-black, visible only by the faint gleam of moonlight on the soaked wood.

Beyond it, better lit, were other paths and platforms, where dozens of serving staff in near-identical variations of evening wear darted back and forth between the staff entrances of adjoining restaurants and bars, avoiding one another without even looking. Swinging doors framed glimpses of gilt and marble, like the luxurious blinks of scantily clad girls in a cash-arcade. It wasn’t tits you hoped you saw; it was the image of money, the pretense of money. That was the lure that made the coin worth it.

The gentleman waited at the end of the walkway, his back pressed to the stone and both hands out as if he feared he would simply fall off the relatively flat surface. Bronze rats and the smaller, snakier scale-rats burrowed in the snow behind him, hunting for scraps; on the sharp peaks above, streetlights and moon-hawks watched the furtive movements with great interest, paying no attention to anything too big to eat.

Ferec recognized the messenger, though the other man—a slender, nervous-looking griffig swathed head to toe in a motley collection of winter wear—seemed to not recognize him in turn. Well, fair enough; proportionally, the city was probably three-quarters human, and just as the other way around, non-humans sometimes found it difficult to remember human faces, with their unfamiliar proportions and odd arrangements of features.

Ferec sighed theatrically. “Look, I’ve already told you it’s all over with your sister.”

“That’s not what she told me.”

“You grew up with her, you know how she lies. What did she say?”

The griffig’s brow furrowed dramatically as he tried to remember the counter-phrase, sending a cascade of snow off his fur, balding here and there from some viscid adolescent eczema. “Er … she said she wasn’t a big whore like we thought?”

“Good try,” Ferec said. “You could have given a note to Gratian. That’s allowed.”

“No, I were told not tonight.” The griffig shivered. “The big man hisself. You won’t tell anyone I forgot th—”

“Number?”

“Fifty-eight.”

Ferec did not reply, only pushed past the boy—not quite at a run. Beneath his mild annoyance at the interrupted dinner was exultation—no, not quite. Vindication. Told you so, he thought, though he could not have said whom he was addressing. I was right.



The snow had essentially no effect on the quotidian life of the city, except that everything had become frictionless and clogged, and tempers were fraying. Wickhillers were no strangers to proximity, but they did not like unexpected contact. It meant something to control one’s own space, even if that was only the few inches around oneself, and it also meant something (a fight, generally) to have that space invaded by a stumbling cab-horse or a lady in unsuitable footwear.

Ferec slithered rapidly through the crowds, his gaze flicking from face to face out of long habit. He did not believe he was being tailed—certainly, without the asset, he thought no one would bother tailing him now—but one never knew. At any rate, no faces repeated themselves. He went on, cursing the dress shoes he had worn to the funeral.

It was slightly warmer in Bias Tray, a sort of micro-district he usually disliked shortcutting through—with all the tubes, pipes, wires, ducting, and whatever else they had wrapped around the houses (he had studiously avoided finding out), the air was practically tropical, and as humid as the Orchid House in the Botanical Gardens. Behind the barred windows, squares of glass seemed to fizz erratically, as if a theatrical lime-light had been set up to illuminate a decorative fountain. Ferec did not like to look too closely at these, as shadows and even faces often seemed to appear in the random patterns of the particles, and anyway it gave him a headache.

But here the streets were clear of snow, meltwater sluicing weakly into the storm drains, and he was able to move faster, stopping once for a few minutes when a pipe broke and hissed furiously till the steam within it depressurized and it collapsed onto the tiny ziggurat of ice it had created. He stepped over it, shaking his head—no wonder there weren’t many on foot here, if that was a common occurrence—and headed for the train station.

The night market around Beydor-hon Station was in full swing and full volume, packed solidly with stalls, tents, cartmen, beggars, traders, couriers, streetbards, charlatans, pickpockets, shoppers, and wandering brazierae selling portable snacks for those who did not wish to eat at a stall. Ferec stopped at one and bought two paper bags of roast chestnuts, slipping one into either pocket. He could expense that later, and his interrupted dinner; the agency owed him for tonight.

He got off his tram at the Mirage Street stop, ploughing through the snow with his head down. It was quiet at this time of night—shop windows shuttered and barred, beggars asleep in the alleys, darkened apartments above. Respectable.

A silver-striped darter nearly as big as a terrier shot from a side street across Ferec’s path, clutching something red and dripping in its jaws; he waited politely till it had crossed, waited a few more seconds for the (inevitably) even bigger rodent pursuing it, then went on. You were supposed to report darters to the Department of Public Health—they had some kind of extermination committee meant to protect City creatures like streetlights and guttersweeps that often ended up as prey for their undomesticated relatives—but Ferec believed firmly in the survival of the fittest, and anyway the City would simply breed more amenities as needed. That was job security for lots of folks out there, that was.

The middle building in a row of five virtually featureless, identical shops was labelled ANDEMIR & MOL BOOKKEEPING SERVICES (C.C.W., C.A.P.S.) in modest gold lettering across its shuttered windows and closed door. The entire row, painted in uniform black, protruded from the snow like a misplaced bar of pig iron. Ferec worked the hidden catch of the lockplate and turned the dial below, the tiny gears sluggish and resistant, taking several tries to accept the combination.

His chestnuts had gone cold in his pockets. He still clutched the bags as he let himself into the Onyx—the interior was barely warmer than outside—and headed between the rows of desks and cabinets to the door in the back.

Bardanes was waiting in the first of the hidden rooms. As he rose to greet Ferec his golden eyes seemed to carry their own light, sweeping over him like the head-lamps of a tram. He too still wore his funeral suit—black waistcoat, shirt, cravat, jacket, and over all the black brocade coat, everything subtly and expensively patterned with silk thread. “I apologize,” Bardanes said. “I have spoiled your dinner.”

“Not at all.” Ferec had a sense of approaching some large, dangerous beast as yet asleep, wondering what would wake it. Bardanes seemed to feel the same way, or at any rate there was something off about his body language; his steps were peculiarly tentative, as if the room were mined.

Perhaps it wasn’t related to the docks operation at all, Ferec thought, his excitement burning away at once. Some new mission, something portentous. No? But it was urgent: Ferec had been summoned at night, not waiting till the offices opened again in the morning. What, then?

Bardanes crossed the room and unlocked another door concealed in the papered and paneled wall. This second room was better lit, with a dozen mounted sconces and one large, plain glass fitting in the whitewashed ceiling. There was an inexplicable sense of disturbed air, recycled breath, as if several people had rushed out moments before the door opened.

But the only movement was Bardanes, striding to the middle of the room, Ferec following. Six wooden tables with raised steel rims had been bolted to fixtures in the floor; two contained corpses. A third held the false rope coil in which Alabeus had concealed himself, the round lid propped against its side. The room smelled of tar, canal scum, and mint-scented disinfectant. Bardanes tugged down a lever set into the wall and hidden fans began to spin.

The manticore said nothing as Ferec went from table to table. The container; the smelly man he had killed; the ōg, its mouth open as the mouths of drowning victims often are, giving a strong impression of a frozen scream of rage. “So it did die,” Ferec said, for something to say.

“A deplorably passive statement,” Bardanes said, smiling.

“Accurate, though.” Ferec circled back around to Bardanes’ side. “Has it been identified?”

“Passive again,” Bardanes said. “I would have had to assign a team to examine and identify it, which I have chosen not to do. Yet. You’ve been with us for … what, ten years now?”

Ferec blinked at the wrench tossed lightly into the gears of the conversation he thought he had been having. “Er, yes,” he said, recalibrating his next question, about the dead man on the other table. “Ten years next month.”

“Impressive milestone. It is occasionally remarked upon in Committee.”

“Excited to get my silver watch, sir.” He was, minimally, though that was a given. So many agents died or required removal in their first six months that ten years was legitimately unusual; Ferec, at thirty-four, had already received paperwork about retirement planning from Personnel Management. Being a field agent was like being a boxer or a racehorse: you aged at a preternatural rate even if you were not in the field much. It only took one bad day.

What was the old man implying? Early retirement? Why bring him here only to send him packing? He waited, impassively braced for impact—as if he were back on the Caranton Hill, the ship both moving and sinking under his feet.

“Impressive,” Bardanes repeated, drawing the word out. “However, there is the other matter of your…”

Ferec flushed, a slow seep past his collar, warming the expensive cologne he had dabbed on earlier. How had he found out about that already?

“Your informal network, shall we say,” Bardanes finished.

Ferec relaxed fractionally. “The collection of intelligence is our reason for existence, is it not?”

“A very pat answer. The answer of a much younger man. Take yourself seriously, Ferec; the Committee can’t if you don’t. I am referring to the … the frankly unprecedented number and variety of persons whom you have unofficially recruited to provide you with unsanctioned information which you use to supplement your operations. No one else does that. No one would dare. It’s against a dozen internal policies. Let alone common sense. Handlers recruit agents and that is where it is expected to end.”

Ferec shrugged, as if he had not broken out into a cold sweat. “As you say,” he said. “Ten years.”

“I haven’t informed the Committee, which is the reason you’re still working here and, if I may, most likely, breathing. It makes you a liability.”

“So the rumours are true,” Ferec said when he got his wind back. He felt as if, after a feint, Bardanes had landed a blow—a light one, meant to incapacitate rather than kill. But the force remained stunning because of the weight behind it.

“Of course they’re true,” Bardanes said flatly. “They are only rumours because no one wants to believe they’re real, not because they sound too outlandish to believe.”

The rumours: certain agents quit or retired and claimed they would disappear to some far-off neighbourhood where they could relax. And they did disappear. Completely, untraceably—so thoroughly that the only way to match it might be death.

Seaborne protected all of its information, no matter where it resided. Distributed into the brain of an agent was no different from written down on a sheet of paper. It might be ciphered, but it was always at risk. Always. Of course, when you signed the contract of employment, you also signed up for the snap audits of your office in the Onyx, home inspections, questioning of family and friends, searches of property, having your mail opened and read … it was not integrity that was being tested, exactly, or loyalty, but compliance.

But if someone ceased to comply … Seaborne did not reprimand or blackmail or retaliate or punish. It vanished: an active verb. All very civilized. The same way it dealt with every other threat to the safety of the city.

Was this his death-speech? Ferec felt a moment of relief that it was Bardanes delivering it, at least, and not someone else; but he could not feel much else beyond the buzz in his ears. Early retirement of a sort, he thought, and almost chuckled.

Bardanes said, “It’s great fun to say I’d tell you but I’d have to kill you afterwards, isn’t it? I’m sure you’ve enjoyed saying it to people.”

“In general, I haven’t needed to say it.”

“Because you’ve eliminated the need? Or eliminated the source?”

Ferec shrugged. The silence stretched out again, and he felt his fear build—let it build, showing nothing.

Bardanes must have discovered Ferec’s sin a long time ago—it was his way to sit on something until it could be used to its greatest advantage. Other handlers pounced on hints and canards, sending agents out to confirm whispers. But Bardanes was never one to act immediately. He had mastered his reflexes too well over the centuries, tamping down his naturally predatory essence until it matched the tiny sharp teeth of their agency: a big cat diminishing itself to live among the small. He had said nothing, done nothing.

Still, Ferec had sensed a difference—for more than two years, he had felt this distance, this standing back: Bardanes testing his former star agent very lightly, or provoking him, waiting to see what he would reveal, what he would do. But Ferec’s reflexes had been mastered as well. He had not believed himself to be discovered and now he realized that he was embarrassed, and defensive about it, and Bardanes did not wish him to be either. He did not want Ferec to sulk about it or throw a tantrum; he wanted something else.

Was that a noise at the entrance? Ferec listened intently for a few seconds, hearing nothing else. Another agent summoned to dispatch him? How disappointing that Bardanes would not do it himself. How hurtful.

He said, “I can only be what Seaborne has made me. I don’t mean to make excuses for it. Only that I’ve been told to get the job done using whatever resources I have at hand, to ensure success regardless of deficiencies in my tools, my fellow agents, my sources, my locations or weapons or information … I found that at hand left me wanting. I sought to fill the gap.”

“Agents cannot run their own sources. They must be developed in cooperation, and with the approval of, their handlers. There is policy against it for a reason, Ferec.”

“I was never told the reason.”

“Agents don’t need a reason. They need to obey.” Bardanes was growling now, the noise emerging between his teeth and clearly audible over the fans.

Ferec broke out in a fresh sweat, but stood his ground. For anyone else, he thought distantly, he’d be on the run already—or hands up, ready to fight for the last moments of his life. But not Bardanes. The old man had saved his life in every way that mattered; if he chose to save it here, or take it, Ferec would trust him.

Bardanes sighed, allowing his fur to settle. “Here is where you ask me, ‘Why am I here tonight, sir?’ You haven’t asked.”

“To do this, I presume, and then eliminate me once there was a confession,” Ferec said. “Even though it sounds like you didn’t need one.”

“No.”

“No, you didn’t need a confession, or no—”

The noise again: he turned to see a woman entering through the concealed door they had used, pink-faced and runny-nosed from the cold, bringing the fresh smells of snow and horse dung before they were whisked away by the fans. She did not pause or withdraw upon seeing Ferec there with Bardanes, but came forward into the better light above the tables, unbuttoning her long, blue-grey coat.

“Ah, Ferec.” Bardanes lifted his chin, his eyes flaring: the manticore version of a wink, which their eyelids were not set up to perform. “You know Agent Hoepsachett, I believe.”

“Only by reputation.” Ferec shook her hand, admiring its strength. She was in Records Management; he knew of her mostly by spotting her name on reports, or anyway the reports well-written enough to be worth reading.

At a glance she easily demonstrated everything Bardanes would have seen when he was recruiting: her countenance was analytical, intelligent, and even a little plainer-looking than ordinary, with small, sharp features crowded into the centre of her round face. She did not seem interested in the modern fashion of “compensating” for her looks; her brown hair was undyed and uncurled, merely brushed off her face into a bun, and her coat and dress had been tailored to fit her fat, powerful body, not to camouflage it.

Ferec, a pragmatist who had never possessed a vain streak, was well aware that his own looks were actually considered a disadvantage at Seaborne; you got marked down on the intake forms. The portly, average-height Hoepsachett was absolutely unmemorable, and that was rarer than people believed. It was a pity her unmatched anonymity was being wasted in Records. She would have been invaluable in the field. None of this, he noted clinically, in a whit affected his mild, professional jealousy at her presence: a child whining Why is she here? at a younger sibling invited to join a moment of perceived honour.

Bardanes took her coat and hung it on the rack next to Ferec’s, smoothing out the damp folds with a surprisingly gentle paw. “Thank you for coming so promptly. I am mindful of the hour. Agent Hoepsachett,” he went on, addressing Ferec now, “trained as a medical examiner before transferring to law—isn’t that right?”

“Yes sir,” she said. “But I—”

“And Agent Ferec has a certain facility for sniffing out non-medical findings,” Bardanes said. “And he is in dire need of redemption tonight—an opportunity for him to display his skills without getting on my final nerve. I would like the two of you to examine these bodies, their clothing, shoes, weaponry, and anything else you might find in or on them, with the greatest attention to detail.”

“What are we looking for?” Ferec said.

“Everything,” Bardanes said. “There are gloves in the box by the sink—yes, the yellow box. The usual tools in the cabinet over there. Use your every power of observation—both of you—even the most insignificant peculiarity may be essential here. And while you do so, I will attempt to fill in what Ferec so charmingly refers to as gaps in your knowledge.”






INTERLUDE


Bardanes Tells a Story

I’ve heard humans say that manticores cannot lie. I’ve also heard them say, less often, that we can see in the dark.

Have you ever heard that? From a child, I heard it first. One of those poetic moments: a little girl with a ribboned hat and sticky hands, staring up at me like I’m all four faces of God. I found I could not lie to her at that distance— a few feet—now I wonder whether that explains my advancement in Seaborne. The further from the field, the less often one needs to look someone in the face. For any purpose.

Today I wield liars by proxy. Bullets in Seaborne’s gun. It is much easier to lie from afar. Yes, that’s both of you. My bullets, loaded into my gun. To be aimed as accurately as I can with the information I have.

You never saw my first office, before Seaborne commissioned this place. We were in the back half of the old Bellyhop Fermentary Building, before they expanded; it was a fine, central location, though it was always meant to be temporary. We were there for almost seventy-five years, until it became clear that we needed more space and we could not expand without compromising our obliging hosts.

Before then, I at some level believed Seaborne would stay … small, nimble, invisible. Or I believed that it needed to, that size was the key to remaining unseen. Imagine me believing that. Well, it’s not about size—that was my first lesson—it’s about who’s looking for you and how their eyes work. So when we began to recruit, when we added agents and departments, I felt no fear. I knew we would not be seen.

Seventy-five years. You never get to the end of this work. There is always more. There is always the need for us to do what we do, to calculate new ways to do it—to raise the walls between the innocent, or at least ignorant, public, and the conspirators who would set a match under their quiet little world and burn it all to cinders. They never stop; we never stop. And they never seem to figure out who’s standing in their way.

Not if we’re doing our job.

My space was so small and cluttered I could barely see, in light or dark. Cabinets full of files, but also shelves full of the overflow, and then crates, boxes, even bags—there were sacks of files, canvas sacks, marked with things like ROWS OF PARADISE BEST QUALITY MIXED NUTS 50 LBS GROSS.

We had more mice than sense and we had more roaches than mice. And we had moonbugs, and no one could figure out why; but moonbugs eat paper too, as it turns out, not just blood. I always thought they were like fleas or leeches, but no. We set out traps that they all laughed at. The brewery cats came in and out, bellies swaying, but they couldn’t make a dent in the numbers. We would have needed a clowder of dozens, and no one wanted that kind of attention.

A really gorgeous mess of falsehoods and half-truths and wild goose chases … walking into that tornado of paper, I wondered how I might be expected to make order of it all, for I had been instructed to do so.

And that was what I had to work with, too, not a team of archivists or librarians but three or four murderers, bullets in a gun. As if one could shoot the files to bring them to heel … at any rate, mixed metaphors. Guns didn’t exist yet. Sometimes I forget how recent they are, how swiftly they changed things.

You must let an old man ramble.

Yes, there’s more soap in the back—Ferec, can you reach?

I have often wondered, in the darkest moments of my nightmares before I frighten myself awake, what the Civil War might have looked like if guns had been around then. On the one hand, there was quite enough loss of life with the crossbows, slings, spears, knives, and crude explosives they had devised; but on the other, would it have turned the tide at Roltessald Park? Difficult to say.

Or one could ask oneself: Would it have cancelled out what happened? Would the numbers have made sense? Zeroed it?

I am not a naturally optimistic man, I’m afraid; and even then what I had seen of human nature suggested that if there had been an unfettered ability to kill from a distance with the movement of a single finger, many, many, many people would have eagerly seized upon the chance. Perhaps people who had not even considered it before, even thought about it and dismissed it.

If you allow people to harm others, they will. I am glad there was … less allowance then, I suppose.

And isn’t it strange that now we have what they call rule by the people. These people, the same ones. What does that mean? I am not sure yet. We are in untried days, shaky days—perhaps it does not seem so to you, a few generations from it. But manticores are longer lived, and the change feels as if it happened minutes ago. We do not trust it yet. Do you?

I have not spoken overmuch of those days, the death of the old, the birth of the new. To you, or to anyone. Sometimes I have thought of writing a book about it—there are few of us, you know, still alive who were there to see it, a hundred and twenty-four years ago. But I do not like to speculate about who might publish it—and whether someone might step in (as I suspect) to prevent its publication. And then I suppose memories will be getting genuinely muddled. Who was on that street corner, who lifted his hand against whom, who wore whose colours, who swore allegiance to the wrong side or sides … I myself did not even witness it, only the destruction, which could be seen from afar.

And then the aftermath, the long grieving. A city with its back broken and its heart broken, staring up at the sky and waiting for the vultures to come …

I’ll say this much, knowing that we are not being overheard here—for even though we are the City’s hand, we are expected to respect the treason laws like everyone else—the fate of the four? Dear me, what a lot of revisionism was done for the history books. But I was there.

I was there, and even at that time I saw things I was not meant to see.

You know from your schooling the very simple story. Four majors, each ruling a quarter of Wickhills, each with their twelve advisors. They had only been trying rule by the people for about twenty years, after a lot of other rules and rulers had been experimented with and failed.

But the schoolbooks cannot tell you what it was truly like, the mood of the city. It was … new, it was unsteady. It felt new and unsteady.

People were unhappy; even then, before our predicament was completely clear, we yearned for stability: something we had not had for a long time. And the majors weren’t helping. They had different laws, different administrations, all that—shuffling and snatching for power between the advisors and the majors, like a family quarrel spilled onto the front steps where everyone could gasp and gossip and duck the thrown plates or frying-pans. It was like four cities, not one. Or four ex-lovers made to live in a single room.

It was undignified. But worse, it was bad for people to see it happening. Were these our rulers? These squabbling gossips and backstabbers, these hat-pin-wavers? How could they be?

So. The four. Then we add the “awful traitors,” the Coalition of Unified Citizens—but they weren’t traitors just yet.

They were a concern group, they started out no different than—who do we have now? Let me think of an example. I don’t know. The Association for the Preservation of Native Birds in Wickhill Municipal Parks: those ten or twelve binoculars people, those busy, sharp-eyed women in their dyed-silk dresses, those men with their grass-sprouting helmets and enormous bladders.

The Coalition wanted changes to the elections process—there had only been two elections so far, even though they were supposed to be every five years—a unified criminal code, improvements to the infrastructure, tramlines, water pipes, increased taxes on wealth and inheritance. A substantial acceleration in the rate of wall expansion, which was perceived to be chokingly slow, and they were correct at the time that none of the majors ever made wall modifications in response to requests from specific districts. They wanted more cropland, which was reasonable—we want that today, of course, and no appeal seems to have an effect. It seems endless when you look at it from the highest towers, but it is not, as any farmer can tell you. They also wanted an end to “closing off” neighbourhoods for pacification or punishment. Changes to royalties, trade, tariffs, inter-city travel to be permitted again—that kind of thing—and they threw their weight behind Major Goswin.

I liked him, if you want the truth of it. He was … well. He was calculating, canny. He looked like a fox when he was young, and he thought like one (smelled like one, too, often), but he also had that slightly foxy quality of being just close enough to a dog that you wanted to leave trimmings out for him in your garden. He had red hair back then, dark red hair with black tips, and his beard was red and black, like a feather. And when he spoke, you saw his white, white teeth in the redness and you thought: a fox, a little fox.

That day at City Hall—all those deaths—no one tells you the Coalition intended for it to be bloodless. Yes, entirely, and that is why they were not armed, because people fear weapons, just the sight of them, it is instinct. When you see someone holding a weapon all you can think is, I too should be holding a weapon.

The City knows this, of course. Takes advantage of it. Knew it back then. That’s why no one is permitted weapons now, not even us. That was one of the things that came out of the war. We tend to not think about it in those terms, but yes, it was direct cause and effect. Among other things.

At any rate: the Coalition meant for a swift, painless takeover, putting Goswin atop the other three majors. But they did not care what anyone’s intent was.

Well. Major Macarius was affiliated— No no, carry on. Don’t let me distract you.

Yes, there are shears in the cabinet, at the back.

Macarius was affiliated with the Damian family back then, through marriage, I think. Or he was a cousin, a distant cousin … anyway, the family took offense to their major being deposed and carted off, and they showed up in strength, and, well. Macarius was on top, the tip of a swaying pyramid of well-armed flesh; Goswin fled; the last two, Bahtiyar and Melampos, were being demanded to choose sides, Choose a side, pick a side, we want you, we want your advisors—they simply went into hiding.

Goswin, of course, had his caches of money and influence all over the city, all the favours he could call in. Surprisingly deep pockets for vermin, I always thought. He saw what the other majors didn’t seem to see, which was all those … you know, those little uprisings that never made it into the history books. Dozens, dozens. Swift-burning affairs, but corrosive. Wickhills has always had indigestion of the conscience.

They tended to peter out on their own, without involvement from City Hall or the Watch, because … well, you’ve seen it in the field, Ferec. In-group jostling for power, slap-fights between brothers or cousins or lovers, leaders and followers; the big man gets arrested or killed in a pub; someone shows his hand too early and the whole thing collapses like a sugar castle.

Lobby groups, like the bird people, they have traditionally had better luck; but you needed then, as you need now, a buy-in to meet with the major or his advisors. Ordinary citizens (myself included, my people included—all the non-humans, really) tended to be voiceless in the running of the city. You had to have money.

And so, at the beginning of the Civil War, people felt … hope, I suppose. An opening, the opening of a door, if not a hand beckoning them in—a door giving them a chance to take a side. And many did.

Goswin’s people fought steadfastly, and he recruited more all the time. The so-called underworld (much more substantial and influential than now, partly because Seaborne itself was asked to repress it) sided with Macarius and his people, who also compromised or coerced more into joining all the time. In terms of numbers they were like a slow avalanche, one never overtaking the other.

And they will not tell you this, because it is treason, but I saw—prisoners were taken on both sides, to be hostages, many of whom were killed or tortured or remained missing after Roltessald Park. Perhaps you have wondered at certain sore spots today, particularly among the self-declared “nobles” of the city … when you are undercover in some neighbourhoods you’ll see they cry out when you press on the wrong areas, even though you cannot see a bruise. No, that wound is old, old. But the hurt remains fresh, the insult of it.

Those were the people who were not in the least expecting to be treated that way. To be courted for leverage and funds, certainly. But never to have their own families taken and mistreated.

And of course, their surprise offended also the city’s ordinary citizens, who were used to being tangled in such affairs and were themselves offended that the nobles had expected special treatment.

The war went on, mm, two months if you time it from the day in City Hall. Surely longer than that if you count the planning and scheming behind the curtains.

And then the day … chaos. You could not trust your own eyes. Buildings striking one another like ninepins, toppling down, streets becoming sand, the dust rising, smoke everywhere—the noise of their bombs, fires, fires, fires, and the river clogged with broken bodies and stone and mortar and rubbish, breaking its banks, flooding the streets while people screamed for help above, the canals washing over their walls and pulling people down. The sunlight red through the haze and the Market Street Wyrm being carried away on a stretcher—of course it was barely a hatchling back then—with two broken legs, vomiting fire onto its rescuers. Some of the damage to the walls remains extant, as you’ve seen if you’ve been out to those neighbourhoods. As a reminder, not a memorial. As a warning sign that everyone can read.

Goswin—being a fox—was used to being hunted by those who considered themselves his betters. You know how it goes. He persuaded Macarius and the Damians, and even the Coalition, to ally with him “temporarily” to strike at the insurrectionists and begin repairs to the walls, and they signed the truce—or said they did, in fact no one saw hide nor hair of it till weeks later, when the version that’s up in City Hall now was hung up in its frame—signed by the two majors and about twenty of their advisors, the only survivors out of all forty-eight.

Macarius—and the heads of the Damian families—perished tragically during the final fighting at the park. So it is claimed. They died heroes … but I know from one who was there, one I trust, that Goswin killed Macarius himself, and tossed him over the landward wall.

Treason. Treason to speak, treason to recall. Our memories make traitors of us even when we say nothing. But then I suppose if they wanted to arrest me they would have by now.

Or they would have shortly after Goswin’s canniest advisor created us—Honoratus Seaborne, and Seaborne’s Men, as we were first called. And it is untrue, I asked Seaborne myself, that it was Goswin’s idea. But he did give it his most enthusiastic blessing and approval once Seaborne unveiled it some months later.

The Watch, you know, had been running for many years at that point, in one form or another, called one thing or another. As the new major Goswin centralized it, reorganized it, precisely as the Coalition had asked. Instead of being run higgledy-piggledy out of each district and paid for by the locals, Watchmen were paid by the City, and run at arm’s length from the Department of Justice, as they are now. Very simple, efficient, an inexpensive bell-station on essential corners. Not a waste of tax monies.

But Seaborne was not the Watch. We never were and we cannot be. Our purpose as initially envisioned was to work quietly in the broken city, to make it whole again, to heal it by removing those infectious agents and sharp-edged bits of shrapnel that remained. We meant to let people recover without thinking about danger all the time.

Digging out the various factions, militias, rebels, kidnapers, organized thugs, assassins, conspiracies, fringe maniacs, and any other socially corrosive or politically dangerous elements that had survived the War. And delivering them to the Watch, if proof of wrongdoing could be found, or eliminating them secretly if it appeared that it would prevent further violence or upheaval. We began as an anti-terrorist force. Of course, over the years … well.

Let me not blaspheme too much further.

I believe in our goals. I know you two do as well. We must all learn to live together like civilized people. Which we cannot do if the uncivilized people get their way. The ones who will not learn. As I once thought I would become.

My people—my family, I don’t mean manticores generally, there are several clans now, of course—came to Wickhills about two hundred and fifty years ago, when I was a cub.

I remember little of the journey. I was too young to fly, so even though it was already dangerous to go overland, I remember walking, sometimes being carried, along with the other cubs and some of the elders, and those who had injured or lost their wings … I remember the sense of rush, of weariness. Of weeping for no other reason than exhaustion and overwhelm, because we travelled both day and night, not daring to rest too long anywhere. I remember heat and thirst and constant fear. Dust that burned the eyes, and blinded some of us permanently. I was lucky. Carried, sheltered, protected. Cradled always in a sleeping-sack, or the crook of someone’s great fore-limb, or between someone’s sheltering wings, smelling their feathers …

I was still being given the dream-memory of that time that comes to us at birth but cannot be understood so young—I remember the sense of shock, of discovery, like being given a book you can only slowly learn how to read, not right away.

I remember, or have seen, the great cities, and the towers they built, and the platforms from which to fly and land, decorated with rare gems and precious metals … and the vastnesses of the continent, when you could see every corner of it from high or low without fear.

I remember, or have seen, the hunt—not as humans conceive of it, or how they used to do it, either (for humans are a very new type of thing in the world). Not only the rituals and the songs, but the formations, the elaborate systems of seniority, achievement, relation, power, and protocol. Or would you say etiquette?

Not a paw could be placed without knowing for certain that you had the right to place it. Not an inch could you move in the direction of the prey if it was not yours to move towards. In some cases you would have to retreat if it panicked and ran in your direction—because that space belonged to another. It all sounds very … stuffy and rigid to my more modern mind.

But I suppose it must have worked, for they were still doing it down to the last bow and curtsey till they came here. And had to eat things that had been killed by others—which I myself have never gotten used to. I hate it, and I don’t mind telling you I hate it. But we must live where we live. We could not go home. No one can ever go home again.

Mark that date, though: twenty years, give or take, after it became clear that travellers between the cities were beginning to disappear. Twenty years. As a cub I was quite smug and lofty about it: What took you so long? Why didn’t you leave at once? Even for a race as long-lived as us, twenty years is hardly the blink of an eye.

How stupid I thought they were, how cowardly and indecisive … well, I was young, as I say. I saw only the little corner where the artist had left his name. I did not see the full painting. Nor the sketches and layers that built day by day, month by month, perhaps year by year till it was done and he could sign that tiny corner that I saw.

They left barely in time. No one who left after them survived.

I am ashamed all these years later—yes, still, and shame is the one thing we cannot afford in our industry—nevertheless, ashamed at how when I was young and arrogant, I was cruel in that arrogance and never spared a thought for those who could not flee to a city—I mean one of the Six. You know there were more back then, but no one knew, at first, which were safe. Which would survive as havens, resistant to … whatever was out there forcing us to require such havens.

It haunts me now. And it should, or we will forget what we owe our ancestors as well as what we owe this city. Manticores are easily haunted. I think all the time of Wickhills as I first knew it, before the war left its scars everywhere, still seen from its greater heights. Scars that will never vanish no matter what is built over them.

Alabeus, the man you removed from the Caranton Hill, belongs to a lineage, not a family, a great amorphous branching shrub, I might say—to which my own lineage also belongs. Our individual lives and times could not have overlapped till now, but for hundreds of years the ripples made by his people on the lake of time have touched the ripples made by mine.

Our families knew each other in the mountain city of Carm Cadir. Humans and manticores lived there, of course, and goblins, dwarfen-folk, ghouls, gnolls, demons, dimons (related but very touchy about being grouped together), speaking-dragons, imps, and wer of various types, too many to mention. His people left long before ours did, heading to St. Barothain, to go become rich in the mines there, or so they said; they left the broken half of the snail-stone with us generations ago, as a keepsake, with the attached story of how it had been found, and broken, and how it meant we would always aid one another in a time of need.

And so my piece came down to me through many years and paws, and so did Alabeus’. And when the time came for him to defect from St. Barothain—when he felt he could no longer live safely in the city—he sought me out, and swore he was himself, and he could prove it. Which he did, as Ferec saw, at the conclusion of the mission to escort him unseen from his transportation, to which you were not privy, Hoepsachett, I do apologize. We will debrief after this.

Defecting from what?

We are getting to that. But I will tell you that I am still uncertain, myself, of the answer, and that is why we are here tonight.

Alabeus seems to have been working with a very dangerous set of people, doing scientific research of a kind not explored overmuch here in Wickhills, if it is at all, from the inquiries that I hope I was discreet enough to make without being noticed … perhaps I was not.

When he realized the true danger of his work, and its potential for even worse, he claims he as swiftly as possible sought a way out—myself—without knowing that I was with Seaborne, and hoping only that I, or my family, might take him in.

He faked his death—imperfectly, as it may be—and came here believing himself to have been undetected. But at some point during this process, we have all discovered that he was wrong about that. And perhaps wrong about other things. Of which he is aware, or not aware. It is our job, after all, to find out such things that have specifically been hidden from us.

He says he has proof of what he speaks; he says he stole this proof, and brought it with him. What he has stolen, I do not rightly know. I do know that in the single message I received before he came, he requested that I keep his arrival concealed from the City itself, until he could be certain he was safe. I took that to mean Customs, first, but also the Watch, and any other persons associated with or working for the City.

You know that the interdiction against “human smuggling” or “trafficking” came out of the Civil War as well. No? Well, it did; Goswin claimed it was because foreign influences had fomented particular factions during the war, in the hopes of controlling the future trade policies of the successful major. Something very flimsy like that. He knew damned well that the war was entirely home-grown, as Wickhills in form and nature as our silver rats. At any rate—the past comes back to haunt us, a thief who has not cleaned everything he wants out of a rich man’s house. The gates went down. It became first difficult, then impossible, to sail from city to city without providing vast sums of money and reams of paperwork proving one’s identity and intention; and of course by that point it had been centuries since anyone could move otherwise. Even the rivers were locked down.

Thus: no Customs, no Watch. Alabeus could not leave legally. He had to find another way.

Or so he says.

I have told no one of Alabeus’ true identity, nor that he is here, nor where he is or why. No one else in Seaborne. I have lied for him, I have falsified documents for him, I have pretended to be elsewhere, I have looked people in the eye and said I was doing something other than what I am doing.

And now I am telling the two of you.

Do not make me regret it.

So. You know why he has come to me, and why I am both honoured and afflicted by his coming, and why I truly—for once in my life—do not know what to do next. This is not a Seaborne mission, in the sense that an old friend has come to me for help; but it is, in the sense that he claims he has taken something that threatens Wickhills far more than it threatened St. Barothain, and he is deathly afraid of what it will do if someone takes it from him. He seems to me like a man in a myth, afflicted for a time with the powers of a god, afraid to lift a finger lest it kill his loved ones …

And that may be happening. That may have already happened. For he says he has been separated from this item; and the crux of our problem is that he refuses to tell me more until he is reunited with it. And you can understand why I am reluctant to use our … usual methods of inducing someone to talk. So if you, Ferec, have been thinking to yourself, “The mission was over; I gave my print onto the wax; why am I back here with the dead?” that is why.

A door remains open. Things will come through it. I must put a man at the door.

Now it is your turn.

Tell me a story: what have you found?






CHAPTER5


Ferec started a little, as if he had been half asleep and his schoolmaster had just missed him with a thrown piece of chalk. He had never heard Bardanes speak at such length about the war, or about his own past; Let an old man ramble, but that was for show, that was his little charade for speaking to a human. Despite what his agents affectionately called him, Bardanes was not at all an old man by manticore standards—he was just headed into a vigorous middle-age, at best, and had not yet reached it, for all his ponderous fussiness and self-absorption.

Bardanes was frightened, Ferec thought—deeply frightened, and unused to the feeling, and still trying to hide it not out of ego but out of a desire to maintain the tone of the room, to receive knowledge as if in its pure state without distraction. But there was no such thing as knowledge without the fear of its consequence.

Ferec took a deep breath. “Hoepsachett?” He held a hand out, as if ladies first also applied when examining corpses.

She removed her gloves, dropped them into the WASH—USED bin, and put on a fresh pair from the box. Bardanes waited, unblinking, patient, erect as a statue.

“I would have liked to know the purpose of the examination,” she said. “I know you think it would have limited my inspection, sir, but I think the opposite—it would have put bounds on it. No one can see everything. If we could send this to the laboratory with a list of—”

“We cannot. Proceed.”

She nodded, and apparently dismissed it as a possibility, smoothly and without rancour; Ferec was impressed. She went on, “The main cylinder is metal—could be scrap iron—with ordinary hemp rope glued on the inside and outside surfaces. Industrial glue, synthetic, quick-setting.”

“Nothing identifying?” Bardanes said.

“No maker’s mark, forge stamp, weight or length indicator, company name, serial number, or anything like that.” She raised an eyebrow at him: Why do you ask?

Ferec said, “So nothing that a pursuer might use to identify it if it were placed, for example, in a group of other coils of rope?”

“I think it would be difficult, visually. Perhaps, since you’re telling me this had an occupant—”

“Alabeus.”

“Then by the unusual weight. But again, you’d have to pick it up to tell. And honestly, if the man weren’t large, and this were really rope all the way to the core—a wooden or metal core—the weight difference might be negligible.”

“Scent, maybe,” Ferec said slowly, recalling the silence before the fight—the only sound the soft footstep behind him. What had Tanczel seen, facing the other way? “I didn’t see or hear a dog, but perhaps they left them at ground level. If someone had Alabeus’ scent … but—”

“Our best theory so far,” Bardanes said, cutting him off. “And I shall keep it in mind. Anything else, Hoepsachett?”

“Not sure.” She gestured at the stack of small, waxed-paper envelopes she had made next to the coil. “I removed a very large number of hairs and fibers from the rope. Some of them, presumably, would match his, under sufficient magnification. But I think it wasn’t new when he got his hands on it; there might be dozens of individuals represented, plus animal hair and fur, and various textiles, embedded in the fibers or adhered to the surface.”

“It is immaterial,” Bardanes said. “Because unfortunately, we are not able, as I said, to avail ourselves of Seaborne’s normal analytical facilities … what about this one?”

“Even less,” Hoepsachett went on, moving to the table with the dead ōg. “I can tell you I’d be hard-pressed to find any kind of evidence on a human that had fallen into a canal. With any lithodermous species, whose exteriors already resist marking and impression, it’s like they’ve been run through an industrial washer. I can say with some confidence that it did drown—its chest cavity is still full of water actually, it didn’t drain out—and that the ‘loincloth’ didn’t tell me anything, but…” She shuddered minutely. “I did check.”

“Hoepsachett, you are a living monument to duty,” Ferec said.

“Thank you, Agent Ferec.”

Ferec leaned over the dead ōg, peering into the half-open eyes, the crystalline sclera glazed a milky blue and with bits of duckweed trapped under the second and third eyelids. The ōg seemed bigger in death, and that surprised him; he had seen many bodies and they always seemed shrunken or diminished on the cold steel tables, as if they were wax models built to five-sixths scale for a museum. But the ōg seemed monumental somehow—sprawled but still powerful, the clawed feet and clawed hands still lethal. The bulging, mica-flecked shoulders were as wide as a door.

“It could have killed me so easily,” Ferec said, almost to himself. “It would have, in another minute. If it had landed one good hit … anyway, for evidence recovery purposes I do regret knocking it over the edge of the railing, but I was very much out of options.”

Hoepsachett nodded, not seeming too taken aback to hear that Ferec had been responsible for the ōg’s death. “There was nothing under the toeclaws,” she said. “The effect of walking in the snow, I imagine. Just one item of interest, perhaps: the soles of an ōg’s feet aren’t naturally darker than the uppers. That’s coal dust or soot embedded deep within the grain. Might it have worked as a charcoaler? Or blacksmith?”

“Chimney-sweep?” Ferec said helpfully.

Hoepsachett didn’t laugh. “If it was a charcoaler, we’re no closer to identifying it; but a blacksmith would be registered to the guild, so we could request they pull the registry and check for ōg members.”

“It’ll never have registered,” Ferec said. “You know they don’t like dealing with bureaucracy.”

“Yes, but you simply can’t do unregistered smithing,” Hoepsachett pointed out. “The guild cracks down on it within days and they have the power to shut down an unregistered smithy themselves, without waiting for City approval.”

“If someone reports it,” Ferec said. “If the ōg are as insular as people say, maybe it’s just … under the table. But it could be somewhere to start.”

“I agree,” Hoepsachett said. “And it’s better than nothing.”

“No dealing with the guilds,” Bardanes said.

Hoepsachett visibly repressed a sigh. “And finally, this gentleman…” She walked to the final occupied table, where the other man Ferec had killed stared accusingly up at the ceiling, his clothing piled near his feet, giving off the catty odour of stale ammonia.

Ferec made himself look at this one too: a human. Did that make a difference? He felt around inside himself and decided: Not really. No. No, no difference.

The wound he had made in the man’s neck was ugly and ragged, the remaining blood having either retreated into the body or washed out in the snow.

Bardanes looked at the body as well, his grey-furred lips pressed primly together. “Messy,” he said after a moment.

“I didn’t have a good angle,” Ferec said, and re-enacted the pose for Hoepsachett’s benefit. “You know, the best way to cut a throat if you’re positioned for it is to move in like this, and pull to the side—even if you don’t go right through a major artery, you’ll at least nick it and then he’ll bleed out in a few minutes. Worst is like this, from the front. Windpipes are horrible things, rubbery, turn a knife like stabbing a leather belt. Or an alchemized tyre. He was on top of me, so I had to go like this and then out. Almost cut my own nose off. Like—”

“Agent Salih,” Bardanes said. “I didn’t know you knew him, Ferec.”

“I ran into him at the cabling office a few years ago,” Ferec said. “Just before he retired. He did cut his own nose off in a fight,” he explained to Hoepsachett, who failed to look properly appalled. “Employee Services paid for a prosthetic even though it ended up being gold, because he got a terrible rash, he said, with everything else—brass, tin, bronze, copper, silver.”

“If we’re about done,” Hoepsachett said.

“Sorry.”

“He seems to have forgotten his usual papers at home,” she went on, tapping the shoulder with her gloved hand. “Rather a risk for someone with his appearance; he’s precisely the kind of person that always gets stopped for a random check.” She raised a thick, uneven eyebrow at Ferec, giving him one point on the board: “The gun will tell us more than he will, I think. It’s good you recovered it.”

“The cleaners would have found it,” Ferec said.

“Or local scavengers would have found it before the cleaners did.”

He shrugged. “He didn’t hide it well—I mean, not securely, in a holster or belt—but also, I think he would have found it very difficult to remove in a fight. So that might be a clue too: he’s unfamiliar with guns. Why would his employer give one to someone who didn’t know how to use it?”

“Or indeed, someone who didn’t get into regular scraps,” Hoepsachett said, lifting one of the man’s hands, with some difficulty. “He doesn’t have many defensive wounds, and the ones I can see are old. He didn’t do much fighting. Either that, or he was an unusually good fighter that didn’t let his opponent get many hits in.”

“He wasn’t,” Ferec said.

“No jewelry, tattoos, piercings, identifying marks, powder residue—he carried the gun but he hadn’t used a gun recently. I captured his fingerprints but if his last arrest happens to pre-date the Watch’s fingerprinting initiative—three years—then he won’t be in their files. But we should check with—”

“No Watch,” Bardanes said quietly. “Ferec, any particular recollections to add?”

Ferec looked up from examining the waxed-paper bag that the cleaners had provided, unhelpfully labeled ORD, in which eight casings and seven blobs of lead had been deposited. “They didn’t put on an act,” he said slowly. “The three of them. Didn’t demand money or valuables, didn’t pretend it was a mugging. They didn’t even speak—to us or to each other. They demanded nothing. No negotiation. They simply followed us from the ship and got ahead of us, waiting for a place without witnesses. They wanted Alabeus. They came ready to carry him and to kill for him.”

Bardanes waited; Hoepsachett looked between the two men, her lips a thin line. The obvious had to be said; Bardanes would not say it. Ferec thought about gunpowder on hands, the tiny black marks on the hands of a man who had fired a gun; the concomitant cleanness of the hands of the man who had supplied it. He thought about Bardanes’ story, the tiny jolt of indignity he had felt being referred to as a bullet, nothing more. Aimed, fired. He thought about people who only armed themselves upon seeing their neighbours armed, and believing they were now a threat instead of a fellow defender.

Bardanes had always wished to use Ferec’s darkness, knowing, as Ferec knew, that the darkness within him was a measure of powder, waiting for a spark. I am more than that! he had wanted to protest, but it was not his place. And at any rate it was not even true.

“No one else knew about this operation,” Ferec finally said, putting the bag down again. His hands were shaking, making the casings jingle against one another. “You told myself and Tanczel that; and you’ve just said it again. So no one on our side revealed our movements.”

“It seems not.”

“So what does that leave us with? These pursuers: Alabeus made some kind of arrangement. We’d get him off the ship, unseen, and get him past Customs—with your help—and then these people would snatch him from us. He’s got his own agenda coming here. Not the one he told you. This … sad story about a noble scientist being pursued by enemies of progress.”

“Perhaps,” Bardanes said, unruffled. “Is there some reason you believe it wasn’t Tanczel? The weak spot? Makes sense to me. He makes the arrangement to hand Alabeus over to these enemies; then he is himself double-crossed and eliminated because he knows too much, and because it is expedient. He has put himself in the way of elimination. It is…” Bardanes lifted his lip and ran his blue-black tongue briefly over one fang, a tic he often exhibited when teaching. “Clean. It leaves nothing behind. Only two dead associates who cannot speak of the arrangement, and a dead, crooked agent. And a third who, as you say, escaped to inform their employer that they had failed to secure the asset, but that they could try again because we gained no information from the attack. None at all. Their men were anonymized.”

Ferec paused, feeling a strange heat in his midsection—red wine, anger, something else. A woundedness, as of witnessing something commonplace but still unjust. “It wasn’t Tanczel,” he said.

“No? Why not?”

“It wasn’t Tanczel.”

Bardanes frowned. “Then you will have to tell me all the times he was unaccounted for while you waited for the ship. All the places he might have left a message, all the times he ‘stepped away’ and had time to speak to an associate, or send someone with a note—all the information he had gathered after the briefing—you cannot simply tell me that you feel it wasn’t him who betrayed the mission.”

Ferec stared at him, willing himself into immobility; Bardanes would be watching for the clenched jaw, the hint of a fist. It was all they did for a living.

After a moment Bardanes relaxed fractionally and said, “For what it’s worth, I too don’t feel that it was him. It’s why I chose him. Why I chose you. But we cannot rely on what we feel, Ferec. What have I taught you all these years? Was it for nothing?”

“Is there some reason,” Ferec said stiffly, “that we are all discussing these enemies as if they’re not agents of St. Barothain sent to recover their defector? Who else could it possibly be?”

Bardanes shrugged. “The simplest answer is usually the correct one. Except in our line of work.”

“But these two were local,” Hoepsachett said, gesturing at the tables. “Not from St. Barothain.”

“How do you know?” Bardanes said.

Ferec and Hoepsachett spoke virtually in unison, overlapping each other: “Because there are only humans in St. Barothain.”

“So you say,” Bardanes said.

Ferec chewed on the back of his knuckle. “Why wouldn’t Alabeus want the City to know he was here? Because presumably they’d send him back to St. Barothain. But they wouldn’t if they believed he had a valid case for asylum here. Would they?”

“It’s been a hundred and twenty-five years since anyone successfully claimed asylum in Wickhills,” Hoepsachett said.

“Really? Mm. At any rate, the next question becomes, why wouldn’t St. Barothain simply go through diplomatic channels to request the City’s help to find their lost scientist?”

Silence.

It was an uncomfortable question; the answers, too, were uncomfortable. A sort of stretching, Ferec thought. Of unfamiliar muscles, tight tendons. It was not something Seaborne ever had to deal with; their concerns were strictly domestic. Every city’s concerns were strictly domestic.

Other cities were not much on anyone’s mind. With perhaps the exception of those importers and exporters who had to think about it for a living, and the sea captains who risked the dangerous circuits around the coast, there was no point to it. They were over there, far away, unreachable over land, essentially invisible and intangible. They had their own, you know … foreign ways. Strange religions, that kind of thing. Peculiar food.

The world had been shaken in great unseen hands like a coin-sorter and all the coins had fallen into six cities, and that was that. They would not mix again. Why would they?

Ferec thought of Tanczel’s funeral that afternoon: the snow falling and the drone of the preacher in his soft red cloak, and Bardanes’ paws melting circles where he sat, baring the dead grass below. And Tanczel’s widow, dazed with shock, and shocked perhaps not only at the death but at the speed of the arrangements made by her husband’s place of employment (“But we are an insurance company, madame,” Bardanes murmuring gently, “you must trust that our administrators place the greatest emphasis upon efficiency and kindness to the bereaved,” and holding out his forearm in the expensive coat for her to lean upon as she walked to the grave), the thin rings of black-clad agents around the grave not speaking to one another, as if they could communicate via thought-arrows as the streetlights were said to do.

Ferec had been briefly amused that Tanczel’s cover story was the same as his—an insurance adjustor was a perfectly sensible position, for one, and an adjustor specializing in industrial accidents at the city’s thousands of manufactories easily explained the odd hours, sudden summonings, moderate injuries, and, as in this case, deaths so gruesome that an open-casket funeral was not an option. They worked in dangerous places; they knew the risks. And so on.

What was important was the system: it was large, complex, far-reaching, and it worked. You might fall; it would stretch out at once. She had fallen. It had caught her.

During the Blest Reminisce, Ferec had held his hands—gloved—out to Tanczel’s widow, and she had taken them in her own, gloved similarly, two flat planes of fine black leather. White flakes skidding off impatiently, not staying to be admired. Her black coat was no department-store garment but bespoke, likely a gift for a birthday or anniversary, and it smelled of moth-paper; one did not generally have much call to take such a luxurious garment out of storage. Below it her black gown looked better-worn, ironed and starched to keep its pleats.

He felt her bone-deep shivering through the contact of their palms, and had tried to say something comforting—he could not remember what now. Maybe just that her husband was a good man, he did good work, something like that. Then she was gone, moving down the line.

He wondered if she had even opened the envelope he had thrust through the mail slot of their house. Probably not yet.

“Tanczel had, I suppose, opportunity to liaise with St. Barothain agents, if he’d had enough forewarning,” Ferec said after a while, wearily. “Then if you wished, you could speculate about motivation.”

“Not needed,” Bardanes said. “What else have you found? Is that all? They are nobody, they are nothing?”

“Next to nothing,” Ferec said. “A pinch of metal shavings caught in the cuff of his trousers. Could have been there for months, given that he seems to have rarely laundered his clothes.” He gestured at the tiny pile he had made on the metal surface of the table, like a few strands of curling blonde hair. “Odd thing to find, but reminded me of the bits you see flying off those foot-pedal key-cutting wheels. If we presume that as a member of our fine city’s criminal underclass he was not visiting a guild-licensed key cutter, it might mean that he went to Wellip Alley for the service; or that he was doing something else and stood near one long enough at some point to pick up the shavings.”

“What?” said Hoepsachett.

“It doesn’t mean you can visit Wellip Alley,” said Bardanes.

“Well, no.”

Bardanes let another silence fall, not looking at either of them, or at the bodies, but off into the distance, the windowless back of the room. His S-shaped pupils, rimmed with a thin line of flame, shifted minutely, as if he were reading something off the white-painted brick wall. “Ferec, at any time during the recovery, did you happen to see a key? On the ship, perhaps, or in the lifeboat—or dropped by one of your assailants?”

“No.”

“Please think carefully,” Bardanes said, which Ferec received as: You answered too quickly.

“No,” Ferec said again. “Between the snow and the dark and the chase, no. You could dredge the canal, I suppose. Or check the street below. But someone has likely picked it up by now if it is visible.”

“I did not mean to imply that you were lying.” Bardanes smiled manticore-fashion—a twitch of the mouth, making the whiskers flicker out from his short, iron-coloured beard. But the smile was transient, and his face fell into grave worry once more. “In short, what Alabeus tells me he has lost is a key.”

“The thing he stole? What does it unlock?”

“I have no idea. I have told him he cannot continue to conceal information from me, for I cannot keep him safe without it, and he insists that he will not talk until the key is back in his hands. And I sympathize, to an extent; you know what happens when we have an internal property breach, even if it is something as apparently small as a file folder getting lost behind a desk. Lives have been ruined, careers ended. Perhaps his employer is the same.

“So. Is Alabeus a refugee? A hostage? A prisoner? A supplicant? A tool of his government? I do not know. Did the third assailant take it, the one you say may have escaped? You two know, and I know, the story of the Battle of Aderbaal, won disgracefully by the strategic use of a false defector; and that happened long enough ago that we all possessed shared texts and histories, so why should Alabeus not know that story too?

“In that battle, everyone trusted the wrong people. Are we doing the same now? I did not think I could be so full of doubt. He is even making me doubt myself. He is full of rage and despair. He wept in front of me, Ferec, and while he is a stranger I still found myself shocked. His whole face and his shirt wet with blood and tears. I gave him my best handkerchief, God help me. Probably never see that again, nor should I, unless it is to give it directly to my washwoman … he seems convincing.”

Bardanes ran down, sitting wearily back on his haunches, his tail twitching unconsciously on the floor. Scales hissed against the tiles, as if trying to speak in a whisper.

“If I were sending someone after a Seaborne agent, I wouldn’t leave them so clean,” Ferec said. “I’d feed us something else … A little piece of fool’s gold. Something shining, just misleading enough to send us striding confidently in the wrong direction. I don’t know if we’re being sent a message by their not bothering to send a message. After all…”

He trailed off, uncomfortable. He had done it himself, years ago—one of his earliest missions for Bardanes. In most organizations, an embedded agent did not need to actually kill a troublesome member; one merely planted something incriminating and waited for the others to discover it and overreact. Shepherd’s and Wool Guild, it had been.

“Perhaps they didn’t know they were sending someone after an agent,” Hoepsachett suggested. “Just … whoever happened to have the asset.”

“Maybe. I’d rather be dealing with someone uninformed than someone incompetent. But we once again have to ask the question: how did anyone know he was here to abduct in the first place? And secondly, when will they try again?” His stomach was growling loudly enough that he had to raise his voice; it had been, as Bardanes said, a long night.

Ferec went to his coat and retrieved the now cold and doughy chestnuts, rolling them patiently in the salt and sugar that had collected at the bottom of the bags as he returned to the others. “Third question, possibly in two parts: Did they, in fact, want Alabeus himself, or this key? Do they merely wish access to the door or vault it unlocks? Do you want a chestnut?”

“Thank you, no. I see we are very much in accordance on this matter.”

“Hoepsachett?”

“No, thank you.”

Bardanes rose ponderously, nodding to Hoepsachett. “Put your coats on,” he said, lifting his chin at the concealed door. “I will have the cleaners deal with these bodies, if we can extract no more use from them. Better to pretend we were never here … you know Barain, don’t you, Ferec?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Not usual, and not a language requirement in admissions,” Bardanes mused. “How’s your written and read? Say, in terms of brush-up time.”

“Good enough for ciphers.”

“You are getting ahead of yourself. Do you feel prepared to lead a new mission with the goal of answering the questions we have presented?” Lights flared inscrutably in the depths of his eyes, as if stirred with a poker.

Ferec swallowed his mouthful of cold chestnut. “This sounds like an operation more suited to a senior agent,” he said, keeping his tone neutral, so that it would not be presented as an ask.

“It sounds like it,” Bardanes agreed blandly.

He had not left Ferec much of an opening; Ferec saw it in his mind’s eye, gauging its width, the darkness beyond. Senior agents held the sweetest, the most covetable spot between handler and agent; they had their own stable of assets, chose their own operations, collected and disseminated the power of Seaborne all over the city.

Ferec had told Bardanes—recently, truthfully—that he enjoyed being a field agent. But the enjoyment did not prevent him from resenting his place in the game: nudged to and fro by giant, uncaring fingers—yes, the fingers of Bardanes, too—fingers that did not care about his intelligence or his agency, and would nudge nearly everyone right off the board long before ten years. Promotion was too small a word to describe escaping it. How had he thought that Bardanes had not seen his desire to be more? Everyone felt it. Everyone knew everyone felt it.

Bardanes sighed, raised a paw to his face, a velvety cluff of impact. “You feel you are owed this operation, hm? This raising up.”

“No, sir.”

“Don’t lie to me, Ferec; the smell is unpleasant and it lasts longer than humans think. At any rate, you hardly believe yourself. I know you better than that, my boy. Nothing is owed to anyone here except trust that we know what we’re doing. Hm?”

“I agree.”

“Competency has many aspects. You have very healthy self-regard, Ferec. I like that in an agent, generally. Keeps a man alive. You are telling yourself, ‘I’m the only man for the job!’ But you’re not. Even now, you are replaceable, if not interchangeable. We’ll cope as we’ve always coped; I’ll find another name. Do you know why? Because I can find someone who would agree without trying to bargain his way up a ladder at the expense, and to the detriment, of his city. You’ll hate whoever I pick because you hate all your fellow agents; or you look down on them, which is no great improvement.

“And you? You’ll never hear about this again. You will go on to every other operation you’re given, you will do an efficient and elegant job on all of them, no matter what; you are a man who is never out of his depth because he will simply stand on whoever is needed to in order to keep his own head out of the water.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“It wasn’t a compliment.” He reached up and pawed at the lever for the fans, shutting them off.

A long silence. The lamps sputtered softly, eating their fuel. Ferec sent his tongue around his mouth, seeking out and prying loose a fleck of lobster shell as sharp as broken glass. He tasted blood. There was no rule stating that the same agent must continue anything they started; missions were handed around all the time, perfectly intact, like coins. Bardanes might just as well have given this mission to Hoepsachett, now that she knew. Except that she was not a field agent, and that was a liability.

Ferec glanced down at Hoepsachett, beside and slightly behind him; she looked tired, but alert—the kind of self-generated, hand-cranked alertness that would only last so much longer, perhaps another hour or two, before she ran out and collapsed. He felt much the same. Even the prospect of being given this mission did not help.

Bardanes said, “It cries out for fresher eyes than mine; that is why I thought of you. In this case you are acting as an agent of mine, not of Seaborne. You must impress this upon Alabeus. Don’t let me down, Ferec. I don’t know what depends on this information, nor why a man should stake his life and reputation upon bringing it here, and that frightens me. I will say it outright.”

“I never do things in half measures.” Ferec glanced back at the bodies he had created: bruised, livid, rifled through, sallow and vulnerable under the harsh lighting. Not really recompense for Tanczel, and infuriatingly—insultingly—bereft of clues. A challenge in the sense that a glove across the face had been a challenge in the dueling days.

Well, since the old man already knew and hadn’t killed him for it: “I have a man in the Watch—”

“Your own man,” Bardanes said, deeply amused; Seaborne had about a hundred and fifty informers scattered amongst the various Watch houses. Somehow, Bardanes made it sound like Ferec had just bragged about a new puppy to his fellow classmates.

“Merely for fact-checking and records access,” Ferec said, ignoring this. “I don’t call on him often, but he’s been reliable; he has access to the daily logs and case files. If the Watch did get involved after our cleaners came in, I can have him check for anything relevant. I can only assume they’d pick up a key if they spotted one at a murder scene. It could be a start. And then it’s not ‘officially’ working with Seaborne. The Watch doesn’t know. Seaborne doesn’t know.”

“Do as you see fit,” Bardanes said. “Hoepsachett is part of your team—no, no arguing, it is late and I am tired, and no. You need a team; you cannot be everywhere at once, and you should not be leaning upon your illicit arrangement of sources, or that will just be more for me to cover up once it’s discovered. Whatever damage you have done with it is quite enough. I will provide you a list of approved agents to choose from, and it will be a short list, and you will not have input into it. We must keep this as quiet as possible. Invisible even to our own.”

“Invisible I can do.”





Noticeboard: 3rd Floor

Only 3rd Floor Watch Personnel Pls

4th man wanted NEEDED for scowchase team SEMIFINALS THIS SATURNDAY 29TH!!! Contact Sayad!!!!

