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oNE
Donal woke in his coffin for the final time and shouted: “Where have you buried me? Is this Illurium?” His fists slammed into the bottom of the lid. But there was no reason to believe anyone would hear him, no matter how loudly he yelled.
He’d been trying, by Thanatos, but no one was up there.
Or they don’t care.
There were those who might think burying a zombie alive – or unalive – was some kind of justice. If this was Illurium, then he had no idea how the authorities might operate.
At the moment he woke from stasis, a fading amber light had allowed him to see the dial of his watch, and the sliver of black remaining on its silver face. A resurrected person needed to recharge their heart every hundred hours – exactly four days – and he had less than two hours remaining.
You bastards.
He wasn’t sure who he was railing at. Whether they’d buried him where he fell in Silvex City in Eastern Illurium, or transported his body back to Tristopolis in the Federation, either a forensic Bone Listener or their Illurian equivalent should have carried out an autopsy. But clearly they hadn’t.
Donal had embarked on what looked like a suicide mission, but he went in with a temporal-stasis amulet hidden inside his chest. A desperate gamble, but he’d thought the risk was that he’d be blown apart. Not that he’d remain intact but frozen, and no one would think to check if he was really dead.
“For Death’s sake, didn’t anybody look?”
In darkness, he slammed his fists against the coffin lid again. He took a deep breath in, then exhaled, through habit more than necessity. A living person would have suffocated already.
This was the ninth time he’d come out of stasis in his coffin.
If this was Tristopolis, the chances of someone being up there were slim. The cemeteries were only for undead folk who’d died their second, real death. Most of the rest went to the reactor piles. Their bones were the fuel that kept the city running.
Only the richest of families could afford the mausoleum tax allowing their deceased to rest in peace, to escape the hellish chaos as necroflux resonance replayed the thoughts and emotions laid down in the bones during life, brought back to existence in a maelstrom: the screaming memories of a thousand people mixed up in a single, hellish mass of chaos.
Perhaps if Donal used the amulet once more, he’d come out of stasis during a funeral. Call it a kind of roulette. He pressed his fist against his chest, to activate the amulet.
Nothing happened.
He pressed harder. “Oh, bleeding Thanatos.”
The amulet’s power had run out. It needed recharging, just like his heart.
“Hey! Hey!”
Nobody replied, but Donal continued to shout. There was no dignity in it, but he had nothing to lose.
If no one heard within the next two hours, the silence after that would last forever.
Sister Felice was riding in the back of a black airborne ambulance, paying less attention to the patient than the view outside the windows: the towers of Tristopolis in all its dark glory, stretching beneath the deep purple sky as far she could see. The ambulance’s bat wings changed curvature. The grey-skinned paramedics were altering course, heading for St Jarl’s where Felice was based.
Something flashed past the wing, and Felice hissed as her eyes narrowed to vertical slits, and her claws slid from her fingers; but the object’s globular head caught the light, and she realised it was only a municipal scanbat. Felice’s claws retracted as the scanbat glided on.
Beside her, the patient’s body shivered like a jelly about to melt, but the thaumaturgeons at Brody Heights had done a decent job of stabilising him. Hex stitches were holding him together, enough to keep him safe until he reached the Acute Ensorcelment Ward.
He was lucky. Not many survived a liquefaction spell cast by a homeless alcoholic witch, ejected from her guild and railing against anyone who crossed her. She was in police custody now, taken in by a squad of trance-trained uniformed officers with muscles and weaponry but surprisingly soft and persuasive voices: there had been no further violence.
Ah, Donal Riordan...
Like any nurse, a Night Sister encounters police officers as part of her job. Now every time it happened, Felice’s thoughts flew back to the graveyard for the resurrected, for those who had died a second, permanent death. Buried because their zombie bones were far too wild for use inside reactors.
Not just the graveyard, but the headstone marked Lieutenant Donal Riordan, right next to the one marked Commander Laura Steele, who had been Donal’s commanding officer and lover when he was fully alive, an ordinary human. Laura Steele had been resurrected, a zombie.
In Felice’s estimation, Laura had also been an ice-cold bitch.
Felice’s friend Lynnie – Sister Lynkse – had seen that Felice was smitten. So had the up-and-coming Bone Listener, Lexar Pinderwin. In Donal’s presence, Felice could never shift her gaze from him; but Donal had never noticed her. Not really.
“Forget him,” Lynnie had told Felice over and over, first when Donal was alive and later when he was unalive. And again in the two long months since his burial.
Forget, forget, forget.
I’m trying.
Felice knew it was impossible. But she ought to stop visiting the graveyard on every day off from work. That much she could do. Forget the visit she had planned.
Maybe. If I can.
The patient moaned, and she placed a hand on his forehead.
“You’ll be okay,” she said, and meant it.
But for herself, she wasn’t sure.
Seventeen million souls, human and other, existed in the city. Tristopolis was not the political capital of the Federation: Fortinium City held that honour, if it was an honour. But the citizens of Tristopolis considered it the capital of the world, and there were many people, even in foreign lands, who thought of the city that way.
Psychologically, perhaps it was: that vast, spreading amalgam of grime and glory, of two-hundred-storey gothic towers, with traffic intersections formed from hollowed-out, thousand-foot-high human-like skulls of unknown ancient origin, with streets that ranged from the twenty-five-hours-a-day commerce of Hoardway and Behemoth Broadway to the tenements of Devil’s Dungeon, the slums of Lower Danklyn, and the Caustic Straits where iron dockyards catered to the fortified vessels that dared to cross the Umbral Ocean.
From sleazy dives like Beva’s Brothel on the corner of 9009th and 506th Street to the forbidding tower that was Police HQ on First Avenue, known forever as Avenue of the Basilisks; from the opulence of the Exemplar Hotel to the cellars of Seven Shades; from old-rich gentry to indentured wraiths: those who lived here possessed two things in common: a fierce devotion to their chosen strikeball team, and something deeper. Something fundamental.
They were Tristopolitans, and proud of it.
Shouting was not going to work, but perhaps there was something else that Donal could try, something that he should have started earlier. He slammed both fists against the inside of the coffin lid again, not for the sound but for the impact.
“Huh!” Exhaling in time with the blow, to aid in its power.
Come on.
He punched again.
Harder.
There were only inches in which to generate the power, but that was how he had been taught to box. Except that he’d been on his feet, and the torque and thrust came from legs and core, the shoulders and arms merely the delivery system.
Again.
“Huh!” Another attempt.
Come on, harder.
Over and over, Donal punched and punched and punched, and finally a creak sounded, the hint of ironwood weakening. Maybe. He renewed his efforts, not caring about the damage to his undead bones, only about how often and how hard he could strike before his energy gave out.
Keep going.
A thousand punches. A part of him kept count.
Again.
Two thousand.
Do not think of stopping.
His mental countdown, with undead sensory acuity, indicated he had a quarter of an hour remaining before his heart and everything else stopped; but that was the exact second when something splintered and cracked – yes – and the lid split open above him, before his face and chest.
It sagged downwards.
“Yes! I’ve—”
A mass of dark soil rushed out, smacked into his face and chest, and enveloped him.
No...
Held him in place as if he were paralysed.
Please, no.
Trapped by the weight of earth. Worse than before. Everything far worse, because they must have buried him deep.
Very deep indeed.
Stupid, stupid, stupid.
Unable to move as the final minutes slipped away.




two
Alina forced another drop of blood from her left eye. Then the right. The blood was dark and viscous, but shiny where it caught the light. They were good drops.
She was twelve years old, which was far too young for this, according to her teachers and parents and everybody else, but she didn’t care about that. Pop was a Senior Archivist and Archivists had to be strong. When Alina grew up, she wanted to be like him.
She concentrated, focusing and squeezing, and two more blood tears welled up. Then another two, this time in perfect synchrony, which took a certain level of skill.
I can do this.
The process was painful. Inside, it burned. Rivers of fire ran from deep within her head to the corners of her eyes. But it didn’t matter, because she was proving she could make the process work.
Not just that. She was proving herself.
You’ll be proud of me, Pop.
They dripped to her bedroom floor, the tears of blood.
She went out onto the landing, entered the bathroom, and washed her face and hands in the bathroom sink, before drying off with a scratchy towel. For a moment she looked at the stairs, wanting to go down to the sitting-room and join her parents, knowing she did not dare.
Even an ordinary human would have sensed the tension in the atmosphere. To a Bone Listener, Alina and her parents included, the air was practically vibrating.
If only Mum and Pop could remember they loved each other, everything would work out fine. Alina had to believe that.
She padded back to her bedroom, pulled open the threadbare curtain, and laid her forehead against the glass. She was supposed to be reading Children of Goliria, a novel set in ancient times, in the world’s first city; but the world here and now had all her attention. Looking up, she saw a tiny bat-winged shadow – most likely an ambulance – glide across the dark purple sky.
Alina wondered who was on board and what their story was. Then she let out a sigh and turned back to her room.
There was a way she could find out what her parents were saying. Before tonight, before she had exuded tears of blood, she could not have considered it.
I’m too young.
Sister Rosemary Hel, her favourite teacher at school, would dole out three lashes for what Alina was considering. Maybe nine lashes. But this wasn’t school and Sister wasn’t married, so maybe her rules didn’t count right now. Not when Alina was trying to understand the problems in her parents’ marriage.
A worn mat lay in the centre of her room. A seven-sided purple star was woven into it. Alina lowered herself to the centre of the star, and sat down cross-legged.
I can do this.
Knowing in advance it was going to hurt. That it would take every ounce of concentration she could muster.
Because I don’t want Mum and Pop to...
Even in Alina’s thoughts, the D word was forbidden. Look at what happened to poor Miriam when her parents got divorced.
Concentrate.
She squeezed her eyes shut, then relaxed her face.
Breathe slowly.
The Sisters of Thanatos taught that breathing techniques formed the heart of self control. “You can breathe consciously or when you’re deep asleep, the same either way,” Sister Rosemary Hel would say. “The part of your brain responsible for respiration forms a bridge between your rational mind, where you think you make your decisions, and your unconscious mind, where the real work gets done.”
Alina sank her awareness inside herself.
Go deeper.
Her breathing softened and slowed down.
Deeper still.
She slipped further into Bone Listener trance than ever before, but still it was not enough. Letting go, she allowed the process to continue, descending mentally while her body grew statue-like, achieving a state where new thoughts felt easy and possible.
Start now.
It commenced with a pinprick of something her conscious mind called pain, but here and now the hurt was irrelevant. The sharpness at the corner of her eye existed without significance. It was simply there.
The other eye prickled, but she allowed that sensation to evaporate.
One is enough.
A single blood spider was all she needed to create. More than anyone her age should attempt.
Concentrate.
It began to happen.
Yes.
A tickle of arachnid limbs on the skin below her eye.
Waving one antenna, then the other, the spider born from her blood struggled inside her tear duct, wriggled and slithered and pulled itself out with a tiny liquid slurp, too faint to really hear.
There.
It burned like acid, it squeezed her brain, and yet she was able to continue: consolidating her blood spider’s form, and pushing a glimmer of her mind into that tiny shape, to create a splinter of awareness.
Alina smiled despite the agony.
Her blood spider tracked its way down her face, descended past her mouth and down her neck, and crawled onto her clothing. Without opening her eyes, Alina followed its progress down her sleeve, along the back of her hand, all the way down to the floor, where it stopped and waved its front legs, getting its bearings.
To the door.
The gap beneath the closed door was huge, when you were a tiny spider formed of blood. The wood passed over your head as you went out to the vast plain of the landing, saw the giant pillars that supported the banister high overhead, and set off on the long trek downstairs.
It would be an epic journey for a fresh-born creature moving in a world of titans.
First steps.
“You have to tell me, Joe. Who is she?” Mum’s words floated across an abyss, to Alina’s blood spider perched at the edge of a cliff, on top of a great edifice that to a human was simply a bookcase.
In his armchair, Pop shook his head. “There’s no one. It’s work.”
“You have the stink of someone on you.”
Pop set the Tristopolitan Gazette on his lap. “Well yes, but not like that. Come off it, Ellie.”
“You had a meal together.” Mum sniffed. “Lunch, today. Lizard rashers and beans. Last of the big spenders.”
“And hardly a date, in a truckers’ café. The nearest we came to physical contact was me helping her with her coat.”
“You’re still not telling me anything.”
Pop rubbed his face. “I’m worried about the audit on the 13th. It’s serious.”
“You’re worried. You. Mr Fastidious.”
“Yes.”
“I don’t believe you.”
Pop started to fold the newspaper. “And I don’t know what else to tell you.”
“Joe, stop. This is killing us.”
“What? No.” Pop spread his hands. “Everything’s fine.”
“If you say so.” Mum stood up, unfastened her apron and crumpled it, using both hands. “I talked to Paula yesterday. Paula Kask.”
“Do I know her?”
“You met her in the community hall last Quintember. At the Parents’ Union charity sale? Never mind. She’s got spare rooms, enough for me and Alina. She said we can stay as long as we like.”
There was a beat of silence. Then another.
Pop let out a breath, inhaled and said: “My friend’s name is Lissia Dareeling. She was at the Archivists’ symposium in Fortinium, the one I went to because Petrov was ill. She’s a reporter. A journalist. A good one.”
Mum let her hands drop. The apron she’d been holding fell to the floor unnoticed. “So what’s she like in bed, Joe?”
“How the Hades should I know? It’s not like that. She got me to, to...”
“What?”
“She asked me to tell her about an alderman’s corporate holdings, and the escrow agreements for a company’s new product. Not public information, but not exactly deep-Lattice classified.”
“So she did seduce you.”
“I’ve already said—”
“Then how much did she pay you?”
“I, well. Nothing, really.”
“And you broke your code of ethics, you of all people. For what, exactly?”
“I don’t know.” Pop bent his head, pushing his fists against his eyes. “Ah, it’s worse than I’ve told you.”
“How can it be worse?”
“Because I.... Ah, Hades. Maybe you should go and stay with what’s-her-name. I’m toxic, Ellie. How I got like this, I just don’t know.”
Mum’s eyes appeared bulbous, and she raised one hand. Her palm seemed to vibrate.
“Tell me, Joe. Tell me or, so help me, I’ll read it from your living bones.”
That was where Alina paused in reliving her blood spider’s memories, after reabsorbing the spider on its return. Her parents’ conversation held overtones she couldn’t understand, but the adult world was odd, and always would be.
Mum had accused Pop of falling in love with another woman, and it turned out not to be true. So that bit had to be good, didn’t it?
It has to be.
Even the talk of Mum leaving home with her, Alina, leaving this place, and going to stay with some strange woman... In the end, when Pop said maybe it was a good idea, he meant it for their sakes, not his own. For their safety.
Does someone want to hurt us?
There was so much Alina didn’t understand.
Why won’t they tell me what’s happening?
Well, perhaps the remainder of her spider’s memory held the answer.
I have to find out.
She closed her eyes and continued the replay.
“...like daydreaming,” Pop was saying. (Alina had accidentally skipped a few seconds of her spider’s memory sequence.) He shook his head. “Even when I entered trance tonight, while you were in the kitchen, I couldn’t recreate what happened. Some kind of covert mesmeric induction, over a series of meetings, and me with no memory of it afterwards.”
“So this reporter, Lissia what’s-her-face, is what? A witch?”
“She had some kind of talisman on her, I’m sure of it. But in herself, no. I’d swear she’s an ordinary human.”             
“Joe. What did she really make you do?”
“Ah, Thanatos. As far as I consciously knew, it was what I told you. Corporate stuff, and unimportant. But the reason I’ve been so strung out of late... Ellie, I’m sorry.”
“Will you for Death’s sake tell me.”
Pop’s voice went flat and low. “I’ve been penetrating the core Lattice. Unauthorised.”
“Oh, no.”
“I still can’t believe I did it.”
“Neither can I, Joe. How could you be so stupid?”
“I mean,” said Pop, “that I can’t believe I bore so much pain and didn’t remember or feel any of it afterwards. And I really can’t believe that I managed to retrieve what I think I did.”
“Which is?”
“It’s federal.” Pop’s eyes, usually so warm, looked hollow. “I’m talking about spellbinders’ secrets. Things that would affect them personally.”
Mum looked at him, her mouth half open, unable to speak.
“Going up against federal spellbinders and coming out alive?” continued Pop. “It doesn’t happen. I’m done for.”
“Sweet Death, Joe.”
“And I think I’ve betrayed them all. I mean every spellbinder living here in Tristopolis.”
Mom stumbled backwards to her chair and sat down. “We have to... There must be a way out of this.”
“If I can find out what Lissia’s up to, what story she’s working on, then maybe. Find out what’s happening before they catch me and hang me out to dry.”
“But that’s too dangerous. You have to—”
Alina slipped out of memory trance, shocked by what she was experiencing. Her world had shifted and people, federal spellbinders who were supposed to be the good guys, however scary, might be planning to kill Pop or maybe all of them.
She was certain of one thing: her parents were afraid.
Go back in.
But the reabsorbed blood was fading in her brain. The spider’s memories were unravelling. She made one last effort to capture a fragment before it split apart.
“Listen to me, Alina.” In her spider’s vision, Pop’s eyes were huge, the rest of his face distorted. “Your mother’s in the kitchen, and this is just me. She didn’t see this little spider, and I can’t believe how smart and clever you are, Princess.”
In what was left of her memory trance, Alina blinked. Pop had known her spider was there, and stood right in front of it to record these words for her and no one else to experience.
“If anything happens to me, talk to Lexar Pinderwin. Remember him? Go to the Office of the Chief Medical Listener and ask for Lexar. Tell him everything you’ve seen and heard.”
Pop rubbed his eyes. “Remember I—”
The blood memory fell apart.
Alina sat on her mat with its seven-point star, stared into space with her twelve-year-old Bone Listener eyes, and tried to make sense of what she had seen and heard.
Adults were insane. When Alina grew up, she would be different.
But never mind the distant future. She wanted her parents to be happy again, and she wanted that to happen now.
Back when she was really little, she believed that Pop was stronger than the world, with the power to keep her safe forever. It felt awful, having the remnants of that illusion ripped away. And though the blood spider memories were blurring, one realisation would stay with her.
Downstairs, in the safety of their family home, Pop was mortally afraid.




Three
Quicksilver rain spattered across the sidewalk. Commissioner Sandarov – in his mind, he was still getting used to the official title – stood on his porch and watched the unmarked police car pull up.
The driver got out, hugely muscular and deserving of the nickname he shared with his brother. When the two Brodowskis lifted weights together, in the gym or in competition, every officer on the force called them The Barbarians.
Al Brodowski fitted his cap on his head and lumbered up the path. “Nice day for a trip, sir.”
“Come inside, Al. Maisie made scarab cookies. Ignore the suitcases in the hall for now.”
Sandarov’s wife Maisie headed up the maths department at Windsigh College, but cookery was her second love, though wasted on her in-laws who had been living here for months. They were the reason Al was here.
“Thank you, sir.”
Al headed for the kitchen, and Sandarov followed. They passed three kimodo-hide suitcases by the stairs, the luggage labels featuring a rental address in Silvex City. Months of living here without leaving the house, and now Mr and Mrs Sandarov senior were off to Illurium, to an apartment rented directly from a company over there, with no Tristopolitans involved.
Probably for the best.
The Unity Party might have crashed and burned in the wake of recent scandals, but bigotry grew stronger when it went underground. Sandarov couldn’t help feeling that a violent resurgence was possible, maybe likely.
Not on my watch.
But his predecessor, Arrhennius Vilnar, had probably thought the same until an assassin’s bullet killed him. And Vilnar had been a master of guile, whose secrets Sandarov was still discovering now, as he settled into office.
Another difference between them was that Sandarov’s parents were still alive, or rather unalive, and as resurrected persons they might be safer elsewhere, far from Tristopolis. At least for now.
Sergeant Al Brodowski looked right at home, perched on a stool that seemed too slender to support his bulk.
“These are unbelievable, ma’am,” Al took three cookies from the plate that Maisie offered. “Bud will be sorry he missed out.”
“He won’t miss out.” Maisie lifted up a filled paper bag, and placed it on the counter next to Al. “You’ll take these with you when you go, and give them to your brother without stealing more than a couple.”
Al grinned at her. “I can do that.”
“Did Commissioner Vilnar or his wife give you cookies and coffee when you went to his home?” asked Sandarov. “Just wondering.”
“Hades, no. The Old Man was scary, and his wife is downright terrifying. Sir.”
Sandarov shook his head. “I’m far too soft for this job.”
Maisie handed him a mug. “Just drink your coffee, Commissioner.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
He could have ordered a taxi to take Ma and Dad to Tempelgard. Plus you could argue that getting Al to drive them there in an official Tristopolis PD vehicle constituted personal use of city property. But he wanted their journey to the airport to be as enjoyable as possible, not spoiled by some bigoted taxi driver unhappy at carrying zombie passengers.
Most drivers were okay, of course. But he didn’t fool himself. Tristopolis could still be uncomfortable for those who were resurrected or otherwise not pure human.
It didn’t used to be like this.
“Hey, son.” A cold hand settled on Sandarov’s shoulder. “Time we were off. We’ve imposed on you two long enough.”
“I’ll say.” Sandarov turned to his father. “Can’t wait for some peace and quiet.”
“Hush, you two.” His mother came in from the hallway and embraced Maisie. “Take care of yourself.”
“You do the same, Ma.”
They filed out. Al, bringing up the rear, carried the suitcases with ease. Outside, the quicksilver rain had faded.
Sandarov walked to the car with his parents, while Maisie stayed on the porch.
“See you, Ma.” They hugged.
“Look after Maisie. She’s the best.”
“Yeah.” Sandarov held out his hand to his father. “Don’t take no wooden florins from them there Illurians.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it.”
They clasped hands and exchanged one-arm man-hugs.
“Ma’am.” Al was holding the rear door open for Sandarov’s mother.
“Thank you.” She looked up at Al. “You’re a good boy.”
Sandarov closed his eyes for a moment.
“Your mother wants to take a side trip from Silvex to Aurex City,” said his father. “You know they have actual sunlight there?”
“Reflected sunlight.” From inside the car. “An airborne mirror, held up by city mages. It’s got to be a sight to see.”
“Have you ever heard of anything so unnatural, son?”
“No, Dad. Also, you’ve lost the argument already.”
“That goes without saying.”
Sandarov watched his father climb into the car, and nodded as Al closed the door, gave an informal salute, went round to the front and took his place behind the steering-wheel. The engine growled. Sandarov’s parents looked out at him, the paleness of their faces more obvious in outdoor darkness.
Sandarov gave another nod.
And stood with hands in pockets as the car pulled away from the kerb and made its way to the end of the street, signalled left, and turned out of sight. Quicksilver puddles puckered as the last few raindrops fell.
He stared up at the dark, unchanging purple sky, let out a breath, and went to join Maisie on the porch.
“It’s good they’re going,” he said. “Must be stir crazy, all the time they’ve spent here.”
“You’re saying my cooking tastes like prison food?” Not that zombies ate very often.
“Now you come to mention it...”
“So are you working late tonight?”
“Yeah.” His parents were going to be safe. Now he had the entire city to consider. In the exhausted aftermath of recent disorder, this was his chance, as the new commissioner, to turn the current lull into long-term stability. To keep the streets of Tristopolis as free from crime as possible. “Are you putting in extra hours?”
“Not as much as you, I imagine, Commissioner.”
They grimaced at each other and went inside.




four
Donal’s hundred hours had passed.
Four subjective days had elapsed since last recharging his heart. Time spent in stasis didn’t count. Now, with soil pressed against his mouth and eyelids, against torso and limbs, he would have been trapped even if fully charged.
His zombie heart paused inside his chest, then gave a single additional beat.
No more.
The world, already dark, began to fade. Parabiological decay was setting in, rapid but exponential, in the exact sense that the Sisters of Thanatos had taught him back at the orphanage school: it would never quite reach zero.
Some vestige of awareness might remain until geological action crushed him or the planet itself perished when the Sun turned the colour of blood and grew huge and deadly.
It’s all gone.
Ordinary life was lost to him. Or perhaps that had happened the day that Blanz’s bullets took Donal in the chest, and he woke with his undead lover’s heart beating inside him. No more Laura. No more Tristopolis.
No more anything.
All of it, slipping away.




five
Outside the chamber, visible through the long horizontal panel of the window, the sky blazed white and the rocky landscape shifted and moved in time with the city’s perambulation. The view sickened most visitors, especially Darkside visitors.
For anyone born and raised in Talonclaw, this was normal. Occasional scheduled stops aside, the city’s vast piledriver legs thumped without cease across the broken land. The long, segmented hull wound its way like some titanic millipede.
Calista Delfix was anything but a native of the wandering city, but she had adjusted. Her stomach wasn’t weak, and neither was her mind.
She liked the shifting view, but still, a maintenance crew working on the outer hull might just happen to pass outside this window. Given what was occurring behind her in the room, witnesses would be a complication.
Calista hooked her fingers in empty air, and drew them downwards. The big steel shutters smacked into place, covering the windows.
A whimper sounded from the prisoner behind her.
She turned to smile at the spreadeagled man, bound with platinum loops to her sacrificial conference table. “Privacy is so important, don’t you think? Especially for intimate conversations.”
“Please, ma’am. I’m just a courier.”
“And they say don’t kill the messenger.” Calista smiled. “But it’s like criminal law, isn’t it? Anything that’s illegal is something that people actually do, or there wouldn’t be a law against it.”
She was paraphrasing her mother, who used to tell the young Calista that no one passed a law against teleporting to the planet Mars or Oberon, precisely because such teleportation was impossible.
Calista often wondered if Mother gave a bitter smile in her final moments, when she understood the nature of the toxin she had drunk, exactly who had placed it in her wine, and remembered that matricide was forbidden under every legal system.
Most likely Mother had attempted a death curse, prevented by the paralysis brought on by medusa venom before the real agony began. Calista hadn’t been around to see it. Instead, she had endured a heart-thumping wait deep inside in a hex-shielded bunker, just in case.
Her mother had been that dangerous.
But not as good as me.
Calista was smarter. No one got inside her emotional shield. No family. No points of vulnerability.
The courier’s lips moved, whispering a mantra, attempting to auto-induce a trance to disconnect himself from imminent suffering.
Oh, but we can’t have that.
She gestured, and the courier’s lips froze. The lines in his face grew deeper, as if incised by an invisible razor, which gave Calista an idea for a novel form of torture, but not today. What was about to happen formed part of a plan, and planning was something Calista excelled at.
The steel table was an elongated oval, serving as sacrificial altar or conference table or sometimes, as in this moment, both. With the courier’s limbs spread into an X, there was no escaping the sight of his crotch darkening. He lay within a carved elliptical border featuring secret runes and icons of the Order.
Eight empty high-backed chairs, carved from white stone, surrounded the table. A ninth, Calista’s throne-like seat of interlocking bones, dominated them.
Dust motes began to whirl in the air above the stone chairs.
One by one, eight seated figures materialised.
These men and women possessed hooded eyes and radiated coldness. Never mind that these were simply holomantic images. Had they been physically present, the air itself would have chilled.
All, like Calista, were Level Nine initiates.
Helva Sheridan, with the unreadable indigo eyes, was currently residing on the Lightside, though in a fixed conurbation, not a perambulating city. The others remained in distant places on the Darkside. In Dalmor Kelshin’s case, that meant a bubble city on the floor of the Umbral Ocean, on the Limbo Shelf by Arkania Abyss.
Helva gave all the signs of enjoying her current position of power, here on the Lightside. For Calista, her own Lightside sojourn was temporary. Once Tristopolis was broken and rebuilding had commenced, Calista intended to live there.
Of course, some ruins would have to remain forever, as reminders to the Tristopolitan citizens and for Calista’s own pleasure. She would make sure of that.
“A courier.” Giulio Ombra gazed down at the bound man. “The first messenger they’ve sent to us in decades. You’re taking this as a sign of weakness?”
The man on the table no longer struggled. His eyes contained horror.
“An empirical test,” said Calista. “He dies, and the strength of the backlash from his masters will tell us their strength. Since we ourselves are out of harm’s way, there is no downside to roasting this little lizard.”
Despite the paralysis induced by Calista’s spell, a thin mewling escaped from the courier’s throat.
“What’s that, little lizard?” asked Calista. “You thought the wolves would protect you?”
One of the figures cleared his throat. A stray beam of sunlight, from a gap in the shutters, passed through the hooded features of Lowell Norton, turning him translucent, just for a moment. Then the city’s motion shifted the light once more.
Lowell’s image regained sharpness.
“A peace offer is not always made from weakness,” he said. “In times gone by, yes. But perhaps this current offer reflects a new, more modern reality.”
“Showing dissent in front of a visitor, Lowell?”
“Discussion, rather.”
“But it rather seals his fate, don’t you think?”
There were grim smiles around the table.
The first rule of negotiation is for each side to present a united front. Internal divisions reveal fault lines. Angles of attack.
“Well.” Lowell’s smile was particularly ironic. “If only I’d thought of that.”
So it was a rarefied joke as well as a point of discussion: he knew very well that he had just condemned the courier to death, whether Calista wished it or not.
This was why Calista enjoyed being part of the Order at the Ninth Level.
The room lurched to an angle, remained that way for a few seconds, and righted itself. In his holomantic image, Lowell raised an eyebrow.
“Broken terrain,” Calista told him. “Not really a misstep. A necessary adjustment. The surprising thing is how rarely it happens.”
“How very quaint.”
“The Lightside has many interesting traits.” Calista gestured. “And this one here, when you think of it, is how I’m going to break Tristopolis.”
She meant the use of magma, currently manifesting as four points of orange light at the corners of the room. They began to shine more brightly.
“Don’t destroy the entire city.” This was Giulio. “I have business interests at the docks, as you know.”
“Businesses that will prosper when the rebuilding starts. I’ll make sure of it.”
Guilio bowed his head. “I’m sure you know what you’re doing.”
It was approval with a hint of threat, draped in courtesy. Calista smiled in appreciation.
And then she raised her hands.
Molten light shot along channels in the floor, climbed up the sides of the table, branched and flowed around the oval border, and brought the runes to fiery life. Though he was paralysed, the courier’s fear was obvious; but no one could halt the process now.
Calista’s fellow Level Nine Initiates, present only as holomantic images, were safe from burning. Hex defences protected Calista herself: a subtle demonstration of power to her allies. But all the courier could do was roast in the heat.
Flames belched from his chest and eyes, magma poured out, and the stench of burning meat caused Calista’s mouth to water.
Fat bubbled and popped and blood boiled until the body began to shred and shrivel. When it was no more than a twisted lump, Calista gestured to reverse the magma flow.
The burning viscous fluid slid back to the wall ducts and out of sight, headed for insulated containers three decks below. Several of the initiates allowed themselves sighs. An indulgence, and a sign of approval.
One of them, Ravinia Delcortol, spoke up. “We should do this more often, don’t you think?”
Tiny smiles played here and there, while Lowell murmured, “I’ve a feeling we will do just that. The situation, if you’ll forgive me, grows hotter by the month.”
“We’ll be ready,” Calista told him. “I’ll be ready.”
“I believe you.”
Nods, with varying degrees of nuance.
“Are we done, madam hostess?” Lowell gave a seated bow towards Calista. “It’s been lovely.”
“Agreed,” said Ravinia, while Helva murmured, “Absolutely.”
There were other nods, Giulio included. Good. For all Calista’s show of unconcern, she had needed to win him over. He had been the most likely to block her plans.
But her ideas were spectacular as well as practical, and it seemed to her that Giulio, for all the risks to his financial interests, was eager to see a shift from covert stratagems to open conflagration, to finally show their power. Not that they would rule from positions of state: that remained the role of dupes and mouthpieces.
But the coming bath of violence was something they all needed.
“My thanks to you all for being here,” said Calista. “Be well, everyone.”
Ravinia, Helva and Giulio were the first to disappear. Dalmor Kelshin gave a grin before his holomantic image winked out of existence. The others went one by one until only Lowell Norton remained.
He, or rather his image, stood up and pushed back his hood, revealing his sharp, bloodless features. “A dangerous game, darling Calista.”
“Calling the bluff on our lupine enemies? Or do you mean our own personal rivalry, darling?” She stood to gain further power within the Order when Tristopolis fell, perhaps enough to declare once and for all that her abilities were greater than his.
So far, across the ambitious years, their personal scores were even.
“Perhaps both.” An icy, charming smile from Lowell. “Would a more intimate discussion illuminate matters?”
Tantrimantic telesex was the least of their shared secrets.
“I am feeling warm inside.” Calista glanced at the charred lump on her conference table. “Give me an hour, then call me back.”
“I’ll do that.”
Lowell disappeared.
Calista smiled at the courier’s remains.
Servitor beetlepups scuttled in, their mandibles twitching, and converged on the courier’s charred remnants. Once they finished their work, the steel table would be spotless once more. Calista watched them settle in to their task, then she turned away and caused the steel shutters to rise, bathing the room in white, overwhelming light.
She fastened dark lenses over her eyes.
Her entire three-deck dwelling formed a tower sprouting from the upper carapace of the segmented, walking city that was Talonclaw. There were twenty-six other towers like it. From a distance, as Calista herself had seen, they looked like spikes or needles sprouting from the back of a city that resembled both a millipede and a beetle.
Except that the city clanked and thumped and wheezed across the broken Lightside deserts: wastelands of salt and giant bones, foothills and mountains scoured dry by endless sun.
It was a long, long way from home.
But that was no matter, because a dark range in the distance contained a tiny spark of glowing orange, and Talonclaw’s Mayor-Captain had already agreed to divert the city’s course in that direction. That spark was Calista’s first true glimpse of Lake Vulcan, though she had seen holomantic images many times, and worked with her teams of engineering witches to construct the specimen tanks stored below.
The city’s Mayor-Captain, Marjorie Cunningham-Nkanga, knew exactly what Calista planned to bring on board. But the Mayor-Captain had Talonclaw’s reputation as well as physical safety always on her mind, so she had to remain ignorant of the specimens’ true purpose. To believe they were headed for a research institute and zoo, eventually to be returned to the lake of magma they called home.
“Some people lack imagination.” Calista spoke to the landscape outside. “Some people have no fire.”
She smiled, while behind her the beetlepups finished up their work, mandibles snipping with clicks and clacks, armoured legs scuttling on steel.
Call it a bright beginning.