Starting BOOK CLUB for offisers without TOO MANY HEAD INJURIES and humans only—next month classic masterpeice MICE OF THE MOUNTAIN by G. R. Flaubell—contact Rorimota

WANTED v.v.—solicitor specializing in property law & fradulent marriage—contact Cexen

FOR SALE—used sewing machine Avington brand model “Ev-R-Thready” asking 5pds or best offer. Many other items available at req including cat (good mouser). Contact Githil

If EXTRA INCOME is desired consider learning how PERSONALLY vouched by myself—Contact Deering

FOR LET—1 room in my house immediately av 20L/month on Griggs Street. Humans only. Men only. Officers only—NO administrators. You leave me be and I’ll leave you be. Smoking fine. Contact Creel.

CONCRETE THING in my back garden overnite need help to dig out city is USELESS—5 men pls!! Contact Whitban (week-end fine). Pay in ale.



Attention: Passengers on Green Line Trains


The Wickhills Rail Transportation Authority apologizes for the delays over the weekend. The cause of the delay was a new train line running between Upper East Bullwhelp (no station) and Kalnos Siding (Kalnos Street Main Station).

The new train line has been designated YELLOW LINE.

Service will commence on YELLOW LINE trains following the design and construction of a station on Bullingdon Avenue.

All GREEN LINE trains will be delayed approximately 30–90 minutes until the lines and signals can be integrated. Fares and classes will remain the same during this period. Fare inspectors will carry out duties as normal.

For further information please contact the Ministry of Transportation, WRTA Department.








CHAPTER6


As Ferec had hoped, the park was deserted—most public parks in Wickhills remained busy in the cold months, particularly if the temperature fell enough to allow ice-skating, but the attractions of St. Everard Park were minimal to begin with, and its pond never froze. As with many of the old staging grounds that the City once used for ceremonies, there remained a vast number of stone and concrete plaques, the larger-scale equivalent of the neighbourhood wall rackets, indicating where people had once been expected to stand and perform. A few metal poles still sprouted from the snow, crowned with their ancient voice-cones, all now also crowned with the nests of angels or birds. As Ferec approached, an eagle’s feathery black head popped over the top of the closest nest and regarded him with the hot, insulted eyes of a raptor.

His Watch source, Velasco, was waiting for him by the stone benches set a prudent distance from the edge of the pond. Tsk tsk: his back to the path. A Seaborne agent would have stood on the other side, near the trees, to get a clear view of the wide, shallow slope leading down from the gates at street level. But with no one else around, Ferec decided not to bring it up.

“You weren’t followed here?” he said, by way of greeting.

Velasco jumped and turned, his cheap boots sliding in the shallow snow. “Oh! I’m sorry—I, uh—I would have been watching for you, it’s just—”

“Yes, yes,” Ferec said patiently, “there’s something living in the pond and it eats people, I’ve heard the stories.”

“But I thought I saw—”

“Answer the question, please.”

“I … no, I don’t think so.” Velasco swallowed audibly, and cast a paranoid glance back at the dark water of the little pond, which boasted a plump and saccharine cherub made of artificial nalo-stone in the centre, the fountain-spout in its head rimed with ice. “I did what you said in your note, I, er—it took me about an hour to get here.”

“Good. I do apologize for the normal anti-surveillance routes; it’s harder for civilians. Let us make this as swift as we can, please. I have other commitments today. And also,” he added, “may I say how disappointed I am that you appear to be empty-handed; my understanding was that you would have a file for me.”

“Well, that’s simply it,” Velasco said, reddening. He was a tall, thin young man with the habitual stoop of someone subconsciously embarrassed about his height, and all his clothes sat slightly wrong on him—too long, too short, folded or ironed incorrectly, his hat somehow appearing damp and unbrushed despite the clear brush marks on the dark green suede. When he was unregarded his complexion was an unemphatic wheaten colour, more sallow than brown, but at any hint of attention he was an impressively vibrant blusher—as now, under Ferec’s politely merciless stare.

“You’d better start at the beginning,” Ferec said, as Velasco attempted to un-fluster a response. “This file, for instance.”

“Yes, that’s where it starts.” Velasco moved a few paces away from the benches; Ferec followed, keeping most of his attention on their surroundings.

Velasco said, “As you can imagine, there were several dozen incidents for the date and time you gave me; what narrowed things down was the location. Nothing had been reported in Watersed Cross—or at least, no one had put in their report yet—but there was an incident across the street from the spot you mentioned, and—” He took a deep breath, straightening up for a moment then falling back into his usual hunch. “The really strange thing is, I was present for that investigation. So when you contacted me, I thought … well, does it mean there’s a connection? And of course I really can’t say.”

“We’ll make connections once there’s sufficient information,” Ferec said automatically, then paused, going back through Velasco’s words. “Excuse me—you were there? Why did they need an administrator?”

“They didn’t, as far as I know. Sergeant Morecombe just came by my desk, said she needed someone to ‘assist’ with a rather time-urgent call, which usually means a junior watchman is off sick and they need someone to carry the forms and evidence bag and manage the lights and suchlike. We took the carriage to the scene, which was a block of flats, and on the third floor, a man had been shot in the head.”

Ferec felt flushed himself, even nauseated for a moment. One more collateral death? How those numbers would dance and tumble if he ever sat down one day and reckoned them up. He had not been thinking, only shooting, and only meaning to strike the rotten supports under the water tank; and now a man was dead. And worse yet, the Watch was involved. If it should ever be traced back to Seaborne—to Ferec’s gun—Bardanes would have difficulty clearing it up. Why was he there? What was he doing? What was the operation? Why have we not been informed of it? “Who called the Watch?”

“Not sure. That’s the other odd thing: that part of the file wasn’t filled out. Not redacted—simply blank.” Velasco shivered and glanced over at Ferec. “Well, at any rate, when we arrived the other officers looked at the location of the shot and declared it a case of suicide, except that it seemed quite ridiculous for someone of such … I suppose, apparent poverty, to go through all the time and expense to buy a gun. Someone suggested perhaps he wasn’t from Wickhills, and had brought it from somewhere else—Officer Roth said it didn’t matter, as there wasn’t, in fact, a gun, and there were no powder marks on the man’s hands, and no casing on the floor. The others swept for the usual clues, but I was the one who—” He coughed, embarrassed.

“Yes?”

“Found the bullet,” Velasco said. “Quite by accident—I was trying to stay out of the way, leaned against the wall next to the door a little too suddenly, and the bullet fell out of the wall and I, er … well, I trod on it.”

Ferec could not help but laugh—both at the image, and at Velasco’s aggrieved expression. The soft lead shot, already deformed from its passage through the unfortunate man’s skull, might be entirely useless after being stepped on; but he did not put too much stock in fortunate coincidences. “Go on,” he said.

“The others didn’t see it because it hit a calendar—oddly enough, one of those, you know, the free ones you can get from banks? In fact it was the same one I had on my desk, ‘Notable Architecture of Wickhills.’ Last month—he hadn’t flipped the page—was the new Sanctuary of Ewione, the one they built over the foundation of the old one, and the bullet went right into the Dread Portal, or whatever they’re calling it now. A circle of black ink about the size of a bullet hole. A million-to-one shot, I would say.”

“Impressive.”

“Sergeant Morecombe said that meant the man had likely been shot through his open window—the building didn’t have glass, just wooden shutters, so he might have been standing by the window or leaning out of it, perhaps smoking—so she sent myself and another watchman, Constable Deering, over to the … the boats or whatever. The wrecks. To see if we could find a casing or anything else to use as evidence.”

“And did you?”

Velasco shook his head. “Not even any snow up there, which I suppose was odd. No one put it in the report. The only odd thing was a pen cap—”

“What?”

“A fountain pen cap, an expensive one—some kind of blue stone, maybe ashquesite, with either a sapphire or a very convincingly cut piece of blue glass in the finial, and a gold clip. As I said, rather an odd thing to find there, I mean, not just on the top of a shipwreck, wedged into the wood like that, but in that neighbourhood. The occupants don’t really … strike one as able to afford a pen of that calibre, I suppose.” He shook his head. “I turned it in to Evidence, which is just as well. I’m pretty sure if Deering had found it, he would have pocketed it and sold it at a hot-shop for the weight of the gold. Most of the officers do that with various odds and ends they pick up at incidents.”

“Shameful,” Ferec said, only half-listening. Surely one of the three assailants hadn’t dropped it, and he had never owned such a thing. Alabeus had said key, but … a translation error? Bardanes’ rusty Barain? Some technical term for Alabeus’ work that did mean key, but in the same way as the word driver meant several things in Weck? Not once that night had Ferec heard the word pen, he was fairly sure. “Right,” he said, beginning to steer them back towards the pond and the brick path around it, where their footprints would no longer be visible. His heart was pounding for no reason he could fathom. “This fancy pen cap, it’s in Evidence now? Back at your watch station—or this Morecombe’s station?”

“No.” Velasco danced involuntarily away from the pond as the dark water rippled, but nothing surfaced. “Uh! Oh, uh. Sorry. No, that’s the most peculiar thing about all of this—I mean, I got written up for destroying evidence, so I was able to see the preliminary report and confirm that it said everything I’ve just told you, because I had to sign the disciplinary form. But yesterday, when I received your note, figured out the address, and went looking for the file, it was gone—everything’s gone, the evidence, the file, everything. The City has taken over jurisdiction.”

“… Pardon me?”

“It’s no longer with the Watch,” Velasco said, his voice rising anxiously. “The Department of Justice sent a memo, and they said if anyone tries to get access to the file, they’ll be sorted right out. Everything’s been transferred to Central. I’ve never seen that happen before with a case of homicide.”

Ferec stood still for a minute, thinking. It might be nothing; it might be everything. He had the sense again of being in the restaurant, nudging things around with his fork, imagining hooks—baited, unbaited, he could not tell, dangling at the end of fishing lines nearly invisible in water whose depth had never been measured. Some must connect. Some would not. But he was certain he felt a tug on one of the lines, and he disliked not knowing which one it was.

“You’d better get back to Garsley Block,” he said, hearing his own voice as if it came from somewhere else, odd and faint. He turned back towards the distant gates. “I’ll be in touch.”

“Ferec, what should I do? My name is in those files!”

“Don’t do anything. Keep still.”






CHAPTER7


Wellip Alley had once been Wallop Alley, which had once been Wallow Street, formerly (its most ancient written name) Hogswallow Street, as Ferec explained on the walk there.

“Even before the Dispersal,” he said, enjoying himself, “this was one of the most densely-occupied areas of the city, and concurrently the lowest-income. Ten or twelve a room, and more in the cellars—drowning in their sleep if the canals spilled over, as they often did between ceremonies. The most squalid conditions imaginable. Anyone lucky enough to own livestock brought it in at night, lest its theft result in total destitution. And the slaughterhouse, when the time came, charged a fee by weight. So everyone did the killing here, in the streets, and took the meat home.”

“Poor bastards,” said Stangl.

“Indeed.”

Already assigned to Hoepsachett (which Ferec was still ambivalent about, and curious about his ambivalence), Ferec had not wished to add too many others to his team; it would draw attention. Four was ideal. You could walk two and two, trail two and two, every conversation would have a witness. The list of candidates Bardanes had provided made Ferec’s teeth sing out as if he had bitten down on a fork; but he had not protested.

Certainly Stangl seemed a sensible choice: he had been with the agency for five years, he had never been reprimanded, written up, reassigned, or demoted; he had, like Hoepsachett, a blandly forgettable face with no distinguishing characteristics except (Ferec admitted) the rather attractive rarity of his colouring; but any city this size could be expected to have a ginger or two. And Stangl gave Ferec that sense that he had gotten from Tanczel—a quiet competence, the sense that between his training, experience, and natural disposition, he wouldn’t play silly buggers.

Rounding out the team was Maaz, a young silken, a newcomer who had started around this time last year. There were other youngsters on the list, Ferec had noted; perhaps Bardanes meant for this mission to be a sort of training supplement, like a schoolmaster taking his class of Year Fours to the municipal aquarium or to watch glassblowers at work.

Or perhaps (more cynically) the old man was placing upon Ferec’s sacrificial altar such agents as might be useful in a pinch and expendable afterwards … either way, silkens had great powers of anonymity and even invisibility, and short of hiring a vampyr, you could not do better for pretending that someone simply was not there. As long as the lad did what he was told, Ferec intended to use him judiciously.

Wellip Alley didn’t exist on any maps of the city, not even the esoteric ones Ferec had spent most of a lifetime looking up and hoarding. He led his trio into the maze of side streets surrounding the alley, counting turnings under his breath and not looking up at the street signs—in this district, usually bits of broken, brightly coloured tile cemented into the buildings a few feet above head height.

The snow had devolved into sepia slush in the shadows and straight-up mud in the middle of the alleys; urchins of various species were clearing out the muck with horse-brooms, shoveling it patiently into the brimming canals. Ferec flicked a tuppence to one without slowing as he passed, and stepped adroitly over a street-sweeper shuffling along the gutter, the little creature’s cilia sweeping nearly too fast to see.

“Right,” he murmured. “I believe this is it … before we enter, a word of warning: the alley is, er…” He paused, trying to work his way through the sentence. “The alley has … some problems of geography.”

“What?”

“It appears to be a relatively straight stretch of street, but in fact it’s circular in shape,” Ferec said with a helpless shrug. “If you walk all the way to the far end, you’ll find yourself back at the entrance, and if you’re facing the wrong way, you might not be able to leave through; you’ll just head to the end of the alley again, and you’ll have to pay someone to break the circle for you.”

“The City has a department that’s supposed to deal with streets like that,” Maaz said nervously.

“Mm,” Ferec said, looking up out of habit: any sign of the so-called beast? The reward might be nice, though since he was hardly short on cash he had no idea why he kept looking. “Oh, and the doorways in the buildings adjacent? With the white stone arches and the numbers? Those aren’t doorways. Don’t go through them. I don’t want to have to write up your disappearance later.”

Hoepsachett opened her mouth again, then closed it.

Ferec said, “Right! Maaz, make yourself scarce and keep an ear out; you’re backup. Stangl, you and I have been hired for a bit of small-scale industrial pilferage; Hoepsachett, you’re a rich crim prig here on behalf of our new employer and anything that happens to you as good as happens to ’im, so everyone we meet better mind their manners. Orlright?”

As he spoke he felt himself settling into the accent, the posture—head down, chin thrust forward combatively, shoulders high—the gait, the swagger, of the trifling and inexpensively hired cad he was supposed to be. After a moment, he removed his flat cap, ruffled his hair, and replaced the cap, letting the excess hair stick out the sides, and patted his light false whiskers—glued on earlier, seemed to be holding, not too itchy yet.

Half-smiling, Stangl slightly disarrayed his own appearance: loosening his grubby muffler, pinching his nose to redden it more than the cold, and tugging his shirt-sleeves out to make the coat seem too short. A nice touch, reminiscent of a true, if small-time, villain: ill-fitting coats bought cheap at a charity shop so that one could abandon them quickly if needed.

From the rooftops, Wellip Alley appeared simple enough: a long rectangle framed by canals on all four sides, the crossing-ways demolished over the centuries until it lay alone like a dropped piece of ribbon in the middle of a stream. This did not, as with most inaccessible places in Wickhills, actually affect the flow of commerce; Ferec sidled to the relevant street corner, looked around for a moment, then tugged down the long, wet timber unobtrusively hooked to the wall of the building behind them. With Stangl’s assistance, he maneuvered it across the canal, pushed it into a shallow slot chipped into the masonry of the other building, and guided the others across, then picked it up again and leaned it against the wall.

“That’s our way back to civilization,” he said, “so remember this location if we’re separated.”

“Doesn’t it mean no one else can get across?” Hoepsachett said, frowning up at the dripping log.

“Oh, there’s a lot of ’em, don’t worry about it. Some harder to see than others. And the folks here, uh, can make them disappear right quick if they happen to see someone trying to get in that they’d rather not.”

“So we’re being watched.”

“So’s everybody. On we go, on we go.” Ferec passed first under the intricate iron portcullis hanging within the arched entryway; Hoepsachett gave that another paranoid glance. Ferec could have told her not to worry; the mechanism had rusted solid generations ago, and it could neither be raised nor lowered these days. Black doves rustled and whispered to one another in the darkness of the opening, rubbing their beaks along the stiffened gears and pecking up the dislodged flecks of rust.

Within, the alley was doing a brisk trade—this tended to be its busiest time, as dusk slid into night and customers woke up to start their day. Streetlights flapped and perched, squabbled and hissed at one another, most finally settling, in accordance with their natural instincts, onto one of the tall iron poles anchored every ten or twelve paces along the alley. Slowly the place brightened, like a fire gaining strength.

“The Watch can’t possibly know about this place,” Hoepsachett murmured. “Can they?”

“It’s been here for hundreds of years,” Ferec said. “Even the stupidest Watchman must have wandered in one day … it’s possible, let’s say, that they’ve been traditionally encouraged to not repeat the mistake. A culture that persists to this day.”

“And how did you find out about it?” Stangl added, chuckling.

“Oh, you know how it is; one finds oneself in all sorts of situations at work.” They moved slowly past sellers of lockpicks and glass-cutting burglar kits, most impersonating manicure, hair-style, or hoof-care tools, some of questionable quality; Ferec paused to stare longingly at a nickel-adultered steel set of picks, thinking of his own (warped, rust-pitted, likely to snap and put out someone’s eye) but decided not to buy it. He could always come back.

After the Civil War, of course, civilians were not legally permitted to own weapons of any kind, save for the noblemen who purchased ruinously expensive “licenses” so that they could hunt on their estates; but even before that, Wickhills had always had a culturally amusing soft spot for camouflaged devices. Swords and even more substantial blades, like machetes or sabres, were disguised within canes, umbrellas, and various items of sports equipment—tennis rackets, croquet bats—and cameras, guns, truncheons, and knives also lurked within the alley’s innocently shining wares. Wickhillers had always liked gadgets and gimmicks and gimcracks and toys.

Seaborne’s Asset Management Branch, which dispensed such things to agents as keys, notebooks, and tranquilizer-dart-propelling pencils, would have made much of this place, Ferec knew; but there were so many operations during which one simply could not risk being captured or killed with one of their bespoke devices upon one’s person. What good, honest coachman or day labourer would have (as Ferec now did) a pen in his jacket filled with chemically treated glass discs and a magnifying lens that could be used as a secret camera or (on a sunny day) a firestarter? Or indeed, a wrist-watch filled with high-tensile garrote wire? No, it raised too many questions. Which Ferec always thought was a pity, because begging interesting gadgets from Asset Management was half the fun of certain missions.

Key cutters, key forgers, skeleton-key makers (Come back to those later, not on the first go-round, Ferec thought automatically); purveyors of contraptions that claimed (he thought it unlikely) to automatically open newfangled puzzle locks and filigree locks, and others that claimed (even more unlikely) to deliver the numbers for combination locks or pacify the very new living locks, which had been bred to deliver debilitatingly severe stings to anyone groping at them without a key.

Some stalls offered simpler but equally essential ware for the ne’er-do-well: window jimmies, jamb-knives, crowbars, screw-drivers, gloves, sleeping drops and sleeping powders categorized for inconvenient guards, maids, nurses, governesses, and watchdogs. There were clean new sacks for burglars who wished to replace their existing work-worn ones; there were oversoles to hide one’s bootprints, masks to hide one’s face, and armour plates and mail to wear under one’s everyday clothing.

No one cried their wares; no one drew attention to their business. If you had found your way to Wellip Alley, it was because you needed something specific, and this was where you might find it, as opposed to the more licit markets; and of course, any little “impulse” purchases (new gloves, boot laces, bandages, dog-bite salve) might also be made at that time. There were even a few enterprising food-sellers, offering hot sandwiches, pasties, and egg buns.

“What’s that?” Hoepsachett whispered.

“Don’t,” Stangl said, his lips barely moving. “You’re too posh for this, remember? My associate and I will escort you for a peek. So if anyone loses a finger—”

“I need mine,” Ferec whispered back.

“I’ll buy you new ones. Come on.”

A single stall—evidently prospering, as it had permanent spirit-lamps screwed into its supports rather than hoping, as the others did, that a streetlight would settle nearby—consisted of a half-dozen stacked wire-front crates and a small desk next to it. Behind the crates was a white-topped doorway, the wooden door propped open to reveal a perfect darkness beyond, without a hint of candlelight or lamplight. A man behind the desk glanced up as the trio approached, then looked back down at his books; a woman in an acid-violet gown stepped out from behind the stack of crates, letting something shining and thin dangle from her silk-gloved hand.

“Good evening,” she said, her voice gravelly and amused. “Interested in hiring the services of little Yhata here?”

The shining thing was a leash—not like the leather dog leashes Ferec was familiar with, but flat links of silvery chain, like a woman’s necklace scaled up. In the woman’s slack grip, the leash drooped down nearly to the cobbles, then up about two feet to an engraved leather collar around the neck of something like a bird and also (Ferec took a step backwards) not. It looked up at them and chirped, briefly exposing a mouth full of razor-sharp teeth.

“Gorblimey,” Stangl said. “What is that? Some kind of … peacock?”

“How dare you,” the woman said levelly and without rancour. “Yhata is a ground-falcon, gentlemen; she may be used as a superior ‘tracker,’ far better than any dog, although of course”—she gestured at the stacked crates—“we have many fine scent dogs if one’s budget is more … restricted.” She smiled, showing small white teeth very similar to her creature. “She can also climb any structure, glide a short distance—though not fly, I’m afraid—and she knows over a hundred commands. I daresay it is possible she is of greater cognitive capacity than some hired men you have worked with.”

Ferec studied the birdlike thing, scratching absently at his beard, then forcing his hand away. Him and Tanczel on the deck of a ship a hundred feet in the air. Can’t fly; can glide. Could have been down on the ground, of course, hidden in the shadow of the Great Passage, very easily. So light on its feet, the way an ordinary falcon felt—as if it were made of spun sugar, no weight to it. If you closed your eyes you forgot you had one a-wrist, until the talons sank in. The creature was clawed too, similar to a bird, scaly black shins under the iridescent armour of its feathered thighs. The central claw on each foot was nearly as long as his hand, and shod in a little metal cap presumably to keep the point from becoming blunted.

His gaze flicked back up to the woman: watching him coolly, but with recognition? With amusement?

He stood nearly at eye level with the dogs in the wire-front cages, close enough to see the gleam of their noses. The back of each cage was open, allowing them to jump down and cross the few feet of cobbles behind them to reach the dark doorway that was not a doorway. “How much do the dogs cost, ma’am?” he said.

“One dog, one handler, one day, twelve shillings,” she said. “Two dogs, a pound. Extra handler, so two dogs, two handlers, pound and six.”

“And … a ground-falcon?”

“This ground-falcon,” she said sharply. “There’s only one in all of Wickhills, you know. They come from the mountains. Three guineas per night. Yhata! Bow!”

The creature spread wing-like fore-limbs, showing each capped with another set of sharp claws, and made a charming little curtsey, sweeping one leg back before rising. A spark flew from the toecap as it brought the foot back to the front and looked up at Ferec, its eyes as red-orange as the sunset.

Hoepsachett applauded, smiling, then allowed the smile to fall away: all business. “And supposing,” she said, “that I wished to provide my own handler? For discretion on the job?”

“I come with her or none at all,” the woman said mildly, looping the leash-end around her wrist as if Ferec and Stangl might dart forward and try to steal the creature. Asking for a disemboweling, in Ferec’s opinion; he remained as still as possible.

“You are the only one who handles her?”

“I am the only one who can handle her,” the woman said. “From an egg, I raised her.”

“And she receives much employ?” Hoepsachett said, studying the stitching on her glove, as if it did not matter to her one way or another. “She is in good practice?”

“A steady enough stream of work,” the woman said, sounding a little defensive now. “She has not tracked for a fortnight, but she is trained, by myself, every day, and her commands refreshed.”

“Dog’d be cheaper,” Stangl piped up.

“Silence,” Hoepsachett said without looking at him. “Madame, thank you for the information.”

They walked past the stall, Hoepsachett clinging to Ferec’s arm with a grip that felt a little desperate, not for show. Back around to the keys? No, he should let Hoepsachett settle for a minute. Perhaps even get a pasty.

He paused them again in front of the longest stall, eyeing the barrow-man behind the wooden counter, who was busy gulling a younger customer at the far end. Seaborne—Ferec himself, on two occasions—had shut down entire fledgling militias by planting weaponry in their headquarters for the Watch to find, easing the path to arresting the cell and all known associates.

The most irritating part of those operations had been signing everything out of Asset Management, because they expected their assets to be returned; it was therefore always essential to inform the Watch well beforehand that, once again, they would be seeing the same guns, knives, and truncheons that they had seen some months earlier, and could they please return them in a timely fashion, thank you very much. It was underhanded but convenient, and all (he reminded himself) in the name of civic safety. And no one ever seemed to figure it out, which said something about militia leaders or people generally or both.

But there was no way for the three assailants who had come after Alabeus to get ahold of a Watch gun, of course, so they must have acquired it here or … Ferec kicked himself, irritated. He had been sufficiently thrown off his stride by Velasco’s conversation that he had forgotten to ask the man about the gun recovered from the body. It had not, to Ferec’s eye, resembled an official Watchman’s weapon; but if it was one, and the number and name had been removed, that would be useful to know. He would have to leave a note, perhaps a photograph, if Bardanes would permit him to take one of the gun.

The barrow-man was making his way back towards them, a lavender-skinned ghoul with long fair hair plaited severely away from his face, drawing his white eyebrows upwards into an expression of light surprise. “Help you, squire—ma’am?” he corrected himself, swiftly clocking and responding to Ferec’s minute head-twitch towards Hoepsachett: Talk to the boss!

Hoepsachett lifted her chin. “Not until the time comes for coins to change hands; I trust these gentlemen to choose the tools most … appropriate to the work.”

The barrow-man hesitated, confused. Ferec pushed his irritation down; it was his team and therefore his fault that he hadn’t actually briefed Hoepsachett on what to say or do. Why would a librarian know what to ask a gun-seller? But no harm seemed to have come from his lapse of attention. Ferec said, deferentially, “Right you are, ma’am. Uh, sor, we’re looking for more sort of … the portative size of tool, if you have perhaps a selection. But fit to the hand, not mocked up like a, er, like I don’t know—a lady’s rouge or a cigarette-holder or summat.”

The ghoul wavered for several more seconds, his cloudy grey eyes moving from Ferec’s face to Stangl’s back to the chain-mail purse Hoepsachett wore on her chatelaine and the prominent (though completely invented) family crest welded to the top. “For size,” he finally said, “I haven’t much, as it happens, but I should be getting more stock in soon, if your … job isn’t pressing.”

“Business is doing well then,” Ferec observed pleasantly.

The barrow-man shrugged, and gestured for the three to move down to the midpoint of the stall, nudging aside his assistants and sending them down to their end of the counter. Three small handguns waited in the small iron cages bolted to the back wall, like sullen but lovely songbirds rented for a party.

Above them, the four identical cages were empty. Ferec narrowed his eyes minutely, trying to pick out any details of the locks; it was dim in the alley at the best of times, and at this time of day everything seemed half-real, made of shadows. The barrow-man had implied that he’d sold smaller guns recently, enough to deplete his display stock, but he would never answer questions about his buyers if asked outright.

The gun had not come from St. Barothain, as far as Ferec could tell; like theirs, it was almost certainly domestic, with none of the diagnostic oddities indicating manufacture elsewhere. And guns, plural, were virtually impossible to smuggle, which didn’t stop people from trying and suffering the consequences. The mayor occasionally declared a holiday and everyone trooped down to the docks to eat fried prawns and watch shipments of illicit goods dumped over the cliffs, guns and knives tumbling down like some ridiculous allegory in a children’s book. But one gun, perhaps …

Before the pause could become awkward, Stangl said, “I could probably take something bigger, ma’am, and put it in my coat—”

“We’ve already had the conversation about this and I am not interested in further opinions,” Hoepsachett said crisply, turning her back on him and raising her chin at the barrow-man. “You there—how much for the device at the bottom?”

Ferec concealed a smile; Hoepsachett was laying it on a bit thick, but everyone in this alley was performing the best role in their own private stage show. It was the culture; you played, and you played along.

“Why, it’s Mr. Mercury, isn’t it?”

The voice was soft, friendly, and upper-middle-class; Ferec stiffened, then turned with a smile. “Ah, Mr. Hill. It’s been a while. Lovely night.”

“But one almost wishes the snow had continued. So much cleaner than this muck.”

“There’s a good deal of winter left,” Ferec said soothingly. He waited for the demon to acknowledge the other two, deciding not to say anything if he did not. Mr. Hill wore thick spectacles with chemically treated lenses to prevent inadvertent poisonings with his gaze—very considerate, everyone agreed—but it was quite possible that Hill was not even able to see the other two, for reasons either related to the optics of his lenses or more infernal.

Ferec saw himself captured in the two glass discs, the alley reflected behind, all lamplight and dangling curtains of lichen down the grey stone walls. Both the circular Ferecs seemed to be in the early stages of some obscene dance, hips thrust out and hands raised at slightly different angles, but that was normal.

“You must come have a drink with me,” Mr. Hill said, draping a scaled hand gently over Ferec’s wrist. “I must hear how you’ve been doing, and it occurs to me, now that I see you again, you might be … an ideal recommendation for a certain contract. Not one of mine. You are not busy? Have a drink. Yes, we must.”

“On me,” Ferec said automatically, again forcing himself not to glance back at Stangl and Hoepsachett. He had not planned on leaving them on their own—not because he feared something was likely to happen (the denizens of the alley were extraordinarily quick to subdue the first hint of violence) but because the others were newcomers here, and now, without Ferec, they would be treated as such. Stony faces; no answers. The quality of their cover, and the putative contents of Hoepsachett’s purse, even the identity of her so-called employer, would make no difference.

But it was not the end, he reminded himself as he took Mr. Hill up the alley, north towards the end where no streetlights had perched. Investigations into the provenance of things was iterative, a spiraling. Like the alley itself, you went around in a circle and wrote down what you saw; then you went around in a slightly larger or smaller circle, or you took a single step to the side. Things would connect eventually even if they did not connect today. They would have other chances.



Ferec was good with faces; even in the gloom he recognized passers-by from his past. Probably for the best that the other two were not with him; they would spoil “his” reputation, which was all the more solid for being so obscure. “Mr. Mercury” was the working-name Ferec used in deep cover for an assassins organization or “friendship club” (to avoid the City inspectors) eight years ago; his cohort had all been randomly assigned the names of elements or chemicals. (There had been a “Mr. Sulphate” and a “Mr. Bromide,” for example; she had objected and been overruled.)

The Seaborne mission was long over, but he had occasionally, since then, been approached for assassination work—strictly out of the purview of the assassins club, who did not sanction unregistered jobs and immediately issued a—what did they call it?—“permanent cease-work order” against Ferec, enforceable, ironically, by instant death.

It was not that Ferec regretted accepting any of the jobs, precisely—one of them, to be honest, had covered the advance deposit on his house—but each time felt more and more like rolling a pair of dice on being caught. Mr. Mercury was no looter, no hired robber, no mean little sneak; he was a gentleman, and he did not allow you to employ his extraordinary skills merely to steal. He had to kill, and that was both expensive and uncommon.

Wellip Alley boasted a single pub, which seemed to be doing all right for itself despite the location; this was the Old Blossom, built perhaps three centuries ago, and looking it (and smelling, Ferec noted). It was cramped, low-ceilinged, and papered with at least years, and perhaps decades, of notices, wanted ads, reward posters, advertising bills, and invitations to weddings, stage plays, musical performances, beheadings, and public shamings. Every now and then they were taken down and burned to fuel the big still in the back of the pub; in the meantime, they were so much lettered wallpaper, as it was too dark to read anything.

The gloom was interrupted here and there with lanterns made of red pirate glass, to preserve the vision of thieves; Hill, who had enough trouble seeing at the best of times without the impairment of his corrective lenses, allowed Ferec to feel their way over the crumbling parquet floor to a snug in the back, where in the even more perfect darkness someone brought them a bottle and two wooden cups. Ferec poured by feel and pushed one over to the demon, wreathed now in a just-visible aura of delicate amber flames that burned without heat and flickered in winds not of this world.

“Cheers,” Ferec said.

“Thank you,” Hill said. “Now, I know you are much in demand, so I will describe the—”

“Just one moment, Mr. Hill,” Ferec said. “Before you start. It occurs to me that you might know how to assist my current job, and I would be happy to exchange my consideration of your contract for whatever knowledge you may carry in that thrillingly capacious memory of yours.”

“Ah, you flatter, I blush, I preen, one professional to another,” Hill chuckled. There was a faint scrape as he picked up his cup, and slid one fork of his tongue into it. “What is this, do we think?”

“About a hundred and eighty proof, probably. I’m on the lookout for two things, my friend, knowing that you are much of a muchness in the alley, and you see things most don’t.” Ferec lowered his voice, for whatever good it would do. “Perhaps unrelated. The first is those … those dogs for hire. At the stall with the woman in the purple gown. Have you been around when someone’s tried to hire one, a tracker dog? Someone you didn’t know, say.”

Hill shook his head, making the flames dance. “No, those two never deal overmuch with strangers. Too worried about the dogs, see. If you hire one out to—let’s say—one of those bloody noblemen or something, they might simply kill the handler and steal the dog. If it’s one of our own, very well; we’ll deal with it. But the titled classes cannot be touched with impunity even if they make our lives a misery. It’s easier to simply say the dog has a prior commitment. Over the last, I suppose, fortnight, I’ve heard Pertonar the goblin hiring a few to get the rats out of his cellar, and then Mr. Essenden—you remember him—well, he’s still around, and he hired one to sniff out his granddaughter’s former husband, on account of the young blackguard knocked her around a bit and then lit from the house in the dead of night like any common villain.”

“Did he catch him?”

“Certainly did, and they had words.” The demon chuckled and sipped his drink, shuddering again. “Whew! What was the second thing?”

“I believe I already know the answer, but do you recall, perhaps, seeing someone purchasing small guns of a similar type—quite recently—not concealed as anything in particular? The ghoul at the stall—”

Again Mr. Hill shook his head. “He says that to everyone; says perceived scarcity drives up demand. Has people putting in orders weeks in advance, all frantic and rushed, so they can be ‘sure’ to have their name on his list, for a rubbish little pistol he’s had for half a year in his warehouse. And he’ll make them wait.”

“So he hasn’t sold any.”

“He might have. But I doubt it.”

Ferec drummed his fingers on the table, irritated. What were Stangl and Hoepsachett up to outside? And Maaz—his first mission, and all alone there on the rooftop the boy might already have been quietly ambushed, robbed, gutted, and discreetly slipped into one of the canals without anyone the wiser. “Anything unusual you can think of,” he said, without much hope. “Other strangers coming through the alley—anyone that made folks look askance. Rumours from the rumour-mongers, perhaps.” He closed his eyes. “Trouble with the guilds or the City … I don’t know.”

“That, I suppose.”

Ferec opened his eyes. “Pardon?”

“Not myself, personally, you do understand. Only I did hear from Droach, who’s worse than me for the gossip, that the ōg are all on the warpath—looking for one of their own, as it happens. A smith who took payment for something in paper bills and then did a runner, leaving the money behind. And of course you know how it is here.”

Ferec did know how it was; the alley did not hold with the newfangled paper bills, and he thought it would be a long, reluctant slog before they ever accepted them. The bills were too easy to forge, and the genuine ones were too traceable; the City, the Watch, guilds, banks, enemies, friends, ex-wives, anyone who had the appropriate connections, and had thought to note down the numbers, could hunt them down. “But they’re legal tender,” he said.

“But no one likes them. Anyway, fool of an ōg should have known better, seems to be the general consensus. Might as well agree to be paid with magic beans. But now the shop is closed up, Droach said, and a lot of very angry customers are asking questions—and they don’t want to go to the guild to find another blacksmith nearby. They’d rather their horses go unshod, and their chisels and picks go blunt.”

“It can’t have been the only ōg smithy,” Ferec said.

“It might have been; we don’t know. Anyway, none of my business. I always avoid that lot.” Hill sat back, the leather creaking; his head did not quite reach the top of the seat, though his corona of flame lit the booth behind them. Ferec had not thought it was occupied when they sat down; now there were four figures in it, quietly drinking, visible only as darker silhouettes against the general darkness.

Hill said, “Now, fair’s fair, my dense and reflective liquid; you are otherwise engaged at the moment, but what do you think about a job later?”

“How much later?” Ferec said warily.

Hill leaned forwards, his eyes gleaming. “That’s the interesting thing,” he breathed. Ferec moved the candle slightly. “It is at some removes from the commissioner of the job—more than I like, to be honest with you—someone hired by someone hired by someone hired by the someone with the cash. But he says the recipient of your specialized services—”

“Should I agree.”

“Yes, yes. The victim isn’t ready yet. Now, isn’t that something? It’s so perfectly opaque, I adore it. All this cloak-and-dagger, Inspector Percy Alnwyck nonsense. The victim is in motion—from where, I do not know—and when she—”

“She. That’s unusual.”

“I agree, but I do not ask about motivation,” Hill said. “Don’t interrupt me again, lad. When she arrives at the convenient place, then at a time of the killer’s choosing, and in a method to be chosen similarly, she must be eliminated; and not before. Five thousand pounds.”

“Impressive. I wish you luck finding someone; but if you cannot,” he said, relenting at the demon’s crestfallen expression, “then you know how to leave me a note. Now come on, finish your drink and let’s get out of here. This alley will eat my associates alive.”



The sun was fully down and it was more crowded when he and Hill left the pub, dark figures moving past one another murmuring “Excuse me, sor” and “No disrespect, squire.” A golden sphere of light marked out a wedge barrow that had apparently just rolled in and was getting its oil-fryer up to heat with a little handheld bellows; in the uneven firelight a queue was already forming, various hardened criminals fussily folding their napkins and filling paper cups of sauce for one another. The usual urchins darted underfoot, lizard-quick, scrabbling in the muck for dropped coins.

“Your people?” Hill said as Ferec led them back towards Stangl and Hoepsachett, who had moved several stalls down from the gun-seller.

“For now,” Ferec said.

Hill chuckled, squeezing Ferec’s arm. “We cannot always choose our company in this business.”

“No,” Ferec agreed, and meant it.

“I’m off then, my lad. I’ll be in touch.”

Ferec waved him off, and came up on Hoepsachett’s side first, making sure she saw him—her flicked glance was well past nervousness and into the realm of real anxiety. Stangl seemed jarringly relaxed in comparison. Had she been propositioned, groped, frotted? Surely not. This was not a place where you dared rub yourself up against money, because those were the people who could instantly hire someone to retaliate. The perpetrator might not even make it back to the entrance in time.

“Look at these,” Hoepsachett commanded, gesturing at the stall—pricey straight razors and a stand of newfangled safety razors, their handles decorated with enamel or carved to resemble animals or spirits. “You might consider cleaning yourself up; the whiskers do not suit you.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Ferec said. The stall owner winked at him.

Under her breath, Hoepsachett said, “Maaz wants us to move. Stangl wouldn’t let us.”

“Where’s the boy?” Ferec whispered.

She darted her eyes upwards, then returned them to the stall. “This one, I think,” she announced. “I want to see it. Yes, with the owl design. And you will supply a box of ‘blades’?”

Ferec risked a glance—Maaz was virtually invisible above them, using the silken talents of light diffusion or diffraction, Ferec could never remember which, to blur his outline into both the night sky and the edge of the masonry, his hands buried in the red ivy behind which he lay. Upon spotting Ferec’s glance, Maaz freed one pale palm and made a swift, nervous signal: Threat—do not engage, retreat instead.

“Good enough for me,” Ferec murmured. “Out. Both of you, out. Come on.”

“But you said the way out—” Stangl began.

Hoepsachett returned the owl razor with a smile. “Lovely,” she said. “Next time. Thank you.”

“I’ll get us through again,” Ferec said. He resisted a tremendous urge to straighten up, out of his cover persona—to survey the people near them, the stalls they had already visited, to see who might be approaching Mr. Hill even. The threat, where was it? What direction might it come from? His ears sang with blood. Calmly, he took Hoepsachett’s arm and began to walk back towards the iron portcullis, steering her between the other shoppers, whispering for her to keep a hand at all times on her purse.

When he glanced up again, as swiftly as possible, Maaz was gone. No, invisible. No—really gone, perhaps trying to get ahead of them so he could meet them closer to the gate.

No one seemed to be following them; Ferec still had the scratching sensation between his shoulder blades of someone watching him, someone lining up a shot. With a whisper like ivy brushing against the walls, Maaz appeared at his side, just ahead of Stangl.

“What is it?” Ferec whispered.

Maaz shook his head; his eyes were wide, baffled, the dark blue irises eaten away by his pupils. “I heard something.”

“What?”

“I don’t know.”

Ferec paused, and swung all three closer to the wall, between two barrows selling pasties. “You heard something,” he repeated, glaring down into Maaz’s terrified face. “And you have classified it as a threat and we are leaving because of that. Is that correct?”

“Mr. Fe—” Maaz gulped, remembering just in time to not use their work names. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I swear it’s—it’s like—and it’s getting closer, and it’s coming behind us, behind you. Please. Can we go, and I’ll explain when we’re out, please.”

It was the boy’s face more than anything that convinced him—not that there was a threat, only that Maaz was responding to something as if it were, and Ferec reminded himself again that they could come back; they could always come back. He took the lead again, arranging them behind himself to form a diamond—Hoepsachett and Maaz, then Stangl taking the rear—and they walked as swiftly as they could without running under the portcullis.

On the far side, clustered on the little square of bare flagstones where they had come in, Ferec cocked his head, both searching for one of the log bridges and listening for whatever had frightened Maaz so badly. The strangest thing was that now that the boy had mentioned it, there was something—more than the power of suggestion, Ferec could not hear it but feel it, as if something tiny but sharp, like a wire brush the size of an eyelash, was scraping at the inside of his ears.

“Go,” he said suddenly, startling a few people nudging past the four to get into the alley. “Go, quick. Up that way—there’s a timber.”

Stangl moved first, silent and quick, unhooking the short length of wood and waiting a moment till Ferec came up beside him to help push it across the canal. The water below their hurrying feet trembled strangely, not like water at all but mud or even pitch, the reflections losing their circular shapes and becoming tessellated. Broken tiles—broken light—no stars, no light of moon, then like cut gems, precious gems, gems in the water, then Ferec lost his hearing and thought entirely for three or four seconds, and stumbled to the far side of the makeshift bridge a moment before the ground began to shake.

Maaz half-instinctively began to flee towards the building behind them, a low block of flats; Stangl shouted something unheard over the grinding noise of stone, then took the boy’s arm and pulled him back into the centre of the street. Ferec seized the closest shoulders and yanked, making everyone crouch, arms over their heads.

It was over an eternity later—eight or ten seconds, Ferec judged—and he straightened slowly, letting his eyes adjust to the new darkness. All the streetlights, terrified out of their wits, had fled; the moon had not yet risen. Only the last of the twilight revealed the crisp lines of the canal—emptied—and the indistinct mass of stone that marked where the entrance to Wellip Alley had been.

He stuck a finger in his ear and revolved it briskly, noting the position of his team: Hoepsachett here, Stangl here, Maaz here. No one moved. He realized he was waiting for screams from behind the tumbled masonry—from people whose homes had just collapsed, who were trapped under the stones, who had been scalded with the boiling oil from the tipped-over cauldrons, burned by the alchemists’ acids, crushed under wood and brick. After several moments, he heard, instead, laughter—faint and high—and then the jingle of coins against metal, or perhaps the scrape of a metal spoon across a pan. The entrance to the alley had been sealed but the alley itself lived; he wondered (ridiculously, he knew) whether they had even noticed. He had a strong sense that he had just seen something he was not supposed to have seen; what had revealed itself, who out of desperation or haste had played their hand in front of him?

“No talking,” Ferec said quietly. The others nodded. Under his motioned directions they left the district, crossed the wall, took the funicular down to the river, caught a #8 tram, darted across Walverydale Bridge virtually at a run, and eventually let themselves into the employee entrance of the Walve Street cabling station.

Ferec stood near the door for a long time, not catching his breath but feeling as if he must catch something else: his emotions, his reactions. If he remained completely immobile he thought he might avoid losing his temper. Perhaps upon seeing his face, everyone else remained silent.

“Maaz,” Ferec said eventually. “What exactly did you hear? I don’t mean you must try to identify it; I don’t think you can. But what was the sound you heard?”

Maaz shivered, his weightless, opalescent hair just visible in the strip of moonlight at the top edge of the barred and shuttered windows. In the darkened room, the equipment and furnishings became visible slowly, like a developing photograph, as their eyes adjusted. He said, “I don’t know, sir. For a second or two I thought it was like a whistle, like … the brass ones the Watch carry. But then it faded away and I couldn’t hear anything, only feel it. In my teeth, like.”

“Like a dog whistle,” Ferec said slowly.

“No, sir,” Maaz said. “And silkenfolk can hear those, actually, sir. This was different.”

Ferec looked at the other two. “Did you hear anything?”

Hoepsachett and Stangl shook their heads.

After a minute, Ferec said, “Well, it’s midnight. Let’s … just check in and discuss next steps.”

No one replied. There was a switch for gaslights on the wall next to the door. Ferec ignored it, and moved to one of the cabling machines by feel, pulling off the cotton dust cover. He had not used this cabling station for a long time, but it was a popular one for Seaborne agents—they had a tacit agreement with the staff to use it day or night, open or closed—and Ferec’s muscle memory had always been good.

He powered it up and worked the heavy brass keys by the light of the burning blue aether inside the casing, invisible in the day. As he waited for the Onyx switchboard to receive the message and alert Bardanes, he removed a draughtsman’s grid from his waistcoat pocket and pulled on the two L-shaped pieces till they clicked into a square, then put it on the desk next to the cabling machine. He would need more light to decode the reply; he found himself putting off the act of turning the lights on for as long as possible.

The machine’s fan began to whir, cooling its gears in preparation for an incoming message. Ferec held out one hand to catch the paper coil as it emerged, sensing even in the dark the pressure of the others staring at it, at his hand, at the things felt but not seen.






CHAPTER8


“What happened back there?” Maaz said, his voice barely audible.

“I’ll be out in a minute,” Ferec said. “Someone pay the driver.” He climbed out of the cab and skated quickly across the street, dodging ranks of blinkered horses. The moon had risen at last and it was snowing again, light and gritty, coating the road in a thin skim of pebbled ice. He had no need to rush but he felt rushed, pulled rather than pushed. He had taken the earthquake-sealed alley and sealed it up a second time in the back of his mind; he could not allow that to distract him now. Bardanes had summoned him once more, and this time the message had been more than cryptic; it had been unfathomable. Something was wrong, and now Ferec had to enter the orbit of that wrongness, as a man descends into a gas-filled mine to rescue a fellow digger.

He slowed to a more dignified pace as he passed beneath the arched stone gate into Merovec Square, glancing up, as always, at the huge wooden capsules that hovered far above it, tethered by virtually invisible yet unbreakable golden threads. Like everyone else, he did not know how they stayed up; unlike everyone else, he knew the Public Health Department had struck up a committee to study it five years ago. Having not yet answered the question, they received slightly less annual funding than the committee studying fox disease transmission.

He had been in this square perhaps dozens of times—he had not kept count—but he remembered now, as he always did, his first visit. A child of six or seven, alone for years already, adept at slipping through the grasping fingers of the few saints or perverts who kept trying to catch and domesticate him. He had not liked the street gangs that offered more substantial protection either; he had not really wanted security, that was it. Or enclosed spaces. He liked to learn the city, to read it and speak it as he had learned to read and speak the handful of other tongues on offer, and nothing else.

And one night he had wandered in here, following the sounds of a marketplace, and found nothing—the empty square, a summer night, and fireflies in their hundreds and thousands. Not a tree in the place, not a bush, not a stalk of grass. Where had they come from? He never knew, despite coming back night after night to try to catch them from where they emerged. They had fluttered and blinked around him, a constellation of acid greens and buttercup yellows, giving off a peculiar, insect smell—and then they had climbed onto the golden threads, which you could not even touch with the human hand, for they would cut you like wire, and they had climbed eagerly, swiftly, up to the wooden things and vanished.

Now, of course, there were no fireflies; there never had been again. He tasted as he always did the bitterness of spoiled nostalgia, the slow death of his childish hopes. And it was not only the ominous floating things that kept the square free of rough sleepers and street waifs in the winter; there was also nothing to break the wind, for the stone walls were constructed to resemble something like lace, deceptively delicate-looking and allowing a constant draught. Tonight Merovec Square held no trysting lovers, no surreptitious dealers of illicit goods, no shivering short-cutters, no one at all—no—one large statue where there had not been one before.

Ferec crossed to the far side, skidding with each step, and found Bardanes waiting between a set of lichen-crusted pillars, his posture as tense as Ferec’s own.

“I am aware that I say this with depressing frequency,” Bardanes said, and attempted a smile, “but we have a problem.”

“Comes with the job,” Ferec said.

“I received a cable on my private machine,” Bardanes went on quietly. “From you.”

Ferec blinked. He had known Bardanes had a private cabling machine; he had even, not frequently and not recently, messaged it. The tacit understanding was that it was for emergencies; otherwise you followed the usual protocol and went through the switchboard.

“I rose at once,” Bardanes said. “I dressed, I rang for Tompkins to summon a driver. I began to compose and encode my reply. Fortunately, I suppose, that was the moment I discovered the mistake in the message. And I stopped, and I asked myself why the sender had chosen you to impersonate. They certainly assumed I would come roaring out of my warm bed with shield and sword for any of my agents, all of whom are currently in active operations. Any of whom might therefore have been selected as a pretext to remove me from the property. You did not know that Alabeus was staying at my house.”

“I presumed you would obey protocol,” Ferec said, smiling despite himself. “And had moved him to a safe house, while employing whatever small perfidies you needed in this case. You’re a handler. Everything is forgiven you.”

“As I would have done if this had been a normal operation,” Bardanes agreed. “No. I am becoming more and more convinced that our system must be avoided at this time … I almost said evaded. Well, perhaps that too. It was not a premonition. It was that desire, to never let Seaborne know.”

“Sir,” Ferec said before the manticore could continue. “I’m sorry. When you spoke to us the other night, you said you had looked people ‘in the eye’ and lied to them about this. Who were they? Who’s asking already?”

Bardanes ducked his chin, acknowledging it—the mistake? The mis-speaking? “You did not see?” he said softly. “At Tanczel’s funeral. The mayor himself came, and two of the councillors.”

“Nothing unusual about that,” Ferec said. “They’ve come to other ceremonies. I shook their hands. Very civil.”

“‘We didn’t see anything about his operation in Committee,’” Bardanes said, imitating the mayor’s saccharine voice. “And I thought instantly not of Tanczel at all but the asset. I thought: Remember that Alabeus does not want the City to know he is here. He does not want his people to know, and he does not want the City to know. And the mayor is the City. I said, ‘Tanczel did not die on duty, Your Honour. It was his heart. Very sudden—quite unexpected.’ Every point at which I lean on the agency’s infrastructure to help us, I lie about it, I hide it in other operations, long-running things. So far, no one above me has asked about it. But someone knows. Someone indeed knows.”

Ferec nodded gloomily. He had grown to dread things like this—no one asking because they already knew. It was not random, not coincidence. And he thought about another funeral he had been to a few years ago, where once again the mayor had shown up and given a wonderful speech—the heroism, the resourcefulness, the self-sacrifice! It had been a Watchman, of course. Died on duty. Saved the city. Et cetera … but no public honours would ever be given to a Seaborne agent. They could not be recognized, awarded, even acknowledged. He had not thought it stung, but it did. Seaborne did the City’s dirtiest work and received only a tacit hat-tip: Just keep doing what you’re doing. The reward for actually saving the city was that you were expected to do it again and again. Invisibly.

“What did you do with Alabeus?” Ferec said. “When you realized.”

“I buried him in the servants’ quarters, below-stairs. When you asked me in the message to come alone to a particular location, without any other details, I thought: Aha! So the investigation has borne fruit. Ferec has found something. I’ll just … but of course, you know we changed your code last month. I had forgotten. But I remembered.”

“I almost forgot too,” Ferec said. “When I was sending my cable just now. Nearly signed the damn thing wrong.”

“And it was fortunate you chose to check in, and correctly, when you did. So. The impersonator used the old code. Their information is a little out of date, but only a little; and the cipher was correct. Do you understand? You must not misinterpret my tone as merely concerned. This is intolerable. My fur is standing all on end. We have had ‘leaks’ before; we have dealt with them as appropriate. No pretty speeches at the funerals. But this, this … they are brazen. They spit in our faces even as they grasp and snatch at what they desire. They have not attained it yet. But they are confident that they will. My private machine, Ferec. Mine. At my home. I will hunt them down.”

Ferec nodded, his mouth dry. Bardanes’ fur was indeed standing on end; he did not emit the smell of it that a human could recognize but it did not matter. Anger came off him in palpable waves, like standing next to a stove.

The sender had known the precise time period at which Ferec would be unreachable by ordinary means—a note in a drop, a messenger, a cable at one of the Seaborne check-in stations—and therefore unaware that anything might be happening with his name on it. The gap was too small to have been a random guess.

“Where are the others?” Bardanes said.

“I had them wait across the street. There’s a café.”

Bardanes nodded; that was good, they would watch one another, the other customers would also watch them. “They are working out, are they?” he said, allowing his voice to lighten a little. “Your team? Your first stint in command?”

“Stangl seems a good choice,” Ferec said, scratching his chin absently; he had shed the false beard and had spent most of his time in the cab picking at the dried remnants of the glue, using Hoepsachett’s pocket mirror. “He keeps his head, does what he’s told. Hoepsachett seems to enjoy playing at someone she’s not, but I’d send her back to Archives, truth be told. She doesn’t trust her instincts. Maaz, I don’t know yet. Good set of ears on him though. Earlier tonight we—”

“Silkens don’t hear through their ears.”

“Don’t tell me,” Ferec said. “I’d rather not know.”

“And Hoepsachett has not always been in the archives,” Bardanes added dryly. “Haven’t you asked her about her previous cases?”

“No, sir. Not my business.” He paused, steadying himself. “What do you need from us now?”

“Whatever you see fit.” Bardanes sat back on his haunches, lifting a paw. “To remedy my own error in judgement. I, meanwhile, will have work of my own while you vanish.” Alabeus emerged from behind another pillar, sleepy and vaguely stunned-looking, wrapped in an oversized tweed coat whose hem nearly brushed the ground, and shuffled to Bardanes’ side.

He glared blearily up at Ferec. “You again!” he said with as much vitriol as he could summon, as if Ferec should be appalled to be Ferec and not someone else.

“I’m afraid we’re going to be seeing a lot of one another,” Ferec replied in Barain, unperturbed. “All right, off we go. Keep quiet and do what you’re told.”

“Ferec.”

“Mm?” Ferec turned back to Bardanes, keeping a firm grip on the old man’s shoulder.

“She cashed the cheque, you know.”

“No idea what you’re talking about,” Ferec said.

Bardanes’ lips twitched. “You are a thorn of prodigious length in my side,” he said. “Everything you do when I am not watching you is unsanctioned. Tanczel’s wife has money now, Ferec. He was insured through us, and she will shortly begin to receive those payments as well as those from his pension. And how in the hells did you know that account existed in the first place, let alone forge a cheque to access it?”

“You’re trying to get me to admit to something I didn’t do by flattering my investigative abilities,” Ferec said with as much dignity as he could muster. “You trained me better than that, sir.”

“Did I? I did a very poor job. What do you think is going to happen in a few months when Michelgrove eels his way through the courts and emerges a free man, only to find that the City has—against all odds and all reason—lost his seized assets? Why would I lie to protect you then, hmm?”

“I’ll put the money back by then.”

“What possessed you to do it in the first place? Did you think you wouldn’t be caught?”

“We’d better be off, sir. Unfriendly eyes all around.” Ferec wanted to shake the old man’s paw, or touch his shoulder, or something—he could not remember ever having done so, but he had a desire to mark the parting as momentous, to try one last time to say I know I never give you reason to do it, but take me seriously. I know greater things are moving all around us than ever before. I know that.

He nodded instead, crisp and professional, and shepherded Alabeus across the square, then through the maze of horses and carriages, without looking back.






CHAPTER9


There was something sort of amazing (Ferec always thought) about how boring the life of a Seaborne agent could suddenly become. Either someone was stalking you on a moonless night (rarely), trying to hammer you into paste (rarely), or you were sitting somewhere vaguely but not immediately torturous, watching for someone to do or say something and open the trap-door on themselves. Never the execution chamber. Just the waiting room, with its chairs, its stale breath …

Ferec almost welcomed the idea of a tail; at least they would have something to do. But the others had seen nothing, and de Grieu, their frighteningly competent driver, would never allow it. At the slightest suspicion of interference, she would leap off the seat and lay into someone with her whip.

Ferec yawned; the rebreathed air inside the carriage’s compartment was growing thick and stultifying. “Mind your heads.” He reached up and opened the ceiling vent, admitting a thin breeze and an accompanying spill of icy water. Alabeus hissed as if he had been splashed with boiling oil; Ferec ignored him.

After the initial shock and confusion had worn off, the old man had been complaining incessantly, as if Ferec were a lazy valet who had opted to go on a pleasure trip to the seaside instead of serving his gentleman. The tea they had purchased for him at the café was too weak, his boots were too difficult to lace, his bruises hurt and no one cared, he had been robbed, evil forces were breathing down his neck, and he wanted a real drink.

Alabeus said, “It would be faster to walk! Let me out of this thing. I would rather be back on the boat.”

“It’s rush hour,” Ferec said in Barain. “People with real jobs are going to work. Sit back, don’t touch that,” he added, pulling the old man’s thin fingers away from the window latch.

“Don’t touch me. Real jobs like what, like yours? How do I know you people are not secretly in league with my enemies? I want more air. This whole city smells like shit. You don’t wash your streets? We wash our streets. Where are we going? Why can we not take a train, like civilized people? You can’t protect me on a train? Is that it? How do you think people will find us on a moving train?”

Hoepsachett was sitting across from him, her limbs folded inwards like a dying spider, as if attempting to take up less room on the seat. She didn’t need to; there was plenty of room, and Maaz was not leaning away from her. Ferec saw the unconscious habits of a lifetime of being told to make herself smaller, whether she agreed or not—of trying to squeeze and compress herself without need; no wonder she was only comfortable in the archives, where no one could see her. But she was still very much a stranger, an unknown quantity; he could not quite place his finger on the uneasiness she caused him. What had Bardanes meant about her previous cases, anyway? She wasn’t a field agent; that he had asked her, and she had confirmed it.

Bardanes had left transportation arrangements up to Ferec and his team; as a handler, he could easily have made them himself, but Ferec agreed that now was the time to zig instead of zag, to pull whatever little tricks of stage-magic and cloak-flourish as would distract or decoy their pursuers. It seemed to be working so far, anyway.

Ferec had a handful of preferred Seaborne drivers he might have called upon at the hour of their departure; instead of using one of his own (too predictable), he had sent Stangl to go through the process, taking Maaz with him to teach the boy how it was done. He, Hoepsachett, and Alabeus had remained at the café—highly visible to anyone seeking them out (as Alabeus kept reminding them), but also, as Ferec kept replying, their pursuers did not like to do things with witnesses about. As long as the café was open and serving customers, they were safer than they were wandering the back alleys looking for somewhere to hide.

And Stangl had returned with de Grieu, a very fine driver, to Ferec’s relief—she was one of the few women in Transportation, taciturn, with nerves of steel and a preternaturally sensitive touch on the reins. Even the most intractable horseflesh became putty under her hands; and you could not follow her in the most crowded street without her knowing.

“He could have thrown himself on the mercy of the City itself,” Hoepsachett said quietly in Anglis. “Even without requesting formal asylum, he could have asked for Exceptional Protection. That’s a regulation that’s never been taken off the books. Then we could use the Watch like normal. And everything else at Seaborne. Without all this…” She made a frustrated little gesture. “I’ve faked more documentation this week than I ever have in my life. If someone made a concerted effort to dig into what we’re doing—”

“The system is lost to us,” Ferec said. “It’s quite all right, Hoepsachett. Bardanes has it in hand.”

“But he shouldn’t have to,” Hoepsachett persisted. “That night at the Onyx, when he kept bringing up the City’s treason laws … I’ve never heard him even mention them. What do you really think he was trying to tell us?”

“He told us what he was trying to tell us,” Ferec said flatly. “You’re reading too much into it.”

“Am I being kidnapped?” Alabeus demanded. “Am I? You are supposed to be protecting me. What will we do if someone comes at us, eh?”

“Respectfully, sir, we’d appreciate it if you remained calm. We’re better concealed if we travel this way,” Hoepsachett said in passable Barain.

“Respectfully, fat lady, this is unreasonable imprisonment. Why not reasonable? You tell me where we’re going,” he added, pointing at Ferec, “and why we could not take a train so I could stretch my legs out.”

“Shut it,” Ferec said.

Whatever he heard in Ferec’s tone, Alabeus abided by it; he pressed himself backwards in the carriage seat, grumbling, making sure to elbow both Stangl and Ferec as he settled in.

Hoepsachett had pointed out, correctly, that Alabeus should have been in a safe house from the moment of his recovery; Ferec had been able to do nothing but shrug in response. Even if Seaborne had been compromised—which still could not be proven, it had to be said—the difference was that no one else in Seaborne knew where the team was headed, nor that they had Alabeus in tow, having removed him from Bardanes’ house. Bardanes was now the only connection, and he would reveal nothing if asked. Or interrogated, Ferec thought, then pushed the thought out of his head.

Seaborne used safe houses all the time; they had nearly three dozen these days, painstakingly acquired and distributed evenly around the city, to ensure there would always be one nearby in a pinch. The construction of the safe-house system, its internal checklists and trigger-points for use, the sealing of gaps and loopholes, had been the work of decades. You so often had to hide and strategically deploy witnesses, informers, hostages, assassination targets, leaders of this or that faction, their families, sellers of secrets, the occasional terrorist … it was simply essential to the job to sometimes vanish somebody and then present them again like a stage-magic trick. Fa-ra! Applause, please. Nothing worked if you could not raise the dove alive from the hat again. No sense lifting a handful of bloodied feathers.

Maaz grimaced and pressed all four of his elbows tightly across his chest, as if he wished he could stretch them inside the cramped compartment. “I think the traffic is moving again,” he said in Anglis. “Though I admit I don’t know where we are.”

“Why can I see through this one’s head?” Alabeus demanded.

“Almost there,” Stangl murmured, dropping his head into his hands. “… He doesn’t know any Anglis, right?”

“No,” Ferec said. He had not been too surprised that the list of agents Bardanes had given him did not include anyone who spoke Barain; it was little more than an academic curiosity these days. You could still study it at university, if you liked, and the academic presses occasionally put out new editions of linguistic textbooks to serve those hardy few students. But there was no translation industry, no Barain-speaking communities, no living language here. During the Dispersal, the great assortment of travellers fleeing their communities had run to the closest walled city, and there had been vanishingly few refugees from St. Barothain. The municipal census did not even offer a Barain version.

Ferec had studied it himself only because he liked picking up languages, and the levels of formality in Barain interested him; Anglis was all of a kind, exactly the same terminology and grammar (though perhaps not the precise vocabulary) whether you were speaking to a street urchin or the mayor. He wondered what had motivated Hoepsachett to study it, then wondered why he had wondered that.

It was not merely book learning; she spoke Barain: hesitantly but correctly, and she understood it when spoken. Thus, aside from Ferec and Bardanes, she might have been the only other person in all of Seaborne right now with the ability. Quite a logical choice for this operation, on the one hand, certainly her name belonged on the list Bardanes had given him, but then on the other hand …

She had access to all the files, the internal workings, live memos, committee minutes, classified reports from other operations. Things even some of the handlers could not access. Archivists were historically not above but outside the security classifications. Her file, if he could see it, would not have a number on it like his and the files of other agents; it would be marked with an A.

Ferec found himself looking at her hands, curled demurely in her lap over the glistening chatelaine—he had not allowed them time to swap outfits. Soft, pale hands, nails like his clipped down to the quick, showing a pink line of angry-looking skin at each fingertip. No scars. Not the hands of a field agent, hands that could be turned to any task. Not hands that had been burnt by developing photographs in the back of a pub, or pinched in machinery, or speckled with blowback from a fired gun. But they did not suggest innocence either.

Well. Nothing did. One could not prove a negative.

He gnawed on his lower lip and leaned his head on the carriage window. “No one is listening to us,” he said, as if to himself, and then he repeated it in Barain. “Alabeus? You have lost something. I apologize for not seeking it out that night—when your enemies might have come at us again. I wanted to bring you to a safe place.”

“Bullshit,” said Alabeus, roughly translated; they did not say bullshit in Barain, and most of their curses were not scatological but thanatological. What he had technically said, startling Hoepsachett, was rotten bones in a sack. “I do not accept your apology. What was lost … you do not even know the consequences.”

“Which are?”

“I do not know them either,” Alabeus snapped. “You know how we will learn what they are? When they find it. Because once they find it, they will not be able to stop themselves from using it. And because I will not be there, they will use it wrong, and then who even knows. Our ghosts can argue about it. From the bottom of the hole.”

“This thing,” Ferec said, carefully sidestepping the consequences conversation, “is a key, yes? Bardanes said a key. So anyone can use a key. No?”

“Not this one,” Alabeus said.

“So if your enemies did have it, so what? They can’t use it? Or they can?” Ferec glanced at the others, assuring himself that Stangl and Maaz were not listening, unable to understand him; then he looked at Hoepsachett for a long time. She accepted his stare with equanimity, not moving.

Alabeus did not answer.

“You stole it from your employer,” Ferec prompted him. “Explain.”

“Stole? Yes. No. No, I made it. It is mine, not theirs. I used the facility, yes,” he admitted, grudgingly, “but that was all. In terms of ownership it is mine, because I designed it and crafted it. And more than that, it is incomplete— I made it to be so. You want to know if they can use it or cannot use it? The answer is both. If it is found without me, no random person could innocently pick it up and cause a disaster … but they are not innocent and they are not random, the ones looking for it and for me. No, they already know. They know how to try. The trying is what will end in disaster. Do you understand now?”

“… Have you been drinking?”

“We will get it back for you,” Hoepsachett said. “What does it look like?”

“I will tell you when I see it.”

“Sir,” she said, her voice remaining as patient and pleasant as possible—only Ferec noticed the twitch of her eyelid, and he refrained from smiling. “It may be that we’re able to make inquiries about it without you present. If we don’t know what we’re looking for, how will we be able to tell others what to find?”

“If it had fallen from you while you were at sea,” Ferec said suddenly, “and gone into the ocean, never to be found again, would that be cause for relief or dismay? For you, I mean.”

“I would make a new one.”

“That doesn’t answer the question. But they could not make a new one? Keys can be copied.”

“Not this one,” Alabeus repeated impatiently, narrowing his eyes at Ferec. “You know something, don’t you? What do you know?”

“I will tell you,” Ferec said, “once we find it.”



After spending the entire journey contorting himself to look behind them, Ferec had a pounding headache and a crick in his neck. But the corner he asked de Grieu to drop them at seemed as quiet as usual—if they were being watched here, it must be from unlikely places.

This was Upper West Wexhall, one of the oldest neighbourhoods in the city; it wound gracefully up the steepest of hills, stately houses apparently clinging to the bare rock, though most had in fact been carved out of the living stone and the owners had updated their exterior faces centuries later with plaster, stucco, or tile. A price here for privacy—the richest properties boasted terraced yards and high garden walls, and dense trees positioned to screen them from their neighbours and the street, though the higher one climbed (and the more expensive the house) the less could be seen at all, so calculated were the heavy swags of ivy, fern, cedar, pine that curtained the façades. Below the resinous perfume of their gardens came the mossy, familiar smell of the river, close enough to hear but not see, announcing its presence only with the odour and the faintest sound of lapping water, viscous with cold.

Alabeus glared at the angled streets, vanishing like silver thread into the lane-ways and servants’ alleys of the mansions. “I’m not walking up there.”

“You won’t,” Ferec said. Agents never came through the front door of a safe house anyway, and the “long” way around to the back entrance was relatively flat.

“Did Bardanes have time to send anyone?” Hoepsachett murmured. “To clear it?”

“I didn’t tell him we were coming here,” Ferec said. He rubbed his neck, thinking. Her question would have been reasonable if it had been on any ordinary operation; a few scouts would usually be placed in light cover and sent to shoo out any squatters, sweep the house for changes to the setup caused by previous users, enemy hostiles, or simply things like “time” or “foxes,” and report back to the operational agent with a pass/fail.

It wasn’t difficult work, per se; young agents were tasked with it regularly in their first few years. The trouble tended to be essentially geographical—it could take days to fully cross the city, so each house needed to be cleared by someone nearby—as well as figuring out agents who could be spared from their current operation. He dearly wished there had been time and opportunity tonight. He did not like going into any safe place cold.

And there were birds, too many birds—he had forgotten that from last time—the peculiar black birds that only lived in the south and east of the city, in a couple of districts. Black and smaller than crows, with iridescent markings on their faces in gold and green and aubergine, so that they looked like human faces on the backs of their heads. Dozens sat silent in trees, on roofs and eaves-troughs, half-buried in ivy, watching them intently from the fronts of the backs of their sham heads.

“I can go give it a once-over,” Stangl said.

“Been to this one before?” Ferec said.

Stangl shook his head.

“I’ll do it,” Ferec said. “The route’s tricky, and snow’s no help. And this neighbourhood will scream for the Watch if they spot too large a squirrel in their garden. Some of them have personal cabling stations in their sitting rooms.”

“They wouldn’t see me,” Stangl said, mildly hurt.

“Of course not. Back in a minute.” Ferec waved them into cover, trusting Stangl to conceal them properly, and set off, the back of his neck tingling.

Move as quietly as he might, he was still the only thing moving in the street—the only thing, apparently, capable of making any noise. He thought of the thick stone walls they had here, the double-glazed windows behind muffling velvet drapes, like his own house. When you lived piled on top of one another, you could either pretend that you didn’t or arrange your whole life so that you never saw or heard your neighbours. Most likely the residents could not hear him; but they would see him, if they wished.

He paused once to shimmy carefully over a back wall a little lower than the others and emerge carrying a rake already encrusted in horse manure, paired with a shapeless straw hat that partially obscured his face. A shabbier coat would have helped the disguise, he reflected, but one couldn’t be too finicky while on the move, and practically everyone from gardener to City councillor had a black coat of some description.

The safe house was about average for Upper West, a temple-imitating manor house still faced in its original silvery stone, much scrubbed and sprayed to keep the lichen off so that it would resemble its neighbours. It wasn’t ideal—Ferec preferred smaller structures, easier to close off and defend in case of an incident—but it would do till they needed to move again, and he had hardly been spoiled for choice. If he had had a few more hours to plan, he would have picked a different house.

He strode through the maze of back alleys surrounding the property, gratefully climbing the few swept and sanded steps in the pathways, shuffling cautiously uphill and grabbing things for leverage where he could not. In the light snow, just beginning to accumulate again, his footprints acquired a melted halo that seemed huge and menacing. He thought about tomorrow’s appalled headline in one of the wealthier papers. Murderer Wielding Garden Tool Seen Stalking Through Upper West Wexhall!! Rude.

There had been a time, when he had been much younger and brasher (Bardanes always had the right of it), that he had considered purchasing a house here; then he had imagined the neighbours he would inevitably have to deal with, and their godawful children who would inherit, so that he would never be free of them, never, ever, ever, and after a week of nightmares just thinking about it he had bought a house nearly forty miles away. And his house faced west: its back given to this distant hill.

The safe house was silent, the windows dark. Ferec narrowed his eyes and set down his rake, sweeping off his hat as he moved carefully between the thick, wet trunks of the ornamental cedars in the neighbouring back garden. Cold water dripped down his face; he shielded his small field glasses and studied the surrounds. All this snow … a huge wineberry tree dominated the front garden, and its elegantly twisted branches and huge orbs of foliage, black in the pre-dawn gloom, would provide an approach to the house that wouldn’t mark the lawn, if someone were trying to do so.

And there: the tufts of needles unmoving, but something glinting within, and all the snow gone from that branch. Nothing on the ground below. Not the birds.

Ferec swept the house with his glasses. No signs of entry at the front. Footprints at the side entrance though, a door half-hidden behind the hulking topiaries like the postern of a castle. The agents’ door. Carelessness, or a decoy: meant to distract you from whoever was watching from the tree.

His heart pounded; he forced himself to remain perfectly still. He thought of prey and predators. Mice in a field with owls circling above. This time, try as he might, he could not explain away the state of the house as mere coincidence. Someone was here. Someone knew the empty house would be used: this one, not another. And they had come ahead of his own arrival. And now they waited only for him to take a step.

He wished he had brought someone for backup, but was at the same time relieved that his team was far from the house. Here at least, alone, he had some kind of plausible deniability; and it was always easier for a single man to escape without notice.

He slid his field glasses back into his pocket with numbed fingers. Bloody hells. Five hells. Nine hells? It depended on which sect you belonged to these days. The only thing they agreed on was the number of God’s faces. Silently, putting his boots back into their depressions in the snow, he began to retreat, and had just begun to turn towards the wall when the side door opened.

He blinked at what lay beyond, lit by a single candle or a struck match, and the door shut again, swiftly and forcefully, with the clonk of the thumb-latch on the far side very loud in the silence. Had they seen him? No way to tell. And again: no matter.

But they had. The pursuit was very quiet—none of the usual “Get him!” and “I’ll go left!” one tended to hear in the inner city. Ferec suppressed laughter as he ran, wincing at the absurdity of the chase that could not be separated from its danger. It was like a child’s game, where you had to move in your stockinged feet over something that would give you away—rattling paper—jingling bells—he could not silence his boots, but neither could they.

He had made it about half a block, not quite the length of a garden, when he realized that he had instinctively been running back to the others—No, no, that’s what they want. They would herd me back to them and capture everyone at once. Or just Alabeus. Kill the rest.

The darkness might help here, if he could insinuate himself into some parts of it before the sun came up. He glanced back as he ran, trying to clock the two men after him, faceless for now. Tall, similar in tallness. Armed: something glinting in their right hands. But if they shot, the Watch would descend upon this place like locusts. No one would dare do something so uncouth as fire a gun here.

He was protected by their wealth, he was persecuted by it; the walls became higher, more foreboding. Don’t rob us! they screamed. He left the road, ran for the shelter of the gardens and walls. His coat was ribbons from glass embedded in the top (It’s not my coat). He could hear their breath now, like his, panting in the cold, damp air. Terrible for the lungs. He thought of Tanczel coughing, carrying the rope coil, laughing, and he missed his grip on the next wall, glass biting through his leather glove and sinking into his palm.

Up, up the hill, far from the unsafe safe house with the black-balled tree in the front garden, the image of the doorway engraved in his mind. He scrabbled up a weeping bristledrop—who named these things, anyway?—and eeled a few feet out from the trunk, hearing his trousers tear as the pocket caught on a branch. If the pursuing pair stayed together, all the better. Might get out of this. If not—

Their heads meandered in and out of his view, framed with dense fractals of thorn and twig. They did not speak. Where was his knife? There, the metal warmed by his wrist. Funny how a knife didn’t look like much after you’d used a gun. After you learned the phrase stopping power. Bardanes was right: guns had changed everything. What would be next? No matter.

They followed his footsteps easily to the edge of the flower bed whose low brick border Ferec had used to catapult to the tree; and there they paused, clearly puzzled, shoulders sagging.

Ferec dropped.

The drop itself wasn’t far enough to do any immediate damage, but he had a fair few seconds of nothing but air, and surprise did the rest. The one Ferec landed on was dead before he hit the ground, in silence; but the other shouted in surprise and fired his gun out of reflex, four shots, the sound obscene in the small space.

He had been firing upwards, into the tree, for some reason; Ferec sympathized with the impulse, but drew his own gun and shot the man in turn, hitting him first in the thigh—to no apparent effect—and then in the gut.

Lights, shouts. Ferec dove behind the house as the doors began to open and someone began to shriek—a maid, perhaps, judging by the pitch. Their terror was useful; the human tendency to focus on blood was useful. Everything helped in a pinch. Everything might be useful. It needed only a chance to prove itself. He rolled to his feet and kept running.



“There were at least three—” Ferec began, then looked down as Alabeus prodded him in the arm. “No, you’re not part of this debrief,” he went on in Barain, then switched back to Anglis for the others, wiping blood from his face with the scarf Stangl had offered him. His ears were ringing and his hand burned; he hadn’t wanted to take his glove off to look at whatever was happening under there. “At least three, I’m guessing four or five. The two that came after me, plus a few I saw in the house. And I saw, or I thought I saw…”

They waited. Eventually he shrugged. He had not been certain he’d seen Tanczel’s killer, the thin human who had been in the pale coat or the pale robes; he had not seen clothing of any colour; he had seen only a flash of a face, an attitude of shoulders and an angled forearm, a hand closing the door. Or not even any of that. But something in his instincts, not his memory, had told him that this was a known quantity: someone already in his life. He had spent his career learning how to pay attention to the unconscious movements and postures that told individuals apart; even in the darkness this had not abandoned him. Suddenly he felt very sure.

He had zigged, they had zigged. He could zag now, he thought, but, warned in advance, they would do it too. Wouldn’t they? But at least by killing the two after him he had bought them some time. The ones left in the house would wait awhile to see what was happening. Would not rush out to see the results of the gunshots. No, they were better than that. They did not act on impulse. They would wait for information: Seaborne’s currency, the shining coins that Ferec mined from the chaos around him. They would wait for someone near him to take those coins and ferry them over … and his team was very new, after all. He did not know them.

For a moment no one spoke. At the other end of their alley, a night market was setting up, all flailing tentpoles and “To your left! No, your left!” for now. The noise was good. And the faces: Hoepsachett looked anxious, Stangl alert, Alabeus irritated. Maaz merely looked terrified. The expected range.

Ferec closed his eyes and massaged his temples, holding down both the rage and the impulse to rush, react, twitch like a muscle fiber all unthinking. “Mm,” he eventually said aloud, as if someone else had spoken. He opened his eyes, returning bit by bit to the real world. An alleyway wasn’t safe. Staying still wasn’t safe. From high up you could see the old wounds of the city; from down here you merely stood within them, letting them scab around you till you were embedded in the scar. The safe house was too high. They had been fools.

“We set off the trap; didn’t get caught, but setting it off was bad enough. We have to get off the game trail.” He rubbed his neck again, winced, and finally peeled off his glove to look at the triangular hole in his palm. Like being bitten by a shark.

“How can we report back?” Stangl said. “I don’t know this area. Are there any cabling—”

“We’re not reporting,” Ferec said.

All three stared at him.

“Ferec,” Hoepsachett said slowly, imitating the talking-to-a-strange-dog voice that Ferec himself so often had to use, “Bardanes needs to know what happened, and we need him to involve more agents. We are being targeted. Others can help share the load. But we’ll get nothing unless we ask for it. We do not work for people who do nice things for no reason.”

“Bardanes will know what happened soon enough,” Ferec said. “He can work backwards from an unexpected absence of information the same as we can. What we are not going to do is supply Seaborne with any further information so they can pass it on to hostiles. You’re second-in-command now. If I’m not back in, say, fifteen minutes, take the others to Gigi.”

Stangl opened his mouth, then closed it again, his lips white; Hoepsachett blinked. “Yessir,” she said. “And if there’s contact during the fifteen minutes, is that where we should expect to meet you?”

“No,” he said over his shoulder, heading down the alley towards its far end. “No. Don’t go there. Switch to the fallback plan.” He was moving more calmly now, he realized as he completed the turn, putting his back fully to them. He almost felt relaxed. That was familiarity, that was the comfort of a known thing—his body telling his mind It’s all right. We’re used to being prey.

His body also told him: Me and Hoepsachett and Maaz and Stangl and Alabeus himself. And, Bardanes. You cannot leave his name off the list.

He told it to shut up.



Ten minutes later he returned and took command back from Hoepsachett, who reported that nothing had happened and no one had seemed to notice their presence. “Wonderful,” Ferec said.

“I did notice, however,” she added, “that none of those tents seem to be coming up as fast as one would expect.”

“As did I,” he said pleasantly. “We are no longer interested in clandestine movements at this time. We need swift and complete removal from the vicinity. Let us sally forth.”

“Boss, are you feeling all right?” Stangl reached out uncertainly as if to put a hand on Ferec’s back, then stopped and put his hand back in his coat pocket. “You’re acting a little—”

“Get the old man,” Ferec said. “Don’t take your eyes off him or at least one hand. Physical contact at all times.” He sped up as they left the neighbourhood, passing under its archway and taking a hard left, heading for the tram station.

Moonlight leached both colour and depth from the street; he placed his feet by memory, trusting them to steer him around flat-looking bumps or invisible potholes. A glimpse of his own face in a shop window startled him with its unfamiliarity, like a macabre decoration: skull-white, the eyes burning with something that looked like hatred, a pale blue flame.

Gigi was the code name for the next logical safe house—it was the closest to their current location, it had recently been inspected, all of its countermeasures were intact, and Seaborne had used it many times without incident. It would be where Bardanes would expect him to go. And anyone else inside Seaborne who was familiar with their houses and their policies.

The cable he had just paid a boy to send read Property unusable: infested with vermin. Moving to secondary location.

Bardanes, Ferec thought, knew his agent too well for that simple statement—knew that Ferec had a backup plan for the backup plan. But Bardanes didn’t know everything. He had scratched the surface of Ferec’s personal information machine; he had joked about Ferec’s informants, chided him jokingly about these things he was not supposed to be accumulating, like dressing down a boy sneaking sweets in class. Surface, all surface.

But Ferec had been building these things up for a reason. He had not known the reason; even now he was not sure it was fulfilling its destiny. He had not been a spider building his own web, he had not been imitating Bardanes; he just wanted to know it was there, always there, if he needed it. Ferec’s system had been more like scaffolding than web—something he could trust to take him out of his old life, and only trustworthy because he had built it, no one else.

It would all have to be destroyed after using it; a pity. But it did not do to become too attached to things. And everything could be remade.

For hours they crisscrossed the city on trams and trains, paying with tokens to avoid the ticket offices and fare collectors; by the time the sun fully came up again, when even young Maaz was beginning to droop with exhaustion, Ferec declared that their anti-surveillance measures were adequate, and stuffed everyone into a cab for the final stretch.

Once more he had the cabbie drop them off several blocks away so that he could spy out the house before they went in; but this one was definitively, undeniably deserted. He allowed himself a moment to feel relief, then stopped before relief became complacency. The others had no idea this was one of his safe houses rather than one of Seaborne’s, and they did not need to know.

The house was at the end of a row of houses all joined together, though the plaster between them had begun to crack and sag, and the houses themselves to lean away from one another. The whole row had been built overtop of an arched stone bridge—low, crumbling, the masonry gapped here and there like missing teeth. Several of the dark gaps now contained tiny shrines, the coins glinting below the stubs of mouse-nibbled tallow candles, cheaper than wax. Whether the entire structure had subsided, or the water had risen, was unclear—but the Weck lapped virtually at the doorsteps of each house, held back only by the edge of the bridge.

The entire thing looked ancient, virtually prehistoric, as if it should be picked up and dropped whole into the museum to teach future young engineers or civic planners where not to build houses. A virulent green band, dark against the yellow plaster, encircled the entire row like a ribbon, showing the high-water mark from previous flooding. It sat just above the lintels of the doors.

We are not seen adorned, Ferec thought. Aloud he said, “Did you know that building residential domiciles on any water-crossing appurtenance was outlawed three hundred and seventy-five years ago? Builders tried to get around it—constructing underneath bridges, for example. Most of those washed away, of course. But the existing ones received special permits to remain, and to avoid the destruction and repurposing of their materials, as long as an official owner was recorded on the books and the property taxes were up to date.”

“Where in the hells are we?” Stangl kept his voice to a whisper, even though the tiny, winding street was deserted. “You know, Ferec, I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone who knew more about the city than you. Is this what you do on your days off?”

“Oh, I don’t take days off. In we go.”

Maaz hung back at the doorstep, staring up at the house with his colourless, watery eyes. “It doesn’t look very, um, structurally—”

“I agree,” Ferec said. “You know, the ‘safe’ in safe house generally doesn’t refer to building inspections. And we’re hardly safe here. We just need a minute to catch our breath.”






CHAPTER10


If one were temporarily operating outside of agency sanction, Ferec felt, then one need not stand on ceremony to obey agency protocols; nevertheless, he followed them with the dogged yet reluctant nicety of a circus acrobat. The crowds might be irritating, the atmosphere choking, the line slack, but a fall was a fall and would still result in death.

And the Billem C. Oldenthrak Sculptural Exhibition Park (usually referred to simply as “the Olden”) was the best meeting place he could come up with as a safety net. It was large, there were a number of places to speak privately behind various cyclopean artworks, and even now, there were enough visitors to blend in with. Importantly, the ancient monoliths once used for ceremonies were barricaded now—the stairs to the sacrificial platforms deemed too slippery to use without injury in the winter—so there was no way to be observed from above.

Velasco was early; Ferec judged that the man had been standing there for at least twenty minutes, if his awkward posture (sore back) and red nose (not outdoors much) were any indication. If he had been a rookie Seaborne agent, Ferec might have scolded him—stop trying to look like you’re here for a secret meeting, go walk along the paths, pretend to appreciate the sculptures, circle back around at your meeting time, not before. But, as he had to remind himself, Velasco was a secretary, more or less, and even the perfunctory training he had taken when he joined the Watch had been long forgotten.

“You weren’t followed?” Ferec said as he came in range.

“I … I don’t know. I did everything as usual. I don’t think so…”

“Never mind,” Ferec said. The man sounded even more uncertain than usual; it didn’t bode well. “Let’s walk, and we’ll see if they’re still here. Best way is to make them move too.”

“But I didn’t see anyone.”

“Correct,” Ferec said. They left the concrete plinth of the building-sized statue—a smooth scoop of featureless white stone entitled The Head and Throat of My Brother Diego, by noted sculptor and printmaker Hao Koengroeth—and moved down the brick promenade towards the next artwork.

“Did you get it?” Ferec eventually said.

“… No.” Velasco swallowed, his throat clicking. He dabbed nervously at his nose with the end of his muffler, apparently having forgotten the existence of the red handkerchief blooming from his coat pocket.

“Then why did you ask to meet in person?” Ferec said, exasperated. “My God, man, I know you’ve spent your entire life behind a desk, but now that you’ve gotten involved in this, you cannot continue to act as if you’re watching the world from within the safety of a Watch-house. The risks of a meeting—”

“No, no, that’s—that’s what I meant to explain,” Velasco blurted. “I’m sorry, Ferec, I do know this is a risk, I mean—but what you said about the safety of a Watch-house?”

“Keep walking,” Ferec said. “Talk.”

“Well, you know the homicide file was reassigned, so I tried to find out who did it so I could see who might have custody of the file now,” Velasco said, waiting for Ferec’s nod before he went on. “And then track it down. I just, the thing is, Central Office isn’t a location. It’s a department. They’re housed in two dozen buildings. And every time I’ve seen a case like this taken from the Watch, it’s because someone who—like a guild leader or a businessman, say, or one of the noble families, like that—someone who can lean on City Hall a little bit has asked for the case to be better resourced. So those are conversations people can have, but they’re not files I can look up.”

“And I assume all this is relevant.”

“I … um. Well, it raises the question of, if this dead man was so poor, why was the file moved to the City? Who asked?”

They moved into the shadow of the next sculpture, a huge brass bull—definitely not a steer, Ferec noted, as he always did—with fangs and extravagant wings, shading an area practically as big as a football pitch. A few dozen students circled it slowly, like fish in a tank, carrying matching sketchbooks, wearing matching uniforms and flat green caps with their school badge pinned to the top. Ferec kept them out of the current and watched the young artists giggle and flirt, their oblivious arts master working intently on his own rendering of the underside of the wing with a little collapsible oil-paint setup on green metal legs.

“So I— No, let me start where I left you.” Velasco went on, keeping his voice down. “I went back to the Garsley Block that day, and I talked to one of the other administrators—because everything had been moved on the night shift, you see, when I wasn’t there—I didn’t tell her anything,” he added, apparently in response to Ferec’s expression. “I just said I had a file go missing, and had anyone been, you know, working with the files that I could talk to, in case they took mine by mistake.”

“Not bad.” Ferec fought down a transient but powerful urge to shake the taller man by the lapels until some useful information fell out of him. He kept his hands in his pockets just in case.

Velasco began to pace, half-consciously, as if the nerves in his legs were working independently of his will; Ferec went with him. Better to let him walk it out; might help the monologue, anyway.

“So it seems a load of files actually went to the Department of Justice Repository on Honour Shore,” Velasco said, and paused again, waiting for Ferec’s reaction. “In the middle of the night. With no courier listed on the form.” He waited again.

“That’s unusual, is it?” Ferec said, gauging the man’s twitching, pink-and-white face.

“It’s as good as a burglary. No one has any idea which files are gone, or why, or who took them, or who gave permission for them to be taken. Just where they went, which is the least useful thing you can put on the form. That building has ten thousand files, probably, and never mind the historical material before the filing system. It’s just—” He waved his arm; Ferec tugged it down. “Sorry. I mean to say, well, I thought to myself, not just why does this poor man, this poor dead man, have all this attention from the upper-ups, but: Why now, all of a sudden?”

“Good question,” Ferec said, and finally allowed the impatience to enter his voice. “Velasco, you are telling a very long and unfunny joke; please pretend you have to print this on a slip of paper and hide it in an Embersday cake, all right? I need to get back to my investigation, and the rest of the team is currently in quite mediocre accommodations, waiting for me to return with this bloody pen cap so that we can go back to our own upper-ups and tell them everything is fixed.”

“Sorry. Right. Right, sorry, right. I’m sorry. I, uh … well, I went to the repository, and I kind of … I actually tried the front entrance first, which is ridiculous, because I forgot that they take your badge number and make you sign in. And then I was so flustered I sort of … just stood behind the building for a while, I have to admit. But then I saw someone going into the building across the alleyway, you know, the back of the Department of Minor Education—”

“With the fancy iron gate.”

“Yes, and I’ve never seen that gate open before, I mean, admittedly, I haven’t been back there all that often, just as a shortcut to get to the tram st—Anyway, I found the courier’s entrance at the repository and sort of … lied … sort of lied my way in, and went up to the third floor where they process the new stuff, even though I thought, well, if I were trying to make it seem as if I hadn’t stolen a file under false pretenses and tried to hide it in here, I wouldn’t put it where it was supposed to go, which is the third floor. But I did find the file, with all the documents still in it, in the new pile—at the time I thought maybe someone had slipped up, or they assumed no one would look for it, or both—so I got one of the secretaries there to let me into the evidence area, which—”

“Wait a minute,” Ferec said. “You didn’t just go in?”

“Well, you used to be able to, but now it’s locked,” Velasco said, and involuntarily stepped backwards from Ferec, hands up. “Ferec, I can’t do anything about that! It’s locked, it’s staffed. There’s a metal grid built over the entire thing now. They’re trying to prevent larceny and fraud! Can you blame them?”

“So you had to give your real badge number and name, I suppose,” Ferec said wearily.

“I know, but you said to get the—”

“I know what I said. Go on.”

“Yes, I did have to sign in; I couldn’t very well attempt to say I forgot my badge, or … or give a false name or something. But when I got in there, and I found the box that said it was supposed to have the evidence in it, it was gone. The box was there. But it was like the file: it was empty.”

“I am annoyed but unsurprised,” Ferec said. “And then you left.”

“Well, that’s the thing specifically that I wanted to tell you in person,” Velasco said, glancing around them. “Ferec, I’m an administrator, all right? I only know how to deal with things that are … that are flat, and written down, and aren’t carrying a gun. I asked the secretary if she could check the register for anyone who had been let into the Evidence Vault earlier, and what file they had been asking for, and I said I would wait there for a few minutes and she said that was fine—there’s only one entrance in and out of the place, unless you happen to be small enough to fit through the grid, which—”

“Velasco.”

“Sorry, right. Well, very faintly, from the front of the room where the reception desks are, I heard her say something like, ‘Oh, what a coincidence, we’ve already got that box down, but I’m afraid you’ll be disappointed,’ and I don’t mind telling you I nearly jumped out of my skin. For a few seconds I just—I just stood there, holding this small, empty pasteboard box in both hands, like a dead bird—I thought, oh ho ho, let’s get a look at this villain who’s trying to steal evidence, you know, not like us, I mean the villains who are after you, and then my nerve broke. All I could think was that I didn’t want them to see me, see my face, because then they’d know who I was. I wasn’t even thinking about my name on the register, not till later.

“I put the box back and just … scrambled up the shelving like a squirrel. I have no idea how I made it up there, I really don’t, and I was trying to be as quiet as possible. I could hear the secretary coming back—she was a faune, her hooves were clicking on the tile floor—and much more softly someone walking beside her, so I knew I only had a few seconds to get out of sight. I got to the top of the shelf and started crawling back towards the entrance, hoping she’d left the door open.”

“And did you see who the other person was?”

Velasco nodded uncertainly. “Sort of. I glanced back quickly—it was a woman, I know that much. Medium height, a little taller than the secretary. Light blonde hair. A purple hat and a purple coat, and spectacles. Black gloves. I didn’t recognize her face, but the strange thing is, I … I feel like I should have, do you know what I mean?”

“It’s a start,” Ferec said. “So she would have been Watch to get in there?”

“I, I, I got to the end of the shelf and climbed down part of the way and fell to the floor, and I think they heard me, but I don’t think they saw me—so I just ran back out and down the stairs. Um, what was that?”

“The blonde. Watch?”

“Not necessarily,” Velasco said. “Employees of City Hall are also permitted, and management or supervisory personnel from other municipal departments. But they have to have an approval form signed by one of the Watch commissioners.”

“What a tangled web,” Ferec said lightly, though his mind was racing. “Let’s keep walking.” He almost added, I believe we’re being watched, but he knew Velasco’s head would spin around like an owl’s; it was better to act casual, for dignity’s sake even if it did not fool the watchers in the least. And it could very well have just been two sets of perfectly random artistic connoisseurs moving with extraordinary care and attention between the sculptures within range of this one; perhaps they too were preparing for a session with sketchbooks concealed in their voluminously nondescript coats.

They emerged from the shadow of the winged bull and back into the thin sunshine, heading down a shallow slope scribbled over with the footpaths and shortcuts between them stamped into the snow. Perhaps a dozen other visitors, as small as ants in the distance, were circulating. Not enough people to provide good witnesses.

Ferec said, “Who knew about the cap being taken in as evidence?”

“I told you. Myself, Morecombe, and the other two officers that were there. Deering and Roth.”

“We are doing a thought exercise here, Velasco,” Ferec said. “Early days of training. Help me out. But those three were not aware of the significance of the cap. Correct?”

“No, I don’t believe so. None of them seemed to be, anyway. On the report, I believe they suggested that it might be some part of a firearm that they had not seen before, which is just—if you know anything about pens—anyway, I mean, I also am not aware of the si—”

“So after the cap was removed from its initial residence at Garsley Block, for anyone outside the Watch to know where it went, they would require the assistance of someone fairly specific inside the Watch, correct?”

“Yes.”

“You see where I’m going here,” Ferec said.

“Um—”

“The destination was prearranged; they were waiting to see who was coming to get the cap. Another trap, just like the one we almost walked into.”

“What?”

“Never mind. Good for you, escaping it. You’re one of the last sources of information they can squeeze now, if my theory is correct. I’m sorry I’ve put you in danger. The enemy agents we’re dealing with must have been dealing with the City, or the Watch, already, because the old man only got here three days ago and the file was removed the day after it was created. Before even we knew about the pen. That was what I was trying to tell B … my employer,” he added, half to himself. “I suggested we had been tracked with dogs, and he said that sounded likely. But that meant someone would have needed to have an object before the old man arrived here, because they would have had no opportunity afterwards, and that means they were ready to track him here before he left there. Do you understand?”

“No, but…”

“Velasco, listen to me,” Ferec said quietly. “Focus. Listen, please. You may have noticed over the years that I’ve been deliberately unclear on which City department I work for. Yes? Public safety, I said, but not actually the Ministry of Public Safety. We’re outside, to be technical. We’re supposed to be arm’s-length, for whatever that means here, where we cannot get away from one another … but we’re very real. And the work is dangerous. And now you are part of it. Part of the work. You are no longer simply a source of information. You are one of us. Unfortunately for everyone concerned.”

Velasco fell silent, his mouth hanging half-open. Ferec risked a look behind them, then to his left and right. Yes, there they were, strolling, reading the information plaques. Not looking at him or Velasco. Too pointedly looking away.

“That was all yesterday, was it?” Ferec said. “Your little adventure?”

“Yes, I … there are people watching us, aren’t there? Right now, I mean?” Velasco’s voice was slightly strangled, as if he wanted to laugh in disbelief but could not quite manage it.

“Mm,” Ferec said. “Come on. We’re heading back down to the gate, and they can follow us there if they like; we’ll lose them at the bottom.”

“And then what?”

“And then you’re coming with me.” Ferec sighed. He had a headache; he wanted a cup of coffee and five minutes to rest; it did not seem as if life was going to supply him with either any time soon. The pain radiating from his jaw to his hairline felt oddly familiar: the grief of altitude, of the body not wishing to be too far off the ground. He had the sense of looking down into a precipice, unaware that he had been on a height.

St. Barothain agents had infiltrated the Watch and were monitoring classified documents: how? When? Or worse yet, they were working with someone in the Watch. Or the City, or both. Seaborne had a leak, and surely that leak was flowing in the same direction. The coins passed on and passed on in the darkness: Where is Alabeus? Where is his device?

Where would it end? What did they want? It seemed as if they would sacrifice all of Wickhills to get it. And for this? An old man and some unknown object he had made, stolen, and feared? No, it was all madness. He must pull these tangles straight, comb them out of the weft; if he did not do it, no one would.



As before, the safe house on the bridge appeared utterly abandoned—no hint of light at the windows, no wisp of smoke from the chimney. Pleased, Ferec let them in through a side door, ensuring that he preceded Velasco by several seconds so that he could deactivate the countermeasures he’d set up inside the doorframe. He kept his thumb firmly under the wooden trigger until Velasco was inside, then closed the door, removing his thumb at the last moment to reset the trap.

“Excitement abounds, gents.” Stangl emerged from one of the corridors, carrying a small lamp in his right hand, his left clumsily bandaged with grimy handkerchiefs. He was smiling, though the smile looked strained, and he pointed his brightly stubbled chin at the doorframe. “Think you might have mentioned those to us before you left? Seeing as how you seem to’ve used this house before?”

“They’re only on the exterior doors,” Ferec said. “And I believe I left with the strictest instructions for no one to enter or exit?”

“Maaz nearly lost a thumb trying to secure the perimeter. Who knows what’s out there. This, for example?” Stangl added, gesturing at Velasco.

“A poor lost waif like ourselves,” Ferec said, raising his eyes piously heavenwards. “Where’s the old man? We’re moving. Get them up and ready.”

“Where are we—”

“Now,” Ferec said. His knees felt perilously close to sagging. When was the last time he’d had a full night’s sleep? Not for a while. He’d been snatching five or ten minutes here and there on the trams and trains, darting around to lose Velasco’s tail, then making sure they didn’t acquire a new one. The shifts in sounds and speed had always managed to wake him up in time: the city itself telling him which station they’d just passed, silent but quite intelligible, like the hand-tapping language used by the deaf and the blind. He was grateful to Velasco both for letting him sleep and for not remarking on it, but it didn’t look good.

He felt exhausted down to his bones, and there was no one he could trust now to take his weight—not even a fraction of it, not even to lean on for a moment. He might touch, but never press. The rest of the team simply could not be trusted. For a moment, disoriented, he wondered if he ever had trusted anyone. He couldn’t remember. Had he had a friend once, had he ever had anything so uncomplicated as friendship? Bizarre concept.

“What’s happening?” Hoepsachett came in, Alabeus behind her. “Stangl says we’re— Oh, excuse me.”

“Era Velasco, City Watch,” Ferec said. “Former informant, now one of our merry band of adventurers. Stangl says we’re leaving? Yes, we’re leaving. This location is compromised.”

Velasco started violently. “But you said no one followed us!”

“They didn’t need to,” Ferec said. “They have another way of locating the old man, I have no idea how, and they’re about to catch up.”

“What? Have—”

Ferec shushed her, cocking his head. Someone was moving upstairs—surreptitious, a single shuffled footfall on a creaky board. But the door to the stairs leading up—at the end of the hallway to his right—had a concealed bell, not to mention a heavy brass poker that would come down if you attempted to circumvent the chain to which the bell was attached.

Was the heavy-footed mover Stangl? No, Ferec wasn’t that lucky. Well, if they had come in through the upper windows, they would have to come downstairs at some point to retrieve Alabeus, and that meant that for now, Ferec still had exit strategies that they did not. He took a deep breath, not relishing the dust, the mould, the smell of the slow water below them. He and Velasco had, more or less, sidled out of the park. Now they could not act casual. Everyone would have to run.

“You’re armed?” he said to Hoepsachett, beginning to edge back towards the door through which he and Velasco had come in. When she nodded, he gestured to her to take out the little gun from its holster, take off the safety catch, place her finger directly on the trigger. He did the same, motioning the others to silence.

“We don’t have a way off the property,” Hoepsachett whispered, finally glancing up at the floor above them. “Just the front door.”

“Better if they think so,” Ferec said. The silence was thick, intense. The footfall upstairs had not repeated; they must have reached the stairs and were scrutinizing the door that they could not fail to realize was alarmed. For the moment, they must have believed they were unperceived; Ferec was not interested in letting them know otherwise. Even Alabeus had the good sense to remain quiet, uncomplaining; he clung to Hoepsachett’s gun-free arm with a look of distaste, visibly resentful of her protection, her large young body shielding his.

“When I give the—” Ferec began, then sighed, and steered Hoepsachett and Velasco away from the door at his back, as it opened to admit Stangl—keeping his thumb firmly on the catch, as Ferec had done—and two others, thickly clad in a charity shop’s worth of mismatched clothing, their faces covered tightly with woollen mufflers in a dozen colours of scrap yarn.

Stangl was pale, his gaze staring, as if he already had a knife pressed to his back, some sharp unseen tip scoring out the words he had been coached to say. His bloodshot green eyes met Ferec’s gaze with a kind of desperation that seemed to surprise them both—but no apology, no regret. No Look, can’t you see they’re making me do it? No I’m as surprised as you are, boss.

Of course.

“We’re just ’ere for the old feller,” one of the masked men said slowly. Ferec reflexively pegged his accent to Flopp Hill, perhaps Lower Flopp, in the south. A local boy a hundred miles from home. “Gun on the floor, please.”

Ferec stooped carefully, dizzy with exhaustion, and placed it at his feet. The dusty flagstones looked so inviting. Good place for a lie-down.

“I told them no killing,” Stangl said, the words running over one another, still staring at Ferec alone. “I asked them, I said, no mess, we’ll just put this behind us. It’s not as if—it’s not, we don’t know him, I said to them. I told them. I said he’s a stranger, a foreigner. I said, you know, for us, it’s just a paycheque, it’s hardly worth dying over, and they won’t, you won’t, will you, Ferec?”

“No, of course not,” Ferec said, keeping his hands up, where everyone could see them. The overdressed men were armed, a gun in each hand. Small calibre, but at this distance it didn’t matter; they might as well be shooting cannonballs. Icy air flowed into the room, air that smelled like the cold grey light. “No, we’re all going to get what we want today, I think. Quite a few others outside, I presume?”

“Give ’im over,” the first man said, his deep voice unhurried, rounding each vowel like a hard candy he meant to last awhile.

“And I get … what exactly? In exchange? I’m just asking,” Ferec added. “The same terms as Stangl here?”

“We weren’t sent with terms,” the second man said, his voice light and crisp despite the muffling wool. “And we weren’t paid to kill or not kill the rest of you. Just to take that there fellow off your hands, alive and unharmed, full stop.”

Ah: so that’s why they weren’t shooting yet. It was a slim advantage, and quite a temporary one. The moment Ferec or Hoepsachett moved from their current positions, Alabeus would be exposed. Velasco, frozen, was standing about two paces away, his raised hands shaking so hard they were blurs. Ferec did not spare him a glance, only hoped he had the good sense to keep up. “Let me just explain to the old man what we’re doing,” Ferec said. “I’m sure he’ll be delighted to go with you gentlemen.”

Before they could reply, he switched to Barain. “Attention, lady,” he said swiftly, “I’m going to dive and roll; cover the asset while I go for the enemy and try to snatch the ginger.”

Stangl turned, startled, already backing away, and that did it. Ferec dropped, hearing only the scuffle behind him as Hoepsachett threw herself over Alabeus, and he scrabbled for his gun, hearing bullets ping off the stone next to him.

Poor light for a shot: he still connected with the front man, the southerner, sending him roaring and falling backwards into the man behind him, who stepped smartly out of the way but not quite in time, Stangl ducking instinctively and covering his head—just beyond the threshold.

“Go, run!” Ferec shouted, slamming the door shut and dodging the trimmed-down sawblade that shot from the adjoining wall. “Run!”

He took the lead, shoving past the others to the green-painted door connecting the house’s kitchen to the adjacent house, where he had long ago replaced the flimsy interior lock with a set of connected catches that had to be opened in a certain order so as not to impede the operation of the others. It was more secure than a key, which could be copied, but he cursed his past caution now as he twisted and yanked on the rusty mechanisms.

Through, and slamming the door shut behind them, into the even mustier and mouldier darkness of the neighbouring house, and then rushing through that, stumbling and cursing on broken furniture, Ferec making sure to leave plenty of it behind for their pursuers. He flung open the door to the servants’ quarters, pushed everyone through, and shut and barred it behind himself again. Quick glance at the window: no one visible. “Get ready to shoot,” he said, and opened the door to the back garden.

A tangle of neglected trees and overgrown shrubbery, long-dead hedges blocking the view, a wilderness of abandoned scythes and trowels. Someone had loved the place, once, and become overwhelmed by its upkeep. Ferec thanked them now, and scrabbled to the half-buried birdbath on its square stone pedestal, nearly invisible under a mass of dead ivy. “Velasco!” he hissed. “Help me with this.”

The two men shoved the stone square till it groaned to one side, moving on a pivot to reveal a metal lip and an apparently bottomless drop. By all rights, of course, the drop should have been about ten feet long, ending at the river; but Ferec had re-routed the original piping and connected this one to the municipal sewers. He could only hope that the rest of his work was still intact; they would be dead if it was not, and in a much more undignified fashion than simply being shot.

Even as he thought it, Stangl appeared over the far wall, eyes wild, face bloodied. “Ferec!” he gasped. “My God, you made it! I was just—”

The next few seconds seemed to happen simultaneously, and later he would have trouble recalling the real sequence. Stangl looking at him, then looking at the round and perfect void of the opening they had uncovered, then at Alabeus, thrust to one side and kneeling in the snow as if he were about to be shot. His head moved only the smallest fraction of a circle—twenty degrees, perhaps less.

And Hoepsachett, next to Ferec, in her ragged, expensive gown, raising her revolver. Ferec reaching for her wrist. Too late: the shot struck Stangl cleanly in the Cup of Nicasia, right between the collarbones, and then Ferec’s hand struck hers, and while her hand fell, she did not let go of the gun. Or had he hit her hand first, and thereby caused her to shoot? No, later, later.

Stangl vanished behind his side of the stone wall, jerked back as if attached to a rope. Two others, attracted to the sound of the shot, fell a moment later: one Ferec could account for, the other was either him or Hoepsachett; he did not remember removing his gun from his pocket, where he had put it to get a better grip on the stone pedestal. His ears screamed like a bat, a long unending tone.

Then they were down, all of them, into the stench and the darkness, and he wanted to use the hook and pry bar underneath the pedestal to pull it back into place, but the split-second calculus of time gained versus time spent did not work. He left it open, and babbled to the others in a mix of languages to climb, climb, quick, drop, turn, it’s all right, it’s not far.

Here there was true darkness, not even a hint of daylight; Ferec lit a match as they stood panting and brushing themselves down. There was a tremendous smell of blood; he did not know where it was coming from. The trembling light illuminated a few square yards of black brick-lined tunnel, a tiled ceiling a few inches higher than Ferec’s head, the ground dry but sloping sharply to thick, slow-lapping water. Eyes of amber and blue and fiery red reflected back to them for a moment, wide, startled by the match, then gone.

Ferec blew it out. Took a breath. Lit another one. Thought, for no reason, of Tanczel’s automatic lighter. He’d barely known the man, for God’s sake. In the light of the second match he saw the tiny boat he’d tied at a turning a few hundred yards down. It hadn’t been meant for so many passengers, but it still floated, and no one could be left behind.

“What?” he said at one point, but no one had spoken. Velasco touched his shoulder, then jerked his hand away as if he had been burned. “Sorry,” Ferec said, then could not think of why he had said it.

Bowed low, like university punters, they quietly rowed away, the old man in the middle so that they could reach out now and then and touch him to make sure he was still there.






INTERLUDE


Alabeus Tells a Story

Oh, you want me to talk, eh? You want me to talk? That’s good. My skull smiles at your skull when we are both in the grave. No more of this Shut up, Alabeus, no more Keep quiet, do what you’re told, old man. Eh? No more of that?

Well, maybe I won’t now! Maybe you have treated me too rudely. You should respect your elders first of all, all three of you. And you have never treated me with respect. And then you should also respect a foreigner because of estdaelm, you know what that is? An old, old word, from the mountains. It means the hospitality you show to strangers, if you are not a bandit or a savage. You are supposed to take me in and give me your best, because that is how you prove to yourselves that you are civilized, which clearly you are not.

And then on top of that you are supposed to show deference to a man of knowledge, a scientist. I am not the man who washes the streets or takes out the shit to the fields, you know! I am seventy years old! I have been doing my work since before any of you were born!

What?

No, I don’t want one. I don’t know what that is. A “cough” candy, a sweet? A hard candy, like you hold in your mouth? Yes, give it to me. Ah, blackcurrant! Thank you, young lady.

I love blackcurrant. It is not a very popular flavouring back home, because there was a smut, you see, a rusty smut, about fifty years ago, Hydrosus contortitis, so all the plants died. But there were a few survivors out in the countryside—there always are—and slowly, bit by bit, the nurseries crossbred the plants until they had smut-resistant ones, but there aren’t many of them. Not enough for the factories.

At markets you can still buy blackcurrant wine, juice, tarts, votoren—yes, that’s a type of pastry, a flat bun with a pocket of jam inside it. Probably responsible for more third-degree burns than the invention of fireworks. There’s lots of redcurrants, because they never fell to the smut, but nobody likes redcurrants. My wife would make jelly out of them, because they grew weedy in the garden …

You know what’s strange? I don’t mind it down here. Here at least I am not looking at … at the upstairs, at the outside of your city. The darkness here, it’s good. My eyes feel better. I have never been under St. Barothain and I’ve never heard anyone say they’ve done so. Most likely there is nothing under there, just pipes. But here, look at all this, it’s like another city under yours, a different city, or the same one turned upside down …

All right.

Earlier you asked me what St. Barothain looks like and I said: not like this. I didn’t feel like talking to you. But now what else is there to do? And where else is there to go? I suppose you could dive over the side to rid yourself of the sound of my voice. And then something would eat you, which—let me tell you, we do not have that problem back home. If anything in the city will eat you, it is not an animal. Maybe your neighbour. But then he will look you clean in the eye.

What does St. Barothain look like? It looks like itself. Gods, it is so hard to describe something that surrounds you—a fish asks a bird, “What is the air like?” and the bird can only say “It is like the air.”

Well, it is old, and high up, and dry. Most of the people who ran there during the Scattering had come from the mountains, east of where Bardanes’ people had lived, so they did not like living in little boxes; they wanted to live back in their mountains, so we were the first to build up instead of out. They say in those days the walls were so far out they could not be seen until you had ridden a fast horse for a day. I always wondered if that was true.

So: blocks of apartments mostly, like the ones you have here—very sensible of you to catch up—with a wider base and narrower top, which is better structurally (I don’t know why you people build rectangles) and is better to look at. The land is very flat, almost perfectly flat, all the way from wall to ocean. Elm trees and chestnut trees and oak and ash and birch, everywhere. “If you cannot grow food, grow a tree,” that’s our motto. Their motto. The roots rip up the sidewalks and the roads and the underground pipes but nobody minds; they are like beloved pets. We forgive them and we scratch their backs where they cannot reach.

If there are places the government wants to put something, like an institute or a factory, even if there is a vacant lot available they will push everybody out around it and resettle them, and then build their building. Not like here, where I saw for myself that you have smokestacks right next to houses, and smelters on top of hospitals. Almost as if your city is not planned? Like it just … happened?

If I live to go back and tell them what I saw here … I suppose that will never happen.

Which part? I don’t know. Both parts. Living and going back.

You are all used to it. But nobody will believe me. In the carriage, we went up a hill—remember that? A big hill, the biggest one we went up, in this city full of hills, and I looked down and I saw … walls everywhere, that’s all right. Walls are normal. What could be more normal than a city wall, or a city full of walls?

But also a whole neighbourhood, a few hundred houses, big houses, white and yellow and pink and blue like mould on a piece of bread, and they were walking around on big square legs, four legs, some of them. Not all. Some of them were just standing there. Standing on their legs. None of you live there? No?

I asked myself, as a scientist, how they live like that. How do the pictures stay on their walls, the dishes in the cupboards? Do they drink their wine out of wooden cups that cannot break? I saw houses inside trees. Not on trees, or in treetops. Like inside the trunk. I saw their lights and the numbers on the front for the mailman.

All right, I thought to myself. Well, a reasonable explanation for those ones at least. And the houses, that has to be some kind of … mechanical devices, on a large scale. Powered with coal and steam like you seem to do here. All right.

Then I saw a thing like a black dragon, its mouth all full of gold, wrapped around a big white building with a dome. And that is when I fully lost what remained of my mind. I could not explain that. Why do you not kill it? How can you let it live? It is in the middle of the city! A serpent! What does it eat? Why are people from miles around not coming with torches?

A city is your home. You let this thing live in your home?

I thought maybe there is … something in the water here, in the river or the wells, that poisons the brain. That’s quite scientific. There is historical precedent; I’ve read papers about it. So an outsider can see it, and because of the brain problems you cannot. Very well, very well. I calmed down.

I made myself calm down. You learn how to do that after a while, living the way I live. Or lived.

What moves through you moves through you. That’s something my father used to say. When I was younger I thought nothing of it. He did it like a reflex, the way some old men without thinking scratch their balls—excuse me, young lady. Or smoke pipes. You know. This is just the song the old man sings; they took away the hymns so now he sings a song without music, to worship something else—passivity, acceptance, inevitability.

I thought he meant things like … taxes. The City. Bureaucracy. Laws, cops, papers, rations, curfew. The things in life you cannot do anything about, so you just let them move through you. Like you shit out a seed. Even a poisonous seed, if you do not chew it, if you just swallow it quickly, you might be all right. That’s how we live, that’s what we count on.

Later I realized he meant more than just that. He meant: the good things too, you cannot hold on to them. You’ll hurt yourself trying. If love comes to you, let it move through you. Or if power suddenly comes to you. Everything needs to blow through you like the wind. You can own nothing.

I never got a chance to tell him I finally understood him. My father was killed by the Ssura. What you over here for some reason call the secret police. I always thought that was a translation error. Nothing in the world could have been funnier than to be finally speaking to Bardanes and realizing it wasn’t … the Ssura were never secret police. They aren’t police. And they aren’t secret, either. Both words are wrong.

They make up laws on the spot like street poets finding rhymes. They don’t work for the government, they are part of the government, plain and simple.

Anyway, we never thought after the revolution that there would be a leader like the one we had just deposed … you don’t think so either, eh? Well, yours was a long time ago, your “civil war.” Ours, much more recent. Anyway, he was exactly the same. He even looks like him. Rumours flew. Well, a dynasty of murderers is no different to the common man than a democracy of murderers.

Murderers with filing cabinets, either way.

Deep ones.

Which is how they found me—let me go back. At home there is a longtime practice of surveilling the families of people like me, which is to say, most of the city. Looking for people who might be motivated to keep grudges for some reason, goodness knows why, about one of the earlier purges. Like I say: You want motivation? That’s about 90 percent of everybody everywhere, from babies to babas.

But not me. Me? The 10 percent. I always kept my head down. I saw what happened when you didn’t. I was … twelve or thirteen when I saw my father die. They watched me for ten years in silence, waiting to see what I would do. Always I felt their breath on me.

I had been working odd jobs to get by, giving my mother most of the money, but then I decided to get serious. What should I do for a living? I thought: how about bookkeeping? How much trouble can you get into with numbers?

I started studying accounting at Weyner University, the old one. You can always get a job as an accountant; the tax laws are so convoluted and getting worse every day, you’re guaranteed a position somewhere. Then, from talking to friends, I transferred into engineering for the same reason: they always want more engineers, it’s engineers that keep the city going at this point. The thinking is: we have no river. We don’t have enough land. The government doesn’t build the walls out like you do here and they jail people who try it. If we’re going to keep from killing and eating each other in fields full of rotten grain, we’ll have to think our way out.

Let me be clear: there’s money, they give money to government engineers. Pay attention to that.

New alloys, new valves, better mine props and carts, new windmills to drive engines for crushers, scoops, hammers, transportation. Increasing the efficiency of everything. No waste. We can’t afford waste. New types of cement and mortar, new types of fertilizer. The seawater concrete that sets harder than granite.

Building farming equipment that needs fewer horses and isn’t just … a team of old ladies, which is what everybody uses in the countryside (I am not saying they’re not good farmers, only that there are only so many to go around). Better ways to clean the well-water. Aqueducts and fountains. Economizing on coal—at least there’s lots of coal at home—but there isn’t an infinity of coal, like there isn’t an infinity of anything.

Fake wood from re-processed rubbish, that’s a really good one. I worked on that project for six years. Artificial flameless lighting, not burning oil or gas—powered by etheric generators, very interesting. Not as good as the fake wood though. I mean, who doesn’t have the little gas-still at home that runs on kitchen scraps and shit? You always have gas for gas lamps, but you don’t always have trees, you have to guard your trees, you can’t just buy a mature tree, the only currency a tree accepts is time. So the lightglobe people were replacing something they did not need to replace, but no one cared. We did what we were told.

So. I had … I had a good job, a safe government job. And I felt like I was making some kind of difference. You could walk home past the big Jelensky mill with the red sign, and up at the top, where the silos connect, you could see—if you squint—the new conveyor belts going. And you know who invented the stuff for those belts? Me, my team. Those conveyor belts will run without tearing till the day after the sun burns out.

The ground had stopped moving under my feet. I got married—to a friend of mine from school, Simone, who just turned to me one day and said, “This is ridiculous! What are we waiting for? I want a party, and I want presents,” and I said, “Well, all right.” We moved into a bigger flat: us and my mother and Simone’s mother and her stepfather and her younger brother. Every month I got my pay packet with the City crest on the cheque and I thought: This is it. Or I thought: If this is everything, this is pretty good. What more could you want than this?

Some of the engineers I worked with specialized in machines, some bridges and roads. Some chemical, some alchemical. And some like … energy, energetics, etherics. Does that translate? Yes, good. The studying of how things move. That’s where I thought I would stay permanently, first working with the flameless light maniacs, and then working with the chemists to distill stuff from coal and ore and see if there was anything interesting in there. More efficient to burn, or useful in some other way—lubricants, synthetic materials, new compounds, building medium, paints, dyes, fertilizers, explosives, adhesives, whatever.

Spent about fifteen years doing that. Perfectly happy. Remember happiness? When you were a little child and everything seemed so certain? Like that.

One day they came to me and they said, “Alabeus, we are putting you on this new project, all right? But the catch is, you vanish. You disappear. Not that no one can know you are working on it, but that no one knows it is happening. And guess what happens if you say no?”

I wasn’t surprised. You have to understand, this is St. Barothain, not here. So I didn’t say no. I wanted to live. I wanted to work. And I wanted to see … I suppose I wanted to see the inside of the thing. Like how maybe if you are bitten by a snake, the next time you see one you want to cut it open, see how it works. So I did that. But you know what they say about curiosity.

Stand up to them? What does that mean, stand up?

No, never. Never, not once. And what would it have accomplished anyway, except drawing attention to myself? Nothing else. And let me tell you something else about standing up, friend. In a room where everyone is standing, you stand. When they stand one by one, you stand too. And you better make sure you are not either the first standing or the last. What a spectacle they put on in those rooms. When they said, “All in favour, stand up,” if you sit still too long … it’s noticeable.

The last thing you want to do with these people is to be noticed, the last, the last thing.