six
Felice was standing with a bedpan in her hands when Lynnie, Sister Lynkse, invited her to dinner. “Kyushen and I have a table booked at Geraldina’s. The best kimodo curries anywhere, apparently.”
“A romantic dinner with our techie boy? Good for you, Lynnie. But two’s a couple, and three’s a couple plus one annoying spikeberry.”
Lynnie’s feline teeth gleamed as she smiled. “It’s not like a first date. We’re used to each other’s company by now.”
“Even so.”
“And if I really want to get him in a loving mood,” said Lynnie, “I’ll flash him an open textbook full of necromagnetism equations. Maybe a little hex code. N-tier architecture trance diagrams in full colour, if I really want to make him whimper.”
“I don’t need to know this.”
“Not to mention—”
“I so don’t need to know.” Felice raised the bedpan. “But enjoy yourselves at dinner. And excuse me while I dispose of this.”
Felice was halfway down the obsidian-floored corridor when, with feline acuity, she heard Lynnie murmur, “I wish you’d enjoy yourself.”
So it was stupid to wear your heart for a living patient who never noticed you, and even more pointless when they had died. You could mourn for what might have been, but the sensible thing would be to move on. Swiftly.
Stupid, stupid, stupid.
She dropped the bedpan into the incinerator – who’d be a flame wraith? – and thought of Donal in his apartment that time, with her and Lexar Pinderwin and a team of detectives, organising an off-the-books police operation that involved breaking into an Energy Authority installation.
Felice remembered the serious intelligence Donal brought to the planning and the way the other cops respected him, all of them matter-of-fact about heading into danger under his command.
If the circumstances had been less fraught, surely Donal would have noticed a certain Night Sister unable to take her eyes off him.
The shortest route back to the Acute Ensorcelment Ward went past Lynnie’s temporary workstation in the Hex Reassignment Clinic, where Lynnie was the acting ward sister, pending Sister Panthera’s return from maternity leave. Felice decided to go back the long way round.
And concentrate on work, nothing else, until her shift was done.
Later, in her quarters in the dorm block, Felice opened her window to the darkness and waited. Soon enough, a young silver tabby cat, his kittenhood almost behind him, came purring and buzzing over the sill. Felice scooped him up, cuddled him, and set him down by a red enamel dish she’d already filled with Kraken Flakes in Luxury White Sauce.
The young cat’s name was Spike, and he seemed to enjoy his new surroundings at St Jarl’s, so far from the city proper that it scarcely seemed part of Tristopolis. Spike lapped up the sauce before chewing the fishy meat, and his obvious contentment relaxed Felice.
Did she have more in common with a pure feline like Spike or a mainstream human? In theory the human side was greater, but sometimes she wondered.
A familiar three-toned beep sounded from the grounds outside.
“We’re visiting the graveyard.” She reached out to Spike. “You want to come along?”
Spike stropped his whiskers against her hand.
“Fair enough,” said Felice, and picked him up.
Downstairs, and out onto the bone gravel, she carried Spike. The low-slung Vixen blinked her headlights at him.
Felice said, “I like the new hubcaps. Very stylish.”
They bore a bat design, with a curvature to match the Vixen’s fins.
Once inside the car, Spike settled on the front passenger seat while Felice sat behind the steering-wheel, though she placed her hands on her lap and kept them there as the Vixen put herself into gear and rolled across the crunching gravel, through the grounds of St Jarl’s to a set of outer gates that folded open at their approach, then out onto a dark road lined with jet-leaved ironwood trees, no other vehicles in sight.
The Vixen knew the way to the cemetery.
Human or feline, Felice was certainly a Tristopolitan, raised with particular prejudices that lessened with experience but never went away entirely, and one of them was this: that the cemeteries were unnatural, that there was a wrongness associated with burying rejects from the reactor piles.
But she kept revisiting the cemetery all the same, because now it was Donal in the ground.
The car had her own reasons. She and the dead Laura Steele had in some sense been sisters, and that was a story Felice intended to learn in full some day. So the Vixen and the Night Sister mourned different people, but Laura and Donal had been buried side by side, and Laura’s zombie heart had given Donal an extra life, or unlife, so these joint trips seemed natural and at some point had become a habit.
After the cemetery gates sank into the ground to admit them, the Vixen rolled along a path wide enough to act as a roadway and stopped in the usual place, next to the double plot where Laura’s remains lay next to Donal’s.
Careful to keep her claws in, Felice rubbed Spike’s head with her fingertips, and murmured that he might as well stay inside. The Vixen cracked open her driver’s door, and Felice slid out. She pressed a hand against the Vixen’s bonnet, crossed to the grave and stopped.
The first moments were always strange.
Usually she read the headstone’s inscription, first Donal’s and then Laura’s, though she knew them off by heart; but this time something else took her attention.
A concave disturbance in the soil.
“Ssss,” came from Felice’s mouth. Her eyes narrowed into vertical slits.
The Vixen flashed her headlights. She had noticed too.
Felice crouched down. She was no Bone Listener, but when she felt the depression in the earth, she had a distinct impression of emptiness from the plot that was supposed to hold Donal’s remains.
Its neighbour, where Laura was buried, looked undisturbed. But the curve in the damp, clay-like soil looked like a sign of underground collapse, not broken up the way it would be if something – or someone – had clawed through to the surface. Or dug a hole downwards to reach the coffin.
The Vixen swivelled her headlight beams, lighting up a narrow stone structure, barely big enough to contain one adult standing up, marked on top with a peaked roof and the federal insignia of Salamander and Eagle.
“Oh,” said Felice. “Right.”
Cobwebs decorated the structure. Felice wondered whether it had ever been used. When she pulled the door open, she half expected to find the interior empty, but no: it stood there, a brass telephone stained with verdigris.
She picked up the handpiece, extruded a claw from her forefinger, and spun the cogs to threes-sixes-and-nines, the number memorised by every child, though usually they didn’t need it until adulthood, if ever.
“What is the nature of your emergency?” came from the speaker. “Fire, Police, Sorcery or Medical?”
“Police. Or maybe...” Felice took a deep breath. “I think you’d better send a sorcery team as well.”
Outside, the Vixen’s horn gave a soft, elongated wail. Not a warning, but an expression of emotion.
Felice covered the mouthpiece. “You and me both.”
Not knowing what to hope for.
But certain – almost certain – that Donal’s grave was empty.
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It looked at home, coursing along the Avenue of the Basilisks: a long dark limo with blacked-out windows, low-slung and classically styled, while the towers on either side were among the oldest and most forbidding in all of Tristopolis: gothic, art deco and imperialist all at once.
High up on those towers, ancient gargoyles turned their creaking heads to track the limo’s progress.
The far end of the avenue morphed into the Via Vendetta, whose three-mile length stretched to the commercial bustle and hint of sleaze that defined Greater Screamway, while beyond lay Lesser Screamway where respectable businesses and enterprises of ill repute operated side by side, ignoring each other as best they could.
But the limo stopped just before the transition to the Via Vendetta, right outside the two-hundred-storey tower that was Police HQ. The driver who exited was built like a Chorkesian wrestler: thick neck, thick waist, and limber despite the bulk. He stopped and peered up at the steps, where a team of deathwolves stood on guard.
One of them, the largest and most fierce-looking, padded down to the bottom step and rasped: “An-dre.”
“Hey, er, FenSeven. Nice to see you.”
FenSeven gave a lupine grin, baring his fangs to the cool air. Andre nodded with slow respect, and took care to avoid sudden movement as he opened the rear passenger door.
Then a platinum walking-cane slipped into view, followed by its owner: a white-haired lady, thin with age, who slid her feet to the sidewalk and stood up ramrod-straight. Andre knew better than to offer assistance.
A patina of humour shone in the old lady’s eyes. Or perhaps it was merely the reflected orange light from miasma globes burning atop stone pillars either side of the great doors, which were formed of bronze and steel, and looked far too heavy to actually open. The air seemed charged around her.
And it didn’t take a deathwolf’s sensory acuity to understand that the old lady’s visit had a purpose.
“My name,” she told FenSeven, “is Helena Steele.”
“Pro-fess-or. Steele.”
“Indeed.”
“Laura. Kin.”
“She was my daughter.”
“Yesss.”
Helena Steele looked at her driver. “You’ve not been here since you retired, Andre, is that right?”
“That’s correct, ma’am.”
“But you’ll stay with the car now.”
“Ma’am.”
FenSeven’s eyes gleamed scarlet, just for a moment, and he gave a soft barking sound that might have been humour, derision or approval. Or all three. On the top step, the other deathwolves parted to stand on either side.
Helena compressed her lips. The deathwolves’ top priority was to guard against danger, and she was the danger here.
Whether people considered her a mage or a witch depended on whether they associated the labels primarily with gender or, conversely, with a specific body of knowledge. For her, witchcraft comprised a very different discipline from the mage philosophies, pure and applied, that formed her life’s work.
But either way, she was an adept, and FenSeven should understand the threat she represented. She looked at the deathwolves on the top step, then turned to FenSeven and said, “I want to have words with Commissioner Sandarov. I assume he’s protected.”
“Ex-pec-ting. You.”
“He told you that? In person?”
“Yesss.”
A senior cop talking directly to a deathwolf, instead of issuing orders via a series of intermediaries. The previous commissioner, Arrhennius Vilnar, had never forgotten his blue-collar origins, but Helena had expected Vilnar’s successor to be a reversion to type: old money, influential family, Hemlock League college.
“Then I’ll give him a chance,” she told FenSeven, “to explain himself.”
Again the lupine grin.
Too confident by far.
There were formidable beings that rarely left Police HQ, some of them imprisoned for centuries, even millennia, in the deepest subterranean levels, while others were more tractable and willing to serve. Those were powerful guardians.
But Helena Steele was the twentieth person to serve as Mordanto’s Huxleyan Professor of Quantal Thaumodynamics, and she possessed a particular ability shared by all pioneering mages, an ability that went beyond accumulated knowledge and the discipline of intellect, particularly given the nature of leading-edge research.
She was not afraid to die.
“I’m going in now,” she added.
With a light tap of her platinum cane, she ascended one step, then the next, tapping each in turn, feeling the shiver that ran through the cane’s soft core. It sensed the power of entities that no one had seen in Helena’s lifetime: stonewraiths, deep below but able to ascend in seconds should the Police HQ tower ever come under open attack.
The great doors cracked open as she reached the top step.
Something like a sigh escaped the deathwolf squad as Helena walked inside and stopped, while the doors closed behind her with a muted thump. In front of her rose a tall block of solid granite, and from its upper surface rose the torso of a man in uniform. His name was etched on his badge: SGT EDUARDO PAYNE.
He nodded down at Helena. “Can I help you, ma’am?”
“You can direct me to Commissioner Sandarov’s office, Sergeant.”
“And the name, please?”
“Commissioner Sandarov. I just told you.”
“I meant your name.” The sergeant blinked. “Not that I see any appointments on the list.”
Helena allowed an aura to manifest around her. “Professor Helena Steele. Of Mordanto.”
“Oh. Any relation to—”
“She was my daughter.”
Commander Laura Steele. Helena had never approved of her daughter’s profession. Had never truly come to grips with Laura’s resurrection, and the second phase of her career, pursued with cold determination and the kind of focus only a resurrected woman could attain.
If Helena had known of the development at the time, she would have disapproved of Laura’s last boyfriend, a police lieutenant from the wrong side of the tracks called Donal Riordan, and never mind that Helena considered herself anything but a snob.
As it was, she had only met the man when he had literally stolen Laura’s heart – her undead, shiny black zombie heart – after Laura was truly killed forever during the botched arrest of Senator Blanz.
Blanz was in prison but that wasn’t going to bring back Laura.
The duty sergeant looked down from the granite block that was part of him, and said, “I’ll make the call, Professor.”
“Thank you, Sergeant.”
Helena relaxed, and her visible aura faded. Besides the duty sergeant – perennially on duty, she assumed – the cathedral-high foyer was almost empty of humans, and she was the only civilian.
Probably a local precinct would have been busier, in terms of ordinary visitors. Or perhaps she had entered during a random lull.
The floor was of marble veined with obsidian, and like the walls and apparently empty air, it contained a substantial number of wraiths in motion, their forms almost entirely rotated out of the three main spatial dimensions, rendering them insubstantial and invisible to ordinary senses, but not to Helena’s perceptions.
One of the wraiths paused, half inside the arched ceiling, and turned its spectral regard to Helena, who gave a courteous nod. After a second, the wraith nodded back, slipped inside the solid stone, and was gone.
Helena was impressed. Her abilities were not on show, but the wraith had noticed her anyway. This was a fortress with defences of subtlety as well as strength.
The sergeant finished his phone call. “Ma’am? Professor? If you go to Elevator 17, it will take you right up.”
“Thank you.”
She walked slowly, putting scarcely any weight on the platinum cane, until she reached the waiting banks of elevator shafts. They were labelled with brass digits, and a wraith was waiting at number 17. Its vibrations spoke simultaneously of great age and recent metamorphosis.
And when Helena stepped into the shaft, the wraith introduced itself.
*I’m Aggie. And you’re interesting.*
“And do you converse with every visitor?”
Helena was suspended in mid-air, held only by the billowing wraith.
*Only the interesting ones.*
“Then I’m Helena Steele. And before you ask, yes, Laura was my—”
*I wasn’t going to ask. I didn’t need to.*
They began to rise, but slowly. Far slower than the wraiths in other shafts.
Helena wondered if the air in those shafts felt as chilly as this.
*I’ve had long lives, but Laura Steele and Donal Riordan are fresh in both my memories.*
Helena considered this. Many wraiths lived silent lives. Those who could converse and chose to, like this Aggie, used necromagnetic resonance in lieu of sound to generate the words in their listeners’ heads. With some individuals, those words might be layered with rich and subtle meanings.
“That would be Aggie, short for Aggregate, would it?”
*I was right about you, Professor. I expected astuteness, among other attributes.*
Their ascent continued. This would be an express route, with no openings on the lower floors. The shaft was lit by faint sparkles from within Aggie’s form.
The stone slipped past slowly. Aggie was taking its time. Her time. Some wraiths adopted gender for reasons not wholly understood. Or perhaps they came into being that way.
“And was one of your previous identities Xalia, by any chance?”
A faint pause in their motion was followed by a sprinkling of sparks washing through Aggie’s near-invisible self.
*One of me was Xalia, yes. I worked with Laura for a long time by human standards. And I thought you had nothing to do with her. So how do you know my previous name?*
“She died twice over because she was a cop, and you might have worked with her for a long time, but she died young by human standards. So I was right to disapprove of her career. But I followed it from a distance, all the same. And yes, I remember the names of all her team members.”
They continued rising. After a few moments, Helena added, “Also as Xalia, you were mortally wounded in the line of duty. Or have I guessed wrongly?”
It wasn’t in any reports that Helena knew of, but Aggie was only months old, formed from the merging of two older, long-lived wraiths. Helena sensed it. She had no idea who the other wraith was, but Xalia had been a member of the task force commanded by Laura.
Few people even knew that wraiths could merge and regenerate this way, because it was a rare occurrence. There were few reasons for it to happen, but one was a wraith on the point of dissolution, faced with a choice: to merge or die.
*You have it right, Professor. And I was also Gertie, who was rather fond of Donal.*
Helena felt her lips compress. A giveaway to someone as smart as Aggie.
“You could let me drop, you know. I’d say the shaft goes a long way down.”
*Longer than you can imagine. Or at least, longer than most people can imagine.*
There would be an investigation, but Helena thought Aggie might be resourceful enough to evade it. For one thing, there was no sense of spatial constraint: Aggie was not bound to remain within the shaft’s volume. She could roam where she wanted.
On the other hand, Helena was not exactly helpless.
“Were you by chance, in either of your previous identities, fond of Commissioner Vilnar?”
They came to a halt, surrounded by solid stone. Above and below, the shaft narrowed into darkness.
Nothing solid under Helena’s feet.
*Arrhennius was my friend.*
“And his replacement? How well do you know Sandarov?”
*You’re asking me personal questions about the serving police commissioner?*
“That’s correct.”
The faintest of sparkles.
*Laura possessed the same bold courage, you know.*
“And how was she with people who evaded answering questions?”
*So you consider me a person.*
Helena said nothing.
*Well.* Wraiths couldn’t sigh, but a ripple passed through the cold air.
*The new commissioner is an unknown quantity.*
Still hanging there.
“You really are considering whether to let me fall, aren’t you?”
*It was your idea, Professor. The defence of this establishment is my top official priority. Mine, and most other beings of my kind. Along with our allies.*
Perhaps Helena had been wrong. Perhaps Aggie wouldn’t need to evade an investigation. She possessed not just the right, but a legal obligation to use force, including lethal force, against intruders.
And Helena was potentially a threat.
“Donal Riordan’s body has disappeared from his grave. With Laura’s heart inside his chest.”
*What?*
There was a lurch, and with her free hand, Helena formed a mudra, a gesture associated via operant conditioning with initiating a superposition spell, a form of quantal hex that would allow her to exist in two locations simultaneously, for a short period of time, before choosing which location to manifest in.
Her nerves thrummed as the spell began, but Aggie increased her density once more, holding Helena safe. Helena allowed the nascent spell to fade.
Aggie glowed softly.
*My apologies, Professor. I think you ought to tell me more.*
Never mind the lethal danger. Helena had to smile, because the duty sergeant had known exactly what he was doing, sending her to this particular shaft and into Aggie’s care.
This was no mere indentured wraith enduring an impoverished existence. Aggie could analyse a complex danger, such as the intentions of a Mordanto professor inside the building. And she could make up her own mind about the honesty and intentions of police officers, regardless of their seniority.
“A Night Sister from St Jarl’s was visiting the cemetery. She phoned the emergency services, who sent a witch and scene-of-crime diviner along with the police. There’s no sign of digging, from above or below. But no sign of the body, either.”
Only smashed remnants of the coffin, currently being examined.
“I’m taking a risk telling you this,” added Helena. “This information should not have been passed onto Mordanto. Not at this stage.”
*Someone knew of your relationship to Laura, and indirectly to Donal.*
Helena thought that Laura’s heart being present in Donal Riordan’s chest was a pretty direct connection, but never mind.
“You’re right, but let’s focus on the disappearance, because it begs the question as to whether Donal Riordan was truly dead when they buried him.”
*He died in Illurium.*
“And they shipped his body back. Quite. And you might expect a forensic Bone Listener to have examined that body somewhere between its arrival in Tristopolis and the actual interment, don’t you think?”
The glow shifted to an icy blue.
*Are you saying this didn’t happen?*
“I’m saying the relevant municipal departments received an official declaration to the effect that examination was unnecessary, because the Illurians had done it already.”
*And had they?*
“Good question, Aggie. Shame no one in Tristopolis thought to ask it at the time.”
They were still hanging in cold, empty air.
*Why exactly are you here, Professor?*
Helena’s breath steamed as she exhaled.
“To ask some pointed questions of Commissioner Sandarov.”
*Tell me.*
“His signature was on that document. The one that put Donal Riordan in the ground without checking how and if he really died.”
The soft glow faded.
*Sandarov’s signature? Or a fake?*
“That’s the first pointed question to ask, don’t you think?”
*Yes. And what of Donal Riordan?*
Their ascent had paused. Helena was hanging in mid-air, supported only by a near-invisible wraith. “You mean, what if they find him still alive?”
*Exactly.*
They continued to hang in place.
“Then,” said Helena, forcing herself to be honest, “I believe I owe the man an apology.”
Another pause.
*Let’s go, Professor.*
Stone slid downwards on all sides as they began to rise.
*Hold on.*
Accelerating upwards now.




Eight
There was ongoing bustle around Lissia Dareeling’s cubicle: the spiralling pneumatic tubes, the telephone chatter of her fellow journalists, the frantic scratching of their scribaci (or scribacuses, depending on which newspaper’s style guide you followed) as they wrote their reports, fast and to deadline.
Lissia spread the reader’s letter on her lacquered bonewood desk, let the sounds around her fade away, and asked herself what to do: file the letter in the incinerator, publish it untouched, or print it with a comment. And wait for a reaction from the Tristopolis Messenger’s readership.
In her mind she composed the reply she’d ideally like to print.
Dear Stupid,
How wonderful of you to send me your outstandingly different take on necromagnetic theory. All that work from the world’s greatest minds over the past century and a half, and you come up with a totally original work in your bedroom (I assume you still live with your parents) formed of ambiguous adjectives applied to abstract nouns, and without those bothersome equations that everyone else employs.

This is particularly clever since you avoid making any quantitative predictions. It’s hard for someone to prove your predictions wrong when you never actually make any.

Perhaps you’ve been reading those self-help books that say the great Albrecht Wolfstein was considered a dummy at school and made up his revolutionary theories while working as a clerk, having no contact with the academic world. The truth is, he was considered a prodigy by his early teachers, studied at the finest colleges and maintained contact with his peers.

Even his so-called clerical work was technical: evaluating conjuration patents includes analysing the underlying hex code and the experimental results and methodology. And just to dispel another myth: Wolfstein was far from the only mage to dream up thought-spells (Gedankenzauben) to generate ideas. At least fifty percent of theoreticians work that way.

Also, if you truly think that quantal thaumodynamics means reality is arbitrary, you might consider assuming that the whole world already knows how wonderful you are, so you can go through the rest of your life without ever bothering anyone else again.

Good luck with that.

All best,

Lissia D.

on behalf of the Messenger and every reader with half a brain

It was tempting. She was the Knowledge Section editor, and while it might not be up to the standard of its counterpart in the rival Gazette, she tried to maintain some kind of integrity.
Or at least, that was her usual approach. Perhaps she ought to publish something really insulting, and get herself fired. That would solve her real problem, the one she was trying to avoid by focusing on this petty annoyance.
Her daughter Tessa was twelve years old, the same age as Senior Archivist Joe Kaster’s daughter. A point in common. And as a trained journalist, Lissia had employed every opportunity to establish rapport.
But her manipulation had been far less ethical than usual. Lissia was serious about her career, and sometimes it made her cross lines that in retrospect caused pain among the innocent. This time, though, a voice in her mind had told her from the beginning not to play with fire, not to develop sources that might do more than furnish useful information: they might tell her what to do and what to write.
And eventually to cajole a Senior Archivist into crossing ethical boundaries of his own.
“Call this a report?” floated from the bullpen. “I’ve seen clearer sentences on the walls of the men’s room. Including the one with your mother’s phone number.”
And that would be Micah talking to one of the senior reporters in his usual sweet, endearing manner.
“I’ll change it right now, boss.”
The sound of ripping paper. “You mean you’ll start again from scratch, and do it right this time.”
The thing was, Micah could turn his acerbic, implacable invective on the publishers as easily as he harangued his reporters and the rest of the staff; and when he went up against the big bosses, it was typically to argue on his subordinates’ behalf about salary or working conditions, or defending a controversial story for which he would take complete responsibility, regardless of the by-line.
Which was why the author of the torn-up report, Big Pierre, answered in a relaxed and even tone: “Doing it right now, boss,” and that was that. Interaction over.
Meaning Micah was available to talk to.
Do it.
Lissia stood up slowly. Micah supported his reporters, but not when they broke their professional code of conduct. Yes, Lissia had been stupid, and got herself into a situation where she was effectively acting under duress. But there were protocols to cover that eventuality, and she had followed none of them.
She had been too scared.
“Boss?” she called out. “Can I have a word?”
“Obfuscation. Evidentiary. Manifold. Pick any word you like.”
“How about conversation?”
“We’re having one.”
“Also private.”
Maybe if she got annoyed enough with Micah, she could rattle off every detail of her sorry story before the fear stepped in and killed her confession.
A courier-wraith drifted out of a wall and headed towards Micah, but he waved it away, and pointed to Triptera, the conjoined trio of stone sisters who served as his chief assistant. The wraith headed towards it-them-her, leaving Lissia no excuse to retract her request for a private talk.
Just for a second, she had felt a sort of relief. But if she didn’t confess to Micah now, she never would.
And then her phone rang. Lissia looked at it, and shook her head.
Micah did likewise, reflected light sliding on his quartz-coated skull. “Aren’t you going to answer that?”
“Boss, I really need to talk with you.”
“It might be a hot scoop for the Knowledge Section. And I’m not being sarcastic.”
Lissia sighed. Her report on Illurian power generators, based on information from a whistle-blower in the Tristopolitan Energy Authority when it looked at purchasing such generators, had been massively controversial.
The Illurians saw no problem in using living children, specially raised and mindless from birth, as part of their devices. Those same Illurians considered bone reactors, in which the memories and emotions of the dead were replayed in chaos, to be barbaric. As far as they were concerned, no thought meant no suffering.
The readership of the Tristopolitan Messenger thought otherwise. The circulation had enjoyed a boost, people took note of Lissia’s name, and the Energy Authority severed negotiations with Illurium. Everything had been good for a while.
But maybe crime syndicates read newspapers too. Perhaps that small amount of fame brought Lissia’s name to the wrong folks’ attention. It would explain how she ended up in her current bind.
“Alright,” she told Micah now. “I’m answering the phone. See?”
She reached for the handset.
“See me later.” Micah pointed to his office. “If I’m not in there, I’ll be in the men’s room.”
“Writing down Pierre’s mom’s phone number?”
“Hades, I know that off by heart.”
Lissia picked up the phone and turned away. “Lissia Dareeling, Tristopolitan Messenger Knowledge Section.”
“Yes.”
A hiss followed the one-word response.
“Excuse me?”
“We know who you are.” The hissing sound continued to overlay the voice.
“Maybe it’s mutual.”
“If it were so, you would keep our identity to yourself.”
For some reason, the correct use of the subjunctive mood caused Lissia to shiver. “What do you want?”
“To tell you we like purple.”
“What?”
“Tessa’s bedroom. It’s very tasteful. I’m not so sure about the seven dolls lying on her bed.”
Lissia’s world lurched. “Oh, Thanatos.”
“She’ll be home from school for lunch soon, will young Tessa. Mrs Bane downstairs has a nice soup waiting for her.”
This was appalling. The creepy desire in the voice. His knowledge of her domestic details. The fact that one or more strangers were standing in her home.
In her daughter’s bedroom.
Lissia squeezed her eyes shut, trying to stop the tears, because they wouldn’t help. “I’m sorry. I have the list. I just didn’t send it. I’m really, truly sorry.”
“We were disappointed.”
“Sorry. I’m sorry. There’s a safe behind the wardrobe in my room.” The words tumbled out. “The combination is—”
“Unnecessary. We have the list. Your safe no longer possesses a door.”
“Oh.”
“What we require from you is your silence. Your continued silence.”
“Okay. Yes. I promise. Please...”
“Your confidential source has a daughter, too.”
Thanatos, this was awful. Now they, whoever they were, knew exactly how Lissia had obtained the information they demanded. But then, they had probably known all along who her contacts were. It was why they had chosen her.
And she had been stupid enough to play along, to act as if they were just another anonymous, confidential source, until they had their hooks in her and it was too late.
“Alina. Almost as pretty a name as Tessa, don’t you think?”
“Please don’t hurt them.”
“But that’s up to you, isn’t it?”
“Please, I...”
“Silence. Remember.”
The hiss faded and the line went dead.
While the subsequent scream sounded only inside Lissia’s head, over and over and over again. Tessa’s name, along with my sweet girl, and awful images of the things that ruthless, faceless men might do to an innocent child.
To two innocent children. She had placed Joe Kaster’s daughter in danger.
More than that, now the list was in the wrong hands. A hundred and thirty individuals, most of them with families, were also exposed because of her. One hundred and thirty dangerous individuals.
She stared at Micah’s office, bit her lip, then reached for her coat, needing to get out of here. To reach home and check that Tessa was unharmed.
“Are you alright, Lissia?”
“Sorry, Pierre. Tummy bug, I think.”
“I’ll tell Micah you had to leave. And I’ll wait until you’ve gone.”
“You’re a pal.”
Lissia strode through the bullpen in the direction of the elevators, trying to disguise how much of a rush she was in. Telling herself, over and over, that Tessa would be okay.
She had to be.




nine
Donal woke up. That, all by itself, was astounding. And as for the rest...
The clamour and the clanging in the great metallic, cavernous space, the turquoise-grey darkness, the ubiquitous working machinery, the thousand or more bodies hanging in distant shadow, the metal deck thrumming underneath him where he lay, the catwalks and the blocky figures, dressed in oil-stained coveralls and headed this way, formed a chaotic overlay to the trauma of continuing existence.
To discovering that the world was still here.
Except that here was a nebulous concept, because he had never been in a place like this. He turned to one side and stopped.
His suit jacket and tie lay on the metal deck next to him, while his shirt buttons were undone, and a narrow black cable ran from a power socket into his chest. His trousers looked sharply pressed and clean, and his shoes appeared polished even in the dim light, which considering that these were the clothes he’d been buried in – not just in the coffin, but enveloped in soil when he broke the coffin open from inside – was one Hades of a mystery.
One among several.
Donal checked his watch. The position of the hands was irrelevant. Underneath them, the black disk was three-quarters full, with a quarter slice remaining silver-grey. His heart was charged enough to last three days, which meant he could deal with the two approaching men if they threatened him.
It was a shame his friends hadn’t thought to bury him with a fully loaded Magnus. He wondered what had happened to his gun and his well-worn shoulder holster.
Donal reached to unplug his heart.
“No need, pal.” The nearer man raised square-fingered hands. “We’re all friends here.”
“Yeah.” His narrower colleague stopped behind him. “You can wait until you’re fully charged, like.”
“Thanks.” Donal twisted the connection, undoing it, and let the end of the cable drop to the deck. “This’ll do me fine.”
He rolled to his feet, sealing his chest cavity by feel as he rose, and stood facing the two men. His shirt remained open. This place felt warm enough, but then again, he was a zombie, a resurrected person no longer alive in the traditional sense.
Or maybe unlife really was life, just with a different energy source – his heart did more than pump black blood around his body – and a shift in bodily processes perhaps no more radical than metamorphosis, when a chrysalis became a moth, or ocean fish that could survive frozen in ice, or Lightside desert frogs that remained desiccated for years before coming back to life when Lightside rain – water rain, not quicksilver – eventually fell.
Donal’s thoughts ran in smooth, parallel streams. His philosophical musings did nothing to prevent him from taking in tactical details: the placement of railings and the long drop beyond, the nearer man’s bulky build and stance, the other man’s twitchiness and probable swiftness, their relative positions, their life of manual labour and ease with physicality.
Blue-collar workers from the lower echelons of society.
While his own background was: orphanage, army, Tristopolis PD, and a one-room apartment in grimy Lower Danklyn, until he was evicted and Laura took him in. When she died next to him with her head blown apart, and he died from a chest wound and woke with her zombie heart beating inside his chest, he inherited her wealth. But that was all gone.
No matter.
“Did you put me here?” Donal gestured to the power socket and discarded cable.
The larger man answered, “We sort of turned a blind eye to your presence, like.”
“Blind eye.” The other smirked. “Shades and a hood. Your benefactor looks like a blind man, ’cept for the way he moves. Scary dude.”
“Benefactor,” said Donal.
“What he called himself.” The bigger man shrugged. “Don’t know his name. Look, if you’re okay, we got work to do, alright?”
“Wait, guys. Please.” Donal buttoned up his shirt. “Where the Hades am I?”
It was a long way from the cemetery. That much was obvious. And good.
“Middle of the Umbral Ocean. A day and a half’s sailing since Tristopolis.”
Even further from the cemetery than Donal had thought. Assuming it was a Tristopolitan cemetery he’d been buried in. He realised he had felt the subtle motion of the deck since the moment he woke up.
Maybe even before that.
“So I’ve been charging” – he gestured towards his heart – “for a day and a half.”
“No, pal. We were a full day out before your friend put you here.”
Which begged the question of where Donal had been until then.
Hidden in a locker or something similar, most likely. An insulated container, invisible to the Customs witches when they performed their scan of the vessel before departure.
A truly close inspection would have found him, but this “benefactor” presumably did nothing to attract suspicion.
“How much is my friendly benefactor paying you?” he asked the men.
“Er, nothing.”
The two exchanged glances.
“Do you usually let strangers dump bodies in your engine room?”
“Not as such, no. But...” The bigger man ground to a halt.
The other finished for him. “It seemed a good idea to do what he said, like.”
As if it were the most natural thing in the world.
“Alright,” said Donal. “Alright.”
Everything pointed to a mage at work, and the mention of shades, in the sense of dark glasses, was a strong clue as to which particular mage this was.
And that led to further questions. Questions that these guys would have no answers for.
Apart from one, but the bigger man needed no prompting on that. “Look for him on Passenger Deck 3. Cabin number 19. What he told us to tell you.”
Donal picked up his tie, threaded it through his collar and knotted it, and donned his jacket. Still no gun, but apart from that, he was ready to face the world.
He took hold of the slender power cable, detached it from the bulkhead socket, coiled it up and slipped it inside his jacket pocket.
“My name’s Riordan,” he said. “Donal Riordan. Who are you guys? Engineers, right?”
“I’m Gil.” The big man pointed to his mate. “And he’s Ross.”
Gil held out a grease-stained hand. Donal shook it. Gil’s knuckles were enlarged and hard, and his nose had been flattened more than once.
Donal had spent enough time in the boxing-ring to know how that happened.
“Good to meet you both,” he told them. “And I suppose I ought to know the name of the ship.”
“The Inverter.” Ross puffed up his narrow chest. “Top of the line, she is.”
It wasn’t a name to inspire confidence, as far as Donal was concerned.
“And those.” Donal gestured to the multitude of hanging bodies, dim in the shadows beyond the machinery. “Dead people?”
“Uh-uh. Volunteers.” A grimace twisted Ross’s narrow face. “Kinda. It gets habit-forming, being a part of the accumulator. Necrotonic addiction, like. But it pays well.”
“They sign on for one voyage at a time,” Gil told Donal. “But yeah, some make one trip too many, and then they’re hooked.”
So the bodies were effectively in coma. At least a thousand of them. Donal wondered how desperate they’d been in order to sign up for this. And whether they were dreaming now.
Donal blew out a breath. A habit from true life. “Their choice, I guess. How many passengers come down here and look at these folk?”
Ross had said the mage was waiting on Passenger Deck 3, implying this was a passenger liner, regardless of whether it also carried cargo.
“None of ’em.” Gil gestured with his chin towards the hanging bodies. “The rich ones don’t want to know. The ones in steerage, they’re too busy just getting through the voyage, you know?”
Donal nodded. It was about what he’d guessed.
But he had just received a second lease of life. Third, really. Perhaps he should just accept it, enjoy it, and find out what exactly the mage wanted in return for resurrection.
Because, face it, if getting Donal out of the ground was all the mage intended, Donal would still be in Tristopolis. Or Illurium. Wherever the Hades they’d buried him.
Time to find out what was going on.
But the view halted him for a while. Holding the rail, standing on an outer deck, feeling the cold, salt-laden air on his skin, staring at the choppy, turquoise-and-grey ocean that stretched beneath the indigo-purple sky, too dark for the horizon proper to be visible.
Shadow and sea in all directions.
And a shape breaking through the waves.
“Thanatos,” muttered Donal. “You’re a big one.”
The behemoth shone grey and black as it curved into the swell, its spines almost as big The Inverter’s vertical cooling vanes, its total body length perhaps greater than the ocean liner’s: it was hard to tell. There was a glimpse of amber – the creature’s giant eye – and then it was gone, beneath the surface and out of sight.
Donal glanced up behind him. Crew members were standing high on the superstructure, some looking towards the spot the behemoth had disappeared from. No one looked worried. A submerged behemoth was presumably no threat.
In life, the thought of a monstrous creature, in the vicinity but out of sight, would have niggled at Donal, regardless of the crew’s attitude. But the architecture of his mind had altered following his first resurrection. Now he was able to shift that worry like a piece of unwanted furniture into a mental attic, and shut the door.
Done.
Next, the mage.
Donal ascended the outer walkway’s stairs to Passenger Deck 3, reached Cabin 19 and stopped. Exhaling fully to empty his lungs, he turned back to the rail and faced the choppy ocean, not bothering to breathe in.
Are you still there?
Nothing.
Laura?
Ocean sounds, that was all.
Damn it.
He waited for a count of one hundred seconds to make sure, inhaled salt-laden air, and held himself motionless for another two minutes. Zombie-still.
When first resurrected with Laura’s heart beating in his chest, he had experienced – or seemed to experience – his dead lover’s thoughts as well as his own. Not always: just in contemplative moments.
But running the heart down to zero must have caused a reset of some kind. A technician like Kyushen Jyu, back in St Jarl’s Hospital, would have been able to explain the mechanism. Donal simply knew.
So. Alone once more. With nothing to go back to.
Something the mage who had rescued him would no doubt be aware of.
Recruiting me for something?
It seemed the most likely reason for resurrecting an undead cop and not bringing him awake until they were out on the Umbral Ocean, far from any city.
“Alright,” he said into the wind. “Alright.”
And knocked on the door of Cabin 19.
Orange light brightened behind the heptagonal porthole next to the cabin door. The wheel-shaped handle rotated, and the door – hatch, whatever – swung inwards.
The mage inside was tall, high-shouldered, wearing an oddly cut dark suit, dark shirt and tie. And most notably, wraparound shades to cover his eyes.
Shades he wore constantly, even outdoors in darkness.
“Hello, Lamis,” said Donal. “Fancy seeing you here.”
The voice that answered was sepulchral as always. “You woke up early. Come in and finish recharging.”
“Or maybe we should talk, before anything else.”
“Indeed.” Lamis stepped back further into the interior. “Please.”
Donal’s nostrils flared. He sniffed and listened. No one else was lurking inside. There was only Lamis, a mage who had once been on the Tristopolis city payroll as Commissioner Vilnar’s chauffeur, but whose duties surely extended an awful lot further than driving a car and frightening those who saw him.
“Okay,” said Donal. “And thank you for getting me out of a hole.”
He stepped inside. Behind him, the door/hatch swung shut at a gesture from Lamis, and the wheel-handle rotated to the locked position.
“It was the right thing to do. Freeing you, I mean, Lieutenant.”
“I expect I’m on the books as finally deceased. I don’t suppose dead people actually hold rank.”
Lamis shrugged his narrow shoulders. “At any rate, I’m sure they don’t pay you a salary.”
“We zombies don’t need much. It’s easy to get by.”
“So if I want to persuade you to take on a job, it’s not money I need to offer you. Or have I misunderstood you, Donal Riordan?”
“No misunderstanding, Mage Lamis.”
“I could have left you in the ground.”
“Or rescued me while I was still conscious. Or stopped them burying me in the first place.”
“After your apparent demise, I was otherwise engaged. By the time I learned of what had happened, you’d already been put on a plane and left Silvex City.”
“Are you saying you were there in Illurium? There the whole time?”
“Quite. And helping you behind the scenes.”
“Thanatos. You mean things might have been worse?”
“Indeed so, Donal Riordan.”
“Ah, call me Donal.”
“Well then, Donal. Things might have gone really badly, worse than they did, had I not been in the background. As it was, you were the only casualty. Apart from Malfax Cortindo and the two Finrosses, but that just saved the authorities the expense of three trials and lifelong incarceration.”
“Yeah, what’s a dead mage or two among friends?”
Lamis might have twitched a lip. “Senator Blanz remains in Ratchet Prison. Except of course, he would be Mage Blanz if he lived up to his true nature openly.”
Blanz had killed Laura forever. And shot Donal through Donal’s original heart.
“He deserves worse than prison.”
And blindness. Donal had put out his eyes during that confrontation.
“I’m sure he thinks similar thoughts about you,” said Lamis. “But the people behind him have probably forgotten your name. I believe they’ve drawn up bigger plans.”
Donal looked around the cabin. Reasonably luxurious. Tiny flame sprites in sconces in lieu of lightbulbs. A couch fastened to the wall, a small dining table bolted to the deck. Two dark-grey landscapes in frames of bone. In an alcove, a wide bunk with the covers neatly tucked in.
“Waking up in the engine room,” said Donal, “has given me a different perspective on all this.”
“It was intended to. Plus, I had visitors. Crew members.” Lamis gestured towards a luggage chest in another alcove. “At least one of whom might have sensed your presence inside that, had you remained here.”
“Wonderful.”
“Well. Your task force referred to organised criminal mages as the Dark Circle, am I right?”
“Black Circle. Close enough. Our name, not theirs. If they even had one.”
“They had, and still do. Their organisation is far more widespread and long-lived than anyone in Tristopolis PD realises. With the exception of Arrhennius, but of course they killed him.”
“You mean Commissioner Vilnar.” Donal had been there in City Hall when the commissioner was shot, along with Mayor Dancy. “And the assassin got away, even though you were playing chauffeur and waiting in the car. So if he really hired you to protect him, it didn’t work, did it?”
“I didn’t actually work for him, except on paper.” Lamis sat down on a swivel chair that was bolted to the deck. “And the assassin didn’t actually escape.”
“Say what?”
“White wolves killed him as he ran through Möbius Park. Ectoplasma wraiths dissolved the body.”
“The wolves.” Donal frowned. He sat down on the couch, keeping his spine upright instead of lounging back. On balance and ready to move. “They keep appearing at odd times. Some rescued a bunch of zombies, my kind, when they were about to be executed in Black Iron Forest.”
“Indeed.”
“So who are the white wolves? What’s their purpose? Do they even have one?”
“We don’t talk about them,” said Lamis.
“But you just said—” Donal stopped.
The corner of Lamis’s mouth had curved a tiny fraction, too small for anyone but a zombie to notice.
“Alright,” said Donal, letting the matter go. “What would you like to talk about?”
“Let’s refer to the opposition as the Order. The full name is not relevant. Neither is that of the looser counterpart to which I belong, but you can call our organisation the Archaefraternity.”
“That trips off the tongue,” said Donal, though in fact Sister Mary-Anne Styx, back in the orphanage, had drilled many such names into him and the other kids: the full mythology of the Sisters of Thanatos, and all the public rituals of devotion. “Is there an Archaesorority too?”
“A long time ago, there was something of the sort, but the two organisations merged. The ‘fraternity’ part hasn’t been literally true for a century.”
“That’s nice. So what do you guys get up to? A posh dinner dance every year? Or do you actually do something useful?”
“In your job,” said Lamis, “have you ever felt that no one pays attention to what you do, except when something goes wrong?”
“Uh-huh.”
“And no one ever just walks up to you and thanks you for the work you do, every single day.”
“When I was a beat cop, a couple of times, a little old lady did just that.”
“But on the whole, it doesn’t happen,” said Lamis. “And another kind of non-event is this: sorcerous catastrophes rarely occur in Tristopolis. I mean open use of mage abilities in force. Think of a military coup with hex instead of bullets.”
Donal gave a precisely calibrated shrug, designed to provoke Lamis. “As you say, it doesn’t happen that way.”
“And you’re welcome.”
“For what?”
“I think you know exactly what I’m getting at, Donal. There’s a shadow war behind the scenes that never stops. And it becomes visible, even to cops, even to those assigned to, let’s say, a particular specialist task force, just a tiny fraction of the time. The public at large has no idea at all.”
Donal had stopped breathing. It helped him give nothing away: no external clue as to his thoughts. But he had to use the air in his lungs to speak. “The answer is no.”
Lamis paused. “I haven’t asked you a question.”
“But you know exactly what I’m getting at.” Turning the mage’s own words back at him.
“So. Alright,” said Lamis. “I do have a job for you. One I was going to ask you to perform, but not just for me. For your city. For Tristopolis.”
“You were going to ask me?”
“I am asking you. It’s just that you don’t know the details yet.”
“Yeah,” said Donal. “That would be kind of traditional, wouldn’t it? Describe the job first, before you offer it.”
And before he decided to refuse it.
This was a chance for a new start, which would have been a great opportunity if he actually had a goal in mind. All he had was negatives: no Laura to go back to, no home in Tristopolis unless he went back and asked Ruth and Adam to hand back the Darksan Tower apartment that originally was Laura’s. No massive desire to ask for his old job back.
But he didn’t trust Lamis enough to simply sign up for whatever job Lamis had to offer.
“In this case” – Lamis’s voice dropped even lower – “the specifics don’t really matter, do they? You know it’s about making a move against mages like Blanz and Cortindo, only worse. And you know the work is dangerous.”
“Well, how about that.”
“Work that a mage couldn’t do, but that you could.”
“Interesting,” said Donal. “You know your own limitations.”
“I won’t ask whether you’re aware of yours. I’ll simply tell you this. Arrhennius, Commissioner Vilnar, said you were probably the best cop in Tristopolis PD.”
“He didn’t put that in writing. Not on any of my performance reports.”
“You were in City Hall because he wanted you to start learning politics. To gain the skills a police commissioner requires.”
“Oh, Thanatos. I’m not that kind of cop.”
“Neither was Arrhennius, originally.”
“And who mentored him? You?”
Lamis gave a shrug to the precise degree that Donal had used earlier. “It doesn’t really matter, if you’re refusing the task I’m offering you now.”
There was an offer behind the offer, but Donal didn’t see it. Not quite. A long term reward, perhaps a return to Tristopolis and his interrupted career, but driven by a new goal, and the chance of one day leading the department. Or perhaps Lamis was offering something new.
But to ask about the details was to fall into the trap: walking the path that Lamis wanted him to walk, until Donal was ensnared. A tool to be employed by Lamis and an Archaefraternity that might not even exist.
Two people talking in a cabin on an ocean liner. That’s all this was.
Donal looked at the sombre painted landscapes in their bone-grey frames. The tiny flame-sprites dancing in their sconces. Cosy. A world away from the matters they were discussing.
Lamis’s machinations. His plans. Nothing to do with an undead cop. Ex-cop, now.
“You’re right.” Donal stood up smoothly. “It doesn’t matter, for precisely the reason you say.”
He turned and reached for the hatch.
“You’ve a place at the captain’s table for dinner this evening,” said Lamis.
“Excuse me?” Donal turned back to him. “I’m not even on the passenger manifest.”
“You are, in fact. Your cabin is on this deck. Number 37.”
“Then why didn’t I wake up in there?”
“Because crew members inspect all the cabins. I could make it look as if you’d taken up occupancy but stepped out to take a stroll around the ship. I couldn’t have disguised a resurrected person in a state that’s as close to true death as anyone can get. Without actually dying, I mean.”
“Right,” said Donal. “But I’ve just refused your job offer.”
“The cabin is still yours. Your ticket will take you to Illurium. Once there, you’re on your own. We don’t need to meet again.”
“Alright.”
“No strings attached, Donal Riordan. No need to attend the dinner unless you want to.”
Donal heard the manipulative emphasis on the words attend the dinner and you want to. Heard it, and reversed the effect inside his head. So now he was free to do what he wanted.
Without looking back, he opened the hatch, stepped out onto the open walkway, and closed the hatch behind him. The wheel turned of its own accord, locking it shut.
He stared at the ocean. Wild, turquoise-grey and unpredictable. No behemoths in sight, but that meant nothing, for there were always dangers beneath the surface. Creatures you couldn’t see or understand, though they possessed their own sense of purpose, even if it was to survive and nothing more.
So much unseen.
And something in his mind grew still. Settled in place.
Against his face, the air felt cold and salty.
“I’m not doing it.”
Donal headed for Cabin 37.