Are you nodding? I can’t see. You know what I mean. To be invisible is to live. Maybe a cheap, mean life with nothing to recommend it continuing, but to live. Anyway, invisibility … that’s how I got in. And that’s how I got out.

The Leader is always watching … they word it like that so you don’t know if they mean the block leader of your Ssura, or your neighbour, or your teacher or your boss or your kid. If the government sets everyone to watch everyone else, then the Leader is always there even if it looks like another face. All hail.

My supervisor, Dr. Tecuric, she was always watching. And she made sure you knew. She would swim across a river of broken glass to make sure. She’s from one of those old families. You know? Like, the old, old ones, the ones who watched the walls go up. Though of course you are supposed to say “Wickhills is older than St. Barothain, what do you people know about cities,” yes, all right.

I don’t think any of you three really realize the … the significance of how old Wickhills is. You think years are just years and more years simply makes something older and doesn’t make it anything else. I hope we never find out how wrong you are. I hope your city lives on long, long in ignorance. Because what I discovered … no, let me finish this part first.

Tecuric would have been a princess before the uprising. She was not born at the right time. Full of anger about it, I suppose. Still, in St. Barothain, she has the same thing essentially—she has power, which looks the same here as it does there as it does everywhere. You know it when you see it: the ability to tell someone to do something and have it done. The ability to enact consequences on those who do not. That’s all. Two things. Power is all she knows. To be able to run this … this program for the government … did it upset her mind? Who knows. Maybe it was already like that.

Did it upset mine? Young man, you just watch it. But … well, maybe it is not as stupid a question as it sounds. Certainly less stupid than the students they gave me. And you are bleeding quite a bit, you know, so I forgive you.

Did it upset mine. Well, let us see. I suppose you would have to understand the mind I had before that, which was focused mostly on avoiding my father’s fate. I inherited that from my mother, luckily. She was a good survivor, she kept her head down, so far down her nose almost touched the ground, interrupted now and then by a boot.

I kept that—that fifty percent of my heredity that saved me, the way sometimes you can avoid heart problems or cancer from one parent if the other is sound—the whole time I worked under Tecuric. She liked that, you see. Head down. Do what you’re told. Head down even when you hand her your results—like this. Hands up, head down. I sometimes thought I could walk past her normally and she would not know me if I had the back of my neck covered, since that was all she knew of me.

And then it began to … go awry. It is … I don’t just mean scientifically, although there also was that, which I expected, given what we had been told to work on.

What were we working on? Don’t shout. You know that already.

We were working on the walls.

What do you mean, “How were we supposed to know that?” You had everything you needed to figure it out. Lie down, you’ll get blood all over everything, fool. Why are you trying to sit up? Bardanes should have had you killed and stuffed as decoration for his front hall, for all that your head is already full of sawdust.

Anyway, it turned out our biggest surprise—our greatest scientific discovery—was that we knew nothing about them. Nothing.

Give me another sweet. So.

In my opinion both as a scientist and as a thinking man, I suspect that only in St. Barothain, out of all of the Six, would this have been possible, this shock of revelation. Genuinely, I do. Because we already had a culture of … perfect, self-reinforcing, constantly renewed secrecy. We kept secrets from our fellow scientists. We kept secrets from our wives and children. We kept secrets from ourselves. For many, many years it was how we survived, so of course we learned the best way to do it—hoping to, someday, live rather than simply persist. If only we could get good enough at it.

The disaster that sent me here started innocently enough, I would say. We presented our latest results to Tecuric and she went away with them, and then came back. The old project was dead, she said. We were starting a new one—lots of funding, as much as we wanted. Anything we wanted, any equipment, facilities, whatever, she would approve and try to buy for us.

This one had a code name. Project Horseshoe. Nice, lucky. I love code names. “Treeless Wood Project,” bah. Coincidentally also the test wall we had built in our lab was in the shape of a horseshoe, because nothing worked when it was—no, I’m getting to it, just a minute, all right? Why are you so impatient? You have somewhere else to be? Go, go swim with the monsters.

They wanted more results, better results. And, like the alloy people, the wood people, they wanted results they could take to their superiors and hold in their hands, which we did not have. We had a lot of numbers for a long, long time. Nearly ten years. They could come touch the experimental wall, but that was it. And that was for testing on, not testing with.

Then for no apparent reason, the numbers began to go awry, like you go “add these two wholes” and you get some weird fraction, threes repeating or whatever. I had eight people on my team, four each under me and the other head scientist, Gregoras. The people, too, began to go awry. And one by one—she did not do it too fast—one by one, over about … about two years, I think, our people began to vanish.

There would be a letter on home paper, not lab stationery, saying “I quit” or “I will go be a farmer” or … something like that. And actually all I wanted to do by then was quit and drag everybody out of the flats and go farm somewhere, get some chickens, plant kale, so I understood perfectly what they said.

I never saw any discrepancy in their writing. Never, ever. I saw those people’s writing all day and read it all night and I never thought they were faked … the signatures, nothing.

Then they would be replaced, and I said, “Thank the gods, phew,” because there was just too much work to do if you lost someone. You had to do everything not once or twice or in triplicate but a thousand, two thousand, five thousand times—we were working with such small quantities of … things. Measurements were nearly impossible. A man in the hallway washing the floors would use a different brand of soap in the bucket and we would have to start all over again. Very small quantities of very small things, all right? Like, the reasons that scientific notation was invented: that’s what we were doing.

Tecuric would bring in these new people and give them to us. Smart, good people who did everything I asked. But … dead in the eyes. Like dolls. These replacements were not like the ones we were losing.

And we kept losing them.

And finally my whole original team and Gregoras’ whole team was down to just the two of us, plus the one postdoctoral boy, Ingvesi his name was, not that it matters. And I remember his name and his face more clearly than anything, those last few days. More than my work, more than … more than the face of my own wife, my daughter, my granddaughter. He was so ugly, you know. Ingvesi was like … he had the face of a particular breed of pig, maybe you have them here. All sort of squashed and folded over, bristly, like a toothbrush. Hair sticking out of his nose and growing wild out of his face no matter how much he shaved. People jumped when he passed them on the stairs and their face was at his level for a second. He had a clean, melodious voice—he sang in a choir for City events. He knew five languages. He knew more physics than the people Tecuric brought me ever forgot. And he loved his work.

I remember him because he was where they made their big mistake. Not what happened after. Him. They must have lost track of him for a little time after suggesting he vanish or be vanished—he got a note to me. Shaky writing, blood already on the corner of the page, the paper wadded up and pressed into a fold of my chair, so you could not see if you were looking at it, only feel it when you sat. Thin trousers, you know. Thin cushion. So I felt it.

And he said: If they say I quit, I did not. They were removing people whose loyalties were questionable, and replacing them with those who were other.

He said: If they say I quit, then they have killed me, for I will not go with them willingly.

And he gave me his home address, so that I could check, later, and see if he was really there and working in a new job. Which I never did.

Did Tecuric find out about the note? I don’t know that. She was not like you people—I mean, she was a sneak and a backstabber and a thief, yes, but she was not trained to it and not being paid for it, like you. She was just a … a princess, and she was attuned to those things that threatened her position, whether she knew it or not. I shudder to imagine what she would have become if someone had trained her. But she kept her hands clean. She had others do the work.

She called me into her nice office in the old Palace of Science, with all the … the good textbooks from foreign lands that we had to sign out with our employee cards, and the new chalkboards along all the walls, and the papers, the journals, everything we hungered for and could only eat in tiny bites while she watched … it was morning. Nine or so. Very sunny, clear.

She asked me how the work was going, and I told her; she asked me when the next update would be for the funding committee, and I told her that too, and she said that was good, very good, thank you so much, Alabeus. Then she said, “By the way, we have arrested your wife and your daughter and your granddaughter, and they send their good wishes for your continued health and the success of your research.”

And I just … stood there. Very still.

What moves through you moves through you.

After the uprising, this was very common, and she knew this, and she knew I knew too. They would arrest … oh, hundreds, thousands of people to use as hostages. Wives, daughters, young children, elderly parents. Whoever they could find. Say, your old professor from school. Uh, your favourite prostitute … whatever. Put them in camps. Give them paper and pens and say, “Write, write. Tell people you are alive.” They had letter-writers in those camps, too, who would take dictation. It was … it was how they kept people in line.

Some people.

Not all.

Because it was sort of—it was like a lottery. They meant it to be like that. The uncertainty. Supposing you did something contrary to the new regime, hoping that your—your wife or whoever would forgive you in the life after, for they would surely shoot her in retaliation. But no. It was much worse than that. About three years after the uprising, when everything seemed quiet, there was a—a group, a secret faction of these wild young men, and one of them caught and killed one of the heads of the Ssura division in his neighbourhood. Knifed him, I think. They didn’t torture him or anything like that.

They hung five hundred hostages. Not from gallows. From trees, from the rooftops of buildings, the cross-pieces of street signs and clocks. All night they worked, arranging nooses and bodies just so. Leaving that stain, the stain of death and souls, on people’s neighbourhoods, on things they would have to see or touch every single day.

These are the kind of people we are dealing with, all right? You ask about my city, I tell you about the architecture, you deserve what you get.

At any rate, I said I would comply. But no more than a month later, during a routine test, I discovered … let me put it this way. Imagine you are an astronomer, and you have spent your life making ever more powerful telescopes to see things far away, the way other scientists are working to make ever more powerful devices to see things up close. All right? Imagine that.

And imagine one day there is delivered to your lab a very powerful telescope indeed. Everyone you work with is amazed: look at what we can see now! What wonders! One night you are working alone and you point the telescope at the moon, our ordinary moon, as you always do. And you see … something monstrous. I don’t mean a monster on the moon, a creature which was there all along and which we could not see because our lenses were not yet powerful enough. Imagine something worse, imagine … I don’t know. But imagine it changes everything. You look, say, and you realize there is something up there—stone tablets, maybe. With words carved on them in a thousand languages you cannot recognize. And one that you can. And it says …

Well, I found something like that in our test data. I found … patterns where there should have been no patterns in the math. More than coincidence. Patterns suggesting deliberation, intent. I do not know if I would go so far as to say intelligence, unless you say an anthill has intelligence. Not the ants. The hill. If we agree on that, then you will understand my response more clearly.

That is: we had provoked a reaction in something that we did not believe reacted to provocation. As if … analogies are so hard. As if we had watched a tsunami hit the shore and later had gone out and shouted, “Let there be a tsunami!” and we caused one. In waves, which are not alive. In the ocean, which is not alive. Which even if it was alive would have no reason to care what we said, or organs with which to hear us.

The walls are listening.

Through all the centuries they have listened to one another, spoken to one another. This is a gross oversimplification. But what do you think happens if we can speak to them? If we can mimic their voices, give them orders? What do you think they would do?

My discovery has … the potential to unravel our world. Or at least our cities, which is the only place we can still live. Now, why it could not be discovered before … I am still working on that theory. Now that I am here in Wickhills, I think I know. But I want to confirm. In St. Barothain, there was no way to confirm.

Still, I immediately thought: Oh gods, I should burn it, burn it and kill myself. Quick! Then what I have found will be unfound and no one will ever find it again. The conditions that created it were my mistake, made in private late at night—a million-to-one chance, and in decades of working on the project no one had ever re-created them. I thought, if no one else knows, then I could take the secret to the grave …

But I was never sure enough that I was the only one, or that the signposts our research had already left would not lead there. And I knew nothing that ruins lives stops at one life.

I had to destroy everything I could get my hands on. All our research, everything written down, our papers, our textbooks, our notes, equipment, everything we had touched. I did not know what someone could use to re-create what I had found, so I thought: Best to be safe.

I knew when I did that, my life would be measured in seconds, not days. There would be no letter addressed to Gregoras telling him I had “quit.”

And then Gregoras too vanished.

Tecuric did not call me into her office again. I stopped sleeping. I hallucinated. I went to the dark markets and I bought terrible things … With Gregoras in her hands, I knew she would not know what I had found, for that had been pure serendipity and bad luck, but she would know more than I wanted. What could I do? What could I do? There was nothing, nowhere I could go.

And then I thought of the family of Bardanes.

“We want more,” she said, and I said—I was gambling—I said I needed more space. A bigger facility, I said. They agreed, because I had told them that the extra space was needed for this thing I was building, this generator that would make for them exactly what she was requesting, this thing that would move out the walls at our request, on our timescale, not theirs. I was so obedient.

I said, You know like how in a rope-making facility, you have to have room to walk back and forth to make long rope—like that, I need long, uninterrupted spaces. I need a new building. A very particular new building. I was buying time … I knew that even if she had not, at that exact moment, realized the device could be a weapon, then she would realize it very soon. Anything that builds can also be used to destroy. Anything that could be used in St. Barothain for good could be twisted to use on anyone else for evil.

Easier analogy for you. You know the plant Morenia singularis, the moren bush? You don’t have those here? All right, this takes maybe a minute longer. The moren bush is a nice-looking, shiny green ornamental, useful for garden borders, little white flowers that turn into little pink berries in the fall. Once they start showing up in the garden catalogues people start noticing the birds can eat the berries, but if a rat, a mouse, a dog, a squirrel gets a mouthful, it is the end. So toxic to mammals, so far so good, snip off the berries when you see them, all is safe now. Naturally many enterprising people realize immediately that this is one of those problem-solving plants and divorce rates drop while shithead husbands suddenly sicken and die, but nothing can be proven in trial, especially since nobody is so stupid as to use the whole berry, which you would see in the stomach; women pulled out the seeds, crushed them up, extracted the active compounds with oil or butter, much easier.

So the police and the state chemists get together and they try to develop a test to find this stuff, this morenin as they’re calling it. How much is there in a seed? How much kills? Can you recover it from the stomach, the blood, the mouth of a corpse? Can you prove it in a court of law?

And then one of the scientists dies. And then another. Then a research assistant, a little kid from the university, nineteen or twenty years old. Normally the powers that be would say Ah, it’s fine, we can get more scientists. But this is the old days: they place a moratorium on the research, temporary they say. Very sensible. The last sensible thing I can remember them doing.

The official position was that no more research could be conducted on this compound until we had developed an antidote or treatment for it; it was simply too dangerous. A fleck of the stuff, purified, could kill if it touched a bare finger, if it was breathed in. We stop until we know how to destroy the power of this thing. Mark that. It is always easier to create something that kills. It is harder by orders of magnitude to create its defense, and that is why you should do it first. But people never do. Except this one time, and so it stands in my memory like a north star, shining bright and true, the last good thing.

They never did it again.

So allow me to remind you again: we were creating something that was not years but moments away from being recognized as a weapon with no counter-weapon.

I waited until everything was packed for the move to the new building. Lots and lots of wooden boxes, crates, books, papers, straw to cushion the delicate glassware.

Then I blew it up and I ran.

You don’t only defect once. You defect and you keep defecting … it is a constant thing because they are always hunting you. It’s like … have you ever stood on your wall, the city wall, and looked toward the land? Most of the time you see nothing. But now and then you see something very terrible—a deer, usually, on the run from something below the ground that you cannot see. Deer run and they keep running. You see from their bodies they evolved through time to run from their hunters.

Like that, like me … it never stops until you are dead (they catch you and kill you, or you die some other way). Even when you sleep you know you will have to start running again, because the hunters have not stopped. They are many, you see, and you are just one. Always just one.

You want to know about the key that I disguised in the cap of my pen. That is what you were trying to find out, weren’t you? You saw that I had the body of the pen, and you know—don’t you? You know where the cap is. We must get it back. We must.

I don’t mean to say key like it unlocks something, but I also do not have a word for what I made it to do. In a sense it is not exactly wrong. It is a key that allows something to go that cannot go without it, so this is maybe just semantics, not a physical wrong. Like the thing on the back of a clockwork toy we also call a key.

What does it do? This is why I did not wish to talk about it, not knowing who was listening. But I suppose we are … in a place where no one else can listen. We are not even in that dirty house. We are not on the street. Maybe I am not with people I can trust; maybe I have not been since I came to the city. But I will tell you this much: we none of us are remotely safe unless I am the one who has it.

Why? You think I am bargaining for my life, eh? You think, Sounds pretty bad for its size; why not just slit the old man’s throat, push him over the side, get that key back, and throw it into a fire? First of all, I will fight you, and in your state I will win. Secondly, nothing is so black and white. What does it do? It can be used to tell another machine how to make a sound. That is all. It tells it how to make a very particular sound.

That doesn’t sound so dangerous, does it? In anyone’s hands? It is.

Do you know what will happen if you make almost the correct sound? Neither do I. Do I know what will happen if they try it here instead of there? No, but I worry. Do we know how to make a sound that will cancel the original sound? To countermand the orders to destroy or to build? To stop it once it starts? Do we know what we are dealing with? No, no, no. We have no antidote for this poison. That is what I hoped to find when I ran. I tried to buy time for this research, because this is the work that matters.

My only hope is that they do not know what my research was leading to. I think they do not know about the key. How would they know? No one saw me make it. But if they find it, they will try to reverse-engineer its purpose.

Science is not based on hope.

If they have both myself and the key … listen, all of you. Uh, not you, Blondie, the one who cannot speak my language … listen, both of you.

With me, they will build my tool into a weapon. But if I can work on my own, I can build countermeasures. I just need time. That is why I came here. And I have to do it before they learn what they have lost—aside from me.

What they will do to you—no, not you and you and you. To your city. I mean you, in the universal plural. It does not bear thinking about. The key unlocks something that might end the world.

I left behind bones for burning, as close to mine as I could devise to be found in the flames. I wanted them to believe I was dead, not that I had run. Maybe Simone and my daughter and my granddaughter, and my stupid son-in-law and the rest of the family, they have all been tortured to death. Or maybe they are alive, and watched. Or maybe they are in prison, hostages. I have no way of finding out. I asked Bardanes to find out. He is the only one I can trust. He says I can trust you—and no offense to you, but to me, she has the more trustworthy face. And yet it is your name he gave me and into your hands he delivered me. Why?

I have just said I don’t trust you. Very well: you may not wish to trust me in turn. But at least trust me when I say I know what the end of the world means now. And that is why I ran here.

Wait … what was that noise? Did anyone else hear that?

Someone give me a match.

Hello?






CHAPTER11


There was a voice, quite a pleasant and familiar voice, but it went on and on, like waves against the shore. Ferec tried to place it, his mind wandering continually back to it, a visitor on a day-trip deliberately getting lost in some kind of quaint neighbourhood with only so many roads. Turning, turning back. Strolling.

“Our premier scholars of the past, or as they are now being termed, ‘archaeonomists,’ rather a fulsome field of study in Wickhills, have determined that most early structures built along our cliffs were not of wood—surprisingly, because most ancient settlements use the simplest materials requiring the least advanced tools, but unsurprisingly, because the trees available at the time were unsuitable for timber. Domiciles were constructed of the light, workable sandstone available in abundance from every hillside, and they were adequate for—”

“Ferec,” someone said.

“—the uses of a single family at first. Where larger chambers were desired, often instead of working upwards or outwards they would simply knock down a wall to connect multiple smaller dwellings, creating sufficient room for things like workshops, temples, uh, early infirmaries or ‘healing halls,’ mark—”

“Ferec, stop moving your arms. Lie still.”

“But they collapsed, compressed, as time went on—filled with sand, excavated once more, refilled, abandoned. Our primitive forebears shrugged. The Wickhills spirit! They leveled what could no longer be used. Built atop it. We don’t have ruins here. We have foundations. Everywhere, always—working backwards from the docks and outwards from the river, our beloved Weck, whose tributaries—”

Someone put a hand over his mouth; the voice, strangely, fell silent.

More distantly, someone said, “Thank you.”

Ferec blinked. Blinked again, still seeing a general darkness, with shapes moving above him, limned in the faintest of lights—a peculiar bluish colour, not the yellow of an ordinary flame.

A woman’s voice said, “He’s lost a lot of blood. Please, if we could just stop for a minute—get more light—”

“Soon,” said someone else: a voice he did not recognize.

Now he remembered. They had been ambushed by another set of sewer-sailors; he had warned them off, in the Low cant he had learned in his youth; he had demanded immunity long enough to speak to his former employer; he had insisted upon a meeting; and then he was quite sure he had fainted. Not right away—at first he had only fallen, and lay confused for five or six minutes, trying to sit up in the boat again, his head in the crook of Hoepsachett’s elbow. And then he had fainted. And then his mouth had regained consciousness first, apparently.

“Did it go through?” he said.

The hand was removed. “What?” said Velasco, his voice quavering.

“The crossbow bolt. Did it go right through?”

“No,” said Hoepsachett. “But I cut off most of the shaft and wrapped some cloth around it.”

“Thank you. Where are we and who’s that?”

“I don’t know.”

“Fair,” he said. “Where’s Alabeus? Where is our doomsayer? Our bringer of apocalypses?”

“He’s here.”

“Good.” Ferec’s shoulder roared with pain, a regular pulse he imagined as the breath of a bellows, every time the boat shifted with the movement of whoever was rowing it. It was a different craft than the cramped, concealed rowboat he had tied up under the safe house—not much bigger, but with more than two oarlocks, he could tell that much. They might not all be in use, but more than two people were certainly rowing. He smelled the piercing, oddly floral, alcoholic reek of ordure in the process of breaking down; above that, stronger, was river-water and wet brick, the flinty scent of clay. “Then we are still in the Low?” he said, in cant.

“Yes,” someone replied in the same tongue, a few feet ahead of him, a man with a calm, gravelly voice. “And you should know, friend, that it is only your name that has let you live this long; if you are using it false, all your lives are forfeit.”

“I understand that,” Ferec said.

“Tell the others. They’re surface people. They don’t know.”

Ferec switched back to Anglis. “Hoepsachett, I trust your common sense, but allow me to reiterate: don’t make any sudden movements. Both of you. If you so much as have to scratch your nose, move your hands slowly. They’re touchy here. Someone tell the old man.”

His interlocutor grunted, apparently satisfied.

“He can speak—” Velasco began, and Ferec shushed him.

Even in the darkness, unable to see their faces in the faint glow of the sailors’ water-lantern, he felt the eyes of the others on him. That he had led them into the tunnels below Wickhills: very well; that was no more than a neat trick that anyone might have pulled off. Wickhills was built upon its tunnels, of course. You could not have every cable-tray, storm-water pipe, sewer-line, flood drain, workmans’ passage, and so on, aboveground. Some were, in fact, for easier access—the ones requiring regular maintenance, such as the leveling ducts for certain canals—but for the most part, Wickhills sat upon a nest of necessary openings, all neatly mapped and planned. You could look at the diagrams if you liked; they were all stored in the Department of Municipal Works.

But below that, virtually no one—on the top side of Wickhills, anyway—was aware of just how many people lived beneath that bustling maze of approved earthworks. Below the known was the Low, where those who did not wish to be seen made their homes. Velasco should not have been so surprised that they would speak the languages used most commonly both above and below; there was a fair bit of traffic between surface and subsurface, since most Low residents kept at least a toe-hold aboveground. Eventually, through a series of locks and slopes and underground rivers, one would descend to the level below that: the Holloway. But even that was not their final destination; they were headed to the Synfolde, far down in the bedrock.

Hoepsachett said quietly, in Barain, “They only let us live because you told them your name.”

“I … worked down here,” Ferec said, after discarding several other answers. “Under this name.”

“For the agency?”

“No.”

“Then what—”

“Trust me,” he said, and when she did not reply he still heard her frustration as clearly as if she had spoken aloud: What choice do we have?

The light grew stronger, and then he knew where he was for certain; this was an early landmark, one of his favourites back in the day. There were hundreds of eye-stones scattered around the Low and the Holloway, some strictly decorative, some too damaged or dirty to be used for their original purpose, but the majority still working away, like this one, Lonyryn’s Eye. Despite the pain, Ferec smiled, as if he had seen an old friend.

Hoepsachett and Velasco gasped as the boat emerged from the flooded tunnel and into a high-ceilinged chamber, the curved walls dripping with lichens and moss, the water on which they floated relatively clear, speckled only with long strands of pale hairweed and pallwort, which did not mind the low light. In the wall, the Eye peered down at them, clean compared to the flourishing vegetation on the bricks around it. A small black pupil, six or seven feet across, then the beautifully detailed iris in amber and chestnut glass, and finally the white, translucent tiles of mussel-shell.

“There are shafts all over the city,” Ferec murmured. “You pass them every day, in a hundred neighbourhoods. Light goes down to a series of angled mirrors, and then they come out through an eye-stone. You would be surprised at how efficient the newer ones are. Even a full moon can light up some neighbourhoods quite well down here.”

Velasco made a strangled sound in his throat.

“Very practical,” Alabeus said, squinting up at it as they bobbed past. “Like the deck prism on a boat. Where are we going?”

“Down,” Ferec said. “I’m impressed by your temperament, Alabeus. You don’t seem particularly bothered by this change in our fortunes.”

“I am bothered,” Alabeus said grimly, turning to look at him. “I am biding my time to let you know how much I am bothered, because it seems you may die.”

“I haven’t lost that much blood.”

“I did not mean the crossbow.”

“Ah. Right you are.”

“You have, actually, lost quite a bit of blood,” Hoepsachett corrected him. “When will we get … wherever we’re going?”

“It’s about three hours from here if we take the shortest route,” Ferec said. “Five or six if we don’t. But he’ll want to speak to me alone, so you’ll have to keep me alive until the meeting. After that, we’ll see.”

“He who?” she said.

“We’re not safe down here,” Ferec said. “We need protection. And down here there’s only one person who can offer that. Which is why I asked for the meeting. I’m hoping he’ll let you live.”

The big man at the head of the boat nodded minutely at him—We do not invoke the name in vain—saluting only the minor adherence to etiquette, nothing else, as if Ferec had quite naturally and instinctively reached for the correct fork during the fish course. The man was an ikeli, broad-shouldered, his wings tucked into a kind of leather harness to keep them from getting tangled in the oars. Like his crewmates he wore perforated boots with tarred rope soles for grip, and had decorated his with dozens of tiny brass charms, stitched tight so they did not jingle.

Two other humans were bent to the oars, clad in the usual uniform of the Low—a nondescript tunic under a pocketed vest, close-fitting trousers—and two grem rounded out the crew, like enough to be brothers, one rowing and one at the rudder. The flat-bottomed boat was crammed with fishing gear amongst odds and ends of wicked-looking weaponry as good for fighting off a tunnel-shark as for fish thieves.

Taking captives had clearly interrupted their fishing day; they would go home empty-handed for tonight’s market. Ferec fervently hoped that they would receive some other reward for bringing him to his destination, or else he and the others would have to empty their own pockets in compensation. That was how it worked down here—everything was a transaction, even the smallest, subtlest relationships between families or lovers or givers of alms. Everything was remembered. Nothing was forgiven.

Ferec said nothing as they passed through the brightly lit chamber, through a smaller exit tunnel glowing with reflected light, past what they called the Ivory Harbour, which had its own weather—stormy today, slaty clouds curling and writhing around one another like snakes, and spitting rain—east, then down, down, waiting their turn in the queue for the ancient funicular, powered by a pair of captive draug who had been old when Ferec had been down here more than twenty years ago.

Down again at a startling clip, holding their breaths, then Hoepsachett laughing with wonder as they passed the entrance to the teaching aquarium— if it had another name, Ferec had never learned it—the intricately leaded and welded glass making all the fish within seem to make rude faces as they approached the surface. Progress was slow here, boats easing around the corner to the tie-up and disgorging lines of eager visitors who stared in awe at the hundred-foot-tall wall visible from this side. Most had their hands pressed to the glass, as if their pale and distorted palms might communicate something of meaning to the denizens of the aquarium.

“They raised admission,” Ferec said, unable to stop himself.

“’Tis tenpence now,” said one of the grem rowers, not turning around. “Royal decree.”

Something colossal moved behind the glass, longer than the Caranton Hill, leisurely, unfrightened, nearly the same colour as the dark water: tentacled, with a silver eye that blinked at them, or winked, and then vanished, scattering thousands of fish in its wake. That was new, Ferec was sure. He resolved to come back and look, if he lived.

At a quicker clip, the big ikeli muttering to the rowers, they passed the Waiting Room, where a burning portal set into the far wall shed a sickly orange light onto the hundreds of supplicants sitting or slumped on the glossy tile floor. No one in the boat spoke, as if by instinct, until they were far past it and had taken seven or eight turns in the tunnels. Ferec had asked around, in the old days, what it was, but the general consensus seemed to have been that if you had to ask, you were fortunate, because you would never go there; and if you did go there, you weren’t likely to return. The main thing was that it was better to pass it as quickly as possible. It was not good to be there when the thing they were waiting for appeared in the doorway of flames.

They passed markets and homes, forges and manufactories, mills, schools, and museums; in the cool gloom it was difficult to gauge distances from one swinging lantern to the next, often realizing only as the boat passed by them that they had been so far apart. Holloway flying-fish paced them for a few miles, sleek and swift, all curves and no edges, like a moving splash of milk.

As they passed the Gallery of Architecture, someone sitting on the front steps hailed Ferec himself, a thin, spectacled man with coppery skin who raised the multicoloured, paint-stained palm of his hand. “Ahoy there, Vy Ferec! Is that you, lad?”

“No,” Ferec called back.

“It is too! Time for a drink?”

“We’re a bit busy at the moment, sorry.” Shouting made his shoulder hurt, but he made one more effort to raise his voice over the sound of the water. “I’ll come back around later, Mr. Sley.”

“You’d better!”

“My God,” Velasco whispered, wrenching his neck around as they went past. “Is that—is that the old opera house? And St. Firavanti’s Cathedral?”

“Mr. Sley is a miniature-maker,” Ferec explained. “Makes a surprisingly good living off it, or he would do if he didn’t spend everything on fresh supplies. There’s no admission fee; it’s all charitable donations and royal patronage. The models are extraordinarily—”

“Tell ’em the one about the nun that came to visit the one time,” Sley shouted as they rounded the corner.

“Did he say ‘nun’?” Hoepsachett said.






INTERLUDE


Ferec Tells a Story

Absolutely not.






CHAPTER12


The royal antechamber, where various ambassadors, diplomats, and petitioners were permitted to wait, had gone down in the world, Ferec felt. The wallpaper, with its familiar brown and gold ferns, was the same, as was the crumbling brick floor carefully leveled by layers of rugs, but everything was covered in cockroaches now—black, rather than the silvery ones of the surface city, a soft, velvety black like the neat crew-cut of a bumblebee. They bustled over the walls and the ceiling, indistinguishable from their own shadows.

They were also running across Ferec’s boots and trousers, of course, because he could not shoo them away. He had managed to untie the knots around his wrists several minutes ago, and was holding the handful of rope to give the illusion they were still bound; but he could not make a move towards his feet while the guards still watched him. There were two, and they were both holding crossbows, and the crossbows were none too new—Ferec felt half-hypnotized by the bluish gleam along one bolt, constantly trembling, like captive lightning. He wondered if he was about to get shot again and hoped it would at least be in the other shoulder, for symmetry.

He had vomited from the pain as they had pulled his arms behind his back, but oddly felt better now—dizzy, otherwise clear-headed, able to reason and think but not to move, the way he imagined a small rodent might feel in the last few seconds as a hawk stooped upon it.

If someone had asked Ferec—which no one ever did—he would have said he was not a religious man. Not even “spiritual,” as some would say, hedging their bets with gods or the potential existence of gods (or their potential judgement, influence, preferences, and perversions, that kind of thing). It was all right. Wickhills had its God—and the God’s four faces, reflecting each a facet of the City, from the old four quarters—but there was no municipal religion, not like the other Five. His city was expansive enough, liberal enough, to accommodate a sizeable population of unbelievers, even people who refused to give any credence to historical sightings of gods.

So he was not praying now; he did not reach out for assistance or mercy. But he had another sense, amorphous but nearly tangible—like the smell, in its way—of divinity down here. Of vast power, of something … not canonized but deified, something ancient, from which the world above was insulated. By virtue of physical distance, and these strata of rubble and stone, yes, but also something else. Perhaps by the lack of belief that it was down here. Ferec was not sure he believed in what his senses were telling him, but he did believe a message was being sent.

He did not like it, and wished his appointment was over. But the Indigo King, as he had reminded Ferec often enough in the old days, was a very busy man; and he was not exempt from the transactional culture, or that of (one might say) conditional friendship, that ruled down here. Indeed, the length of his reign had been instrumental in reifying and reinforcing it.

Ferec lifted his head at the noise of the guards finally shifting: their boots shuffling on the rugs, both bowing and lowering their crossbows to point at the floor. Fans of bluish light arrayed themselves weakly around the room, strengthening as the carriers of the lanterns approached the doorway; there were no eye-stones down here, no artfully arranged mirrors to pass down the sun. Something had to burn.

A handful of white blurs fluttered in behind the light, vanishing within the arches of the ceiling then returning, as if on an inspection tour, having found nothing. Spear-tailed owls: the king’s attendants, silent as ever on their short, round-edged wings. The roaches fled, sensibly enough, both at the owls and the incoming lantern-bearers, figures swathed in dark cloaks who walked in and arranged themselves evenly around the walls.

Several minutes passed before the king himself arrived, the ground trembling long in advance, the owls watching the doorway with great serenity. His noises and movement did not frighten them, bred to the position as they had been for centuries. His bulk did not frighten them. And owls were not like humans, frightened of everything that did not look like themselves.

“There used to be fanfare,” Ferec said as silence fell again, preparatory to the king hauling himself through the doorway. “You’ve gone down in the world, Your Majesty.”

The laughter was high and musical, though not melodic—the gleeful sawing of a bow across strings. “Down, down, down. As far down as I dare. So it is you!”

“Could you ask the guards to untie me?”

“You have already done half the work, Ferec. Finish it yourself.” The king laughed again, and finally entered the room, ducking his head, or what Ferec had always presumed was his head (it was where his voice came from, at any rate), nearly to the floor on its sinuous neck. The bulbous body followed, newly clad, it appeared, in a fresh casing of brass plates, held aloft on a few dozen glistening black legs. Each leg ended in a deceptively soft-looking padded foot, as wide across as one of the giant lily pads at the Botanical Gardens; but Ferec knew very well that the “fur” was spikes, dense needles that could grind a man to pulp. If they were as soft as they appeared, the king would walk in silence. Instead, he sounded like a man in hob-nailed boots.

Ferec undid the ropes around his ankles, and got up unsteadily from the chair, stifling a groan. He sat again, not entirely voluntarily. “Thank you for agreeing to see me.”

“Well, I thought—” The king settled down with an enormous bwanngggg of metal against stone, and waved the guards to stand by the doorway. “I thought, if it is an impostor trading on your name, then I have something nice for tea; and if it isn’t—if it really is young Vycol Ferec, back to plague me with his deviltry—I shall simply perish of curiosity if I do not find out why.”

Ferec clasped his hands in front of him, allowing the king to see that they were empty. “Where are the others?” he said, watching the king settle into a more comfortable position, rearing back and resting most of his weight on his metal abdomen.

“Oh, maybe it is an impostor after all,” the king chuckled. “Imagine my Ferec asking after somebody else.” His voice suggested a strained amusement, though as always, Ferec found it difficult to interpret the king’s mood without also being able to read his expressions. Two small scarlet orbs—small compared to the rest of the king’s magisterial bulk—gleamed in the wispy cloud of black smoke that comprised the king’s face. He had no nose or mouth, as far as Ferec had ever been able to tell, even in better lighting than these blue glass lanterns that looked nice and did not give off enough light to read a newspaper.

Ferec did not know what race the king belonged to; it had occurred to him more than once that the king might be one of a kind, either the sole representative of a larger peoples of whom only a single member made it to Wickhills while movement was still possible, or the only one of his kind that had ever existed. He had never asked the king what he called himself; the who was more important, because the answer was “The ruler of All-Beneath-the-City.” The Indigo King represented everything the surface world could not—continuity, security, and consistency.

“What do you want, Ferec?” the king said.

Ferec managed a smile. This was as familiar as the wallpaper; this was like the god of the city. God knew all and saw all, and he therefore did not need to ask you what you wanted. What the god wanted you to do was to ask. That was the whole point. Help would be offered only if you made it clear that you were asking for help. The Indigo King liked proper genuflection, even if the respect it suggested was not genuine and was only temporarily put on for the purposes of surviving the antechamber. “I,” Ferec began, and slid off the chair.

A clack and clatter of spines on brick, then the sinister no-sound of the king moving to the rugs. Ferec felt the dense wool bow under his cheek at the approach of the weight. Then the screech of silk against sinew, the violin-like voice in his ear: “Ferec, you must say it. Ferec? Ferec. Ferec. I know you can hear me. That is not even your name. That name is not yours. You must say it.”

“I would,” Ferec managed, his lips pressed to the dusty carpet, “greatly appreciate your assistance, Your Majesty.”

“My help? You come here asking for help?”

“Help me,” Ferec whispered. “Yes. Please.”

Ferec had been grazed by bullets twice, leaving interesting scars but no permanent damage; he had been struck by slung stones and lead shot in street uprisings (instigated by Seaborne, meant to round up, at one swoop, the perpetrators who wished to overthrow and destabilize); he had been stabbed (too many times to count, because you could not really outlaw knives). And he had been shot at with crossbows and even hunting bows, but none had ever hit their mark till now. He had to admit that the wound felt qualitatively different. It felt dire somehow, as if it had activated some gland responsible for anxiety.

The guards carried him out of the antechamber and through endless corridors, the owls floating overhead, like the floating wooden peapods above Merovec Square. Never a sound, only the occasional draught. Ferec struggled to keep his eyes open, though it made his nausea worse; he wanted to see such things as the king had never shown him. He could not fathom coming all the way down here and closing his eyes to it. That’s your problem precisely, my boy, the king would have said back then.

Not now, it seemed. The guards placed him on his back upon something featureless and flat—a table? Ferec patted it with his rapidly numbing hands, seeking information. Light blossomed around his head—light of every colour, the extravagant glitter of glass and gold, silver and brass, carved crystal. With growing dread he recognized the soft but building noise of a crowd: footsteps shuffling along wooden supports, the sound of the theatre just before the curtain rose. The noise encircled him—his table—the lights now filling his vision, the light, the lights, that was all people carrying lanterns or candles. “What are you doing?” he croaked, and tried to rise.

Hands held him down; the sweet smell of leather rose as he was strapped to the table, buckles jingling. Something gripped his hair and lifted his head slightly from his supine position. The king spoke again, softly, near his ear. “They will all see, Ferec,” he said. “They will see you if you lie to me and they will see what I do in return.”

“Your Majesty—”

“You come down here, to my kingdom, you pass the gates of my realm, stinking of blood, fleeing your well-deserved foes—you come to me, telling them to chase you like an animal. To my doorstep, Ferec.”

The grip increased slightly but meaningfully; Ferec panted, biting back a noise of some kind—the king would not like it, the king’s face was too close, it would be rude, protocol must be observed. Now he could see, as the king had intended him to, that the table was in the centre of something like an operating theatre—as Wickhills above had abandoned years ago as the population began to swell, for being too impractical. Now the hospitals all had smaller rooms with no spectators. But here, there were perhaps forty rows of seats arranged in rising circles, and the place blazed like a temple at noonday, lit by hundreds of points of light.

For a moment he thought of the Onyx—of the metal tables, the drowned ōg laid out there, the man with the cut throat next to him. The way their eyes had stared up at him with one last snarl of anger or despair. “I throw myself on your mercy, Your Majesty,” Ferec whispered.

The king withdrew his hand, letting Ferec’s head thump back onto the wood. “Never heard of it,” the king said, and chuckled darkly. “You will die with that thing in you. If I have my people save you, what will you give me?”

“I have nothing.”

“What will you give me, Ferec?”

Ferec screamed as something pressed on the crossbow bolt in his shoulder, the pain blanking out his vision in a sheet of white for second after second. Even after the pressure withdrew his body trembled and strained against the straps, as if trying to get away from a flame held near his face. Of course: he had been trying to placate the king, not negotiate with him. They did not like that down here. “Whatever you want, I’ll trade that,” Ferec gasped. “I’ll make up the difference.”

“Better,” the king said, moving away from Ferec. “If I help you, I extract an oath you will not break. It is that if you are pursued, you will end yourself and any other lives necessary to keep your pursuers from my kingdom. Are we clear?”

“Yes! Yes, I swear.”

“You may begin,” the king said, not to him.

Ferec stared up helplessly as two strangers moved in, wielding tools and bottles—a woman dressed in black, draped with amulets and charms. A healer then, with one familiar on either shoulder, one a sleek-furred rat just the colour of Velasco’s hair, the other a millipede that he could not tell was living or made, its carapace like verdigrised copper. Her assistant seemed to be a large octopus, scaled rather than wet, dry and strange as a spider. Ferec could not see any part of it below the table, but its head, like an overstuffed leather armchair, came very near to his, and two of its arms, the dark brown-red of dried blood.

“Shears,” the woman said, and began to cut away Ferec’s shirt and coat.

“How dare you come down here and invoke the Subjects’ Right,” the king said, apparently in a much better mood. “You are no longer a subject, my boy. I might have had you killed and your head put up on Traitors’ Row.”

Ferec rolled his eyes, unable to see where the voice was coming from. “How many heads are up there these days?”

“Not very many,” the king admitted. “One or two, I think. And they are very old … I run things better down here, you know that. Your up-side mayor and his councillors are bought and sold like bales of wool; they change their loyalties twice a quarter. But no one can buy me.”

“Certainly not, Your Majesty.” Something—not fingers, he thought—pried his gritted teeth apart and placed something between them, a leather pad already marked with innumerable other impressions of endurance.

“Don’t move,” the woman said. She leaned over Ferec; the rat scrabbled to keep its grip on her shoulder. Ferec stared at the rat, grateful for the distraction, as the healer and her assistant began to work on the embedded bolt. Had it washed its paws? He did not want it to touch the raw mass of his wound if it had not. The crowd was nearly silent, only jostling one another now and then for a better view.

“You might be surprised at who remembers you down here, Ferec,” the king said conversationally, wandering in a circle around the table. Ferec could just see him now from the corner of his eye, the lights winking on his metal body. The floor was hard—tile, Ferec thought, probably, easy to rinse clean afterwards—and the noise of the king’s feet was like nails along a chalkboard.

“They will remember that you impressed me,” the king went on, raising his discordant voice slightly, as if addressing the spectators. “They will remember that you made yourself useful to me for a while; they will remember that I was indebted to you when you left. They will not remember that I consider that debt paid in your absence.”

Ferec made an inquiring noise. Tears were leaking from the corners of his eyes into his ears, but he found himself also intensely interested in staying as still as possible. There was a lot of metal moving back and forth in front of his face, and some of it looked very sharp.

He had indeed impressed the king long ago—perhaps with his precocity, being a callow youth not old enough to sign up for an apprenticeship in the surface city, let alone shave. Recruited by one of the smaller noble houses that had attached themselves to the king like barnacles to the hull of a ship, Ferec had somehow pulled off a job after all his confederates had been caught and killed, and word had reached the king himself.

Hunting out and sabotaging a cache of weapons from a rival family … the sense of power in his wiry half-grown hands, he remembered that. Not his own survival, not his success. Just these things that were not his. Turning the guns over and over and knowing even then it was not worth trying to keep one for himself; someone would take it from him the moment it was known. Pistols, rifles, sabres, poison rings … everything into the water, sinking without a trace. He had wanted to live. I want to live.

It had been the beginning of a lengthy—by the king’s standards—and illustrious career, capped at last by Ferec’s rescue of one of the king’s adopted daughters from what the king had referred to as merely “surface business.” What the girl had done or merely been accused of Ferec never knew; but she had indeed been arrested and taken to a Watch station pending transportation to Borgerhout Penitentiary to await trial. The king’s intelligence network rivaled Seaborne’s own, and within hours of her arrest, long before the carriage came in the morning, she had been found and whisked away. One day, Ferec thought, he would ask the king about it … but the opportunity had never arisen, and the time was definitely not now, strapped down and at his royal mercy.

“With all due respect, Ferec, I don’t know how you sleep at night. I really don’t.” The king circled back and leaned over Ferec’s face, the eyes indistinct even at this proximity, merely distant points in the haze. With one swift movement, too fast for Ferec to attempt to flinch—which he could not—the king plucked the leather pad from Ferec’s mouth.

“Give me my light back, Your Majesty,” the healer said, her tone politely icy. “I am sewing.”

“Do excuse me, Healer.” The king moved slightly, around the back of Ferec’s head. “I do not wish to impede your resurrection. He will live?”

“Oh, yes. Going to have trouble with that arm until well into the spring, though.”

“I am very grateful,” Ferec said, running his tongue gingerly around his dried-out mouth. “Your Majesty … I am being hunted. As you perceived. I am not down here frivolously or to vex you. This was the only place I thought we wouldn’t be followed. I did not mean to involve you at all. I … I thought we could disappear. Briefly. And then return.”

“You believed that, did you?” The king scraped closer again, and this time, despite his light, level voice, shoved the healer away—Ferec did flinch this time, seeing the woman caught swiftly in the scaled arms of her assistant, something metal jingling to the floor, perhaps her needle. “Let me tell you, my lad, why I once considered placing a bounty upon your head. Yes, yours—just after we parted ways and you abandoned us for the sunside of the city. Did you think I did not know? That you had not been caught, simply because you saw no consequences? They came down here, Ferec. They came after you. Watchmen did, and Seaborne—yes, you think no one knows? No one says their name? You think it is like the name of the old gods, which cannot be spoken? You are a fool. You have not changed. I could not let them return, not after that. A message needed to be sent. I had them killed and brought back to the surface, their bodies chewed by the fish of the canals. What it cost me in time and money I cared not. What I had to give away for my kingdom to remain unpersecuted—what I lost there—because of you—it is incalculable. I wanted to kill you myself. I thought about it. I dreamt about it. I never dream.”

Ferec swallowed, staring up at the two points of light. His heart pounded weakly, as if the blood had become too thick to move; or perhaps he was just down to his last few drops.

“You think we know nothing of what you’re doing up there,” the king hissed, leaning even closer to Ferec’s face. There was a smell now—faint, terrible, something burning that no mortal had ever conceived of as able to burn. “I was already wearying of the world when Bardanes’ great-great-grandfather was still pecking his way through his shell. Yes, Bardanes is known to me, Ferec. He does not know about me, and we will keep it that way. I am adding it to your oath.”

“The others,” Ferec whispered, dazed from the fumes. “The ones I came in with…”

“Look at him,” the king said, drawing his head back to laugh. “He cannot even say friends. Well, they are not, are they? You have never had a friend in your life, my little lad. My little … bottom-feeder. My shit-eater. You had people who were useful to you, and people you pitied, and people like me—and Bardanes, it seems—who you simply attached yourself to like a puppy taken too early off the tit. Looking for mama again. Looking forever.”

The feet clattered away, returned, circled down to Ferec’s feet, came back to his head. Ferec braced himself for impact—a slap or a stab—but the healer returned, her face pinched and sanctimonious, and bent over him again. The small, precise stabs of pain resumed, and again the smell of his own blood overtook his senses. It was still a relief.

“They are not my friends,” Ferec said, unsure whether the king was still listening. “That is why I didn’t use the word, Your Majesty. But I need them—they are useful to me—”

“All three?”

“… Are you asking me to choose?”

The king chuckled.

Ferec said, “It doesn’t matter. They’re useful to … our problem. They are keys that fit into different locks. Will you spare them?”

“For now.”

The king stood back as Ferec was unstrapped and pushed to a sitting position by the octopus, the single tentacle curiously warm and dry against Ferec’s bare back. Ferec looked down at the white bandages adhered to his wound, wrapping around his shoulder and under his arm. His torso was entirely covered in blood, forming tributaries and deltas in the black hair of his chest so that he looked as if he were wearing a poorly knitted sweater.

“We knew you were coming, Ferec,” the king said softly. “We simply did not know when.”

“How—”

“Mr. Hill has gone into hiding. He was seized, questioned—he escaped and fled. I do not know what he said. He is proving impossible to find. Perhaps he has gone back to one of the Hells. If so, good. We will not pursue him there, and perhaps that is the only place your pursuers will not go. What is curious to me, now, is that we still do not know who they are.”

“They are the impossible,” Ferec said. “And they want the old man. They’ll settle for us, so we can lead them to him. But we have to protect him long enough to see whether he is telling the truth about why they want him.”

“And if he is not?”

“They can have him,” Ferec said.

“I hope ‘they’ are not so acquisitive they would risk coming down here, and you had better hope so too. I do not want trouble, and I do not want to be the one to take your trouble upon me. You will regret it if I do. Your people are very, very fortunate they have you: do they know that?”

“I think it is not much on their mind at the moment.”

The king seemed to think that over; or at any rate the curling smoke of his head swirled and settled, settled and swirled. “I will give you the King’s Coin,” he announced after what felt like entirely too long.

“Thank you.”

“You can go to the Knight’s Malt; they’ll look after you there. You remember where that is.”

“Of course.”

“And Ferec—” The king’s head became still, the twin lamps burning steadily, fixed upon him. The spectators went utterly silent, as if holding their breath. “I know all about Seaborne these days—more than you. You should know that they are suffered to continue their … activities only because they have been wise enough to avoid my business interests. They leave that to the Watch, and the Watch does not come down here. Perhaps they do not believe in us, like monsters under the bed. But Seaborne is evil in a way that distinguishes itself from merely lawless, and you will find yourself on the wrong side of history sooner rather than later if you remain with them.”

“Thank you for your wise counsel, Your Majesty.”

“Be careful whom you mock,” the king said softly, his voice echoing with strange new resonance. “We keep order a different way down here—not by secret betrayals but by bringing things into the light. Now swear your oath again. Swear it to me, boy.”

“I swear,” Ferec said, unable to take his gaze off the king’s hand—or fore-limb, he was not sure—as it came near. The coin was warm and impossibly heavy: not gold, not lead, something else from the deepest places below Wickhills. Only the king knew where to find it, and only the king had it. For all Ferec’s talk he had never seen it before, and had never expected to. Moving awkwardly, Ferec put it in his trouser pocket, feeling it drag at the cloth.

“You have not changed at all, my little bastard pup,” the king said. “Not one whit. You are everybody’s man—you are whoever you are told to be. An empty box the rest of us can fill with anything we want: a good way to survive. But very strange to me. You are not forgiven. I will never forgive you. But go.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty.”






CHAPTER13


This was the same world, all the same, differing essentially in degree—identifiably Wickhills in its every brick and button, only distilled to a thick syrup. Or even crystallized, Ferec sometimes thought. Some fashions did not change, like gentlemen’s suits, but the design of gowns moved at a gallop, and everything around their table was—oh, twenty-five or thirty years behind the world of the surface. In aggregate there was minimal change, of course. All was still a riot of lace and gilt, silk and velvet, bared throats, vulnerable shoulder blades.

“A sweet little doe-eyed boy,” someone cooed, stroking Velasco’s arm. “Come dance with me … first one is free…”

“Sod off,” Ferec said, shooing her away. “Velasco, are you all right?”

“No.”

In the midst of the luxury—on the far side of the restaurant’s divider, splitting this back world of commerce and dance from the front world of mere food and drink—Ferec was quite aware of the stares he was drawing—himself and Velasco and Hoepsachett on one side of the round table, Alabeus on the other, all much begrimed and bedraggled, their clothes soaked in cloacal essences, Ferec draped in a too-big jacket, given to him by one of the royal guards to meet the dress code at the restaurant.

Alabeus, his face still bruised like a prizefighter’s, glowered out at the room as if he had trusted the tunnels more, and he looked quite ready to bite anyone who got too close. The old man had gone a little feral and would have to be re-domesticated, Ferec thought, if he survived this; like a purebred cat that had gotten out and joined a gang of wild toms. The scientists in Wickhills would never allow him back in until he was tamed again. Or could pretend to be tame.

Leaning politely away from Alabeus were the two newcomers the Indigo King had sent over, the ones requested or at least (Ferec suspected) the closest available ones who did not seem to be doing anything much at the moment.

One thief, Ferec had said. Or begged. Even though he had wanted to ask for more—a team to replace his lost people, or an army so that he could fight in force. But he had restrained himself. And one frightener … to guard the old man.

A crystal decanter of Goldhorn occupied the middle of the table, its facets glimmering rosily in the light of the candle centrepiece, itself decked with gardenias and sprigs of mint. Next to it, the pitcher of water meant to mix with the liquor was nearly empty; Velasco kept refilling his little square glass and draining it in a nervous gulp.

On the far side of the enormous, circular room, about thirty tables away, a dozen musicians played an old waltz on an elevated stage of black marble; on either side of their stage were smaller platforms displaying various practitioners of hand-magic, contortion, ritualized combat, and other arts that did not require an audience to enjoy what they were doing over the noise.

“Your help is much appreciated,” Ferec said. “And your discretion. His Majesty spoke highly of both, I must say.”

“And you too are very discreet,” the man said. “I have never heard of you, ‘Vycol Ferec.’”

“I try not to make a spectacle of myself,” Ferec said primly. “… As do you, one assumes, Mr.…?”

“Once I would have had you whipped for addressing me as mister,” the man said conversationally. “And the correct term would have been my lord or even my holy lord. But times change. I am merely Cazenave now.” He smiled, briefly and coldly.

Ferec ignored Velasco’s terrified yelp; if anyone had not yet realized that Cazenave was a vampyr, that was hardly his fault. Cazenave’s long, colourless hair fell to the breast pockets of his velvet jacket—the strands were not blonde, but the faintly iridescent white of a moth’s cocoon, bright against the soft black ground. It was a mark of the oldest of the vampyr, this fading of colour; his eyes had probably been brown once, but were now a peculiarly off-putting yellow, like beech leaves in the autumn.

“I’m Augustine!” the curly-haired, freckled girl sitting next to him piped up. She wore a beautifully tailored antique tweed suit of deep chestnut, the sturdy fabric shot through with threads of violet and burnt orange; except for her size, she looked as if she had just stepped out of an old painting of a fox hunt and set her riding helmet on the floor. “I usually go by Gus. Pleased to meet you all!”

There was a brief silence. Eventually, Hoepsachett said, “Gus, how old are you?”

“Oh, don’t worry about it! I’m fifteen. Everyone thinks I’m younger. I hear it all the t—”

“Ferec,” Hoepsachett said, cutting the girl off. “We cannot possibly drag a child into this.”

“Why not? The king said he’d send his best, she’s the best.”

Gus beamed.

Velasco said, “Look, I don’t know if I get a vote here—”

“You don’t,” Ferec said.

“—but, but, I mean, Hoepsachett is right. I don’t just mean ethically, I mean in … in terms of experience, of judgement, if you—”

“Gus,” Ferec said, waving the waiter over with his good arm. “How many commissions have you performed to date?”

“Counting the one last week, uh, a hundred and fifty-eight, Mr. Ferec.” Her eyes darted between Ferec, Velasco, Hoepsachett, and the liquor bottle, but she did not reach for it. Velasco, misinterpreting, poured a fresh glass of water and pushed it towards her.

“Whatever the chef’s special is,” Ferec said to the waiter. “His Majesty’s tab.” No one looked particularly thrilled, but in Ferec’s opinion nothing bonded a new team like being forced to eat together. Admittedly, the vampyr would not partake, but perhaps he’d enjoy watching his food eat food. “She’s extremely experienced. Any other objections?”

“Several,” said Hoepsachett.

“I can list mine alphabetically or in order of importance, whichever you’d prefer,” Velasco said.

Ferec ignored them. “Cazenave here in particular is wondering why I deserve the help of such an illustrious person as His Majesty,” he said. “To be perfectly honest, I don’t believe even His Majesty himself knows this time. Call it a whim rather than a weakness.”

“Is he going to talk like this the entire time?” Cazenave said.

“I’m afraid so,” said Hoepsachett.

“You’ll be quit of us soon enough,” Ferec said. “One, we need a bolt-hole— as impregnable as we can manage—from which to attack and defend while we resolve our informational gaps.”

“I can provide that,” Cazenave said. “It is something of a hobby with my people—constructing such places into which people may disappear without any notice being taken whatsoever.”

“And re-emerge, sir,” Ferec said.

“… Certainly.”

“I’m noting that pause for later,” Ferec said morosely. “But your main expectation will be to perform bodyguard and curmudgeon-minder duties for this gentleman here.”

“A foreigner. How did he get in? Through the tunnels?” Cazenave’s pale eyes glittered with momentary interest, as if it had been centuries since he last heard something that broke through his eternal ennui.

“Yes, well,” Ferec said, filing that away for later as well. “Foreign he may be, but the problems he’s brought with him have become definitively domesticated.” He leaned back in his chair, trying to find a comfortable angle, as the food arrived—oysters on a bed of crushed ice, a dozen tiny pots of steaming soup with equally tiny spoons, a bowl of filled buns each walled off from their neighbours with crimped paper barriers, and a little pyramid of multicoloured fruit gelees. He was hungry; the king’s healer had forced several swallows of a high-proof “tonic” down his throat, and while the pain of his stitched-up wound had lessened somewhat, he did not think there were any active analgesics within it—like laudanum—and it was acting more like a shot of “medicinal” brandy, administered with gusto in detective pulp stories.

“Where did they get the ice?” Velasco said, eyeing the platter suspiciously.

“Don’t eat them if you don’t trust them,” Ferec said. “I’ll have yours. Second order of business is to locate and retrieve a small item of vital importance to the safety of the city … and verify its importance. Haste is of the essence. I’d like to recover it as soon as possible.”

“Very pleased to be of assistance!” Gus reached for the closest pot of soup and unhooked the spoon. “Ooh, clumpfoot, amazing. I’ve never been able to afford the food here. Anyway, the smaller the easier, you know, actually. People always think it’s about the guards or whatnot? But most of the time it’s really how easily you can pick something up and get away without it slowing you down.” She wadded half a bun into her mouth and went on, “I can help with the protection too.”

“You absolutely cannot,” Hoepsachett said.

Ferec said, “Is there any relish? It might be in the white thing there—thank you. At any rate, we’ll start there.” He daubed minced onion onto his oyster, glanced to his side to ensure that Alabeus had stopped sulking and started eating, and kicked Velasco, who had opened his mouth again, under the table, suggesting he shut up about hiring a child; the conversation was over.

“You are clearly coppers of some variety,” Cazenave said mildly, tilting his chin at Velasco and Hoepsachett. “But you, ‘Ferec,’ I am not sure, and that is … unusual. I mislike it.”

“I think of myself,” Ferec said, “as something of a detective. We are attempting to solve a mystery. The law has nothing to do with it.”

“It does to them.”

“They are not your employer,” Ferec said. “I am. These two are my subordinates. And we’ll be avoiding the Watch just as we’ll be avoiding … everybody else, frankly. End of discussion.” He helped himself to the last oyster, since no one else seemed to want it and the ice had begun to melt.

“If you are quite done gorging yourself,” Cazenave said, “will you permit us to leave? The sooner we begin this ridiculous work, the sooner it will be over.”

“Just one last thing.” Ferec patted his mouth with the black linen napkin. “A few ground rules that I am quite sure you have been requested to comply with in previous jobs. First: we do not feed on our employer or his associates.”

“Very well,” said Cazenave.

“Second: no communication whatsoever with anyone on the outside, spoken or written or any other method, except by my permission. I am likely to give it, if it forwards our investigation; but you must ask.”

Nods all around. Alabeus, unable to understand the Anglis, was stuffing buns into a napkin with the single-minded alacrity of the perpetually deprived.

“Third,” said Ferec. “We are being hunted. Act accordingly. The source of their information has been … eliminated,” he said, eyeing Hoepsachett, who looked down at the tablecloth. “But he certainly wasn’t working alone, and we don’t know who else is left, so we must assume our location will be re-established at some point.”

“Not if you stay down here,” Gus said.

“We can’t,” Ferec said, after a pause. It was terribly tempting: to simply do as Stangl had said, and say to hells with it—put the old man in a sack, drop him on the steps of City Hall, feed him into the teeth of this conspiracy. He didn’t even have proof positive of this so-called weapon; his only evidence of Alabeus’ bona fides was the determination of his pursuers, who would not be putting so much effort into recovering a charlatan or a quack.

They could dust their hands of it all. Stay down here. Get used to life without sun and a paycheque. Find other ways to live.

And yet Bardanes was up there, somewhere, waiting for him to report back—waiting for Ferec to say, I know how we can save the city. Ferec had disappointed too many people in his life to disappoint the old man who had saved his. And he thought again: If not us, who?

Ferec sighed. There was no one; of course there was no one. All the cards had been played too close to the chest, on his side and theirs.

“Where would—” he began, and was cut off as one of the clocks rang, a round, elaborate thing in the back of the room that had struck silently so far all night. He stared at it, more surprised than startled. It was nearly the size of his house, and covered in a glass dome that made it seem even larger; some of the gears were the size of a carriage wheel, some the size of coins.