TEN
Sergeant Ruth Zarenski was going up in the world, and she liked it. Her new individual office was on the 43rd floor of Police HQ, which was admittedly a long way from the top, and overlooked a plaza on 3rd Avenue, commonly known as Lou’noir, short for Rue des Loups Noirs, which today held some kind of irony because there had been sightings of wolves in the city during the past week.
But these wolves were white, not black. The last time people had seen the things, the city was on the point of going to Hades, so the new appearances were worrying.
There was a tap on the door, and someone leaned in. “A farthing for your thoughts, Sergeant?”
Ruth smiled. “Commander. Just thinking about wolves.”
“Right.” Commander Bowman stepped inside, closed the door and sat down in a visitor’s chair. He was carrying a file folder, which he placed level on his lap. “If you’re thinking in terms of portents, I’ve another one for you. A missing convict, and I’m talking about Ratchet Prison.”
In life, Bowman had been pale. Now, resurrected and with black blood in his veins, his face was a washed-out grey. But that wasn’t what made his expression hard to decipher.
Ruth had been reading up on resurrection, having worked briefly with the undead Donal Riordan on the Westside Complex raid, before he went off to Illurium and got killed in some fashion she didn’t completely understand.
The books gave her an abstract, intellectual notion of the changes that must have occurred inside Bowman’s head, including conscious control of processes that were unconscious in the living.
You could say that the more normal a zombie appeared, the more they were faking it.
“A prison escape,” said Ruth. “How is that an R-H job?”
Robbery-Haunting had specific responsibilities, and investigating jail breaks wasn’t one of them. For that matter, she suspected Ratchet Prison was outside their jurisdiction.
It stood in the middle of a wilderness, and for good reason.
“It’s not, strictly speaking. Officially, you’ll be on secondment to a specialist unit, but so will I. So you’re still reporting to me.”
“Fair enough, boss.”
“But I’ve a couple of questions to ask before I make the assignment. First is, how close to the rumour mill are you? Have you heard about the cemetery?”
“Er, no.”
“What I’m about to show you is highly confidential, even by our standards, alright?”
Ruth felt her mouth tighten. “I don’t blab secrets.”
“I’m sure.” Bowman opened the folder on his lap and drew out a sheet of vellum, some kind of scribed document in standard purple ink. “By rights, this should be in the hands of Internal Security right now. Take a look.”
He slid the page onto Ruth’s desk. She picked it up and read.
“That’s odd,” she said. “All by itself, I mean. Shouldn’t there be an autopsy report from the Illurians to go with this?”
“You’d think so. It turns out, the Illurian authorities shipped Donal Riordan’s body directly back to us.”
“Huh.” Ruth looked up. “It’s signed by the commissioner.”
“It seems to be,” said Bowman, “but it’s really not. I just sat in on a fraught meeting between Commissioner Sandarov and Professor Helena Steele from Mordanto. She’s a fearsome woman.”
“Good for her.”
“So are you, Sergeant. But not in the same way. Professor Steele would have given me a heart attack, if I’d still been alive.”
Bowman gave an asymmetric smile that wasn’t quite right. That was typical of the newly resurrected, according to Ruth’s reading. Still getting to grips with the whole communication thing, consciously forming micro-expressions and the like.
Many zombies didn’t bother. Hence the prejudice many living folk held against them.
“At any rate, the commissioner did not sign this document. In fact, he assumed the OCML had carried out an autopsy before the burial.”
The Office of the Chief Medical Listener should have been involved, right enough. The question was whether Sandarov ought to have known that a mandatory procedure had been bypassed.
Ruth supposed a police commissioner couldn’t check every detail.
But that wasn’t the salient point. “I don’t understand, Commander. Why isn’t Internal Security looking into this?”
Even if the signature were forged and Commissioner Sandarov were innocent, the department needed to be seen to investigate its own whenever there was a hint of suspicion. And for all Ruth knew, Sandarov was guilty.
“Because,” said Bowman, “Professor Helena Steele was right there in the commissioner’s office when he denied ever seeing this document. She believed him when he said the signature is fake. That’s the point. A mage of her abilities, no one can tell her lies and get away with it.”
“Ah.”
“Right. And I was witness to the meeting. I wrote up a description of what happened, and signed it. Here.” Bowman slid another sheet of vellum out of his folder and passed it to Ruth. “Should this ever be questioned by lawyers, that justifies our not bringing Internal Security into the investigation.”
Ruth looked at him. “Investigation. This is official?”
“Viktor Harman and Harald Hammersen are in the cemetery right now, along with a bunch of uniformed officers and shovels. We’re expecting a call back any time, but they’ve already reported that from a surface look, Donal Riordan’s grave seems empty.”
“You. Are. Joking.” Ruth blew out a breath. “Sir.”
“I used to have a sense of humour. I might be able to resurrect it some day.”
“Ha. Not bad.”
“I’m working on it. Anyway, you’re not headed for the cemetery. The missing convict from Ratchet Prison is the former Senator Blanz, and I don’t like the fact that the mage who killed Laura Steele has disappeared at the same time as the body of the man with Laura’s heart in his chest.”
“Er... That’s a pretty convoluted relationship, Commander. It could be coincidence.”
Zombies could see patterns that weren’t really there. On the other hand, so could the living. And conversely, fail to see the obvious.
“True enough,” said Bowman. “But a missing Blanz is bad news regardless, and Ratchet Prison correction officers aren’t exactly known for their incompetence. I’d like you to look into it, and that brings me to my second question.”
“Sir?”
“Just after I sat down, I said I had a couple of questions for you.”
“Oh. Right.”
Zombie minds. Ordinary humans didn’t track conversation structure the way the resurrected did. Besides, Ruth’s mind was buzzing with speculation about Donal Riordan, and what an empty grave might imply.
To resurrect someone as a zombie, the procedure had to be applied on the point of death or shortly afterwards. But there were such things as revenants.
Ruth shuddered.
“My second question regards the human factor.” Bowman gave an ironic smile, and this time it looked natural.
“Ask me, then,” she said.
“Will Adam Obsidian obey your orders if he accompanies you?”
“To Ratchet Prison? If we’re working and I’m in charge, then yes. Adam’s totally professional. We both are.”
And living together these days, which was why Bowman had felt the need to ask. That was him being professional.
Which Ruth approved of. If you didn’t do things by the book, what was the point in trying to enforce law and order in the first place?
“He’s younger than I am,” Ruth went on, “and less experienced in the department. But under fire or other extreme danger, his competence outweighs mine – and nearly everybody else’s – so there are circumstances where I would cede tactical command to Adam.”
“Good,” said Bowman. “Because the recentness of his combat experience is one of the reasons I want him with you. Between the prison and the city, there’s a lot of empty wilderness. I can’t justify sending an armed convoy, so if I’m sending a single car, I need officers able to spot an ambush and get clear. For example.”
“You think Blanz has people in the surrounding forest?”
“I’m covering the possibilities. No more than that. If I thought an ambush was probable, I’d organise that convoy or else get hold of air transport, and hang the expense.”
“Got it.” Ruth stood up. “I can get going right away.”
Bowman shook his head, and stood up slowly. “Too fast for me. There’s bureaucracy to sort out. Phone calls to the prison, assignment docs to make your secondment official. All that stuff.”
“An hour, then?”
“One hour exactly. There’ll be a pool car ready for you, Sergeant. And... Ruth. There’s one thing I’d like to be clear on.”
“Sir?”
“If things go to Hades and there are going to be casualties, make sure it’s the other bastards, not you or Adam or any of the prison officers.”
“Message understood, boss.”
“Good.”
Bowman left, moving more quietly than a living human could.
But his concern for his people’s safety was real. Ruth was convinced of it.
Call it a sign of humanity.
So this was Rust Forest. It had been a long drive, with Ruth at the wheel the whole way, but they weren’t there yet. Adam watched the dark-orange-and-black trees slide past on either side, as well as the road ahead and the view in the mirrors. His vigilance never stopped.
He leaned forward a little. “Falcons in the sky.”
“You’re kidding.”
“Prison defences,” he said. “The outermost layer.”
“I know that. But as far as I can see, the sky is empty.”
For her, it was featureless deep purple, subtly closer to black than you saw above Tristopolis.
“Keep on driving, and you’ll see them. I’ll tell you when to hit the flashers.”
“I love it when you talk like that.”
Adam’s mouth twitched. “Don’t distract me, sweetheart.”
Ruth smiled to herself and continued to drive, holding the speed constant. They were easy in each other’s company in a way that was new to her, and it showed right now in the way that neither glanced at the other, because they were facing the world side by side, past the stage of gazing into each other’s eyes.
And looking outwards was required now, because Rust Forest held natural dangers at the best of times, even without the possible presence of an escaped criminal mage or a cohort of armed allies aiding his getaway.
They drove another ten miles before Adam said: “Strobes now.”
“Got it.” The control was a switch on the steering-column. “Flashers on.”
Black light pulsed outward from the car, sweeping in stripes across the dark surroundings. Ruth craned her head to the side window, glanced up and saw a trio of steel falcons alter their swooping dive, curve sideways and rise out of sight.
“We’re still a good way out from the prison,” she added. “Is this normal security, or are the falcons specifically tasked with looking for Blanz?”
Adam nodded, meaning her rhetorical question was a good one. To work out how Blanz might have made his escape – assuming he was outside the prison instead of lying at the bottom of a pit or something, injured or dead in the process of trying to get out – it would be useful to understand the normal prison procedures.
But what was happening now would be an emergency routine, and while it might help Ruth and Adam judge the correction officers’ professionalism, it would also obscure details that might turn out to hold the secret of Blanz’s disappearance.
All part of the challenge of investigations. One of the things that made the job interesting.
Ruth drove on.
A quarter of an hour later, three armed officers swooped from the sky. Their wings were leathery, their eyes yellow and fierce, and their weapons, rifles and holstered sidearms alike, were modified for use with talon-fingers. Ruth thought of herself as reasonably well-travelled, but she had never seen their like before.
Their torsos were massive, their limbs short and thin. Hard-looking.
They stood in a line across the road, and Ruth braked to a halt. One of the officers made a downward waving motion. Ruth lowered the window and put both hands back on the wheel. “Tristopolis PD,” she called out. “Zorenski and Obsidian.”
One of the officers handed her rifle to her colleague, placed her hand on the butt of her handgun and strode forward. She halted by the car.
Raptor eyes, examining every detail. Then a nod. “We’re expecting you, Detectives. Continue.”
The winged woman craned her head back, beat her wings three times loudly and launched upwards from the ground.
“That was impressive,” said Adam.
“Yeah. And Blanz escaped from this place.”
“Interesting.”
Ruth nodded. “It’s why we’re here.”
She slipped the car into gear.




eleven
Donal’s onboard cabin was about as well-appointed as Lamis’s. There were two spare suits in his size hanging in the wardrobe alcove, along with half a dozen shirts. Socks and underwear in the drawers. A choice of ties, all plain, hanging on the tie rack.
Plus a black holdall he could use to carry all this stuff in, when he disembarked in Silvex City. And a small case formed of what felt like beetle carapace, with catches formed of bone.
Donal flicked the catches open.
“Alright, Lamis,” he said to the empty cabin. “You did your homework.”
It had the smell of a new gun. A Magnus. Donal took it out of the case, felt the balance and checked the load. Chitin-piercing rounds, their red metal points shining like blood.
The remaining clothing drawers held an adjustable belt holster and an improbably large amount of ammunition. Donal took his time fitting the holster at the small of his back. Perhaps he could buy a shoulder rig in Silvex City.
Or find a job where firearms were not a requirement.
Still need to practice.
With his suit jacket unbuttoned, he slowly worked the technique of reaching back and drawing the Magnus and aiming from the instinctual elbow-against-torso position, then extending his arm to take a longer, considered, imaginary shot. Good enough.
Then he practised the motion again at speed. And then again.
For nine hundred repetitions, drilling in the technique.
Remember Manfred.
In life, Manfred Rifftol had been a firefighter, a watch commander who saved an awful lot of people in the course of his career. But after resurrection, the daily discipline that had seemed an indispensable part of him just evaporated. The last time Donal had seen the poor guy, he was a shambling wreck, shuffling along a sidewalk in a state of ill health that would have killed a non-zombie long before.
All due to inactivity and lack of personal care. An absence of routine.
Discipline, discipline, discipline.
The motto of Donal’s old regiment, and the most important lesson he had learned in the Army. Probably in his life.
To a living person, an athletic zombie appeared to operate like a machine, particularly when it came to endurance, but that was misleading. Donal had been surprised at his own abilities when newly resurrected, but an increased capacity for exercise was not the same as actually doing the work. You still had to make the effort.
Otherwise you turned into Manfred, or something like him. Wreckage on legs.
But flip that around and fulfil your increased zombie potential, and you got all of the benefits, cognitive as well as muscular, that a living person received, but even more so. Discipline was a gift.
Whether you could maintain discipline without an overriding purpose in your life – or unlife – was another question. For now, Donal needed to put aside such thoughts and focus on the immediate detail. On the simple – though not easy – everyday discipline of fitness.
Lamis had equipped Donal with decent clothing but no training kit, but that was no problem.
Donal stripped to his skivvies and commenced exercising, barefoot and bare-chested, without the warmup he would have required in life. Two thousand freehand squats in metronomic rhythm, the slight motion of the deck no problem at all. Twenty sets of fifty push-ups. Ten sets of twenty chin-ups from a ceiling pipe, followed by hanging leg-raises. And for the next hour he simply ran in place, counting the minutes in his head.
Afterwards, he showered just in case he needed it, though he no longer sweated as he had before zombiehood, and dressed in clean skivvies but otherwise the same clothes as earlier.
Good enough for dinner at the captain’s table, should he choose to attend.
I’ve got no job. No ticket home.
But did a resurrected person really belong anywhere? Form part of a community? Donal’s old life was gone.
Laura was no more. Not even a voice inside his heart.
He needed to do something. Anything. Just take action.
“Dinner,” he said aloud. “At the captain’s table.”
Poor boys from the orphanage rarely ended up in such places. On the other hand, Donal was unimpressed by self-important people, regardless of their wealth.
“I’d rather read a book,” he muttered.
But that was the other thing Lamis had neglected to provide: reading material. An expensive cabin with no PT kit and no books. Being a mage was clearly no guarantee of a decent set of priorities.
Apart from the choice of handgun, which was exemplary.
Almost as if Lamis wants me for a job involving violence.
Had Donal still been alive, he would have checked the Magnus at the small of his back once more. But with his increased acuity, he felt the gun nestled just right, fully loaded and ready for the draw.
Good enough.
There was a mirror, but he didn’t need to check his appearance. His tie was straight, the knot in place. He possessed a new comb, which he ran through his hair and slipped into his jacket pocket. His shirt cuffs showed their edges from beneath his jacket sleeves – correctly, as far as Donal understood such matters.
Time to dine.
The steward who showed Donal to the captain’s table was a fellow zombie. There were subtleties in his glances and micro-expressions undetectable by the others seated at the table, and when the steward said, “I can recommend these dishes for their piquancy, sir,” his fingers tapped a selection of dishes on the menu too fast for living eyes to follow.
A twitch of Donal’s mouth was all he needed to convey genuine thanks. Zombie pallets and the reduced need for food meant that mealtimes tended to be boring. The steward’s suggestions formed more than a list of interesting tastes: they were a nuanced stratagem to help Donal blend in among warm-bodied humans.
Call it a silent conspiracy among zombies.
There were eleven fellow passengers seated at the thirteen-sided table, plus the ship’s captain, Captain McKenna, who was blue-skinned and heavy-looking, with laughter-filled eyes and a ready turn of phrase as she facilitated the introductions around the table. But Donal also noticed the crew’s attentiveness towards their captain, and detected professional respect alongside genuine warmth.
When you were in the middle of an ocean with known denizens like behemoths and krakens, and the constant rumours of deadly unknowns, it was good to know that capable hands ran the vessel.
And so, the civilities. Making introductions around the table.
Part of Donal’s mind processed the words and gave bland responses, while avoiding mention of his profession, or former profession. All the while, he scanned the surroundings.
A security witch was passing around the edge of the room, which was really the upper floor of a three-storey dining room. Or should that be three-deck restaurant? The witch’s gaze met Donal’s for an instant, and her mouth twitched.
She moved on.
There had been mutual recognition again, this time for a fellow individual showing situational awareness in the midst of unaware civilians. Watching for danger, though none was in evidence.
But Lamis wanted me to be here.
And mages did nothing on a whim.
Donal looked around the table, checking off people’s names against his mental list, speculating on their backgrounds beyond the brief introductions, judging their mannerisms. Trying to work out which, if any, might have captured Lamis’s interest.
“I suppose this is adequate.” The cold-eyed older lady opposite Donal, Mrs Flintlock, was holding the menu as she addressed a steward. “But do make sure the chef understands the correct temperature for the sauce.”
“Of course, madam.”
From the tension around the old woman’s eyes, Donal read a clear message: Mrs Flintlock was already discomfited by the colour of Captain McKenna’s skin, and now a zombie, one Donal Riordan, had joined the group. This was hardly the kind of company one expected to keep when dining at the captain’s table.
Donal raised a glass of water, and gestured towards the Flintlock woman. “It’s a long way from Lower Danklyn and the orphanage, ain’t it, darlin’?”
A thick-waisted man called DuBarry leaned back and laughed. His hands were large, once accustomed to physical labour, now manicured.
“I wasn’t born with a silver spoon in my mouth, either,” he said. “Where I came from, the only silver was the stuff we nicked and sold to One-Eyed Sid the Fence.”
Donal smiled.
“What we mostly got in our mouths,” continued DuBarry, “was a fistful of knuckles unless we hit the other guy first. Preferably with a bicycle chain or a length of broom handle.”
“Not a length of lead pipe?” said Donal.
“Too valuable to hang onto. Sid paid a decent price for filched metal.”
Mrs Flintlock sniffed. Her shoulders made a subtle movement at odds with her waist: the desire to leave wrestling against the need to remain unflinching.
“We don’t get to choose where we’re born.” Donal put his glass down and looked at her. “Any of us, really.”
It was half apology, half refusal to budge. The old woman gave a microscopic nod.
“So where do you live now, Mr Riordan?” asked the younger woman sitting to Donal’s left. Her name was Hannah. “Still in Tristopolis?”
“I’m currently a homeless wanderer,” Donal told her. “But my last apartment was in Darksan Tower. A whole floor, actually.”
Mrs Flintlock raised one eyebrow.
Donal could have added that he inherited the apartment from his dead lover and that later, when the pure-humans-only Unity Party gained sway in the city, he transferred ownership of the apartment to his colleagues Ruth Zarenski and Adam Obsidian. No money changed hands.
If he turned up on Ruth and Adam’s door, they would take him in and probably try to give the apartment back to him, now that resurrected persons were no longer in danger of having property legally confiscated. But it seemed a pointless goal.
Right now, he didn’t actually possess the fare back to Tristopolis.
I’m where Lamis wants me to be.
The younger woman, Hannah, looked interested. “And where are you staying in Silvex City?”
“I don’t really know yet.”
And that was when he processed the danger.
From the far left, a thin man approached the table, a menu held horizontally in one hand. It covered the weapon he was aiming at DuBarry.
Donal, already sitting balanced, adjusted his feet.
Focussed on DuBarry, the thin man was only a few paces from being close enough for a single, accurate kill shot. As Donal commenced his move, he saw two peripheral threats: another gunman entering through the doorway to the right, and a third swinging into view from behind a nearby pillar, his revolver coming up in a two-handed grip.
No need for Donal to check behind. An enemy positioned there would risk killing his comrades in cross-fire, and these guys were professionals. A coordinated trio, their combined approaches falling inside an arrowhead with their target at the point.
DuBarry.
And as DuBarry saw the danger, he threw himself back from the table, too slow to save himself – in fact becoming a clearer target – but fast enough to remove Mrs Flintlock and Captain McKenna from the line of fire. It clinched Donal’s decision.
Donal whipped the Magnus out as he jumped up and landed crouched on top of the dining table, his feet missing the dishes, swivelling to fire twice at the thin man, dropping him, then a double shot to the gunman with the two-handed grip, and rising slightly for the final double tap as the third man went down.
They could be wearing hexlar.
If they were only stunned by the impact against concealed hexlar vests, then they were deadlier than ever, and for all Donal knew, a backup team was waiting in the wings. The cold-blooded option was his only tactical choice.
He straightened up, still standing on the dinner table, extended his arm, and fired three head shots, one after the other, knowing it would look like deliberate execution to almost anyone who might be watching, as opposed to cowering beneath cover or running for the other exits.
Skulls offer no protection against chitin-piercing rounds.
Their choice.
Donal’s mouth tightened as he swivelled again on the table, jerking his head from angle to angle, processing the chaos of the restaurant, the diners in varying stages of shock and paralysis or panic, and here and there an individual still capable of thoughtful movement.
Those were the ones Donal checked twice, three times, but none possessed an assassin’s intent, or looked like an observer tasked with reporting back to the gunmen’s unknown boss or client.
It was time to holster his Magnus. If armed security burst in, a zombie standing on a table with gun in hand was an obvious target, and never mind the decent cut of his suit. Still scanning in all directions, Donal tucked the gun away at the small of his back, and jumped down from the table.
Lamis, you bastard.
As a cop, if you remained fair-minded despite the pressures over the years, you had to know that coincidences happen. That a string of possible causes and effects does not a guilty person make.
That receiving a dinner invitation for the one occasion when professional assassins made an appearance did not mean for sure that the mage who arranged the invitation knew what was going to happen.
Yeah, right.
DuBarry was shaking a little, causing the sweat on his forehead to sparkle with light reflected from flame-sprites and candelabras. He pulled out a handkerchief that looked like spider-silk, and mopped his skin, nodding as he did so. His attention was on the three dead men.
He looked up at Donal.
“Fast reactions,” he said.
“You too.” Donal gestured at Captain McKenna and Mrs Flintlock, who were already regaining their composure. “It wasn’t me who saved them. Thanks to you, even if I hadn’t been here, they’d be alive regardless.”
DuBarry shrugged. “No reason for anyone else to get caught up in it.”
The muscle tremors were gone. He had already adjusted.
I can still walk away from this.
It was possible – likely – that Lamis intended Donal to befriend DuBarry, or at least for DuBarry to feel in Donal’s debt. Donal could subvert that expectation, at the cost of never discovering what was going on.
DuBarry was holding out his hand. Donal shook it, just as Captain McKenna’s voice carried out: “I’m glad you were here tonight, Mr Riordan.”
“You and me both, Captain,” said DuBarry.
The captain’s blue face remained a little blotchy, but her stance was composed and her tone commanding as crew members in white uniforms poured onto the restaurant decks. Some were armed, and Captain McKenna beckoned them.
Mrs Flintlock stood ramrod-straight and said, “It seems they breed them tough in Lower Danklyn. And rather impressive in the face of danger.”
Donal lowered his head in what felt like a formal bow. “You didn’t exactly panic yourself, Mrs Flintlock.”
“Indeed. But excuse me, please.” She glanced at the young woman, Hannah, curled up shivering on the deck. “I’d like to make myself useful.”
As Donal nodded, Mrs Flintlock went down stiffly on one knee, placed her hand on Hannah’s shoulder, and began to murmur calming words. Zombie sensory acuity meant Donal could listen in if required, but he diverted his attention to Captain McKenna.
“What happens now?” he asked her. “I don’t know anything about maritime law, but I assume you’re in charge.”
“We’ll investigate.” Captain McKenna gestured towards one of the doorways, where the security witch had reappeared. “We have some resources, and when we dock at Silvex, I’ll request forensic assistance and all the rest. So are you Army or Police, Mr Riordan? Or both?”
“Both, in the past. Army first, then the cops.”
“Pretty much what I thought. No civilian reacts the way you did.”
“Nobody should have to,” said Donal. “This kind of thing, does it happen often on your shipping line?”
“It does not.” Captain McKenna glanced at DuBarry, who was watching the officers examine the dead gunmen. “When there is trouble, it usually derives from past events far outside our jurisdiction. We’ll make reports to the authorities at both ends of the voyage, Tristopolis and Silvex City, but beyond that, we’ll discourage publicity as much as possible.”
“Understandable,” said Donal. “It’ll be up to those authorities whether they question us further, and how much. I get it.”
There were cops in Illurium who knew him. Inspector Temesin, one of Silvex City’s finest, for a start.
Donal wondered if Temesin had kept the moustache, which had surprised Donal the last time they met. He had pretended to mistake it for a black caterpillar.
“I’m glad you understand.” Captain McKenna touched his sleeve. “Give me a moment, will you?”
“Of course.”
“Don’t go away.”
She lumbered off in the direction of the security witch.
I know what you’re going to ask her.
The captain was aware the witch had walked the restaurant perimeter, scanning the diners. Had there been signs of danger, the witch would have raised the alarm right then. What the captain would want to find out now was subtler: whether Donal Riordan had shown specific evidence of expecting trouble, rather than general tactical awareness.
He might have strained to listen in, but there was no need. The captain spoke and the security witch replied straightaway, and shook her head. She didn’t glance in Donal’s direction, but somehow he sensed her attention on him.
The moment passed.
“I’m sure you’re off the hook.” This was DuBarry, who had turned away from the dead bodies and the crew bent over them. “Our captain will no doubt want words with me, but it’s obvious you just happened to be here.”
“Sheer luck,” said Donal.
“Good luck, for me.” DuBarry gestured with his chin towards the corpses, implying the converse applied to them.
Their luck had been terminal tonight.
“I’ll buy you a drink or something later, if that’s okay,” added DuBarry. “Or tomorrow, more likely. Those words with the captain might take some time.”
So this was Donal’s chance: to walk away, or enlist in Lamis’s plan and discover what in Hades was happening, and where the implied threat to Tristopolis might lie.
“That’ll be good,” he said.
Decision taken.
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Great pewter-coloured gates, embossed with the federal Salamander-and-Eagle, groaned open to reveal a long, flat area on which light glimmered intermittently: the sign of ectoplasma wraiths swarming ceaselessly through soil, eager to feast.
Hunger dominated their existence. The hunt was all they could think of.
It was a nasty way to guard a prison.
“Maybe Blanz got this far,” said Adam, staring out through the passenger window, “and got himself eaten.”
“Chance would be a fine thing.” Ruth put the car in gear and rolled forward, but slowly. Nothing sudden. Every movement needed to be measured.
Ectoplasma wraiths formed one part of Ratchet Prison’s defences, but there was more. Hex webs, gargoyles, deathwolf packs, and the correction officers themselves, including the winged types with raptor eyes.
And eldritch traps you wouldn’t detect until the moment you triggered them.
Ruth drove across the yard and stopped in front of the disc-shaped inner gate, while the gargoyles, who had been crouching atop the walls, decided to rise up a little, to stretch and shake their wings and bare their toxic fangs.
Their bulbous eyes swivelled to triangulate on Ruth and Adam.
“Friendly,” muttered Adam. “Really making us feel welcome.”
A precursor to a smile passed across Ruth’s face. If Adam really felt in danger, he would be stone-cold quiet and ready to kill. He was an ex-Recon Marine.
The inner gate rotated like a screw, retreating into the stone, leaving a short round tunnel in whose floor lay a ramp heading downwards into darkness. After a second, twin rows of flamewraiths began to glimmer in that descending offshoot tunnel.
“That’s our invitation.” Ruth put the car into first gear. “Here we go, nice and slowly.”
Adam’s eyebrow twitched.
The car rolled forward and commenced its controlled descent, flamewraiths on either side and other, less substantial wraiths checking the car as it passed them, some slipping through the bodywork and passing right through the interior, analysing everything. By the time they reached the tunnel’s end, Ruth and Adam and their vehicle had been subjected to one of the most thorough scans in Ruth’s experience.
“I’ll say it again.” Ruth repeated a phrase she’d used earlier, after their inspection on the forest road: “Blanz escaped from this place?”
“Huh,” said Adam.
Ruth drove forwards.
“Do you believe in coincidences?” she asked as the tunnel widened into a parking garage. “In this business?”
“Yes,” answered Adam.
“You do?”
“There’s a reason the word ‘coincidence’ is in the dictionary,” said Adam. “Plus, when you see a pattern where there isn’t one, the wrong people suffer.”
The cavernous place was barely a quarter full of vehicles, both armoured prison trucks and private cars, the correction officers’ personal vehicles for their commute. This far out from the city, most of the officers stayed here for nine days at a time, then spent three days at home, and came back the next day to begin the cycle again. That was the routine if you worked here.
Unless you were a wraith or a gargoyle, in which case Ratchet Prison was your home with no breaks at all until you reached the end of your indenture.
Ruth drove into a vacant slot and stopped the car. “Sounds like you’ve seen mistakes happen. In the department or back in the Marines?”
She switched off the engine.
“Both,” said Adam. “But in the Marines, we couldn’t apologise, because there was no one left alive to talk to.”
“Alright.” Ruth let out a breath. “But aren’t you going to ask why coincidences are on my mind?”
“No,” said Adam.
“You’re not?”
“You think it’s weird that Blanz is missing at the same time that Donal’s grave is rumoured to be empty. You’re thinking there must be a connection.”
They climbed out of the car. When they closed the doors, the sound echoed in chilly air.
Four correction officers, approximately standard human, were waiting at the far end of the garage.
“We left our weapons in the car,” called out Ruth. “Before you ask.”
The tallest officer nodded. “I’m Marian Kardinski. Call me Marian. Warden Chiang knows you’re here, and she said you’ve got the run of the place.”
“I’m Ruth. This is Adam.”
“Right.” Marian looked at him. “All your weapons are back in the car?”
“Sure,” said Adam. “Why do you ask?”
“Because you’ve got a certain look. Who did you serve with?”
“2nd Pathfinders.”
“Well. Good to have you with us. And the weapons?”
“None as such.”
Marian blew out a breath. “Meaning you can do more damage with a keyring, watch or belt buckle than most folks with a shotgun. But if you end up talking with prisoners at close quarters, be aware that some of them are the very definition of sneaky.”
“Understood.”
“Yeah.” Marian gave a glimmering suggestion of a smile. “You’ll be safe enough.”
“Is there any prisoner you suspect?” asked Ruth. “Anyone who might have helped Blanz, or seen him escape?”
“No one.” Marian sounded definite. “These are the worst of the worst, but we’re used to dealing with them. Everyone looked surprised, even if it was just for a moment, when the escaped-prisoner klaxon sounded.”
“Every prisoner was in plain sight?” said Adam. “How did that occur?”
“Inspection seers were doing their thing. One saw Blanz’s cell lying empty, which is why he hammered the alarm button, but at that moment, every other prisoner was being either remote-viewed by a seer or eyeballed by a watcher.”
One of the men behind Marian took an eyeball out of his pocket, let go and allowed it to float in place.
“Eyeballing,” said Ruth. “Got it.”
The officer closed his fist around the eyeball and pocketed it once more.
Marian said, “I’m more concerned with finding out how Blanz escaped than recapturing him. We’ve got wingmen and wingfems criss-crossing the forest, and I hope to Thanatos they find him, but I want to uncover the loophole in our security.”
“In case someone else finds it,” said Adam.
“Or knows it already.” Ruth shrugged. “It might be something that needs mage abilities to exploit, but Blanz isn’t the only mage in here, is he?”
“Unfortunately, no. So you and your partner are welcome here.”
“Thank you.”
“One other thing before we start.” Marian glanced at the men behind her. “We’re professionals. Our budget is sufficient, our morale is good, and we’re constantly training as teams, in addition to watching and patrolling.”
The men gave tiny nods.
“So you’re ruling out corruption,” said Ruth.
“Not exactly. I think it’s unlikely, but we’re willing to submit to truthseer questioning. All of us. Ineptitude seems more probable than one of us helping a prisoner get loose, but that’s not usual, either. Our procedures are rated the best in the Federation.”
By the book. Well-defined processes with a sensible rationale and motivated staff who followed the steps laid out for them. Exactly the kind of setup that Ruth approved of.
“Got it,” she said.
“But if you want to recommend that we all get a hundred percent pay rise, when you return to HQ” – Marian smiled – “we won’t argue too much.”
“You’d be lucky.”
“Wouldn’t we just.” Marian turned to her men. “Lead the way. Blanz’s cell first, I’m guessing. Ruth?”
“Sounds good.”
“Adam?” added Marian. “Hey, Marine. Blanz’s cell. Good start point?”
A faraway look had enveloped Adam’s eyes. He gave a slow blink, then pointed off to one side, to an empty section of the parking garage.
“That way,” he said.
Marian was frowning. “There’s nothing there.”
Ruth stared at Adam’s expression. He didn’t look like the man she woke up beside each morning.
“I think you’re wrong,” she told Marian. “I think he smells something.”
“Smells?”
The other officers exchanged glances.
“A dead man,” said Adam.
Marian shook her head. “Even if there’s something dead, how can you know it’s a man and not a rat or something?”
Adam looked at her.
“Rats don’t wear aftershave,” he said.
Once they uncovered the body, Marian went very pale. Her men stopped dragging aside the cracked blocks: they’d needed to smash the newly mortared wall to find the corpse that lay behind it. The body lay splayed, face-down: a dead thing dressed in underwear, a thing that had recently been a thinking, feeling human being.
Already it was bloated, the fatty adipose tissue looking soapy and smelling foul.
“You recognise him,” said Ruth.
“Jeff Farbright.” Marian let out a long, slow breath, then inhaled, sucking in the scent of her dead colleague’s decay, her eyes hardening. “He’s supposed to be home with his family.”
Adam was crouched down, examining the smashed wall. “A scene-of-crime diviner would know for sure, but I’d say a mage worked with the old stones, caused chemical changes that let him move the blocks and cement them back together. Not so tightly sealed, though.”
“And with a dead correction officer inside.” Ruth looked at Marian, then her three colleagues. “I’m sorry about your friend.”
One of the men said, “He was going off-shift, just getting into his car, when I scraped in, barely on time. I had to stop and change a tyre halfway here.”
“When was that?” asked Ruth. “When you arrived, I mean.”
“Yesterday, first thing. We do nine days on, three off.”
Marian said, “Most of us stay here, in the staff block, for the duration. Too far to commute.”
“So by ‘end of shift’ you don’t just mean working hours. You mean he’d finished a nine-day rotation.”
“Right,” said the officer. “But it was Blanz, not Jeff, wasn’t it?”
“Shapeshifting.” Adam stood up and crossed his arms, which made his biceps prominent and gave Ruth a warm feeling inside. “But that’s primarily illusion. Are you saying a blind man drove Jeff Farbright’s car?”
Ruth’s momentary lust faded as she processed Marian’s change of expression.
“Blanz grew back his eyes,” said Ruth. “Didn’t he?”
“There was a hearing due next week,” answered Marian, “on whether allowing him to keep his new eyes was unusual leniency. Since he lost his eyes in the course of committing a homicide, there was a legal argument that he should have the new ones plucked out.”
“Right. There were also legal arguments during the trial that he ought to be executed. Too bad the defence lawyers won that point.”
Marian frowned. “You read this in your briefing material? Or did you actually follow the original trial?”
“We worked, Adam and me” – Ruth gestured – “on an operation with the guy who took Blanz down. Lieutenant Riordan. Gave me a reason to follow the case in the Gazette.”
By instinct, she walked away from the dead man, Farbright, leading Marian and Adam to a place where they could continue talking without seeming disrespectful. They stood in a dusty parking slot, and a part of Ruth’s mind noted that Blanz had chosen well: the parking garage was under-utilised, perhaps deliberately, with spare capacity for emergencies. This whole section had remained empty for some time.
“Coincidences happen,” said Adam.
Ruth nodded. If a correction officer had been complicit in Blanz’s escape, then Marian would logically would be one of the many suspects here in Ratchet Prison. But everything indicated that Marian and the three officers standing over their dead colleague were a hundred percent innocent, and that Blanz most likely escaped on his own.
Adam was implying they should share their information.
“What kind of coincidence?” asked Marian.
“Donal Riordan died, or was presumed to die, in Illurium,” Ruth told her. “But he didn’t go to the reactor piles, because he was resurrected.”
“So he was buried in a cemetery. It happened to one of my friends. And she always insisted we call her a zombie, not a resurrected person.”
“I didn’t know Donal that well. But the point is, someone visited his grave yesterday, and found it empty.”
“Yesterday.” Marian looked at Adam. “This is the coincidence you’re talking about?”
Adam nodded.
Marian stared back at her three living colleagues and the dead thing at their feet.
“I’ll tell you a non-coincidence. Jeff went nowhere near Blanz’s cell. A prison doctor, Susan Orrekor, did go in to see Blanz. And I talked to Susan myself, just after the alarms went off. Except it probably wasn’t her, was it?”
“Oh, Hades,” said Ruth.
“Yeah. Could your boyfriend try finding another dead person before you two leave?”
“Boyfriend?”
Marian gave a sad, momentary smile. “Detectives aren’t the only ones with powers of observation.”
“Not bad,” said Ruth.
Adam looked unperturbed. “Did Dr Orrekor stay here for days at a time, like the officers?”
“She did. And she wasn’t due to go back to Tristopolis for three days, I think. Maybe four.” Marian nodded in the direction of Jeff Farbright’s corpse. “So Blanz had to kill and replace someone else, to get out faster.”
“Before someone saw through the shapeshifting illusion,” said Ruth. “And I suppose he felt an urgent need to get out of here.”
“Yeah. But we’re supposed to be trained, for Thanatos’ sake. I’m going to have to recommend we double the number of security witches on staff. In case another prisoner can spin illusions we can’t see through.”
Ruth looked at Adam. “You up for another search?”
Standing in shadow, he nodded.
To anyone else, even Marian, he would look competent and professional, engaged on the task at hand without undue emotion. But there was an undercurrent, a dark splinter of something in his eyes, visible to Ruth despite the gloom. And she came to a sudden intuitive conclusion.
Wherever Blanz was, however much distance he’d made between himself and the prison, he ought to be scared.
Very scared indeed.
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The waves swelled more deeply than yesterday. Beyond the rail, the Inverter’s hull curved steeply to the water. In all directions, beyond the area lit by the ship, the ocean blended into darkness, becoming one with the near-black sky.
At some point in the voyage, the surroundings would begin to grow pale, as the vessel sailed closer to the Lightside without actually reaching it. But for now, the sky looked even darker than the never-changing deepest purple that hung over Donal’s city.
If Tristopolis really was his city still. According to Lamis, there was a threat to Tristopolis, and if citizens were at risk then Donal would do everything he could to stop that threat. But that was vague, and if Lamis knew the specifics then he should have shared them with Donal.
So Donal’s first goal was to find out what that threat was, assuming it existed.
Beside him, DuBarry grasped the rail without seeming to notice the cold, and spoke as if directing his words to the Umbral Ocean itself. “The school I went to was St Magnus the Slayer’s. You know the place I mean?”
“I heard they were softies.” Donal’s smile was faint and deliberate. “In Cross Swords, we ate razor blades for lunch.”
“They gave you lunch? What total wimps.” DuBarry shrugged. “The old days, eh? The Styx Brethren were bastards, but I learned what they had to teach me. Not all of it was on the curriculum.”
“Our teachers were the Sisters of Thanatos.”
“So you know what it was like. Tell me, your old classmates, how many of them ended up in prison?”
“I never kept in touch,” said Donal. “But a few. Maybe more than a few.”
Something surfaced on the darkness-shrouded ocean: a shadow sliding through scarcely visible waves. Far away, but huge.
“Behemoth,” said DuBarry. “My business is transport. Haulage and warehousing. Imagine if I could train some of those things to carry goods.”
“I should think a ship with cargo holds has greater capacity.”
DuBarry turned to Donal. “True enough. Transport is about the practicalities. It’s the kind of business where even someone from Danklyn Depths can make a mark, if they work hard enough and never back down.”
“The Depths aren’t much worse than Lower Danklyn,” said Donal. “If at all. Not that I hung around with Deepers much.”
“Yeah.” Despite the surrounding gloom, a hardness grew visible in DuBarry’s eyes. “Forget the old days. What’s a rich ex-cop doing sailing to Illurium?”
“Saving your life, pal.”
“And I said thank you. And meant it. So tell me something else. How does a cop get rich, exactly? Or are you rich?”
Donal considered his answer. There was no one around to overhear, just a couple in heavy overcoats standing together a long way forward, next to one of the caged life pods reserved for emergencies. But Donal decided to avoid the first question, as most cops would.
For the second part, he decided on the truth, but delivered obliquely: “Times have been interesting recently.”
“Bumped up against the Unity Party, did you?”
“I had some dealings with them.”
“Bastards. I hope you gave some of them what they deserved. You know we don’t have anything like the UP in Silvex City, right?”
Donal nodded. “That was my impression. You live there, do you?”
“Mostly. And you didn’t know that, did you?”
“You didn’t mention it at the dinner table. Or did I miss something?”
DuBarry shook his head. “So you didn’t know anything about me when you sat down at the table?”
“No offence, but I never heard of you before.”
“None taken. Who’d want to be famous? And you didn’t know that three gunnies were coming for me?”
“Captain McKenna asked me that already.”
“I’d appreciate you answering the question.”
Donal stood back from the rail, turned to look along the deck, and stared at the couple who were standing a long way back. Not just stared: opened up his senses in a way that only a zombie could.
The taller of the two figures jerked minutely. Then gave a tiny shrug that Donal read as rueful amusement.
“That’s smart,” said Donal. “A fellow zombie who can listen to my words from far away, and tell the truthseer next to him what I’m saying.”
She could do her thing without hearing Donal’s voice, but knowing what he said gave context. Truthseers could determine more than truth versus falsehood: they could often detect ambiguity and hidden complications.
And the zombie next to her could memorise her verdict on each question, and relay all the answers to his employer afterwards. To DuBarry.
“I didn’t know there were going to be gunmen,” said Donal, speaking directly towards the truthseer and her companion, “or that Mr DuBarry’s life was in danger.”
The truthseer nodded, followed by the zombie next to her. After a second, the zombie raised a hand in what looked like a prearranged signal.
“That means you’re telling the truth,” said DuBarry.
“I know I was.”
“And now I do, too.” DuBarry gave a wave of his own, dismissing the zombie and truthseer. “You know the Progressor disappeared last year, with a thousand people on board?”
“I read about it in the Gazette.”
“Well, I heard the ship had wraith-guided depth charges and hex torpedoes for protection. Makes you think, doesn’t it?”
Without turning to look, Donal knew the zombie and truthseer had climbed to the deck above and disappeared inside. If DuBarry was still testing him, it was in some other way.
“Look,” said Donal. “I’m glad I was in the right place at an interesting time. But you’ve already said thank you, and we’ve reminisced about the old days in Danklyn and all. So what exactly are we discussing now?”
“Whether an ex-cop needs a job, maybe some freelance work in Silvex City, possibly with travel. Paid per project or maybe even on a long-term retainer.”
Donal glanced at the ocean. No leviathans of the kind newspaper pundits blamed for the Progressor’s disappearance. No behemoths for the moment.
“You work in transport,” he said. “Did you have cargo on board the Progressor, or were you just making conversation?”
“Maybe I simply came over all metaphorical, like.” DuBarry gave a fleeting, ironic smile. “The Styx Brothers would be proud of me.”
It was a joke with truth behind it. Donal understood. “Got yourself into some deep waters, have you?”
“Yeah.” DuBarry nodded. “You’re smart enough. For a guy from Lower Danklyn.”
“You’re not too bad for a Deeper.”
“Surprising, ain’t it?”
Donal focussed his attention on DuBarry. “So what’s this situation you’ve sailed into? And what do you need me to do for you?”
It was a way in. If DuBarry were the primary threat, then Lamis would have allowed the three gunmen to kill DuBarry, instead of placing Donal at the dinner table so he could drop the gunmen.
Maybe Lamis was addicted to secrecy. Maybe he thought the truth would scare Donal off.
DuBarry shook his head. “Mull it over in general terms. You already understand or can kind of guess the things my business involves. So think about it, and before we dock, one of my people will give you contact details.”
“Your office address?”
“More like an off-site interview. I have associates. They’d need to meet you, before you could take up a role like the one I have in mind.”
Donal parsed the undertones from DuBarry’s words. There was determination, and a definite idea of what someone with Donal’s skills could do for him. But there was also something else.
“Your associates,” said Donal. “Something’s changed recently about the people you work with. Or do business with. Deep waters, right?”
“Unknown waters. Don’t push any more, or I’ll change my mind.”
“Okay.” Donal took a deliberate step back. “I’ll think about your offer.”
“Of an interview. Nothing more, as yet.”
“Understood.”
DuBarry nodded. “We’ve another eight days at sea. We might talk again before we dock, or we might not.”
“See you at the captain’s table for dinner?”
“Highly unlikely.”
“Don’t blame you. Stay safe, Mr DuBarry.”
“And you, Mr Riordan.”
Donal watched as DuBarry headed back to a doorway – hatch, whatever – stepped over the raised threshold and disappeared inside. Cops and career criminals live in overlapping worlds. Sometimes you even liked the man or woman you put behind bars. Occasionally, you shared a drink or two with someone you’d arrest given half a chance, and that was both wise and dangerous.
Because you could take advantage of the mistrustful, shifting environment in which criminals operated, and gain intelligence or leverage on your drinking companion’s competitors. Or you could find you’d crossed that indeterminate line: waking up one day and realising you’d become a crooked cop.
I won’t let you use me.
Whether he was addressing DuBarry or Lamis in his mind, Donal wasn’t sure.
He drew his Magnus from the small of his back, checked the load, and reholstered. It was a reminder to himself, a way of making sure he felt this realisation in his muscles and nerves. In his gut and in his bones.
Everyone on board was potentially an enemy.
Donal stood in his shirt sleeves, zombie-still in the centre of his cabin, unmoving as a statue, while inside his head, thoughts circled and roared like an ocean whirlpool. He wanted to have it out with Lamis: to find out if the mage knew the three gunmen were going to make their attempt on DuBarry’s life.
And more: to determine whether Lamis had arranged the attempt himself.
There were means of manipulation open to a mage. One option was that Lamis might have worked on the killers’ minds, altering their existing plans, causing them to go for DuBarry at the time and place Lamis intended. But that presupposed that one of DuBarry’s usual enemies had hired the gunmen. It was the other possibility that gnawed at Donal: the notion that Lamis himself might have hired the trio, and explicitly arranged every single detail.
Sending them to death at Donal’s hand.
Lamis. Are you as bad as I think you are?
The obvious move would be to hammer on the door to Lamis’s cabin until the mage opened up, and take it from there. Obvious, apart from one thing: DuBarry was on full alert for the best of reasons, and having his people keep covert watch on Donal was the least of his likely precautions.
Surveillance could be slipped, but that was not the point: Donal should have no reason for moving unseen around the ship.
Not if he was the person he was pretending to be: a slightly seedier version of his true self, on board the Inverter for no reason other than making a new start in Illurium.
Reinventing himself. It was a great idea, if only he knew how to bring it about.
“Thanatos,” he muttered.
Then he dismissed his roiling thoughts, like flicking a mental switch. One of the benefits of zombiehood. So, if he were travelling without ulterior motives, what would he do next?
Given the circumstances, perhaps he should go shopping.
He had no wallet, no cash, no cheque book. It probably said a lot about him, that he’d thought he had everything he needed when he first took up residence in this cabin, and found the holstered Magnus plus ammunition that Lamis had left for him.
But passing the bar next to the ship’s restaurant last night, Donal had overheard a passenger telling the bartender to charge everything to his cabin, and when Donal had looked, the passenger was brandishing his key to show the cabin number.
Perhaps a line of credit went with every cabin booking. There was one way to find out.
Donal checked the knot in his tie, pulled on his suit jacket, made a tiny adjustment to the holster at the small of his back, and two invisible changes: a minute alteration in posture, back straight and shoulders settled, and a change in focus, placing his attention out on his surroundings, minimising the introspective portions of his mind.
Cop. Soldier. Zombie.
Old habits, new precision.
He went out to find the shops that were surely part of the Inverter’s facilities servicing the well-to-do passengers. One deck down, at the centre of the ship, he found a kind of arcade based around an internal thoroughfare, its architecture a fifty-fifty mix of ocean vessel infrastructure and airy, consumer-enticing boutiques and gift shops.
Plus a bookstore he would have to look at later. But first, clothing. There was a place across the corridor from the books, an establishment that featured blazers bearing the ship’s crest and colourful silk scarves as their front-of-store items. Donal went inside to see what else they had in stock.
“Hello, sir,” said the soft-voiced steward behind the rear counter. His irises were white, his teeth subtly pointed. “Let me know if I can help with anything.”
“Will do.”
There was no need to ask for the steward’s assistance. Tucked away in one corner were the accessories for deck sports: ring-shaped quoits for throwing, fist-sized bean bags and knucklebone bags for the same purpose, and racquets strung with kimodo sinew.
A well-dressed lady was just leaving, with two membrane bags full of newly acquired clothing. She paid no particular attention to Donal. When she was gone, the only other person was the steward.
“Can I interest sir in owning personalised quoits or skittles? Or badminton racquets and shuttlecocks?”
“They wouldn’t match my cufflinks,” Donal told him.
“Oh, but I’m sure we can find—”
“Just kidding. I’m good here.”
“Ah. Fine.”
Folded grey sweatshirts and matching sweatpants lay on open shelves. They looked nondescript, but felt plusher than the training kit Donal normally wore. Still, they had his size. For footwear, he found white canvas shoes with rope soles that were advertised as plimsoles, though Donal would have called them sneakers.
He added a black t-shirt and black shorts to the ensemble, and carried the lot to the counter. The steward already had a large membrane bag ready, and he slid the items inside, then spun the brass cogs on the cash register to the total amount, and pressed three lizard-bone keys simultaneously.
The cash drawer sprang open. The steward tore a chit off a small pad, took a pencil from behind his ear and wrote something on the chit, put it inside the drawer, closed the drawer, and perched the pencil on his ear once more.
“Er,” said Donal. “You’re supposed to take my money. Or at least my cabin number.”
“Indeed, sir. Under normal circumstances.” The white-eyed steward smiled, his warmth genuine, and never mind the fangs. “But you saved Captain McKenna’s life last night. None of us would dream of accepting your money.”
“Oh,” said Donal. “Er, what do you mean by ‘us’?”
“Anyone who works on board, crew or auxiliary personnel.”
Donal nodded. “I don’t know what to say.”
“We do,” said the steward. “On behalf of everyone, thank you.”
The steward’s white eyes glistened with momentary tears.
Donal blinked. “You’re welcome.”
He was on the verge of getting damp-eyed himself. Good job he was a zombie, with his tear-ducts under conscious control.
With all his ambivalence over saving DuBarry, he’d forgotten about everybody else. Including the genuine, innocent lives that had been at risk.
All the more reason for harshness, when the time came to pass judgement on Lamis.
Bag in hand, Donal continued to explore the ship. Long corridors, becoming increasingly spartan as he walked aft and down, descending to the next-to-lowest passenger level, just above the water line.
There were no portholes here, which might be reassuring when the ship ventured close to the Lightside, but for now lent the place a grim aspect, as utilitarian as the engine room in which Donal had first awakened. At least there, the engineers had worked with purpose.
In this place, the steerage passengers looked pale and withdrawn. The bright, chattering conversation of the plusher decks, the promenades and saloons, was entirely absent.
With a zombie cop’s eye, Donal scanned the folk. There, a bulky man with narrowed eyes was standing with cronies, looking for someone to bully or steal from or otherwise make use of. Most sat or moved slowly, looking withdrawn. There was a family with five kids, the younger ones sitting in the centre of the family group, playing quietly with cheap dolls or reading books.
The mother looked watchful. The father was less overt about it, but he too scanned the environment continuously. His fists were scarred, the knuckles enlarged.
When he saw Donal taking in the surroundings, he nodded. Donal nodded back.
That was one family that would survive the voyage just fine, and with luck find decent jobs when they reached Silvex City.
“Sir?” It was a tremulous voice, a woman’s. “I... Could you help?”
Donal turned to look at her, but her gaze was on the deck at her feet.
“What is it?” he asked.
“We... I haven’t eaten, sir, for two days.”
“Surely they feed you.”
“The meal vouchers. I... lost them.”
Her neck muscles twitched, as if she wanted to turn and accuse someone, but didn’t dare.
“Who’s with you?” said Donal.
“Sir?”
“You said we.” But he already knew who it was: the shamefaced man, turning away in one corner. “Never mind.”
“Whatever you want me to do...” The woman trembled as her voice drifted off.
Donal’s mouth tightened.
Sweet bleeding Thanatos.
She looked like someone about to cross a line out of mortal desperation, and enter territory that would destroy her and her husband. Their ring fingers were bare, but the indentations remained. They had pawned or been robbed of the last of their valuables, such as they’d been.
It might have happened ashore, before they came on board. It might be the big man at the far end of the saloon, now paying attention to Donal. The big man almost certainly had taken the couple’s belongings and, far worse, their strength and self respect.
The meal voucher problem was easily solved. The rest was more complicated. If Donal meted out street justice, or the mid-ocean equivalent, the bully or his cronies would want to vent their anger, with the woman and her husband as their targets.
Unless Donal did something about it.
He walked straight across the saloon, still with his shopping-bag in one hand, and punched the big man in the side of the neck. The big man dropped sideways. Donal’s knuckles had snapped deep into the muscle, impacting the carotid sinus and artery on the way.
It would be a while before the big guy woke up, and when he did, he would have a sore neck for days. A useful reminder.
One of the cronies twitched a hand, but thought better of going for the flick-knife in his pocket.
“Keep better company,” Donal told the man. He looked at the others. “You, too.”
As he walked back towards the nameless woman, the father of the family looked up at Donal and winked. Clearly Donal had done what he would have wanted to do, had his wife and children not been here.
Then his wife gave a nod, and Donal realised that the brooch she wore was of a dragon design he had seen before. If you took the dragon body in your grip and twisted it free of the head, you had a useful punch-dagger in your fist.
This was a family of survivors.
Donal approached the pale-faced woman who had made that ambiguous offer as part of a plea for help.
“I’m Donal Riordan.” He held out his hand to shake. “And you are?”
“Janine Healey.”
She hesitated, but Donal kept his hand outstretched. Finally she reached out and they shook.
Then he walked over to her husband, held out his hand and introduced himself once more.
The husband look numb. After a second, he said, “I’m Fredo.”
“Fredo Healey?”
“That’s right.”
They shook hands.
“I’m not what you’d call nautical,” said Donal, “but I’m pretty sure the ship’s manifest includes lists of passengers’ names.”
Fredo nodded, while Janine just looked at him.
“So in the restaurant or canteen or whatever they call it,” Donal went on, “they can check names off a list instead of using vouchers or whatever. If they change their system just a little bit, everyone will get fed fairly.”
“Nice idea.” Fredo’s shoulders slumped. “If anyone would listen to you.”
“The captain might,” said Donal. “I’ve good reason to think she will.”
Janine was looking past him, towards the rear of the saloon. The big man was still down – Donal could hear his breathing if he focussed on the sound – but at some point he would come round.
Janine’s fear was disabling, but her tactical reasoning was sound. Captain McKenna could order changes that would stabilise things down here, making steerage passengers safer at little or no additional cost to the shipping line. But Janine and Fredo would still be at risk.
“Let’s eat in my cabin,” continued Donal. “And talk about options.”
“Options?” said Janine.
“There’s a comfortable bed, for a start.” He saw her frown, so he added, “I’ve no use for it. I haven’t slept since I got this.” He tapped over his heart. “You and Fredo might as well use it.”
Fredo shook his head. “We can’t.”
“Yeah, you can.”
“What do you want in return?” asked Janine.
“Let me teach Fredo some useful stuff.”
“Like what?” said Fredo.
Donal looked at him. “Like how to fight. How to be in good physical condition so you can fight. And how to be tough enough so you don’t need to.”
“Huh.”
Janine shook her head. “That’s not Fredo.”
“Well.” Donal looked at Fredo. “That isn’t you right now, not yet, but everything can change, and faster than you think.”
Expertise takes years of daily practice to acquire, but beginners make the most rapid progress. Donal knew this, and absolute conviction strengthened his words.
“I don’t know,” said Fredo.
“Decisions are best made on a full stomach. And it’s an offer, that’s all.”
“Fredo...” Janine looked at her husband.
“You’re the product of four billion years of evolution.” Donal had learned this back at the orphanage, from the Sisters of Thanatos. “With every ancestor an athlete and a fighter, or you wouldn’t be here now.”
“Yes, but—”
“Janine, I can teach you some useful stuff, but in your condition, you need to leave the hard training to Fredo. For now.”
Janine jerked her head to look at Fredo, whose eyes were widening.
She hadn’t told him. Perhaps she hadn’t been sure, given the effects of hunger on the body.
“Come on.” Donal addressed them both. “For Thanatos’ sake, let’s get out of here.”
Fredo picked up four bags, presumably the whole of their belongings. It would be easier for Donal to carry them, and they would make far better time, but in Fredo’s weakened state, just lifting the bags required mental grit.
Call it the first step.