The band cut off with a squeak of strings; the dancers stopped their whirling. Alabeus looked up, suddenly alert as a bird.

Cazenave and Gus pushed back from the table and walked to the centre of the dance floor, where the waltzing couples had begun to separate, raising their arms in the ritual motion. Ferec knew this one, felt the ache of memory tugging at him to rise, walk over, join them: the Newbinding Hold, one of the city’s oldest ceremonies. He had done it when he lived down here. Everybody did. In Wickhills proper, the surface world, they had done this once too, for centuries; but they were a curiosity now, relegated to textbooks and unused relics around the city, like the stair-carved monoliths, the rackets, and the (come to think of it) extremely deep wells with sturdy grates installed at their upper surface … but easily opened with a quick push from below. Anyway the ceremonies were forgotten, or if recalled at all, considered practices of long-ago peasants and pagans, not needed in a modern society with trams and steam-engines, logic and mathematics.

Still, Ferec closed his eyes, feeling the surge of familiarity, awe, the way one felt when the corps de ballet did a large number on stage—of almost knowing what it had once meant, as everyone closed their eyes too and raised their arms, drawing in the air the Newbinding, tying the invisible knots, painting the invisible patterns, speaking the words.

When they were done a few minutes later, he opened his eyes. He had resisted; he was no longer of this world; here was proof. He was not sure whether he was proud of it. The dancers were bowing to one another, shaking hands, chuckling as they rearranged themselves into pairs again. Cazenave and Gus were coming back to the table.

Alabeus said intently, “We must get my key back. Do you hear me?”

“I know that,” Ferec said.

“No. Listen to me. Look me in the eye. Right now. You need to understand: I was right. And the weapon they make of my theory will be far worse here than it would be in St. Barothain. I know it now.”

“How do you know?” Ferec said, confused. “We haven’t—”

“If they realize this,” Alabeus said, staring into the distance, at the gears of the clock, “your city will be dust. Less than dust. Not a soul will remain.”

“Explain.”

“You still do it here,” Alabeus said, still not looking at Ferec. The blood had drained from his face. “They don’t know that.”

“It what?”

“This,” he said. “Singing to the stones.”

“That’s not what the ceremonies did,” Ferec said, finally realizing. “They were just … tradition. Like praying before a meal. They didn’t have … a purpose, they were just things people did and said out of habit. And then we got out of the habit. Didn’t you?”

“Yes,” Alabeus said. “We did.”






CHAPTER14


“I heard,” Ferec said out of the corner of his mouth, “that there’s a beast on the loose.”

“The newspaper says so,” Hoepsachett said. “Supposedly it’s killed six people so far.”

“Surprised it isn’t sixty. Or six hundred. Sell more papers.” He adjusted his position slightly, keeping his field glasses trained on the top half of the building as best he could. There wasn’t much to see; it was a cold, clear night but the sliver of moon was little help. He thought longingly of Cazenave’s hideout—which did not feel, to him, particularly safe, but was at least warm and indoors, and a suitable place to tie up, as it were, such members of the team as he did not wish to expend tonight.

The building he and Hoepsachett were surveilling, one of the city’s more “impressive” historical fixtures—which was to say, Grade 1 Preservation Official Impossible Architecture—was mildly sickening to look at, with its abrupt gaps and cut-outs, its swirls of curved brick that appeared rectilinear from certain angles, the way it seemed to move and writhe while staying as still as its neighbours. It gave Ferec the distinct sensation of trying to read on a moving train, which was to say, a migraine in his stomach. Or indigestion in his head.

The building did not appear to be in active use, and was surrounded by rings of metal and wood fencing, with signage describing the restoration work and the severe penalties for interrupting it or trespassing. Ferec had offered to boost Gus over or cut the fence, but she had taken a brief running start and sailed over the razor wire and rusty spikes as silent as a streetlight.

Hoepsachett said, “I’ve never been here at night. I didn’t expect it to have so many lights still burning.”

“Grade 1,” Ferec murmured. “It’s in the bylaws; the building can’t be left ‘uninhabited.’ Night watchmen, I presume. Hope they’re not armed. I can’t go back to the king with a dead thief.”

“What was it he offered us?” Hoepsachett said cautiously, as if she could not quite believe her own voice. “Trained … rats?”

“Synfolde rats are different,” Ferec said. “They’ve been domesticated down there for nearly as long as we’ve been working on cattle and sheep up here … if the king says they’re trained, they’re trained.”

“I’m still glad you said no.”

“Wrong kind of attention.” Ferec tried to increase the magnification on the glasses, but the metal wheel was all the way over to the left.

“Why are you so interested in the beast anyway?”

“What?” He fumbled at the rings around the lenses, feeling whether they were the kind that one could rotate slightly to improve the focus.

“This so-called beast,” Hoepsachett said. “They haven’t changed the reward.”

“I don’t want to find it,” Ferec said. “I just find it difficult to believe that in this city, where people sit up at night with their faces pressed to the windows so they can rat one another out to the Watch at the slightest grudge or mistake, supposedly no one’s spotted it yet. We’re watchers, all of us. Trained to it from birth. So there’s no beast. Someone made it up. What does that tell you?”

“The making it up, or it being a beast instead of a serial murderer? Something about mass delusion, I suppose.”

“God, where is she? It’s been forty-five minutes.”

“We don’t even know if it’s the right building,” Hoepsachett said. “And there’s twenty floors in the thing.”

“There were twenty last night. There’s less than that today.”

“Fewer.”

“Anyway, she knows what she’s doing.” He gritted his teeth and tried to find a more comfortable position on the brick parapet; his shoulder didn’t hurt as badly as it had a week ago, but it was stiff, and the knifing agony every time he moved too quickly suggested he was risking unpleasant consequences—blood, tearing, perhaps his arm falling off.

Was it the right building? Velasco had been unexpectedly useful there: the list of Watch agents who might have both knowledge and access to the file was quite short, so rather than winnowing down the roster of thousands to determine who might be feeding information to Alabeus’ pursuers, there were only three names. Morecombe and Roth had turned up nothing useful; Deering, however, had proven to be worth tailing.

More than that, the timing of his particular perfidy had worked out—Ferec had not wanted Velasco to resurface and draw their enemies’ attention, but Hoepsachett had been able to surreptitiously pull the sign-in and sign-out records for the Garsley Block and the Honour Street Head, where Velasco had so nearly been trapped in his search for the key. After four apparently innocent or unproductive days, Deering had led them here, still unaware he was being followed.

Hoepsachett’s time in the archives had been the last piece of the puzzle. As per public records, the building was owned by a Belchior Paes—a figurehead, a shell company. In truth, it was owned by the City of Wickhills, purchased free and clear from its previous owner more than twenty years ago.

A City building—not leased, not occupied, but owned by the City, and so exempt from several varieties of knowledge-seeking by the average Seaborne agent. It all led back to the City, not the city. It led back … to the government whose awareness Alabeus had been so insistent on being concealed from. Even more than his own people, it had seemed. Even more than the murderers who had driven him from his home for fear of his life.

“Why did the secret police kill Alabeus’ father?” Ferec said, half to himself.

“They said he was spreading seditious ideas,” Hoepsachett said quietly.

“Pardon me?”

“I talked to him,” Hoepsachett said. “To Alabeus. The ‘official’ reason for the arrest and execution was ‘spreading seditious ideas.’ That is, he said something in public, or he made something publicly available, that the government didn’t like, and someone reported him.”

“Well,” Ferec said. “Whatever keeps the peace, I suppose.”

“I suppose so,” Hoepsachett said after a long pause. “Alabeus doesn’t agree. He says none of them do. He was quite … he seemed quite shocked when I told him about the treason laws here. He said he thought things were different here.”

“They are.”

“Are they? Ferec, if I had told Alabeus what Seaborne’s mission is, he would have stopped talking to me at once. I do believe he would have … he might have tried to physically attack me. He still thinks Bardanes is the head of some kind of … publicly accountable government department, like the Ministry of Trade, not the kind of invisible where we have to give husbands and wives cover stories and we’re disavowed at a moment’s notice. What have we done, I mean, as an agency, as an organization, that’s so different from the Ssura? We as much as killed his father.”

“Don’t exaggerate,” Ferec said. “How melodramatic. It’s not the same at all. St. Barothain is a dictatorship, its people are suffering under hereditary tyrants who refuse to give up rule to the common man, and Alabeus himself was blackmailed into working on his project by people who literally kidnapped his family. Wickhills has a mayor and a council and publicly posted policies and a consultation process. Everything is quite open. And we’re a counter-terrorism agency. You could have told him that without fear of reprisal.”

Minutes passed; he waited for her to marshal her arguments against him. He had one in the barrel ready to rebut whatever she said: If you feel that way about it, why do you still work for us?

“You tried to stop me from shooting Stangl,” Hoepsachett said instead, not lowering her glasses to look at him.

“We needed Stangl.” Ferec didn’t move his head either, only listened to her shifting on her perch of stacked bricks. The temperature had dropped precipitously since sunset; they would have to get up and walk around soon to get the blood circulating. He was still thinking about Alabeus’ speech—the bitterness, the loss of hope. The fear and secrecy. Wickhills kept some doors closed, it was true; but Hoepsachett had not been out in the world enough to see why. “And I didn’t give you the order.”

“He was the leak,” Hoepsachett said.

“You don’t plug leaks until you can see where the water is coming from. If we had pretended to believe him—taken him with us—I could have disarmed him and questioned him after we made our exit. He was no use to us dead. We might not even be here now if he had told us who he was working with,” Ferec growled.

“You didn’t see Maaz’s blood on his sleeve—glowing in the dark. Did you? If we had taken him with us, he would have killed you. And me. And the old man.”

“He would have spared Alabeus.”

“Fine. Just you and me, then.”

“You know,” Ferec said, still not looking at her, “I assumed Bardanes put your name on the list because you were his preferred bastion of intelligence. The brains of the team, as it were. I must say I’m disappointed at your lack of strategic thinking. Stangl was our best lead. The only one who could bring all the threads together that we’re currently groping at in the dark. And you shot him. It was like Bardanes said—that if you give someone a gun their finger is on the trigger at once, and their conscience leaves the room.”

“It was self-defense, Ferec.”

“You panicked,” he said. “You weren’t thinking. Attempting to justify it in retrospect isn’t much improving my opinion of Bardanes’ choice. Up. March. Five minutes, knees high. I’ll take the lead.”

After the mandatory exercise to keep their blood circulating, they returned to their posts—Ferec on the left, leaning on the edge of the roof with his elbows, Hoepsachett on the right, both camouflaged somewhat in the riot of dead ivy dangling from the iron trellis that circumscribed the roof.

What would Bardanes do? The old man, the one who clawed his way up the ladder because he could lead, not because he could shoot. He’d see what shrapnel was left in her from that shot, and he’d dig it out and make her look at it. “Was that the first time you’ve—” Ferec said.

“No.” Hoepsachett took a deep breath and lowered her glasses, her hands trembling. “I … it was just after I was recruited. My first operation. I was paired up with Marie Perghins—I don’t know if you knew her.”

“As far as I know, we’ve only ever hired one seven-foot-tall former bare-knuckles lady boxer.”

“Yes, well. She was considered a little too … noticeable … to get hired as household help by the leader of the Mining Guild back then. So Bardanes put me on the inside, and Marie on the outside.” Hoepsachett’s voice became thin and shivery, as if she were trying to distance herself from the story. Ferec glanced over at her, surprised.

“Eventually we got orders to … replace the leader. You know how it goes. Naturally, Marie went in; but she was wounded, and asked me to finish, quickly, before he could … could get his men. I didn’t have my gun, of course. I was playing a char-woman. I had to use a knife … it was…”

“Messy,” Ferec finished. “I’m sure. But the operation was a success?”

“Yes. Got my thumbprint.” Hoepsachett laughed hollowly. “There was a … fair amount of covering up. More than usual. I found that out later—the old man didn’t say anything. I asked to be transferred over to Records and I received approval. I wasn’t cut out to be a field agent. Everybody knew. But I thought, Well, if they needed me … it was exciting to be needed. I don’t know. Did you know that Marie never lost a bout?”

“No, I didn’t know that.”

“That was her record when she retired to work for us,” Hoepsachett murmured. “Ninety and zero. Ninety. Wait a minute. Is that…?”

With difficulty, Ferec trained his glasses where Hoepsachett was pointing. White marble, white limestone, black and gold windows, curving every which way … there, on the fifth floor, something was blinking behind one of the darkened windows. They had agreed on a distress signal of a necessary kind—brief, unmistakable, something a rookie Seaborne agent might be taught. Three, pause. Three, pause. This was … random. Had the girl panicked?

They would find out soon enough. He had not at any point considered Gus an expendable asset; and if she had successfully gotten the key, then they must recover both. “The king,” Ferec said absently, “is going to pull my skeleton out of my flesh like a sardine. Come on.”

He and Hoepsachett ran down the building’s interior stairs, and would have burst, as one, out of the exterior door in the foyer if Ferec had not held the younger agent back with his arm. “Shh. No more running. Walk, don’t run. Keep to the shadows. I’ll go first.”

Invisibility: that was what he had promised both Bardanes and the Indigo King. He took a deep breath and opened the door a crack, making sure the street was clear. No one on foot, no cabs, no ’buses. The old-style hexagonal cobblestones, so recently and painstakingly replaced, stretched ahead of them in a glittering expanse like a frozen pond.

What would the end of the world look like? Why was Alabeus so sure? Ferec told himself to knock it off: stop getting distracted. He had never been distracted on missions before. Famous for it. Reviled for it by the other agents, which he secretly adored—it was so delicious to be hated for the right reasons. Bardanes was the only one he had ever wanted to impress.

For a moment, as they crept through the door that Gus had unlocked and propped open with a rock, he thought about leaving Hoepsachett behind: Guard the door. Something like that. Cover me. But he found himself loath to split up—to rush off in pursuit of some shadow, to return to another very real corpse facedown on the snow.

Instead, he crept towards the stairs. There was a lift, surrounded with odds and ends of building equipment—lidded buckets of stucco and adhesive, brass piping and curlicues of decoration. But you never took the lift on a mission. Never, ever, ever. Asking for trouble.

The first two floors were darkened and silent; Ferec prowled along them anyway, waving at Hoepsachett to remain close. On the third floor the impossibility of the architecture began to make itself known—along with fresher evidence of the building’s refurbishment, stone blocks and timbers, thousands of poles of bamboo scaffolding, some straight, some curved like corkscrews or sprouting like the leaves of ferns, to allow access to the irregularly crenellated walls.

“Where are the watchmen?” Hoepsachett whispered.

He shook his head. Crouched low they moved on, hunting for the window that had blinked at them so agitatedly. Ferec’s gut clenched, fist-like, not relaxing an inch. Over the girl’s protests he had given Gus a chemical-cell powered torch specifically for the signal, and made her test the button while he watched. Three, pause. Three, pause. She was a professional. Was—

Gus announced herself with the perfect absence of noise: not a footfall, and not the quietude of the echoing building either, but utter silence, as if it surrounded her in a cloud. She seemed to have climbed out of the ceiling—Ferec blinked stupidly up at it, seeing nothing. No: a crack in the white marble, surely slated for repair very soon. Not structurally sound in the least. She dropped to the floor, again without sound, and stared at them in genuine surprise, her face caught in a ray of moonlight from the window beside her.

“What are you doing?” she whispered. “Did something happen?”

Ferec’s blood turned to lead. “Yes. Stairs: go.”

Behind them he heard a door open, softly—they would have oiled the hinges beforehand—but he didn’t turn to look. He swore in his head as they raced back down to the ground, hoping almost beyond hope that no one had thought to put someone at the door.

No, the door was clear; but they had stationed people at one of the others, or more than one. There were footsteps coming from several directions, and no barking but the subtler grunts and pants of dogs. If they had Gus’ scent, any of their scents, there could not be true evasion for the moment—only speed.

“Where are we going?” Gus gasped. “The storm drain is that way—you said if anything happened—”

Ferec didn’t answer; he was getting short of breath, his entire left side hurt from the effort, and the cold air was making it worse. Without being able to see the street signs he relied on the living map of the city he held in his head, for he had crisscrossed every inch of it on foot over the years, memorizing it for the day he knew he would need it—but some places had been visited long ago, and he knew he might remember wrong, or the city itself would have changed since then.

Here? No. Yes? Come on, these two won’t know, they can’t help. It looked right, but it also looked like a dozen other alleys—no matter. Worth a shot. Already he was triangulating how they could double back, head for the canal on Auburn Lane, which was usually half-choked with islands and might provide a stepping-stone to get to the far side without leaving their scent in an unbroken trail.

“Give me your arm,” Hoepsachett said, tugging on Ferec’s elbow as they ran. “You sound like a steam-engine—”

“No, no, almost there!”

“Where?”

They raced under the stone arch of the district wall, this one quite pleasant, decorated with mosaics in brown and yellow tile, all grey and black in the moonlight. Snow had piled up in some of the sharper angles, still frozen and thick—all for the best—and there was the alleyway he wanted, with its featureless dead end of brick.

Hoepsachett made an incoherent noise of panic. “Ferec! That’s—”

“Faster!”

The dogs were barking now, perhaps as close as a block behind. In a second that would be line of sight. Gus squealed in terror as they ran straight at the dead end, Ferec jumping awkwardly to strike the brick wall feet-first as hard as he could, falling to the ground on his back.

The wall flipped much more easily than he had expected, the top swinging down with a shriek of rusted metal, letting the three slide and scramble onto its far side. Ferec slapped down the wooden barrier on their now-closed side, snarled as something ripped inside his shirt, and did not wait to see whether the bar had fallen into its slot before he turned again, pushing Gus at Hoepsachett.

“No sound,” he gasped, and they loped away, still listening for the sounds of pursuit becoming the sounds of confusion and anger, then for the sounds of the guards hammering on the closed doors.

Ferec did not speak again till they had gotten well below, using a grating he remembered on the corner of Starlingate Street. “There’s a few of those left in the city,” he explained, clutching his shoulder. “They used to be for abattoirs, so you could separate the animals quickly and not let them see each other once it came down—and of course, they were made out of wood. Some deeply unscrupulous people, ah, modified them with brick or stone facings so they looked like the alley walls. Very handy.”

“Is there anything about this city you don’t know?” Hoepsachett said.

“According to Alabeus,” Ferec said, “plenty. Did you get it?”

“I think so. Blue, like you said.” Gus dug in her waistcoat pocket and came up with something wrapped in a handkerchief, handing it to Ferec with a kind of reverence. “Is … is that it?”

“We won’t know until Alabeus confirms it,” Ferec said. “Torch, please.” In the fizzing light of Gus’ torch he unwrapped the handkerchief—white, with a pattern of dancing rabbits—and held the cap up to it. It was much as Velasco had described; but Alabeus, pointedly, had said nothing more than Well, you guessed it when questioned. It did seem to match the body of the pen that Ferec had found when going through the old man’s things. Heavy, expensive, a mottled dark blue and white as of natural rather than manufactured stone. And poor Velasco (Ferec smiled)—the gem set into the finial was indeed glass, not sapphire. But one couldn’t expect a secretary to know how to tell the difference. He had been so awed at the thought of it. “It doesn’t look like anything,” he said. “Not a key, not a device, not a … a whistle or whatever he said could make a sound. Or what did he say? Something that told something how to make a sound? I can’t see it.”

“Maybe it’s not real,” Hoepsachett said nervously. “If they knew someone was coming for it again, why would they risk the real thing? Wouldn’t a fake be good enough—if it was simply bait to trap us?”

“That’s what I would have done,” Ferec agreed. “But they missed us by an inch—they would have thought it was someone like us coming, not a professional thief. Caught just a little wrong-footed. Easy enough on a stakeout. These are people who…” He frowned, rolling the cap in his fingers for a moment, then wrapping it back up and putting it into his own waistcoat pocket, hoping the blood from his torn stitches would not soak down that far. “These are not Seaborne-calibre experts. These are people who do something else for a living and are new to all this—as Tanczel and I were new to dealing with a defector. They are learning as they go, perhaps advised but not supervised or even accompanied by agents like us. And they don’t trust them; it’s not that they think they know better, but that they are not going to follow every instruction for fear of … of what? Of losing control? Of insubordination? Of revealing too much?”

“They who?” Hoepsachett said, confused. “And don’t trust whom? And how are you forming these conjectures, precisely?”

“It isn’t even a sapphire,” Ferec said. “It’s glued in, not kept in place with prongs. People knock the finial off their cap all the time; you don’t want it to be something too valuable, because you’re guaranteed to replace it at some point in the tenure of owning the pen. It’s almost disappointing how perfectly and utterly a pen cap it is, isn’t it? Not a weapon at all. And that is part of the puzzle. It is not incidental. There had better be a promotion at the end of this,” he added grimly. “The old man owes me. Let’s go.”






CHAPTER15


The Seaborne vocabulary was about clarity. In the field, in the meeting rooms, they all said I’m clear or You’re clear or It’s all clear. The variety was mostly in the opposites, when, like weather, you could be any number of things if clarity had been denied. We’ve got a hostile. There’s a blockage. A barrier. An obstacle. A combatant. An unfriendly—Ferec liked that one, but usually used hostile, because people kept going right past unfriendliness.

Now, he looked around for the hundredth time: it all seemed clear. Now it only remained for Bardanes to come to the appointed place and declare himself clear too. Ferec found that his pulse was racing; he felt hot, antsy, as if he had showed up for a duel rather than a meeting. He had dueled, in his misspent youth … this morning, almost parenthetically, Hoepsachett had said, He recruited you himself, didn’t he? Bardanes.

It meant something to be chosen by the old man. It was not done often; out of the hundreds of agents Bardanes had run over the years, nearly all had been selected the usual way—the stacks of essays and curriculum vitae discreetly gathered from the list of university students or promising apprentices invited to apply, the colour-coded sticky dots on the right-hand corner of the cover page, the weeks of discussion in Committee.

Shining stars, top performers, geniuses and athletes and all-rounders. And among them, poking his head up like a startled fox, Ferec, who had been propositioned on the street and only came to the office out of curiosity to see what might happen next …

He saved my life, Ferec said, and watched Hoepsachett’s face go through all the emotions he didn’t want to see. But she had not replied.

A door opened and shut; Ferec waited as Bardanes locked it behind him and padded across the courtyard. The old man’s only concession to the cold was a light paisley scarf looped around his throat, nearly hidden by the thick mane and bearded muzzle. He looked tired, moved slowly; Ferec ached to see how carefully each paw was placed on the thin layer of snow.

The courtyard in which they met was not quite enclosed—the dome above them was constructed of a dozen individual stone arches, like the struts of a birdcage. Wickhills had, though few people knew it, hundreds of places like this—courtyards, gardens, alleys, even entire streets so hidden they could only be accessed if you knew they were there. In a city where things gave the impression of structural malevolence all the time, it was refreshing to find certain places that could not be stumbled into by accident.

Ferec had never used this one, and had been greatly relieved when the perilously soft copper key had turned in the lock, allowing him through what appeared to be an abandoned library—the floor heaped with drifts of torn-out pages—and into this odd, sharply drawn courtyard of white marble and black basalt.

“It was a monastery,” Bardanes said, as if Ferec had spoken aloud. “When I came here. The monks, who served what we now call Zuteus before it was renamed merely the third face of God, had ideas about darkness and light, which they strove to implement everywhere … this floor, this fountain. Books were inherently holy: black text printed on white. Their robes were initially either black or white, then they began to sew them in stripes. We called them Hornets.”

Ferec nodded; he knew all too well the fierceness of the city’s black-and-white hornets. “What happened to them?”

Bardanes considered that. “They lost their faith.”

“I sent you false information that night. We had to vanish,” Ferec said. “The safe house was compromised. I eliminated the ones who came after me, and took the others to one of my own safe houses. I needed to know whether Seaborne as a whole had turned against us … it wasn’t Seaborne. Just Stangl. And Hoepsachett killed him before I could find out who he was working for.” He allowed all the bitterness to enter his voice, feeling again the frustration, the sense of impotent rage, as if he had run into a brick wall that had not suffered from the impact. “I—”

“What happened to Maaz?”

“Stangl killed him, if Hoepsachett’s to be believed.” Ferec paused, and tried to relax his jaw, then his fists inside his coat pockets. “I couldn’t send out for cleaners, of course … I suppose the Watch got involved. Recovered the bodies.”

“Indeed they did, and with great rapidity … even though when I asked, no one seemed to be able to say how they had discovered the scene. It is as close to an abandoned district as Wickhills possesses. The houses are not fit for man, beast, nor vermin. But Maaz’s and Stangl’s deaths have caused trouble, of course. I am being … pressed in Committee.”

“For just two dead agents?” Ferec said before he could stop himself. “We’ve lost more than that in train accidents. Pressed by who?”

“By within and without; by the City and Seaborne brass. And you’re right, so you can stop laughing; it is an overreaction. I have not seen the like. The City seems to not believe the explanation of the mission I sent them on—fake, of course—and they are claiming that the two were acting without sanction. Which, of course, has initiated an investigation into myself—how could I let this happen?—as well as my other agents. Yesterday they called upon me to recall all my agents—even the ones in deep cover—to debrief and submit to their joint questioning.”

“But—”

Bardanes shook his head, holding up one paw. “The motion did not pass; Sodupo and Kurek both used their vetoes against the City. Almost started a fistfight. The mayor looked terrified.” He rumbled deep in his chest, as a human might stifle a laugh behind their raised hand. “Kurek doesn’t even like me. But he is aware that a mass recall jeopardizes many missions and will simply destroy others. Agents will die. Others, civilians, ordinary Wickhillers, will die—caught up in the shambles. He wants something done, yes. Do not mistake it. But without breaking the surface of the water.”

“Yes, because the City is part of this,” Ferec said, frustrated. “Sir, I don’t consider myself to have an employer any more. Do I? Seaborne is part of the City; and it’s the City trying to kill me and my team, and separate us from Alabeus and his weapon. Normally, when I know who’s after me, the who tells me the why. But not this time.”

“Yet you continue to work.” This time Bardanes did laugh, allowing his teeth to show. “What dedication to the cause! Who signs your time sheets now that you say such a thing, Ferec?”

“I’m glad you’re amused.”

“You were wise to run,” Bardanes said after a long pause. His gaze flickered warily to the stone roof above them, the clear sky that held no warmth. Frost glittered on his whiskers. “I hope that is clear. I did not spend any time asking myself, ‘Why did Ferec disappear? Where did he take the others, out from under my seeing?’ It was necessary. Someone could see everything I could see. So to keep up appearances, I could not run myself. I had to remain, as you see, visible, showing my hands.”

“And the City attacked you anyway.”

“That concerns me greatly. They are acting like an enemy. If we were communicating with St. Barothain’s agents, we could negotiate, compromise, share information. Instead, whatever they are doing, they are doing in silence.”

“You put Stangl’s name on the list. When did you know he was a traitor? When I told you just now? When the body was found?”

“Before. Just.”

Ferec said, “He delivered us to Alabeus’ pursuers. Twice, in fact, as far as I can tell; or one continuous betrayal, feeding them our whereabouts every time we took our eyes off him, and with enough fieldcraft to keep us from seeing it till the last moment, when they made the mistake and revealed him. He delayed our carriage—said it took longer to get de Grieu than it really did—to buy time for them to get to the safe house. So now I must tell you: after his death we were ambushed again. While we were recovering Alabeus’ key. So we have to assume that…” He paused, gnawing lightly on the inside of his cheek. It still tasted of the king’s healer’s tonic, delivered to him now in large ceramic bottles; he had been drinking it injudiciously, even carrying some with him. “Someone is still informing our enemies.”

“You suspect Hoepsachett?”

“Who else is left?”

“Who else,” Bardanes echoed softly.

Ferec touched his lapel before he could stop himself, watched Bardanes’ bright golden eyes flicker as he registered the movement. “We recovered Alabeus’ ‘key,’ though. So now we can—”

“You have it? It’s authentic? They didn’t … fake it, craft some mock-up?”

“He confirmed it.” Ferec extracted it partway from his breast pocket, unfolding the paisley silk pocket-square he’d wrapped around it, refusing to use Gus’ handkerchief. Alabeus had rejoiced—screwed it onto the body of the pen—and raged when Ferec took it again. I’m following my instincts, Ferec had said. Trust me.

“And the asset himself?” Bardanes said, smiling minutely.

“He’s with the others, off-site. Waiting for me to signal that we’re really clear.”

“The others? It’s not just you and Hoepsachett? Your note—”

“We, er, recruited.” Ferec allowed himself a smile as well; his mouth hurt, as if he had not had to use those muscles for a while. “A nurse-minder for the old man, and a thief that I intend to return as soon as possible. And I had to hide my Watch informant—”

“Era Velasco,” Bardanes said lightly. “Administrator Third Grade. Don’t give me that look, Ferec. He’s on the Watch’s missing-persons list. They are putting up his particulars in every post office and Watch-house in the city.”

“I should have known you’d know,” Ferec said. “And Constable Deering was working with the City as well—he was the one who spirited away the key and the file. He’s doing someone’s groundwork. Now that we’ve got Alabeus reunited with his device, we can set him aside somewhere safe, properly, and find out who.”

“Can we?”

“You’re in charge. Stop answering a question with a question! Why would the City help St. Barothain get its defector back without going through the usual channels?” Ferec snapped.

“I cannot answer that. Not without knowing who’s involved.”

“It could be that the City itself knows nothing,” Ferec said. “Maybe there’s … some rogue bureaucrat using City property and City personnel to work with the St. Barothain agents on their own. Without official knowledge.”

“There is sedition everywhere,” Bardanes said gravely. “But you must reach the bottom of this still, or we’ll never know a day’s peace again, and neither will Wickhills. And Seaborne itself cannot allow itself to be riddled with these holes. It will fall apart, and the Watch cannot step in to fill the gap. They have their purview, we ours. But we also have nothing to bring to Seaborne in terms of accusations. Or proof. If it would save your lives at this point, that is all I would ask it to do. And Alabeus wants it kept from public notice anyway, which I do not think he is wrong about.”

“We’ll see,” Ferec said. “Who knows, maybe once we get our hands on the St. Barothain agents … God, what a mess.”

Bardanes huffed his low, guttural laughter once more. “What? I thought you liked a good, intricate mess. Now you will tell me you miss the days when I assigned you to seduce the daughters of guild leaders between meetings…”

“I do miss those days,” Ferec grumbled. “I was warm and dry and no one was trying to dismember me.”

Bardanes tilted his head, his expression finally melting into sadness; Ferec had a strange, fleeting impression of a snowflake becoming a speck of water, all the complexity and effort gone in an instant. He said, “In the final summing-up, Ferec, you must decide how you see the world in order to feel truly at peace with our role in it. You still don’t, do you? Is the world truly a place of chaos, in which we will never discern meaningful patterns because none exist? Then you, and no other, must create them from the chaos in order to make shapes within which people may prosper.

“Is the world instead a place filled with meaning, a broken mirror which once held within it a clear picture of the truth? Then you, and no other, must gather and assemble the pieces until you find the message that the breaking stole from us, and show it to the people that they may see what is real. My boy—my terrible, underhanded, ingenuous brat—until you understand that you live in a city, not just your own head, you will always treat this job as a game. I cannot make you respect it or its goals. Perhaps someone greater than I.”

“I’m doing the job,” Ferec said, exasperated. “I didn’t mean to say that just because I don’t know who I’m working for means I’m going to stop. I haven’t yet, have I? I could have … walked away from all this. Handed it back to you. Or to someone else.”

“But the ‘who’ matters. It is the only thing that matters, in the end.”

“It can matter later. I’ll get the others, and we can find somewhere inside to—”

A bird called, the fluting notes tiny with distance, a miniature sweetness: Come-in-for-tea! Come-in-for-tea! A glass-wren. Ferec clipped off the end of his sentence and his hand slid between his coat buttons, caressing his heart, the King’s Coin he never dared be without now, seizing the gun, emerging again into the sunshine and the cold.

They had picked a glass-wren because it was out of season, and because Hoepsachett’s imitation was simply uncanny. And he had chosen the best watcher, because the birdcall meant Vanish: unfriendlies approaching your position.

Or hostiles.

They had disagreed on the term; they had agreed on the signal. Ferec turned to Bardanes. “We’re about to have company,” he said rapidly. “We could try to—”

“I agree.”

Ferec took the lead, moving calmly—never let them know you’re onto them—back toward the door through which they had both come, his exhaustion temporarily subsumed in the rising tide of anticipation. He had not known where Hoepsachett had emplaced herself—in the event of an interruption to the meeting, it was better not to know, and therefore be unable to tell anyone—but far enough away to spot the visitors, and to buy him at least a minute or two.

The copper key snapped off flush in the lock.

Ferec stared at it for a second, then felt rather than heard Bardanes’ voice murmuring above his head. “No time. Next door: to our three.”

They hurried to the next door, a white stone monolith looming some twenty feet high, carved with friezes of books and pens, scrolls and scribes, indistinct under the bits of clinging snow. No good—Bardanes was already shaking his head, No, no, there was no lock to pick and that likely meant that the far side was barred and the bar had the lock on that side.

Next door: Ferec seemed to see a clock counting down in his head. Still he had heard nothing, seen nothing. The only sounds were his boots on the snow, the hiss of Bardanes’ mane sliding over his expensive suit jacket. Were they here already, watching and struggling not to laugh as the two agents sought shelter inside? Biding their time, waiting to more perfectly set their trap? Had they not yet arrived, were they only now coming?

Distractions. Next door: a small, probably unused door, wooden, boarded up rather than bricked in like many of the others. Ferec pocketed his gun and got out the pick set he had borrowed from Gus (“Oh, don’t worry about it, I’ve got lots, do you want anything else?”), scraping lichen and dirt, ant carcasses, and other detritus out of the rusted keyhole as Bardanes pried loose the boards with insultingly little effort, placing them quietly at their feet.

The lock crunched open. Ferec nearly pushed Bardanes in first, his own back itching as if it were about to receive a bullet in that precise spot, then followed him and shut the door, trying to get his bearings. It was not safety, not yet—only being out of the courtyard, where they could easily be encircled. Harder inside the building. They might have to chase one another in circles before someone came out on top.

There was an awful purity to these moments—Ferec had lived through many of them, and wondered sometimes (now, for example) how many Bardanes had survived, even though he had never been a field man. Everybody wanted the nonhuman recruits, but then you could never use them … Ferec, meanwhile, had been used like the proverbial horse of the one-horse neighbourhood. Go here, do that, move softly in your stockinged feet around the darkened house of the faction leader until you reached the bedroom holding his sleeping wife, the twin infants in their single cot …

It was not easy for the hunted to become the hunter. Far more often it was a case of being cornered. But now, now, if they could only find a hunting hide of their own …

He closed his eyes, opened them. A similar darkness, all shades of grey from the daylight filtering through the dusty air. “Was it me they followed?” he whispered. “Or you?”

“When we catch them,” Bardanes said softly, “then we will ask them. Out: we need a crowd. Witnesses will not stop them, but it may keep things civilized. We can hope. There, the wall.”

A hidden monastery in a hidden street … Bardanes kicked quickly through the small opening in the masonry, and he and Ferec emerged as casually as possible on the far side of the building, turning at once without speaking to each other and walking to the end of the road. They were on Penitence Lane, which in a half-block turned into Scupperthrust Road and then Scupperthorpe Road, the majority of which was taken up with the Botanical Gardens.

But even before they had reached the end of the cobbled alleyway, Ferec could hear the wrongness—whatever it was—something terribly wrong, as if he had lain his head upon his sweetheart’s warm chest, as in a pulp novel, and discovered that her heart was not beating. The street was silent, empty; he had never seen it before like this, had very rarely seen any street in Wickhills completely empty, no matter the time of day. And on a Freyday, at three o’clock in the afternoon, when the gardens were open till seven—

He said nothing. Bardanes said nothing. They kept walking as if nothing were wrong, and entered the foremost building—a glass pyramid built to protect the tropical plants—moving past the empty admissions desk, into the riot of hot, damp air, and the smell of greenery and flowers. There was a large arched gateway framed in stained glass at the far side of the pyramid, leading into the next one (“The Mountainous Systems of Carm Cadir”), but Ferec knew there was also an employee door leading outside, unmarked except with its handle. If they could just—

They would get the key but not Alabeus. And they would have had both if they had gotten to us just a few minutes later. Now that is very interesting, isn’t it? How did they get it wrong this time?

“Stop, please.”

Ferec turned, resigned.

Three of them, revealed at last, or at least three chosen to be the cat’s-paw for the real movers of destinies: a man—not someone he knew offhand—carrying something like a large wooden briefcase; and a woman, small and blonde; and a taiq, which he had never encountered outside of a book. A tall, delicate, flame-headed creature, all beak and scale, its reddish-gold hide swathed in the light, crisp folds of a ceremonial robe no thicker than a sheet of paper.

Its pupil-less eyes, like black glass, fixed upon Ferec; he felt the hairs rise on the back of his neck, a shamefully atavistic response from a modern man to something that had certainly eaten his ancestors. A crown rotated slowly above the taiq’s narrow brow, the gold studded with varicoloured blue gems—no, they were windows, it seemed, tiny windows into somewhere of sea and sky.

Ferec attempted to smile. “Don’t mind us,” he said. “Just on our way out.”

“This is a very awkward place to chat, don’t you think?” the woman said. Ferec pegged her accent to either Little Scarmusc or Lower East Scar. She was his age or a little younger, attractive in a scrubbed, nondescript fashion, her hat pinned far back on her head to show off her hair. A bland prettiness, except for her clothes: an ultramodern tailored gown of bronze silk under a long wool coat of dark violet. Her spectacles, fogged from the humidity of the gardens, were framed with gold.

With an inner groan he recognized the woman Velasco had described glimpsing in the Watch archives: waiting to pounce there too, waiting to see who would come to retrieve the cap. Velasco had evaded her, admirably enough, but how had she known he was there just then? The same way she had known they were here now. Of course.

He hated her on sight.

“I find myself unsurprised to see you here, Ms. Krztevski,” Bardanes said tonelessly, not reacting when Ferec turned to stare at him.

“Oh?” she said, unhurt. “Well, I suppose we’ve all been putting a lot of puzzle pieces together lately, haven’t we.”

“We were aware the City had become involved in this affair. For your employer to have assigned you makes sense, if I may be so complimentary,” he added. “Connected to more than one councillor as a trusted advisor and assistant. Organized, discreet. A keeper of secrets.”

“Not secrets,” she said. “Merely information which is detrimental to the public. No different from your position in any respect, except that I am far less compensated and there is no ladies’ room in City Hall.”

“Did the mayor send you himself? Is he so busy?”

She smiled thinly. “We can discuss this over a cup of coffee when it’s all over, Bardanes—very, very shortly. For the moment, however, I’d like your terribly handsome associate—whom I am deeply disappointed to have never been introduced to in Committee—to please return to us our property.”

“Vycol Ferec,” Ferec said. “Do you mind my asking: your property?”

“That’s not a question.”

“Anyway,” Ferec went on, barely pausing, “I haven’t got it.”

“I did tell you so,” the taiq said slowly in Barain, enunciating each word. “We moved too soon. We cannot be as precise as you think. The technique is not completely refined. I told you.”

“He’s lying,” Krztevski retorted, and turned back to Ferec with a disdainful swish of silk. “That’s what they do; they’re no different from your people. Mr. Ferec, you broke into a municipal facility and removed an item officially related to a City investigation,” she went on, her voice growing dangerously low and reasonable. “If you return it to us, we’ll decline to press charges, and this whole … issue comes to a close. Quietly. Safely. Which I think we can all agree is the best outcome, isn’t it? Not panicking the city for nothing?”

“As his handler, I would like to agree,” Bardanes said. “It is our mandate, after all. Unfortunately, I feel I cannot. How many men did you put out there?”

She smiled again. “Enough, I’m sure. Didn’t you say it once in a meeting? I’m an overplanner. Agent Ferec, please either hand over the item or do give the signal for your absent associates to bring it here; I don’t care which. I wasn’t making a threat. Or a joke. I really do want this to be all over in the next few minutes. Just us, chatting, like reasonable people. No violence needed. I didn’t even bring a weapon!”

“You don’t even know what you’re asking for, do you?” Ferec said, keeping his voice as light and pleasant as hers. “Not really. You were told to retrieve it, and you’re doing as you were told.”

Krztevski smiled unpleasantly. “I know more than you,” she said. “Give the signal, Ferec. Now.”

“At least I know why we couldn’t figure out whether St. Barothain or the City was after us,” Ferec said. “Because you were working together the entire time. Weren’t you? And now you’re being so tremendously helpful, getting their item back … peculiar, isn’t it, how you keep referring to it as yours?”

“Now,” she said. “I’m done with courtesy and you have disrespected me quite enough. If you do not wish to take me seriously because you feel I am a mere intermediary—or a woman—that is no longer my problem. We’ll shoot the monster; at this distance it would be like hitting the side of the opera house.”

“I had not thought you to be a proponent of such discriminatory sentiments,” Bardanes said sadly, not moving.

Ferec froze, seeing from the corner of his eye what Krztevski was referring to: Watchmen, Ferec’s instincts told him. Plainclothes, but you always knew a copper when you saw one. And armed … five, six … seven … the ones in dark clothing blended into the recesses of the dense greenery, only the gleam of their weapons visible. Ferec had a gun too, but he had never felt it to be less useful than now. For a moment he thought of raising it and pointing it at Krztevski in turn—Shoot Bardanes and I’ll shoot you, and we’ll resolve it that way, I suppose—but no. They might still, just as she said, get out of this without bloodshed, if everyone could simply stay calm.

The taiq was tensing up, its cloak crackling with every movement; the man holding the box slowly put it down, bending at the knees rather than at the waist, so that he could reach inside his threadbare black coat and remove the gun whose telltale bulge Ferec had seen the moment he stepped out of the shadows. Rustling noises from just outside: Bardanes had said she was an overplanner. There would be enough to be “sure.”

Still, she must know that once the shooting began, Hoepsachett and the others would be off like jackrabbits, and that would be the end of it. For just a second he found himself wondering what would happen if he did just hand it over: the key, the old man. Dusted his hands off, fixed his hair, strode away whistling … No. Not until we know why two cities and dozens of people are after the damn thing. And none of this ridiculous business about talking to the walls. The real reason. After that I’ll hand him over myself.

“You could shoot me,” Bardanes said. “It’s quite reasonable. But I don’t know where the old man is, and he’s the one with the device, and I don’t know Ferec’s signal to recall the team, either. Supposing you kill me? Then you have no leverage whatsoever and Ferec is even less inclined to cooperate with you. Have them lower their guns. Let us talk. You claim to know the danger—what have they been telling you? How do you know it is true?”

She hesitated—visibly taken aback, then narrowing her eyes at him.

“If I don’t come back,” Ferec coaxed her, “that’s their cue to disappear. You’ll never get what you’re after this way, Ms. Krztevski. I have a counteroffer.”

“We are not entertaining counteroffers.”

“Call everyone off,” Ferec said. “Everyone. All the snipers you’ve got outside. That … string bean in funeral wear with his fancy hatbox, your Barain associate. Send them all home. And then the three of us will go find a little café somewhere, buy a slice of cake, and talk about this like civilized people. No guns. No assassins. No Watch.” He paused, thinking. “I’m actually a little low on cash at the moment, so you’ll have to buy, but I won’t get a fancy piece of cake.”

“I could buy,” Bardanes offered.

“There, see? No violence. That starts with you,” Ferec said, keeping his voice low and soothing. “I’ll put my gun on the ground. He can put his gun down. It’s all up to you. You’re in control of this. You. It can be an interdepartmental liaison meeting. We can take minutes. We—”

Somehow, Bardanes was moving even before Ferec realized someone had pulled a trigger. The manticore flung himself sideways, hitting Ferec so hard that he flew over a low brick wall and into a dense jungle of ferns and orchids, fetching up against the trunk of a coco-nut tree. Three more shots cracked out, pinging off ornamental stones, smashing glass; Ferec began to get up, then dropped flat again into the fibrous flower bed and rolled, staying low.

It was harder to hit a moving target, but it was also harder to shoot while moving; he got out his gun anyway, holding it well away from his body, and fired off a few rounds at the man in the black coat, sending him diving. And clearing a spot—not a large one—he thought of the Great Passage, and would have laughed if he had not been so winded.

Krztevski’s men were running down the wet brick paths, but the path to the tiny employee door was clear now, and Ferec ran for it, trusting Bardanes to follow. He turned once as he ran, getting off three more rounds, feeling the gun lighten by the moment. Something hit him viciously in the back, sending him to his knees, but he got up again and ducked automatically, losing his hat to a stray shot. Bardanes was just behind him, panting, leaving bloodied pawprints as he ran.

“Stop! Stop! Stop!” the taiq roared in Barain and Anglis, and seized Krztevski’s wrist in one ten-clawed fore-limb. “Stop it! You will kill him! We need the—”

“Don’t touch me!” she screamed. “Get them! Both of them! You—”

Ferec did not see what caused her voice to cut off; he was scooping up a brick as he ran, smashing the glass of the door rather than bothering with the lock, and then he was out into the dry and frigid air, like a slap across his wet face.

Something hit him again, harder, and Ferec staggered as he ran, but kept going; he had broken or unscrewed the flask with his tonic in it, and it sloshed out of his coat as he ran the final few steps. There was the canal, water glittering—and something else shining past the concussive sparkle filling his eyes, something white against the black.

He couldn’t feel his legs; he hit the water as if falling onto concrete, and something yanked him up at once, sending his head snapping back.

His mind seemed to be floating above him; his body was not obeying him. Someone cried out, “Velasco! Pull!” Large hands with chewed nails joined smaller, whiter hands, clawed and powerful—all of them working together, hauling at an impossibly heavy body, the boat rocking, tipping, half submerging.

It was a good suit, a good tailor—the fabric held, and then the great insensible mass was crushing his legs and water was splashing his face, not waking him from the darkness into which he slid.






CHAPTER16


“He’s coming around.”

“Is he? Let me look.”

Ferec opened his eyes and pawed away something touching his face—a hand, cold and unyielding, disappearing at once. The inside of his mouth was humming as if he had bitten down on a wire.

“Can you sit up?” Hoepsachett. No. Yes, her face wavering towards him in the darkness like a moon, absolutely bloodless, her eyes deep craters. “Ferec?”

“Nn?”

“Can you hear me?”

Her voice was garbled, taking a few seconds to make sense. Something about sitting up? He located his arms, moved them behind himself—winced, grunted—and pushed. His hands were on fabric, taut and rough over something hard. But his last memories were of water … the smell of a canal. Nothing like it in the world.

A ceiling focused gradually, someone moving the dial on the field glasses of the world: a dome of deep blue, decorated with thousands of meticulously placed glass stars with silvered backs. For a second he wondered why they were back at the Wretched Dragon, but memory reasserted itself: Cazenave’s bolt-hole. The castle.

The vampyr himself had touched his face a minute ago, but seemed to have vanished; they did that sometimes. One did not notice one’s attention slipping—it wasn’t that they could move inhumanly fast, as in the myths, more that they could exert, for a few seconds, an aura of not-being-there, and then leave at their leisure. It didn’t work on Gus, which was why Cazenave had had to explain it. It all seemed very long ago.

“Bardanes,” Ferec said. “We were…”

Hoepsachett looked down, then slowly—and he would always admire her for this—forced her chin back up and looked him in the eye. She had not been weeping, or had not been weeping yet; her dark eyes were clear, though pinched and creased with fatigue. “You were both shot,” she said. “Cazenave is doing what he can.”

Ferec took her proffered arm and tottered to the far side of the room, feeling by degrees the approaching heat of the enormous fireplace. A dozen logs had been laid, mostly down to embers now; someone had lit candles in a handful of the old-fashioned crystal sconces, not all. The huge room was coffin-dark except for the small tableau arrayed on the hearth.

Alabeus was slumped in grief or sleep at Bardanes’ side; a rolled-up horse blanket had been wedged between his head and the fire grate so he would not burn his face on the metal if he moved. Next to them, arranged neatly into a grid—that must be the vampyr’s work—were bowls of water, bars of hard acidulated soap, leather rolls of surgeons’ tools, torn bedsheets, and, incongruously, a round enamel tray with a complicated pattern of fish and lotuses picked out in gold wire.

Ferec leaned over it, fighting down a wave of nausea: eight sticky bullets in various stages of deformity from true, some spiky with strands of grey fur. Manticore blood was a purple so dark it was nearly black; the fish below the bullets were obscured now, swimming through deep water.

“What happened?” Hoepsachett said quietly.

Ferec released her arm and let himself slide to the stone hearth, kneeling next to Alabeus. His chest and back hurt, a cold burn as if he had not been shot but frostbitten, the nerves going stiff and dead. He put what he had been thinking of as his good hand on Bardanes’ shoulder, resting it on the thick woven blanket. It was not his good hand any more; both sides were painful to move now. She had asked him a question. What was it? The old man’s chest still rose and fell, just barely.

“The City was working with St. Barothain,” he said, keeping his voice low. “I was about to say all along, but in fact I think only since Alabeus and the key were separated, because it’s only the key they could track … Where is it, by the way? Please don’t tell me it’s in the canal.”

“It’s safe,” she said. “I have it. Cazenave found it in your jacket while he was digging the bullets out.”

Ferec nodded listlessly. “At any rate, Krztevski … do you know her?”

“Irina Krztevski? Yes, a bit. Councillor Gillain’s personal assistant and I believe she ‘consults’ for a few of the others—managing specific initiatives or projects, for example. Policy consultations sometimes. She went to Vorirech University, though I don’t know her major.”

Ferec closed his eyes, opened them again. The fireplace’s draw was erratic, occasionally breathing woodsmoke back into his face; Bardanes seemed unaffected. “She brought a St. Barothain agent with her, or it insisted on coming … I think it was shot too. Accidentally. The whole thing was an accident, I believe. She wanted to bring us in—myself and Bardanes—and use us to get the rest of you. The gunmen were supposed to be a threat. Someone pulled a trigger without meaning to and … Krztevski lost control. And there was something else…”

“Or perhaps it was meant to look like an accident,” Hoepsachett said thoughtfully. “The other agent’s death, I mean. It would seem plausible to both her superiors and theirs.”

“The key,” Ferec said again. “Can I see it? And can you find me something else from the house … a metal cigarette case or … or a powder or rouge compact, or a flask or something. Something metal. That can fit it inside and still close.”

She stared at him for a moment, then nodded and gave him the pen lid, still wrapped in his silk handkerchief; a few minutes later she returned with a brass and enamel cigarette case, glossy green, with the monogram GP on it. From one of Cazenave’s victims, perhaps—Ferec tried not to think about it, but put the pen lid inside and closed the case, turning the tiny latch.

“What did you see?” Ferec tried to put the case in his trouser pocket, belatedly realizing that he had been dressed in clothes not his own—presumably these too were Cazenave’s, light scratchy wool, a bit too short for him, and entirely pocketless. He put it on the hearth next to Bardanes’ paw.

“We didn’t see Krztevski at all,” Hoepsachett said. “Velasco was the one who saw the Watch officers clearing out the street—a few of them were in uniform, the rest plainclothes. We couldn’t hear what they were saying, but he said they would likely have told them it was … a lamp-gas leak or something like that. They would have told people to get a certain distance—a few blocks—and that City maintenance would be by shortly with barriers or whatnot. And then they turned, and began to head toward the building you and Bardanes had gone into. So I gave the signal.”

“It gave us time to run,” Ferec said. “But they knew we’d head for a crowd … they were waiting in the Botanical Gardens. They asked us to give them back the key. No mention of the old man. And I thought … I was following a hunch. I was a fool to…” His throat seemed to be swelling shut. His hunch had felt important to test—I just want to know for sure—but Bardanes had paid the price. Ferec had felt certain he was playing with weighted dice, that the game had been rigged just enough … “This is my fault,” he said. “Bardanes, can you hear me?”

Bardanes cracked one eye open, gazing up rather than to the side, where Ferec knelt. Both eyes had been leaking a clear, violet-tinted fluid; his fur was stained with it on both sides of his face, where it had dried into crystalline streaks. His breath came thin and laboured, as if even the blanket covering him was too heavy to bear. They had sliced away his beautiful suit to get at all the bullets—a wasted effort, Ferec knew. Something vital had been struck. The old man was dying.

“Do you…” Ferec swallowed. “I … any message for your…” He hesitated. He did not even know whether Bardanes was married, had children, anything like that; he thought of Tanczel, and the man’s wife looking past him—through him—out of her window that night, looking past him to the endless snowy slopes of the cemetery that surrounded them from horizon to horizon. He thought of the sailor he had killed by accident, whose name he did not even know. Standing by his window having a smoke, then dead in a second.

We are told not to know about our fellow agents. We are told it creates a weakness: a crack into which a larger instrument can be inserted to force us open. The less you know the less you can tell. And now this.

“Ferec.”

Ferec started, then leaned close to Bardanes’ face, smelling the blood on the old man’s breath. “Sir?”

Bardanes’ lips moved over the stained teeth. Ferec turned his head and let his ear come as close as he dared, his heart pounding. Two words emerged—then a faint rattle, going on forever, the sound of fluid in the vast lungs. A dozen human breaths. Or breaths meant for a dozen human lifetimes, over now.

Ferec sat in a great muffled numbness as Alabeus woke and wept dryly and shook the great corpse, shouting for Bardanes to wake up, return to the living, he could not have gone so far so soon—wake up, we are still here, we need you! Wake up, you have not lived all your years yet!

Alabeus attacked Ferec weakly then, slapping and punching, and Ferec accepted it without comment, only taking Alabeus’ birdlike wrists gently when it seemed to be nearly over, as the old man tried to rake at his face with his nails. Alabeus was panting for breath, still swearing and weeping. Under Ferec’s fingers the old man’s pulse was fast and thready from even this small exertion.

Cazenave came back in then, and Gus and Velasco, and someone disentangled Alabeus and dragged him back to the divan upon which Ferec had been lying, upsetting the enamel tray of bullets, which went tinkling and jingling onto the floor.

After a long time, Ferec went to the heap of clothing in the corner and began to search it, in the near darkness, using his deadened and humming fingertips in lieu of vision. Hoepsachett and the others watched him, unmoving—as if he had earned this honour, Ferec thought, but it did not feel particularly like one. It was the work of a guilty man; it was penitence. Or more like a curse from a child’s storybook: a compulsion no different from dancing till his feet bled or playing the faery-flute of gold until birds nested in the emptied cage of his chest.

There was the other half of the luck-stone, wrapped in a cotton handkerchief; he gave that to Alabeus, who accepted it without looking at him. No notebooks, no papers, no receipts. Good operational security. One pen, possibly but not definitively from Asset Management Branch. Ferec set that aside and worked his fingers along the lining of the vast, bloodied jacket, hearing silk rip.

“Ferec,” Hoepsachett said. “Stop. There’s nothing. Cazenave already looked.”

“I know. I know that.”

“So stop.”

He could not stop. There was nothing in there, no gun, no knife. One tram token. Hoepsachett leaned over him, putting a cold hand around his wrist; she was much stronger than she looked. She was stronger than him. “Stop,” she said.

He stopped. She let go.

Ferec was familiar with a wide variety of agonies; like Velasco, he occasionally wanted to ask the others, Do you want me to list them alphabetically, or in order of importance? The death of Bardanes was not a new pain. He had lost his parents young, then had systematically been robbed of every other person in his life who meant something to him. It felt familiar, like the twinge of a trick knee going down the steps of his house: the same pain every time, exactly the same.



He made the arrangements himself, calling again upon the Indigo King for discretion—out of pity, out of respect. Please, he’d said. The man was … the man was a mountain.

Was he now.

I don’t know what else to call him. He rose above all others, and he never believed he did. He was the last thing of value I had.

The one thing the king would not do was find an intermediary of any of the Four Faces to speak at the funeral; that was a surface-world thing, and he had no connections to it for love or money. Ferec didn’t mind. The other things were all that mattered. This graveyard, to feed the natural hungers; this quiet, this solitude, this long golden sun through the evergreens.

God had not been invited anyway. Bardanes would not have minded, Ferec felt. It was a fine send-off for a Seaborne agent, who as often as not died alone and was quickly retrieved by a cleanup team and anonymously rendered ash within hours. Too many clues from a body. Better than Tanczel’s in a way—no treacherous City people there, Ferec thought. No mayor, no councillors. No sneaking assistants … no one smiling to your face as they schemed behind your back.

Us. Our own City. My city. It can’t be. I know it is, but it can’t be. They have been corrupted by this thing. This stolen thing. How, why?

Hoepsachett stood at the graveside, and Gus—though Ferec had said she did not have to come—and Cazenave, whose job remained keeping Alabeus alive, and Alabeus himself, bent with grief as if an invisible stone must be balanced on his bony shoulders. And Velasco, tall and stooped, wasting away with worry at his removal from his little bureaucratic life, thinking of nothing all day (Ferec was certain) except how to return to it, when he might return.

Ashforest Memorial was a beautiful though little-used graveyard; the barrier of qualifications was too high for most Wickhillers, and the city’s remnant nobility liked it that way, denying both applications and bribes from nouveau rich businessmen and manufactory owners. Ferec was not sure which strings the king had pulled for this, but they had been quiet ones, and he was grateful.

The headstones and vaults were all the silvery stone of the walls, the bedrock upon which Wickhills had been built and which lay now nearly a mile down, below the soil, clay, flint, aqueducts, sand. Statues of white marble protruded from the snow here and there—a weeping mother, embracing lovers, some kind of winged person slumped with convincing realism over the hard edges of a raised sarcophagus.

Bardanes’ marker was blank: a neatly beveled semicircle of black granite at the head of the grave. In death he could have no name. Later, when it was all over, maybe. The only colours were the golden sun, and Gus’ red hair where the light struck it, and the bright blue shadows of the snow. Even the birds skittering in the soaked dark branches of the pines were black and white: brick doves and rokapiba, what his neighbourhood used to call poxers or paxers, after their black hats and beaks.

The graveyard had its own wall, another wall inside the walled Ashforest neighbourhood. Most of the graves were walled as well. It was the Wickhills way: never forget that you are small, that you are vulnerable, that the walls protect you from whatever is out there between the cities, that nameless thing. Never forget that you cannot leave.

Never forget that you are here till you die.

Ferec stepped out of their small rank and file, and looked down into the deep oblong of the grave, the shrouded form at the bottom already buried in shadow. He cleared his throat, still raw from canal-water. “We are told early in our careers to prepare to die for the City,” he said. “Beneath that, written in white, as it were, is the knowledge that when we do, no one will know what we did or why we did it. If we are very fortunate, Personnel Management will arrange for a convincing lie and our family and friends, if we have been fortunate enough to retain any, will be able to attend the memorial. But such a thing cannot be expected. It is not the norm. This is because of the nature of our work, which…”

The pain in his throat was too much; he paused first, waiting for it to recede, and when it did not, he shrugged, gestured vaguely at the grave, and glanced at Hoepsachett. She shook her head, wiping her face with the handkerchief Cazenave had given her. The vampyr blinked, expressionless; Gus said nothing. Velasco looked around nervously, as if he wished to speak, but eventually shook his head.

The ground trembled; they retreated, standing beneath the trees, drops of cold water landing on everyone’s faces as the boughs shook off their melted snow. Gus saw it first and cried out, pointing: of course, Ferec thought dully, they did not do this below the city. He had forgotten.

Soil churned, squeezed, grasped, pulled Bardanes under—breaking his bones audibly, a muffled noise under the shroud. Then the grave had filled itself in, and only the dark rectangle remained against the snow.

Alabeus said slowly, “I have brought this upon him. May his ending be the last I cause. It is not too late.” He looked at Ferec then, his glare hard and clear as glass. “We burn our dead in St. Barothain,” he added. “And now I have one more piece of the puzzle.”

Ferec blinked, puzzled himself. The old man was shriveled and determined in his too-big clothes, his hands fists inside his gloves. Ready to fight, but to fight what? He had grieved; now he was angry, now he burned with it, with the injustice of it—Bardanes should not have died, did not need to die, not for something like this. Not for the mere answering of questions.

Despite the cold, Ferec felt an answering spark of warmth deep within himself. A new pain at last to add to all the old ones: the blue-hot flame of fury. To mourn was not to submerge oneself in deep water and sink into the pain; it was to shovel coals upon the fire, and get up to steam.

“We all brought it upon him,” he said. “No one’s hands are clean. Let’s head back.”