fourteen
It was gone twenty-five o’clock but no one was sleeping.
Ruth wanted to see the cell that Blanz had escaped from, and she wasn’t the only one. Several of the correction officers, Marian included, had seen the prison doctor, Susan Orrekor, shortly after an officer found Blanz’s cell empty and triggered the alarm. But Dr Orrekor had visited Blanz – in theory without stepping foot inside his cell proper – shortly beforehand.
If the person everyone had seen was a shapeshifting Blanz, then the real Dr Orrekor was surely dead, just like Jeff Farbright, the officer Blanz had killed and hidden in the parking garage, and impersonated in order to drive out of here in Fairbright’s car.
So they were looking for a second corpse.
Marian despatched one officer to the medical centre, to cover the miniscule possibility that they were mistaken: that Dr Orrekor remained alive and Blanz had escaped some other way. But given the known facts of Farbright’s death, hoping for Dr Orrekor’s survival was a lost cause.
“So.” Marian looked at her two remaining colleagues, then turned to Adam. “Do Recon Marines know anything about detecting booby traps?”
“Just a bit,” he told her.
“That means he’s as good as a sniffer wraith,” said Ruth. “Maybe better.”
“I figured.” Marian paused. “All the same, I’ll lead the way until we reach the cell door.”
Ruth nodded. “It’s your prison. Your show.”
Adam said nothing. He would have preferred to lead, Ruth knew, but his senses would be on full alert no matter his position in the team.
“Come on,” said Marian. “Let me show you what Ratchet Prison is all about.”
They came out onto a balcony surrounding a shaft or pit that was over a hundred yards wide. The domed cavernous ceiling overlooked thirteen such shafts. Around the perimeter, low archways led to similar cavernous spaces, each with its own collection of deep, vertical shafts.
“How long would it take to reach the bottom if you fell?” asked Ruth.
“Long enough to review your mistakes many times over,” said Marian.
Each shaft featured a central spindle, a vertical needle of stone whose apex supported a nine-sided chamber. That chamber was built of hex-reinforced obsidian: shining and black and impenetrable, even by twisted mages and dangerous witches, the kind of prisoners this place was designed to hold.
A cold draught played on Ruth’s face.
“I feel a breeze,” she said. “Are we connected to the outside world?”
“Not directly, but this is the equivalent of a large natural cavern system.” Marian gestured upwards with her chin. “Sometimes it even rains in here, just a little. The dome is big enough that we occasionally get weather.”
“Huh.”
Marian pressed her hand against a nine-sided stone set into the wall. There was a grinding noise and a vibration beneath Ruth’s feet. Adam leaned over the safety balustrade and nodded.
Some buried mechanism extruded, with measured exactness, a gangplank made of stone. It reached out slowly towards the obsidian cell. As it did so, in noisy synchrony, the nine-sided cell clacked and rotated, a degree or two at a time. As the gangplank touched the spindle, the rotation stopped.
Facing the gangplank was a particular side of the cell, marked with an aleph symbol that glowed a sickly yellow-green.
“That’s the cell face that opens.” Marian turned to one of her men. “Hey, Jasper. You want to sling a cord in place?”
“Sure thing, boss.”
But Adam had already found the spool of black spider-cord mounted on a low metal pillar. “Let me.”
“Alright.” Marian pointed along the gangplank to the cell. “There’s an anchor loop to clip into, right there on the cell. See?”
“Got it.”
Adam took hold of one end, tested the ease with which the spool rotated to play out the spider-cord, then kept hold as he ran lightly out onto the gangplank, crossing the chasm in seconds, slowing as he neared the cell.
“Checking for those booby-traps you mentioned,” muttered Ruth.
Marian nodded.
After a few moments, Adam moved the rest of the way forward and snapped the end of the spider-cord into place, in the socket designed to receive it.
Marian turned to an equipment alcove in the wall, drew out five slender rods, and handed them to the officer, Jasper, she’d originally told to fasten the cord. Jasper nodded.
He walked out onto the stone gangplank, far slower than Adam but without actual nervousness, at least as far as Ruth could tell. At intervals, he pushed one end of a rod into place on the gangplank – there were tiny openings for the purpose – and used a carabiner-like extension on the other end to clip around the rope.
Once he was done, having created a safety rail for the others, he joined Adam next to the obsidian cell.
Neither Marian nor the other officer moved, so Ruth took a step forward.
Marian grabbed her sleeve. “Wait a moment.”
There was a gust of strong wind. Not quite enough to have toppled Ruth from the gangplank – if she’d been careful and alert. A fumbled grip, missing the spider-cord, and she might have gone over the edge.
“How did you know that was going to happen?”
“No idea. There’s a kind of rhythm to it,” said Marian, “but I couldn’t really tell you what it is.”
“And is it okay now?”
“Sure. Follow me.” But before Marian took a step, she called out: “Jasper, you want to start opening the thing up?”
“Will do.” His answer floated back.
“Now.” Marian stepped onto the narrow stone gangplank. “Follow me.”
By the time Ruth had followed Marian to the far end, with the other officer brining up the rear, the cell door was already unfolding. Everyone was on alert as the interior came into view.
Nothing.
Adam crouched, sniffed, leaned in. He duck-walked two paces, three, into the cell proper, and stopped. Then he swivelled in place, scanning everywhere: ceiling, floor and the eight intact walls. There was a plain prison-issue bunk, a table and hard chair, and three books.
“No traps,” he said. “But there’s something. The ceiling’s not quite right.”
“Damn it.” Marian squeezed past Jasper and into the cell. “We only had a quick check, before placing this thing back in the locked state. The cell, I mean.”
“Understandable.” Adam uncoiled from his squatting position, straightening up.
Ruth followed Jasper inside.
“You did the right thing,” she told Marian. “If Blanz had found a way of hiding in here while making it look empty, just locking it up again would have stopped him escaping.”
“No, I think we missed a trick. Although...” Marian craned her head back. “I don’t see it. What’s wrong with the ceiling?”
Adam took hold of the chair, turned it upside down, and poked upwards. The ends of the chair-legs disappeared inside what should have been solid obsidian, and the whole ceiling rippled.
“Oh, no,” said Marian.
The chair sucked free of the ceiling as Adam pulled it down, turned it over and set it on the floor. Then he stood on it, reached up, pushed one hand through the liquefied ceiling, then the other hand, and felt around. His face was expressionless.
After a second he stopped, paused, then leapt down from the chair, pulling something out of the ceiling. Even as the bundle fell out from concealment, Ruth knew exactly what it was.
A human body, contained in liquefied obsidian that somehow retained the consistency of tar at room temperature.
“Dr Orrekor,” said Jasper.
“Thanatos damn it.” Marian turned to Ruth. “Are they going to task you with hunting Blanz down?”
“I expect so,” said Ruth. “Unless they turn it over to the feds.”
Ruth and Adam had determined the exact manner of Blanz’s escape. None of it offered a clue as to Blanz’s whereabouts or destination. There was no reason for Commander Bowman or Commissioner Sandarov to believe one Ruth Zarenski particularly capable of finding Blanz.
On the other hand, if the hunt remained the responsibility of Tristopolis PD, then they had to give the job to somebody. Commander Bowman would be in overall charge, but Ruth could take a leading role in the hands-on investigation.
“Hmm. If they deploy federal spellbinders, there’s a decent chance Blanz won’t remain alive to return here.” Marian stared at the body in its black viscous coating, then looked at Adam. “But if you’re the ones to catch up with Blanz, maybe the same thing will happen anyway.”
Ruth said nothing. She had thought that Marian was a stickler for rules and procedure and the law itself. Perhaps she’d been mistaken.
It wasn’t just that Blanz was dangerous and might well evade recapture or successfully resist it, meaning no one would catch up with him, so the point was moot. Beyond that, Ruth knew that courts and all the rest existed for a reason. If cops thought they could act like assassins or executioners, then the system would be meaningless. Ruth decided she would treat Marian’s words as a human outburst, nothing more.
Adam crouched down by the body.
“She didn’t die quickly,” he said.
An hour later, having refused the offer of accommodation, they were driving back through Rust Forest, this time with Adam at the wheel. There was no sign of the wingfem and wingmen, though Ruth spotted several steel falcons overhead. No wildlife was visible among the trees.
They made the journey in silence.
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Calista Delfix cried out in pleasure. It was the third time this morning and the best one yet. She wrapped her legs around Slate’s bare, quickstone body, her naked flesh pressed against his rocky torso, enjoying him in a way that most ordinary women would be scared to even think of. But Calista had used him as robustly if she were a female of his own kind, a petrimorph woman with skeleton and outer layers formed of living stone.
Good enough. Done. She had needed this distraction.
“Alright, Slate. Stop.”
Slate held himself in place like a statue. His featureless stone eyes gazed at her.
Calista was covered in sweat.
“We’re finished,” she added. “Go back to your quarters.”
He slipped back and stood up.
“And remember to cover yourself before you leave the room,” she continued.
There was a large, plain tabard hanging on a hook. Slate’s grey skin creaked as he pulled the tabard over his head, smoothed it down with his thick stone fingers, then headed out of Calista’s bedroom without looking back.
The room swayed, not because of the state she was in, but because this was Talonclaw, and the articulated, many-legged city was clanking its way across a particularly rocky section of terrain. Perhaps it had been the landscape outside, glimpsed through partially opened shutters on her windows, that had diverted her thoughts and caused her to summon Slate in the first place.
A small bell pinged.
“This better be good news.”
Still naked, she strode to the pneumatic tube that ran along one wall, flipped open the small brass receptacle connected to it, and withdrew a message capsule. Clearly a mail truck had caught up with Talonclaw with a fresh batch of telegrams and letters from what Calista considered actual civilisation.
She opened the capsule and unrolled the vellum strip inside. It bore a single short sentence, inscribed by an ordinary scribacus apparatus in standard purple ink.
Blanz is out.
So he was free, and without her assistance.
Some time back, he had contacted her from prison, very indirectly. This escape meant he was strong and powerful enough to aid her in her plans. No doubt he would be motivated for revenge against Tristopolis and the Federation in general.
She wondered if he would try to make contact.
“Provided you remember who’s in charge, Senator Blanz,” she said to the empty room, emphasising the title as a mockery. Blanz no longer possessed political status, or any kind of legitimate public identity at all.
But he could still be useful.
She held the vellum in the palm of her hand, altering her bodily chemistry until her sweat became acidic and the vellum shrivelled into separate pieces and dissolved. Then she wiped her hands on the robe she had discarded earlier, and summoned her petrimorph maid, Basalta, to bring clothing suitable for today’s outing.
It was time to work.
Dressed in a one-piece canvas suit over silken undergarments, heavy boots on her feet and carrying her gauntlets and helmet, Calista made her way along a catwalk through the centre of a giant junction, a tunnel formed of accordion-like, corrugated rubber. The rubber was black, the hidden metal joints squeaking as they moved, and the stench of oil was heavy. There were hundreds, maybe thousand of junctions like this: the multitudinous joints of the articulated, ever-moving city.
She came out in a departure hold, descended a steel ladder with an ease that might have surprised anyone who normally saw her dressed in robes, and stepped onto the steel deck. Steam hissed through a nearby vent. In front of her stood armoured trucks with tyres taller than she was. Each held racks for quinbikes: the five-wheeled all-terrain motorcycles that could cope with almost anything.
Calista’s designated truck was the nearest vehicle. A large, grease-faced man was standing next to it. When he saw Calista, he approached her.
“We’re ready to go, ma’am,” he said. “We’ve two outriders already on the ground.”
“On quinbikes?”
“Exactly, ma’am. There’ll be seventeen crew on board with you.” He gestured at the big truck. “Chief Fargo’s in charge. He’ll be here in a minute.”
“Actually,” said Calista, “I’m in charge.”
Beneath the grease stains, the man’s face grew pale. He touched his thumb to his forehead, which in Talonclaw was a gesture of apology.
Calista looked up at the truck. It was entirely utilitarian. Some of her fellow Level Nine initiates would not dream of slumming it this way, but their contempt reduced their effectiveness. Delegation was well and good in its place, but this was her operation and she was in control. No proxy could oversee the task with anything like the commitment and focus that she brought to everything she worked on.
Discipline, discipline, discipline.
The secret of her success.
And the reason Tristopolis would soon be her plaything.
Ten minutes later, she was seated near the rear of the truck, buckling her harness under a crew-member’s direction. Like the others, Calista had donned her helmet, pushed the goggles up on top of her head, and tucked her gauntlets into her equipment belt.
There was some murmuring banter among the seventeen-strong crew, but Calista did not mind. Demanding respect was one thing, but for this project to be a success, she needed competent professionals, and a relaxed-yet-business-like attitude was perfect: just another day at the office.
The truck lurched forward, then stopped.
They were positioned now on caterpillar tracks within the deck. Facing them was a section of the city’s outer hull, ready to open using hydraulic pistons. Off to the truck’s right, three more trucks moved into position. They were even bigger than the vehicle Calista was sitting in. They were freight trucks, each surmounted with a long, oval-cross-section cargo container, similar to tankers but half again as wide.
For what they were intended to achieve, the trucks had better be as tough as they looked.
Soon enough, the big hatches were rising open as pistons hissed and pushed, and the rocky terrain outside was wobbling like ocean waves because of the perambulating city’s motion.
For a moment, Calista felt sick. Then the vehicle lurched, but not under its own power: the section of deck on which it stood was moving forward. The other three trucks, the ones with the empty cargo containers, maintained their positions.
Like a square-edge tongue, the metal deck extruded into the open air, bobbing as the many-legged city stamped and wheezed its way across the dry, uneven landscape.
The deck began to angle down, supported by lengthening cables paid out from groaning winches, and the entire business was shakier and noisier, by orders of magnitude, than Calista had expected.
And sickening. But everyone around her, though they were rocking in their seats despite the safety harnesses, looked used to this. Their expressions edged on boredom. It was a good sign, but it also meant that Calista had to work at maintaining face. Hades forbid that an underling should glimpse Calista in a moment of weakness.
The crew pulled down their tinted goggles. Calista followed suit.
It continued lowering: the section of deck that was now a ramp.
Either wheel clamps or restraining cables, or both combined, held the truck in place. It annoyed Calista that she had not noticed the mechanism. She knew only that no hex was involved, for she would have sensed that directly. The city of Talonclaw was just so mechanical, despite its steam-wraiths and magma daemons swimming in their insulated conduits, and the ubiquity of engineering artifice dismayed Calista whenever she dwelled on it.
“Hang on for the twist,” called one of the crew.
Calista stared along the aisle to the drivers up front, and the view passing across the windshield. The ground was very close and sweeping past at speed.
“Ready,” called someone else.
The motors gunned and the truck shook even more.
“Nearly...”
In the last second, Calista understood: the truck was positioned so the ground flowed past at right angles to it. To hit the ground running it needed to turn through a large angle, preferably a full ninety degrees, otherwise as close to that as practicable.
There must be other ways to design the ramp, but perhaps the ramps worked differently when Talonclaw’s hundreds of legs stopped moving and the city stood still to take supplies on board. Those stationary intervals were short, but also the busiest periods for loading and offloading.
Right now, the wheels on the trailing side of the truck were spinning slower than the other, but both rows of wheels stood firmly on the ramp’s caterpillar tracks, themselves moving to counteract the tyres’ motion and keep the truck in place.
“And go.”
There was a bang as restraints opened and the truck lurched forward, into a wild spin that threatened to break Calista’s neck, or felt that way, and for a split second they were airborne before hitting the ground, bouncing once, then speeding under the truck’s own power along the ground.
Three people whooped.
Calista swallowed down bile and vomit, and kept her face expressionless.
Outside was an amazing view. To one side, the underneath of the vast, articulated city and the giant mechanical legs that provided locomotion. To the other, dark rocky outcrops on lighter sand. And overhead, the blazing canopy of the white-blue sky and the blinding incandescence of the sun’s disc.
Lightside.
Calista could never feel at home on this side of the world.
With the quinbike outriders alternately leading the way and dropping back to check the trucks were coping with the terrain, the convoy bumped its way at speed, directly upslope at first, then following diagonal zigzags as the gradient increased.
Calista felt the seat press asymmetrically against her back, meaning the vehicle’s nose was up at an angle, and she didn’t like the sensation. But for the crew it was business as usual, so Calista kept her stony expression in place, because you couldn’t allow plebs to know what you were feeling: that was one of the first lessons she remembered learning from her mother, who was often cruel but never stupid.
Outside, the sere, sun-blasted landscape looked pitiless. No wonder Calista was thinking of Mother.
Enough.
She craned around to stare through the dust-patched rear windows, just long enough to check the wide-chassis freight trucks were following. The jolting threatened to injure her neck, so she pulled herself back into position on her seat, and remained that way until they reached the real peak.
“This is it?” she asked.
“Certainly is, ma’am,” answered one of the crew.
Earlier, they had topped a ridge which Calista had been assuming was their destination, but the topology had been misleading: the ground had dipped only a little, levelled out and turned into a new, harder slope that the ridge had previously hidden from view. But now, as the truck dipped, she could see what lay beyond the immediate stretch of ground.
Glimmers of orange. Thin pillars of white, twisting smoke.
Moment of truth.
Five minutes later, the convoy had halted, and the crew of Calista’s truck had climbed out. Chief Fargo offered a hand to help Calista descend the ladder fastened to the truck, but she waved him away and slid down with almost as much ease as the crew themselves.
The big freight trucks took much longer to manoeuvre into position, backing up to the edge of the magma lake, as far as they could go without the tyres beginning to smoulder, and tipped up the huge, empty containers, their rear hatches swinging open. Each was big enough to contain a decent-sized house, even with all the cladding and shielding that surrounded the cavity inside.
Far out in the lake, spots of magma were hot enough to glow white. The dry stink of sulphur pressed against Calista’s skin despite her protective clothing.
There were some three dozen crew members standing in various positions around the trucks and close to the hot, viscous magma. They turned to look at Calista.
She closed her eyes for a moment, allowed sensations to occur inside her, then opened her eyes once more.
“They’re out there,” she said. “I sense thirty-seven of them.”
Some of the crew exchanged glances. This was no longer routine.
“I’ll call the biggest specimens,” added Calista.
Chief Fargo rubbed his gauntlet across his face. Nobody spoke.
They’re scared.
Well, so they should be. Calista turned towards the glowing expanse of the hot magma lake, raised her arms, and focussed her mind, shifting her nervous system into the desired state. She took her time, because she had to get this right, and not just to look good in front of the plebs. If she scared the creatures off with a clumsy summoning, they would be much harder to reach again and bend to her will.
Sapphire hex-light flickered around her.
Carefully now.
Far out in the lake, three rocky fins broke the surface, and began to head this way.
That’s it, my beauties.
Several crewmembers stepped back and gasped, but Calista could not spare them her attention. Using all her strength and focus, she managed to speak while holding the hex trance in place.
“Lower the containers,” she said.
Hydraulics lowered the open-ended containers into the magma. If the engineers had calculated wrongly, Calista would have them killed regardless of Talonclaw’s laws, but she thought such failure unlikely. The biggest risk lay in herself, in her ability to control the magma sharks for long enough.
That’s it. Come on.
Massive fins, gliding across the surface, heading for the mostly-submerged containers that would be their new homes for a while, but not forever. Just long enough to transport them to where they needed to be.
To where they could cause the most disruption.
Nearly there. Keep focus.
The magma sharks drew closer.
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Felice kept her claws retracted, but her words were fierce. “If he’s alive and well, then I’m going to kill him.”
“Oh, dear,” said Lynkse. “You are worked up, aren’t you?”
They were talking about Donal Riordan, but all anyone knew for sure was that Donal’s grave stood empty now. Lynkse sat with her legs crossed in a battered armchair with claw marks on the wooden arms, typical for a Night Sisters staff room.
Both of them, Felice and Lynkse, held mugs of helebore tea made with dusty teabags that someone should have thrown out months ago. Felice sipped hers, grimaced, and put her mug down on a coffee table that was covered in scratches.
“I caught Callie stropping her claws like a madwoman,” added Lynkse, nodding towards the table. “Looked like she was trying to shred it into sawdust.”
“Sister Calico is a nightmare.” Felice leaned and rubbed the back of her hand beside her mouth. “What am I going to do, Lynnie?”
Lynkse shook her head, then sat upright. Her ears twitched.
“I think my boyfriend is coming.”
Felice smiled. “At least one of us got what she wanted. You and Dr Geeky Boy from the labs.”
Banter was a part of life in any hospital where the staff worked under pressure, and novices who couldn’t take it quickly departed to take up easier jobs. Lynkse merely gave a satisfied grin.
“He’s very analytical,” she said. “And thorough. In everything he does.”
Felice blinked slowly. “I’m going to pretend there are no disturbing pictures in my mind now. And that you never said a word about anything.”
When he arrived, Kyushen went straight to the counter by the sink, placed a large worm-skin bag on the counter top, fetched a dinner plate from the overhead cupboard, and laid out the contents of the bag.
“Fat’n’Sugar’s finest doughnuts,” he said. “Plus a couple of scarab-and-cream scones, and a bar of dark purple chocolate. Healthy eating at its best.”
“Dr Jyu,” said Felice. “That’s terrible.”
Kyushen shrugged his narrow shoulders. “I’m a ThD, not an MD. You know that. Actual healthy living isn’t really my thing.”
He carried the doughnuts, scones and chocolate over to the coffee table and set them down. Then he leaned over and kissed Lynkse.
This was a level of social confidence that Felice had never expected him to show. Since taking up with Lynkse, he had really changed. Come out of himself.
“I’m jealous,” she said.
“You need to find yourself a nice thaumaturgeon,” said Lynkse, “and forget about an ungrateful former patient who never paid you any notice whatsoever, before or after his resurrection. Or had you forgotten that little detail?”
“Oh.” Kyushen looked from one to the other. “You’re talking about Lieutenant Riordan.”
“How did you guess?” Felice heard the sourness in her voice and shook her head. “Sorry. Lynnie’s right, and I’m an idiot.”
“True,” said Lynkse. “But you’re our idiot, and we love you.”
Kyushen was frowning. “The guy that Lieutenant Riordan made me question under scanners that time? He’s still in Basilisk Trance.”
“It wasn’t your fault, my love,” Lynkse told him.
“The Hades it wasn’t. There was a risk to the prisoner, and I should’ve refused.”
Felice said, “You saved lives. Children’s lives.”
“I know that.” Kyushen blew out a breath. “And I’m sorry your lieutenant is missing.”
“As Lynnie pointed out, he was never really mine. But thanks.”
Lynkse bit into a scarab-and-cream scone. It crunched in her mouth.
“You’ve got some cream on you,” said Felice.
But Kyushen leaned forward, dabbed the cream from the corner of Lynkse’s mouth using his forefinger, and held out his finger for Lynkse to lick.
Felice looked away, just as Lynkse shook her head. Kyushen licked the cream off his own finger, and wiped his hand on his sleeve.
“Sorry,” said Lynkse. “He’s not fully domesticated yet.”
“Says my half-feral lover.” Kyushen smiled at her, then turned to Felice. “I might know a way to find Lieutenant Riordan. To check for traces, I mean.”
“His old task force and half of Tristopolis PD are already looking,” said Felice.
“I’m talking about security-wraith scans at airports and the like.”
“You think he’s left the city?” said Lynkse.
“I’ve no idea, but if the police with all their informants can’t find him...”
“Then maybe he’s gone,” said Felice. “Under his own steam? Or in the same state as when they buried him?”
No one said anything for a moment, because of the third possibility. Donal had gone up against powerful mages engaged in political corruption, and while he might be truly dead and incapable of resurrection, there were such things as revenants.
But they were abominations, and resembled the original human being only if they were twisted to begin with.
The idea that Donal’s former enemies, or rather their surviving associates, might bring him back as a twisted version of his former self... that was hard to face.
Felice looked around the dingy staff room, as if she were a newly qualified Night Sister seeing it for the first time. As a newbie, she had thought every aspect of St Jarl’s Hospital was glamorous, and never mind the blood and bedpans.
She missed her more innocent self.
“So what’s your idea?” she asked Kyushen.
“Well, Lieutenant Riordan was a patient here. His scan records will be in Registry.”
Of course Donal had been a patient. He had been Felice’s patient, hence her infatuation or whatever this was.
Lynkse was shaking her head. “That was before he got shot in the heart and the paramedics stuffed a zombie heart into his chest instead.”
“I know,” said Kyushen. “That’s my bright idea. Taking Lieutenant Riordan’s original living scan and modelling the resurrection phase transitions. It’s been partially done before. Up until last year, it wasn’t possible to go any further.”
“But now?”
“The new conjuration imaging techniques are ultra-high resolution. Since we got upgraded devices last year, we have every patient’s qualia and propensities mapped to a level of detail that’s orders of magnitude finer than the old stuff.”
Felice couldn’t help smiling. “That sounds exciting.”
For Kyushen, it clearly was. His newer, confident self merged with his previous boyish enthusiasm for all things geeky, as he launched into a detailed explanation of what his new mind-modelling approach should be able to achieve, and how he would approach the work.
Lynkse looked very proud.
“... and then the police,” finished Kyushen, “can take copies of the scans around the airports and, I don’t know, the docks and whatever. And talk to the security wraiths, see if they recognise the pattern. Lieutenant Riordan’s thought architecture.”
Felice nodded. It was something they could do.
“They’ll find him,” said Lynkse. “I’ve a feeling. I’m sure they will.”
“Oh, Lynnie. I really hope so.”
She blinked once, and again, then stared at the nearest wall.
Night Sisters never cry.




seventeen
Alina flapped at nothingness with both hands, her breathing fast and shallow, verging on a wheeze. An inky shadow had enveloped her and she needed to thrash her way clear and suddenly the darkness was gone and she stumbled, hitting her knee on concrete and scraping the skin off, as she’d done so many times in the schoolyard when she was younger but not recently: she was twelve, not an infant, and she avoided rough games in favour of reading books at every opportunity.
It was cold in here, wherever here was.
She gulped back tears.
And tried to make sense of what had happened.
Overhead, a scanbat was gliding. That was the first detail that returned to her.
It looks weird.
She was walking home from school, past purplestone tenements on streets where other kids were playing strikeball in the middle of the road. Digging into her shoulder, the narrow strap of her satchel was both painful and comforting, because the weight came from books, including Children of Goliria which, now that she had started reading it, was a lot more exciting than expected.
The story of three children having adventures in that ancient city really brought those days to life, which was of course why Sister Rosemary Hel had recommended it in the first place.
Books at her hip, and homework for this evening that should be easy enough to work through. As Alina turned right into Crossdex Spiralley, she ought to have been content; but when she glanced up, a shape flitted against the dark-purple sky.
Again?
All municipal scanbats looked the same, with heads that looked more like moths than bats, because of the huge, dark eyes. When they returned to Mordanto Tower or whichever eyrie they’d come from, the scanbats would settle in place on struts, until a mage stood underneath.
Then the struts would descend, until the scanbat’s head and the mage’s head would somehow overlap, existing in the same volume of space while the scanbat’s recorded surveillance images merged with mage’s memories, at which point the struts would rise once more, lifting the scanbat, while the mage stood blinking, working through the new memories and deciding what, if anything, to report to the police personnel waiting on the other end of a phone line.
Alina had read all about it, and thought the process gruesome, but wouldn’t dream of sharing such thoughts with any of the other kids at school. Not after the kinds of thing they said in the playground about Bone Listeners in general and Archivists in particular.
It didn’t help that in her class, Alina was the only one of “her kind”, as she’d heard the other girls’ parents mutter outside the school railings.
The scanbat disappeared, and for a few seconds Alina slowed to a dawdle, telling herself she’d been stupid to worry. Then it glided overhead once more, and this time she stared up without raising her chin too much, hoping she wasn’t being obvious.
Her vision blurred, then cleared. She was not going to cry.
Is it a proper scanbat?
Every scanbat was supposed to be identical to every other scanbat, but there was something different with this one. Some little detail. Maybe it was a new model, possibly being tested instead of performing live duty, which would explain why it was hovering over her, just a schoolgirl, instead of someone like an actual criminal.
Or perhaps something was wrong.
I’m scared.
With the satchel banging against her hip, Alina walked faster, and then began to run. There were people up ahead, adults, but they were far away with their backs to her, and she was too breathless to shout.
She ran towards them, faster now, and bizarrely she found her hand automatically unbuckling the satchel and taking hold of the first book her fingers felt, then shrugging the satchel off.
It should have made a sound, falling to the sidewalk, but all she could hear was the rush of blood and breathing.
Then something moved overhead, and descended fast.
No.
And then it was hovering in front of her, and those glistening orbs that formed the scanbat’s eyes were level with her face, and the fear that burst inside her was like nothing she had ever felt before.
More purplestone houses stood across the street, but there was an alleyway on this side so she turned and ran for it, glanced back – faster – and then she was inside, sprinting between narrow alley walls, hoping the scanbat couldn’t follow, but there was a doorway on her left and something, someone moving within it and then blackness.
Viscous shadows enveloped her.
And her world went away.
It looked like an underground parking garage. Squared-edged concrete pillars, dark-grey walls, slightly paler floor and ceiling, lit by a single weak bulb. There were other light sockets, but they were empty.
Next to a pillar, someone had stacked several hamper-sized ceramic containers, with a packet of cicada chews lying on top. Perhaps it meant the containers held food, which went along with the rows of black bottles that with luck contained water.
Two buckets stood in the far corner, and Alina shuddered to think what use she might have to put them to.
In her hand, she was clutching Children of Goliria. Her fingers were gripping the book of their own volition, or that was how it seemed. She didn’t think she could let go if she wanted to.
Most of the place was in shadow, but as she turned in place, she already knew what closer examination was going to reveal. There were no doors.
I could suffocate.
There were ways to transport things and people through solid walls, but that was the province of mages. If someone intended to keep her here and feed her, then they should also be able to replenish the air.
Maybe. Unless they forgot or something went wrong.
“I’m not going to cry,” she told the empty chamber.
And stood there shaking, because this was awful, and these unseen people, whoever they were, could do anything they wanted to her, anything at all, and no one would ever know.
Her safe world had shattered.
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EIGHTEEN
The stuffed kit-bag was old, and it had seen service as a punchbag for some time, hence its tattered state and brown, faded bloodstains: the marks of torn knuckles from guys training bare-fisted. Donal had tied it, using a length of old rope, to a metal eye on the cabin ceiling.
It hung in place, ready to receive punishment.
Earlier, Donal had climbed down to Engineering, to the place where he’d first awoken on board the Inverter, and found the two engineers he’d met at that time. The larger man, Gil, with the enlarged knuckles and flattened nose, had been pleased to help out a fellow boxer.
He’d gone as far as providing faded hand wraps and a pair of smooth-worn bag gloves made of pterashrike hide, on the understanding that Donal would return the gloves before disembarking at Silvex City Docks.
Seven days to get Fredo started on the path. It was no time at all.
“You can keep the kit-bag,” Gil had added. “Or the kid can. If you think he’s going to keep up his training once he’s on his own.”
“I don’t know yet,” Donal had answered. “Too soon to tell.”
“The most important thing is” – Gil had grinned – “being too stupid to ever, ever give up.”
“Yeah.” Donal had grinned back. “You got that exactly right.”
Now Fredo stood nervously in the centre of the cabin, looking uncomfortable in new training kit, while Janine sat cross-legged on the bed and watched him. He had worked his awkward, uncoordinated way through arm circles and similar moves, warming up under Donal’s direction – though Donal himself, since resurrection, no longer needed warmups prior to exertion – followed by a handful of push-ups and freehand squats.
“We’ll start with punches against empty air,” said Donal. “Then we’ll work the bag a little, go out for a run along the deck, and finish with some more calisthenics.”
In his own training, Donal had been using the life pod cages for chin-ups, but they were probably beyond Fredo at the moment. A few push-ups and burpees, though, should be within his capabilities.
Fredo swallowed. “Sounds like a lot.”
“Not so much. Let’s start with how you stand. You want to present one side to your opponent, like this.” Donal turned his body at forty-five degrees, sank his weight and raised his guard, bringing his elbows in. “And close off vulnerable targets.”
“Shouldn’t we run first?”
“Not when you’re learning new skills.” Donal coaxed Fredo into position, tapped his hip to make him lower his weight. “Now shift on the balls of your feet. To go forward, shift your front foot first, then the other. See?”
Fredo tried to copy Donal’s movement.
“That’s it,” continued Donal. “And again.”
Earlier, Donal had tried to knock on the door to Lamis’s cabin, but when he drew near to the door, something distracted his attention and he wandered on, lost in thought until coming to his senses at the end of the deck.
Turning back, he noticed the odd effect once more, and while he believed he might be able to break through whatever thought-disrupting hex guarded Lamis’s door, it would be hard and painful and not worth it, not when Lamis was likely to remain guarded and unhelpful should they actually manage to talk.
Mages. A Thanatos-damned nightmare, the lot of them.
Donal thought he saw echoes of his own distractedness in Fredo’s ungainly shuffling across the cabin floor. For Fredo, this was nothing to do with a mage’s influence, but more likely inner voices full of discouragement, and years of stifling natural, coordinated movement.
“Just let it happen,” he told Fredo, and after a few moments added, “Okay, rest. Now look, we’ll start with straight punches, jabs and crosses like this.”
He demonstrated slowly, and as expected, all Fredo could look at was the punching arm. Donal stopped and lowered his hands.
“The arm is almost a minor detail,” he said. “Just the delivery system. The punch starts from your big toe, and most of the power comes from the centre of the body.”
He pointed at his own hips, as he repeated the punching motion without the arms, showing the rotation, then adding a forward push. Linear force and angular torque, just as Sister Mary-Anne Styx used to teach in the classroom, probably never dreaming that young Riordan would one day bring that understanding into the boxing gym and street confrontations.
And now teaching an adult beginner in a private cabin on board a passenger liner in the middle of the Umbral Ocean.
Fredo nodded, frowning with concentration.
“Now you try,” Donal told him. “Jab then cross.”
And Fredo flicked out his arms, left then right, with scarcely a twitch from his body core. Had Donal not possessed massive zombie self-control, he would have sighed.
“Again,” he said, this time tapping Fredo’s hips to make him move.
From her position sitting on the bed, Janine was following every detail. Donal thought she might have proven a faster learner than her husband, but in the long run, how quickly a beginner picked things up was irrelevant.
Real ability could only grow from years of practice, and when Gil the engineer had joked that the most important aspect was being too stupid to ever, ever give up, he had been exactly right. Almost exactly.
For stupid read focussed.
“The secret,” said Donal now, “is to train every day, and never stop.”
Fredo, his face knotted and covered in too much sweat considering how little they had done, his movements still ungainly, gave a fierce double nod.
Good enough.
The first and most important lesson had already sunk in.
Afterwards, while Fredo showered in the cabin’s small en suite bathroom, Donal unknotted the rope that held the punchbag, and carried the bag over to one side and placed it against the metal wall. Or bulkhead, or whatever the nautical term might be.
Janine was looking thoughtful.
“He’s not very good, is he?” she said after a while.
Donal gave a tiny shrug.
“But I think he’s hooked.” Janine smiled at Donal. “When he came in from your run, he looked, what, elated. I haven’t seen him like that for ages. Maybe ever.”
“Exercise and clean living,” said Donal. “Not that I’m a saint.”
Since resurrection, alcohol had lost its effect and appeal. He’d never possessed any other habit that might be considered bad.
Or perhaps if he possessed vices, they were in the negative: a lack of education, too little time spent reading books that might expand his mind. Too much attention on the gritty aspects of his job.
Alright, enough.
They had worked the bag a little, with Fredo surprised at how hard it was to punch a bag instead of empty air. Fredo’s knuckles hurt, and he’d managed not to sprain a wrist only because Donal kept careful watch on his fist-forearm alignment.
But it was a start, and the bag could teach you many things with no need for a coach.
Though not everything, like keeping your guard up and staying on the move.
“He pushed himself,” said Donal now. “That’s a good thing.”
Janine nodded.
After running the decks, Fredo had been covered in sweat but moving more smoothly. More like a man centred in himself.
“Boxing don’t make yer a better person,” was an occasional saying from the wisecracking mouth of Mal O’Brian, Donal’s first boxing coach. “It reveals the real you.”
Fredo looked to have the makings of a decent man, provided he grew strong enough to take what life dished out and make his way regardless.
Janine said, “I think you might have saved his life. Both our lives.”
Donal stared at the door to the bathroom, and shook his head.
“No,” he said. “I think you’ve saved mine.”
And that was the truth.
Later, still in his grey sweats and white canvas shoes, Donal ran circuits of the various upper decks, varying the level so people might not notice – quite so much – how far and fast he could run.
Afterwards, in a quiet spot between two life pods, he worked shadowboxing combinations over and over again, then performed push-ups on the deck, chin-ups from the cage that enclosed one of the life pods, and deep-knee bends until finally it was time to stretch.
An observer might have noticed little difference between yesterday’s physical training and today’s, but Donal felt it. Yesterday’s PT had been habit, stronger than going through the motions, but only just.
Today was work with a purpose.
Lamis, you can go to Hades.
Sitting in a hurdler’s stretch on the cold deck, while distant phosphorescent patches dotted the dark Umbral Ocean, Donal felt a long, long way from Tristopolis, from the neighbourhoods of his childhood and his later, pre-Laura adult life.
It doesn’t matter.
Even though he kept dealing with mages and rich passengers and dodgy business folk and smooth-mannered stewards, it was the ordinary people, here on the Inverter and back home in his city, that mattered.
Fredo and Janine had reminded him of that.
His stretching finished, Donal stood up, reached inside his hooded sweatshirt, and felt for the holster he’d been wearing underneath. Tactically, it was madness to wear a weapon tucked away where you couldn’t whip it out at reflex speed, but he hadn’t felt in immediate danger.
Concealment over availability.
Still, the Magnus slipped out easily, and when he snapped the safety catch to off, the sound resonated oddly in the chill ocean air, almost like a musical chime. Donal stretched his face into a smile. The kind of smile you used to intimidate a suspect.
Holding the handgun down by his side, Donal made his way to Passenger Deck 3 and headed for Lamis’s cabin.
Exactly as before, he reached a certain point where his mind and focus began to wander. But he had already framed a picture in his mind, a sharp image of himself walking to Cabin 19, and his own fist – his left fist – hammering on the door.
The strength of the influence increased – he remembered Sister Mary-Ann Styx drawing spheres in chalk on the blueboard and explaining how hex flux density varied inversely with the square of the radius – and he almost wavered at the door, propelled like the smaller of two magnets whose like poles were forced together.
Then he caught himself and focussed, paused and thumped the door.
“It’s me,” he managed to grate. “Riordan.”
He continued to stand there.
By sheer force of will.
I’m not going away.
Staying in place despite the pain and repulsion, until finally the door opened and a familiar face wearing wraparound shades stood there, processing the sight of Donal in his doorway.
Donal with a Magnus pistol held close to his body but aimed at Lamis’s heart.
“How nice of you to drop by.” Lamis’s voice was sepulchral as always, the voice of the grave, with possibly the tiniest splinter of amusement. “Do come in.”
He stepped back inside, making room.
Once they were settled in Lamis’s cabin, ensconced in soft armchairs bolted to the deck, Donal felt the hex influence slipping away. His head cleared.
“I need two things from you,” he told Lamis.
Though sitting, he kept the Magnus aimed at Lamis’s heart.
“And what might they be, Lieutenant Riordan?”
Donal didn’t let the form of address faze him. He was technically wielding a firearm in order to threaten an unarmed civilian, but Lamis was a mage whose abilities weren’t just strong: Donal suspected they were odd in nature even by the standards of his own kind.
Besides, dead men didn’t hold police rank.
“I want money.” Donal twisted the Magnus slightly. “Also answers, but we can do that another time.”
There was no guarantee that a bullet would actually penetrate the mage’s body instead of, say, simply appearing behind him without having been inside his flesh.
“Your mercenary motivation surprises me,” said Lamis. “But it’s certainly no problem. Are we talking cash, or something more civilised?”
“A cheque will do. If it can be cashed at any Illurian bank.”
“I see.” Lamis gestured, unfolded his hands, and there was a cheque book, embossed with shiny green scales, lying on his palms. “And how much money will you be needing?”
“Fifty-five thousand florins,” said Donal.
“Really.”
“No. Seventy-seven thousand.”
“Alright.” The corner of Lamis’s mouth moved. “Let’s stop there. I agree.”
He placed the cheque down on the table beneath the nine-sided porthole, opened it, and brandished a fountain-pen conjured from nowhere.
“Made out to F. Healey,” said Donal. “No, Mr Fredo Healey.”
Lamis turned to face him. “An assumed name? A new identity?”
“Let’s call it a fresh start.”
From behind his shades, Lamis seemed to stare at Donal even more deeply than before. Then he nodded, uncapped the pen, and wrote in the details as specified, post-dating the cheque to the day they expected to disembark, the 11th of Octember.
Donal holstered the gun inside his sweatshirt, and accepted the cheque that Lamis held out. With a finger-swirling flourish, Lamis caused a small wallet to appear in his hand, and offered that to Donal also.
“You’ll need cash, in case it takes a while to reach a bank,” he said.
“Thanks.” Donal took the wallet. “We’re done here. For now.”
“No, stay a while longer. We can have a civilised chat. About those answers you wanted.”
“I grew up in Lower Danklyn. What do I know from civilised?”
“If you remain seated, that chip on your shoulder won’t weigh so heavily.”
“Lamis, you don’t know the half of it.”
But he stayed where he was.
Lamis steepled his fingers, clearly waiting for Donal to prompt him.
“Come on then,” said Donal. “Tell me. What’s DuBarry mixed up in? And where’s the threat to Tristopolis? How much are you guessing, and how much do you know for sure?”
Lamis said nothing for most of a minute, then reached up, took hold of his wraparound shades, and slowly lowered them.
Where his eyes should have been, empty, blasted sockets marred the otherwise bone-pale face. Yet those gaps seemed focussed on Donal.
Lamis gave it a moment more, then replaced his shades.
“You asked if I was Arrhennius Vilnar’s mentor.” Lamis’s voice went even deeper than usual. “I helped him become the police commissioner, and assisted even more once he took the post, but the answer is no. At least, not in the sense of his being my apprentice.”
Donal frowned, trying to parse out the extra layer of meaning he suspected lay beneath Lamis’s words.
“Were I to guide an apprentice along a path,” continued Lamis, “that apprentice would be a younger mage. Or, as it turned out, a young, powerful and very troubled witch.”
Donal swallowed, almost as if he were a true-life human instead of a resurrected man with total self control.
“Her name,” continued Lamis, “was Calista Delfix, and she cost me my eyes.”
“Oh.”
“I talked to DuBarry in Tristopolis, although” – with a tiny, momentary smile – “he no longer remembers our little chat. I visited him not entirely by chance, but when I met him, I felt a resonance of an aura from the past. From my past.”
“Aura,” said Donal.
“To someone like me, auras have what I can only characterise as a taste, and what I picked up from DuBarry was troubling in the extreme. Because it wasn’t just identifying the resonance-trace as belonging to Calista. It was...”
“Go on.”
“She’s become far stronger than even I thought she might.” Lamis shook his head. “But it’s worse, because in the process, she’s shed most of her humanity and turned into something very strange indeed.”
Donal wasn’t sure how much he should believe. “You got all this from, what? A kind of scent on the air when you shook DuBarry’s hand? Something like that?”
“Doesn’t the Army use sniffer lizards to track down enemy soldiers and hidden weapons?”
“Well, yes.”
“There is so much information out in the world that people could sense, if only they perceived a little differently.”
“Alright,” said Donal. “I’ll take your word for it.”
Lamis said nothing.
“So what do you want me to do?” added Donal. “Infiltrate DuBarry’s organisation, wheedle my way into a meeting with this Calista Delfix, and find out what she’s up to?”
“Oh, no.” Lamis shook his head.
“Then what?”
Another momentary silence.
“I want you to kill her,” said Lamis.
Now it was Donal who had nothing to say.