Cazenave’s castle was an oddity, but all the castles in Wickhills were oddities, even in a city of strange and wilful architecture. Most castles were near the outside walls; yet given their age they should have been near the centre, in the oldest neighbourhoods by the river, for the walls had naturally been built outwards to accommodate the growing city. Instead, each huge structure seemed to have been picked up by some invisible current and floated, imperceptibly, century by century, so that they were always within view of the sea or the endless grasslands that lay outside the wall.

All were heavily fortified—a point in their favour, Ferec had to concede—and moated, and all were in various states of decay, requiring constant repair. All of the occupants freely admitted that they had taken them over as ancestral seats—not that their families had ever been involved in the building. It was as if they had all simply popped up after a hard rain, like mushrooms in the garden. At least one, unoccupied, in Midten Grove, seemed to be rebuilding itself; people avoided that one. Too many stories and not enough City signage.

Ferec stood by the window of the sitting room, watching things roll and writhe in the thick green waters of the moat. He had thought—briefly—about asking Cazenave what the things were, exactly, but decided he would rather not know.

“I thought vampyrs couldn’t be out in sunlight,” he said after a moment of inattention.

Cazenave did not laugh. “Why not?”

“I don’t know. I just … I heard it somewhere. And the running water thing isn’t true, I see.”

“Congratulations on your new learnings. You must be very proud of being such a big boy.” Cazenave reached past him, slowly, allowing him to see the motion, and drew the heavy curtain over Ferec’s view. “The little girl is making tea. She says you should come.”

Ferec followed him back to one of the sitting rooms, a large and gloomy octagon lined with empty bookshelves, the windows covered with the same thick embroidered velvet as the others—black in here, with a bluish sheen like the wing of a crow. All the lamps were lit, and Gus was arranging pots, cups, and saucers on the single table with a kind of teeth-gritted determination. There was a large wet patch on her shirt, dark green against the lighter green.

“Let me help,” Velasco said suddenly, and Gus nodded without looking up; her freckled cheeks were crisscrossed with the dried stains of tears. Together, they set the table and put out biscuits from a freshly opened Cardston’s tin.

“Right,” Ferec said, after his tea had been poured. “You may be wondering about the status of this operation.”

“Not really,” said the vampyr.

“… Well, let me sum up: the City and St. Barothain have failed to get what they want. Simultaneously, a Seaborne handler with a large stable of subordinate agents—who was under investigation—will very shortly be determined to have failed to return to the office. We are about to add another party to our list of pursuers. They may or may not opt to work together to find us.”

There was an appropriately horrified pause. Alabeus reached across the table and took three biscuits, dipping each in his tea before proceeding.

“We should turn ourselves in,” Velasco said. “I mean, at this point, I don’t even know to who. But we can’t live like this! I can’t live like this. I’ll…”

“Like what?” Cazenave said. “Like knowing that everyone in the city wishes to kill you?”

“You get used to it,” Gus said.

Velasco made a terrified little noise in his throat.

Ferec, not really listening, stared down into his teacup, then pushed it away. Things were moving—he had had that sense since the start, but now it seemed the movement had a direction, had gravity. Things were moving not on a road or a set of tracks, but downward, away, they were crumbling and shattering, not gliding. And it was a terrifying sensation.

The City could not acknowledge Seaborne, but the implication was that it needed them—however reluctantly—for it had never, since Seaborne’s inception, so much as suggested cutting their budget or restricting their mandate. Seaborne’s subversion, ironically, was supposed to be the solid foundation under the vast delicate edifice of moving parts that made up day-to-day life in the city. They removed jammed gears, so to speak; they lubricated stuck levers, quietly replaced fraying hoses and leaking valves, swapped out essential structures of base metal with stronger stuff, tightened loose fasteners, performed routine maintenance. After the Civil War that had nearly torn the city apart—literally—the pursuit of stability was more important than the pursuit of growth. So they stabilized things. And the City grew slowly, gently, manageably; and it stayed together.

Hoepsachett said, “This is exactly what I was talking about, Ferec. When we’re supposed to be a clandestine anti-terrorist agency, there’s nothing—nothing—stopping the City from simply changing the definition of ‘terrorist’ to anything it wants. It’s done it a hundred times over the years. And now they’ve changed it to include us.”

“Nobody likes an I-told-you-so,” Ferec said. “Alabeus.”

“Mm?”

“The people who attacked us—who killed Bardanes—wanted the key back. Your pen.”

“Bastard sons of bitches,” Alabeus said. “May their teeth be smashed upon flints and the sparks burn down their houses.”

“But they already had it,” Hoepsachett said, visibly impressed at the force of Alabeus’ epithet. “For days. Wouldn’t they have simply—done whatever they wished to do with it while it was in their custody?”

“They couldn’t,” Alabeus said. “There is nothing you can do with part of it.”

“Not unless they’ve somehow replicated the other half of the key,” Ferec said. “What it unlocks.”

“Perhaps they are too stupid,” Alabeus said hopefully.

“But supposing instead they were only waiting,” Ferec said. “Waiting on something else. Some other component. That hadn’t arrived yet.” He drummed his fingers on the dense red tablecloth, and looked down at it for something to do: the pattern was of bats and stars. “Tacky,” he said absently. “Or waiting for someone else. Another scientist who could do the work they can’t.”

Alabeus stared at him, no longer smiling.

“Anything to add?” Ferec said.

Alabeus opened his mouth to speak again, then simply slid from his chair and onto the rug.



They convened a general break. Cazenave vanished for a half-hour, returning in rosy good spirits and with a spring in his step that Ferec again thought it was better not to ask about. Gus busied herself rifling through the vast, echoing kitchen; in silent agreement Hoepsachett, Ferec, and Velasco dragged a lumpy brocade sofa from the drawing room to the entrance-hall fireplace, and drank cold Dame’s Distress pilfered from the castle cellars.

When Alabeus eventually revived, Ferec picked up a fresh bottle and reconvened in the sitting room, filling everyone’s teacups with the olive-green liquor and tossing the cork into the corner.

“Right,” he said in Barain. “You are rapidly running out of reasons to remain alive and at large, Alabeus, and please don’t think I am referring only to our pursuers; I am happy to put myself on the list if it will bring our current problems to an end.”

“It sounds like it will not,” Alabeus said cautiously, and sniffed his cup. “What is this?”

“It’s good for you,” Hoepsachett said. “It’s got herbs in it.”

“It’ll also get rid of your worms,” Ferec said, “come to think of it. This device: explain. Now. And none of this … anthill, shrubbery, horseshoe business. That night at the Knight’s Malt, you said you had the last piece you needed: the ceremonies. What are you talking about? Have we all lost our minds? Or fallen into a children’s book?”

Alabeus’ face worked for a long time, as if he were sucking on one of Hoepsachett’s travel sweets, though he had already taken advantage of her generosity so many times he had emptied the tin. He lifted his cup, sipped, put it down, his shaking hands sending a little of the green liquid sloshing into the saucer. “It is not a weapon,” he finally said. “It is not. They will want to use it as one, but that is not why we were working on it. I swear to it.”

“What did you want it to do?”

“Just move the walls out. That is all. I swear.” Alabeus drank again, and did not look up. His breath came stertorous and harsh through his nose—with anger or frustration, Ferec could not say. “We told them only that we were close. That was why we asked for the new facility to be built. And how I escaped. I did not leave them enough to re-create what I made.”

“But there would have been enough to approximate it. Yes?”

Alabeus grimaced, his scientific pride and ego warring with Ferec’s insistence. “… Yes.”

Ferec said, “Do the words Endington Valley mean anything to you?”

Hoepsachett and Alabeus shook their heads; Cazenave nodded. Ferec nodded back at him, and raised his teacup. “I thought so,” he said. “But it doesn’t exist. Does it?”

“No,” Cazenave said. “It does not exist.”

“But it did once,” Ferec said.

“Yes. It did once.”

“We’re going to visit it,” Ferec said. “Can you take us there?”

“Yes,” Cazenave said, smiling.

“Ferec, what are you talking about?” Hoepsachett said.

“Those were Bardanes’ last words,” he said. “Endington is a neighbourhood that the City closed up hundreds of years ago. Or so I thought. Now I think it’s exactly like what we saw happen to Wellip Alley. It’s not on the survey maps any more, not even a blank spot where it used to be. It’s like an illustration snipped out of a book. And burnt. It’s the memory of a myth.”

“Yes,” Cazenave said again, visibly pleased. “It is not there. It is not anywhere. Drink your drink—we will go tomorrow, in bright light. We will settle this question easily, this question of walls.”






CHAPTER17


To reach Endington Valley (extant, extinct, no confirmed sightings for nearly two hundred and fifty years) Ferec disregarded Cazenave’s out-of-date navigation and took them on the #6 tram to what the local residents called the Mer—short for Mirrormere, a district containing at all times a few inches of water as brightly opaque as mercury. The City had never resolved what it referred to as the Mer’s “drainage issues,” because the water refused to move into even the most obligingly placed culverts, grates, pipes, or swales.

“Don’t look down,” Ferec said in Barain at almost the same moment that Cazenave said, “Keep your head up,” and Alabeus stared at them as if they had lost their minds.

“What is wrong,” he finally said, “with this city?”

“There are things in the water,” Cazenave said patiently. “They are like dogs. If you look them in the eye it is like a dropped glove: a challenge. Then they will pull you under.”

“Under what? This does not even cover my ankles.”

“It’s better to not know,” Ferec said. “Anyway, look up—it’s relatively level, you’ll be fine—and follow me. It’s a shortcut.”

“Is this water? It doesn’t look like water.”

“Stop looking at it, I said.”

“Can I get a sample?”

“No.”

The day was cool and hazy; the still water at their feet, glimpsed in blinks, reflected the quaint rounded buildings of two or three stories in painted brick, the colourful shopfronts, the slender but persistent trees, mostly varieties of willow, some in wooden pots. Blue-and-orange bunting rippled overhead, and triangular flags edged with fluttering bits of glued-on ribbon, interspersed with wire and blown-glass spheres.

“What is all that?” Alabeus said, looking up.

“Feast of Embers,” Ferec said. “Two weeks from now. The decorations are traditional. You’d be expected to buy gifts for your employees if you own a business, as well as family members and close friends. The churches and temples have big charity bazaars—they close off whole streets for them—and then on the seventeenth, you’re supposed to invite everyone over to your house and have a large meal.”

“Well, you will have to feed me a feast,” Alabeus said firmly. “I am owed a feast.”

“Yes, yes.” Last year Bardanes had bought everyone books—not one of the same book, but each chosen personally. Ferec thought of his with a fresh pang of grief: Borders and Dreams by Parnell Dixton. Another history of Wickhills to add to his groaning shelf, but there was not one book about the city he would have turned down. Not the story of the smallest chip shop or the most encyclopedic list of local weeds. No present this year.

They were at the wall of the Mer now, in the most thinly populated area; a fox skittered across the water, hesitated to look at them, then went on, Sorry, sorry, don’t mind me. The wall was stone, like many neighbourhood walls, and covered in a pale-pink stucco shaped to resemble the scales of fish, running horizontally along the sinuous surface. Ferec glanced around—a few passers-by, heads up, in a hurry to get off the street and out of the water—and then looked at Cazenave.

“So it’s really not here,” he said.

“It is not,” Cazenave said. “Thus, if we were to take ourselves over the wall, we would find ourselves in, of course, Mirror Grove. A very pleasant district. Good eating.”

Ferec opted to ignore that. “Alabeus, come here.”

They boosted the old man over first; then Ferec climbed up, trying not to damage the stucco with his scrabbling boots; then Cazenave seemed to sail over, landing next to them.

“First of all,” Alabeus said, then fell silent.

First of all: they had stepped into a painting. An old one, something hung in the Braunstone and Bettinger Gallery (the “Brown Betty,” where Ferec had received most of his unofficial artistic education). Yellowed under ancient varnish no longer used by the discerning painter today. And indistinct—lacking in definition but also perspective, the stone tower next to them clearly leaning, all its masonry out of true, and it would have far overtopped the wall on the Mer side, but it had not been there a moment ago, and now it was. There was a painterly fog—a mist of aesthetic virtues, hiding those things that would be difficult to show.

The streets ahead of them were cobbled unevenly, and curved instead of straight—desire-paths paved over one day to keep the mud down, not planned. Dead grass sprang between the round stones, even a few green threads of new blades. No snow; no tramlines, ’bus stops, street signs, newspaper boxes, or public fountains. Trees had burst up through the streets in some places, through buildings in others, their roots grasping greedily at tumbled blocks.

“What happened to this place?” Alabeus said.

“Until recently I would have told you that there were districts that the City emptied out and closed off sometimes,” Ferec said quietly as they walked. “That’s why Wickhills was designed like this, you see—it’s easier to control uprisings and mobs when you can control the points of ingress and egress with a few Watchmen stationed at a door in the wall. The bottleneck keeps things manageable. But then I saw what happened at the alleyway we were at and…” He shook his head. “There was … an earthquake. Or something like one. And the neighbourhood was closed off, but…”

They were moving uphill now, still seeing no one. The buildings petered out, becoming first heaps of grey stone resembling buildings, then stone itself—low vertical cliffs, quite vertical, streaked with the white droppings of birds and streetlights and bats. The trees too increased in height and intimidation—muscular oaks, rigid elms, a thick canopy of bare branches inexplicably hazed with pale green, as if it were spring here already.

“You know where you are going?” Cazenave murmured.

“Not precisely,” Ferec said. “No. But there’s supposed to be … there it is.”

The clearing was perhaps twenty paces across, roughly circular, and it contained, aside from a thick uneven carpet of grass, six standing stones chipped into exaggerated teardrop shapes. Their tips seemed as thin and sharp as the blade of a knife. The mist was thicker here, carrying its fragrance of damp earth, incipient bud and blossom; there was no smell of the river.

“É!”

There was really no other way to describe the shouted monosyllable; Ferec jumped, and turned with his hands up, showing them to be empty. A half-dozen people wound cautiously through the trees—they too seemed out of a painting, he thought. The ochres and umbers of their clothes, the dulled varnish. Four men, two women—it was one of the women who had spoken, an older woman, around Alabeus’ age.

Cazenave cleared his throat, bowed low, and spoke courteously to her in a language Ferec could not identify; all the same, the assembled locals backed off, both startled and fearful. They seemed poised to run, caught between terror—of the newcomers or the vampyr—and curiosity. Ferec supposed they did not get frequent visitors.

Cazenave turned back to Ferec. “I told them we are not here to harm them,” he said. “We would like to see the Proclamation of the Stones.”

“What language is that?” Ferec said.

Cazenave actually laughed—the first time Ferec had seen him do it. “Anglis, of course,” he said. “What the historians now refer to as Old Wex-Anglis—you do not recognize your own tongue? This is not even the oldest of all. It had not even appeared when I moved to the city.”

“Where did you come from?” Ferec said.

“Here,” said Cazenave. “Look—they are beginning. Do not speak.”

“What does this have to do with anything?” Alabeus said loudly.

“This place was closed off just when Bardanes came to the city,” Ferec said. “Now shut up.”



The ceremony was short, and as incomprehensible as expected; the three intruders stood well back from the clearing, between two trees, without speaking. A few minutes in, Alabeus removed the fountain pen body and cap from his pocket and screwed them together, then held the completed pen strangely—to Ferec’s eyes—balanced horizontally across the middle pads of his fingers, the hand extended a little in front of his chest. He was like a man allowing a songbird to perch and eat breadcrumbs from his palm.

The locals chanted, circled the stones, touched each one—poured milk and apple juice into the thick grass at their bases—circled back, crossed between the six, one by one. Six stones and six worshippers.

And six cities, Ferec thought for no reason, thinking of the old childrens’ rhyme to keep them all straight. Six are the cities in all the known world, and Wickhills most perilous fair …

When it was over, one of the men approached Cazenave again, awkwardly, and they spoke for a few minutes; Ferec turned to Alabeus.

“What are you doing?” he said.

“Testing,” the old man said shortly. “What is he doing? He must tell them I need some things. A nail, and some charcoal, and a length of string, and—”

“All right, all right.”

They ducked out from beneath the trees and returned to Cazenave, standing grandly in front of the small crowd of supplicants in his velvet cloak and ornate suit. “They wish us to dine with them,” Cazenave said. “They have bread, apples, and … I think I am translating this incorrectly … forest things. They are curious to know why I can speak with them, and why we have come here.”

As they ate—the forest things turned out to be mushrooms, which Ferec nudged aside and Alabeus ate with indecorous relish—Cazenave spoke to their hosts, three of the six who had been involved in the ceremony. The house in which they dined was modest—a single room, a table with several stools—but one wall was a half wall, the wood ending at hip-height and allowing a singularly dramatic view of their valley, hemmed in with the deep grey stone and draped with spring-resurrecting greenery. A stream flowed through the bottom, clear and fast. Just visible around a bend, a half-dozen girls laughed and squealed as they worked on the laundry; fabric arced whitely against the dark stone, like birds taking flight.

“They will bring you the items you have asked for,” Cazenave said as an old man cleared away their light wooden dishes. The others returned, sat again, and stared frankly at Ferec and Alabeus, their eyes wide under what Ferec could still not rid his mind of thinking of as varnished faces. “What will you do with them?”

Alabeus said, “You already know, creature; you are old enough to know. And they know too. It is only him we have to explain this to, to make him believe. He is almost ready, don’t you think?”

“Ready for what?” Ferec said warily.

Alabeus pointed: not at Ferec but the vampyr, who did not recoil. “You,” he said. “Tell him.”






INTERLUDE


Cazenave Tells a Story

I find I will have to speak of such things as seem tediously obvious. But if we do not proceed from the known, I cannot lead you into the unknown. I suppose we can begin as children begin: the sea is salt; the sun makes the plants grow; rain falls from sky to land; the walls of our great city are about six feet high and cannot keep out, or in, anything larger than a fairly determined hedgehog.

We all know it; no one says it.

What: you’ve never thought about it?

Finally you think to yourself: Whatever is out there that is preventing travel between the Six, the walls are what keep it out … aren’t they? Really? Then this thing must be shorter than you. No?

An angry badger, maybe? You are not laughing.

What keeps us imprisoned in the city is not out there. It is in here. With us. Below us, around us. Yes, the scientist is nodding: see.

And here is something else I hope you know. Maybe you do not. But the walls of the other Five are no higher than ours.

And you did not build them.

That is what is known.

Here is what is not known: no one did.

Vampyr is an old, old word. I like it greatly. I have heard many others over the centuries—some I think I would call a slur, base calumny and burning insult, rather than slang … I was always baffled when the young vampyr seized on some term or another and declared it a new favourite for our kind. At any rate, the new words never stayed, and like any other fashion, the old word came back around.

I like it because it was our old tongue—the one we spoke before everything was thrown into the stewpot and Anglis was the result.

Our lore is as old as the mountains, which in fact is where we came from—vampyr were not flatlanders till just a few thousand years ago. I suppose that is where the strange idea arose that we cannot live in the sun. We drank the blood of animals, long ago. And of each other sometimes out of curiosity or perversity … not desperation, no.

We go to sleep if there is a hunger we cannot sate, expecting that when we wake, there will be fresh blood. I know vampyr who are asleep most of the time—experiencing the world in bright blinks of a few weeks or months before returning to sleep for decades. There are others, like myself, who prefer to be awake most of the time, conversely.

So you can see why we wished for something like a city to exist long before they actually did. Then when we learned of them, we could not help but seek them out, visit, and finally move in … a city is the true home of a vampyr. It is what we were waiting for without knowing.

To say that what we feel for the Six is love would not be inaccurate, but it would be inadequate. Love to the point of madness and obsession, love filled with ordinary jealousy, desire, and tenderness … it is not merely that a city allows us to feed. It allows us also to live, and it gives us not merely permission but blessing. For those of us who live a very long time, like sphinx and manticore, it is our greatest ally, our dearest friend, our protector, our provider, our fortress, and our church.

Humans can never understand this feeling. They might imagine it, but they will never feel it. They feel something … smaller, simpler. Analogous but unalike. I am very sorry that you will never know the depth of it or how it moves us through the world.

The blood cries for comfort—yours no less than ours. It supplies itself and suckles itself to sleep. We came to the city, a few of us, when it was little more than a scrape in the ground such as wild deer make to bathe in dust. I came for curiosity, and fresh victuals, and because the vampyr I loved below the mountain loved another—we need not speak of him.

And already the walls were there—mark you.

They were the same height as they are now, and made, as they are now, of dressed pieces of pale grey stone neatly fitted with lime mortar. Do you know the stuff? It may take a hundred years to fully cure. But there they were, hardened, already ancient.

No one thought much of it. We certainly did not.

We thought it was clear that the people who had lived there before us—whoever they were, wherever they had gone—had built them to demarcate their village from others. Certainly they were not high or sturdy enough to keep out invaders, so they were decorative, or ritual; and anyway they were pierced with a dozen openings, without door or bar, and they did not impede the river, so we as much as forgot they were there, and we all settled down to live together, building our huts and our hovels and our temples and our forges, squiring the cattle and the swine, fishing, flirting, drinking, praying, feeding.

There were two castles already, crowding one another for room, glaring at each other’s battlements across the river Weck. Ruins, trembling in a high wind, made of and built within a quarry of a dark, dense stone that was difficult to work.

Two families declared themselves provably more noble than the others and moved in, defending them against all usurpers—our first rulers, one on the eastern bank and one on the west. We disregarded them for the most part. They did not rule with heavy hands, and they were inconsistent in their attentions to things like laws and taxation … they wished to restore their now-familial seats, and that required a great deal of manpower.

I loved to watch them at their work; I spent entire days studying the stonemasons, the sculptors, the carpenters, the painters, even the ladies who decorated the floor tiles, the children who ran to and fro with their little wooden pails of water or sand … how alive it all seemed, how innocent and vivid.

Together—I no less than the others, though my fellows did mock me, and the humans and others who seemed to not realize what I am—we went down also at low tides and cleared out the harbour, and began to build the first clumsy docks for fishing boats, and then we dug out the canals … I was there. I was there, always.

I learned to mudlark in those early days—when the Weck withdrew and you could climb down easily at certain spots and put your claws in the wetness. Not much glass then, but other things. Pottery, teeth. The bones of things turned to stone.

And one morning we woke up—a cool morning, clear, in early spring, with the cherry flowers just opening—and there was a new wall crossing the city, splitting it not quite exactly in two. You know it, Ferec, if no one else does; it is there still, the oldest sections in the Low. North and South Wexford.

That same light grey stone, the carefully cut edges, everything fitted together. We had heard nothing, seen nothing, and it is not easy to pass something below the notice of a vampyr. But also insomniacs and town drunks and adulterers and midwives and bakers and healers and witches, anyone who stayed up all night or rose in the darkness from their beds, they heard and saw nothing.

We all went out there and touched the wall, and it was solid, and there were gates—the usual gates in the older districts, very round at the top, not with a point.

Eventually we shrugged. Supposing the gods—for as now we knew they existed and occasionally were permitted to speak to them—had chosen to add a wall to our town of Weck-Through-the-Hill? Was it a blessing or an admonition from the gods? We did not understand them; their choices were mysterious to us; it was of no matter. The gates were wide enough to drive cattle through.

In three generations, humans were referring to the walls as built. Not that they appeared—but “In the Year of the Ribbon-Tailed Eel, when this wall was built…” Like that. We watched the language change along with everything else.

It was understandable. It was strange, but understandable. After all (we reasoned), who was to say that this was not the normal way a city arose?

At any rate it kept happening. I travelled; I read thousands of books; I spoke to hundreds of people; I visited towns and hamlets and villages and other cities, five of which joined us in the Six later, all the others perishing as the Dispersal began. There were not good roads back then but packed earth, so you could go well enough on a horse when it was dry; there was always talk of flagging them so you could move carts more easily. Some even started, building roads outwards from their gates.

Our fortunes rose and fell. The river provided lavishly and graciously. Invaders did come, and we invited them within the walls to talk, and they gave up and moved in with all their armies and their weapons and their long-suffering trains of wives and children and servants and squires. Overnight, we learned the most wonderful secrets of silk, paper, printing, astronomy, surgery, prophecy, and mathematics … we also, you should know, became wealthy from the horses of our enemies, which were the most beautiful in the world and fetched a fortune from every single sale without fail.

You cannot see those horses now except on the estates of the little lordlings and nobility (self-declared), where they are ridden for pleasure or the hunt, and never permitted to pull anything larger than a lady’s or a child’s decorated trap.

We had a king and we killed our king and replaced him with his queen; then when she was murdered by a servant the city went up in flames, and we lived without rule at all for two generations, what they called the Days of Strife.

Then we were governed by madmen, feral children, foreigners, monsters, cults, committees, nobles, merchants, cabals, priests, royalty again—briefly—one of those sleeping prince myths—of course he turned out to be an impostor—and finally a Major and his Council, chosen from those men and women who were relatively sane and reasonable.

We learned to perform our ceremonies, though we never understood why the city prospered when we did so and languished when we did not—two hundred years I think it took to solidify the regime of necessary days. It never mattered why they helped, but one could not deny that they did, so we all agreed upon it. It is the Wickhills way—that is where it came from, that is where it put itself into our marrow and our teeth and our hearts and our blood, so that we give it to the next generation. Like placing our bones into the foundations and walls of buildings we value … the tradition is important because things fall apart without it, not because it is tradition merely.

(This is something vampyrs understand intuitively, because it is easier to see over long periods of time. When I came to the city the foxes were all brown and red, like the soil of the fields or the banks of the river; then over time, over the litters and the days and the months and the years, they all became a light brindled grey, like the colours of the walls; and we too changed, we too learned to look more like the things that surrounded us, and that is what saves us to this day, for attitudes towards non-humans soured as humans took over.)

And then we stopped doing the ceremonies. We were too modern; it was too silly. No one mandated it, nor insisted on the preservation of its tools—the stone markings, the sacred groves, the monoliths, the voice-cones—so it ceased. Except in the Low—and the Holloway and the Synfolde—and their persistence is why Wickhills still stands and the city still grows. Do you understand now?

No? God, how slow you are.

Alabeus will show you.

In St. Barothain, the government replaced the old ways—the ceremonies people did not know the reasons for doing—with its state religion. No god, no gods. Worshipping the leader. And burning the dead. So maybe you have the elders or the secret societies keeping up the old ways. But in general there is silence, silence. The city knows.

There were hundreds of cities. Then the vanishings began, and the gods disappeared; and we did not know what to do at first. “Perhaps it will not happen to us,” people said when travellers disappeared from the roads, ships from the high seas.

They set out again, and never came back. From the towers of Wickhills we watched: from my castle we watched. In the distance, people tried to go faster, then slower; they tried to go on horses, mules, asses, they attempted to ride things like aurochs, believing it would fool those under the ground; they put iron plates on their carriages and armoured their horses; for years it only grew worse.

One in five were taken, then one in three, then at last all without exception. And only in the walled cities were people safe.

So we are here, now forever, we Six: imprisoned, though we do not call it that. Never to be released, it seems. The city grows as it wills itself to grow; and it does not, generally, do it when we’re watching.

So, angry little foreigner: that is what you found, have you not? That thing that the oldest races knew and would never speak of. The cities keep us in because that is what cities do when confronted with a threat. You are not talking to walls. You are talking to the things that make the walls. And you finally made sense of what you were hearing …

Your “device” cannot be a weapon of great import in St. Barothain. They do not have what we have. We have … fuel from the ceremonies. More of it, certainly, than any other city. Here, your invention could end it all. Like a match dropped on a pile of dry leaves.

You fool. You … murderous, world-ending fool.






CHAPTER18


Ferec stared at Cazenave, then back to Alabeus, who was sullenly drinking his fourth pint of hyssop ale and toying one-handedly with the structure he had built on the tabletop.

“The city,” Ferec said carefully, “is what?”

“You don’t believe me,” Alabeus said. “A scientist. And you don’t believe him, a witness. Well, all right. Come on. Bardanes was right—this is the only place I can show you.”

Back outside, trailed by a few of the more curious residents, they walked until Alabeus called a halt and directed Cazenave and Ferec to attach his device to an overhanging branch using a length of twine. “This place needs more metal,” Alabeus said, working on the knot. “All right, here. It needs to hang like this—just touching the paper—and the two sides like this. Now look.”

He stamped on the ground next to the dangling device, and the charcoal attached to the nail scribbled briefly on the paper below it, then returned to its place between the two angled boards. “Not very sensitive,” he admitted, “but serves the purpose. Yes? No? It measures vibration … or, well, it is not so scientific. It perceives vibration. What else vibrates?”

“I have no idea,” Ferec said.

“Sound. You know that, of course.”

“Alabeus, I am just nodding to get you to keep moving.”

“Give me your notebook. I need more paper. And your knife.”

Alabeus struck the crude tuning fork he had made out of four nails bound together with twine, then touched it to the twine of his detector; again the stick of charcoal scribbled and returned to its place. “See?” he said again.

Ferec nodded slowly, thinking of Maaz—as they had rushed out of Wellip Alley, the boy said he had heard something. Not a dog whistle, not a whistle of any kind, nothing he could identify, and then the walls fell in … a breeze moved through the branches above them, warm and mild, jostling Alabeus’ device but not leaving a mark on the paper below.

“This is what I eventually discovered,” Alabeus said quietly. “Entirely by accident. We found that there were certain … vibrations that preceded any movement of the walls. Sometimes other things coming into being—a new street, a new bench. This is why it took so long. You must understand that in St. Barothain such things happen so infrequently that the government had stopped believing that they ever had happened, and simply built things itself. We make our own walls. We make our own streets. But when the city does it, there is a signal. A small one, buried in the greater chaos of the city itself—all those feet and hooves, every other type of vibration. I found it by accident … and then I was able to reproduce it.”

“What?”

“Not precisely.” Alabeus sighed. “It would take years’ more research. It is like … you know how you can teach a mynah bird to say words? But it does not understand what it is saying. Like that. I am the mynah bird. But the city knows something is calling. If this works … no, don’t look at me. Look down there, to the road.”

He took out the blue fountain pen and, with one startling movement, embedded it in the dirt next to his device, lid-side up. Then he struck it once, hard, with Ferec’s knife, the metal blade meeting the metal of the clip.

For several seconds nothing happened; then the charcoal stick scribbled its message uncertainly—paused—resumed, like a man searching for the next word in his letter. Ferec strained his ears to the utmost, hearing nothing, but below, just where the edge of the stone began to hide the road, he saw the cobbles begin to rise.

The movement was small and slow, but deliberate—as if a burrowing creature was digging upwards, moving a handful of soil at a time. At the side of the road, three or four of the rectangular blocks that hemmed the cobbles heaved loose and fell on their sides in a dead faint.

“Enough,” Cazenave said.

Alabeus tugged the pen loose and cleaned the end of it with his shirt-tail; his face was flushed, nervous, as if he had not really believed it would work. “Back home,” he said, confirming it to Ferec, “that would have done nothing. I had the pattern as best I could, I played it through a megaphone so loudly I thought windows would shatter. And the wall we built in our lab responded. Like this: a twitch, like stabbing an aetherified needle into the muscle of a dead frog. The sound is a signal that the city emits, do you understand? It is not meant for human ears. I overheard it but I cannot control it; it is not a language I speak. But any stimulus causes a response if it is great enough.

“The pattern of the sound is engraved inside the cap and the pen. When I put them together in the correct orientation, the vibration may be emitted. I could make it louder with—I don’t know. A sheet of metal, a curved cooking pot, something like that. Anything to reflect the sound. You see how small it is here—if it were reproduced any larger, I do not even know what the city would do. It might build, it might destroy, it might panic—like someone screaming into the ear—perhaps it causes pain, I don’t know. But until it can be controlled it must not be used. It is no needle attached to a chemical cell, Ferec. It is a bolt of lightning.”

“Oh God,” Ferec said. For a few seconds he thought he might be ill; he wished he could blame the mushrooms, but he had given those to Alabeus. “God. It could be anything. Do anything. But the first thing they’re going to do with it is threaten to destroy another city. Isn’t it? It’s human nature. It’s all about … about being the only ones let out of prison, in a world where everyone else is locked up. And about making sure the other prisoners stay in their cells.”

“They who?” Alabeus said.

“Your people,” Ferec said. “Our people. Everybody.” He took the pen from Alabeus’ unresisting fingers and unscrewed the top and bottom again, peering inside the body, seeing nothing. “Bardanes was right. We’ll never have a moment’s peace until everybody who knows about this is dead.”

“Or they have seen reason,” Alabeus said. “If I were given a place to continue my work—”

“What makes you think they’d let you continue your work the way you want to here?” Ferec said wearily. “They’d never resist the temptation to make it a weapon. A city-killer, a world-ender. Something you can point at people.”

“If we could show them—” Alabeus checked himself, and sighed again. “No. I think you are right. I wish I could think better of people. But why would I?”

“You shouldn’t,” Cazenave said. “Believe me.”

“What will we do now?” Alabeus said.

Ferec was still rolling the two pieces of the pen between his fingers; after a moment, he returned the body to Alabeus and held the cap out to the dangling device. Curious how sweaty his hand was—a cold sweat, a sweat of foreboding.

Who did they follow? Me or you?

He flicked the finial with his fingernail and watched the charcoal scribble: a tiny movement, but untouched by any breeze. Alabeus’ eyebrows flew into the middle of his scalp like startled birds.

Ferec closed his eyes for a long time, then opened them again. “I had a … a suspicion,” he said at last, massaging his left temple. “I admit I was … testing it when I went to meet Bardanes. It wasn’t so much that I wanted to show him the key—prove that we had it. He wouldn’t have known whether it was real or not, because he had never seen it. But I had started to suspect that it was the cap that was being followed somehow. Not me. Not Bardanes. Not even Alabeus. I didn’t know how—nor do I still, in fact—but I think it must be to do with these vibrations you are talking about, Alabeus, since it is becoming clear that St. Barothain has pursued scientific advances in this area and Wickhills, apparently, has not.

“That first night, when we were attacked, I didn’t really see it in the darkness—but the ōg had something bound around its waist, something that felt like a box. I didn’t think of it again until … until the Botanical Gardens. The man next to Krztevski was carrying a box, a wooden box, on a leather strap to keep his hands free. And the St. Barothain agent said something I barely paid attention to at the time … I believe that St. Barothain did indeed send its own people to recover Alabeus from the ship and bring him back. They only involved our people when Alabeus and the cap became separated from one another, because finding the cap alone was no help. St. Barothain must have realized that whatever they were working on, trying to imitate Alabeus’ device, wasn’t working. They needed the original, and the man himself, for that last, crucial discovery … The City must have agreed to ‘assist,’ and then—upon finding or guessing what St. Barothain was attempting to recover—decided to double-cross them to take it for itself.”

“And now?” Cazenave said querulously. “It is a fine theory; but it does not help us.”

“It might,” Ferec said. “If we can turn the tables, as they say.” He replaced the cap in its cigarette case and, over Alabeus’ protests, slipped it into his coat pocket. “No, I’m keeping this for now. I have a plan.”






CHAPTER19


“Allow me to confirm,” Velasco said.

“Yes?” said Ferec.

“You both attended and did not attend this university?”

“Correct.”

They paused on the steps of the Advanced Biological Sciences Research building—steps of dramatic, knee-destroying steepness and peril leading to an entrance so operatic that Ferec would not have been surprised if a scantily clad soprano on a papier-mâché horse had flown out of it on a wire. “I was,” Ferec said, “a learner, Velasco, a seeker of knowledge—a hunter of the hidden ways. And also in disguise. Come on.”

The professor’s offices spoke of money, as so many places did, circumspectly, with many repetitions and redundancies … monologued about money, really, driving the message home without inflection or music, Ferec thought: just his professional opinion.

Books were books, but the shelves were baroque and bespoke, not the utilitarian plank-and-nail setup of every other academic. The desk was cast bronze, topped with a thick, polished slab of black marble. The few bare spaces on the wall exhibited gold and green hand-painted wallpaper, all the little errors and idiosyncrasies left in for prestige. Someone had even gilded the bars of the windows—oh now that was too much. Terribly tasteless.

“Well, what was your specialty?” Velasco whispered.

“Pardon?”

“When you were here.”

“Advanced Torture Techniques, specifically of Watchmen. Can you be quiet, please? We need to be taken seriously.”

Three rooms adjoined to fit in all the equipment and associated reading. Ferec and Velasco waited patiently in the first, as they had been told, sneering at the decor and the furniture. Still, all Hoepsachett’s surreptitious inquiries had turned up only one name—“If he can’t tell you, no one can” had been said more than once—and it had the feel of a setup, the taste of it, but it couldn’t be helped. One had to at least poke one’s nose under the trap to sniff the bait.

At length, several minutes after the wall clock struck three, a strange series of noises began in the farthest room, and approached—slowly, uncertainly, shuffling and bumping and thumping. The unmistakable handclap of a book falling to a carpeted floor came two or three times. And an odd, ankle-level rustle. A long robe?

Ferec was both gratified and discomfited to be partly right as Professor Eldebald entered the room. The man wore a floor-length professorial robe of faded black, freshly laundered; he was quite tall, several inches taller even than Velasco, and the hem thus exposed his red stockings and a pair of gleaming black boots. He held a long wooden cane with a golden handle carved as a sphinx—new, Ferec judged, based on the lack of wear at the tip. The noise had been from the man sweeping it across the carpet as he came into the room.

Ferec deduced from this that the accident that had robbed the professor of his—Ferec paused—well, sight, yes, but also his head, had been relatively recent. Eldebald’s neck now terminated in a large glass flask with sloped sides, filled with what appeared to be a miniature thunderstorm of boiling sepia liquid and occasional lightning. The top of the flask, about as wide as a tea biscuit, was stoppered very firmly with a cork and a thick, dripped layer of scarlet wax.

“Very pleased to meet you,” someone said from behind him—a thin, fluting voice, as if from a mechanical music box. The professor stepped aside uncertainly, swinging the cane till it cracked against the edge of his desk, then groping his way over and sitting gratefully in the padded leather chair. “Mr. Ferec, is it?”

The voice had come from a young man—no, wrong again, a slender golden snake emerging from the open mouth of a young man in the blue robes of a teaching assistant, who walked stiffly and slowly, as if steered by invisible strings. His eyes were open and glazed, in fact covered with a thin layer of dust; his face was frozen, entirely unmoving.

The snake said, “Professor Eldebald, at your service.”

Velasco started; Ferec kicked the Watchman on the ankle, then tore his gaze from the snake and the assistant, looking at the professor’s flask, then back to the snake. It swayed a little back and forth, the tongue flickering. “Excuse me, sir,” Ferec said after a moment. “I apologize for my manners; I’m not quite sure whom to address.”

“Oh, we’re all getting used to new difficulties,” the snake sighed. “I hope to, er, rectify this … this inconvenience as soon as possible; but in the interim period it was quite impossible to teach and research without a head, so I borrowed a graduate student from the Department of Linguistics and rigged this up temporarily. And your associate is…?”

“Era Velasco,” Velasco said after several awkward seconds. “I’m, er, an alumnus. But not a scientific man,” he added hastily.

The snake’s shining black tongue flicked in and out a half-dozen times. “Now now, don’t sound so down about it, my lad; I’m not sure I can say the same of myself these days. How may I be of assistance to you gentlemen?”

Imagining the expression on Bardanes’ face if he were in here both pained and cheered Ferec as he replied. “To be blunt, we have reason to believe that we’re in possession of something … related to municipal security, and we’d like to see if we’re correct.”

“Ah! How interesting. What is it? It must be extraordinarily small, since it is my particular door you have come to darken.”

“Yes, it’s quite small. We think.” Ferec paused. “Truth be told, we haven’t actually … found it.”

“… Well, whatever it is, we shall take a gander, shall we? There’s such tremendously interesting work in the field of industrial miniaturization these days,” the snake said, and withdrew slightly down the young man’s throat as Eldebald rose from the chair and retrieved his cane.

Ferec and Velasco followed them into the next room, brightly lit in the flood of wintry sunshine from the enormous, uncovered window that constituted most of the back wall. A half-dozen gleaming copper benches, some fitted with faucets and sinks, some with gas jets, supported a wonderland of strange devices—tangles of tubing and fine wires, glass and ceramic, rubber and pipes and cables and bellows and stone. The largest, in the back, bore a scrawled note in dark red ink reading DO NOT TOUCH!!

The professor gently patted and groped his way to one of the middle benches, his long dark hands, scribbled over with traceries of fresh scars, becoming more sure as he ran his fingers over the knobs and levers of the device bolted to the centre of the bench. It had what appeared to be a pair of ordinary field glasses attached to the top—leather body, blue-coated lenses, not very different from the first pair Ferec had been issued at work. The rest of the machine was an incomprehensible cathedral of brass bits and tubes.

There was another note pasted to the body, reading in small, neat letters, NO MORE THAN 0.015!

“Are you able to place the item in the viewing chamber down there?” the snake said over Ferec’s shoulder. “I have forceps if you need them.”

Ferec took the forceps, handed them to Velasco, and removed the cigarette case from his waistcoat pocket, then placed the fountain pen cap where the professor was indicating, a glass disc with a slight concavity in the centre. “There’s something in there,” Ferec said. “We think.”

“Superb. Just a moment … dear oh dear. The size of it. Well well.”

Eldebald twiddled some knobs and lengthened some tubes, shortened others, muttering softly to himself, the snake seeming to supervise the whole thing, though of course it was he himself who did the work.

At last the snake dipped sinuously over the paralyzed student’s chin and peered closely at one of the dials on the side, marked with tiny numbers in black enamel, then slid back to its previous position. “I’ve found something. It’s mostly in focus for me,” Eldebald said. “But then, I’m a snake. If you need to alter the focus, don’t touch anything but that big knob with the red dot on it.”

“Yes, sir.”

Ferec settled his eyes carefully over the twin openings of the field glasses and moved the knob a hairsbreadth in either direction until the oddly rainbow-tinged image became sharp. “Mm,” he said, in lieu of stronger language.

“May I look?” Velasco whispered. “Do you mind?”

“… Don’t move the knob,” Ferec said, and waited.

“Oh dear,” Velasco said.

Ferec’s first instinct was to pull out the cap and step on it, like a cockroach; he resisted the urge, and went back to the field glasses, as if to convince himself. Yes: there underneath the bloody finial (knew it!), hidden in the central facet, a hexagon camouflaged underneath the hexagon of glass. At this magnification, the lower one was not featureless but exhibited a small, regular pattern of wavy lines, like the moiré effect of certain kinds of fabric. “An encrypted message of some kind?” Ferec murmured, lifting his head and blinking away the dazzle. “The lines?”

“Perhaps,” Eldebald said. “Perhaps not. If it is a message, it simply repeats.”

“Could it be,” Ferec said slowly, “some kind of … something that would respond in some way to … vibrations in the air? Or to a sound?”

“Oh, yes. You are a man of cutting-edge science, I see!” The snake flicked its tongue again, perhaps laughing. “Yes, there are a fair few projects at the moment—collaborating with Public Health, of course—studying vibrational waves of sound.”

“Public Health?”

“Bats,” Eldebald said, as if that helped. “And streetlights. Also, apparently, the lesser teacup-beetle. If you can … blast and damn it, really. I wish I had my head back … shall we try to remove it and take another look?”

“Yes, please.”



Back in the first room, the hexagon safely recovered into a tiny new envelope and snugged back into its cigarette case, Eldebald rummaged through his shelves until he found a slim folio—not even a book, merely a few dozen pages bound with a piece of glued paper on one side—and handed it to Ferec. “Quite, quite ingenious,” he said proudly, as if he had done the research himself. “Where did you say you got this shape?”

“I didn’t.” Ferec flipped till he saw the title of the paper and read rapidly, his stomach sinking.

“Oh no,” Velasco said softly.

“Yes, the operational mechanism is quite clever,” Eldebald said, leaning back in his chair so that the captured storm sloshed and flickered in his flask. “Needs must, I suppose … well, it’s precisely as you can see. My student is hoping to publish this paper relatively soon—well, that’s how it works, it’s on the next page. Employing a small amount of the power contained in acid cells—the new type one might put into a camera or a torch—a ‘wave’ is emitted, which sends vibrations through the air rather than via sound. The reverse of the ‘bat detector’ they’re working on which allows the bat to send the wave. Then your little dot there, since it is metal-impregnated glass, will ‘reflect’ a signal back to the sender of the first one. Do you see?”

“We’ve been carrying this around with us,” Ferec said carefully, trying not to bite his tongue, which had unaccountably gone numb.

“Very interesting,” Eldebald said blankly, after a pause where he was clearly trying to figure out what Ferec meant for him to do with the statement. The snake bobbed around uncertainly.

“Do you think, Professor,” Velasco said, “that we could … deactivate this dot somehow but not destroy it?”

“I’m not sure what you mean,” Eldebald said, puzzled. “It’s not active, you see. It only ‘responds’ when its signal is sent. But I’ll tell you right now, if you want to talk to the bat group, we can take a little walk through the snow. They’ll have some ideas, certainly, if any of them are awake.”



“It was never their bloody craft,” Ferec muttered as he whistled for a cab. “There I was, having existential crises in the middle of the night … am I losing my touch? Am I losing my vision? Am I simply getting old?”

“How old are you?” Velasco said.

“Thirty-four-ish,” Ferec said vaguely, swinging up into the seat next to Velasco and knocking on the roof.

“Pardon? So you don’t know how old you really are?”

“Look, stop talking. I’m in a foul mood and you’re making it worse.”

“… Where are we going? I don’t recognize this neighbourhood.” Velasco leaned forward worriedly, trying to look out the cab’s grimy windows. The sun was already setting, and everything was blue and uncertain.

“My club,” Ferec said. “Aren’t you hungry? All this messing about with science.”

“We should really get back to the others,” Velasco said worriedly.

“Dinner first. Trust me.”

Ferec’s club, The Grove, had been selected for him by Bardanes years ago—just the place, the old man had said, for an up-and-coming young insurance adjustor with great schemes for advancement. It was ancient, underpopulated, and stodgy, and had a membership list that turned over at a glacial pace—they took in, the secretary had said once, around eight hundred applications a month, and accepted between one and three new members a year.

Velasco glanced leerily across the street as the cab dropped them off, where a tall and featureless black pyramid, its curved staircase encrusted with lit scarlet candles, loomed over the other buildings; a faceless man in a stained red robe beckoned to them both from the top of the stairs, pointing encouragingly into the high open doorway behind him, where flames distantly flickered. “Er, Ferec—”

“Oh, I find it’s best to ignore him. In we go, quickly now. You don’t want him coming down the stairs.”

The secretary signed Ferec in, handed him two brass tokens for dinner, and returned to the desk that blocked most of the hallway between the door and the common room. A few more murmured conversations and hand gestures ended with Ferec and Velasco in one of the club’s private dining rooms, a cosy little cube of three paces on each side. There was no fireplace, but a round stove had been built into a brick column against the wall near the circular window, like the porthole of a ship. Ferec settled onto one of the armchairs by the fire and tugged the bell to order dinner.

“Is this place safe?” Velasco sat cautiously on the edge of the second chair.

Ferec didn’t look up. “I wish I’d old Bardanes’ gift for smelling out lies,” he said slowly. “Alabeus seemed shocked at the idea that there might be some kind of … location device inside his key. Suggesting, but not proving, that he didn’t put it there himself.”

“Which part do you believe might be the lie?”

“Difficult to say.” Ferec stared deep into the fire and avoided looking down at the lumpy cloth sack next to his feet, containing the freshly built contraption they had eventually taken from the university. “I suppose it’s reasonable to assume that if St. Barothain has already developed this … this reflection technique, it would use it first to surveil its own people. Politicians, diplomats, people of consequence that one wouldn’t wish to … misplace. Alabeus told us he stole the pen from a ‘visiting dignitary.’ Very well; we can proceed from there as we hypothesize.”

“All right,” Velasco said. “He steals the pen; he’s unaware that it’s got this … thing. He completes the key…”

“And how long does it take him to complete this key?”

“I don’t know. His timeline seems a little vague; Hoepsachett says he kept saying a long time, a long time. To me, it sounds like he took the pen not intending to ‘use’ it for anything other than as a pen, and seized on it as something convenient to hide his … his key when he ran, because it was small and inconspicuous. Or he made it into the key because it was already the right shape and size, I don’t know.”

“Long enough,” Ferec said, “for whoever has been tasked with keeping an eye on people who have the dot to notice that it’s no longer with its assigned recipient?”

Velasco said nothing. Sweat broke out on his forehead; Ferec noted it with sympathy. The man wasn’t wrong to be frightened; it got worse and worse the more one thought about it.

A knock at the door. Ferec rose and swapped his tokens for the covered trays, then sat back down in his chair, ignoring the table behind them. “Let us pretend,” he said, sliding the paper covers off his cutlery, “that we are running a scientific establishment in St. Barothain. You can be the technical fellow who runs the”—he waved his fork—“reflector program.”

“And that makes you…?”

“Tecuric the would-be princess, I suppose,” Ferec said. “You come to me one day: ‘Madame,’ you say, ‘it’s the strangest thing; my team tells me that Prince, er … Prince Luchok or whoever hasn’t moved for several days.’ ‘Well, that’s all right,’ I tell you. ‘He probably just left his pen at home.’”

“And I say, ‘No, it’s not at his house; it’s at one of the laboratories, in fact. The one you took him to visit last week, to show that Project H…’” Velasco swallowed dryly. “‘The program was surely about to produce results.’”

“‘How strange,’” Ferec said, digging into his pheasant. “‘Well, he forgot it there; how careless. I will go and get it back.’”

“So he goes and—” Velasco said.

Ferec shrugged. He was losing his appetite; Velasco had not even uncovered his tray. “Discovers that Alabeus has the pen; he was under constant surveillance, after all. He said so. And perhaps Tecuric, or her underling if she doesn’t go to the lab herself, decides: No. I won’t storm in and snatch it back from him; I will wait to see why he took it. Of course, it is a beautiful, expensive pen. And yet, why would a scientist risk his career and his reputation by stealing a pen, even if it is beautiful? No reasonable man would do so. Imagine the outrage—this dignitary is furious, he demands Alabeus be sacked, jailed … flogged, I don’t know. And then the pen begins moving again…”

The stove crackled; outside, faintly, two women began to shout at each other on the street below, over the frightened whinnies of cab-horses. Ferec finished his pheasant and moved on to the mashed potato, saving the green beans for last.

“They knew he was coming here, and when,” Velasco said.

“And why, no doubt.”

“But they could have … that means they knew where he was the entire time. They could have arrested him as he left his laboratory. Or as he got onto the ship.”

“Yes,” Ferec said. “And they did not. They wanted him to be here, Velasco. They wanted him to be here, and the key. Here. Not St. Barothain. Let us continue to hypothesize.”

“I’d rather not.”

“They believed it would be a moment’s work to recover him when the ship docked,” Ferec said. “We were the confounding factor that surprised them—the only thing they didn’t catch was that he had managed to coordinate with Bardanes. Thus they have hunted us, and him, ever since; and we have confounded them ever since, mostly by chance and…” He closed his eyes. “Sacrifice.”

“… We have to stop them.”

“Stop being obvious, Velasco. We’ve been saying that since the start. But how?”

“I don’t know. I’m sorry, Ferec, it’s just—you think like an agent, and I think like a copper. We wait for someone to do a crime, and then later, maybe, we find them, or we don’t. But Seaborne—you said—”

Ferec was struggling with the bent cap of the bottle, and apparently not paying attention; but he looked up, eyes flaring. “Thank you for reminding me.”

“Of what?”

The bottle cap flew off and jingled into the corner; Velasco automatically got up and retrieved it, dropping it into the rubbish bin next to the door.

“Eat your supper,” Ferec said, pointing. “We’re going for a little walk after this. You’re quite right: Seaborne doesn’t start fights. We never have. We wait until the fight starts, and then we set a trap at the exit.”

“What?”

“To catch the winner.” He picked up the bag and fished out the contraption—probably, he thought, not like the one Krztevski’s underling had been carrying in its wooden case. This one was inelegantly held together with thumb-stabbing bits of screw and wire, and bits of adhesive copper tape, and blobs of synthetic glue to fill in the gaps. It looked as if it would fall apart at a stern word. But it had worked.

The Rooftop People—the Aerial Wildlife Monitoring Information Group—had fitted the device with two large acid cells, and a lever next to which, on the adhesive tape, they had written ON and OFF in black grease pencil, already smeared. They had been delighted to see one of the reflector dots in person, having read the same paper that Eldebald had shared; they had been working on something similar, hoping to “label” individual bats and thus more closely track their movements and thus potential outbreaks of bat-borne diseases, as well as to see whether the streetlights—which all had agreed were taxonomically neither bat nor bird, but related to pouch-bearing animals—could contract infections from a bat.

The head scientist had agreed that there was likely no way to make the reflector stop “sending,” short of encasing it in metal, as Ferec had already done; it had and needed no power source, and would only send back a signal if someone was “sending” it the correct frequency to make it respond. But they agreed that it would be easy enough to reverse-engineer, knowing how it worked, and in a few hours had discovered the sending frequency, and the frequency with which the little shape “called back,” and had given Ferec this thing, which supposedly would help him track the sender if they were looking for their dot.

“The science seems sound,” Velasco said, eyeing the thing. “It … it seemed to work in the lab.”

“It made a noise in the lab, certainly,” Ferec said.

“Should … should we test it? See if they’re … looking for us?”

“Not until we’re outside,” Ferec said. “And ready to run.”






CHAPTER20


“You might have taken Velasco,” Hoepsachett said under her breath. “Everyone thinks he’s a gumdrop anyway.”

“He’s not a field agent,” Ferec said. “Moreover, he says he isn’t of that persuasion.”

“It’s cover, it doesn’t matter whether he really is.”

“Well, keep up your act, anyway. We’re bait; we have to smell convincing.” He looked down at her: the placid, plump face rouged with cold—not cosmetics, that was important—and the sensible kerchief covering her unadorned hair. The white-and-blue gown she had found was untailored and cheap-looking without seeming particularly rustic; it was still City Mouse rather than Country Mouse. There had been no need to point out that Hoepsachett was not a field agent either; but it didn’t matter. She had proven herself along several axes, and she was as true as a stonemason’s level … yet Ferec could not part himself from the idea that he had been right to suspect her as the leak.

She was positioned for it, no different from Stangl, Alabeus, or himself. Or Bardanes … the old man had not suggested that Hoepsachett had shot Stangl out of the animal reflex of immediate terror, but more coldly, before he could reveal that they had been working together, leaking together, for mutual gain. Like the City itself working with St. Barothain, intending always to betray them.

Indeed, the leak itself might not have stopped; they all knew now that the little reflector hidden within the lid of the pen was imprecise, allowing an approximation of location. She might still be passing on more precise information to their enemies. He had kept her on a longer rein, a looser rein, than before. She would feel more confident to betray them, knowing that Ferec believed all the methods of their betrayal—the reflector, Stangl—had been discovered and terminated.

And why not? he thought now, uneasy. It was not unreasonable. She was capable, intelligent, watchful; she was learning fieldcraft at a terrifying rate; her perfect orthodoxy was a better masque than Stangl’s affable shiftiness, the way he had acted like a competent but slightly crooked copper to suggest that his act was to highlight the fact that it must be an act.

Worse, she walked the line so well: she would not be scandalized if someone suggested that she was crooked; she would laugh it off, but present her bona fides at the same time. Me? Living where I do? I must be undercharging. If you were too defensive, that was suspicious; if you were too dismissive, no difference. It depended who was on the receiving end.

And Ferec gave every indication of trusting her: for weeks had leaned on her with his full weight as his right-hand man, left her alone with Alabeus and the others, told her she didn’t need to inform him of her movements, passed her all his gathered scraps of information and conjecture.

With a little start, he wondered if she knew it—that she was still on his list. She must. If he had looked at the evidence and concluded that it might be him, then she would have done the same; she had all the same evidence he did. Did that make her more dangerous, or less?

Well, never mind; he could shoot her as she’d shot Stangl. If needed. Not before. And in the meantime, just as Bardanes had said, Ferec himself simply and physically couldn’t be in two places at once, as much as he wanted to do everything himself …

“Are the others in place?” Ferec said, his lips barely moving behind the artistic swathes of his silk scarf.

“Gus is on the roof of the temple there,” Hoepsachett murmured. “Just saw her mirror flash … where’s the vampyr?”

“If you don’t see him, that means he’s here.”

“Probably.”

“Probably.”

Ferec rose from the bench and held his arm out for Hoepsachett; they stood on the sidewalk for a moment, looking past the constant stream of shoppers through the enormous window that fronted the Cardston’s—their flagship store built upon its coveted lot above the river, the biggest Cardston’s in the city. Behind the barred plate-glass, riotously painted steam-powered toy trains laden with baubles, sweets, and expensive trinkets sputtered along winding tracks, the crossties covered in gold leaf.

As Ferec had explained to Alabeus, the Feast of Embers was now only five days from today; after that, by tradition, the city took its longest break in the calendar year, during which nearly all businesses closed and the schools and universities sent their students home for a fortnight. Those of a certain social class would be expected to spend the time not with family and friends but performing charitable deeds or donating to local temples, libraries, orphanages, or friendship societies, and re-gifting one’s received or ungiven gifts, particularly to less-fortunate friends or relations. Ferec had decided that Hoepsachett would make a lovely less-fortunate relation; she had disagreed; at last they had flipped a coin for it, and decided on her charming far-flung accent.

“What am I supposed to be, then?” she’d mused as they stepped off the tram. “Surely not a lucky mistress being treated to a day’s shopping. I mean, look at you. And look at me.”

“Nonsense; but if you insist. Perhaps a sister who married poor? A country cousin?”

“Let’s say cousin,” she said. “We don’t look quite alike enough to be siblings, I’m afraid. I think I look more like Velasco, don’t you?”

“You have his eyes,” Ferec agreed. Forearm held nearly at his chest, he gallantly ushered Hoepsachett through the ornate archway and into the store proper, smiling at the doormen who shot daggers at Hoepsachett and tipped their blue-and-gold hats to him. Ah, money—the universal reagent, dissolving everyone down to their basest prejudices and assumptions … “Second floor,” Ferec said. “It’s more open there. Fewer racks.”

“Should I take the kerchief off? More recognizable.”

“Yes, put it in your handbag. And listen for that thing to make a noise.”

“It’s a test,” she said.

“Yes,” he said. “Not a pass-fail; an assay. We need to see who shows up with the detector now, not whether they have it or not.”

Live bait, as Ferec had explained to Velasco, should be wriggling; they must be as visible as possible for the benefit of whoever was tracking them today. Of course, if the said hostiles had a drop of sense, they’d know that this was a setup; but hopefully they wouldn’t have concluded that it was a trap. An arranged meeting, more like. Ferec had given every indication of it—the location, the vast and unbudgeable number of witnesses, his thin, vain coat and snugly tailored suit that could not possibly conceal weapons.

And people always underestimated Hoepsachett.

They headed for the store’s wall of lifts, four gorgeous terraria of stained glass and hanging ferns, each operated by a uniformed employee of impeccable posture and demeanour. Ferec glanced casually around the crowds as they waited in the queue, the sneering gaze of someone wanting to see who was wearing a more expensive hat than him, or better boots … “Oh, I say,” he said. “Margrit, darling, isn’t that our old school chum by the doorway? In the gown of amethyst?”

“I’m sure I don’t know what an amethyst is, Cornelius,” she replied meekly. Her gaze was sharp, brief, and merciless; she nodded briefly, her fingers tightening on his arm.

“Light purple, my innocent vase of snowdrops.”

The women in front of them tittered; Hoepsachett ducked her head, half-turning to Ferec. “And at nine.”

Ferec moved his eyes rather than his head. Yes, there was another one—the woman in purple was Sam Ramsy, usually known as Samsy about the office, and the tall, ginger-haired man giving an unhealthy amount of attention to the handkerchiefs and pocket-squares on the other side of the floor was therefore probably Conrade Le Fer, whom Ferec had only met twice over the years. Le Fer almost never left his office; he was one of those men who, like Bardanes, assembled jigsaw puzzles mostly from the pieces others brought to him. Samsy was one of his best suppliers of pieces, so he had probably requested her for this mission.

Two visible; that likely meant two or (if they were sensible) three elsewhere. They would watch Ferec and Hoepsachett for a while, seeing if they were alone, and only then close in and herd them quietly out of one of the exits. Standard Seaborne protocol.

They were all so well-trained, Ferec thought. Almost a point of pride; you could weep. Except when, as now, you were herding one of your own … Ferec thought of the things in Cazenave’s moat. Long, reptilian things of indefinable colour and movement, like someone had thrown a lot of gowns and scarves into the water. Sopping, iridescent, sinking and rising again depending on the currents (and how did a moat have currents? No, better to not think about it). You would be eaten without ever knowing what you were dealing with.

He smiled.

They stepped out of the lift and into the world of the second floor: what Cardston’s probably thought of as restrained luxury. It was a zoo, a circus, of money: gilt pillars topped with orchids more expensive than any of the clothing; roving assistants bearing trays of snacks and drinks; six month’s wages for a ladies’ hat; the cage-within-a-cage effect, subtle but unmistakable, of the jewelry section.

Towing Hoepsachett, he headed for rings and pocket-watches. It was very hot, even with few of the lamps lit; there were simply too many people. Moving politely around one another, of course, but just too many.

“I don’t recognize that one,” Hoepsachett said under her breath as they perused the displays of imprisoned gems. She moved her chin fractionally. “In the blue coat.”

“Mm. I don’t know him either. Well, I suppose it’s a large organization.”

“The guards are watching him.” Hoepsachett chuckled. “Looks like a stickyfinger, doesn’t he? Loitering there. Coveting.”

“He has the look,” Ferec admitted. So that was three; where were the others? He whetted his accent and summoned an attendant to unlock the imposing, glass-topped mahogany case: all gold and real stones.

“Oh, Cornelius,” Hoepsachett squeaked self-consciously. “My ears aren’t even pierced!”

“Never mind, old duckie; we’ll get you a bracelet. Or a ring. It’s what my dear aunt would have wanted.”

“No, no, these are all too much…”

The backs of the other cases, arranged vertically against the wall, were mirrored; in them, Ferec counted one more agent, standing too still in the flow of people, and not looking at anything much, but surreptitiously staring at him and Hoepsachett from behind a tall display of cravats. Was that it? Four? Not so bad.

His face and hands tingled with anticipation; his crossbow wound sent out a supplemental bolt of pain, as if not wishing to be left out. At least he had not been as riddled with holes as he had expected in the Botanical Gardens; ironically, the king’s healer’s flask of tonic had taken the would-be killing shot, the bullet shattering into splinters that he had shaken out of the broken flask afterwards. And the other two wounds had not been deep—as the ancient warriors of Weck-Through-the-Hill had known (Cazenave said), wool had a surprising amount of stopping power against projectiles, and Ferec’s thick coat acted as better armour than expected. If Bardanes had been wearing a coat rather than his suit …

No, there were too many ifs, too many possible pasts; and Ferec knew agents that had been rendered useless from regret. He would not be among their number. It would have to be something else.

Ferec returned the bracelet of diamonds and sapphires to the counter attendant, flicking a glance quickly at the mirrored cases behind her. “Perhaps something more suitable for your neighbourhood,” he said loudly. “What do you think, Margrit? A gown? A coat? A cloak?”

They left the jeweler’s cage and drifted towards the acreages of ladieswear, treading a straight path through the crowds down the centre of the section, not looking back. Ferec’s neck itched furiously as the other agents closed in. They too were drifting, they too mingled with the crowd … he and Hoepsachett stepped behind a display of cloaks, and split up.

Ducking behind a pillar, Ferec quickly dropped his hat on the floor, shed his brightly coloured scarf, and stripped out of his coat, flicking it inside out and putting it back on, buttoning it to the throat. Reversed, the black was now a dark, plummy red; good for hiding bloodstains, he reflected bleakly. But not as good as the black. And there needn’t be any blood anyway.

The last step was to retrieve the long, thin knife from its holster under his trousers, and he eased silkily back out from behind the pillar, moving around the periphery of the room till he found the man in the blue coat who had been watching them a moment ago, and came up behind him.

The tip of the knife, protruding from Ferec’s sleeve, went right through one of the man’s coat seams and resisted minimally upon hitting flesh; the man squawked with surprise, but—well-trained—didn’t move.

“Name, please?” Ferec said into the man’s ear.

“Zeri.” The man’s voice was calm enough, resigned with embarrassment and tightened with pain; Ferec noted all this for future movements. One had to accumulate as much data as possible before acting.

“Agent Zeri,” he said, keeping one hand on the man’s shoulder, “you were sent to bring us in, correct? Forcibly, if needed, but ideally not. To Seaborne: one of the other handlers first, then Committee. Yes?”

“Y … no. Just to talk.”

“Really.”

“I swear, I swear.” Lying, and gasping with it. Ferec kept the smile on his face, and steered him smoothly out of the corner, back towards the staircases leading to the upper and lower floors. Most people—rich and sedentary for one, and heavily dressed in winter clothing for another—were using the lifts; the staircases, decorated with seasonal fabric flames and sheep’s wool “smoke,” were nearly deserted. And very steep. One could hit quite a turn of speed by the final step, should one fall at the top.

“We’re talking now,” Ferec said, grasping the back of the man’s greasy neck with his free hand. “Walk. Slowly. How many others?”

“Three.”

“Good answer. Always smart to outnumber someone if you can. And the more agents, the easier it is for flanking maneuvers…” Halfway down, he spotted Hoepsachett already at the bottom, looking at a display of ladies’ gloves, her arm cinching the waist of her companion in a friendly fashion—Samsy, flushed and fuming, nearly the colour of her amethyst gown. “Lovely,” Ferec exclaimed. “Well, the others can catch us up. Let’s go outside, shall we? It’s so stuffy in here.”

“Agent Ferec, please. You can’t possibly—”

He twitched the knife, barely registering Zeri’s gurgle of pain. “Outside,” he said. “Sunshine, fresh air. Much healthier.”

They were almost all the way back when Ferec realized he hadn’t heard the machine go off.



Ferec had spent long stretches of his life—the old one, the one he never spoke of, the one he had erased as if from a chalkboard before Bardanes knew his name—being uncatchable. Or at least uncaught, which to him was the same thing. He understood Gus’ shy pride in this, and the sense of unease: if you said it, if you said it out loud, God would hear you. And someone would catch you.

Meanwhile, of course, Seaborne had taught him the pleasures of being the catcher—dropping the net, watching the struggles cease. He had had to make an effort to learn that. That wasn’t innate. And Seaborne cultivated a certain joy in it, or it recruited agents who would come easily to that joy, or both.

Cazenave wanted them to go to the castle—that was headquarters, after all. But Ferec didn’t think it was intimidating enough. He didn’t want to have to start from a general fear level of zero, or even negative. How could you question people in the sitting room, with its silly tablecloth? Gus, through one of the Indigo King’s valets or secretaries or property managers or slumlords, had suggested this place instead—far, far down in the Holloway, not in ruins but rubble, where the oldest of the tunnels met and ran for miles.

There were chairs, rope, spirit lanterns—the necessary—and darkness, and stench, and silence of a degree one did not usually hear on the surface, which was not necessary but very useful; and of course they also had a vampyr, which one did not normally have at a questioning.

Ferec was not sure whether that would speed things up, but he did feel, keenly, that time was of the essence; Hoepsachett agreed. If their captives were running this operation by the book, at a certain point the team—not all four, likely—but a representative of the team would have to check in. If they didn’t, then another team would be sent out to find the missing team, and then if that one vanished another team to find them, and eventually …

“Right,” he said to the four bound and head-bagged forms arranged in a row on the chairs in front of him. “Is someone taking notes? Thanks very much. Faces, please.”

Hoepsachett, standing behind the row, pulled the bags away—embroidered pillowcases, as it happened, borrowed from Cazenave’s capacious linen closets. The four Seaborne agents blinked and swallowed in the dim light, and looked around nervously, seeing, as Ferec had planned, nothing except a small, dark room with lichen-covered brick walls. The floor was uneven—packed dirt, bones, stone, and broken brick pulverized nearly to the size of gravel—and the chairs did not sit quite level. Ash-silver roaches skittered across the walls, many the size of Ferec’s palm or bigger.

Worst of all, there were no doors, only openings like holes punched into the crumbling bricks, and only darkness beyond. Go on and run, the room suggested. You’ll never be found again. It was barely a room, really, which suggested some kind of human intention and construction; it was more of a pocket in the hundreds of yards of rubble that underlaid the city.

“Good evening,” said Ferec. “I’d apologize for the rough treatment, except that given the amount of weapons, interrogation assistance, and restraints you were carrying, it seems that your intended treatment of myself and my associate was going to be much rougher. So I’m not apologizing.”

Samsy glared at him.

“Very good,” Ferec said. “First rule of questioning: don’t provoke the questioner before it’s useful. Second rule?”

“If you hold out long enough, eventually you’ll either die or Seaborne will send another team,” Le Fer said helpfully.

“Good thing we’re all on the same side then,” Ferec said. “Anyway, this is hardly an interrogation; this is a collegial exchange of information. Pretend we’re in a meeting room somewhere in the Onyx. Perhaps 3B, with the seating next to the radiator pipes so that you can barely hear yourself think. The other thing I couldn’t help but notice was that you don’t appear to have the equipment necessary to follow the reflector I’m still carrying upon my person, making me extremely easy to find with the appropriate equipment. Were you sent by Seaborne, or by the City?”

Silence.

“Who assigned this mission within the organization and what exactly was your stated purview? Who’s your handler?”

“Ferec, be reasonable,” Le Fer said; he was sweating so heavily that in the dim light of the lantern, he looked like a melting tallow candle. “You’ve both been declared operational risks, you know that. We can’t give you internal information any more. You’re not considered internal. That door is closed, locked, worth our careers and … and possibly more.”

“You’re worried that Seaborne will enact punitive measures if you talk,” Ferec said. “Is that it?”

“Of course.”

“And I, also Seaborne, am … not going to enact any measures? Is that your understanding?”

“Um,” said Le Fer.

Into the meaningful silence, Samsy said, “Don’t tell him anything, idiot. And you’re not Seaborne any more, you two. You’re officially vigilantes, and we were supposed to bring you in before the public figures out something is happening. What did you think was going to happen after going off half-cocked and killing those agents? And your own handler?!”

“Ah,” said Ferec. He wished he had a chair too; his knees and back were starting to hurt from standing on the uneven surface. He wondered if they had come to their own conclusions about Bardanes and the others, or had been presented with the story from their handlers: that Ferec had come down with a kind of spontaneous rabidity, as if in a captive pet that had never been outside … no, as if it had slipped out of the house one day, received the infected bite, and trotted back in to wreak havoc on the sleeping and unprotected denizens. The hand that feeds, shaken and savaged in diseased teeth.

“I realize you don’t have any particular reason to believe me,” he said, “but we didn’t kill Bardanes; and we aren’t able to disclose the sequence of events at the moment. Not to people who will go back and tell Seaborne—and the City—everything.”

Silence.

“You were supposed to say ‘The City?’ in an extremely shocked tone,” he prompted them.

Silence.

Le Fer’s face trembled and dripped; Zeri looked baldly terrified; the fourth agent, who had been identified at last as Lubomir, sat stonily, his yellow teeth bared in defiance or fear.

“Well.” Ferec sighed, and glanced behind the row of chairs to where Gus stood alertly next to Hoepsachett, holding the decorated notebook and propelling-pencil he had bought for her at Cardston’s. “Do you mind seeing if our frightener is busy at the moment?”






CHAPTER21


The simplest disguise for an agent was whiskers—shaving them off if you had them, putting them on if you didn’t. It was quite bizarre how much of a difference it made, Ferec always thought, shaking his head in wonder as victims failed to identify scruffy attackers in a Watch line-up, or stared dubiously at freshly shorn chins for minute after minute: No, that can’t be him; he had a beard.

In spite of Cazenave’s sumptuous, if antique, toileting facilities, Ferec hadn’t shaved for days, but he did not consider his patchy growth of black-and-blue mange to be a real beard; he glued one on, and a not-very-good wig, both in a shade of brassy red that made him think with grim humour of the dead Stangl. The man’s hair colour had been genuine; if he had wanted a quick disguise he would have had to shave it off, or dye it the simplest colour, black, with ink or shoe-polish. Then his hair would have looked like Ferec’s—who always had to use a wig, because there wasn’t much one could do with black hair on short notice.

He did not need to fool people; he just needed to fail to be identifiable as himself from a distance. Close to, it would no longer matter. Hence the wig and the beard, the unremarkable hat, the thick-framed spectacles (lensless; he did not need fogged vision at the crucial moment), the shape-disguising coat and the gait-disguising boots (small piece of wood inside the heel), and a well-worn walking stick. Quite peculiar how people who could not recognize faces might identify a friend’s particular walk at fifty paces.

He had come early; he wanted to see his quarry as she came in, not have her come upon him unexpectedly. And it was the kind of place that had once made him very nervous indeed, so that he was on his guard now, and needed to give himself time to relax; this was the Norman Huff district, a peculiar neighbourhood with (he tried not to think about it) extraordinarily high walls, higher than anywhere else in the city. They are not made to keep invaders out, he heard the vampyr say in his head, but here they might—fifty feet or more, blocking out the long afternoon sun, white and smooth and curved. The wall (Ferec had felt it as he came under the gate, unable to stop himself) was probably a kind of synthetic stone, like the nalo-stone that had been so popular for statues for a while, but it did not feel like stone. It felt like a tooth.

The main attraction of the neighbourhood was the Museum of Dynamic Curiosities, where Ferec had almost been killed—twice, a long time ago, on separate occasions—and which, in the way of other impossible architecture (Grade 3: In Continuous Use, Not Protected) was difficult to surveil for operational intelligence. The others would have to remain on their toes.

Within the museum, with his admission paid and his ticket stamped for reentry, Ferec moved slowly through the exhibits, tense, nearly rising to his toes as he rounded each piece—the high wooden table, the framed cage of glass—and did not see what he sought. The museum was well attended and there were many faces to scan, many bodies looking oddly exposed without their winter clothing, long ago assigned to the coat check.

Ferec passed the Shrewbone Cathedral, one of the largest pieces of art or—he was not sure what else to call it if it were not art—scientific preservation of specimens, or something akin to that, a two-foot-tall Myddleford-style church built entirely of the delicate white-yellow bones of small rodents, ornamented with teeth and jaws.

Next to it was the Wyrm Menagerie, a different tiny beast writhing angrily in each glass cube, or clawing its way up the artfully placed vegetation or stone chosen to set off its coloured scales. Pale yellow mustard-moss for the magenta wyrm that hissed at Ferec as he passed, even though he had not raised a hand to tap on the glass, as children were sternly warned not to do; then, above it, a bright red dragon, red as a yew berry, curled and stared on its bed of bluestone pebbles.

He passed a new exhibit, clockwork insects staggering under the weight of brass gears in their carapaces or cruelly carved into their shells, and turned right, down the long, dimly lit hall of aquatic curiosities: captive mermaids, porcelain crabs, water-imps, depictions of long-lost cities in metal and gem. The air smelled both of the sea—the persistent, sharp odour of salt and the chemicals required to keep the creatures alive—and sewer gas, burned here not for lighting but to warm the water.

It was not clear, and Ferec knew this was the point—to discomfit him—what was a made thing, and what had been found. The museum made a point of saying nothing on the brass plaques screwed into each platform, only the name of the artist and the title of the piece if it had one.

He glanced at his wrist watch and thought again, before he could stop himself, of Bardanes. Looking forward to my silver watch, sir. Ten years. Almost, not quite yet. But ten years he had spent telling himself he was protecting the public from its enemies, as if those were different; ten years saving the City from itself, never suspecting the City might one day reveal itself as an enemy. Or, just as Hoepsachett had said, that it might move the line under his own feet, so that he had had to look down one day to realize he had been declared the enemy he was supposed to be eliminating … and now he would never get his watch.

He swallowed, hard, and scratched his beard, and told himself to stop scratching, and left the sea-smelling hallway to head up the wide stone staircase leading to the upper level, eeling between a small crowd of people whispering in awe over the painted dome of the ceiling, bowing and apologizing to an old woman in a fur coat who turned to glare at him as if he had bumped her, which he had not.

Up here it was less busy, with fewer exhibits spaced farther apart, and people standing in ones and twos to stare at them for longer. Ferec found the correct painting—or whatever it needed to be called—then moved down several paces and stepped behind another exhibit to wait.

Krztevski was prompt; she arrived at two minutes past the hour and stood in front of the painting, arms crossed, glancing to either side of herself every few moments. Like Ferec, she still wore her coat. A busy woman, uncountable appointments in her diary, certainly unwilling to waste the time and the tuppence on checking her coat for what she expected to be a brief informational meeting. She seemed to be refraining from tapping her foot impatiently as she waited.

Ferec watched her for a few moments longer, trying to glean what clues he could. One could certainly fit a gun or a knife in the pockets of the long coat; had she brought one? Difficult to say. Her black leather handbag was quite small, the kind one could clip to one’s coat or belt, meant to hold only coins, a resident card, and perhaps a pocket compact. Lethal hat-pins—he knew the type, buried deep through the felt of the crown and vanishing in the tight coils of her plaited and curled hair.

And she would never have come alone; where were the others? Ferec had hidden his people as best he could, and the best a Seaborne agent could do must be better than whatever she was doing. She thought, after all, that she was here to liaise with Le Fer—who had very obligingly, after Ferec and Cazenave’s solicitous attentions, cabled to tell her that his team had captured the rogue agents and they were ready to debrief about the location of the defector and his device.

Le Fer and the other three were imprisoned in the vampyr’s dungeons (Ferec had been deeply unsurprised to discover that these were in excellent condition); they had done their job of providing information admirably, but they could not be eliminated just yet. Hoepsachett had had some vague vision of explaining everything to them and returning them to Seaborne, a bit like painting an infected bat with mersey-bark and sending it back to its colony in the hopes that the others would lick the curative off its fur. Ferec had not felt like arguing with her. But it felt like a vain hope to him. Too many lines had been crossed for Seaborne to remain truly as it was; now the City would mould it into something else.

He could not see anyone. Taking a deep breath, he stepped out from behind his pillar and walked over to Krztevski, coming up on her from behind and looking at the painting over her head—a changeable sea and a sky roiling with blackened clouds, slow and thick as curdled milk, and every few seconds a terrible thing, an eye-stinging beam of white light, that shot from a different place upon the water into the clouds, like a bullet.

She was blocking the brass plaque with the folds of her coat. Ferec said quietly, “What is this one called?”

“A Disaster, Repeating,” Krztevski said, not looking up. “By Bardom Silversunder. Installed Year of the Poisoned Harlequin. What did you do with Le Fer?”

“What do you care?”

“I suppose I don’t. If they told you what they know, they’re of no use to anyone now.”

Ferec watched the painting for a while, wondering, as always, how the artist had gotten it to move like this—as if it were alive behind the glass, as if it were real, and the white-hot lines of light never shooting past the heavy golden frame. He wanted to touch it, and suspected that if he did, it would annihilate his fingertips. “Are you going to make a scene?”

“Yes,” Krztevski said. “The moment you touch me, I’ll scream the place down, you masher.”

“No one is going to touch you,” Ferec said.

He closed his eyes, opened them again—another arrow of light—and then joined Cazenave and Krztevski as they walked down the corridor, feeling the edges of the vampyr’s glamour as it strained to haze their passage. Ferec wished he could help—whatever the ability required could not have been easy, and dozens of people so far had to fail to notice that the pale-haired man had his hand firmly clamped around a much smaller woman’s throat.

Nearly there, nearly there … Ferec felt a flicker of hope and stamped on it promptly, like a roach. The others were waiting outside, ready to gag and bundle Krztevski through an attractively carved manhole behind the museum. And once she was in the Low, she would be rightfully theirs, and the conspiracy revealed … but he must not get ahead of himself. They had not even made it outside the building.

Not through the front—too many people—but the back, again counting on those hidden ways that the museum staff used. No one wanted to see the help. They were supposed to be invisible, everywhere you went. That was the rule. But they had to move around somehow, these unseen people, and they had their own doors, staircases, world. Out the back and then down the close and stuffy stairs with their yellowed varnish of accumulated smoke, and then out into the cold air again, and a fussy courtyard closed off for the winter. Here there was one last permanent exhibit, a burning man screaming forever in a circle of blue-green stars, mountains in the distance of the glass cube somehow perfectly themselves, real mountains made small.

The entire thing was about six inches high, and in the sun-starved square it provided just enough light to see the others standing around the oblong void of the manhole. The thing was called The Sacrifice, Ferec remembered. Reminders of the old ceremonies were everywhere, still, if one knew what to look for …

“Quick,” Gus whispered. “I heard something just now.”

“The ears of the young,” Ferec said. “And down we go.”

Working swiftly, Cazenave and Hoepsachett secured the now-writhing Krztevski for travel—mouth first, then another pillowcase—stopping her muffled screams of rage, as covering the eyes often did—then ankles and wrists with twine. Ferec had wanted shackles, like the kind the Watch used, but he also recognized the necessity of being able to quickly free a prisoner in case of disaster; you didn’t want to be fumbling with a key if something was surging out of the water at you.

They juggled the limp mass down the rope ladder, then Velasco tugged the manhole cover back into place. For several seconds they stood very still in the stink, as if everyone had been overtaken by the same relieved disbelief Ferec now felt. “Right,” he said, reaching up to peel off his beard. “Who’s got a torch?”

“Just a second!” Gus said. The light clicked on, and she handed it to Velasco. “Can you hold this? Sorry, I just need to get my things back. I borrowed this, you know.”

“I’ll get it,” Velasco said, trying to return the torch.

“Oh no, it’s really fine!” Gus swarmed up the ladder, unhooked it, and dropped back down in a matter of seconds, catching the heap of rope as it came down and coiling it neatly around her forearm. “Ew, Ferec, don’t put that in the boat!”

“What if I need it again?” Ferec protested, throwing the discarded beard into the footwell. “Come on. Think of it as a pet. Velasco and I will row; Hoepsachett, you and Cazenave secure the asset. Gus, you navigate. Well done, everybody.”

“It’s touching my foot.”

“Give it a name, you’ll grow to love it. Casting off.” He slipped the line free and let it trail behind them in the thick water as they set off down the flooded tunnel, oars splashing in the thick liquid. The circle of light from Gus’ torch shivered from the curved walls, back down to the water, back up.

“Fluffy,” Gus whispered. “Red … Mr. Ginger … what about a food name?”

“Muffin,” Hoepsachett whispered back.

“Cinnamon,” said Velasco.

“You people are all children,” Cazenave said.

“Peach,” Ferec said. “Because it’s fuzzy. Wait, one more for the pew.” He took off his hat and removed the wig, throwing it across Krztevski’s boots. “Much better.”

They paddled as swiftly as they dared in the shallow muck, eventually reaching the crossroads where Parkview Avenue met Petal Lane, a large storm-water reservoir now perilously full with meltwater and ringed with brick walkways for legitimate access by City employees. The air was clearer here, nearly smelling of the surface again.

They would have to abandon the boat and haul their prize around the walkway to the far side, a bit like ’buses circling a roundabout, but then it would be a brief underground jaunt to Little Earl Street, and into the tunnels beneath Cazenave’s castle. Their greatest risk now would be dropping Krztevski accidentally into the enormous round lake, where she would no doubt sink like a stone, not to mention anyone who attempted to rescue her.

“Carefully now,” Ferec murmured unnecessarily as they debarked, inching their way up the brick steps by the shaky light of Gus’ torch, already visibly failing. “Do you have any more acid cells for that thing?”

“I’ve got them,” Velasco said. “Let me.”

Ferec smiled as Gus handed over the torch and the light blinked out, knowing he could not be seen; Velasco wouldn’t like that. The copper—the administrator, Ferec corrected himself—was quite sensitive, and he leapt at any chance to feel useful. He felt like dead weight, brought along to conceal information from the enemy, not because Ferec had particularly wanted him on the team; and it was true, but Ferec had said nothing, only laughed it off. No sense pouring salt in the wound, even if it was a small one. Ferec would try to ensure that Velasco was named and honoured as a hero after all this was over, when it could all be made public; whatever effort it might involve, he would have the man’s name in the list.

“Ferec!”

He snapped his head around at Hoepsachett’s hiss, seeing nothing at first, his eyes still not adjusted to the torchless darkness—then a light coming down the same passage they had taken, faint but undeniable, and moving. “Gus,” he whispered. “Don’t turn the torch back on.”

“Right.”

They held their breath and stared at it for several seconds, Ferec keeping his hands on the cold bricks at his back. Could be nothing; could be someone from the Low simply going to work, or running an errand; could be someone from the City, coming to check the pipes; they would pass by, perhaps remarking upon the strange tableau of individuals frozen upon the steps leading up from the water, perhaps not.

The boat came into view—a wide, low craft, which had probably had to squeeze through some of the spots where Ferec’s borrowed boat had passed—containing five or six hunched forms barely visible in the dim light. And the light was coming from not a candle or a lantern or a torch but a crown.

Ferec stiffened. The taiq, the St. Barothain agent, of course, in his haste—in his bloodydamned relief, Ferec had not been watching for a tail, and he had not set the others to watch either. He had not seen anyone on their way out and so they could have merely waited a few moments as the manhole cover was replaced, and then come down after them. Catching them here, where there was no room for a struggle. Hands up: you’d only need one gun.

The light began to bob across the water, shifting and tilting as the creature looked around. No sound but the splash of their oars, the faint drip and jingle of the water running down the brick walls. Ferec reached up slowly and touched Cazenave’s back, giving him the lightest possible nudge, trying to not even allow his hand to scrape across the fabric. But it worked—he and Hoepsachett began to move again, in perfect silence, placing each foot on the brick step as they held Krztevski between them.

They had made it perhaps five steps before the taiq spotted them and let out a cry like a heron—not triumphant, not gloating, merely an alarm call, a single harsh kraaak. “There!” someone shouted, a man.

“Go!” Ferec said. Now that they had been seen there was no point to stealth; speed might save them, and it might not. He swore foully as he ran back down, barely able to see. But there was the taiq, who had brought its own light with it, and there were the others, getting out torches of their own to see better; one even had a lantern, but all that meant was that each of them only had one hand to fight. Or to shoot—and even as he thought it something pinged off the brick above his shoulder.

Then something white sailed past him and he ducked instinctively, allowing Cazenave to precede him on the narrow walkway, moving towards their assailants with a long, loping gait, like a deer. Someone screamed; the taiq’s light wavered, as if it had been struck, but it rose again, leapt from the boat—an impossible leap, ten or twelve feet—and landed on the walkway a few paces in front of Ferec.

The vampyr leapt into the boat and was causing as much chaos as a fox in a henhouse—Ferec spared a moment to hope the ancient being was enjoying himself—and one by one the torches were winking out, dropped into the water or flung aside by Cazenave’s blurred hands. Ferec backed away from the taiq, raising his gun. “I don’t want to shoot,” he said loudly in Barain. “What is your loyalty to her? Leave, tell the others to leave, and after all this is over—something can be worked out—whatever she promised to your people, she would not give it, I am telling you.”

The taiq paused for a moment, its unpleasantly long, clawed hands still raised. It need only take a single step before it would be within swiping range of Ferec’s face; but he stood still, his ears ringing, the gun still up. “I don’t want to shoot,” Ferec said again.

“We still need her,” the taiq said. “Give her to us and live.”

“We cannot,” Ferec said, hoping he didn’t sound as regretful as he felt to say it. “What she knows will give us our lives back.”

The taiq leapt—and fell back, screeching, as something shoved past Ferec and fell upon it in determined silence, sending it onto its back with the crunch of brittle chitin. Ferec cried out as the brick crumbled under his boots, and then he hit the icy water of the reservoir with a slap.

The cold was one thing; the darkness was much worse, and he flailed for a few seconds, unable to orient himself—which way was up, which down—before returning to his senses, and shedding his outerwear as quickly as he could. No one would be rescuing him this time. He forced himself to stop thrashing for a few seconds and wait, perceiving which way he was moving, and only then did he allow himself to begin to rotate his arms again, stroking for the surface.

His body was already seizing up from the cold; it seemed to take all his strength to climb back up to the bricks, where there was barely enough light to see what was happening. He could not see Cazenave, for one. There was a faint, repetitive noise—Krztevski screaming through her gag and pillowcase, and no one near her. No—two men in dark clothing, picking their way up the steps. And the taiq moaning weakly, braced against the wall, its crown guttering like a dying candle; and Hoepsachett next to it, panting for air, clutching her coat shut. Where Gus and Velasco had gone he hated to imagine.

Shivering, he gritted his teeth to step past Hoepsachett and begin to climb the stairs, losing the light as he went. But they could not see either, he reminded himself. Still, all that meant was they might turn and fire wildly at him, for he could not shoot without risking the asset. And his gun might not even work anyway, not after the water got in. He climbed all the same, dazed, aching, the gun burning his hands with its cold.

They had reached her, clearly; her voice rang out with a suddenness that made him flinch. “Untie me, you idiots! Now! Quickly, before that—thing comes back!”

“He’s a vampyr,” Ferec said wearily. “Stop, or I’ll shoot.”

Her laughter sounded more like a shriek. “You’re telling us to stop? Kill him!”

Ferec dropped flat, hearing the shots crack and roar around him. “Your agent is wounded,” he said, protecting his head with his hands. “Perhaps dying. You should—”

“Don’t move!” Krztevski shouted in Barain, as one of the indistinct forms near her hesitated, perhaps about to turn around. “Leave it! Get me out of here! That is an order!”

The other agent, Ferec thought: of course. The one who had had the receiver-box in the Botanical Gardens. He wasn’t local at all. I never heard him speak.

“Don’t listen to her,” Ferec said in the same tongue, and paused to cough. His nose and throat were burning. “She was always planning to—”

Another bullet whined off the brick near his face, too near; chips flew up, cutting his forehead and colliding with his fake spectacles. Fine: Ferec raised his gun, squinted, and, hoping that Krztevski was still lying down, fired six times, emptying the barrel.

The silence afterwards was filled with the ringing of his ears, and the after-flash of the shots, which would have gone unseen in the daylight; his night vision was gone, and he waited, resigned, in a timeless place without sound, without sight, without anything to keep him tethered to the world except the smell of the gunpowder.

Something scruffed him by the back of the neck, none too gently, and he allowed himself to be raised, turning to see something pale and faceless in the last light of the taiq’s fading crown. “We must go,” Cazenave said flatly. “It may be that more will come.”

“But—”

“I will find the others. Go.”






CHAPTER22


“She did not say she was wounded?”

“No. Maybe. I couldn’t hear.” Ferec slumped against the wall, avoiding the sitting-room table, where Cazenave was working as best he could on Hoepsachett. It made sense; the lighting was good in here, and it was close to the kitchen, allowing Gus to go back and forth with water and bandages. “They’ll still be coming for us.”

“I know that.” The vampyr snipped a thread and peered closely at Hoepsachett’s bared midsection. “This is not a good place to be stabbed,” he murmured. “Whatever it was, however, did not enter deeply. Lucky.”

“Mm.”

“But she’ll be all right?” Velasco said, his voice wavering.

Cazenave began to wind bandages around one hand in a businesslike fashion, not looking up. “If it does not become infected,” he said. “But I give no guarantees. She should be with human doctors. A hospital.”

“You said that already,” Ferec said, not getting up. Then he scrabbled to get away as Cazenave set the bandages down and strode towards him, his white hands extended and gleaming like polished bone. Ferec didn’t get anywhere, only squealed shamefully as the vampyr yanked up his shirt-sleeve, sending a button spinning into the corner, bit down on his forearm, and then turned his head and spat.

“The rules!” Ferec cradled his arm to his chest. It was beginning to go numb, and he wondered whether he was having an allergenic reaction to the vampyr’s saliva as well. “His Majesty is going to get an earful about this.”

Cazenave wiped his mouth, apparently unbothered, and returned to the table. “You had a piece of brick,” he said. “A sliver shape. It would have moved through your veins and into your heart.” He spat again, with less emphasis, and helped the struggling Hoepsachett to sit up.

Ferec waved him away, too tired to fight. Through half-lidded eyes he saw Alabeus come in, and murmur to the vampyr, and then watched them leave and return, and Gus too, and then Cazenave alone, and then all three, their shadows black and crisp on the patterned rug.

He thought about wrapping himself in the velvet curtains and going to sleep. No one would notice. What did it matter anyway? He had done everything wrong and he didn’t know what to do next anyway. They were all waiting for him to give an order, and he didn’t know.

He looked at his left hand, which was turning blue, and shook it cautiously, waiting for the circulation to return. At some point in the evening he had torn off two entire fingernails on that hand, leaving purple-black ovals. Unfortunate.

“Up,” said Cazenave. “We will move her to the Willow Room. She can rest. No, not you,” he added, frowning at Ferec. “You are in no shape.”

He watched them wrap her in the blood-soaked tablecloth and carry her out of the room, and then he did fall asleep, suddenly, as if he had been struck on the head.



The Willow Room was dusty, and probably none too hygienic for someone who had been wounded by claws, but there was a big, old-style stove that put out more heat than the chimneyed fire in the entrance hall, and the tapestries, hangings, curtains, and bed canopy kept everything in. Velasco and Alabeus wrestled the window open a few inches to get some air, though the night was very still.

They took turns sitting next to the bed, sleeping on the hard velvet settee with its rocklike bolster; as the sun came up, Hoepsachett awoke, and looked around suspiciously. Her breathing was weak but steady, her face pale to the point of looking slightly greenish.

“I know,” Ferec said. “It looks like you’ve been abducted by one of those mad dukes in a salacious novel.”

“I’m sure I have no idea of the ‘type’ of novel you are describing,” she said icily.

“I don’t know who decorated this place. Cazenave? His relations? His clan? Several dozen people over the course of five hundred years?” He moved over on the settee, getting closer to the pillow and wincing at the pain in his back. “How do you feel?”

“It may be … a short period before I’m ready to get in another fight.” She closed her eyes and leaned back on the pillows where the vampyr had propped her to ease her breathing. “I didn’t think it was very bad. It hurt, but I could still move. Then suddenly it didn’t hurt any more, and I thought I might be in real trouble.”

“You were. We were still underground, and there was nothing we could do.” Behind him, the door opened; Alabeus came in, struggling under the minimal weight of a tea tray. Velasco leapt up from his blanket nest in the corner to take it before it added a scalding to Hoepsachett’s injuries.

“It’s not easy,” Hoepsachett said softly. “All this … I mean, not living in the shadows. We’ve always done that. That’s just … work. But all this fighting from the shadows. Can’t step into the light without becoming a target. Always chasing a place to hide. I’ve never…” Her voice trailed off.

“Have some tea,” Ferec said.

“In a minute,” she whispered.

He rubbed his ears, feeling dried blood flake onto the shoulders of his shirt. He was so tired of the smell of blood he thought he might scream; he couldn’t even smell Cazenave’s pricey Fruegna Rosado tea. “My real name isn’t Ferec,” he said.

“Of course it isn’t,” Hoepsachett said, not opening her eyes. “Are you going to tell us what it is?”

“No,” he said. “But I can tell you some of the rest.”






INTERLUDE


Ferec Tells a Story

Almost the first thing I remember learning was that you should always have a door no one can open but you. Always a lock, always a key. Always a hiding place no one would ever, ever look. And a way out. It doesn’t have to lead anywhere better. Just away.

My father left; my mother killed herself. In my district—no, I’m not telling you which one it was—that was about, on average, statistically normal. I was five years old. No one took me in. People tried. I ran wild, for a little while, with some of the other children. Like stray dogs. It wasn’t that, like those dogs, we had lost all fear; it was that, like the foxes, we were just rational enough to judge what to do with it. It barely felt like sapience—just sentience. Foxy cunning. And so many things eat foxes. We still feared. We feared so many things. Many of them came true.

I killed a man when I was eight. A few years later, the City came and cleared out the whole neighbourhood—poisoned all the dogs, foxes, mice, pigeons, crows, and rats, evicted everyone from their buildings, rounded up all the wild children, and moved everyone to the district next door. That was my first experience of … of what I thought the City was doing, rather than the city. I mean I could see the signs, the workmen. I didn’t know they weren’t doing it.

A few days later, when I escaped the orphanage, I went back; my neighbourhood was gone. No walls, no gate. And I thought … they did this to me. They did this.

I lived on my own for a time. You know how kids want to feel like they’re in control of their own lives … petty theft wasn’t very profitable. And the Watch would beat you half to death if they caught you, not only to teach you a lesson but because with broken bones it was hard to steal again. Even if you thought you were completely healed, you would lose that old agility, the confidence in your own speed and balance … I saw it happen again and again. I swore that would never be me. Stealing wasn’t the way out or up. And I wanted out and I wanted up.

I was always good at mimicry. Little starling, I look back at him now. Not only voices and accents, but writing, images, blueprints, script. I could copy something small and make it large without thinking too much about it; I could write out languages I didn’t know, copy sheet music, knitting-cards, anything.

For a few years I lived in a cave near the river and worked as a forger and letter-writer. You don’t care. It’s all right. I’m just trying to explain … when I was fifteen, I killed a man named Ferec. Why him? He was older than me, with unusual looks—black hair, blue eyes, tall. He looked like me. And he too was a forger. He didn’t leave his house very often. And that was important too—he had a house.

I stove his head in with a rock from the river, and then I panicked and ran. I had killed a half-dozen men by then … I don’t know why I panicked that time. Perhaps because he had not attacked me, he had done nothing wrong. I came back that night, and there was a long streak of blood on the floor where he had dragged himself nearly to the doorway. But I suppose he couldn’t call for help with a crushed skull, and he died there.

I took the body away and threw it into the canal, and then I moved in. He had already been so reclusive that the taking over of his life went off without a hitch. Like me he had no family. There were no other Ferecs. I never even knew his first name. Vycol is the name of a type of printer’s ink. They stopped making it because it was poisoning people who touched it too often with bare hands. With a house, I could finally begin to live, I thought. Like a human being.

I felt as if I was writing in a blank book. Or building myself up from nothingness. And I suppose that is still evident, as Alabeus has said. A zero, a nothing, he calls me. A shell rather than a solid.

Bardanes began to contract my work when I was nineteen—he came personally to my offices, for I had begun to rent a space in Ebonford by then, away from home. Officially, I billed myself as a calligrapher and a sign painter; unofficially, I did about one calligraphy job a month and spent the rest of the time making false documents for various people whose motivations I did not inquire into.

Eventually he came in and asked me if I would like to do something else with my skills; hadn’t I ever wondered why he wanted the particular things he wanted? I had. So I was curious enough to at least go in and talk to him about it.

I thought I knew everything about Wickhills—every neighbourhood, every trap it laid and how to reset them once I had passed, every canal and how wide and deep it was, every City department, every law, every regulation, guideline, subsidy, fine, and border, every festival and ceremony, every street … I had never even heard a whisper of Seaborne. I didn’t know then what happened to Seaborne agents who escaped containment, or the people they talked to.

But Bardanes explained it as something like … public health, and I agreed to try it out. And what did I do? For almost ten years, I kept the City from turning on itself again, even in the smallest part.

I disappeared people, I betrayed people, I seduced and abducted people, I tortured people. We all did. We all do. Is that what we’re doing now? I’ve done all that. Except the seduction, I’m getting too old for that. We are the ones who go ahead on the tracks and we take all the stones and debris off so that the train can run smoothly; and if we’re doing our job properly then none of the passengers know we’re doing it, only that the train is safe, and they’re safe, and everybody is happy.

We serve the city. We keep it from turning on itself; we keep the tiny tears in the social fabric from turning into devastating holes; we let people talk, and if they ever seem as if they will do more than talk, we take action for the greater good.

We’re not like the Watch. The Watch waits for people to do the crime—as Velasco keeps pointing out to me. No, Seaborne makes sure that people can’t get that far.

So now we have it out at last. Out in the open. You can see why no one talks about it. And no one knows about it. If we’re doing our job right, we’re literally invisible. We’re gone before anyone realizes that the party, or association, or group, or organization has disassembled from within; we’re not there when the leader announces that he’s suddenly changed his mind about the general strike; we’re on the far side of the city when the newspaper decides to run a different story.

At any rate we are supposed to think our way out of a problem, not shoot. We are supposed to be quiet. And work in the shadows, so that even if someone is looking right at you, they don’t know what they’re seeing … I don’t know. I suppose it seemed like an interesting thing to build myself into given the starting material of someone with a prodigious memory and very little moral sense. Everything I did for the City I really did for myself.

So what will I do now, if no one forgives me? If I don’t deserve to be forgiven? Is the City better off with me seeing this through to the end, or with me buried in an unmarked grave somewhere? Maybe I should finish and then kill myself. At least that way I’ll have time to write a note. What do you think?

We are, as you said, not only no better than Alabeus’ secret police. We are the secret police. It is us. What will we do? What choices are left to us?






CHAPTER23


She was listening still; she had not moved, but Ferec could tell. Her arms were unmoving at her sides under the light, complex quilt Cazenave had found for her, and her chest rose and fell, deep and regular. Everything stank of fleabane; a dozen sachets of the stuff littered the floor, discarded from the cedar chest that had stored the linens.

Ferec waited as long as he thought it was reasonable to wait for a reply, then got up, aching. He had lost his right-hand man; even if she lived he had lost her. He had said too much, and said it too late.

She spoke as he stood, her eyes still closed. “You thought it was me.”

“What was?”

“You know.” The steady breath, the smell of herbs and blood. He almost spoke again, then she said, “You thought whoever was giving us away to the enemy might have been me. The leak.”

“Yes.”

“Thank you,” Hoepsachett said.

“If it helps,” Ferec said, “it wasn’t personal. I didn’t put your name on the list thinking ‘Ah, that Hoepsachett, whose first name I don’t even know, she seems like someone who’d betray the mission.’ It was simply logic. Like the rest of the names on my list … it was nothing more than determining who was in the right place at the right time, and who had access to the information. And because … you were too good. Because that’s how I would have done it, if it were me. Adhering so perfectly to obedience and orthodoxy. Right up until the point where you got stabbed,” he admitted. “That wouldn’t have been in my plan.”

“Yes, well.”

“And also because Bardanes trusted you,” Ferec said. “And, except for us, it seems as if everyone he has trusted so far has betrayed him for their own gains…”

“How do you know it’s for that? And not for the greater good of the city?”

“Because they all lost their minds with the wanting of it. Because it’s unhealthy to look at the descent into madness that this … this thing has caused. Not even the thing itself.” Ferec glanced at Alabeus, who blinked at him, not understanding the words or Ferec’s expression. “But the idea of it. The idea that it might one day exist. The power of it. Imagine what it would do in its final form.”

“That first night, Bardanes didn’t know exactly what he was dealing with,” she said quietly. “But he understood the spirit of it precisely. That story he told us about the Civil War … when you are fearful you arm yourself, thinking you’ll only use it for self-defense. But your neighbours see that you’ve done it, and then it’s you they fear, because it seems that you’ve done it to frighten them. It’s a declaration of war.

“Now think of the Six: cities spread out so far along a coastline we’re barely neighbours, able to communicate, just barely, with letters and packages sent by ocean or river, unable to cross the centre of the continent to reach one another, the barest trickle of people, knowledge, news, and culture going around the world. On a global scale we have never needed to arm ourselves against our neighbours, because we knew our neighbours weren’t arming themselves, and couldn’t. Alabeus’ device upsets all that: the non-armed status, the fear, everything. Bardanes knew that. Or not exactly that. But he understood the scale.

“Are we monsters? Of course we are. The proof is in what we’ve done—monstrous things. The proof is in what people would call us if they knew the truth. If I wasn’t a monster, I’d have left Seaborne by now. But we can’t wait for non-monsters to do something now. So what are we going to do?”

“I don’t know.”

“They’re coming for you, Ferec. Don’t say ‘I don’t know.’ What are you going to do? Murder your way out of this? Kill all the witnesses and everyone who’s left that ever heard of it?” Her voice grew thinner, but sharper, till it became a blade; Ferec felt it pressed not to his throat but his wrists, where it would take a long time to kill, and would hurt the entire time. “Disappear again? You’re the only one who might be able to do it. I can’t. Alabeus can’t. Velasco can’t. They’ll never again know a moment’s peace. You’re the only one who can step sideways out of this and vanish. The rest of us have to see it through to the end. You just confessed to a murder for the worst reason I have ever heard in my life. I am never going to forget that you did that. Every time I look at you I’m going to think about how much you cannot be trusted. But I’m not you. I would make different decisions. So what are you going to do?”

“Does it matter?” he said. “We’ll all be living together in the city that results from it. Whatever happens.”

“Stop dodging the question.”

“What if we’re wrong? Wrong about everything? What if the old man took us in entirely, and Bardanes, and Tecuric and her scientists? What if we’re the … the dangerous terrorists who are aiding and abetting the thief who stole fire from the gods for himself, and we’re preventing everyone from benefiting from it by keeping it secret? Simply because he’s asked us to? And what is your first name, anyway?”

Hoepsachett raised an eyebrow—an unsettling gesture from someone with her eyes still shut. “You’re supposed to be this great prodigy,” she said. “I’m sure you’re very good at finding out the answers to things. Aren’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Good.” She smiled—a humourless, ghostly curve of the lips. “So you know what you have to do next. Go do it.”

“With your blessing?”

“No. Definitely not. But go.”



Fifteen minutes later he was standing in front of Krztevski—unbound, ungagged, staring up at him from behind the bars of her cell with unadulterated shock—holding the blue pen cap to the light. At his feet lay Alabeus, limp and unmoving, his shirt torn from the force of Ferec’s theft.






CHAPTER24


Ferec hadn’t done too many sales—what Seaborne tended to call hostage or prisoner exchanges. For one, they weren’t in the business of taking prisoners. Or hostages. For another, of course, it was very difficult to pull it off while maintaining the illusion that Seaborne, as an agency, didn’t exist—that it was still the normal world that you were dealing with, if the less savoury side of it. The same old gang you had always been dealing with, or the same old guild or business or association, or noble family, or ignoble family. Just me old mates, me old duffers … Still, it happened now and again, and sometimes people really did return what they had taken in the interests of keeping the peace.

Ferec thought of what Hoepsachett would say, with the bitterness they now shared: For the greater good of the city. Yes, the bits of the city that made you money—you didn’t want to lose access to that for a little thing like not giving back what remained of somebody’s brother or niece or private valet.

The first rule of a sale was to have it take place in public, and in daytime. And to insist on it however you had to—laughing about how paranoid your boss or father or broker or mastermind was, sighing, shrugging, acting grim, acting meek, whatever. Absolutely insist. No flexibility on that one.

All around the city, clocks were ringing half past ten, the noise dulled somewhat in the fog. Above still shone an oblique winter sun without warmth, illuminating the uneven whiteness of the atmosphere, erasing everyone’s shadows and flattening the painstaking details of the various handicrafts and bijoux on display at the market.

This one, built close to the river, was like a tumbled set of blocks—small, regular buildings of white-plastered stone stacked atop and beside one another, connected via an ankle-turning network of stairs and inclines, most painted in bright primary colours to keep people from missing their step. At the bottom of the pile, a flagged walk had been overtaken by the stalls of such purveyors as could not afford the rent on a building, and had set up temporary shop instead.

There were not many shoppers yet—the market had only opened at ten o’clock—but there were a lot of witnesses in the form of the stallkeepers and shopkeepers, the high-sided delivery vans, carriage drivers and cab drivers, urchins, pickpockets, vagrants, and others tucked into the pockets and corners formed by the intersecting buildings and under their stairs.

The second rule of a sale, of course, was never to arrive first; but since the other side generally also adhered to this rule, it led to a kind of unseen dance, waiting for an opportune moment of recognizing that both parties had arrived and were watching each other, and could proceed to a mutually convenient location of roughly equal exposure to danger or betrayal. A sale was a very good place to snipe someone you’d long been meaning to eliminate. Or, Ferec thought as he waited in the warm turret above a glass workshop, push them into the river—for while the Weck water remained unfrozen, it would still be very cold.

At a quarter to eleven, the other side caved first. Ferec watched dispassionately as the two heavily clad figures walked to the middle of the Menwaki Bridge, as agreed, and leaned against the high stone railing. The taller figure’s face was uncovered, showing a faceted visage of angles and gleaming dark skin, scowling; the shorter had swathed their face in their scarf, so that only the eyes showed between the hat tugged low over the brow.

Ferec sympathized with the desire to go unrecognized; it was quite natural. But he remained where he was, patiently holding his field glasses, until the unspoken delay got the message to the second figure, who finally pulled down the scarf—glanced around worriedly—pulled it up again.

Identity confirmed, Ferec sighed regretfully and began the long walk down the staircase to the bridge.



“Agent Ferec.”

“Councillor Gillain,” said Ferec pleasantly. “And your associate, whom I will unfortunately have to ask to leave?”

“Ferec, please. A man in my position is never without personal protection, as you well know,” Gillain said. It had probably been meant to sound plummy and authoritative; it came off, Ferec felt, just a little bit wheedling.

“I suppose if you agree to meetings ‘alone’ at City Hall, he attends,” Ferec said.

“He does, actually. And it is considered alone.”

“For your purposes. Not mine. Unfortunately, these aren’t the terms we agreed to; terribly sorry to have dragged you all the way out here.” Ferec tipped his hat at both men, and began to head back to the market.

“Wait—wait, wait, no! Just a minute.”

Ferec smiled, then diligently erased the smile and turned, waiting motionless and unspeaking until Gillain had dismissed the bodyguard, who hulked off without remonstrance and waited at the far end of the bridge, next to one of the enormous bronze kraken statues at either end of the structure. “And the Watchmen?” he said pleasantly as he strolled back.

Gillain’s face flickered before he managed to recompose himself. “No, no,” he said. “No, other than Terence, I’m quite alone.”

“Indulge me, then,” Ferec said. “If you had come with a complement of a dozen plainclothed City Watch, and they were at the market and the surrounding shops watching us, or indeed had stationed two of the same on Karr Island there in the middle of the river—yes, not many people know that that one has a name, just because things are small doesn’t mean someone hasn’t named them, read a survey map sometime—hiding in the remains of that temple, behind the bush—if that were the case, how might you send them away while our business is being concluded?”

“I haven’t the slightest idea what you’re talking about,” Gillain said, staring fixedly at Ferec’s chest and pointedly avoiding looking at the small, overgrown island virtually within spitting distance of the railing.

“Oh, pity,” Ferec said. “I thought you might.”

“I … I don’t.”

Ferec waited for a minute as a wave of carts trundled over the bridge, passed them, moved on, leaving behind bits of stamped-on horse dung, spilled hay, and scraps of broken charcoal. “Councillor Gillain,” he said quietly, the smile gone from both his face and voice. “I requested a public meeting so that we could be assured of politeness and civility. We both know what I’d be doing to you right now if we happened to be behind a closed door, and I wouldn’t even need a weapon; your neck looks, if I may, unusually breakable for the sufficiently motivated attacker, and your ‘protection’ wouldn’t have time to realize what was happening before I dealt with him as well.

“So consider this verbal warning the equivalent of me moving closer to you in a threatening manner. I came alone, as you can see. Now either you uphold your end of the agreement and send them away, or I’ll reach down, seize you by the natural handle with which around half of the population has been provided, and flip you over the railing and into the water.”

Gillain’s eyes bulged, and he even shuffled backwards half a step before realizing that this took him closer to the railing rather than farther. “They … they’d kill you for laying a hand on me!”

“We’d both have a disappointing day,” Ferec agreed. “And so close to the Feast of Embers, too. I’m well aware that killing you wouldn’t bring an end to this affair—because, as I’ve been reliably informed, you haven’t been acting alone—but it would end some of my problems, certainly.”

Gillain swallowed.

“We’ll both be happier,” Ferec said. “And I don’t want to stand out here all morning. Do you? The damp is getting right through my coat. We can finish our business, go our separate ways, and get a nice pint and a hot lamb pie for lunch.” Ferec tipped his chin at one of the nearer buildings, adorned with triangular blue flags along its upper level; one of the Watchmen hastily pulled her head back from an upper window. “Zarpiya’s does a good one. With mashed parsnip and goat cheese. And the longer we stand out here, the more likely someone is to recognize you and wonder what you’re doing here. Have you prepared a story to tell them?”

The councillor, visibly off-balance at the mismatch between Ferec’s demeanour and his actual words, waved his bodyguard back over and whispered briefly to the man, then turned back to Ferec.

It was funny, Ferec thought, leaning against the railing. The councillor had all the power in this exchange; he still had all the power. He knew it, too. He had only forgotten it for a moment in the surprise of a physical threat—which, despite his stated need for “protection,” or perhaps because of it, had likely not happened to him since he was a child, perhaps bullied for being a greasy little shite or a teacher’s pet at his boarding school.

Ferec wondered how long it would take him to remember it, and watched casually, not moving his head much, as people filed out of the buildings on either side of the bridge, and the two on the island somewhat sheepishly unshipped a tiny rowboat and paddled back to shore. Ferec didn’t speak, only let the silence build, letting Gillain become more and more uncomfortable with their simple proximity. It wasn’t so much the fact that he was taller than the councillor, or stronger, or heavier; it was that he was there, and the entire structure of prestige, salary, name-plates, correct forms of address, deferential secretaries, and decision-making ability was not.

Ferec smiled when it all appeared to be over. He couldn’t spot any more watchers; a few might linger, certainly, in places he didn’t have a direct eye line to (it’s what he would have done), but Cazenave and Gus had been instructed to encourage those to move off, or at least make them aware that they were being watched in turn. A game where only one player cheated would be over too early; you both had to agree to cheat, or not.

“All right,” he said pleasantly. “As we discussed: Krztevski’s yours; I don’t think there’s much more information we can get out of her. You know how it is.” He closed his gloved fist midair, pretending to work his knuckles doggedly under the thin leather, ignoring his throbbing fingertips. “Can only get so much juice out of a single orange.” He paused, reconsidering. “Lemon, maybe. Thicker skin. And the defector.”

Ferec stopped again, gauging the surprise and avarice in the older man’s eyes. Greed didn’t make everyone stupid, necessarily; there were plenty for whom it acted the same as mere anticipation, sharpening the senses. But it did, often, result in a certain lack of impulse control—the desire was often to negotiate, but negotiate too fast.

Ferec thought about a morning like this, five years ago, in early spring, with the same mist off the river, and the same smell of duckweed and sewerage, and a girl in a cellar, sobbing while he looked her father in the eye and told him what her life was worth, in pounds and shillings, and he felt very tired at the memory. Bardanes had wanted to give him an award for that; but they didn’t give out awards in Seaborne.

“I suppose this is where you tell me that you’ll give me the defector,” Gillain said bleakly, “but there’s an extra price for this … this device I’ve been hearing so much about.”

“Of course there is,” Ferec said lightly. “I was going to ask for permanent immunity, amnesty, and resettlement for myself and my associate, with witness protection for the duration; if you want the device as well, I’m tacking on one more person. A Watch colleague, tragically caught up in this … mess.” He smiled nostalgically. “It’s what the old man would have wanted.”

“I was … er, sorry to hear about Bardanes,” Gillain said, looking down at his feet. “He was certainly a deep-rooted member of th—”

“You should be,” Ferec said, not changing the tone of his voice. “It was your confidential secretary, and her unnecessary legion of gunmen, that killed him. You should be very sorry.” He noted the slight widening of Gillain’s rheumy brown eyes and wondered what Krztevski had told him happened. Probably tried to pin it on the creature from St. Barothain.

“I was unhappy about his death,” Ferec said. “I wished very strongly to take it out on Krztevski, and then, after she explained, her employer. You. But now I think we should put all that behind us—all these ideas of retaliation and revenge, this ancient books-of-blood stuff that should have been left behind with wattle-and-daub houses and letting cows sleep indoors. I’m tired. Aren’t you tired? Let’s make a trade, and it can all be over.”

“I…” Gillain hesitated, clearly torn between the obvious and the more obvious. Ferec let him work through it, pretending to study the marketplace at his leisure. Ah! A candy-maker, dipping nougat balls in crushed hazelnuts; that had always been a treat in the old days, when you could get two for a penny. They must be quite a bit more than that now. A girl carefully trying on wedding crowns in front of a long nose-smudged mirror, settling them gently on her high, curling black hair: blue, then green, then a slightly lighter blue. Considered good luck to get married in the New Year, after the Feast of Embers. Starting everything fresh: the calendar, the marriage, the house (usually), the first day of an employment contract.

“But how do I know you’ll hold up your part of the deal?” Gillain blurted.

“I could ask you the same,” Ferec said, unoffended. Look at that: an honest-to-goodness fortune-teller, with a pack of greasy, gilt-edged cards. This wasn’t really the market for it. Too snooty. Ferec said, “After all, you might claim to give me what I ask, and have someone slit my and my associate’s throats as soon as I turned my back.”

“I certainly wouldn’t—”

“You mightn’t give the order yourself.” Ferec waved a hand dismissively, pretending not to notice Gillain’s flinch. “But it would be given. Someone like Krztevski … you’ve got a lot of people like her on your staff, you know. Eager to prove themselves. Eager to…” He looked up, thinking. “Follow orders. Yes, I think on the whole, I’m taking all the risk here, Councillor. And you get all the benefit. Of course, if I did survive an attempt to inconvenience me or my associate afterwards, I’d know exactly where to go to have a chat with someone about it…” And you’re married, aren’t you? And you have two daughters still at home. And a dog. A fluffy little spoiled thing that one could put in a handbag and carry away over the rooftops …

Gillain spread his hands helplessly. “We have one another over a barrel, Ferec. All our weaknesses. As you say: the retaliation could go on forever unless we act like civilized men and stop it.”

“I’d like to act civilized,” Ferec said earnestly. “Isn’t that how the city is governed? We think through our problems. We don’t fight through them.”

“I heartily agree!”

“I promise,” Ferec said, “to play exactly as fair as you do.”

They shook on it, smiling, shivering, nodding: civilized men, Ferec thought. Thinking not My enemy but Oh, I know the enemy of my enemy: where is he? Does he know what time it is?



Krztevski was allowed to come quietly—clean and scrubbed, in a borrowed gown, emanating the kind of silent, crystallized fury that seems to solidify in the air like snow. Alabeus, who had had to be gagged, and had wet himself—possibly in petty revenge—was not. To cover the gag, Ferec had tied, very tightly, a tasteful maroon scarf around Alabeus’ throat and half of his face. The old man’s eyes rolled with fury and betrayal; he struggled minutely despite the firm handclasp on the back of his chicken-thin neck.

“And the key,” Gillain said, almost but not quite pushing past Krztevski.

“Here you are.” Ferec handed Gillain the white envelope and waited as he checked it: both body and cap intact. And no proof of authenticity, of course, except that Alabeus’ struggles grew frantic as he saw Gillain handle the pen.

Terence, the bodyguard, gave Alabeus a briskly invasive once-over outside of his clothes, wrinkling his nose at the wet trousers, then took a small flat device from his pocket and passed it over again, then again, frowning. “He’s clean. They got rid of the … thing.”

“Why would I track him?” Ferec said exasperatedly. “I don’t want him back. He’s more bloody trouble than he’s worth, and that’s been since day one. He’s your problem now.”

Gillain nodded dubiously, glancing at Krztevski. She shrugged. “I didn’t see him put anything on the old man,” she said. “I think they drugged him, though. He was quite a sight when he came to—snarling and spitting like a cat.”

“Yes, well,” Ferec said. “You agreed to behave. I didn’t think he’d do the same.”

“I did agree,” she said. “So pleased you changed your mind about all this, Ferec. What was it? Sudden religious conversion? Visitation from three spirits?”

He smiled. “Simple application of logic.” He continued smiling as they left, the four of them, moving slowly down the bridge towards the east side of the river, where the market was in full swing now and so crowded that people were having a hard time avoiding the single strand of decorated chain that served as a barrier between the sidewalk and the river.

Gillain and Terence kept turning back to look at him, their faces lightly incredulous: Is he really just standing there? Is he still? On the fourth turn, Ferec waved, and their heads snapped front again and they continued to walk. In moments they vanished into the closely packed crowd near the cab stand and Terence’s hat, all that could be seen of them in the morass, dipped down and vanished.

Ferec waited for a minute to make sure they were away, then he crossed the bridge himself and ducked under one of the stairways, stepping politely over the blanket-bundled sleepers there and making sure not to kick out their fire. Cazenave joined him moments later, stepping, as he often seemed to, out of nowhere. “Do you have our … thing?” Ferec said, gesturing at Cazenave’s empty hands. “We’ll have to come up with a name for it. The Finder Device Finder, perhaps.”

“Yes. They will change cabs several times, of course. It will not avail them.” Cazenave patted his coat. “I have brought several extra acid cells. I will need to be reimbursed.”

“The king can invoice me.” Ferec glanced longingly at Zarpiya’s, where he hadn’t actually eaten for years, then shook his head. No time for lunch—wherever the City was taking Alabeus was more important, and they wouldn’t delay except for what they considered the necessary misdirection and doublings-back that they assumed would foil a single Seaborne agent without a friend in the world.