nineteen
Alone in his office, Commissioner Sandarov lifted up the fragile glass frame, shaped like a tesseract and holding family photos, and regarded a particular blue-and-white photograph of himself as an infant, along with Ma and Dad looking like the quintessential proud parents.
In the photograph, they were younger, by more than a decade, than he was now.
And truly alive, not resurrected.
Sandarov blew out a breath, and carefully replaced the delicate glass construct on his desk. He was worried about them, yes, but his parents had already rung from Aurex City to say they were settled in and everything was fine.
Perhaps his musings were avoidance behaviour, because it turned out one of the ways a police commissioner helped make the streets safe was by careful allocation of annual budgets, and the deluge of vellum, with so much beautifully inscribed wordage in tiny, darkest purple script, was a claustrophobic weight that pressed in on him even when he was trying to think about other police matters.
Matters such as whether to reform the task force set up by Commissioner Vilnar and headed by Commander Laura Steele, both now deceased.
The dead commander’s mother, Professor Helena Steele, had pressed Sandarov on the matter of Lieutenant Riordan’s disappearance from his coffin. The worst possibility, she had said, was that dark mages took the dead lieutenant with the intention of bringing him back as a revenant, distorted and malevolent and cruel
And the best hope was that Riordan had never truly died in the first place.
But Lexar Pinderwin of the OCML had accompanied the scene-of-crime diviners to the cemetery, and his written report lay on Sandarov’s desk next to the tesseract-shaped frame with his family photographs.
Donal Riordan’s body appears to have been transported from within the coffin, without physical passage through the soil itself. This is consistent with a phenomenon from quantal hexodynamics known as quantal tunnelling, rarely found outside the confines of such institutions as Mordanto Hospital & Thaumaturgical College, whose most senior adepts form the authority in such matters.

That much came as less surprise than it normally would. Recent upheavals had been followed by a period of relative calm. The canniest and most powerful criminal mages and witches were regrouping, building up their strength.
But it was the penultimate paragraph of Lexar Pinderwin’s report that twisted Sandarov’s feelings.
However, analysis of the shattered coffin indicates that its collapse predated the body’s disappearance from its position below ground. Stress and fracture patterns indicate a sequence of events, namely that impacts on the lower surface of the coffin lid preceded a catastrophic inpouring of soil. This would be consistent with the coffin’s inhabitant, if he were strong and determined enough, striking the coffin lid from inside, over and over until it broke apart.

Ignoring the strangled, academic jargon, this meant Donal Riordan had most likely come awake to find himself buried alive, somehow managed to shatter the coffin and become trapped in solid earth.
“Thanatos,” muttered Sandarov, staring at his office wall but seeing only desperate mental images of a panicking resurrected man struggling as tonnes of soil overwhelmed him.
Then Sandarov picked up his desk phone, spun the cogs to an internal extension number he’d memorised (along with two dozen others) since taking office, and waited until a gravelly voice answered: “Hello?”
“This is Commissioner Sandarov. Who’s speaking?”
“Viktor Harman.”
Sandarov could picture the man: tall, wide-shouldered and unsmiling, wearing twin Grausers in shoulder holsters beneath the inevitable leather coat. Wireframe glasses with round blue lenses. Permanent stubble.
“Is Harald Hammersen with you?”
“No, he’s working the streets. And I’m just going down to the range.”
Sandarov smiled. Harald Hammersen was known for his network of informants, while Viktor Harman was equally renowned for the amount of time he spent on the minus thirteenth floor of HQ, practising on the gun range.
Likewise for rarely calling his superior officers “sir” or backing down from difficult decisions.
“If you’re interested in getting the task force officially reformed,” said Sandarov, “come and see me at seventeen o’clock. My office.”
“Officially.”
“With resources and a first objective to find Lieutenant Donal Riordan, whatever state he’s in.”
There was a pause.
“Got that. We’ll be there.”
And the phone was singing with the eerie resonance of line sprites on guard against malevolent hex signals, audible only when the call was disconnected.
Sandarov replaced the handset with care.
“I don’t need diplomats,” he told his empty office. “I need brave and honest officers.”
He reached for the phone again, reconsidered, and headed out of his office, into the open area where uniformed officers were at work, most with their fingers hooked into a scribacus, inscribing reports. One officer, with a shiny bald blue head, was dabbing correction fluid on a sheet of vellum, working with his tongue between his teeth.
“Sergeant Yorak,” said Sandarov.
“Sir.” The blue-skinned officer looked up, still with the correction-fluid brush poised in his hand. “How can I help you, sir?”
Maybe give Viktor Harman lessons in etiquette.
But Sandarov said, “Let me know the moment Ruth Zarenski and/or Adam Obsidian return to HQ. They’re reporting to Command Bowman.”
“Very good, sir.”
Sandarov nodded, returned to his office and paused at the door. He looked back to where Sergeant Yorak was bent over the sheet of vellum, the tip of his tongue visible once more as he resumed working with the correction fluid.
Keeping the streets safe for honest citizens.
It was bizarre how bureaucracy could do just that. Provided the city possessed a police commissioner able to wrap his thoughts around the necessity of poring through budget proposals and allocating the city’s money in the most effective ways possible.
A migraine was beginning over his right eye.
If I wanted to read budgets, I’d have been an accountant.
But it wasn’t as bad as writing to the widower of a brave officer gunned down as she attempted to stop a pointless robbery in Shadwell Depths, which was what he’d had to do yesterday. Or actually being a member of a bereaved family, or himself receiving gunshot wounds in the course of doing the job.
Time to stop whining and get on with it.
He re-entered his office, closed the door, sat down behind his desk, picked up the topmost sheet of vellum, and began to read.
In the gloom of Kyushen Jyu’s laboratory, cursive golden letters and digits hung glowing in the air, along with a violet tracery of neural patterns scanned in some time back, when the named patient was admitted to St Jarl’s suffering from deep ensorcelment trauma.
Patient name:
Riordan, Donal Finbar
Patient ID:
098027
Scan date:
50/4/6607
The glowing knots in the three-dimensional image were due to the ensorcelment, and they spread tendrils into most parts of the brain. The scenario was even worse than Kyushen had remembered.
It just went to show how well the Acute Ensorcelment Ward staff did their jobs, since they eventually discharged Donal Riordan with a clean bill of health.
“Awesome.” From the other side of the lab, Rajesh Kimball gave a soft whistle. “Nice modelling problem. You want to extrapolate how this brain looked once the ensorcelment got dealt with? It’s gonna take a while.”
Kyushen leaned back and swivelled his chair to face Rajesh. “If it was that easy, pal, I wouldn’t need your help.”
“Easy? Huh. So what’s going on, then?”
“I’ve got another scan, just before the patient was discharged. We don’t let people go until we know they’re cured.”
“Since when did you start talking about we and curing?” said Rajesh. “You’re not a medic. You just like scanning minds.”
“Well.” Kyushen held up a spikey crystal. “What we have here is Donal Riordan’s mind just before discharge.”
“Discharge.” Rajesh sniggered.
“Honestly, are we still fourteen years old?”
“In my head,” said Rajesh, “pretty much. So what are you working on, good buddy?”
“I need a model of what Donal Riordan’s mind looks like right now.”
“But...” Rajesh pointed at the crystal in Kyushen’s hand.
“When I performed this scan, the patient was still normally alive. A while after that, he got shot in the heart, which got replaced on the scene by paramedics doing an emergency transfer.”
“Well that changes things.”
“The heart belonged to his resurrected girlfriend, Commander Laura Steele, who got her head blown apart during the same incident.”
“Bleeding Thanatos, better and better. Do we have a scan of her mind, too?”
“Well, no.” Kyushen put the crystal down on his nine-sided desk. “I didn’t think of that. But I’m guessing Mordanto will have records they can send us.”
“Treading on Mordanto’s toes?” said Rajesh. “Bad move.”
“Actually, one of their leading professors is called Helena Steele, and it was her daughter who got killed. Professor Steele is going to make sure, apparently, that we get any help we need.”
“Impressive.” Rajesh stared at the violet floating tracery. “It’s one Hades of a modelling problem, all the same.”
“Yeah, and Donal Riordan will have had some of Laura Steele’s thoughts mixed up with his, right enough, but only at the start. It’s been long enough for them to integrate by now though, hasn’t it?”
“Still leaves traces.” Rajesh pushed out his bottom lip. “Deep pattern modifications. If you ignore them, I don’t think your approximation will be accurate enough.”
“Huh. I want security wraiths to be able to check the model against their scan-memory archives.”
“That’s what I figured, Kyushen, old pal. Good job you called me in.”
“I’m beginning to regret it.”
“Well, I’m a little cranky due to lack of scarab cookies and coffee.”
Kyushen shrugged his narrow shoulders. “All we’ve got is a bunch of doughnuts and scones from Fat’n’Sugar.”
“Now you’re talking.”
“Maybe a nice cup of healthy helebore tea to wash them down.”
“You have to be kidding.”
Kyushen smiled. “I could be persuaded to break out my secret stash of Zurinese dark blend.”
“Coffee.” Rajesh gestured at the violet traces. “Even better than hex.”
“Maybe,” said Kyushen.
He gestured for the lab’s flame-sprites to brighten, pushed himself up from his chair and headed for the cupboard where he kept the coffee along with his collection of kimodo skulls.
Until now, he’d suffered conflicting feelings regarding Donal Riordan, ever since Riordan persuaded him to question a dwarfish prisoner who reacted badly and fell into Basilisk Trance. But all of that was fading, because Rajesh was right.
This was going to be an interesting problem to work on.
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twenty
They came jogging together along their final circuit of Passenger Deck 3, knowing there wouldn’t be time to do it again tomorrow, not before they docked, assuming the Inverter kept to schedule.
“Not bad,” said Donal.
“Getting there,” gasped Fredo.
Seven days of training weren’t enough to transform any beginner into an athlete, but what Fredo had accomplished was to crush the voices in his head that told him he wasn’t the kind of person who could be fitter and stronger and tougher than ever before.
And create new voices directing him to make continuous improvement for decades to come.
“I think I’ve had it.” Fredo stumbled to a near-walk. “Really.”
“Okay...” Donal slowed right down, almost halting.
“Ha!”
And Fredo burst into a final sprint, tearing off towards their imaginary finish line at Cabin 27.
It caught Donal by genuine surprise, and he knew immediately that he had no chance of catching up, but he tried anyway for the sake of making it a sporting contest.
Fredo burst into delighted laughter as he halted beyond their cabin door.
Donal shook his head as he came to rest. “Treachery, on top of everything else.”
“Ain’t no such thing as a fair fight,” said Fredo.
He was quoting Donal’s own words on the differences between ring sparring and what happened on the street, a message Donal had repeated a lot.
Fredo breathed deeply, his sweatshirt dark and soaking from two hours of solid effort. The run had been the final phase of the session.
“Not bad,” said Donal, grinning.
In truth, Fredo’s improvement in running, as in everything else, came mostly from unknotting the warring tensions in his body and allowing him to coordinate his movement, performing freely in the way that evolution, as the Sisters of Thanatos might have said, intended all along.
“I’m going to stick with it.” Fredo looked serious now. “Once me and Janine are on our own, I mean.” He wiped sweat from his face. “And I’ll remember what you said about how to know if a boxing gym is decent.”
“You’ll have a new baby to look after, you and Janine,” said Donal. “But the training will keep you tough, even though it takes time out of your day.”
“I’ll find a way.”
“And you’ve got this job lined up.”
“Hopefully lined up. But I’m pretty good with engines, so if Foreshaw’s Motors don’t need a mechanic after all, I’ll keep looking till I find someone who does.”
“Yeah,” said Donal. “You will.”
He’d already given Fredo and Janine the cheque for seventy-seven thousand florins that Lamis had made out. Money they’d only taken when he assured them a rich mage was footing the bill.
They would have a cushion, a seed for the future. Janine had already used a tiny portion of the money to buy books on business accountancy, geared specifically towards Illurian companies, from an onboard bookstore.
It wasn’t only Fredo who’d been working hard over the past seven days.
“Why don’t you go in and shower,” added Donal. “I’m going to take a walk for a bit.”
“Okay. Look, I don’t know how to say it, but...”
“You’re welcome.” Donal smiled.
“Yeah.” Fredo held out his hand. “Thanks doesn’t cover it, but thank you.”
They shook hands.
“You’ll find a way to pass on the favour, some day,” said Donal.
“Probably. But if our baby turns out to be a boy? There’s no way in Hades we’re calling him Donal.”
And Donal laughed, the first spontaneous laugh for a long time.
“I should hope not,” he said.
The compulsion field guarding Lamis’s cabin was stronger this time, and the pain grew excruciating as Donal forced himself along the walkway, closer and closer to the door. Drops sprang out on his forehead – but I don’t sweat any more – and when he wiped at it, his hand came away smeared with drops of blood.
Black zombie blood.
Lamis, you bastard.
Wanting Donal to kill his ex-apprentice turned bad. To clear up Lamis’s mess. And Lamis wasn’t even willing to talk?
Donal kicked at the door instead of knocking. Then he did it again.
And again.
Finally, the door swung open and Donal tumbled inside, trying not to gasp as the pressure came off and his vision, which had blurred with pain, sharpened into focus once more.
Lamis was standing there without his shades, revealing the blasted pits where his eyes should have been. His voice was deep and cold as always. “Your persistence is foolish, Donal Riordan.”
“But useful. Why you picked me, right?”
“Indeed. However, if DuBarry’s security staff saw you enter, it might lead to questions that could disrupt our plans.”
“Our plans, Mage?”
“What are you here for?” Lamis donned his wraparound shades. “Not more money, surely.”
“More answers. I want to know about the three guys who tried to kill DuBarry at the captain’s table.”
“I see.”
“Come off it, Lamis. Did you know they were gunning for DuBarry? No, don’t bother answering that.”
Lamis said nothing.
“Let’s take it further,” continued Donal. “Were they after him because you paid them, or because you controlled their minds?”
“Does it really matter?”
“Of course it does.”
“Maybe the trio deserved everything that happened to them,” said Lamis. “Or had you not considered that possibility?”
“I’d rather a little more certainty.”
“You entered here despite the hex repulsion field. That’s not the action of a divided or unfocussed mind. Or lack of certainty.”
Donal shook his head. “You’re throwing up a wall of words, Mage. Maybe that tells me all I need to know.”
The air seemed to pulse and shiver around Lamis, shimmering as if heated, though Donal’s breath was steaming as the temperature plummeted. Patches of frost began to spread across the cabin walls.
“Calista Delfix” – Lamis’s words seemed to resonate over and over – “intends great harm to Tristopolis. Know that, and your path is clear.”
Donal felt the message vibrating through his undead bones, playing in his arteries and veins, humming in his black zombie blood.
He stood in place, grimmer than he had ever been, staring at Lamis until the strange effects began to subside: the air to grow calm and still, the chill to fade, the patches of frost to shrink.
Then, using conscious control to sound reasonable, he said: “Give me a way to penetrate scanfields unseen. Some kind of hex protection.”
“It’s because you’re unenhanced that you’re useful.” Lamis’s voice was colder and deeper than ever. “If power was all it took, I’d work my way through DuBarry and his people myself, and force them to tell me where Calista is. But she’ll have ways of detecting such encroachment.”
“Meaning you’re not strong enough to take her out,” said Donal, “except by sneaking up on her.”
Like his own words, as echoed by Fredo earlier: there’s no such thing as a fair fight.
“Crudely and metaphorically speaking, yes.” Something shifted in Lamis’s stony expression. “Do you know where DuBarry is meeting her? Do you?”
Donal just looked at him.
“So you have a meeting already arranged,” Lamis went on. “Where and when?”
“A way of slipping through scans,” said Donal. “That’s all I need.”
“Tell me where the meeting is.”
“No.”
“Tell me.”
Donal’s mouth tightened. There was nothing more to say.
Lamis spread both hands. Assemblages, formed of tiny bones, stood on each palm. Their frames were geometric shapes with too many mutual right angles, twisting reality in some deeply unnatural way around them.
“These come together to create a compulsion cage. Once enclosed in it, you have only two choices. Give in, and answer my question, or die a final death.”
Donal held still.
The bones began to come together, expanding as they formed new links, creating struts joined at impossible angles, a geometric paradox reaching like a giant skeletal hand surrounding Donal, closing around him, caging him in.
Tell Lamis. An external command that felt like his own thought.
“No.”
TELL LAMIS.
The space inside the cage felt tight. Pain pushed inwards from every angle, and tore outwards along directions that could not logically exist. The cage shredded reality itself.
“Nnngh.”
TELL HIM.
Vibrating with pain, Donal shook his head.
Now the command roared through him like a hurricane. TELL -HIM-TELL-HIM-TELL-HIM-TELL. The words thumped and hammered in his nerves.
Battered him.
“Hades damn it.” Lamis flung his hands apart, and the bones scattered into the air, twisting out of existence before they impacted on the cabin walls.
And the awful howling ceased.
Donal’s knees weakened, but he forced himself to continue standing.
“You were willing to die before talking,” said Lamis. “But why? For DuBarry’s sake? What’s going on in your mind?”
Donal shook his head. Anything he might say would give Lamis something to tug on, a way to unravel his defences.
Who am I protecting?
But the answer was simple: any innocent who might get in the way of a vengeful mage. Or witch. From the viewpoint of ordinary people, Lamis and Calista Delfix were equally dangerous.
Donal intended to make the meeting with DuBarry, at the address that a flunky, as promised, had delivered to his cabin. The invitation took the form of a restaurant’s business card, with a date and time scrawled in purple ink on the back.
But if there was any chance that this Calista Delfix would be attending the same meeting, then Donal couldn’t trust Lamis to steer clear instead of, say, finding some sneaky way to pack the restaurant with hidden hexplosive charges and detonate the lot once Calista Delfix arrived.
“Here,” said Lamis. “Catch.”
The mage kept his hands still, yet somehow a small tan-coloured object was flying through the air to Donal, who snatched it.
“An amulet. The last one I used, it didn’t work out so well.”
“You’re here, aren’t you?” said Lamis. “So it worked out well enough, in the end. I still have your old talisman, should you ever want it back. I can fix it, though I haven’t yet.”
“Keep it. What does this new one do?”
“Only what you asked for, Lieutenant Riordan. Helps you evade scanfields, while being consistent with your assumed identity as an ex-cop with fluid ethics.”
“Is that what I am?”
“No, Lieutenant Riordan. It’s what you’re pretending to be.”
Donal shook his head. “I still don’t think my police rank is valid.”
“No, but your ethics are.” Something shifted in Lamis’s bony face. “I may not agree with your decisions, but your strength of character is exactly what the situation requires.”
“Huh.”
“We’ll need a place to meet up in Silvex City. What kind of location suits your cover?”
Donal nearly smiled. Lamis was a mage trying to sound like a cop. “I’ve been there, but I don’t know the city that well.”
“I can conjure up a map,” said Lamis. “We can pick a district for you to stay in, and I can check all of the budget hotels until I find you.”
Donal would be needing a temporary base, at the same time as Fredo and Janine would also be searching for a place to stay. He would stay well away from them, for their sakes.
“A gym,” he found himself saying. “And forget the map. I’ll look around when I get there.”
“Why a gym?”
“I don’t need a place to sleep, but I could do with shower facilities and a locker to stow clothes in, as well as the obvious.”
Fredo would be looking, at some point, for a boxing gym. In some other district of Silvex City.
“The obvious?” Behind his shades, Lamis might have raised an eyebrow.
“I mean a place to train. Daily PT.”
“Oh.”
“Is discipline a dirty word in mage circles?”
“No.” Lamis’s mouth moved, not quite smiling. “We just have other things in mind when we use the word.”
“Well, then.” Donal rose from the chair without using his hands. “We’re done for now, aren’t we?”
He had been holding the new talisman. A thin cord was wrapped around it, so he could drape it around his neck rather than tuck it inside his chest, next to his heart. For now, he slipped it into his jacket pocket.
“We haven’t decided yet where you’ll be staying in Silvex City. Or exercising, whatever.”
“I’ll be staying on Plane 13,” said Donal.
“Ah. So you do know where you’ll be meeting DuBarry and the rest.”
“Look for gyms in Quadrant 3 near Cho Causeway. If there’s a 25-hour-a-day gym, that’s most likely the one I’ll pick.”
“And the meeting place?”
“Is far enough away that you won’t bump into them by accident, Mage.”
Lamis nodded. “If DuBarry trusts you, that’s a good start, but it won’t be enough for Calista to let her guard down. You’ll have to pick your moment carefully.”
Taking it for granted that Donal was going to kill the witch.
“I’ll do what I have to do,” said Donal.
Including showing the talisman to one of the Inverter’s security witches, the one who’d been in the restaurant when the three gunmen made their play. The security witch should be able to tell whether the talisman did what it was supposed to – render the wearer less visible to scanfields – and nothing else.
In particular, she’d be able to tell him whether the talisman could be tracked from afar by someone: some mage that Donal couldn’t quite trust.
“You’re a good man, Donal Riordan,” said Lamis.
Donal shrugged. “See you in Silvex City.”
“See you then.”
This from a mage wearing wraparound shades to cover blasted pits instead of eyes. Yet Donal thought it was more than a natural turn of phrase, and that Lamis could somehow see him.
Never mind all that.
Donal settled himself. Without moving a muscle, he checked by feel that the Magnus in his holster was properly in place. Then he reached for the door, exited Lamis’s cabin, and shut the door behind him.
Nothing interfered with his thoughts this time, though he had an idea that anyone else headed this way would find themselves repelled from the cabin. But the air was fresh and cold, and the sky was comfortably dark, more indigo than purple.
And he had a purpose, plus the beginnings of a strategy to achieve it.
Good enough for now.
In the engine room, Ross and Gil took back possession of the punch bag. Though it was Gil who possessed the facial signs of long-term boxing, it turned out that Ross trained also, to a lesser extent, as did several other engineers that Donal had not met. And was unlikely to, unless he sailed back to Tristopolis and the ship happened to be the Inverter once more.
“Heard you were doing a good job with the kid,” said Gil.
“Kid’s a married man,” said Donal. “But yeah, we made a start.”
“You think he’ll keep it up?”
“I do.”
Gil rubbed his hands with an oily rag. “Got something for him, in that case.”
He reached inside his overall pocket, took out a scrap of leather with an address scrawled on it, and handed it to Donal.
Wick’s Gym. Donal smiled.
“Good place?” he said.
“You know the kind of gym where they break you down and then build you back up?”
“Yeah...”
“This ain’t that kind of place. Coach Wick is the best I’ve ever seen at building up a fighter’s confidence, one tiny bit at a time.”
Donal nodded, and pocketed the leather scrap.
“I’ll make sure Fredo gets it,” he said.
“Well...”
Ross said: “Need to get back to work, Gil.”
Donal reached out and shook hands with Gil, then with Ross.
“Thanks, guys.”
“Take it easy in Silvex City,” said Gil.
“And watch your back with DuBarry,” said Ross. “He’s got fingers in pies all over the place.”
Donal looked at him. So did Gil, with an expression of surprise.
Ross shrugged his narrow shoulders. “Scuttlebutt’s everywhere. You saved the guy’s life, chatted to him afterwards. Makes sense he might do you a favour or two.”
“Maybe,” said Donal.
“In which case, like I said, watch your back.”
Donal nodded. “You’re good men. Both of you.”
Echoing Lamis’s words to him. The mage might not have meant it, but Donal did.
They exchanged fingertip salutes, then the two engineers headed back into the engine room, in the direction of the great cavity where the comatose bodies of volunteers hung, acting like some kind of accumulator to store necromagnetic energy, if Donal had understood correctly.
The world could be a hard, tough place.
So look it in the eye and spit in its face.
With no idea where that thought had came from, he gave a momentary grin, then ascended flights of metal steps and finally exited onto an open deck, where he walked to the rail, stopped, and inhaled the salty wind.
The sea looked like iron. Far out, a web of bioluminescent filaments was floating. No sign of behemoths or leviathans, but you never knew what swam beneath the surface.
Here on board ship, he’d said everything that needed to be said. There was nothing to do but wait, which he might as well do here, watching the ocean and wondering how soon the land would appear.
Illurium. Silvex City.
The place that had almost killed him once, and here he was returning, undertaking a mission that was probably illegal even without attempting to kill this Calista Delfix, and with no official help, only one shifty mage who didn’t dare to confront his enemy directly.
So this’ll be interesting.
He stared at the vast, uncaring ocean.
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TWENTY-ONE
This was Silvex City.
Spider-cranes, taller than most buildings, stalked among the containers and ships, guided by translucent wraiths. The docks were huge, stretching for several miles, and perpetually busy. The Inverter was just one vessel among hundreds.
The sky was indigo.
But while the dockyards interested Donal, what captured his imagination lay further inland. He had seen the Glass Planes before, though not from sea level, because the last time he arrived in Silvex City had been by air.
The nearest glass pillar, like all the rest, had a diameter equal to several Tristopolitan city blocks; and like the countless other pillars, it reared upwards to a height of over a mile. Great horizontal sheets of glass, a hundred miles along each edge, were stacked with a hundred feet of air between them, forming the eponymous Glass Planes (or Plains, as several heretical churches and universities insisted).
All anyone knew for  sure about the Glass Planes’ origin was that they predated human existence. These days, humanity grew on the great glass surfaces in patches.
Most buildings stood on the upper surface of a Plane, clumped with others to form a district, town or city. A few buildings extended downwards, hanging from the lower surfaces like artificial stalactites. But the most obvious human signature beneath each Glass Plane was the fine tracery – as seen from a distance – of the ubiquitous railway network.
And a multitude of trains, each with cog-wheels mounted on its roof, crawled underneath the Planes, hanging from the tracks.
Donal could watch the intricate mosaic for hours, but if he stayed on board the Inverter for too long, he would end up sailing away again; and in any case, fascination might be a good thing, but avoidance behaviour was not.
He let out a breath he’d been holding for an hour.
Time to work.
Farewells had been said. Fredo and Janine were on their own now. Gil and Ross were down in the engine room, though looking forward to some leave ashore later on. Captain McKenna had smiled goodbye. Lamis was nowhere in sight, and neither was DuBarry, but Donal would be seeing them again soon enough.
He picked up his carryall, and got ready to disembark.
The Customs officers barely glanced at Donal as he left the shoreside terminal, still with his carryall in his left hand, checked the direction signs and walked outside. The transition from shipboard motion to unmoving land was interesting, but he had already adapted by the time he joined the queue he needed.
He waited quietly without setting down his bag, his gun hand free, his shoulders settled and chin level, watching and hearing and absorbing everything around him.
Two minutes later, he spotted DuBarry entering a dark limousine, one of three identical limos. Within seconds, the three-car convoy was moving off, each vehicle slung so low that its wheels were scarcely visible: the sign of heavy armour.
Armouring all three was massively expensive but smart: unless you’d actually seen DuBarry get into the limo, as Donal had, you wouldn’t know which of the three he was riding in.
The limos exited beneath an overhead sign that read Wharves Ringway (Widdershins) and were lost from sight.
In front of Donal, the queue of waiting people edged forward, and soon enough an attendant was saying, “Taxi, sir? And do you know which Plane you need?”
“Yeah, please,” said Donal. “I’m going to Plane 13.”
A sign reading Taxis stood right behind the attendant, so asking whether Donal wanted a taxi seemed unnecessary. But travellers could get confused in new surroundings, and right now some of the other disembarked passengers looked overwhelmed, so perhaps the question was fair enough.
The row of iridescent taxis shifted forward one more space, and the attendant opened the rear door of the first taxi in line.
Donal climbed into the back as the driver turned and chattered a question, its mandibles blurring with the speed of its speech. Last Hextember in Aurex City, Donal had worked with a cop called Brint who was macro-insectile like this, so the taxi driver’s mode of speech was less surprising than it might have been.
“Yes, please,” Donal told the driver. “Do you know any gyms around Cho Causeway, by an chance?”
A single clack of mandibles. Then another.
“Somewhere kind of blue-collar,” said Donal.
This time the driver’s answer was a machine-gun burst of mandibular exposition.
“Sounds perfect,” Donal told him. “Let’s go there.”
The taxi got into motion.
The nine-storey gym possessed an atrium design, with climbing ropes dangling from the ceiling at the top of the tower all the way down to a foot off the floor. Two of the ring-shaped floors were cambered green running tracks: one for running widdershins, the other for running in the opposite direction, so you wouldn’t ingrain a lopsided gait.
Other floors contained areas for club-swinging, hammer-swinging, barbell lifting, gymnastics, rubber band training, and wrestling with the grappler golems who lived in the gym.
They weren’t the only “permanent” residents: Donal was surprised to be joining a dozens-strong contingent of zombies who rented lockers on a 25/9 basis for storing their belongings, and made use of the showers and recharge points.
Right now, Donal was the only zombie here. But according to the talkative gym attendant who took Donal’s money and handed over the locker key, there were usually one or two in the building, sometimes more.
“Two of ’em are almost as big as the golems,” added the attendant. “Lifting weights is all they do. The others run when they’re here. Outside, who knows?”
Donal nodded, impressed with the number of recharge points in the wall, wondering what it would be like to plug in at the same time as a bunch of other resurrected guys. It wasn’t a social situation he’d thought about before.
He waited until the attendant had left, and no one was nearby, though he could hear two guys exchanging post-training banter in the showers around the corner. Then he removed his jacket, hung it inside his locker, and extracted the Magnus from its waist holster.
Recharging in company was one thing, but dry-firing his weapon and checking the ammunition were best done alone.
As for holsters, he had a new shoulder rig, actually secondhand, bought from a pawn shop that he’d asked the taxi driver to stop outside, en route to this place. After his shower, he pulled on trousers, socks and shoes, then a clean shirt and tie, adjusted the shoulder rig to fit, and settled it into place with the Magnus inside.
He donned his jacket, kept it unbuttoned, and drew the Magnus nine times, very fast. Good enough. Faster than the other holster. Then he ran a comb through his hair, and checked himself in a tarnished mirror. Good enough for a decent restaurant, if that’s what the meeting venue was.
Donal could have called the one cop he really knew here, Inspector Temesin, who would know whether Casa Rosie, the designated meeting-place, was owned by DuBarry or some organised-crime associate, perhaps in a tough neighbourhood among buildings occupied by street soldiers, or the opposite: an upmarket establishment wholly innocent of its clientele’s conspiracies.
But Donal’s intentions here were not strictly legal, or might prove not to be. Certainly, he intended to infiltrate DuBarry’s organisation, not reveal its work to local law enforcement. Temesin would have an obligation to pass on to his superiors anything he learned from Donal.
Once he got over the shock of realising Donal was no longer in a coffin beneath the ground.
Maybe I’ll call him later.
Donal retied his shoe laces, double knots as usual, shrugged to adjust the shoulder rig, then shrugged twice more to loosen his shoulders.
Ready as I’ll ever be.
Time for the rendezvous.
Donal got to the neighbourhood early, but it was exactly on time, at twenty-three o’clock, that he pushed open the door of Casa Rosie and stepped in from the street.
Wraiths billowed either side of the maître d’. “A table for one, sir?”
“I’m with Mr DuBarry’s party,” Donal told him.
“Very good, sir. And might I have your name?”
The restaurant was plush, and despite his time with Laura, Donal had little experience of dining in upmarket establishments; but he was pretty certain that asking for diners’ names wasn’t normal practice. Or perhaps it was, if the host and invited guests were important enough.
And perhaps the same went for the additional security measures, street soldiers included, that he’d identified earlier. There had been multiple reasons for reaching the neighbourhood early.
“I’m Riordan. Donal Riordan.”
“Excellent, sir. Please follow me.”
Dancing fire-sprites illuminated the tables. The wallpaper was rich, embossed with gold that was surely fake, but heavily impressive all the same. Nearly two-thirds of the tables were occupied, which wasn’t bad for a late night on a Dueday.
But Donal wasn’t here for the food.
Nine chairs circled DuBarry’s table. He was eating with a cotton serviette tucked into his shirt at the neck, which departed from Donal’s understanding of good manners among the upper classes. Perhaps this was the kind of irony you had to expect from a Deeper made good.
Danklyn Depths, like Lower Danklyn where Donal grew up, elevated sarcasm and banter to an art form or possibly a combat sport, and woe betide anyone too thin-skinned to take it and fire back a riposte.
DuBarry waved a hand, and spoke with his mouth half full: “Donal. C’mere, my friend. Youse guys, this is the man who saved my life, like I said.”
Eight pairs of eyes turned to regard Donal.
All the chairs were occupied by men. None looked especially fit, though three were craggy-faced and their lumpy knuckles bore scars. Senior figures in a business where the soft ones didn’t last: they’d remember the ways of sudden violence, and if DuBarry trusted them, they’d be armed for sure.
No matter.
The eight men continued to look at Donal. Two nodded. No one displayed the narrowing of eyes that often accompanied the truly living sizing up a zombie; but then, this was Silvex City in Illurium, where that sort of bigotry was pretty much unknown.
Which didn’t make this place a safe environment.
“Shall I fetch a chair for Mr Riordan?” said the maître d’, turning with a hand raised ready to snap his fingers at one of the attendant wraiths. The maître d’s place near the door had been taken over by an assistant, which emphasised DuBarry’s importance here.
“Not unless he’s really starving,” said DuBarry. “Are you, Donal?”
The question suggested its own expected answer.
“Not me,” Donal told him.
DuBarry turned to one of the other men. “Kottrel, take a stroll. Ten minutes.”
The man opposite DuBarry paled, then rose from his chair and walked away, heading for the main door, not looking in Donal’s direction.
“Take his seat for a bit,” continued DuBarry. “Just so I can introduce you to the guys properly.”
As Donal sat down, a wisecrack about warmed-up seats came to mind, but he dismissed it. He was more interested in how DuBarry’s associates were sizing him up. Fleeting micro-expressions hinted at dispassionate appraisal. No one seemed worried about their associate, Kottrel, being dismissed from the table.
The abandoned food in front of him was irrelevant. Knives and forks and wineglasses formed useful weapons of opportunity, though Donal didn’t expect to need them. If DuBarry’s people decided against hiring him, it would be a simple polite farewell, no violence involved.
Unless Donal himself did something active to provoke it.
“You could have a drink, though,” said DuBarry. “Try Casa Rosie’s finest fire-brandy.”
“Not for me.”
“Good enough. So this guy” – DuBarry turned to the others – “when we was at the captain’s table, spotted three gunnies coming for me. Count ’em: three.”
His diction here was noticeably less refined than it had been on the voyage.
“Triangulating,” said Donal. “No possibility of cross-fire. Any one of you would have spotted it.”
Several mouths twitched.
“But you wouldn’t’ve moved so fast,” said DuBarry. “Donal jumped on top of the table to get a clear field of fire, and double-tapped each one.” He swivelled, miming with his forefinger. “Tap-tap, tap-tap, tap-tap.”
Speaking of cross-fire: DuBarry himself had moved so that Captain McKenna and the elderly Mrs Flintlock didn’t take bullets meant for him. In other company, Donal might have pointed it out. But here, selfless bravery on behalf of civilians, as opposed to loyal courage or fighting hard for personal survival, might be seen as a kind of weakness instead of strength.
One of the craggy-faced men stared at Donal and asked: “Who have you worked for before?”
“Cops.” Donal kept his voice flat. “Before that, Army.”
There was a tightening of expressions, but the man addressing Donal gave a slight nod. “And now?”
“As far as the Department’s concerned, I’m dead.”
“What skills do you bring to the table? Other than shooting, I mean.”
Donal gave a shrug subtly mirroring the man’s own body movement. “That’s useful enough in its own right, sometimes. But security measures, that’s one thing.”
He meant setting up protected convoys and breaking into secured criminal locations. To gain credibility, he could elucidate details, but giving away police operational procedures, even in another city on the other side of the Umbral Ocean, went against the grain.
“What makes you think I’d be interested in that?” asked the craggy-faced man.
“I’m sure your static locations like warehouses are well guarded. But what about moving shipments? Making sure drivers haven’t been compromised, for instance.”
“Drivers,” said the man. “Shipments.”
“The delivery and distribution business is a hard one,” said Donal. “As I hardly need to tell you, Mr Grimaldsson.”
As Donal used the name, intakes of breath sounded around the table.
One of the others swung on DuBarry. “You gave this man our names?”
DuBarry raised an eyebrow, and the man sank back in his chair.
Meanwhile, Lars Grimaldsson, opposite Donal, hadn’t even flickered an eyelid. Now he addressed the other men, while continuing to stare at Donal. “That’s not how he knows who I am. Who did tell you, Mr Riordan?”
“I don’t know the big guy’s name.” Donal waited a beat, then: “But if you get the maître d’ to send a wraith upstairs, you can find out if he’s awake yet. The big man, I mean.”
Lars Grimaldsson continued to look at Donal, while a grinning DuBarry summoned the maître d’, and murmured a command. Within a minute, three wraiths had been despatched upwards, gliding into the ceiling, and reappearing shortly with news they reported to the maître d’, who then whispered their findings into DuBarry’s ear.
DuBarry was smiling wider than ever.
“The skylights are open in the attic,” he said. “And Lars, your men are out of it. Unconscious.”
“Strangled,” said Donal. “I was pretty careful.”
“But Axel talked.” Lars Grimaldsson’s voice was icy.
“I took him to the verge of coma,” Donal told him. “And then I used trance techniques. You could do with getting your guys trance-shielded.”
No need to mention that he himself had done far worse than break confidentiality under trance-compulsion. But that had been deep ensorcelment, not ordinary psychological techniques that anyone could learn.
Only last year, but before meeting Laura. It seemed one Hades of a long time ago.
“Lars runs a highly reputable freight service.” DuBarry looked more serious now, but amusement warmed his voice. “Totally reputable.”
Meaning crooked but with impeccable layers of legal commerce surrounding the illegal heart of the business.
“I’m looking for work.” Donal moved his gaze around the table. “If anyone has a project they need a freelancer for, I’m here and available. Otherwise, no hard feelings, and I’ll be gone.”
At this point, DuBarry could have added extra praise, which would pretty much amount to an order to his associates, commanding them to hire Donal. From his peripheral awareness, Donal could see that DuBarry was content, meaning he had pushed things as far as he wanted.
From this point, it was up to the associates to make their own decisions about Donal.
Good leadership.
And fine judgement. Donal had the bizarre thought that DuBarry would have made a competent police commissioner, maybe even an excellent one. Then he dismissed the idea and focussed.
Lars Grimaldsson, he thought, would be the one to hire him or not. If Grimaldsson shook his head, the others would follow his lead.
Fire-sprites danced above the table, oblivious to the drama playing out.
“Security,” said Grimaldsson. “An advisor, for one project. And then we’ll see.”
Donal nodded. “No further commitments from either of us, for now.”
“Exactly.”
No need for details about money. No sign of Grimaldsson offering to shake hands. The deal would be fair, in the context these guys operated in.
Pity Calista Delfix isn’t here.
For Donal, this was the first step in the mission proper, or at least the mission as Lamis would perceive it. The chances of Calista Delfix attending this meeting had been minimal to begin with, and if she had been here, the restaurant’s temporary defences would have been stronger and quite possibly impregnable.
Grimaldsson rattled off an address, and Donal nodded.
“Meet me there,” added Grimaldsson, “at thirteen o’clock tomorrow.”
“Got it.”
“Then we’re done.” Grimaldsson looked at DuBarry. “Anything more?”
DuBarry gave a shrug and a smile. “Just one thing. If you see a hungry-looking Kottrel outside, send him back in, would you?”
Donal glanced down. “I think his food’s cold.”
“He won’t complain.”
“No,” said Donal. “I don’t suppose he will.”
He stood up, nodded at a point midway between DuBarry and Grimaldsson, and again to the rest of the table.
And ignored the maître d’ and the swirling wraiths as he passed them by, heading for the exit.
So far, so good.
But still with huge questions unanswered. Was he going to get to meet this Calista Delfix? Was she a threat to Tristopolis as Lamis claimed? And was that enough reason for Donal to pre-emptively attempt to kill her?
And if he did try, was there any way he might succeed?
Donal looked left and right outside Casa Rosie. The dismissed man, Kottrel, was standing at the corner, smoking a purple cigar.
“No!” He jumped at Donal’s approach.
“It’s okay.” Donal raised his hands. “I’m sorry your dinner got interrupted.”
“Um. That’s alright.”
There was a lack of spirit here that didn’t bode well for this guy’s future, but to have risen this far, he must have worked well or been unusually lucky in the past. Perhaps something specific had broken him, not long ago.
Which spurred another thought.
Fredo. Janine. How are you both doing?
But Donal would do them no favours by trying to check up on them.
“Take it easy,” he told Kottrel.
And Donal turned and walked away, while high overhead, freight trains crawled across the underside of the Glass Plane above.
I like this city.
He hailed a taxi that shone like a beetle’s carapace with a mix of metallic hues, climbed into the back and said, “Cho Causeway.”
Mandibles chattered and the taxi moved off.




twenty-two
Alina was afraid. At some point, when she’d been asleep, the smelly bucket in the corner had been replaced with an empty clean one, but when she woke up and noticed that fact, and subsequently ran her fingertips over the bare concrete walls to search for a hidden door, the room still appeared completely sealed.
Witches? Dark mages?
There were ways to move from one side of a solid wall to the other without passing through the wall itself, but such techniques involved something called quantal hex which Pop had said was too advanced for her to understand at the age of twelve. In fact, it lay beyond most adults’ understanding.
Which meant the people who had kidnapped her were not ordinary bad people, but special criminals who were also witches or mages. The kind that featured in adventure stories that the boys in school seemed to prefer over the kind of books that she liked.
“There’s oxygen in the air,” she said aloud.
The square-edged concrete chamber was big, dimly lit by a filament that didn’t use up oxygen. She had no idea how to calculate the length of time it should take her to suffocate in a given sealed volume, but surely the air should have begun to at least smell musty or something by now.
She sucked in a deliberate breath. It felt clean and at least as fresh the air in Candlefix Park, where she and Mum and Pop used to picnic from time to time, and she would perform cartwheels on the black grass until they called her over for scarab scones and cookies. Something that hadn’t happened for a while, though she couldn’t remember when they actually stopped going.
Perhaps the air was being refreshed by the same mechanism that allowed someone – whoever was keeping her in this place – to replace yesterday’s bucket. Or what she thought of as yesterday’s bucket: she had no watch, and her normal sense of time was gone, so she would simply have to consider the hours spent asleep as night time, which was pretty much the standard definition anyway.
“We operate on a twenty-five-hour cycle,” Sister Rosemary Hel had explained only last week. “But why that’s so important to our bodies, nobody knows. It’s not as if anything in the environment changes. Not like the planet Oberon. Anyone know how its spin differs from the Earth’s?”
Petrov had raised his hand. “Please, Sister. It spins an awful lot faster.”
“True enough.” Sister Rosemary Hel had regarded the rest of the class. “Anyone know another difference?”
And it was Alina who’d delivered the answer that Sister Rosemary Hel was looking for: “It spins faster than the Earth, but it orbits more slowly. It spins and orbits at different rates.”
“That’s right. Imagine how different our world would be if it didn’t keep the same face pointed to the sun all the time. We wouldn’t—Yes, Petrov?”
“Please, Sister, my dad says, back when giants ruled the Earth, everything was different. Earth was like Oberon, only smaller.”
“That’s one theory, which some people believe. All we know for sure is—”
And the lesson had continued, most of it covering things that Alina had already read about in library books, none of which she could have imagined would be relevant to herself held prisoner in some faceless, featureless chamber isolated from the outside world.
It was easier to think about her messed-up sense of time than consider what might have happened to Mum or Pop.
I hope the bad people haven’t hurt you.
Maybe Pop had been right to be afraid. Maybe the bad people were going to kill Mum and Pop. Maybe they already had.
No. I’d know.
But for all the abilities that Bone Listeners possessed and others didn’t, there was no mystic connection that would let her know for sure. She wanted to believe her parents were alright simply because she hadn’t felt some awful sensation of distant death, but Sister Rosemary Hel had done too good a job of drumming rational thought processes into her young charges.
Alina’s stomach cramped at the thought of what might happened without her even knowing.
No…
Tears stung her eyes as she lay down on the cold floor, away from the blanket she had slept in, simply curling up and shaking and wishing the whole situation would end and her real life could begin again. And she would be so much better behaved than before if this nightmare went away.
She really, really would.
Mum. Pop.
Perhaps she’d been holding back the awfulness, denying what was obvious, like a kitten closing its eyes and pretending no one else could see it either. As the heat seeped from Alina’s side into the hard concrete, the trembling of her muscles increased.
You can’t be dead.
She sniffed. This was so horrible.
You just—
And stopped. Her ribs were like stone, her stomach like ice.
What’s that?
Lying on her side, she sniffed something less than a draught, but a hint of air movement all the same. Some kind of break in the smoothness of the wall.
There.
It was thin, the narrowest crack you could imagine, and no more than two inches high and too narrow to insert a florin coin edge-on. But it was a crack in the wall. A short vertical crack, starting where the wall met the floor.
Alina swallowed.
Maybe there was something she could do, after all.
It took an hour of long, hard effort to squeeze the spider from her eye. The process hurt even more than it had the first time, back in her room at home, but when the blood spider finally crawled its way down her face and body and onto the floor, she knew this spider was bigger and far more robust than the first one she made.
But not too big. Not so big it wouldn’t fit inside the crack in the wall.
I hope.
Well, time to find out.
She bent her head and focussed and directed the blood spider to begin its epic journey. It trekked across the floor, paused at the entrance to the crack, oriented itself, and entered the place of darkness.
Alina sank into Bone Listener trance and waited.
It lasted forever. It lasted no time at all. Waiting was its own level of existence, far from ordinary life, but when the blood spider returned, Alina felt as if the world itself had been frozen and was only now beginning to wake up.
Time to absorb her blood creation and learn what it had seen and felt and heard.
The spider crawled up the soft skin of her throat in a way that tickled while allowing Alina to sit perfectly still. It navigated its way under the overhang of her chin, pulled itself up to her lower lip, and paused at the edge of her half-open mouth. Alina opened wider, allowing the blood spider to step onto her tongue, snuggle into a central position, and allow itself to begin dissolving.
As Alina closed her eyes, she began to see what her blood spider had already seen in its trek of discovery.
And the shock nearly dropped her out of reabsorption and cause her to swallow the blood spider whole, which would destroy its memories unless it could crawl back up before dissolution really set in.
But she’d slipped through the remembered period of crawling through the long, long crevice that to her was a sliver of a crack in the wall, and gone straight to the memory of entering a vast open space, or more precisely, another chamber just like this one.
Mum!
She nearly said it aloud and ruined everything.
Oh, Mum…
From the blood spider’s perspective, the figure was huge, a giantess lying on her side on the ground, looking fast asleep. But it was Mum, and the reabsorbed image steadied after a few seconds of shaking, so there was no doubt at all.
She was safe, her torso moving as she breathed.
Clearly the blood spider had absorbed more than the obvious sense of purpose during its creation, because it immediately began to turn instead of exploring further, refocussing now to begin its long journey back to Alina, as if it knew Mum’s presence here was vital news.
But as it turned, the spider’s vision passed across the rest of the chamber, and what it saw beyond Mum shattered the reabsorption process immediately.
“Oh, Hades!”
The blood spider slipped down Alina’s throat, and she swallowed.
“Mum?”
There was no point in trying to regurgitate the spider. It was already coming apart inside her, and in any case, she hardly dared to know what had happened next. At some point she would have to try and form another spider and send it on a similar trek to the other chamber, but it would take her a long while to screw up her courage to even begin the attempt.
Mum. Are you alright?
It was a question of the man’s intent, that was the thing, because whatever the stranger wanted, Mum was lying asleep and defenceless, in no position to fight back.
The man standing over her had been wearing a dark suit and tie, and dark glasses that made his lean face unreadable. Whoever he was, he looked smart and tough and utterly ruthless.
And there had been something in his hand. Something shiny and small and looking like a syringe, which might explain why Mum was so deeply asleep.
Even if Alina had encountered the strange man during ordinary life, just walking down the street, she would have thought him scary. Possibly the scariest man she’d ever seen, and never mind the smart business clothes.
Here, especially with syringe in hand, he was simply terrifying.
Mum…
And there was nothing Alina could do to help.




TWENTY-THREE
The Phantasm IV screamed with pleasure as she sped along Epimenides Twistaway, hurtled through Klein Corner, and opened up to full throttle at the encouragement of Harald Hammersen on her back.
The motorbike elongated her shape, streamlining her dynamic configuration even further, enjoying the chance to really open up as she swung onto Damocles Drive and straightened up on the long, linear road that led out of Tristopolis, across a viaduct over the Somber Marsh, through the wetlands and out into dark, hard forest land.
From time to time she howled, and on her back, his white hair streaming back from his youthful face, Harald grinned in sympathetic joy.
The Phantasm’s twin green headlights pierced the gloom ahead.
They, Phantasm-and-Harald as one, hammered their way through shadowy Schwarzenwald, then left the black trees behind them, crossed the forbidding length of Greyghast Moor, and soon enough were in visual range of the towers and bone-coloured walls that made up St Jarl’s.
A bat-winged ambulance passed overhead, heading in the same direction, its black silhouette hard to see against the dark-purple sky. Within seconds it was arcing down to land in the hospital grounds.
Less than a minute later, Phantasm-and-Harald roared through the open main gateway and scrunched to a halt on knucklebone gravel. The Phantasm extended her parking legs, and Harald leaned back on the saddle and rubbed his face, disengaging his mind from the bike.
They had both needed a hard ride like that.
As he dismounted, two Night Sisters came out through a side door and stopped. One of them, slender and graceful even by the standards of her kind, looked Harald up and down in a way he pretended not to notice. He reached for his ID wallet and flipped it open.
“Sergeant Hammersen,” he said. “Tristopolis PD.”
Both of the Phantasm’s headlights began to glow, then one winked briefly out, before the two beams dimmed to nothingness once more. Harald kept a straight face, wondering if either Night Sister had caught the motorbike’s meaning.
“Can we help you?” said the Night Sister who hadn’t checked him out in a meaningful way and gained the Phantasm’s approval.
“I’m looking for Dr Jyu,” he said.
“Dr Jyu?” said the other Night Sister. “I don’t think I know him.”
“That’s the thaumaturge techie,” said the first. “You know, the guy who’s going out with Lynnie.”
“Oh, you mean Kyushen. Everyone knows him. I forgot he’s got a ThD, so technically you could call him doctor, Sergeant.”
“Harald. I’m Harald.”
“And I’m Amber.”
Her colouring matched her name. Especially her eyes.
“You’ll need to go down three floors,” she added, gesturing back inside, “then go left and take the, what, fourth door on your right?”
“Fifth if you count the broom cupboard,” said her friend.
“Right.” Amber nodded. Her eyes, which had showed vertical slits on first appearance, were now large and round. “I’m just heading off to eat lunch beneath the vampire tree behind you. I mean we are.” She indicated her colleague.
Harald nodded without needing to look around.
“I’ll see you both on the way out,” he told them.
“Good,” said Amber.
The other Night Sister, whose name remained unknown to Harald, gave a small smile as if to say, perhaps only Amber would be waiting by the time Harald reappeared.
Then Amber looked over at the bike. “Is that a Phantasm IV? She looks gorgeous.”
Harald was the product of esoteric mind-body disciplines practised by elite marines, which was what he’d been before joining the police. But he sucked in a breath like a trembling teenager’s, before regaining self control.
Maybe you’d like a ride later? he wanted to ask Amber, but dismissed the juvenile innuendo and settled for: “I don’t expect to be long.”
Amber nodded, and Harald let out a breath.
Time to get to work.
His mission was in essence to be a glorified courier, with one added feature: first he had to decide whether Kyushen Jyu had achieved what he had claimed.
Lovely though Amber was, this Night Sister he’d just met, he dismissed her image from his mind as he walked along the institutional corridors, following Amber’s directions, until he fetched up outside the thaumaturgy lab where Kyushen worked.
Harald raised a hand to knock, but the door seemed to shiver, and after a second it swung open. No booby traps were apparent, but his skin crawled at the feel of hex resonance permeating the place. It would be good to conclude his business quickly and get back on the Phantasm, out in the open once more.
Kyushen Jyu looked up from a workbench. Over it floated a glimmering image: some kind of multi-hued, three-dimensional diagram rendered in lines of light.
“You’re early, Sergeant Hammersen.”
“Took a shortcut,” said Harald.
If anything, their route had been the long way, but the Phantasm’s speed made up for it.
“Never mind.” Kyushen reached into the apparatus on the workbench. “I’ve almost finished the transcription.”
Deep inside a gadget-filled framework, a small metal pillar supported a cube of what looked like polished bone.
“Transcription,” said Harald. “I was told you’ve got something to help us track down Donal Riordan.”
“Well, that’s what this is.” Kyushen withdrew the cube, oblivious to the flickers of eerie light that passed around it, spread up his arm, and dissipated. “It’s okay, you’ll be able to handle it safely.”
“We’re not amateurs,” said Harald. “Two detectives already checked. Lieutenant Riordan underwent no mind scans since resurrection. It doesn’t matter how accurate your apparatus is, because any scans that happened while the lieutenant was a living patient here, well, sorry pal, but they’re just not relevant.”
“This is a fully accurate mind-scan model,” Kyushen told him. “Meta-cognitive recursion for the conscious portions of the mind, hex-inclined imaging throughout, and state-of-the-art transcription with pattern resolution beyond anything the people you question will have seen before.”
“Model,” said Harald. “That was the word I noticed there. In among the gobbledygook.”
“All mind scans are models, especially the effective ones.” Kyushen yawned, then shook his head. “Sorry. Haven’t slept. Half the work comes from my pal Rajesh, but he had to go find a bed, maybe an hour ago.” He checked his watch. “Thanatos. More like four hours.”
Harald could tell Kyushen was exhausted, so he decided to cut him some slack and explain his point patiently once more. “We need an accurate scan of Donal Riordan’s actual mind. Unfortunately, any records you’ve got here predate Donal becoming what most folk call a zombie. Understood?”
Confrontations were so much easier when you could just shoot the other guy. Or even drop them into trance. Harald had much greater skills in that regard than people expected from a cop. In fact Donal had asked Harald to teach him some basic techniques.
Harald wondered if Donal had ever had a chance to use what he learned.
Kyushen was blinking hard. “Sergeant Hammersen. I’ve just performed leading-edge work to take medical records that everyone else would find useless and produce a cube containing a highly accurate representation of Donal Riordan’s mind as he is right now. That’s the whole point, which I thought everyone in your department was smart enough to understand, alright?”
“Huh.”
“Unless he’s really dead or someone brought him back as a revenant, in which case the patterns won’t match at all.”
“Screaming Hades,” said Harald.
All around them, the lab was largely dim but contained several areas where bright light spread in cones. Floating diagrams and intricate pieces of apparatus were everywhere, and everything seemed to hum softly but distinctly at its own frequency.
Harald realised how little he understood of what he was seeing, of the intellectual effort that lay behind the work here, and just how ungrateful he must seem to Kyushen right now.
“My apologies,” added Harald. “I misunderstood.”
“That’s alright. You fancy some coffee and doughnuts? I’ve got Zurinese dark blend, and the doughnuts come from a Fat’n’Sugar in the city.”
Harald, whose diet was based largely on flower petals, shook his head. “Sounds great, but I do have to get back. Can our tech folk in Avenue of the Basilisks replicate this cube?”
Possessing a valid mind-scan of Donal was a huge step forward, but there were many places to check scan-record archives, basically at every point where you could leave the city by train or pteracopter or whatever, and the more copies the Department had of the cube, the more officers they could deploy on the search.
“The copies will lose resolution,” said Kyushen. “But they’ll be to the usual standard, so that’s good enough. I can inscribe more here, and send them on to you every time I complete a few. Say, every thirteen? That’s a couple of hours work per batch.”
“Why not,” answered Harald. “That’s a lot of trips for someone, but we can start using the cubes as soon as they arrive, so yes, please arrange that.”
“Okay.” Kyushen yawned again. “Sorry. I’ll go wake Rajesh and get him to help.”
“Pass on everyone’s thanks to him as well,” said Harald.
Kyushen grinned. “Raj is hoping to publish a paper or two out of this. Maybe even share credit for a patent.”
“And you’re okay with that?”
“Why wouldn’t I be?”
“Because the way I read it,” said Harald, “you’re the one who came up with the idea and probably did most of the work.”
“Well…” Kyushen nodded. “Probably. But he definitely needs to get some of the credit.”
“I’ll help you make sure that happens,” said Harald.
“Right.” Kyushen put his hands in his lap and sat still.
“Well?” said Harald after a few moments.
“Huh?”
“Can I take possession of the cube now?”
“What? Oh, sure. Take it.”
Harald looked at him. “Maybe you should get a few hours sleep yourself. To avoid making any mistakes.”
“Right,” said Kyushen. “Right.”
“Is the chair you’re in right now actually comfortable?”
“Well, sure it is.”
“In that case” – Harald passed a hand over Kyushen’s eyes – “it’s time to sleep now.”
Kyushen’s chin dropped to his chest.
After a few seconds, Harald took the bone cube, dropped it in his pocket, checked Kyushen was breathing smoothly, then let himself out of the lab without making a sound that anyone save another person with Marine training could detect.
Harald moved quietly along the corridor.
Amber and the other Night Sister were sitting on a glass bench underneath the vampire tree. Their eyes slitted as they swung to face Harald, sensing his approach, which was impressive because even with the knucklebone gravel under foot, his movements had been scarcely audible.
But that was habit, not tactical intent.
“I do have to go now,” Harald told them. “I’m based at Avenue of the Basilisks.”
“Yes, Sergeant Hammersen.” Amber smiled. “Harald. I remember.”
“Can I ring you here?”
“Do you have a telephone?”
“On my desk at work, yes.”
“Then you can ring me.”
“Alright.” Harald nodded. “Alright.”
The other Night Sister closed her eyes as if dozing, or dreaming about something that gently amused her.
By the time Harald reached the Phantasm, the motorbike was ticking over and eager to retract her parking-legs and move. But she allowed Harald, once mounted, to guide her at low speed across the gravel, slow enough for Harald to wave at the pretty Night Sister, Amber.
Then they were at the open gateway, and with an amused growl, the Phantasm revved with her gears disengaged, and Harald bent low, chuckling.
“It didn’t take long getting here,” he said. “You think we can make it back even faster?”
She growled once more, this time in response to the challenge.
“Let’s go,” said Harald, or possibly just thought it, or perhaps it was both of them in unison.
Phantasm-and-Harald roared forward, onto the open road.
Accelerating hard.




TWENTY-FOUR
Calista Delfix stood next to the city’s Mayor-Captain, Marjorie Cunningham-Nkanga, at the forward view windows of the command bridge, looking across the prow of Talonclaw to the sere landscape beneath the blazing, near-white sky.
The copper-tinted panels failed to hide the harshness of the terrain that the peripatetic city was clanking its way across.
“I’ll be sorry to leave,” said Calista. “I’ve just about grown used to this.”
“You’re welcome back at any time, of course. You have our itinerary?”
“Memorised.” Calista nodded. “I can reach three of the scheduled stopover points easily enough, and almost any of the others if I have to.”
She had paid to keep her quarters for a full year. If she had to make a tactical retreat at any point, rejoining Talonclaw would give her a moving base to regroup from. More likely, it would serve as a place to take a triumphal holiday while her new home was being prepared in Tristopolis.
Exactly where that would be, she didn’t know yet. One of the old, great buildings for sure. Maybe even Police HQ on Avenue of the Basilisks, if the current municipal order collapsed completely. But there were rumours of ancient entities deep in the subterranean levels beneath that place, beings best left undisturbed.
Perhaps it would be better to keep Tristopolis PD intact but repurposed, maintaining a new status quo once reconstruction was under way. And there would be a lot of rebuilding, because you don’t effect drastic change without an awful lot of destruction.
Earlier, she had talked via quantally entangled amulet to Elsa Schumacher, a successful entrepreneur as well as a Level 7 Initiate, based normally in Tristopolis but currently in her villa at Shadowell.
“All my key executives have business trips or vacations booked,” Elsa had said. “Exactly as per timetable.”
Elsa’s company provided a small but strategic part of Calista’s logistical support network. The important personnel needed to remain safe.
“So long as they’re all away on T-Day,” Calista had told her, “I don’t think anyone will question the coincidence later, when they come back and things are running smoothly once more.”
“I’ll make sure they don’t.”
“And I’ll make sure you make a fortune.” Calista had smiled. “Another fortune. That’s part of the game, isn’t it?”
“Indeed.” Elsa had paused, then asked: “How closely have you worked with Sherman Blanz?”
“Not much, though I know his record,” Calista had said. “He screwed up in Fortinium, but he had a good record up until then, and he didn’t betray the rest of us in return for an easier sentence.”
“He’s probably under-ranked, by at least one level.” Elsa’s tone had grown darker. “You know he’s escaped from Ratchet Prison? Regrew his eyes and cast a chameleomorph spell that let him walk right out, looking like a staff member going home.”
“Hmm. That’s not bad.” Calista knew of course, but the message had arrived from a different asset, unknown to Elsa.
Also without any details about Blanz’s method of escape.
Ratchet Prison was designed to hold dangerous mages and witches. If Blanz had escaped by shapeshifting, then Elsa was right: it was a nice demonstration of power and ability.
“And he contacted me yesterday,” Elsa had said. “Wanted to know how he could help us bring about T-Day.” And with a brief, dimpled smile: “A Tristopolis cop took out his eyes. I think Sherman would like to feast his new eyes on mayhem in the city.”
“How much does he know of our plans?”
“The outline timetable and overall objective, nothing more.”
Calista had thought about this. “So he’s retained other contacts, not just you.”
“Looks that way. Is it a problem, him knowing what we’re up to?”
Never mind the we: it was Calista’s own personal plan, this entire endeavour. But there was no need to alienate Elsa, at least not yet.
“Not at all,” Calista had answered. “If he’d been clueless and out of touch, that would have disqualified him from helping. As it is, I’d like him on board.”
“Okay.”
“Tell him to get to Silvex City by the day after tomorrow. And the day after that, he can meet the shipment.”
“You’re travelling with the magma sharks?” Elsa had asked.
“Making sure they’re safe. I’ll meet Blanz in Silvex City. He can travel with the containers on the ship.”
At that point, Calista’s plan called for her to travel ahead separately from the magma sharks. If someone of Blanz’s ability joined the people guarding the magma shark containers during their sea voyage, it would help secure that phase of the operation.
Suddenly, the idea of needing a bolt-hole in Talonclaw, a place to retreat to in the event of an upset in the T-Day operation, seemed ridiculous.
“I’ll let Blanz know the details,” said Elsa. Earlier, she had referred to him as Sherman, switching to Blanz now because that was what Calista called him. “Usual contact procedures in Silvex City?”
“Yes. Good. Talk again soon.”
And Calista had terminated the quantal-entangled communication at that point, feeling she had strengthened her resources for T-Day just that little bit more.
Right now, things could not be better.
In front of her, the landscape as seen through the tinted view windows seemed to be sliding to the left, but the movement of the command-bridge floor – or deck, or whatever the crew would call it – told Calista that the entire city of Talonclaw was turning itself to the right, thumping its thousands of piledriver legs, shifting its vast segmented body with all its two hundred thousand inhabitants, getting ready to follow a new trail parallel to a broken ridgeline that looked a lizard’s spine.
Marjorie Cunningham-Nkanga gave a sequence of commands to several officers around the bridge, asked another for navigation checks, and nodded her head when the reply came back.
After checking some dials herself, she said, “Very good. Resume dead-ahead course. Grade Two perambulation.”
“Ma’am.”
Calista regarded the Mayor-Captain. Marjorie Cunningham-Nkanga possessed command qualities that would be useful in the new regime in Tristopolis, but perhaps her expertise was too welded to the technicalities of a marching city. Out of her element, it might take her a long time to adapt.
Too long for her to matter in Calista’s plans.
“Should Modex Terminus be visible yet?” asked Calista instead, dismissing all thought of recruiting Marjorie Cunningham-Nkanga.
“Not for an hour. I’ll be busy with terrain management until then.”
That was the Mayor-Captain’s way of dismissing Calista, and never mind the amount of money Calista had paid for everything. But Calista pushed aside her annoyance as easily as she had changed her mind about bringing the woman into the T-Day operation.
If Talonclaw failed to reach Modex Terminus safely because of errors in crossing a difficult stretch of land, Calista would feel the effect more than anybody, given the importance of her plans that no one here could possibly appreciate.
Instead, Calista said: “Thank you for your time, Mayor-Captain,” and turned to the junior officer who had escorted her here to the command bridge. “Lead me back to my quarters, if you would.”
“Yes, ma’am. This way, please.”
Calista followed him.
Now Modex Terminus lay right ahead. It shone grey-blue, a collection of lozenge-shaped windowless buildings for the most part, with black absorbent strips soaking up light and heat from the blazing white sky.
Given that lava ducts provided magma flow to the terminus also, energy was abundant here, and the container buildings’ interiors were said to be fully equipped with internal cranes, refrigeration as required, and everything else a modern hub of freight transport might require.
There were even vulcanoid engineers who lived submerged in magma chambers, and if Calista had more time, she might have studied them in order to recruit their help. But from what she knew already, they were more likely to oppose than assist her.
And if she killed those she failed to persuade, the usual business would follow: corpse disposal (and vulcanoid forms were hard to destroy), hindering investigations, suborning officers and threatening witnesses and all the rest.
Calista was skilled at all that, but still it took time, and now she had scheduled T-Day, the operation had gained its own momentum, becoming a juggernaut in motion.
She was standing in a forward docking-port, surrounded by Talonclaw freight engineers making ready for linkage and initial transfer of the highest-priority containers, which included the magma sharks. Ahead, Modex Terminus was growing larger and closer as Talonclaw clanked its careful way towards it.
Getting ready now.
Accordion-like tunnels were already extruding from the buildings as Talonclaw closed the gap, thumping and thumping on the ground until it stopped, swaying with its thousands of piledriver feet in place. The travelling city had paused, as it did from time to time.
For a second, Calista felt queasy. She really had grown used to the city’s motion.
Next to her, Slate and Basalta, her petrimorph servant and maid respectively, remained as static as statues despite a shift in angle of the deck, and then another, as Talonclaw made tiny adjustments to its position. Hydraulics moaned and hissed, then everything went still.
All apart from the freight engineers, who rushed into motion as their real work began.
Soon Calista was being ushered politely towards the side wall of the chamber as the first crane-arms reached like lobster-claws from the outside world – extended by the Modex facilities – into the chamber, where conveyor-belts robust enough to carry giant trucks had already carried big containers into position. It was impressive, except for one thing.
Calista turned to a shaven-headed crew member who seemed to be a supervisor of sorts, and asked the woman: “Why isn’t the first container one of mine? I have priority here.”
The woman paled only a little bit. “The second container is highest priority, ma’am. If there’s a failure in a transfer mechanism, it’s usually on the first container, or else later on, when the process has been on the go for a few hours.”
“Failure,” said Calista.
“Nothing’s a hundred percent safe, ma’am. But Modex here, they’re good. We follow procedures, but we ain’t gonna have any problems. Not today.”
The reaching claws closed with a clang, fastening on sections of the first container that looked reinforced and intended to be grasped this way.
“In that case,” said Calista, “carry on as you are.”
“Ma’am.”
Calista remained in place while the supervisor moved towards her crew, saying little because they clearly knew what to do. The industrial clamour and greasy, metallic scents and general mechanical groaning and grinding of steel and hydraulics would have annoyed Calista save for one thing: this meant the furtherance of her plans.
It was a vital stage – though one among several – because as every tactically minded person knows, transfer points and handovers form potential vulnerabilities in any endeavour.
Unless someone of her calibre happened to be standing watch, in which case nothing would go wrong because she would not allow it.
Off to one side, Slate stood as motionless as Basalta. Perhaps later, Calista would make use of Slate as a tension-dissipating device, once they had installed themselves in Modex Terminus accommodation and the magma-shark containers were safely in place and under guard.
The first container, the one that belonged to someone else and not Calista, was completing its exit from the chamber, dragged by the retracting metal arm, leaving Talonclaw and entering the Modex facility. In here, the huge conveyor-belts whined and groaned as they hauled the next container, the first of the magma-shark containment tanks, into position.
Ready for transfer.
In Tristopolis right now, the city mayor and self-important underlings would be going about their trivial day-to-day tasks, believing themselves to be in control, while failing to understand that the city was too huge to be managed, and that it controlled them along with all the other parasites.
It could be redirected, the onward course of Tristopolis, but only by applying a massive sideways shift in momentum, like steering a huge ocean vessel, forcing it over a relatively short period (though it might feel like a long, oppressive time) to change its heading.
What it really took, of course, was force of will.
And you certainly taught me that, Mother.
Nothing had ever quite matched the thrill of killing Mother, or rather the victorious aftermath when Calista realised that either her shielding had been strong enough to deflect the death curse or else the poison took hold fast enough to prevent a maternal curse from forming.
There was a yell, and for a second Calista thought a crew member had been crushed or lost a limb to the machinery, but it was only a vociferous signal that the magma-shark container was in proper alignment for the Modex drag-claw to take hold.
A little human tragedy might have been amusing, but it would also have held up the transfer, so on balance Calista felt content as the container commenced its short journey into Modex proper.
And as for thrills, while Slate could serve for short-lived tension release, perhaps the semi-destruction and subsequent rebirth of Tristopolis would finally form a victory more intense than Mother’s death.
Calista allowed herself the smallest of smiles.
How good will T-Day feel?
Only one way to find out.