Something glinted in the dirty snow at his feet; he stooped automatically and picked up the coin, rubbing it clean. What was this one again? Ah yes: low denomination and flattened on one edge meant being cheated in a deal. Of course.

He thought about Tanczel again: stooping, picking up the coin. Superstitious. Did his wife do that, or had he taught it to her?

Ferec set his jaw, and nodded to the vampyr. “Let’s go,” he said. “Signal the others.”

They patiently trailed Gillain and his prisoner, moving under the surface of the streets as far as they could and sticking to the shadows and alleyways where they could not; the frequent paranoid stops Gillain made were only to their advantage, though the large, looping spiral they were making was getting on Ferec’s nerves. Hurry up! he wanted to shout from under a manhole or two, spooking the horses. Enough is enough!

This felt like panic, and perhaps it was; Ferec had as he often had that sense of an ending to things, an intuitive rather than logical drawing to a close, or a page being turned. The vampyr glided ahead of them—you could not say ran even when you heard the sound of his boot soles—as thin and insubstantial as paper, as if he weighed nothing.

Gus, who had offered to sneak up to the surface as a lookout, suddenly reappeared from a side tunnel, bumping into Cazenave and holding her hands out in apology. “Sorry to startle you,” she gasped. “Did you see? We’re all right for just a second. They’ve stopped too. There’s a big fence, and a gate, and they’re talking to people at the gate. You’ll see when you come up.”

“Are you quite certain it’s safe to come up?” Ferec said.

“There’s a— You know, it’s good we stopped here, I should say, too. They actually have people in the tunnels under the building. I saw them going up and down. If we get too close down here or up there, they’ll spot us, I think. There’s—” She waved her hand vaguely, sketching something in the air. “Towers. Like a castle. But it’s not a castle, definitely. They look like they were built afterwards.”

“Pardon?”

“Alabeus is really mad,” Gus added. “You can hear him yelling from outside the cab. Even in traffic. They must have taken his gag off trying to be nice.”

“That’s very civilized of them,” Ferec said. “Anyway, it was a risk we had to take. I’ll apologize to him profusely if any of us live through this.”

At Gus’ suggestion, they backtracked a few blocks, reversing into the neighbourhood adjacent, and came up there, climbing a long ramp of rubble to the boarded-up trap-door of a cellar in a dark, grimy pub, the vampyr pulling the nailed boards away as easily as if they were wet paper and seeming to push away the full barrels of ale around them with his fingertips. No one seemed to notice Ferec emerging from the cellar, apparently alone, a half-visible figure anyway in a long, dirty black coat like a moving shadow.



From the roof, they were close enough to see without field glasses; Ferec got his out anyway, but didn’t put them up to his face yet. There had been plenty of time to get the final cab inside the gate, a large and sinister multilayered setup of forged black iron about fifteen feet tall, but the cab had been stopped at the guardhouse, and an argument appeared to be in progress; the gate remained firmly shut. Ferec allowed himself to feel very smug about it for a moment, then scolded himself. Simply because they had successfully tracked Alabeus this far didn’t mean they were much ahead of where they had been.

“I always thought these were, um, what do you call it,” Gus said, shading her eyes with one hand.

“Luxury asylums for rich madmen?” said Cazenave.

“Rest homes, is what I was going to say.”

“Six of one,” Cazenave replied. “Ferec, we are being observed by some ladies hanging washing out on the roof of the structure behind us. Shall I—”

“No, it’s all right.” Ferec gave up and lifted his field glasses, adjusting the focus as if they could peer through the fog. While he knew all of Wickhills fairly well in aggregate, this was a neighbourhood he knew very little, and had only visited once, being chased away at once by the guards.

“I think if I lived here,” Hoepsachett said, “I’d live on weeds and water until I could save up to move.”

“Me too,” said Velasco.

“I’d invite you both over all the time,” Ferec said. “Obnoxiously often. Every week, for dinner and games.” When he had first seen the place, it indeed had been “luxury accommodations” for certain types of titles and the extremely wealthy who had purchased their way into quasi-nobility. Families sent their disgraced daughters there to produce bastards without sullying the family name; elders with chronic conditions were rotated through the hot and cold springs and instructed to spend a great deal of time in the fresh air of the herb gardens or the glasshouses; boorish second sons went to recuperate from their dueling wounds; and yes, as Cazenave said, if the pressures of money and power could not reconstitute the occasional fractured mind, it was as good a place as any to regain one’s sanity, if one were able to do so while being stared at constantly, because there were eight buildings on the grounds, constituting the entire district, and they were all gigantic stone heads between three and six hundred feet high.

It wasn’t that they weren’t beautiful—they were clearly carved with a great deal of care out of some very hard white stone that wasn’t quite marble, and sanded and polished so smooth that the city’s ever-present lichen had had difficulty getting a foothold except around the ornate folds of hair and ears, and in the corners of eyes.

It was more, he felt, that they were disturbingly enormous, and hollow, and the eye sockets had been carved out—perhaps, as one often saw on old statues, to be filled in with glass or something to give the illusion of real eyes—but it meant that one probably felt as if one were being scrutinized all the time.

The visible portions—snowy lawns, gardens, springs, the five upright heads and three resting on their cheeks or half-buried in the earth, the support buildings and stables, coach houses and infirmaries—were protected by iron fencing, the bars as thick as Ferec’s wrist and about as far apart. The single enormous gate at which the cab had paused seemed to be the only opening. And, as Gus had tried to explain, the front-most heads had additions rather unaesthetically bolted on: guard towers that at least had the token effort of being limewashed so that they were nearly the same colour as the statues, but still slightly insulting to look at.

Why had they brought Alabeus here? Long way to go for a hot bath, he thought, then snickered, refocusing the glasses.

Aha: work must be happening inside the heads. A brilliant place to hide it. Outsiders could not see in through the windows; the walls were thick and safe; and of course there was as much room to build inside them as needed, once you knocked out the internal structures. Carts and drays moved slowly back and forth across the snow, carrying boxes, pallets, crates. Building the future: a domestic Project Horseshoe. He wondered what they would call it, then shook his head. It could not be allowed; this was what they had come here to prevent.

“These heads,” said Velasco, “make my skin crawl.”

“Oh, wait’ll you hear their names.”

“No thank you. Please. What’s that all the way at the back of the property, can we get in through that without anyone seeing us, maybe? It looks like a … hedge, one of those fancy horsetail hedges with the white flowers. I suppose it’ll have been planted directly in front of the fence though.”

“No, the fence doesn’t extend all the…” Ferec’s voice trailed off uncomfortably. For a moment he felt as if he were trying to swallow an apricot pit: that sense of cutting poison in a soft place. “That’s the wall at the back, isn’t it?”

“A wall? Well, maybe we can—”

“Not a. The. The city wall.”

“Oh, how strange. I didn’t think we travelled that far.”

Ferec nodded, only half-listening. He was thinking about Tanczel again, and Bardanes—had the old man died intestate? The City would take over his estate, if so: the vast house, the valuable land. And there would be no one to contest it, because no one really had a claim. Those who worked for Seaborne were not allowed such things as heirs, descendants, relations … Ferec himself had no will. The city had only ever had one Ferec, and when he was gone, it would never remember him.

It occurred to him, with a little start, that he knew nothing of Hoepsachett or Velasco—their families, their origins. Who would mourn them if they died today? Who would Seaborne lie to, if they were still in the mood to lie? “We face forward,” he murmured. “Can’t look back.” He took off his hat and ran his hand through his sweat-soaked hair; he had a nightmarish headache.

He glanced over at Gus and Cazenave, both peering over the edge of the wall and not looking at him. “You two can go,” he said quietly. “I consider your duties fully discharged—indeed, for some time now. Gus, you stole what we asked you to steal. Cazenave, you protected the old man as long as requested and only bit me once.”

“I did not swallow.”

“You can tell the king I am again in his debt.” Ferec reached awkwardly into his waistcoat pocket, favouring his stitches, and removed the impossibly dense coin he had been given. “Unfortunately, I don’t believe he’ll be able to collect, as I will most likely be dead.”

Cazenave took the coin and secreted it somewhere within his own jacket. “I will tell him all the same,” he said. “And I am coming with you, because I am not concerned about dying. The child should go, however.”

“But I could help!” Gus said, startled. “You might need me, you don’t know.”

Ferec sighed. “You’re not even armed.”

“I could stay out of the way.”

“Fine; you and Velasco are backup. Don’t die, and don’t let them know you’re there.”

“Ferec, what are we doing?” Hoepsachett said.

“We’re going to go ask for our asset back,” Ferec said, and pointed down at the gate, now opening at last. Behind Gillain’s cab was another—larger, familiar, and heavily but subtly armoured with steel plate painted in the City’s official livery. Hoepsachett’s eyes widened.

“The mayor himself? No, it can’t be. It must be another councillor. Or … or…”

“We have to go,” Ferec said. “Either way. Take your safety off. Or don’t, if you really mean to back out. Last chance.” He put a hand on Velasco’s shoulder, looking the man in the eye. “I’m sorry I involved you in this,” he said. “Back at the house, by the way, in the sitting room, there’s an envelope with … I was about to say proof, but I suppose it really isn’t. Evidence from Krztevski and Alabeus, everything we got from Deering and the Watch files, and everything we squeezed out of Le Fer and the others. If we don’t come back, do what you can to let everyone know. To let…” He hesitated, trying to encompass it; the sensation was like trying to close his hand around a mountain. “Let Wickhills know. The newspapers, the university presses, whatever it takes. Maybe nothing will happen. If Seaborne is still doing its job, nothing will. But you’ll be the only one who can try. You know what I finally figured out? The real reason nobody knows about us. It’s not to protect our work—or it is, some of it. It’s to protect us. From what the public would do to us if they knew we existed. And they would be right to do it. If you succeed in telling the city—and if you’re believed—Seaborne will vanish. They’ll have to. But I can’t do that. Only you can.”

Velasco nodded, his eyes welling up.

“Right,” Ferec said, nodding to Cazenave and Hoepsachett. “Down we go.”



The front gate was out of the question; Ferec had them circle nearly out of the neighbourhood, then approach from the closest side to the sea wall, where the fence had been reinforced twice as high as the rest of the property. The guards in their towers could probably see them, Ferec decided, but not well; and the thick iron bars would break up their silhouettes.

“Ferec.” Hoepsachett pointed, and Ferec stooped, frowning.

About twenty feet away, near where the wall ended at the cliffs, footprints stood out in what remained of the snow—fresh, as if they had been left not hours but minutes ago; and there were too many of them to simply be beggars or lost tourists from another district. And the paint scuffs on the fence appeared new as well—not chips but marks, white against the black. “They brought something,” Ferec said, scrabbling a fingernail against one of the higher marks, where Hoepsachett could not reach. “Like … a ladder or a ramp.”

“They came up from the sea?”

“They must have.” Ferec grasped the fence and peered down, seeing nothing—no ropes, ladders, steps, grappling hooks, or even a boat.

“Also,” Hoepsachett said, sounding considerably more nervous, “they who?”

“The City uses the front gate,” Ferec said. “We came in through the back. And St. Barothain, like us, did not wish to be seen. They chose their time; we came in pursuit. They will be in there now.” He grasped the fence again, his hand nearly unable to circle it. “With Alabeus. And Krztevski. And the others. Because they still want their asset back too. And they were expecting him to have been handed over by now; so maybe there is something else they want. Something that’s being built in there.”

Once over the fence, they crept towards the back of the nearest head, following the footsteps—and, worryingly, the ruts of wheels or the runners of a small sleigh, as if the others had been dragging something heavy. The shallow snow was entirely gone under these tracks, revealing the flattened grass.

“Remember,” Ferec said softly, keeping his eyes on the ground. “We’re not here to get into the bunfight between who betrayed who. We’re going to get Alabeus back and let them know that what they’re doing simply isn’t secret information any more. They’ll have to start over if they want to get anything done; and they’ll have to do it without him.”

“That isn’t very Seaborne of you,” Hoepsachett whispered. “I thought you were going to say that we should go in there and vanish them all.”

“I’m thinking it,” he assured her. “But we’re even more outnumbered than usual; we’ll be the ones who disappear.”

“We’ll have to disappear after this anyway,” she said. “Seaborne won’t take us back. There might not even be a Seaborne.”

“Forget the job. It’s a big city,” he said. “Lots of places to disappear. Right, Cazenave?”

“One can disappear for a thousand years,” he said, not smiling. “I give lessons, if you are interested.”

The dramatically carved, vine-draped and gargoyle-encrusted doorway at the back of the head stood open, the lock broken off and the handle lying in the snow next to the hinges. Ferec looked at it for a minute, feeling queasy, and went in, gesturing for the others to wait outside while he cleared it.

The first few steps seemed impossibly loud, his boots gritting against plaster dust or sand; he looked down, seeing the footsteps continue and finally getting a good look at them: hob-nailed boots, flat boots with a pattern of chevrons carved into them, and at least a few with very small feet. The doorway led into a small antechamber still containing a few dusty pink velvet settees, likely once a waiting room, and another door, larger and even more ornate, giving a view of the head’s interior—white stone blocks, jagged from their sudden demolition and awaiting removal, swags of canvas, wooden boxes and crates, things wrapped in burlap that might have been plumbing fixtures or arcane laboratory equipment. It smelled of sawdust and paint, the floors tarped just beyond the doorway, presumably to protect the finish of the tiles.

Ferec waved to the other two to come in, and they went through the second door into the vast space of the head, hugging the wall until they could find cover behind a stack of crates. What seemed like miles away—near the front entrance of the head, the open and screaming mouth—stood a little group of figures, flanked by outspread wings of scaffolding. Alabeus, hunched over in misery and fear, was oddly spotlit by the doorway behind him, so that he seemed as if he were glowing. Ferec approved of this effect; it made him easier to grab.

Next to him stood the mayor—or someone dressed like the mayor, Ferec corrected himself, still half-unwilling to believe it. Someone who looked very much like the mayor, in a dark blue suit with a shirt and cravat so white they seemed to emit their own light, even at this distance. Then Gillain, whom Ferec would have recognized anywhere, and the treacherous Krztevski in her wash-worn gown, and Terence the bodyguard. The two others, big lads flanking the mayor, must have been his bodyguards. One must have protection, of course …

Ferec patted his coat pockets, thinking. There were eight bullets in his gun; with some difficulty, Gus had procured him a small bag of loose ammunition. They did not much go in for guns in the Low, Ferec knew; but he had not had time to connect with his usual suppliers above. Once his gun was emptied, he would have to refill it manually, with a stiff shoulder and two nearly unusable fingertips.

“All right,” Ferec murmured, gesturing for the other two to lean their heads close to his. “I’ll draw their attention; hopefully they won’t simply start shooting at me. You two, work your way around to the door, slowly, and then see if you can—” Ferec waved his hand. “You know.”

Cazenave nodded. “It is possible it will not affect them all,” he said quietly. “It relies very much on not knowing that a vampyr is present. The mind becomes … more resistant if so. The woman has already experienced it; she will be watching for me once she sees you.”

“I can just shoot her,” Hoepsachett volunteered.

“… Play it by ear,” Ferec said. “Shhh. Go.”

He took a deep breath, straightened up, and began walking down the central aisle, left clear between the heaps of building materials. As he walked he raised his hands, showing them to be empty, greatly enjoying the surprise on the mayor’s face at least—not only surprise but horror, and I thought I gave orders to get rid of you face. Gillain flushed but said nothing; Krztevski narrowed her eyes.

“Your Honour,” Ferec began.

“You son of a bitch!” croaked Alabeus, clawing weakly at Terence’s hand where the bodyguard held him by the shoulder. “Bitch’s bastard! Rotting sack of guts! You give me to these people tied up and now this? What next? Don’t trust,” he added, apparently addressing the others, “anything he says.”

“I don’t think everyone understood that,” Ferec said gently.

“I did,” said a new voice—not behind Ferec but to his right, and far too close, making him jump. The Anglis was calm, with a trace of an accent. With a rattle of scaffolding, a small, unassuming woman with a tight grey bun stepped into the ray of light from the door. She seemed younger than Alabeus, perhaps in her late fifties; the pockets of her coat bulged and sagged suspiciously.

Ferec flinched as if he had been slapped. “You. I saw you at the museum.”

“I saw you,” she said, tilting her head in acknowledgement, not quite a bow. “And I saw you somewhere else, too. Isn’t it funny? At the harbour. Carrying this one like a dead thing.”

Ferec’s stomach sank. No, she was right—the coat, the blonde fur coat. He had noticed it at the museum and wondered why he had noticed it, but she had been there that first night, hadn’t she? In the Customs queue at the waterfront. That expensive coat and the irritated-looking old woman, her sniff of disdain. He opened his mouth, could not think of a response, and closed it. But he was the distraction, he reminded himself desperately. He must keep their eyes on him. “And you are?” he said. “I know, and Alabeus here knows. Do the others?”

“She does,” the woman purred, smiling at Krztevski, who did not smile back. “She was looking for a hired killer to eliminate me. She was waiting till I became suspicious of our agents and came myself. She did not know I was here in the city before she became involved. Little fool. I am Dr. Marya Tecuric, Research Head for the City of St. Barothain. And you have stolen our property. If it were mere theft we might overlook it; but I have been informed that you are now enemies of the state. We will take him home, and if you do nothing else—” She shrugged. “Perhaps the new designation will be removed and we will go on as we have before.”

“You have persecuted this poor man nearly to the ends of the earth,” the mayor said stiffly: the wronged party, a hero standing up for the masses. Ferec rolled his eyes. “He came here for refuge, and refuge is what we will give him, Doctor. Your presence in the City of Wickhills is unauthorized. We do not use the term ‘enemies of the state,’ but by God, we will come up with something specifically for you if you do not leave this facility at once.”

“You can’t have him either,” Ferec said. “Listen to the two of you—like children squabbling over a toy. We know everything. Myself, my associates. If anything happens to me, they are under orders to release it all. Everyone will know about the toy—every city in the world—and not only will they decide how they would like to continue dealing, or not dealing, with the two of you, knowing what you wished to do, but they could develop the science themselves, if they liked. It is a dangerous idea. Do you really want everyone to know? Or to pretend that no one knows—including us? Those are the two choices. It’s the only way the world is going to work from now on. Or to continue existing. Because once everyone knows the truth about cities, no one will un-know it.”

There was a long, shocked silence.

“You lie,” Alabeus blurted. “I did not tell you all that. You cannot … you wouldn’t…”

“It does not matter,” Tecuric said. “We have nearly everything we need to rebuild the device at scale; and to prevent you from doing the same. We will take Alabeus and return home. And none of you will stop us.” She gestured at the heavyset man at her side, dressed in a shapeless black tunic and baggy trousers, the better—it seemed—to conceal the large mass of wires and acid cells he removed from a holster on his belt. “The vibrational technology has many uses,” she said conversationally. “It may perceive things and summon things, as we have seen; it calls and responds; and it can cause sympathetic vibrations if correctly tuned. We have already tested our prototype once, with…” She smirked at Ferec, though she seemed minutely unhappy about it. “Results.”

“Wellip Alley,” said Ferec.

“Is that what it was called?”

“What are you implying?” the mayor snapped.

“Implying? We have arranged explosives around this place,” Tecuric said. “Give us our property, or we will set them off. Once we have him, we are happy to give you this—” She pointed at the agent holding the device. “The activator. Then you may take your time removing our items at your leisure.”

“Just let them go!” Gillain wailed, his voice high and trembling, making everyone jump. “Idiot!”

“Gillain,” said the mayor, “shut your mouth. Doctor—I’m sure we can come to some kind of—”

“Arrangement?” she said flatly. “Your people betrayed ours. Nothing should be without punishment. Why do you think I came myself, instead of sending my people? I wanted to see you bow your head. To understand what you’ve done. To be very, very sorry for it—and tell me you’ve learned your lesson about interfering in the politics of the Six.”

One by one, the men surrounding her removed guns from their coats and pointed them at the mayor and the others; for a moment it seemed that the mayor might seize Alabeus and hold the old man in front of himself, a human shield he knew very well they would not shoot, but the moment passed. Ferec, sweating despite the cold, found himself unable to move as Alabeus walked slowly from city to city—crossing the handful of steps on trembling legs, at last coming to stand before Tecuric.

“I will go with you,” he said, nearly inaudibly. “I will come quietly … you hear this? I am going voluntarily. Do no more harm.”

“Excellent.” Tecuric threw one last glance at Ferec, her face oddly sympathetic for a moment. “I have heard how you became involved,” she said. “It seems you have worked very hard for no result. Gods know why. Not me. You too are a fool, and you have no reason to be here and no reason to stay, particularly alone. Live a long life, Vycol Ferec, and keep your fool head down, or someone will chop it off.”

Where was Cazenave? Hoepsachett? Ferec stood still as Tecuric turned and, surrounded by the nearly indistinguishable mass of her black-clad agents, took Alabeus by the shoulder and began to walk back the way they had come. A half-dozen men turned and walked backwards, keeping their guns trained on the mayor and his men, who did not even seem to be armed.

Tecuric made it almost all the way to the back entrance before a small, anti-climactic creak announced every circle of hell breaking loose.

Without thinking, Ferec dove for cover; the others stared at him for what felt like several seconds before the screaming began, as the scaffolding began to come down. Ferec spared the briefest of glances upwards, seeing Gus scuttling along the top of the structures like a wall lizard, her dark grey suit rendering her a shadow against the white stone, kicking loose the metal clips on the wall and pulling apart the ropes.

“Gus, no!” Ferec shouted. “There are bombs—can you hear me?”

The noise of the falling and rattling poles was deafening; he covered his head and rolled toward the centre aisle, where it seemed fewer were falling. Now there were gunshots, though he could not see who was shooting. He dug himself out from under the debris, running through the cloud of dust towards the back door, sliding almost at once in a pool of liquid underfoot and catching himself painfully on his outstretched hands. Blood—there was Terence, his throat opened like a carelessly tossed book. That would have been Cazenave’s work, Ferec knew, but where was the vampyr? Gone in the commotion.

The first explosion came just as he crossed into the anteroom, announcing itself with an ominous rumble rather than the earsplitting noise of demolition he had expected; the ground shook, and he bolted outside after Tecuric, waiting for the entire place to come down around his head. But the stuff the heads had been carved from was tough, and while a gargantuan column of oily black smoke rose into the hazy air, the head itself remained intact.

The next explosions came one after another—broum! broumm! broummmmmm!! and at last the weakened structure began to cave in, fifty-foot-thick chunks of stone breaking like a shattered skull and falling slowly into the interior cavity, the blast of air sending Ferec head over heels in the snow as he ran towards the fence.

Disoriented, he got up slowly, trying to focus eyes that refused to cooperate. At the very least, it seemed the great scientist Dr. Tecuric had not taken this into account—the force of the collapse had knocked her and her men down as well, and they too were slow to rise. As if through melting glass Ferec saw Cazenave swoop—graceful and fierce as a hawk—and snatch Alabeus, fleeing with his prize almost before anyone else could even raise a hand.

But he could not move as swiftly with his burden, and despite Tecuric’s screams to Hold fire! her men began to shoot at the fleeing vampyr, who curled instinctively around the old man. Ferec fumbled his own gun out of his pocket and fell to one knee, resting his gun hand on the other, picking off Tecuric’s men: one, two, clipped the third, shot him again, three, four.

Roars of pain and rage; barrels swiveling towards him. He dropped into the snow again, feeling something thump into his shoulder, a bolt of pain that sent his vision disintegrating into fireworks. But there was Hoepsachett, stumbling next to Cazenave—the vampyr falling, sliding—bullets would not kill him, Ferec thought, but they could damage his spine and paralyze him, an ignoble end, like a dog run over by a cart-wheel—

“Ferec!”

He looked around muzzily, trying to raise a hand to press to his shoulder, failing. His eyes were still refusing to focus: he found himself staring at a small brooch pinned to Tecuric’s coat, a little gold bird in a nest with three small teardrop-shaped pearls. Charming. Something his grandmother might wear, if he had a grandmother.

His head was swimming. Oh, God. Just let them go. Drop your gun, let them go. Let everybody go. You can’t win this. They got what they wanted; you have nothing to trade, nothing to offer, nothing to bluff with, no way to take out any of them, nothing left. Your hands are empty. Let them have it. Let them have him. They won. There was a relief in it, heavy, overwhelming, like coming in from the cold and being wrapped in a warm blanket. Even the icy stares of the St. Barothain agents, even Tecuric’s herself, felt forgiving. Let it go. Let them do whatever they’re doing. Go disappear into the city again …

“Ferec!” the voice shouted again.

When he at last identified it, through ears that felt stuffed with bloodied cotton, he groaned out loud, barely hearing himself. “Velasco!” he roared. “Get out of here, you bloodydamn fool!”

“Here!” Velasco slid to his side, pulling him upright and dragging him swiftly behind the heap of debris that had once been the anteroom, barking both their shins on the upturned settees. “Ow! Gus gave me this—said to give it to you—the lady has Alabeus again—I don’t—”

Ferec looked down at the thing Velasco had pressed into his wet red hands: unfamiliar, heavy, stabbing him with unwrapped ends of copper wiring. “That little stickyfinger,” Ferec said, dazed. “Wait—they took the old man again?”

“Hoepsachett is hurt—I don’t know where the others are any more—they’re shooting at me—I didn’t know what else to do!”

“Stay down,” Ferec said.

Velasco was right—Tecuric and the others, recovered, were running for the wall, dragging Alabeus limply behind them, as if he were already dead. Ferec found he did not much care either way; he would check the old man’s pulse later, if there was a later. Their way in had been blocked with an enormous bowl of white stone, perhaps part of the forehead of the destroyed head, so white it burned his eyes like lightning; but they were climbing it, a relatively shallow slope, about to drop down the other side.

The sea: the other side. Gone forever. Must have tied up—had a boat of their own—didn’t see any lines but if we had only—

Tecuric turned, smiling, as Ferec scrambled uselessly after them. One man against two dozen. No, fewer now; he had thinned her ranks a little. Say twenty. They will be gone forever if I cannot—

She held something small in her gloved hands. Something blue. Alabeus was alive after all, his mouth opening in a soundless scream, only the faintest rattle emerging—he thrashed at her, unable to reach her, his hands inches away from her feet. Had she spoken? Her mouth moved. Ferec could not hear her.

And then she leaned down, touched the pen to the curve of the bowl, and hit it with her unpinned brooch.

The sound began as a hum, rising to a whine, then a scream—amplified by the shape of the stone, it drowned out all thought, all reason. Then it stopped, as it cut off with a pair of scissors, and there was another sound—subterranean, vast, a yawn so colossal that time itself seemed to stop, all the air sucked out of it. Tecuric herself had frozen in terror, her face shocked, whiter than the stone around them.

It wouldn’t be much of a weapon back home; but here—

In the distance something he knew he should not be able to see—the slaty glitter of the ocean, rising into humps, spines, peaks of water, sending smaller waves tumbling in dismay, crushing one another in their flight towards the city. Below Ferec the ground heaved, roared, split, and sent him flying, tumbling down the smooth curve of the stone, back to the rubble below.

He was still far above the ground for now; and on the far side of the iron fence he watched helplessly as buildings began to crack, divide, sway apart, walls first for some, exposing entire rooms, the inhabitants screaming soundlessly under tables or beds, then floors, the third crushing the second, the second crushing the third, the whole thing toppling over into the street and piling up on other buildings.

Horses shrieked and bucked, clattering away in a panic with their carriages or cabs still hooked, breaking legs on the falling rubble. Stones the size of ale barrels sighed loose from their mortar, cracked free from ancient bolts and frames, thumped to the roofs and streets below, then through, sending belches of water and sewer-gases up through the parted cobbles in bubbling geysers of filth.

At last the scream of metal began to draw his attention, and he turned from the crumbling neighbourhood to look back at the heads, teetering menacingly on their deep foundations, cracked at the neck or the chin, and now not only guards but others, in skirts and shirt-sleeves, fleeing the giant structures, and the tall iron fence rippling—bending—tearing out of the ground like teeth from sockets, as the city howled in pain.

He tore his gaze back to Alabeus—gone—and Tecuric, her clothes white with stone-dust, sprawled on the rocks ten or twenty paces from him. Where were her men? Her loss, he decided. Because he had seen something else, and it might not bring an end to this, but it would bring an end to her, and that was all he wanted now—an end to her and to the explosives activator she still clutched in her greedy hand as she writhed on her back like a turtle.

The activator was simple—a switch in the middle of the tangled metal that went up or down. It was down.

Ferec pushed it up.

The final explosive, half-buried in the debris, went off with a very satisfying and ordinary cloud of flame and smoke; Ferec had a split second to admire it before everything went dark.






CHAPTER25


He came to as they were arresting him, brought around by Gillain’s squealing voice, a frequency that seemed to drill into what remained of his eardrums like a wood-beetle trapped in there and probing for grubs. Unpleasant image: why had he thought of that? He felt as if his brain had been liquefied in his skull. The shackles were very cold, the ratchet set tight enough to make each bracelet dig into his skin.

“Infirmary first, I s’pose,” someone said next to him.

“Yes, that’ll be the one over there. Next!” said someone else.

Ferec was half-dragged, half-carried to the queue waiting for the black, metal-sided carriage painted prominently with MEDICAL on the sides and the universal symbol of two white wings. As one filled up, the next went along, each filled with, as near as he could tell from the queue, a mixture of injured passers-by, a surprising number of St. Barothain gunmen, and some of the guards from the City facility. Arrest them all, he supposed; God would know his own. They’d sort it out at the station. Fair.

“Administrator Velasco!” someone was calling; Ferec turned, seeing someone rush up to another gurney, where Velasco lay dead or stunned upon it, not responding to her. She was small, middle-aged, her brown hair greying and swept back under her official uniform hat; a rivulet of blood emerged just above her ear and dripped down invisibly to her maroon jacket. Morecombe, that must be, Ferec decided; Velasco had described her when he had spoken of the day he’d found the pen lid. Perhaps the only non-crooked Watchman in the city—Ferec did not include Velasco who, after all, was an administrator.

No one, it seemed, would be running up to Ferec to press a concerned hand to his brow. “Such is life,” he said out loud, moving his mouth carefully. Several teeth felt loose, and his chin hurt, a loud constant roar of pain as if someone was holding a lit candle under his jaw. It made it very hard to think.

The medical queue jerked forward by a few feet, then stopped again.

All around them, fires still burned; screams rose faintly from under the rubble. But the disaster had stopped, it seemed—at least for now. The city had been spooked; with the sound gone, it had calmed itself. The vast crater torn out of the district and apparently consumed looked obscene in some way that Ferec could not put his finger on, though it was thankfully difficult to see, with all the fallen concrete, stone, brick, and torn earth. A broken fossil as long as Ferec’s leg protruded from the centre of the street, pale grey and lilac, like an oyster shell. He hoped someone would dig it out for the museum.

The mayor’s carriage pulled up, making a great show of having arrived just in time; one of his security men (what had happened to the other one, Ferec wondered?) helped him onto the step, steadying him with his cane, and handed the man a leather megaphone.

Ferec looked down at his feet, trying to spell out a message in the cobbles now missing from their sockets and the lacework of lichen remaining stubbornly around them. Something with a lot of round surfaces. B … O … C …

He realized he was shivering almost at the same moment he was weeping, but let it happen, hanging his head to keep his nose and mouth clear of the worst of it, waiting it out, then looking up when it seemed to be done.

“My fellow Wickhillers,” the mayor began in his thin, sincere voice, unsullied by the dust and smoke still clouding the neighbourhood. “I will make this brief. This is not the time for speeches; this is the time for work, and I will not impede it.” He glanced at Ferec, flinched, and turned away.

How their eyes shone, looking at their hero, Ferec thought, and the thought was almost kindly underneath the rage that still burned in him, a resurgent fire. How … how beautiful you could say their eyes looked, as they drank him in.

“What has happened here has not happened in the living memory of anyone here today—”

Not humans, Ferec thought wearily, and spat blood on the ground next to his boot. Ugh!

“—and there was simply no way to predict that this could happen during a period of such prosperity and stability; but I promise you,” he said, and here he turned his head, gracefully turning the megaphone as well, as the horses stamped and remained silent, a matching pair, four neat bays, “the City will throw itself into the effort to find out how this happened—to find out who is responsible and to punish them appropriately. But more than punishment. More than that. We will find out why.”

Was he turning his back on Ferec deliberately? It seemed that way. Ferec straightened, ignoring the pain in his back and his neck, and raised his bloodied chin at the mayor. Fight me.

The mayor said, his smooth voice finally cracking with emotion, “Because we cannot live—no, we cannot live as we have lived till now—we cannot raise our families, work at our jobs, sleep well at night—knowing that there are elements in our city who seek its harm and downfall. No. We will do the work, my fellow citizens, we will do the work to find out why this happened, to ensure that it never happens again. We will honour these precious lives lost by never letting another life be lost to this malicious sabotage. Or indeed to any enemy that wishes to destabilize our foundations and destroy the order of our lives. Please obey all directives and orders issued by the City Watch for the duration of this state of municipal emergency, which begins now and will be lifted in seven days, or earlier, as announced by City Council,” he added, and climbed back into the carriage.

Ferec sighed. He did not so much mind being arrested, but the standing was getting to him; he wanted to sit down. His head hurt; he felt light-headed. Alabeus was being carried away on a stretcher, covered in a white blanket upon which blood was blooming, like roses; Ferec would have thought he was dead, except for the faint cursing still coming from the split and oozing lips. Maybe he would die; maybe he would be killed, as Ferec fully expected to be.

Cazenave was nowhere to be seen; neither, sensibly, was Hoepsachett. Ferec felt a slight pang over that. He had hoped—not realizing it till now—that he would be able to say goodbye. It didn’t seem likely now; he suspected he was going to be mysteriously located in the hospital and quietly removed by Seaborne on behalf of the City of Wickhills. He hoped it would be quick. An overdose of morphine would be ideal, in his opinion.

Was that a small girl with red hair lurking just behind the remains of a half-fallen pub? Ferec shook his head minutely, hearing his neck creak, and she melted away. Good. Good. Run, and keep running, and head down, back to the safety of the Synfolde.

I lost. We all lost. But a few of us lost less than the rest. That’s good.

“In you go, my beauty,” said the officer, pushing Ferec into the freezing carriage. Inside, two watchmen chained his shackles to the rings bolted to the floor, then to the stunned and bleeding St. Barothain gunman they brought in next.

“Put your head between your knees,” Ferec advised him in Barain.

“Oh, uh. Thank you.” The man sank down, possibly not entirely voluntarily, and remained folded up as the other prisoners climbed in. Ferec glanced over in the last of the light, before someone stood in front of the small, barred window: every lump on the man’s backbone could be seen under his jacket. Ah well. They might feed him in the infirmary before sending him home. And Ferec suspected he would be sent home; there was no sense killing St. Barothain prisoners and further antagonizing a city that had already proven itself to be so touchy. Killing them might have been a show of power; keeping them as hostages a future bargaining chip; but to send them back was what Ferec suspected the mayor would eventually do. It was neater; it avoided loose ends. Like him.

As they pulled away from the disaster zone, the guard standing in front of the window moved, and something flickered high up—more falling concrete? Ferec squinted, then laughed; but it hurt to laugh, and he soon stopped. The others were staring at him anyway. “The beast,” he said in Anglis, and repeated it in Barain. “The beast! Someone go claim the reward!”

For it was real, it had been up there all along, he suspected—living on the rooftops, its long fur blending in with the colour of the ornamented stone. The beast! Like and unlike a gargoyle, the single glimpse Ferec had had of it loping away that of a baboon, only very large, maned, with a long black-leather face and white fangs in disconcertingly red gums. Anyone might have mistaken it for a gargoyle. In a city where everyone watched one another, people had seen it and never known what they had seen. Long may it run from us, evading our snatching hands, seeking to imprison. Long may it run. Long may it.





SIMONE’S KALE SOUP

Beets

Vinegar

Salt

Sugar if available

Early milk beans

If available: yellowbank beans

Broth (vegetable or chicken)

Potatoes (waxy are best)

Carrots

Turnips

Rosemary

Several large bunches kale

Garlic, fried


If you have pickle beets, use those (at least one jar per large pot, plus the brine). If not, the morning you make the soup you can boil the beets in heavily salted vinegar, with sugar if you can spare it. Let them cool in the brine, then take them out and put them in the soup at dinner.

Cook the beans in the broth until they are soft. Then add the other vegetables, chopped, and rosemary to taste. Cook until done, then take the pot off the fire.

Twenty minutes before serving, put the soup back on the fire and add lots of chopped kale. Cook until the kale is done as you like.

Serve with black bread and fried garlic on top.








EPILOGUE


Even in the meeting room of the Empress the vermin had gotten in. Or, Ferec suspected, they were not vermin here. Maybe another word, the way the Sidi liked to make jokes of words: probably they were called honoured guests or beloved noblemen. At any rate while the old woman spoke, he nodded, concentrating on each word, the pitch and tone, and watched the wall-coloured horned lizard on the wall behind her. A very small enemy agent, listening in to privileged discussions, dressed in dun and beige with the faintest flecks, like cobweb, of blue and gold on its back.

“Then it was exile?” the Empress said, leaning back in her throne. “They exiled you to die? I did not know they did that in your city.”

Ferec smiled, not showing his teeth. They didn’t like that here. “My options were removed from me, Celestial One,” he said. The lizard cocked its head. Definitely a hostile. “If I stayed, I was told my life would always be in danger. For those in power remained in power, and I had shown myself to be an enemy of theirs. They did not believe I would cease to be their enemy. But I had no evil in my heart. What I did, I did for the good of my city. Because, in the end, I was unable to … to change it.”

“Of course.”

“So I left.” He shrugged, as if these were not the three most painful words he had ever been forced to speak. “I struck a deal and I left. If I agreed to go and never return, then they would consider themselves well-satisfied, and would not persecute the others I left behind. We shook hands on it.”

Was his voice trembling? Her face betrayed nothing; only her eyes brightened, hot and intelligent in their cage of cosmetics.

He said, “We all agreed to act like civilized people. So I came here. Where I heard you were civilized too.”

“Across the grasslands. So say my guards.”

“Yes.”

“Even though it is impossible, and has been impossible for hundreds of years.”

“Yes.”

“You will have to tell me how you did that,” the Empress said.

It did not sound like an invitation to relate an amusing dinner-party anecdote, he felt; more like the opening preamble of a long session of torture. He nodded. The lizard, perhaps startled by the motion, vanished into the white draperies near the ceiling, swaying sleepily in the breeze from the open window.

The Empress waved her bodyguards aside; each one only moved a step or two away from the throne, and replanted themselves, silent and determined, their faces grim. Not a one took their gaze off Ferec where he sat cross-legged on the cushion at the base of the steps leading to the throne.

A nice touch, he’d thought, casting a professional eye over the setup. If supplicants knelt, that put them in quite an ergonomic position to launch into a frontal attack. But this way, you’d be flailing to unknot your legs and free yourself from the soft grip of the stuffed fabric for as long as it took the Empress to walk down the steps, hitch up her gown, and personally kick you in the face.

In his opinion, her operational security was fine, or better than fine, and did not need his expertise as a consultant, and he ventured to say so.

“Thank you,” she said. “Of course, we have been sanding the rough spots off for hundreds of years … but no, that is not precisely the employment I wish for you.”

“No?”

“I would like to begin something like … your former organization. And with that I would like your assistance.”

Ferec kept his face very still, in case one of the bodyguards sliced it off him for laughing. “Highness, your people found me here and brought me to you. You seem to have a very well-functioning organization of the type you describe already.”

“Perhaps it seems so,” she said serenely. “But it did take them six months after my initial request, Ferec, as you noticed. And as you also noticed, they were unable to conceal their intentions while they did so, allowing you to perceive and evade them. How many attempts did they make before this one?”

“What did they tell you?”

“Three.”

“I counted twelve,” Ferec said. “I might have missed a few.”

She nodded meaningfully. The high, heavy-appearing golden crown did not move; Ferec wondered whether it was simply sitting on her head, or had been pinned there somehow, or was attached—tethered—to the thick golden collar she wore, or the strands of golden chain running upwards into her hair. One of those “suspended hat” tricks, something rigid disguised in a group of loose and dangling items.

“At least tell me you will consider it,” she said. “The new division would not be the same as my … personal collectors of intelligence. It would have other functions. Perhaps you can imagine what those are. And it will be very well compensated—of course, I mean no insult to your current position.”

“Celestial One,” he said, choosing his words carefully, “while I consider your offer, please let me express this as clearly as I can in your tongue, which I am still learning. I suggest you do not do this. If you create a secret police, you will create at the same time many, many enemies of the secret police, as if out of thin air. They will not keep the peace; they will terrify people and make them mistrustful of one another and of your very rule. You think you will be removing thorns from your foot; but I promise you, the thorns will not exist before you seek to pull them out. I speak from experience.”

The Empress stared at him, expressionless. “I have heard your words.”

Ferec blinked. “If … if you are done with my worthless self, Celestial One, I would deem it a great honour for your people to call upon me again at my home.”

She smiled, a small but genuine one, and lifted a thin arm striped with intricate black tattooing, waving at the driver who had brought him in. Ferec recognized the symbols as almost the first things he had learned to read in their language. Even with so simple a thing as the movement of an arm they prayed.



At Ferec’s request, the driver dropped him off at the edge of the Whistling Plaza, so that he could buy his weekly groceries at the market before his shift began. People murmured, seeing the covered palanquin with the prominent royal crest move on from the entrance gate; they murmured again as Ferec climbed out and strode into the welcome shade with his empty string bags hanging out of his pockets.

This at least was the same as home; marketplaces all over the Six were the same. Vendors hawking their goods, offering bites and sips of samples (if you looked reputable, that is; nothing for scroungers), shaking cloth in your face, whacking the bottoms of pots to hear the musical gonnggggg of good brass, invoking the number of years they had been at that exact stall (or their fathers, or grandmothers, or whatever), cursing out rivals and insisting that the dots in their bread were cockroaches rather than raisins, that kind of thing. Exactly like home.

“You stole a royal palanquin to get here, eh Erak?” The flatbread seller pulled three loaves from her stack and winked at him with her left eye, less clouded with cataracts.

“No law against it!” Ferec protested.

“Several laws against it,” she corrected him. “Being a foreigner does not protect you from being cast over the wall like a sack of dung, my sweetheart.”

“Clemency for a first offense?” he hedged.

“None, I’m afraid. Three at’d.”

He unclipped his money from an inside pocket, counted the three coins, dropped them into her open palm, seamed so thoroughly with age and kneading that the lines there were no longer distinguishable from the rest. It was considered a good omen here, when the lines of your life disappeared. Fortune-tellers could no longer see what would come for you. There was a kind of freedom there, like a string bag that magically disappeared from around you, as if you had been bought live at the market and now could run through the streets. The tattoos on her palms had almost disappeared too, but that was of less account; the gods, by that point, knew that you had been praying all your life to them, every time you opened and closed your hand, like an eye.

He walked on, bantering, winking, flirting, chuckling, cozening, memorizing. They did not use bills here, only coins, minted with a hole in the middle so that you could arrange them on your money clip—a bit like a large safety pin—and generally keep track of them. A clever device, but more than that, like everything here, eminently sensible, solving a small but very solvable problem.

His clip was copper, the cheapest available. After the marketplace his hands always smelled like blood. Bonus: if you kept a lot of small change on it, it served very well as a knuckleduster in a fight. But they did not fight much here. And he had stopped practising the small numismancy of home. No one dropped enough coins to find.

Cucumbers, tomatoes, onions—“By the gods, what have you been feeding these things?” he demanded of Rial the vegetable-seller, holding up a great glittering green-yellow onion nearly the size of his head.

“Secret,” she replied promptly. “Come back next week and I’ll tell you.”

“It’s unnatural.”

“Buy it. It’s good for soup.”

He had not yet been tattooed; he was not a superstitious man, would be the first to tell you that he was not, but it did not quite seem right to take that particular step if he did not have the faith of the others. And they did have faith here—or they had something else, and even though he believed himself to be fluent in the language now, he did not know the word for it.

It meant something like, Yes, but the gods speak to us. All of them. To all of us. That is why we pray.

They had not yet spoken to him.

Sidi Oksaoud was strange in every way—just as he had confidently predicted that every city except his own would be strange—but the very strangest was how they regarded their city.

A city was, he had been informed (to his great surprise—the greatest surprise of those early days), the home of the gods to whom they prayed, and the mobile bureaucrats or auditors of greater gods even who did not move about, and who simply lived under the earth and received, as the queen of ants receives, the continuous ferrying of prayers and sacrifices, ritual and ceremony, belief and sustenance, from the scurrying workers above, and that included every resident of the city.

And the reason they believed was that they all heard the voice of the city, everyone. There was a taboo around it—you did not ever speak of what it told you—but you could say that you had heard it, and when.

The city was a refuge for the Sidi, not a prison. A holy place, built and sustained by benevolent deities like the tiny creatures who created coral reefs. The buildings and streets were not alive, but the things who built them (the Sidi insisted) were. And it was they who kept the river flowing, ensured it flooded on time every year, sweetened the wells fouled by salt or poison, warned them of sandstorms, graciously accepted whatever or whoever they chose to sling over the walls, and—most importantly—protected them from the other things out there below the sand, whatever they were, the things that lived between cities, in the dead expanses where no one ever came.

And everyone was supremely relaxed about it: about the knowing, about having known for hundreds and hundreds of years that cities were creatures which Alabeus had given his entire life and career to see the barest edges of. That cities were alive and un-alive, that the walls were there only to keep the residents alive, and that they must all defend one another to survive their enemies. They knew.

Yes, we know, they said. It told us. A thousand years ago.

He had had nightmares for weeks.

There was a little yogurt left at Ydaru’s stall; he waited in the shade of the awning while they scraped out the bottom and sold it for a pittance to a patiently waiting—Ferec corrected himself at once, unspeaking. They did not have beggars here; they had people who had more and who had less, but somehow, over the thousands of years, they had done what both Wickhills and St. Barothain had never managed to do, and ensured that no one had nothing.

The man shambled off, singing tonelessly to himself about sun on an oasis far away, loud with birds that all must be named. The strange crows—all black except for a dark blue head and beak, like stone—watched him go, tilting their keen yellow eyes first at him, then back at Ferec.

Madmen, cripples, invalids, orphans, widows, elders, and even those temporarily incapacitated by accidents or illness were taken in by the temples, living in private dormitories at the back, away from the places of public worship and ceremony. Again they were refuges not prisons, as far as Ferec could tell; if you could not work to eat, you got a little money every month from the city, you got room and board and treatment if you wished it, and they would find you something to do, paid or unpaid, if you wanted. There was always something to do here.

Even Ferec had gotten work right away, butchering the leviathans that the fishing fleet brought in every few days. One beast required a team of twenty-five or thirty; it was not regular work, but it paid well.

Speaking of: he checked his pocket watch, then checked its accuracy on one of the sun-clocks bolted to the wall of the market. No, plenty of time before work.

Ydaru and their assistant brought out a fresh pot of yogurt from the back, moving easily under the huge weight of the thing, and Ferec bought a few at’d worth, scooped into his own pot with a screw-on lid to get it home and his city-name prominently written on it in black grease pencil. Erak was one of the most common names here; it had been a relief to choose it, to have people use it all around him. It was not like Wickhills, where there had been one Ferec, and then, suddenly, none.

“Are you all right?” Ydaru said softly, handing back the jar. “You were … not here for a moment.”

“Quite all right,” Ferec said. “Thinking of supper.” This happened frequently these days; he was learning to live with it, these moments of blankness. Eventually, he reasoned, they would be filled in with something else. It was only Wickhills, the memory of his home, conflicting with the new memories being created here; eventually, as with a palimpsest, they would be scraped off and overwritten. It was just blank parchment, that was all. Nothing harmful. A temporary state, waiting the descent of a new quill, writing in a new tongue.

He had asked Hoepsachett to come with him into exile—to leave the city and their sinister employment, to start a new life, not with him but away from Seaborne, and she had said no. He thought of her often when he went shopping, thinking of her sensible voice, of how she lived alone and would choose the best vegetables. He had almost—but not quite—had a friend. Now the thought of her was less painful, and he found himself able to hope that she was well, that Velasco was well, that they had successfully hidden Alabeus as she swore they would.

He hefted his shopping bags—one mostly onion—and turned east, towards his home. Streets were not named here but numbered, with the exception of a few major thoroughways with a distinctly royalist theme; the city itself was arranged on a grid, and broken into numbered sections itself rather than neighbourhoods, and it had been that way, someone had told him, since it was merely a cross-street in the sands: One East–West, One North–South. Then Two, then Three, and so forth. As the city grew, your number might change; people were so used to it that there was never more than a day or so of confusion with mail or deliveries. Certainly not a city, anyway, where you would be so foolish as to order stationery with your address on it. Vanity was not rewarded here.

He climbed for a while, then felt the street drop away, climb again, become flat. Another thing: mostly ramps and slopes here rather than stairs. Stairs were oddly unfriendly to sand, or sand was unfriendly to stairs, or both; they wanted to become each other at once, and if you built a set of stairs, the sand tried to fill them, or grind them down, and turn them into a ramp. Ramps themselves went mostly unmolested, so that’s what they had. And it was easier for the pack beasts anyway, for they did not have trams and trains here, and nothing worked by steam; you pushed with manpower, or you pulled with mules, asses, and okala, the humped beasts of the desert and grasslands.

The grid itself was soothing to the Wickhillian eye from above—like studying modern art. Mostly white buildings, diligently limewashed every season after the winds, with accents of blues and greens and sometimes gold, where someone had paid to have a roof or a spire or a dome or a door gilded.

Remembering Cazenave’s story about watching the castle builders, Ferec had watched them at work too, the men who made gold and silver leaf, hammering a gleaming sheet on a weighted leather bag till it was thinner than the page of any book, their arms rising and falling with perfect, unconscious rhythm. He had thought about doing that, asking to apprentice, but then butchering had come up, and he had taken it, because you did not need an apprenticeship, only steady hands and extraordinarily good colour vision, to slice apart the dark red flesh (delicious, edible) from the dark red fat (toxic, dangerous).

He lived in Eighty-Nine now, which had been Ninety when he came; his building looked exactly like thousands and thousands of buildings all over the city, distributed amongst other buildings and facilities like the dough in a fruitcake: two floors, white, square, like a sugar cube. (Except of course again the difference: they ate palm sugar here, not the sugar of beets or barley like back home, and palm sugar ranged between light to dark brown, never white. If you wished to compliment a woman’s skin you might tell her that it looked like siash sugar: a pale, glittering gold.)

“Naj? Is that you? Come here, if that’s you!” someone called querulously as he came through the propped-open lobby door.

“Just a minute, Grandmother,” he called. “I have to put away my food.”

“I will only take a minute!”

“My yogurt will grow legs and walk away in this heat,” he protested, but headed down the hallway anyway, a few steps into the first door on the right, where his downstairs neighbour, Rima, often asked him to help with household odds and ends between visits from her grandchildren and (he thought, but wasn’t sure) great-grandchildren.

Another difference he had discovered at once—not only the two names one chose for oneself (the city-name and the family name), but also that you had to address elders as Aunty or Uncle, or Grandmother or Grandfather.

Imagine doing that in Wickhills, he had thought at first, and given himself his first good laugh in weeks; imagine Grandfather Bardanes. He’d slap you with his claws out if you tried it.

Not that there wasn’t, often, a fine line here between Aunty and Grandmother in particular; you did not want to insult a woman by calling her Grandmother too young, nor falsely flatter her by referring to her as Aunty too old (it made you seem conniving, as if you were trying to wheedle something from her). There was nuance. Ferec had had to learn it as fast as he could, lest he get killed by a mob of old ladies.

But Rima, who was around a hundred, had to qualify as a Grandmother if no one did, and she had never corrected him, and anyway she loved him, and he had not realized how much he needed that until she had moved into his building.

He set his bags down by the door and said a cautious hello to Lakhmu, her terrifying housecat. “What do you want now? Slay a basilisk? Wrestle a crocodile? How did it get into your bedroom this time?”

“You keep your lips glued shut about a lady’s bedroom,” Rima retorted. “No matter the age. That is your lesson for the day … help me with this thing, all right?”

“Big talk for someone who invited me in there to kill a scorpion last week.”

“It was a fast one. I needed your eyes.”

He went into her sitting room, where to her credit she had at least moved the meagre furniture to prepare for the unrolling of the enormous, wall-to-wall rug that now occupied most of the corner of the room and would clearly be too heavy for her to lift.

Ferec was impressed. “A gift from Kad?”

“Some gift.” Rima snorted, both proud and annoyed. “He dropped it off here and left, ‘Oh, it was so expensive, but I could not resist it for my darling Grandmother…’ pah! Swindler. He probably got it cheap because it was damaged or bleached, you mark my words. But I’m tired of living like an animal; you always feel poor when you don’t have a rug in the main room, and I hated leaving my old one behind. I had that rug longer than I had my last husband. Where did you get that onion?”

“Rial’s stall. Don’t touch it.”

“Can I have it?”

“May the gods blow a thousand blessings through your open window at night,” he said balefully. “Go stand in the hallway, I don’t want this to fall on you.”

The rug was too wide to be wrestled underneath the furniture; he left it leaning on the wall, still tied, and painstakingly moved her table, chairs, altar, bookshelf, and writing desk into the hallway or kitchen, wherever they could fit. Lakhmu watched from the upper shelf built into the wall above the balcony door, hissing occasionally at him. “Grandmother, can you come get the cat?”

“Not if I can’t get into the kitchen; he only listens to me when I’m holding a piece of fish.”

Ferec muttered under his breath, hoping the cat didn’t understand any more Anglis than Rima did. At least there was a good breeze today, bringing the scent of herbs and the sea through the open door leading to Rima’s balcony, identical to his.

Everyone went to the market every day, but unlike back home, there was an unspoken pride in having one’s own herbs to season one’s food to one’s precise taste; every balcony, roof, courtyard, garden, and ledge was crowded with pots, mostly the square baked clay containers that they churned out by the dozens at the marketplace and sold for less than the price of a loaf of bread. Ferec himself, who had never grown so much as a weed at his old house, now had six diligently tended pots thriving on his own little balcony, for rosemary, fleamint, catmint (as an occasional peace offering to Lakhmu), coast parsels, pigeon parsels, and spikeleaf.

The rug seemed to be woven from rolled lead; he had no idea how Rima’s grandson, a sedentary, portly accountant, had even gotten it in here. Must have dragooned a couple of the kids, he thought; Kad might be cheap and boring and venal, but one thing you could never accuse him of was infertility.

Ferec wrestled it flat, used his pocketknife to cut the rope bonds, and unrolled it upside down to get out the kinks. “Come back here, help me flatten this out.”

He and Rima promenaded across the rug for a few minutes, stepping on the lumps it had developed from its long imprisonment.

“It smells like cheap dye,” she announced. “I am going to give him a piece of my mind next time he comes around.”

“I can’t smell anything.”

“You do not have,” she said serenely, “the nose of experience.”

When it seemed manageable, he shooed her back out into the hallway and flipped the rug back over, then put all her furniture back and stacked the books next to the shelf; she would shout at him if he put them back incorrectly. “It looks nice,” he said as she re-entered.

“It’s all right,” she said grudgingly. “It’s not as good as the old one. But it’ll do till I can save up for a new one.”

She had already relocated her new onion, and its bag, into the kitchen; Ferec took his remaining string bags, bade her a respectful goodbye, and headed back to the entrance hall, checking his mailbox out of force of habit; it was usually empty.

Two letters today, one envelope the pale blue that the City used for official announcements—probably another number change for his section—and one white. He put them with his shopping and climbed the single flight of stairs to the second floor, which was both slightly hotter and slightly breezier.

Like everyone else, he cooked dinner with his door and windows open; he heard people coming in and out of the hallway, out of their flats, the sound of pots and pans, the receding and approaching and receding and approaching sobs of an inconsolable baby being walked up and down the long hallway by her father, hoping to soothe her with the motion.

Ferec sympathized; it was hard to be a few weeks old, and unable to explain to the world at large why it oppresses and frightens you. For his first few weeks here he had felt the same way, and now he slightly resented that no one had taken him into their arms to walk him up and down and whisper “Shhh, shhh” to him.

After he ate, he opened the first letter—yes, the City was renumbering his section again, back to Ninety—and put it in his file of official paperwork, in the brass box next to the balcony door. Then he picked up the second envelope, and dropped it as if his fingertips had been scalded; then, very slowly, as if reaching for something dangerous, a wheel-spider, a ruby asp, Rima’s bedroom scorpion, he forced himself to pick it up again.

He shut his door, pushing the heavy brass frog door-weight into place with his bare toe, then returned to the table and the remains of his dinner.

A heavy white envelope, good-quality rag paper. Vycol Ferec on it in dark blue ink; his correct and current address below. No postmark, no stamps, no return address. Across the flap, an unbroken seal in black wax that he did not recognize either from the Oldweck Book of Peerage (for who else used seals in this day and age?) or the habitual use of various pretentious people he had once known who liked to pretend they had a house crest: a small octopus, or a squid, on a shield, surmounted by some kind of flower. He would have to count the arms and identify the species later.

And the extraordinary, pristine crispness of what to anyone else would be a brand-new envelope, fresh out of the package, but to Ferec—it was funny how it came back to you, like sliding your feet into a well-worn pair of boots—showed that the letter had been steamed open with exquisite care, then re-sealed and pressed flat with a bone folder, because that was how you got rid of the telltale ripples of steaming open an envelope.

Leaving no trace, however, to the practised eye, was how you left a trace. They should have been less careful with it, he thought numbly, as if reading someone else’s thoughts in a newspaper. Less, not more. Left the flap a little travel-stained and thumbed like the rest of the envelope …

Out of habit he examined the exterior for hairs, fingerprints, ink smudges, feather, fur, or (he smiled grimly) scales; he sniffed the ink, tilted it in the low sun to see the angle of the imprinted letters, the speed with which it was written; he held it to his ear, listening for the sound of paper, powder, ribbon, whatever would lie flat in so thin an enclosure.

He studied the corner where the stamp should have gone, looking for either the faintest trace of telltale shine from adhesive, or the faintest trace of telltale dullness from someone removing the adhesive. His heart was beating so loudly he thought he might be calling for help without opening his mouth. Surely Rima could hear it downstairs as she re-shelved her books, surely Mikhail could hear it in the hallway as he carried his baby.

He had been discovered; the sky had opened upon him, proving itself not to be a mere celestial phenomenon but the skin covering an eye, closed till now. He was seen, known. They had written his name in his own hand: a message meant as a test, to see what he would do.

For several seconds he considered not opening it, because someone obviously wanted him to. He could pretend he had never received it; he could burn it on the balcony and waft the ashes over the side.

No. Always better to know.

He opened the letter with his cheap copper letter opener surmounted with a glass dung beetle; those were considered lucky and even kept as pets here, the big colourful ones.

As he had suspected, a single sheet of paper; two paragraphs, six sentences each, written in the hand of another.

He read it twice, to make sure nothing had been missed; then again, out of habit, he examined it minutely, smelled it, listened to it, shook it, tapped the open side of the envelope on the table, peered inside, swept it with his fingers. No, the message was the message; the paper the paper.

He put the letter back into its envelope and stood slowly. The dinner dishes must be scoured, the few scraps (a tomato stem, a withered basil leaf) put in the makings bin to enrich his balcony garden; he must wash himself, comb his hair, get his apron, dress, and walk to work. His shift began in an hour.

Wickhills was gone forever. This was his home now. The letter and its request made no difference. And its sender … its signer, he corrected himself … made no difference, not to a rational man. And Seaborne’s examination of it before letting it be sent also made no difference.

No.

No.

None, no difference at all.

He could never return to the place he loved and had saved; he did not wish to be reminded of it. The finality of it brought him back to his senses, and he put the letter away in the brass box, and watered his plants very carefully, without wasting a drop, and left.

In the entranceway Rima hailed him, forcing a small string bag into his hands: “Apricots! The sweetest I’ve ever found. I saved two for you. But bring me back the pits, all right? I use them for sweets.”

“Yes, Grandmother.”

“Bring them back! They’re expensive to buy!”

“I will, I will.”

“And the bag!”

For the Sidi, hell was not a place you went to for punishment, and the gods of the sands did not live there, and the voice of the city fell silent; hell was a journey one had to undertake, beginning at death, and then, at the end, you would rest. He ate the apricots as he walked; the sun was going down, shifts were starting, people clad in white and blue moved like ghosts through the cooling night. He would arrive at work sticky; that was all right. His hands had never been clean and never would be again.
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