TWENTY-FIVE
Lexar Pinderwin was too busy to be interrupted in the forensic lab. All the same, one of his new assistants, a promising young Bone Listener called Rowena Krill, had just poked her head around the door, and now she said there was a phone call.
For him, specifically.
“Really? Just when I’m about to start an autopsy?”
The body wasn’t here yet, but he had a divining-fork in his hand, so he was clearly entering a pre-trance state of mind. Then he realised that Rowena was smart enough to know exactly how taxing such an interruption might prove, even to the sharpest Bone Listener in the OCML.
He changed his tone. “Sorry. Who’s calling?”
The divining-fork emitted a dull clang as he placed it on a workbench.
“Someone from St Magnus-the-Slayer,” said Rowena. “She sounded worried.”
“They don’t usually need our help.”
Fortinium’s own Office of the Chief Medical Listener had relocated to new premises right next to St Magnus-the-Slayer, so for the medics, forensic assistance was even closer than usual.
Plus Lexar hardly knew anyone there: he was still too new in his senior role to have travelled to many conferences or otherwise worked much with colleagues from other cities.
“Not the clinic in Fortinium,” said Rowena. “This St Magnus is a school here in Tristopolis, and it’s a teacher calling. She—”
“I’m coming. Which phone?”
“Er, my desk. On the—”
“I know where it is.”
Lexar hurried. There could be no good reason for young Alina’s school to contact him. It had never happened before, and he only knew the place’s name because he’d accompanied his cousin Joe to last year’s school sports day, primarily to discuss Archive access for OCML researchers, not really a family day at all.
And Alina had placed last or close to it in every event she tried, because her natural pursuit was reading books, not exercise and certainly not competitive sports.
Or perhaps that was a parenting failure, given the consequences of sedentary living that Lexar knew all about. The evidence lay on the OCML’s autopsy tables, though not often: Tristopolitans were an active lot.
“Hello?” he said into the phone. Extraneous thoughts flew away.
“Dr Pinderwin, sorry to call you at work. I’m Vanessa Xalix, the assistant head, and we met when you were looking at the children’s artwork on Sports Day, but you won’t remember me.”
“What’s happened?”
“Alina hasn’t been at school, and Mrs Kaster isn’t answering the telephone. I understand she works from home?”
“That’s right. Sets crosswords for the—Never mind.”
“And she’s your sister, is that right? Or sister-in-law?”
“Joe’s my cousin. That’s Ellie’s husband.”
“Yes, we tried ringing Mr Kaster too, at his office. He hasn’t been to work for eight days.”
“What? Joe’s been missing for nearly a week?”
“There was some misunderstanding, from what I could make out talking to his colleague on the phone. Mr Kaster’s a Senior Archivist, and he had a research project in progress, which meant he didn’t necessarily have to go to the office to work.”
Lexar let out a shaky breath, and said: “I’ve got a spare house key. I’ll head over to Joe’s house right now.”
“I thought maybe, if you didn’t know the family’s whereabouts, I should contact the police.”
“Oh, yes.” Lexar rubbed his face. He was supposed to be the professional here, but he’d been worried about Joe’s state of mind the last few times they’d talked, and now he had the sickening feeling that something catastrophic had happened.
I’m a professional forensic Bone Listener.
And with a reputation for being good in a crisis, but right now he was panicking.
The school’s assistant head was speaking again. “I’ll ring the police next, and tell them what you’re doing, shall I?”
“Yes,” said Lexar. “Um, sorry, I’ve forgotten your name.”
“Vanessa Xalix. Look, I’ll hang up now and make that call. And go to the police station in person after that.”
“Okay. Good.”
He put the phone down.
“Can I help?” Rowena was standing in the doorway. Perhaps she had been there all along. “Something’s really wrong, isn’t it?”
In theory, because of the link to law enforcement, OCML staff might be targeted by criminals. A professional mobster might try to persuade someone to alter evidence, while an insane person might have violent fantasies to act out.
So this call could be fake, part of some conspiracy to send Lexar to a place where street soldiers or a psychopath might be lying in wait. But for all his panic, his Bone Listener sensibilities and sensitivity remained intact, and he was sure that Vanessa Xalix was real, even though he failed to remember meeting her at Alina’s school.
Thanatos. All three of them, missing?
There had to be a good, reasonable explanation. Something that caused Joe and Ellie to take off with Alina and not tell anyone what was happening.
“Seriously...” Rowena repeated her earlier question: “Can I help, Lexar?”
“Unless you’ve got a quicker way than the Pneumetro to get to Graphite Gardens, then no.” He tried to remember whether he’d left his coat in his office or the lab, then dismissed the thought. His key-ring was already in his hip pocket, along with his wallet in his back pocket, and they were all he needed. “I’m going. Stall the autopsy or give it to Greg.”
“I’ve got a bike.” Rowena was reaching beneath her desk, and came out with a kimodo-hide jacket and a faux bone helmet. “He’s a Sorinoko Eagle, parked downstairs.”
“Excuse me?”
“Have you ever ridden pillion on a motorbike?”
“What? No.”
“Come on. You’ll be perfectly safe. I even have a spare helmet in the pannier. And the others will work out what to do with the pending autopsy.”
“I don’t—”
“And I promise I’ll get you there faster than any alternative. Which road in Graphite Gardens?”
“Er, Enigma Street.”
“Come on, then. Let’s go.”
“Alright, lead the way.”
“It’ll be cold on the bike.”
“We’re wasting time.”
“Right.”
Rowena got into motion, shrugging on the kimodo-hide jacket while carrying the helmet and half-jogging to the elevator. She was physically fitter than Lexar had realised.
But he stayed right behind her all the same.
Worried now.
And this was Graphite Gardens, with Enigma Street coming up next.
Lexar couldn’t believe they were here already. They’d zoomed the length of Abomination Alley at unbelievable speed, which was part of the reason the journey time was short: AA was a shortcut, but one that Lexar wouldn’t dream of travelling along alone, not even during an emergency.
Which possibly this was.
Clinging behind Rowena on the motorbike, with bony extrusions from the bike helping to hold him in place, Lexar felt as if he might nevertheless be flung clear at any moment, even though it hadn’t happened yet.
It was a terrifying feeling, but psychologically Lexar held onto it with the same desperation as he physically kept a grip on Rowena’s jacket, because the alternative to being scared of the ride was to dwell on what might have happened to Joe and Ellie and Alina, and that would be worse.
The bike tipped sideways, taking the corner at speed.
A few seconds later, deceleration pressed Lexar against Rowena’s back, then the motorbike thumped to a halt in front of the familiar row of purplestone houses. Shakily, Lexar pulled off the helmet, slid himself off the bike, handed the helmet to Rowena, and headed for the front steps, where he paused and looked back.
Rowena remained on the saddle, watching him.
I’m afraid to go in.
Not because of danger. Nothing was disturbing his Bone Listener senses, and certainly no resonance of threat. What scared him were the bloody images in his mind, thrown up by his fear of finding a crime scene inside his cousin’s house.
On the top step he paused once more, laid his forehead against the front door, ignoring how cold it felt, closed his eyes and went deep inside himself, questing for the faintest whisper of life or tragedy.
Nothing untoward.
But no sense of anyone going around their day-to-day domestic tasks either.
“Is everything alright?” called Rowena from behind him.
He turned his head. “I’m not sensing anything, good or bad.”
“You want me to come in with you?”
“It would be better for you to stay out here.” Lexar pointed to the far end of the street. “There’s a callbox around the corner on the left, if you end up needing to ring the police.”
Rowena nodded. “Got it.”
Lexar nodded back, extracted his key-ring, and found the one he wanted. He had rarely used it, not since the family lizard had died and they no longer needed him to feed a family pet on the rare occasions when they took a break in Fortinium or the Cragmore Mountains.
Just as he started to turn the key in the lock, something slid across his skin like a whisper, and he froze.
Blood.
Lexar swallowed, opened the door, and forced himself to enter the hallway.
Blood in motion.
But not much, or he would have sensed it sooner.
Yet the resonance, faint as it was, tasted familiar, meaning he knew already whose blood it was.
“Oh, Thanatos,” he muttered.
He started up the stairway, and made it to the first landing before halting once more, and crouching down to examine the tiny shape that waved its front legs like antennae, and glistened in the half light.
It seemed to be looking up at him.
Hades.
He crouched down, placed his hand on the floor, and allowed the little thing to crawl up onto his palm where it stopped and waved its front legs once more. Slowly, carefully, Lexar stood up, keeping his arm outstretched, with palm uppermost and fingers extended.
There was a noise at the bottom of the stairs.
“Are you alright, Lexar?”
It was Rowena, who was supposed to remain with the motorbike, but never mind.
“I’ve found a blood spider.” His voice was shaky.
“Oh.” Then: “Can you tell whose it is?”
“Yeah.” Lexar swallowed. “It’s Ellie’s. She’s Joe’s wife.”
He realised that Rowena still didn’t know what this was about. She’d understood there was a personal emergency and that Lexar had needed to get here fast, but that was all she knew.
“My cousin Joe is a Senior Archivist, and he’s been missing for eight days. Ellie works from home, so no one would miss her possibly for weeks. But their daughter Alina’s been missing from school as well.”
“Eight days,” said Rowena.
She’d taken the call from Vanessa Xalix at Alina’s school, so she understood what triggered Joe’s decision to come here, and fastened on this odd detail fast: for someone like Joe to stay missing for nearly a week without anyone realising, that was strange.
Lexar said, “He wasn’t working in his normal office at the Archives or in the Lattice. So he might have decided to take Ellie and Alina somewhere away from here at short notice, but it might also have given someone else the chance to snatch the family without anyone being the wiser.”
Except for the blood spider on his palm.
Alright, little spider. Alright.
A spider he was going to have to read himself, no matter how painful the absorption of another’s blood, and never mind that this was the province of Archivists who weren’t just Bone Listeners, but Bone Listeners with particular aptitudes and training.
And a lot of experience in dealing with pain.
“Lexar…” Rowena was climbing the stairs, coming up to him.
“Do you happen to know any Archivist who could get here really fast?”
“Um, no. Sorry.”
“Then I’m going to have to do this myself. Give me some space, will you?”
He brought the spider up to his eye. It hesitated, front legs waving, then crawled up to his lower eyelid.
“I thought you did it on the tongue,” said Rowena. Then, “Sorry. I’ll keep quiet.”
Lexar muttered, “There’s more than one way. And yes, please. Silence would help.”
The front legs tickled. With the fingertips of his free hand, Lexar pulled at the skin below his eye, creating a gap that the spider could climb inside.
Rowena shuddered as the spider crawled in. Lexar would have liked to shudder also, but keeping still was part of the discipline he needed here.
One small part of it.
That’s it, little spider.
And then it was deep inside, allowing itself to begin melting, to be absorbed.
Lexar whimpered, but he managed not to scream.
A minute or an hour or an eon later, Lexar struggled to wake up, scarcely able to see because of the migraine hammering inside his head. But it didn’t last long, and soon enough he was able to sit up and process where he was.
On a stairway landing in his cousin Joe’s house, with Rowena bending over him and looking concerned.
“I’m… alright,” he told her.
“You collapsed.”
“And now I’m awake.” He rubbed his face. “Hades, that was weird.”
“I wouldn’t have tried it.”
“No.” He shifted to one side, awkwardly trying to get to his feet. “I feel like an old man.”
“You should see your face in the mirror,” said Rowena, helping him up. “Second thoughts, you might want to wait a few minutes. I think the lines are fading.”
“Huh.”
“So what did you find out?”
“I don’t know.” Lexar shook his head. “Not what I was expecting. No proper memories at all. No visual images, no remembered sounds. None of that.”
“Well, I’ve never made a blood spider or worked with one,” said Rowena. “But that doesn’t sound right, even if you’re trying to absorb someone else’s spider without proper training.”
“I did absorb Ellie’s spider,” Lexar told her. “At least I think I did it properly. If there’d been memories inside it for me to take in, I think I would have been able to get hold of them, even if I got blurs and distortion instead of sharp perceptions.”
“So…”
“So it had nothing by way of stored memories.”
Rowena said: “The spider was blank, but still animate?”
“Yeah, it doesn’t make sense to me either. Although maybe I did pick up something, because of…”
“Because of what?”
“Because,” said Lexar, “I have an itching desire to go straight to Shadbourne Crescent right now. Actually” – he shivered – “it’s becoming more like an aching need, even while we’re standing here talking.”
“Shadbourne Crescent,” said Rowena. “If we take the Eagle, we can be there in minutes.”
“The Eagle? Oh, the bike.”
Rowena raised an eyebrow. “Yes, Lexar. The motorcycle who brought you here. The rare classic Sironoko Eagle you had the privilege to ride on.”
“Sorry. And we’ll go, yes, but not alone.”
“Oh. Who else?”
Last year, intruders at the OCML killed the Chief Medical Listener, Wilhelmina d’Alkernay. It was part of a larger case investigated by a Tristopolis PD task force that Lexar helped. Later, he had attended Donal Riordan’s funeral; but he remembered the names of the other task force detectives, at least some of them.
“Could you use the phone downstairs to ring Avenue of the Basilisks?” he asked her. “While I make a sweep of the rest of the house, just in case. But I don’t think there’ll be anything else.”
“Alright,” said Rowena.
Avenue of the Basilisks was a long street, but what people usually meant when they used the name was Tristopolis Police HQ, one of the most forbidding towers in a city replete with baroque and gothic creations from decades and centuries gone by.
“Ask for Viktor Harman or Harald Hammersen,” said Lexar. “And give them my name.”
“And I’ll ask them to hurry,” replied Rowena. “And bring their guns.”
Even with the urgency strengthening inside him, Lexar felt a half smile grow on his face, remembering what Viktor and Harald were like.
“They won’t need that reminder,” he told her.
Viktor put the phone down and looked at Ruth, then at Adam Obsidian who was possibly seconded to the team long-term – or possibly not, because Commander Bowman had yet to deliver the official verdict – and at the empty chair behind Harald’s desk.
“We’ve got another job on,” he said. “And nowhere to go on Donal’s case until Harald gets back.”
“Business as usual,” said Adam.
Most detectives worked two or three cases simultaneously. It was the way of the world, or at least the way of Tristopolis PD.
Viktor was in his shirtsleeves, which revealed his dual shoulder harness and the twin Grausers hanging beneath his armpits. He grabbed his leather coat from the back of his chair.
“Time to ride,” he said. “You two got hexlar vests?”
“In the back of the car we rode here in,” said Ruth. “Bowman was worried we might get ambushed out in the countryside en route to Ratchet Prison.”
“Which means our weapons are still in the in-vehicle locker.” Adam was bouncing on his feet, looking ready for a foot-race.
Or a firefight.
“Good enough,” said Viktor.
“We’re expecting trouble?” Ruth gestured with her chin at the phone.
“No one said anything about armed gangs or automatic weapons.”
“But?”
“But I’ve got a feeling about this one.”
Less than half an hour later, they were gathered in the gloom of Shadbourne Crescent: Lexar and Rowena with her motorbike, the Eagle; Viktor and Adam and Ruth wearing hexlar vests, Adam with a rune-inscribed shotgun held at port arms, all of them checking the black grass of the small park enclosed within the crescent, the blank windows along the arc of houses, none of it suspicious.
“Not seeing anything,” muttered Ruth.
Adam looked at Lexar, taking in the odd expression on the Bone Listener’s face.
“Wait,” said Adam. “Give him a minute. Or longer.”
Rowena stood near Lexar as Lexar went into trance. Adam’s mouth twitched. He suspected Rowena wasn’t consciously aware of it, but her attitude was protective, guarding the vulnerable-looking Lexar while his awareness was sinking inwards.
Adam understood. There had been times when he had been inclined to stick closer to Ruth than optimal tactics dictated, and he’d used conscious will to treat her as just another officer, taking her abilities and training into account.
If something happened to him on duty, he had no doubt that Ruth would follow the letter of the law while working tirelessly to catch the perpetrators. But if someone hurt Ruth, he knew that his vengeance would be swift and shocking, and his targets would be unlikely to see the inside of a courtroom.
But their bones would grace the reactor piles soon enough.
Then Lexar came shuddering out of trance, and pointed down the street.
“There,” he said. “In the middle of the road.”
The others frowned, seeing nothing, so Adam told them what he saw: “There’s a man-hole cover. Nine-sided, just about level with that clump of ironwood trees.”
Viktor shook his head, and Ruth smiled. “We’ll take your word for it.”
“I’ll take point,” said Adam.
And waited for Viktor to agree.
“Alright.” Viktor opened his leather coat, performed a cross-draw with both hands, and stood with his twin Grausers ready for action. “You draw fire if there’s any to be drawn.”
There was something almost scholarly in the way Viktor spoke, but his hard unshaven face and the cold eyes behind the round blue glasses told a different story.
“Roger that,” said Adam.
If anyone did open fire as Adam went ahead, he had no doubt that Viktor would blast them down.
Adam’s senses polled the environment in every direction as he strode along the street, checking the park and the houses and even overhead, but no threat revealed itself. Once he reached the manhole cover, he crouched down, sniffing, then laid his shotgun on the tarmac.
From a thigh pocket in his combat trousers, Adam drew a matt-black miniature crowbar, inserted the business end into the gap between cover and hole, and pushed down just a fraction. Then, holding the crowbar in place one-handed, he scooted his feet back, went down on his chest, and stared at the gap.
No tripwire. No scent of hexplosive.
Clear so far. He raised a thumb to signal Ruth and Viktor, took a deep squat position and levered the manhole cover open. Then he lowered it to one side, making minimal noise, and laid it flat.
He glanced back. Behind Ruth and Viktor, Rowena was gesturing to herself and then pointing to the road near the manhole. Adam nodded, and gave a thumbs up.
Viktor monitored the exchange and gave a thumbs up of his own. If all three cops went below, it would be good if someone stood near the open manhole so no innocent pedestrians fell inside and no vehicles got a wheel stuck.
Adam regained the shotgun, nodded to Viktor, glanced at Ruth, then swung himself down inside the manhole, clung to the ladder one-handed, then commenced his descent, shotgun at the ready.
He went down more slowly than he was capable of. Viktor and Ruth both worked at their tactical fitness, but Adam was the reigning champion of the Oblivion Canyon Challenge, and record holder for the course.
His ease in navigating obstacles gave him greater opportunity to look for threats, but he still detected nothing as he reached the bottom of the shaft and moved aside, crouching, shotgun in both hands now, scanning the deeper darkness.
He reached inside a pocket for a glow-egg, squeezed it to start the bioluminescent reaction, and slipped it into the outer string-pocket on his sleeve. It cast a bluish-green light, pushing back the shadows.
Nothing.
He looked up. Ruth was descending the ladder. Above her, Viktor was ready to follow, but there was another shape also. Lexar, pointing eastward.
Adam understood. The horizontal tunnel ran east-west, but Lexar’s deep intuition after absorbing the blood spider was drawing him in one specific direction.
Keep alert.
It shouldn’t have needed verbalising, even internally. But Adam wasn’t feeling as sharp as he should have been, given this venture into a place he’d never seen before.
Just as Ruth’s shoes touched the ground, the runes on Adam’s shotgun began to glow, and suddenly the incipient lethargy – the result of some kind of hex mist he should have detected – evaporated an instant before gunfire erupted, aimed at them.
Scarlet tracer fire swept in sharp lines along the centre of the tunnel.
Adam had pushed Ruth one way even as he went the other, opening up with the shotgun, emptying it one-handed, drawing his Blackwell automatic with the other hand and firing directly at the source of the opposing gunfire, while Ruth’s gun barked and thundered, joining the cacophony.
Then Viktor was hanging upside down from the vertical shaft, legs hooked in the ladder, twin Grausers roaring at the unseen ambushers.
In the midst of chaos, Adam gave a gentle, unheard laugh. This was where he came alive, even when he was most likely fractions of a second from death.
The opposition’s gunfire ceased, and after a moment, Viktor stopped firing, followed by Ruth and Adam. Silence filled Adam’s hearing, but that was an illusion, because percussion had hammered his eardrums and no ordinary sound could be audible until he recovered.
Then the faintest of roars sounded, doubled up, trebled, and in a moment began to diminish once more.
“Quinbikes,” shouted Adam, though he could scarcely hear himself. “Three of them.”
Viktor nodded, still upside down, while Ruth looked puzzled. Adam holstered his handgun, propped his shotgun against the side of the tunnel, and mimed starting a motorbike while he repeated his words, then gestured to enumerate the wheels: one at the front, two close behind, two at the rear.
Oh, mouthed Ruth. Quinbike.
Adam nodded, and held up three fingers.
“Three of them,” he said.
Someone would have to follow the tunnel to where the ambushers had stationed themselves, and where they had possibly left booby traps behind, but the tactically optimal course was to regroup first up on the surface, and call for reinforcements.
Viktor was already gesturing upwards. When Ruth nodded, Viktor holstered his Grausers while still upside down, then curled himself up using abdominal strength alone, took hold of the ladder, and began his ascent in the normal way.
Adam gestured for Ruth to follow, took hold of his shotgun, and went up after Ruth. On the surface of the road, Viktor was struggling to communicate with Lexar and Rowena.
“We’re deaf,” said Adam, or possibly shouted. “Gunfire.”
Lexar nodded, and Rowena said something that Adam failed to catch. She pointed to a call box, though whether she meant she had already made a call or simply thought it was a good idea to do so now, Adam could not tell.
There was a serious urgency to everyone’s gestures, exactly as Adam would expect, but he had a sense they were missing a point that to him was blindingly obvious.
“We ought to be dead,” he called out.
Ruth said something, and Rowena looked sympathetic.
Adam let out a breath. “They had heavy machine guns with tracer rounds and the rest armour-piercing, most likely. If they wanted to kill us, we’d be mincemeat.”
Even their bones would be smashed to fragments, useless as reactor fuel.
They shouldn’t have missed.
But why bring massive firepower to an ambush if you didn’t want to kill whoever walked into your trap?
Unless the wrong people blundered in.
This was the weirdest missing-persons case he had ever heard of.
Also the most dangerous.
And exciting.




TWENTY-SIX
Ingrid Johannsdóttir was a career witch, but she was a mother first, just as her kid brother Kelvin rated the birth of his son last month as the greatest event in his life, and never mind his promotion at Mordanto, as the youngest fully-fledged mage for years. Ingrid understood priorities.
The blue-and-white photos had been taken with a telescopic lens, across which a fine, calibrated X was inscribed. A camera attached to a sniper scope, or made to look that way.
Calling the police would have been her first reaction, if it weren’t for the subject of the photographs.
Lee, Trix and Yolana, en route to their respective schools.
Other kids and partially glimpsed adults were less clear, some quite blurred, but Ingrid’s children were in sharpest focus, centred in each photograph.
There was a vellum note, carefully cleansed of any resonance that might identify the author, bearing a cryptic message she did not understand.
IGNORE THE RED CONTAINER. ITS CONTENTS ARE IRRELEVANT.
The meaningless words frightened her.
She looked around the hallway for something to store the vellum sheet inside, then dropped it as it started to shred apart. The pieces curled up on the floor, shrivelled and dissolved to nothing.
On the hallway table, where she had dropped the photographs, only a few slivers remained, and they too were melting from existence.
“Thanatos,” she muttered.
Calling the police was something she didn’t dare consider. Perhaps a call to her brother would be better; but he was at home on paternity leave from mage duties, and this wasn’t the kind of thing to involve him in right now.
She would postpone her reaction, and see what developed.
Wait for a red container to turn up.
It was the only thing that made sense.
Ingrid pulled on her coat and continued getting ready to go to work. It was what she’d been about before finding the vellum note inside the front door. She checked she had everything, including the pocket telescopic wand that occasionally came in useful, plus some scarab flapjacks that she preferred to the airline food that her colleagues ate simply because it was free.
She had better regard for her health than that.
From the end of the street, she caught the Number 667 bus, which took her all the way to Tempelgard Airport, where she alighted. The staff entrance for security witches was around the back of an heptagonal adjunct to the main terminal, and she took her time walking there, alert for observers, for anyone who might be watching her.
No one.
And no red container, either.
Maybe it’s a test, something I’m supposed to report.
Except that threatening an employee’s children went way beyond any kind of internal security check that Ingrid had ever heard of. So no, it couldn’t be that.
Keep focus.
The pneumatic doors wheezed open, and Ingrid went inside, mentally thanking the tired wraith who operated the system. She sensed a faint but grateful response.
In the locker room, alone because she was early as usual, she changed out of street clothes and into her uniform robe, then went to the row of rune-inscribed wall safes, identified herself, and stood back as one of the five-sided doors sprang open.
She drew out the weaponised amulet, checked it was fully charged, then looped it around her neck. Small shapes writhed inside the amber torc that she drew out next: imprisoned sprites, sensing Ingrid’s mood. She relaxed, and the sprites grew quiescent, and she snapped the torc into place around her throat.
A bracelet formed of fine bones and miniature darts, a platinum wand strapped around her forearm in a quick-draw harness, and she was ready. She pulled down the robe’s sleeves, adjusted herself, and pushed the wall-safe shut.
Time to go to work.
Ingrid passed through the baggage-handling warehouse en route to Stand 13 where today’s aeroplane would be waiting. Other witches and guard wraiths were responsible for what happened in this cavernous space, but Ingrid liked to wander through anyway, just for peace of mind.
Her colleagues waved as usual, far too experienced to resent another witch who might, just possibly, pick up some hidden threat that they had missed.
Suitcases and crates stood everywhere, or moved on the backs of wraith-guided trolleys, forming a massively complex dance that nearly always resulted in the correct baggage being loaded onto the correct aircraft, or offloaded to the appropriate baggage collection point, reuniting bags with owners.
It didn’t always work, but given the busy maelstrom of ever-moving baggage, Ingrid sometimes wondered how any of it functioned properly at all.
Outside, she stopped to look up at the plane on Stand 13, its motionless propellers looking for all the world like the crossed-battle-axes emblem of St Magnus-the-Slayer. Engineering wraiths were slipping in and out of the engines, performing the usual checks.
Cargo octopods were loading baggage into the open hold.
There was the usual panoply of suitcases and crates, along with two animal cages and three luggage trunks: a matching pair, both looking battered, and a newer trunk encased in scarlet leather and bound with brass, standing on end, large enough to contain a crouched human being, if they were capable of holding such a position without crying out from painful cramps, or if they were unconscious or dead.
Ignore the red container.
Her senses reached out, questing for danger, trying to perceive the hidden contents of all the baggage, not just the scarlet trunk, but—
“Hi, Ingrid. How are you doing?”
“Mas.” Ingrid turned to greet the smiling chief steward, Masusatsu, and his number two, Oksana. “Hey, both. I had a few days off. How about you?”
“No such luck,” said Oksana. “The weather for today isn’t too bad, though, according to reports.”
“Hey, don’t put her off,” said Masusatsu. “We need accurate divining.”
Keeping track of the near-future weather was part of Ingrid’s role, though only part.
Ignore the—
A composite picture flashed through Ingrid’s mind: Lex, Trix and Yolana, real-life memories overlaid with the blue-and-white photos that had arrived this morning with the cryptic vellum note.
“It’s only the Transition Tempest we have to fly through.” Ingrid did her best to give a laid-back, ironic smile. “What could possibly go wrong?”
“You are a bad, bad witch,” said Masusatsu.
There was a twinkle in his eyes and a meaningful undertone in his voice, but that particular shared memory was a long, long time ago, before Lex was born.
“Oksana, get this miscreant on board,” said Ingrid.
“Yes, ma’am.”
They ascended the steps smiling, while Ingrid took a last look at the octopod and the baggage, no longer seeing the scarlet trunk because it was already inside the hold.
Something to crash the aircraft?
Even if it was, even though Mas and Oksana and the rest of the crew and passengers deserved to live, Ingrid knew she would hold them captive in trance if necessary, even as the plane went down and she herself perished, sooner than she would risk her children’s safety.
Her bosses would consider this knuckling under in the face of a threat, but for Ingrid, any action that protected Lee and Trix and Yolana was a triumph, no matter what the cost.
She went inside the plane, where the co-pilot was chatting to another steward. All was smiles, and Ingrid did her best to broadcast reassurance and calm, along with confidence that this just another day at the metaphorical office, and everything was under control.
And that no one with extraordinary resources was preventing her from sounding the alarm about a very specific item of luggage in the hold.
Some hexplosive device?
She had to face that possibility.
Or something valuable but illegal?
In which case the plan would be to arrive intact: a possibility that Ingrid preferred by far, however much it meant she would have assisted criminals.
“So are we going to have a good flight to Silvex City?” asked the co-pilot.
Some of Ingrid’s colleagues would have answered sarcastically, along the lines of Only if you do your job right.
But Ingrid just smiled, hiding the effort it cost her.
“Of course we are,” she said.
Praying to St Magnus that the words she said were true.




DAY TWELVE
Sanday, 12th Octember 6607




TWENTY-SEVEN
Lars Grimaldsson worked out of a star-shaped building attached to the lower surface of Plane 17.
Donal descended from the upper surface via elevator, thanked the wraith who powered it, and walked out into a plush lobby carpeted in grey. A secretary with compound eyes greeted Donal, and said: “Seven minutes before you go in.”
“I know I’m early.”
The secretary nodded, its expression unreadable.
Six minutes later, a black door rotated open and a delegation of well-dressed business folk stepped out, exchanging mutual nods that Donal read as acknowledging a fair deal had been made, decent enough but nothing spectacular.
The secretary pointed a claw, and Donal nodded.
He entered via the open black door, and saw Grimaldsson striding towards him, hand outstretched to shake. It was more acknowledgment than Grimaldsson had given in the meeting at Casa Rosie.
“I wanted you to see the main office,” said Grimaldsson. “Some of our freight-handling facilities are pretty basic in their setup, but here I have to impress the people with the money.”
And perhaps he wanted to impress Donal now. Plus if Grimaldsson was subordinate to DuBarry, then DuBarry must control even more wealth than this, adding to both men’s status.
Donal remained unmoved. Not a zombie thing: even in his previous life, he judged people by entirely different criteria.
Something shifted in Grimaldsson’s craggy features, possibly amusement at Donal’s non-reaction.
“Come see the view.” Grimaldsson led the way to the full-length window. “I spend time here when I need to remember what it’s all about.”
A hundred-foot void hung below. On Plane 16, an area of parkland featuring artificial seven-sided lakes took up much of the view.
“That’s one of ours.” Grimaldsson pointed to a distant freight train almost straight ahead, crawling beneath Plane 17. “One of our more lucrative contracts.”
“Sounds like you can afford to pay me,” said Donal.
“Ha. But you already knew that. There’s a transfer point called Transverse 20G, and I’d feel easier knowing it was secure. More precisely, that it can be kept secure for a period of time while a handover is taking place.”
Something illegitimate, like swapping bonded goods that were supposed to travel sealed and untouched from source to destination, with no possibility of tampering anywhere en route.
Or a fake containing a legitimate load, something to test Donal’s commitment to the business, while risking nothing if the Silvex City cops turned up when the transfer was taking place.
“I can do that,” said Donal.
“Let’s see. Go meet with my top team leader. Mel will show you the ropes, maybe introduce you to some of the crew.”
“Fair enough.”
“My secretary will give you directions.”
“Does your secretary have a name?” asked Donal.
“Probably. Mel’s expecting you, so don’t dawdle.”
It was a dismissal and an insult, or would have been had Donal been thin-skinned.
“I wouldn’t dream of it,” Donal told him.
He smiled, turned around and left.
Two hours later, Donal was standing in a self-powered monorail carriage whose rooftop wheels were hooked into the overhead rail that ran off to apparent infinity on the underside of Plane 20. It had been part of a longer train, but the rest had disconnected and gone ahead, leaving this carriage to hang in place by itself.
Next to Donal stood a flat-headed, short-haired woman with broad shoulders, a pug nose, and strong-looking wrists, revealed by the rolled-up sleeves of what some would call a lumberjack’s shirt.
She had a chipped front tooth – old damage, not recent – and a diagonal scar beneath her left eye. Her name was Mel, though her official ID read Imelda Carson, and the most obvious attribute she brought to her job was taking no nonsense.
From anybody.
“The first thing to know about tonight’s operation,” she said, “is that no one gets hurt. Got it?”
Donal nodded.
“It’s a simple thing,” Mel continued. “As far the world is concerned, the train never stopped en route to Hub 20.”
“What if someone down on Plane 19 looks up?”
“It’s dark at the transfer point up here. The buildings on the Plane directly below are well-lit warehouses, but the lights don’t shine upwards. Hard to make anything out from down there.”
Donal nodded again, reserving judgement until he got to see the place himself. If the lights were strong but truly directed onto non-reflective ground, it might tend to prevent dark-adapted vision. But he would have to check.
“So what kind of goods does Grimaldsson transport?” he asked.
“All sorts.”
“Always goods? Or is it people?”
There were limits to what Donal would allow to continue, no matter what the stakes were.
“If you mean sex slaves,” said Mel, “then it only happened once, because the client lied about what was in the containers.”
“But Grimaldsson took the money anyway?”
“He kept the advance, right enough.” Mel shrugged her muscular shoulders. “I was the one who took the kids to social services instead of delivering them as intended.”
“And the client?”
“Lived another three days.” Mel’s voice went cold. “Probably wished he’d died one Hades of a lot sooner.”
“Fair enough,” said Donal.
A gust of wind caused the monorail carriage to start swinging. Mel showed no concern.
It was just this carriage hanging here, a mile or more from the nearest stopping point, where they could exit and climb up to the topside of the Plane. No other trains or single carriages were nearby.
“So what are your thoughts on the setup at this stage?” said Mel. “Before we go to see the transfer point, I mean.”
“I’ve got questions. Do the cops use scanbats here?”
Mel shook her head. “Not allowed inside city limits, and pretty useless outside.”
“Because the winds are stronger there?”
“Exactly. A lot of vortices, among everything else.”
“So no balloons or kites, either.”
“Uh-uh.” Mel gestured with her strong chin. “Takes a lot of skill to fly a large aircraft inside the Planes. Anything smaller has a hard time of it. You occasionally see an emergency-services pteracopter, but not very often.”
Donal looked up at the underside of Plane 20.
“Wraiths,” he said.
“Say what?”
“Do the cops here use surveillance wraiths? Cops or rivals in the trade.”
They could slip right through the solid Plane with zero effort.
Mel looked at him. “Not that I’m aware of.”
“Would you know if they did?”
“Huh. Not necessarily.” She gave a small nod. “Anything else?”
Donal shook his head. “We can talk about wraith countermeasures, but beyond that, for proper risk assessment I’ll need to know more about the trains.”
“Like what?”
“Like crew recruitment and internal security audits, kind of thing. Because,” said Donal, “if I wanted to knock over a freight train, the first thing I’d look at is recruiting someone in the crew.”
Or infiltrating Mel’s own team. But Donal wouldn’t mention that option, because it was exactly what he was doing here himself.
“We’re way ahead of you on that one,” said Mel. “In this case, the whole crew belong to us, but we still have independent watchers carrying out random checks and deeper investigations.”
“Hmm.” Donal pointed to the overhead rail. “I’ve ridden a bogey underground. Can you get such things for this kind of setup?”
“Yes, but we keep a lookout for unexpected approaches via rail just like every other feasible route.”
If Mel had been a guy, Donal might have countered with banter along the lines of: Feasible? Pretty fancy language for someone who looks like a thug.
As it was, she seemed relaxed in his company, as he was in hers. And her sense of physicality was strong.
“What?” she said.
“Excuse me?”
“You looked like you wanted to say something.”
Donal shook his head. “Maybe I was too scared to speak.”
“Like Hades you were.” She took a step closer. “You don’t scare easily, do you, Donal Riordan?”
He inhaled deeply, an act that told him a great deal about the current hormonal balance in Mel’s body, not to mention his own.
This is fast.
They were very close to each other, almost nose to nose, though she had to raise her chin in order to look him in the eyes.
Her hand went to the top button of her shirt, and undid it.
“You want this, right?” she said.
“Thanatos, yes,” said Donal.
“Good.”
And then they were all over each other, tugging garments free and running hands over skin and exploring with tongues and slamming into powerful matching rhythms and getting absolutely what they wanted, twice over, and afterwards laying in each other’s arms on the floor of the monorail carriage, only partially cushioned by discarded clothes.
She was slicker with sweat than he was, but only because of his zombiehood. It had been overwhelming for both of them.
“I’ve never done this,” she said eventually. “Not at work, after just meeting someone.”
“Me neither,” Donal told her.
The closest had been the first time he and Laura seduced each other, or whatever the process was when two people became submerged in erotic passion with little in the way of prior conscious thought or actually getting to know each other socially in the normal way.
He pushed that memory aside.
“And,” said Mel, “I don’t know how long you’re going to stick around, strange man.”
“If I’m strange, you should know.”
“Yeah…” A sigh and a smile. “You don’t know my middle name and I don’t know yours, or where you went to school or sports or—”
“You box,” said Donal.
“Well, yeah. Maybe more in the ring than you have. But we already kind of know the most important things about each other.”
Donal smiled, and kissed her pug nose. “This wasn’t a one-off.”
“Or even a two-off.”
“Right.”
“You think we could go for three?”
“Hades, Mel.”
“Oh, yeah. You’re up for it.”
And it turned out she was right.




TWENTY-EIGHT
That night, the handover went pretty much to plan. Mel had managed to get one of Grimaldsson’s trusted office wraiths reassigned to watch duty, swimming through the solid Glass Plane on the lookout for other wraiths in opposition, working either for the police or for Grimaldsson’s more dangerous competitors.
The wraith saw nothing untoward, which was as expected but not something to take for granted. Mel said that, according to Grimaldsson, Donal had already earned his money just for that one piece of advice, which to Donal had been pretty much a throwaway in conversation.
En route to the handover point, substitute freight containers were carried underneath triplets of powered monorail carriages, which wasn’t quite what Donal had expected.
“Each carriage only holds up a third of the freight container’s weight,” Mel pointed out after Donal questioned the robustness of the overhead wheels. “Along with the carriage’s own weight, of course.”
“Maybe you ought to be an engineer,” said Donal.
“I always wanted to be a ballerina.”
“Me too.”
They laughed together.
I won’t betray her.
It was at the back of Donal’s mind constantly, but he reminded himself that he was infiltrating Grimaldsson’s enterprise, within DuBarry’s larger operation, in part because DuBarry himself felt twitchy about dealing with this Calista Delfix whom Donal had yet to meet.
The official freight train had stopped far from anywhere, except for the secondary rail that Mel’s crew used to reach the rendezvous. Everything matched Mel’s predictions about dark surroundings with no one likely to see them from below.
Uncoiling octopod arms swapped the substitute freight containers for the originals carried by the freight train, and operating those arms involved a great deal of skill that Mel’s team demonstrated with straightforward professionalism, working as if this was business as usual, with no hint of how easy it would be for a set of octopod claws to slip and let a large freight container drop through a hundred feet of air to Glass Plane 19.
That void underneath them made all the difference to the way Mel’s crew had to work, and all Donal could think of at first had been the risks involved if anything in the freight handling went wrong. It took a conscious decision to push his attention back outwards, to look for signs of ambush or surveillance, or suspicious behaviour from Mel’s crew or the people aboard the stopped official train.
Nothing threatened them.
On the way back to the Grimaldsson Logistics depot, Donal rode with Mel in a separate monorail carriage, this time with three of her people taking up position at the rear, scanning the outside world with binoculars.
Looking fully alert.
“I’d been going to say that this would be a bad time for the crew to let their guard down,” Donal told Mel. “But they’re well trained.”
“It’s the punch you don’t see coming that gets you.”
“Ain’t it just.” He smiled at her. “And it doesn’t just apply to punches, does it?”
“You got that right.”
They stood shoulder to shoulder, watching the darkness outside, while if the other crew members noticed that was something was going on between Mel and this new outsider, they had clearly decided to hold back their comments, passing up the opportunity for blue-collar banter in favour of actual tact and diplomacy.
Under other circumstances, Donal could imagine himself settling in here, working with these people on the legitimate side of Grimaldsson’s business, leading a totally ordinary existence.
But there was too much on his mind to allow such thoughts to become a serious plan. There were the unknowns: Calista Delfix, whatever allies she might have, and the exact nature of her plans that seemed to have Lamis so worried. And some immediate questions.
Like, what the Hades was inside these freight containers? Containers liberated in secret from a bonded official train, which was a lot of trouble to go to unless the contents were extremely valuable.
And how exactly, when they reached the depot, was Donal going to be able to check inside those containers without anyone seeing him?
Mel has to be safe.
If he were spotted examining the containers, it wouldn’t just compromise his mission here: it would affect her position. And if he and Mel remained together over the coming days – he dared not look further ahead than that – then the more they were observed together, the more his actions would reflect on her.
She took hold of his hand.
“Er,” he said.
“The guys know already,” she said. “I can tell.”
“They’re pretty smart.”
They kept holding hands as the depot, visible on the underside as a single half-dodecahedron dome, grew larger. On the upper surface of Plane 20, the depot morphed into an extended complex.
One of the crew at the rear of the carriage began to hum a tune that Donal didn’t recognise, but it clearly had some local significance related to romance, because the others laughed while Mel’s mouth twitched in a smile.
“I think they approve of you,” she said.
“I’ll try not to let them down.”
“Well, good.”
The depot grew closer.
While Mel debriefed the crew, Donal slipped out to walk around the upper-surface Plane 20 warehouse where the full complement of liberated freight containers now rested. Someone had already snapped open the white metal bands that were supposed to remain intact during transit, showing that the container itself remained sealed.
There was only one padlock left securing the nearest container, and Donal was a Tristopolis PD detective, or ex-detective, which meant he ought to be able to pick a lock in seconds. Provided he’d thought to acquire a set of lock-picks.
“You wondering what’s inside?”
Donal spun. “Say what?”
The person who had spoken was red-eyed and white-skinned, with motile serpent tattoos wriggling around his bare arms. His pointed ears twitched.
“We went to a lot of trouble to filch them,” said the stranger. “You’re probably wondering why we bothered.”
“I’m more interested in checking the security setup,” Donal told him. “But yeah, I’m a bit curious as to what’s inside.”
“I’ll show you.”
There was no key in the man’s hand, but when he took hold of the padlock and squeezed, the lock clicked open.
“That’s quite a trick,” said Donal.
“I think of it more as a technique.”
“Apologies. I’m impressed, either way.”
The white-skinned man nodded, then hauled open the container door, revealing stacks of small boxes inside. He took hold of a box, then tossed it to Donal.
“Take a look,” he said.
“Alright.” Donal opened it. “Shoes. Huh.”
“Take them, if they’ll fit you.”
“I prefer my shoes to be a bit more, what, robust.” Donal lobbed the shoebox back to the white-skinned man. “Just how valuable are they?”
“They’re not.” The man gestured at the boxes. “I mean, there’s a lot of pairs, if you add up the contents of all the containers. But no one’s making a fortune flogging this lot off a barrow in the market.”
Donal looked at him. “You’re saying this was just a dummy run?”
“Testing procedures and all the rest. Absolutely.”
“This whole operation just went up in my estimation.”
“We do our best,” said the white-skinned man. “And we look after our own.”
“Are you saying you’ll treat me well if I stay on? Or are you hinting something about Mel?”
Perhaps he shouldn’t have mentioned her.
But the white-skinned man replied, “Take it either way, Mr Riordan. Mel Carson is a good person.”
“Yeah,” said Donal. “She is that.”
Those red eyes glimmered. “Look after her.”
Then the white-skinned man turned and slipped away. His motion was silent, even to someone with the auditory acuity of a zombie, which was quite a trick. Or technique.
Ex-boyfriend?
Or perhaps he was just a colleague looking out for Mel’s well-being. Either way, the fact that someone cared enough to give Donal admonitions about Mel was a good sign, at least in terms of Mel as a person and her network of friends.
In terms of Donal’s mission here, the situation was a tactical disaster.
Except that I don’t care about that.
He headed back to the meeting-room where with luck Mel would have finished debriefing the crew, so he and she could spend some time together.
Everything had changed.




TWENTY-NINE
Felice had finally admitted to herself that she was in love with Donal Riordan. Not whimsically dreaming of what might have been. Not musing on wistful memories of the former patient who stole her heart without appearing to notice her existence in any meaningful way. Actually in love with the real, living (or unliving) man himself.
Because of the shocking news Kyushen had broken in the staff room. Except it shouldn’t have been a shock, since it was Felice herself who had realised that Donal’s grave was empty. Who had rung the emergency services from the cemetery and kicked all of this into motion.
And yet, her heart was pounding and she wanted to poke out her tongue and pant to cool off, except you didn’t do that in company. Not unless everyone else was a Night Sister too, with the same feline attributes as yourself.
When they found Donal – she had to believe it was a matter of when, not if – she would have to make her feelings plain as directly as possible. Show the man exactly what she could offer him.
Open herself up instead of guarding herself the way she normally did.
“You’re kidding,” said Lynkse. “Are you sure, lover?”
“Of course I am.” Kyushen looked at Felice. “I talked to Harald Hammersen, who by the way, has a date with Amber coming up.”
Lynkse shook her head. “Interesting social gossip from my geeky boyfriend. How the world has changed.”
“Ask Amber yourself.”
“Oh, I’ll certainly be doing that.” Lynkse patted Felice’s arm. “We could all do with a nice cup of helebore tea.”
“I’ll make do with the horrible kind you normally make,” said Felice, trying to refocus on reality, though mental images of Donal remained.
“Just as well. Give me a moment.”
“Harald rang me,” said Kyushen while Lynkse busied herself with the kettle.
“And he’s sure about all this?” If it was false hope, Felice didn’t know how she would cope. “Donal’s alive?”
“Not one hundred percent sure. They do know, now, that some kind of large luggage trunk containing Donal Riordan passed through wraith-scans at the docks, part of someone’s luggage being loaded onto a ship bound for Silvex City. They checked the scan archives and found a clear match.”
“Oh.” Felice didn’t know what else to say.
Kyushen fell silent.
After a while, he bit his lip, and waited until Lynkse returned with chipped mugs of tea. The three of them sat on the scratched and tattered armchairs around a low table, while Kyushen appeared to struggle with something on his mind.
Felice wondered if she ought to prompt him, but from her peripheral vision she caught Lynkse giving a tiny shake of her head. Patience.
Finally Kyushen said: “I’ll share something, but for Hades’ sake, it’s police-confidential, so don’t ever tell anyone I told you.”
There was a faint sound outside, and Lynkse twitched her ears, turning one forward and the other back, then said, “It’s all clear. We’re alone, just the three of us.”
Kyushen blew out a breath, raised his mug two-handed towards his mouth, then lowered it without drinking.
“According to the scan archives at the docks, the luggage belonged to someone called Mage Lamis. Harald wasn’t supposed to tell me this, you know.”
“You weren’t on first-name terms with Sergeant Hammersen before,” said Lynkse.
“No, well. He kind of appreciated the work I did on the crystal. Someone else must’ve told him how it was impossible to model a resurrected person’s mind from a pre-resurrection scan.”
“My lover’s a genius.” Lynkse smiled at Felice.
Felice did her best to smile back.
And my would-be lover’s missing, and I still don’t know if he’s alive.
She was stupid and mad, but she couldn’t help it.
“The thing about Mage Lamis,” said Kyushen, “is he used to be Commissioner Vilnar’s chauffeur. Except that when you think about it, he probably did a lot more than drive a car. It was more of an unspoken ruse, a way of keeping a mage close to the police commissioner without being totally obvious.”
“Oh-ho,” said Lynkse.
“Oh-ho?” Kyushen grinned at her.
“Seemed like the right thing to say.”
Kyushen glanced at Felice. “There’s something else, but it’s a lot more speculative.”
Felice didn’t know what to say, but Lynkse prompted for her: “Tell us anyway, dear.”
“Seems like, according to Harald, when the cops carried out that raid on Westside Complex last year” – he nodded to Felice, knowing that she had helped a little – “Harald gave Donal a temporal-stasis amulet to—”
“What?”
“Right. And Donal never gave it back.”
“But that means he could be—”
Lynkse interrupted: “Someone would have noticed the amulet when they put him in the coffin.”
Felice blinked several times.
When they dressed him in his funeral suit.
But Kyushen was shaking his head.
“That’s the really speculative bit,” he said. “Harald says, there’s one place no one would think to look. Someplace most people can’t hide anything. Not unless they’re resurrected.”
He tapped his chest.
Felice and Lynkse were Night Sisters with a detailed knowledge of anatomy and physiology but even so, it took a moment.
“Thanatos,” said Lynkse. “Inside his chest cavity.”
“Bleeding Hades,” said Felice.
Kyushen nodded to them both.
“Exactly what I thought,” he told them.
Felice could hardly breathe.
“So what happens next?” asked Lynkse.
“Two of the task force officers were already on their way to Tempelgard when Harald rang me,” said Kyushen. “Flying out to Silvex City tonight.”
Felice licked her hand and rubbed her face. “Which officers?”
“Ruth and Alan, I think it was.”
“Maybe Adam? Adam Obsidian?”
She had seen how Adam looked at Ruth that time, planning the Westside Complex raid. Later, at Donal’s funeral, they had stood together like a couple.
Lucky them.
“That’s the name,” said Kyushen.
“They’re not the most senior on the team, if I remember,” said Felice. “I’m surprised it’s them that’s going.”
Kyushen put down his mug of tea, still untouched. “They’ve got another case on. The task force, I mean. A missing kid, along with her parents. And when they followed some kind of trail, the cops got shot at in an ambush.”
“Oh, no,” said Lynkse.
“They’re all okay, apparently. But the shooting has them stirred up.”
“I’m not surprised.” Lynkse looked at Felice, then reached over and patted her knee. “But they still sent two of their own all the way to Illurium to look for your Donal.”
Felice nodded. “That’s something.”
Wondering if there would ever be a day when she could refer to Donal as her Donal without any kind of complication in the thought.
Lynkse was looking at her watch.
“Time we got back to work,” she said.
“Alright.” Felice let out a sigh.
“Everything will work out alright,” said Lynkse.
“I hope so.”
But Kyushen didn’t look so sure.
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THIRTY
While Mel slept, Donal stared at the smooth roundness of her bare shoulder above the covers. Good deltoid muscles beneath unblemished skin. Sturdy and tough and every inch a woman. Maybe it was the Sisters of Thanatos back at the orphanage who’d convinced him that womanhood and toughness went together.
He ran his gaze along the bookshelf by the bed, seeing battered second-hand classics and obscure volumes on historic pugilism ranged between two silver-embossed lizard skulls acting as book-ends.
No family photographs, just as there would have been none had this been his place instead of hers.
I belong here.
It was the minimalism and above all Mel’s presence that caused the thought. She could relocate everything with ease, since the apartment was small and her belongings were few, which paradoxically made Donal feel right at home.
Something settled inside him, leaving him more centred than he could remember feeling for a long time, maybe more than he had ever felt.
If there’s a choice between fighting for Mel or fighting for Tristopolis, then Tristopolis loses.
Priorities and aims. He felt as if he’d been lost and wandering and now he was safe in a rational, ordered world.
You’re alright now. Goodbye.
Donal blinked.
What? Laura?
But her voice was gone from his mind, this time – he knew with certainty – forever. And yet still a part of him.
So this was his world now.
Mel opened one eye. “It’s morning and I need coffee.”
Donal kissed her very, very gently.
“I’ll make it,” he said.
Such an ordinary moment.
And yet a precious time.
He slid out of bed and headed for the kitchen .
Mel had to go to work, but Donal’s assignment was specific and today he had no reason to hang around the depot. A short visit, he thought no one would mind, but anything else would appear odd.
Or, since the workers now knew about him and Mel, and gossip was bound to spread fast in such a workplace, it would look as if Mel was slacking on her job, which they might forgive temporarily, but not over the long term.
“Probably best if you don’t distract me,” Mel told him. “Until afterwards, I mean.”
“Sounds right to me. You want anything else to eat?”
He’d already packed spikeberry yoghurt and lizard-liver tablets in her bag for lunch. The domesticity of it all made him smile.
“I’ll grab a sandwich on the way in, so that’s all I need.” She smiled back at him. “A workout on the way home, and we’ll meet here when I’m done. Good for you?”
“You know it is.”
“I’d invite you to the gym, but it’s kind of a girls-only fight club this evening.”
“Fair enough. I’ll go to my own gym shortly.” He paused. “You know, since I don’t actually need to sleep and the gym’s open 25/9, my locker there was supposed to be my home, pretty much.”
Mel came up to him and stared into his eyes. “You can move your stuff in here, if you want.”
“I will, in that case.”
As if they’d been together for months or even years, instead of hours.
“Good.”
They kissed, then Donal said: “You don’t happen to know a place called Wick’s Gym, do you?”
“Huh. I do. How come you’ve heard of it?”
Donal gave her a brief summary of his time with Fredo and Janine on board the Inverter, Fredo’s stated intention to carry on training once settled in Silvex City, and the scrap of leather bearing the Wick’s Gym address given to him by Gil, one of the ship’s engineers.
“Well,” said Mel, “that was a decent enough recommendation. But no coach is impressed by a beginner who seems like a natural.”
Donal nodded. Persistence over years and decades was the only thing that mattered. Initial promise was pointless if the person gave up training, and every coach learned early on to be unimpressed with fast early progress.
“Actually, Fredo pretty much sucked,” Donal told her. “At the physical stuff, I mean. But his attitude showed promise.”
“In that case” – Mel gave a brilliant smile – “you’d better go check on the kid, hadn’t you?”
They kissed again, for longer.
“Distraction,” murmured Mel. “There’s a spare key behind the fruit bowl.”
“I saw it.”
“Except it’s not a spare key any more. It’s your key, alright?”
“Very much alright.”
Maybe it was the weight of experience, or perhaps it was the dangers of the work they both did, or perhaps it was simply the correct time, but it stood there unspoken between them: delays were pointless, this was what they both wanted, and there was no room for miscommunication or holding back.
They were together now, and that was that.
And never mind his original purpose here in Silvex City.
Wick’s Gym was bright and shiny, at least by the standards that Donal was used to. Actually, the same applied to most places in Silvex City: polished to a standard the Inverter’s stewards would have envied.
The gym smelled of pine and ironmoss, probably due to the wrestling mat in one corner, because for grappling you had to keep things clean or risk skin infections spreading among your wrestlers, which was no way to keep your gym members paying their dues.
Yet neither cleansing fluid nor polish could disguise the faint but unmistakable scents of adrenaline and sweat hanging permanently in the atmosphere, and bringing a smile to Donal’s face because this was home, even though he’d never been in this particular establishment before.
An older guy with a buzzcut and thick neck looked at Donal and nodded. Donal nodded back. It was a moment of mutual recognition requiring no verbal interaction: graduates from the same kind of school. Advanced degrees in the sweet science, awarded by the university of hard knocks and punishment.
A young fighter with green scales for skin was jumping rope off to one side. Several boxers of varying ages were working the heavy bags, some laying in power shots, others focussing on rhythm and smoothness, their hands flying like whips.
No resurrected fighters, but a row of suitable necromagnetic power sockets told Donal that his kind was welcome here.
“I’m just visiting,” he said to the buzzcut guy.
“Too bad. We could always do with another fighter.”
“Maybe in the future,” said Donal. “I’m tending to move around a lot with my job at the moment.”
“I know how that goes.”
“Thought I’d poke my head in, see if a young guy I know is training here. A new joiner, sometime in the last three days.”
The guy with the buzzcut shook his head. “No new joiners, not this month.”
“Huh. Well he might turn up.” Donal thought a moment. “You don’t happen to know a garage called Foreshaw’s Motors, do you?”
It was where Fredo was supposed to have a job lined up, starting as a mechanic.
“I know the place. Too bad Foreshaw got herself mixed up with the wrong people.”
In the background, someone started work on a speed bag, making the thing dance with a rat-tat-tat rhythm. Making it look easy.
“I don’t know anything about the garage owner,” said Donal. “What happened?”
“Two guys walked right in and one of them shot her. Word is, she was dealing with the wrong people and skimmed off the top.”
“Hades,” said Donal, thinking not so much of a crooked garage owner as Fredo and Janine having to make new plans.
At least they had the seed money provided by Lamis to tide them over and maybe even start their own business. Janine had been reading accounting and business books, with a slant towards Illurian rules, during the last few days of sailing on the Inverter.
“The other scuttlebutt is,” said the buzzcut guy, “that a young mechanic nearly got his head shot off just for being there, but he dropped one of the bad guys with a sweet overhand right, kicked the other in the nuts and hightailed it out of the place.”
“Huh,” said Donal.
“No one knows who the guy was. According to my brother at the precinct, someone went back in later and broke into a filing cabinet, probably just to take some paperwork.”
“Paperwork.”
“If he’d just been taken on as a new employee, like. So he could stay disappeared, which given the kinda people Foreshaw got tangled up with, is what you might call good strategic thinking.”
Two women were climbing into the ring, one gloved up, the older woman carrying focus mitts.
“Sounds like the young guy did alright.” Donal tried to keep all emotion from his voice.
“I agree with that.” The buzzcut guy looked at the older woman in the ring, smiled, watched her work her fighter for a few seconds, then turned back to Donal. “That young guy, sounds like he’s got potential.”
Donal nodded.
“Too bad he’s not training here,” the buzzcut man went on. “Cause I reckon he could go far.”
“Right.” Donal deliberately didn’t smile. “Shame he’s never turned up here, though, because I think I’d like to congratulate him.”
“Maybe in some, like, alternative reality,” said the buzzcut man, “I’d know who you were talking about, and I could pass that along.”
“That would be a good reality,” Donal told him.
“Yeah, I guess it would.”
In the ring, the fighter was adjusting her mouthguard. Her trainer took a moment to look at the buzzcut man, wink at Donal, then raise her focus mitts as moving targets, returning her attention to her fighter, who got straight back to work.
Message received and understood.
Donal nodded once more.
“Good place you’ve got here, Mr Wick.”
“Thank you.”
Donal left, sighing a little, not looking back and still not smiling, because you never knew who might be watching.
Good work, Fredo.
Feeling pride and triumph inside.
Donal headed for his own gym on foot, which was a good long walk, and he was less than two blocks away when a silver car with blacked-out windows slid to a halt on the road beside him.
A window lowered and Donal was halfway to the ground when he recognised the driver inside, and processed the sight of the driver’s two hands firmly grasping the steering-wheel.
With a kind of plyometric push-up, Donal bounced himself from the sidewalk into a crouch, spinning so he could see into the rear of the car, checking that the back seat was empty.
He had already recognised the driver.
“You want to lower the rear window, Mr Kottrel?” he called out.
“What? Oh, sure.”
The window lowered, allowing Donal to verify that the foot well was empty, devoid of crouching killers.
Kottrel was the guy that DuBarry had ordered to leave the restaurant, Casa Rosie, so that Donal could take Kottrel’s place at the dinner table. Resentment on Kottrel’s part was only one of the potential dangers here.
But everything looked clear.
“So what do you want, Mr Kottrel?”
“To invite you to a meeting. With Mr DuBarry tonight.”
Donal remained crouched, looking in through the open passenger window. “What kind of meeting?”
“Making business arrangements.”
“That’s not exactly specific.”
“Mr DuBarry wants you on hand in case she asks about security arrangements.”
“Who is she?” asked Donal.
“The client,” said Kottrel. “Someone new and important.”
Donal maintained self control. “Does she have a name?”
Kottrel swallowed. “I’m not supposed to talk about this.”
On board the Inverter, DuBarry had implicitly agreed when Donal suggested that DuBarry had taken on new clients he could not necessarily trust. Unknown waters. But he had also told Donal not to push on asking about specifics, such as names.
“Alright,” said Donal. “Tell me where and when.”
“Twenty-four o’clock, Mr Grimaldsson’s head office. That’s—”
“I’ve been there. I know the way.”
“Okay.” Kottrel swallowed. “That’s the message.”
“You look nervous. Did you think I might have instructions regarding you?”
That was intuition on Donal’s part, nothing more, but Kottrel’s face grew pale.
“Relax,” added Donal. “I don’t, alright?”
“Oh. Sorry.”
Donal thought of crooked garage owners and how easily someone could fall into the trap, advancing step by step along the route of easy money until suddenly the price became obvious and overdue.
“Back when I was a cop,” he told Kottrel, “one of my mentors, Sergeant Martin, retired early. Said it was the best thing he ever did. Said it would take a load off your shoulders and you could see he was right. Looked ten years younger overnight.”
Kottrel just looked at him. After a moment, the lines on Kottrel’s face smoothed out a tiny fraction.
“I’ll probably see you tonight, Mr Riordan,” he said.
“Alright. Take it easy.”
Donal stepped back.
The windows raised themselves, powered by sprites that Donal could sense, but only just. The gearbox clunked, then the silver car was moving away from the kerb.
Tonight.
And the chance he might come face to face with Calista Delfix, if she was the client in question.
It could end tonight.
Wondering what he was going to tell Mel before leaving for the meeting.




THIRTY-ONE
Ingrid Johannsdóttir loved her children more than her job, by many orders of magnitude. Lex and Trix and Yolana were the most important features of her world, and always would be. And yet…
But I can’t do anything to risk their lives.
The problem was the layover here in Silvex City. It was unplanned, caused by an engine failing maintenance checks and delaying the return flight to Tristopolis, followed by the pilot tripping and breaking her leg while stepping down from a taxi, plus Oksana and Mas both falling ill after eating some kind of dodgy raw fish in a tiny establishment near the docks.
In the end, the airline had rescheduled the return flight entirely, with a different aircraft and different crew, and decreed a layover for Ingrid, her incapacitated colleagues, and the others who remained healthy.
The co-pilot and the remaining stewards, the ones who’d avoided food poisoning, had grinned at the news. For them it was paid time off without complications.
Stuck in a decent but featureless hotel on Glass Plane 6, Ingrid had time to think about her predicament. Sitting in lotus on the hotel bedroom floor, she tried to clear her mind, but the same thoughts that intruded during her joint mobility and dynamic stretching routine came back to plague her now.
IGNORE THE RED CONTAINER, the mysterious note had read. ITS CONTENTS ARE IRRELEVANT.
And the plane had carried a trunk bound in scarlet leather among all the other bags and crates. There had been a lot of luggage in the hold, but Ingrid was sure the warning referred to that trunk and nothing else.
At the time, she had not investigated, because even if the trunk had contained something that might destroy the aircraft while she’d been on board, the threatening note that arrived beforehand at her house had been accompanied by those blue-and-white photographs of her three children, and their safety automatically came first.
It wasn’t even courage. It was reflex, like snatching your child from in front of a speeding car, and never mind if you yourself died in the process: you would do it without thinking.
On the other hand, Ingrid wasn’t just a witch: she was a security witch, and a good one. Whoever sent the note could not maintain a watch on her all the time, not without her sensing it. Certainly not now, when she was alerted to the possibility.
She rose from lotus without using her hands. The bracelet, formed of bones and darts, felt comforting on her wrist. Her amber torc, currently placed on top of the bed, came to life as its embedded sprites began to swim in circles inside the solid amber.
If someone came for her, she was a long way from being defenceless.
This being a decent hotel, the room had a telephone and the reception area included a concierge desk. She picked up the phone, spun the cogs to the concierge’s number as noted on a brass plate, and asked if the concierge could book her a taxi.
“For what time, madam?” asked the concierge.
“As soon as possible.”
“If you’d care to make your way down, there’ll be a taxi out front when you get here.”
“Kind of you,” she said, and replaced the handset.
Next step: decide on how many switchbacks and deception runs she was going to make. Perhaps the best answer was zero. If she really were under watch by adverse parties unknown, then trying to lose a tail was suspicious all by itself, and might be enough to cause catastrophe back home: not just for Lex, Trix and Yolana, but for their Auntie Evie who looked after them whenever Ingrid was away from Tristopolis.
“Alright then,” she told the empty room.
She would direct the taxi driver to head straight for the airport, and take everything from there.
Hoping she could somehow make this work.
Sherman Blanz’s hotel, the gleaming Styx & Stones located on Glass Plane 23, was highly expensive and deeply sleazy, all at the same time. The last of the three prostitutes was just limping out of the door, not looking back, and closing the door gently because Blanz could, after all, summon her back inside if he wanted to.
None of the trio would likely survive a continuation of their session, though all three had been fresh and fit and healthy enough when they arrived yesterday. Blanz lay back on bloodstained satin sheets and smiled.
Life was good once more.
In the corner stood a scarlet leather trunk, plus some long straps he had employed last night. The trunk had been a tight prison, though he had flown from Tristopolis in self-induced near-coma, and it had been a relief to find other uses for the trunk, bending his whores across it and making them cry out until his own remembered cramps on first exiting the trunk were submerged by cathartic fulfilment, using the trio over and over until finally he was done.
He looked up at the ceiling, blinked at it, and gave a satisfied smile.
And I can see again.
Regrowing his eyes in Ratchet Prison had been the most painful and frustrating part of the entire enterprise, and the one thing he’d been afraid of not being able to complete. Growing replacement body parts, especially delicate features like eyeballs, wasn’t something he had practised before.
Someday he would find the cop who had taken his eyes, and he would do more than repay the favour. Lieutenant Riordan would pray for death for a very, very long time. Perhaps his remains could eventually be recombined as a revenant, so that he could be tortured to death all over again.
Maybe multiple times before the ruined fragments that once formed a man could no longer support any kind of life or cohesion at all.
That would be lovely.
A prickling on his skin, followed by an ozone scent cutting through the heavy smells from the night’s activities, alerted Blanz to an incoming communication. He sat up on the bed, wrapped the satin sheet around his lower body, and waited.
In the air before him, a holomantic image shivered into being.
Calista Delfix, Level 9 Initiate.
“I’m honoured, ma’am,” said Blanz. “Excuse my informal appearance.”
He could have disguised his appearance using illusion, but there was always a chance that Calista Delfix would take it as an insult, or a way of concealing some kind of weapon or counter spell, which could lead to the worst kind of misunderstanding.
“I trust you’re relaxed and ready to resume your place in our world.”
“That I am.”
He noted the use of our world, because in the wider consensual pseudo-reality of Federation politics, for example, his old life was over. Being a senator in Fortinium had carried certain privileges, some of them merely implied, and he had of course made full use of them while he could.
Now his goals were different.
“Tomorrow,” said Calista Delfix, appearing to float above the floor, “I’ll have some large freight containers arriving by train at the Silvex City docks. I’d like you to be there, if you will.”
“May I ask what they contain?”
“You may, Sherman. Others may not. Have you heard of magma sharks?”
Blanz didn’t blink at the use of his first name. Nor did he take it as permission for him to address her as Calista.
“I haven’t, ma’am,” he told her. “A Lightside species, perhaps?”
“Indeed, and their name tells you most of what you need to know. Aggression and destructiveness are two of their key attributes. Plus they’re huge and practically impossible to kill.”
“Ah,” said Blanz.
“They’ll be transferred on board the Converter, a transumbral ship heading for Tristopolis.”
“You’re not asking me to travel with them?”
Returning to Tristopolis was most certainly part of his plans, because taking down Lieutenant Donal Riordan wasn’t a task to delegate. He just needed time to prepare a foolproof new identity and appearance, robust enough to get him past security witches and scanwraiths.
No one was supposed to be able to break out of Ratchet Prison, but he’d managed it. Re-entering Tristopolis would be easy in comparison.
Calista Delfix gave a cold smile. “I’d be pleased to have you by my side in Tristopolis, once the destruction has begun. We can travel by more comfortable means. A sea voyage is unnecessary.”
“Thank you.”
“Tomorrow, I’d be grateful if you could check the containers, the people and the surroundings. Handovers can be tricky times, as I’m sure you appreciate.”
Blanz nodded. “I’ll check the locals out. Are the ship’s crew complicit in any way?”
“Good question, and no, the arrangement with the Converter is ordinary and commercial. Although perhaps” – another smile, still without warmth – “we might have understated the risk assessment regarding the containers’ contents.”
“And here on the Illurian side?”
“I’ve been dealing with a fellow called DuBarry, and I’m meeting him tonight.”
Blanz blinked. If DuBarry was based here in Silvex City, then it meant Calista Delfix was in the vicinity, or would be soon.
Proximity made her all the more dangerous.
“Would you like me to accompany you, ma’am?”
“No, but I’d appreciate you making a full inspection of DuBarry’s people tomorrow, along with the containers to make sure they’ve not been tampered with.”
“You don’t fully trust him.”
Of course she wouldn’t fully trust anyone: that was the nature of the game.
“I worry DuBarry,” said Calista Delfix. “But he doesn’t know enough about me to be scared.” There was no emotion in her words. “A company called Grimaldsson Logistics is handling the freight transfer.”
“I’ll check their employees, then,” Blanz told her. “Them first, then everyone else in the vicinity of the docks.”
“Yes. Very good. You and I will meet in person after that.”
“My honour, ma’am.”
“Indeed. And, Sherman… I like the new eyes. You changed the colour.”
“I took the opportunity.”
Actually, they’d just grown in that way. He hadn’t even thought to worry about pigmentation details.
“Interesting. See you soon.”
The holomantic image of Calista Delfix popped out of existence.
She’s tough. Hades.
He let out a breath, and looked around at the plush, dishevelled room.
Maybe time to break in another fresh one?
Better not.
Regrouping in other ways needed to be his new priority. Get the room cleaned while he ate in the restaurant, to avoid being tempted by the maids. Then meditate, perform the solo rituals, and practice his scanning spells.
Because tomorrow at the docks was an audition of sorts, a chance to show Calista Delfix what he could do, and how well he could subsume his own desires within her objectives. There was a certain insanity in targeting an entire city because of past slights from individuals… assuming that was her motivation.
For himself, he only wanted to see Lieutenant Donal Riordan suffer. The greater destruction of Tristopolis would simply be fun, although of course there would be serious opportunities for building and consolidating power, and he would grasp every one of those, hard.
The air shimmered darkly around him.
“Maybe one more whore,” he muttered.
He raised his hand, and the telephone floated through the air towards him.
“One or two, and then I’ll prepare.”
The handset lifted, and the cogs spun by themselves to the number he desired.
Just one or two or three.
Then he’d get ready for tomorrow’s serious work.
Ingrid Johannsdóttir arrived at the airport and went straight to the busy shopping hub, so bright and big and different from Tempelgard and the other airports in Tristopolis. She wore ordinary clothes, having left her uniform robe hanging in her hotel room, and was content for the moment to look like a passenger or someone meeting an arrival, getting here early and taking the opportunity to check out the shops.
What she was really checking out was the possibility of observers, human or sprite or wraith or quantal spacetime portals or anything else that a well-organised enemy might put in place to keep watch on her.
A hard-faced Illurian cop walked past Ingrid, carrying a sign on which two names had been scrawled in purple ink. She wondered what kind of visitors merited a police officer as chauffeuse.
There was a store full of stuffed toys that would delight Lex and Trix and Yolana, even though Lex would claim he was growing too old for such things. Or maybe that was wishful thinking on her part.
He had left his favourite dragon toy behind the last time they went on holiday, an omission that in previous years would have caused bouts of tragic crying, and suddenly mattered not at all.
“Can I help you?”
“No, thanks. Just looking.”
The rainbow colours and profusion of whimsical shapes couldn’t prevent Ingrid from casting her senses in all directions, picking up the airport wraiths passing ceaselessly through the terminals and shopping hub, watching everyone equally.
No one, she decided, was specifically observing her.
I still need to stay low-key.
She would begin by going to Arrivals, following the direction the uniformed cop took just now, acting like someone with visitors to meet. From there, she would work out where the baggage-handling tunnels ran, and find some way to get inside.
Her first major goal would be the scan records for the flight she had arrived on, which with luck would show just who had picked up the scarlet leather trunk. After that she would need to track the person down, but first things first.
The airport halls and corridors were crowded.
Tempelgard is dingy and deserted compared to this.
But part of her wished she were back in Tristopolis and just getting on with her life. Except of course that the adverse party might decide at some point to deal with her lethally, which would guarantee her inability to investigate anything.
So long as the kids remained safe, that was all.
The corridor opened up to form the main Arrivals lounge. Ingrid moved among the swirling passengers and waiting families, seeing the knot of drivers, some in uniform and some in ordinary clothes, holding up signs with the names of arriving passengers.
Ruth Zarenski & Adam Obsidian, read the sign held by the hard-faced cop.
Two fit-looking individuals in civilian clothing were heading with bags in hand towards the sign. The waiting cop looked at them, checked what appeared to be a photograph in her hand, and nodded.
Then she shook her head. The two individuals looked steadfast. After a minute more of argument, the uniformed cop tucked her sign under her arm, and asked a final question that appeared to be: Are you sure?
The other two nodded. The cop turned away and left without looking back.
And all the while Ingrid had watched, fascinated by the interaction, although it was just one of a thousand miniature dramas unfolding all around her in the busy airport hub.
There’s something there…
Ingrid felt the air pulse around her.
Something.
There was a reason her unconscious mind had fastened on the two arrivals. Maybe even, via resonance cast backwards in time, something that had caused her to spot the cop carrying the sign in the first place.
Resonance…
Then it hit her and she gasped.
Oh, Thanatos.
There was a trace on them. The faintest, almost non-existent trace of quantal resonance from a harmonic, from indirect contact. They had never even met the mage directly.
And Ingrid was certain it was a mage, not a fellow witch.
I’m right.
The trace was so faint that in a court of law, testifying under oath, she wouldn’t be surprised if they ruled her evidence inadmissible. But all her intuition told her she was right.
Ingrid swallowed, and began to make her way through the crowd. The closer she drew to the new arrivals, presumably Ruth Zarenski and Adam Obsidian, the more she could taste the truth of what she had perceived.
Sometime recently, these two had been in a place that a mage had occupied for a considerable period, while wielding hex over and over in very strange ways. And the personal resonance was a match for the subliminal sensation Ingrid had unearthed from the depths of her memory.
A mage had ridden concealed in the scarlet leather trunk.
I’m sure of it now.
And these newcomers, somehow, had been in the home or workplace or someplace where the same mage spent time.
But she would have to be careful, because she now realised something else, something to make her wary of suddenly confronting or deep-scanning the two arrivals, and it went beyond the weapons concealed inside their luggage but obvious to her.
These two were dangerous.




THIRTY-TWO
Donal ran twenty-seven widdershins laps of the fifth-storey indoor track, then went up a floor and ran twenty-seven in the opposite direction just to even things out. Then he worked rounds on a heavy bag for an hour, wearing thin bag-gloves he’d taken from a box of spares.
The gloves had been moulded into the shape of someone else’s hands, making him wonder about the previous owner. But not enough to affect his focus during training.
Afterwards, he went down to the locker room, currently unoccupied – this being mid-afternoon for normal work-shifts – apart from a lone individual wearing wraparound shades and dark clothing and looking out of place but unmoved by his surroundings.
“Mage Lamis,” said Donal. “I wondered when you’d turn up.”
“What did the driver of the silver car say to you earlier?”
That would be Kottrel, inviting – really, ordering – Donal to the meeting tonight.
“I didn’t see you watching.”
“Of course you didn’t. And I can tell you haven’t met Calista yet. But what have you achieved?”
The first thought in Donal’s mind had little to do with Lamis’s mission here.
I’ve met Mel.
That was overwhelmingly his major success.
“I’m working with Grimaldsson Logistics as a freelance security adviser,” Donal told Lamis. “Lars Grimaldsson is the boss and not quite DuBarry’s equal in their setup, which I guess you could call a consortium.”
His training kit was damp, though not soaked with sweat as it would have been had he trained that long and hard prior to resurrection. A shower would be good, preferably without Lamis in the vicinity.
“Progress, then.”
“Kottrel, since you want to know, told me to attend a meeting that may or may not be with your Calista Delfix.”
“I assure you, Calista is not mine. Except perhaps in the sense of being my problem to deal with.”
“Couldn’t you have enlisted help, Lamis? I mean other than me. Maybe a large number of other mages deploying in strength.”
“It’s possible I made a mistake.”
“Wonderful.”
“Now we’re here, I need to learn what’s happening. If Calista’s making a move on several fronts, which would be typical for her, then I need to find out what I can right where we are. Anywhere else, and I’ll be starting again from scratch.”
Donal realised how little he knew of the effort Lamis had made simply to get them to this position. And whether Lamis had trust issues regarding his fellow mages, which might explain his reluctance to share suspicions in his Archaefraternity meetings or whatever the Hades they had.
Something else occurred to Donal. “She won’t be able to kinda sniff you on me, will she? I don’t mean actual smell, I mean—”
“Resonance trace,” said Lamis. “There’s a reason I’ve limited my tapping into hex with you in the vicinity. You should pass her security checks, at least in that regard.”
“If it is her that DuBarry’s meeting with tonight, then the practice run that Grimaldsson’s crew made already might relate to something she’s shipping.”
“Something headed for Tristopolis?”
Donal shrugged. “Something travelling on a bonded freight train, but leaving the train before reaching the official destination. Replaced by genuine-looking freight containers, incidentally, so the authorities won’t ever know that something odd happened en route.”
Lamis considered this, his features statue-like behind the shades. “If she’s moving things by ordinary transport, then an onward journey to Tristopolis will require air or sea travel. Or both, I suppose.”
“Vessels can be diverted from their destinations.” Donal was thinking of military pteracopters and dreadnaughts. “Provided there’s justifiable reason, like solid intelligence from trusted sources.”
“There weren’t many people at your funeral,” said Lamis.
Donal controlled his reaction. “Excuse me?”
“But some senior figures did attend, against political advice, because a lot of people consider you a hero.”
“Oh, for Thanatos’ sake.”
“Your name will carry weight, Donal Riordan. More than you might think.”
Donal shook his head. “Since I’m using my own name here, let’s hope no one in Silvex City has heard of me.”
“Calista is thorough,” said Lamis. “But still, I doubt if she’ll recognise your name. On the other hand, her version of a deep scan is rather more thorough, and potentially destructive, than the process normally entails. If you think you’ve really attracted her attention, then do your best to create a diversion and run.”
Donal looked down at his training kit, the same clothes he’d acquired on board the Inverter. “I’m not sure running will help me much in that case.”
“Then do your best to keep your cover intact.”
“My best,” said Donal. “At least the criminal mages I ran into before all died. Apart from Sherman Blanz, but he’s locked up in Ratchet Prison and missing his eyeballs.”
“Couldn’t happen to a nicer mage,” said Lamis. “I knew him too, a long time ago.”
“You’ve mixed with some pretty poor company.”
“Some would say I’m doing that right now.” Lamis twisted his mouth.
“Is that an actual joke, Mage?” Donal raised an eyebrow. “That’s a first.”
“Probably.” Lamis straightened. “What’s that behind you?”
“What?” Donal spun, wishing he’d kept his weapon with him. But the locker room looked as bare as ever. He turned back. “Lamis?”
But the space where Lamis had been standing was occupied by thin air.
Bleeding Thanatos.
Lamis developing a sense of humour was as disconcerting as anything else that had happened recently.
“Alright,” he said to the empty locker room. “All bleedin’ right.”
Time to shower and get dressed in decent clothes, ready for the meeting tonight.
And keep his loaded Magnus handy at all times.
Ruth marvelled at the shining halls and shops forming the hub of the airport. Beside her, Adam scanned the shifting crowds. It was a reminder that they weren’t here on holiday, but face it, even if this trip wasn’t for work, Adam would still have been on alert, entering a new and busy environment.
It was part and parcel of the competence and physicality that turned her on, so no complaints. Her own attitude was the one that needed adjustment: she had to stop gazing around in awe and regain some focus.
They were here on a mission, to trace Donal Riordan’s movements and determine whether he was actually alive, and never mind any cute words like unalive just because the guy was resurrected.
He had boarded the Inverter at the docks in Tristopolis hidden inside an item of luggage, showing no sign of life or unlife that would have caused a scanwraith to raise the alarm. Shipping corpses required paperwork that in this case had been missing, but that was not the scanwraith’s responsibility, apparently.
Harald had been scathing in his report, both informally among the task force and when writing it up using the squeaky scribacus he hated.
There had been Port Authority officers tasked with checking such paperwork, right enough, but none with the training and ability to withstanding mental manipulation by a mage such as Lamis, the owner of the trunk that had concealed Donal.
No one believed that Lamis intended to bring Donal back as a revenant, though you could never truly tell what a mage might do. There was no other reason for taking possession of a corpse that anyone on the task force could think of.
Which implied that Donal wasn’t a corpse at all.
Earlier on the flight, while their plane passed through the Transition Tempest and many of their fellow passengers were either praying or deep in short-lived sleep that they’d asked the onboard witch to induce, Adam had recapped the possibilities.
“Option one is Donal left the Inverter on his own two feet. Option two is that Lamis disembarked with Donal still comatose or whatever inside his luggage trunk.”
“So we make enquiries about both men,” Ruth had said.
“Definitely. Most other scenarios, they’re not in Silvex City at all.”
“Say what?”
“Lamis could’ve dumped his trunk in the middle of the Umbral Ocean for the behemoths to eat.”
“Thanatos. Why would he do that?”
“Because he’s a mage and he can, maybe.” Adam had shrugged. “Just saying. Other possibilities: Donal or Lamis might’ve stayed on board.”
“Huh. Lamis’s ticket was for Silvex City but yeah, like you said, he’s a mage.”
“And another option is that they could’ve disembarked as planned but headed straight out of Silvex City into some other part of Illurium.”
“Which we’d find out by checking transport routes like train stations and the airport,” Ruth had said. “Not so different than trying to trace their movements if they’ve stayed in the city.”
“Exactly.”
Which might not have been overwhelming were it not for two major factors that neither of them was willing to discuss on board the plane then, or even now in the middle of the busy airport. They would wait until they were alone before discussing these points again.
First: it was just them. Two people, no more.
Second: they were operating without official sanction, which meant they couldn’t just flash a warrant and demand access to travel records and scan archives, because they didn’t possess the authority.
The fact that Inspector Temesin of Silvex City Metropolitan Police had seen fit to send an officer to greet them was irrelevant. Their names were flagged up in part because two other passengers had been bumped off their flight, and the airline was obliged to report unusual last-minute changes to authorities at both origin and departure.
But Ruth and Adam were not here officially – at least as far their Silvex City counterparts were concerned.
There were Tristopolis PD and Federation rules to govern police officers operating abroad in such circumstances, otherwise Ruth might not have agreed to do this at all. She might have, because it was for Donal, but she might equally have refused because laws and rigid ethics were all that differentiated officers from the morally chaotic criminals they fought against.
“There’s a sign for taxis,” said Adam, shrugging his shoulders despite the weight of heavy bags in each hand. “We can make a start. Ask the taxi driver whether it recognises that photo of Donal you’re carrying.”
“One driver at random?” Ruth started to walk faster regardless of the crowd in the airport hub, because her own bags were beginning to feel heavy in her grip. “The chances that they’ll be the one who picked up Donal are tiny. If he took a taxi at all.”
“While you were getting extra ammo from Brian down at the range, I nipped out to the reference library.”
“You are such a swot, darling,” Ruth told him.
“I love you. Also, you might be wrong about the taxi drivers. Trust me on this.”
Ruth smiled at him. “I trust you on everything.”
Outside, they asked the guy managing the taxi rank to recommend a reasonable budget hotel, not caring much whether he got some kind of kickback from his recommendation. He leaned inside the lead taxi, talked to the driver, and stepped back.
“It’ll take you somewhere decent,” he said. “I’ve had relatives visiting, and they’ve stayed there.”
“Fair enough,” said Adam.
He stowed their bags in the rear. Ruth had already got in, and by the time Adam was sitting beside her, she’d already extracted a photograph of Donal and was showing it to the driver.
The driver stroked its mandibles, swivelled its head to face Adam and Ruth, and chittered its reply.
“From the docks to Cho Causeway?” said Adam. “Where’s that?”
More chittering.
“Alight, thank you.” Adam looked at Ruth. “We can backtrack to the docks, or go to Plane 13 where Donal was headed. Travelling alone and fully mobile.”
“Yes!” Ruth grinned. “So he looked okay?”
“Yeah.” Adam grinned back. “We’ve got some kind of success already.”
“But the driver…”
“They’re all the same. A single hive mind.”
“Oh.”
The driver chittered some more.
“We need to get moving,” said Adam. “We’re holding up the line.”
“Plane 13 it is, then.” Ruth punched his thigh. “Cho Causeway, right?”
“Definitely.”
They got into motion, heading for a ramp that corkscrewed upwards for a hundred feet, which might have been scary or exhilarating except that their mood was already adrenalised by what they had learned.
Whatever else was happening, Donal Riordan wasn’t dead.
Triumph enough for now.
Two taxis behind, Ingrid Johannsdóttir leaned forward to the driver and said: “Follow that other taxi. Not the one directly in front, but the one in front of that.”
The driver clacked its mandibles twice in amusement, then delivered a burst of information.
“Oh,” said Ingrid. “Right. In that case, please take me to Cho Causeway as well.”
She leaned back in the seat, and checked her dart-bracelet and torc were fully resonant and ready. The two people she was following didn’t broadcast criminal intent, and they’d been met by a local uniformed cop presumably tasked with acting as their driver, though they had chosen to reject the offer.
Police officers from Tristopolis. It seemed the most likely explanation.
Can I dare trust them?
Remembering – never for a moment forgetting – her three children back at home. Her greatest vulnerability.
And her greatest strength, because she would do anything to keep them safe.




THIRTY-THREE
Donal kissed Mel deeply, as if their bodies had melted together under some kind of liquefaction spell, each absorbing the other until they were a single being. A Donal-Mel or Mel-Donal composite filled with the certainty of completion, of the world made whole at last.
Both breathed deeply after pulling apart.
“You’d better stay safe tonight, buddy,” said Mel. “I want you back here afterwards.”
Here being her apartment that had suddenly, amazingly become their apartment.
“Yeah.”
“DuBarry’s sort of okay,” Mel told him, “but there’s something off about tonight’s meeting.”
This impinged on Donal’s original mission in Silvex City. Original, but now second priority, because the most important feature of his life was standing right here.
“Surely,” said Donal, “there are late-night meetings with clients and the like all the time.”
“I guess,” answered Mel. “Someone, actually a couple of people, said DuBarry’s been looking worried lately.”
“Since he started dealing with a particular client?”
“Exactly.”
“Might not be this client.”
“True.” She popped a playful right hook against his jawbone. “If things go wrong, drop the bastards and run.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“I could come with you and wait outside. I may not be invited, but they do know who I am.”
Donal gave her another kiss, this time lightly, because anything more and he wouldn’t be able to leave.
“Better if you’re here. Or somewhere brightly lit and public.”
“Coffee and doughnuts and police officers nearby?”
“Exactly,” said Donal.
“Then I’ll go to Lonely Vera’s on the corner. And we’ll go back there tomorrow for omelettes, you and me, so I can introduce you.”
“A greasy spoon,” guessed Donal. “A truckers’ diner run by someone called Vera. And is she lonely?”
“There’s an awful lot of guys half her age passing through her bedroom,” said Mel. “One way you look at it, she’s hardly ever on her own.”
“Doesn’t mean she’s not lonely.”
“You’re smarter than you look, Donal Riordan.”
“And you look beautiful.”
One more kiss.
“Get out of here,” said Mel.
She went to the front door and held it open.
“See you later,” said Donal.
“You better.”
He left, smiling.
And waited until he reached the apartment block entrance hall, with Mel out of sight, before drawing his Magnus and checking it once more. Then he reholstered it underneath his armpit, checked the spare clips on his belt at the small of his back, and confirmed the double knots in his shoelaces were tight.
Now he was ready to go.
They met in Lars Grimaldsson’s head office, the star-shaped building affixed to the underside of Plane 17. The atmosphere in the grey-carpeted conference room was hushed, with Grimaldsson sitting in the high-backed chair at one end of the long polished black table, formed of obsidian.
Grimaldsson sat facing the empty matching seat intended for Calista Delfix. Her identity had been revealed a few minutes ago, when Grimaldsson announced the name of his client to Donal and the other six members of his staff attending the meeting.
“She’ll have questions,” Grimaldsson told them. “Answer honestly, even if you think it’ll be to our detriment.”
Because, Donal thought, Calista Delfix was capable of detecting lies and an awful lot more.
“But no dissenting opinions,” said a silver-haired woman, one of Grimaldsson’s senior executive officers. “Lars sets the tone.” She nodded to Grimaldsson. “We either agree or keep our mouths shut.”
Grimaldsson nodded. “Donal’s smart, and the rest of us have been in negotiations together. We know how it works, and I know this sounds basic and obvious, but Calista Delfix is like no one we’ve ever dealt with before.”
Dissension in the ranks would indicate weakness, the kind of flaw that in Tristopolis had more than once ended in bloodshed and even street war between opposing gangs or clans. There was always more at stake than the immediate outcome of a specific negotiation.
Donal could have regaled the group with tales from Tristopolis PD case histories, but not tonight. Not with Calista Delfix almost here.
Will I get a chance to kill her?
It was unlikely, but more than that: all of this depended on Lamis’s trustworthiness, and even then, correctly assessing Calista Delfix’s powers and intentions was not the same as proving that summary pre-emptive execution was the only way to keep Tristopolis safe.
He jerked upright, twitched his gun hand, then stopped, overriding reflex in a way he couldn’t have attempted prior to achieving zombiehood.
Several gasps sounded a moment later, as the others in the room perceived what Donal had already detected. Even Lars Grimaldsson delayed before growing pale, and he’d been facing the far end of the table.
Where Calista Delfix now stood, with three stone-eyed men – sniper implants – ranged behind her.
The doors had not opened, but she was standing here all the same.
“Lars.” She smiled at Grimaldsson. “Good to meet you.”
Then she was sitting in the high-backed chair at the end of the table. Just like that: an instantaneous transition from standing behind the chair to sitting in it, with no intervening physical movement.
Donal could smell the fear from Grimaldsson’s team. The silver-haired lady showed no sign of it on her face, but her bladder control wasn’t perfect.
“Ma’am,” said Grimaldsson. “I’m happy to report that yesterday’s rehearsal ran perfectly. I mean the handover from the train.”
“Rehearsal and performance are two different things, Grimaldsson.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“There were no signs of lurking law enforcement?”
“Absolutely none. They’d have stormed in and arrested everyone if they’d known what was going on.”
“Not if they understood it was a rehearsal. Tell me about your security arrangements.”
Grimaldsson glanced at Donal.
“Ma’am.” Donal cleared his throat. “Scanwraith anti-surveillance inside the Glass Plane, long-distance optical monitoring in all directions, and all-clear reports from contacts in air-traffic control and law enforcement.”
“Hmm.” Calista’s eyes appeared to grow darker and larger. “Who’s Mel?”
Donal froze, shutting down every internal process that he could. There was no such thing as true mind-reading – not unless you counted a High Mage interrogation technique that involved excruciating pain and was legally classified as torture – but ordinary witches and mages with sufficient acuity could detect subvocalised thoughts, and read the minutiae of micro-expressions, skin lividity and the like. Perhaps occasionally pick up a hex resonance that could be interpreted as thought.
He could try for mental silence, but straight away he reconsidered, and focussed on Mel in his mind. Ignoring all other considerations.
“Mel is one of my senior people,” answered Grimaldsson for him. “In charge of the handover crew itself.”
“And your black-blooded man here is motivated to keep her safe. So long as my cargo is equally secure, that is sufficient.”
“Er…” Grimaldsson looked down at a vellum-inscribed report bound in kimodo leather. “I have the full details, if you’d care for your team to examine the figures.”
“My team.” Calista Delfix formed a gesture, and then the report was instantly in her hands, without having physically travelled the length of the table. “I’m not reliant on underlings.”
She opened the pages, scanned them at a rate that awed Donal, closed the report and put it down.
“The schedule is to standard. The risk assessment is adequate. As for remuneration, I shall add a thirty percent bonus above and beyond what you were expecting to receive.”
“Um, thank you, ma’am,” said Grimaldsson.
“On the penalty side, I’m afraid your wife and your mistress have fallen into coma within the last few minutes. Actually, for coma, you might want to substitute a more accurate diagnosis: Basilisk Trance.”
Donal kept himself totally still, glad that he had no need to breathe. Trying to send not the tiniest signal which would cause Calista Delfix to bring her attention fully to bear on him.
He would last maybe a tenth of a second if that happened.
The blood had drained from Grimaldsson’s face. Shock prevented him from speaking.
Calista Delfix gestured. No one else could see anything, but Donal interpreted Grimaldsson’s jerking back and subsequent horrified staring as remotely seeing his wife and mistress in separate conjured images. His gaze flickered from one point in space to another.
“Should I be disappointed in a major way tomorrow,” said Calista Delfix, “then both of these ladies will die. If delivery at the dockyards occurs but it’s late or there are minor inconveniences, then one of your ladies will die and the other will live.” A smile. “I’ll get you to choose, since you care for them both. In your own way.”
“I—”
“Or you might exceed expectations, in which case your bonus is the extra money I just mentioned plus both of your ladies returning to good health. Am I not a most generous client, Mr Grimaldsson?”
Grimaldsson swallowed and managed to nod.
“I’m glad,” said Calista Delfix, “that we all agree.”
She raised both hands.
Now what?
Still Donal dared not move or even think freely, even though the air smelled suddenly of ozone and his skin was prickling.
Now Calista Delfix was standing behind the chair, again without having moved from one place to another. Behind her, the doors remained closed. The three stone-eyed men stiffened as if bracing themselves against… something.
The air shivered, went inky black, rolled and roiled and generated sapphire lightning as the temperature dropped and the ozone smell increased and then there was a thump of sound and the blackness winked out of existence.
Along with Calista Delfix and the three bodyguards brought purely for show, because no one could protect her as powerfully as she could defend herself.
Gone.
Neither Grimaldsson nor any of his senior staff were able to speak, or do anything besides slump back from the obsidian table, their faces bloodless and shocked.
Donal felt as stunned as everybody else.
After a while, when Grimaldsson recovered enough to speak, he turned to Donal.
“You did very well. Are you and Mel involved?”
“Er, yes,” said Donal.
Grimaldsson glanced at the others. “I got engaged to my Isabella a week after meeting her. I understand how things can move fast.”
Donal considered asking how quickly he’d got together with his mistress, but abandoned that. Both women were in Basilisk Trance, and actually one of the most impressive things about Calista Delfix was that she’d seemed confident she could lift the trances at will.
In every case Donal knew of, Basilisk Trance was unbreakable.
“First,” said Grimaldsson, “the handover at the train and afterwards at the docks will go perfectly, or I won’t be the only one to suffer.” He paused. “I trust we all understand that?”
There were swallows and nods around the table.
“Second” – he looked at Donal – “you’ll stay with the cargo after transfer to the Converter. Accompany the containers throughout the voyage.”
“Doesn’t your liability cease the moment the containers board the ship?”
“Only in terms of the contract.” Grimaldsson tapped the silver-haired woman’s copy of the bound report. “Our client has wider considerations, and I’d like to deliver service above and beyond the minimum. A long way beyond it.”
Donal nodded. “Understood.”
If the contents of the containers were a threat to Tristopolis, then perhaps this was tactically the optimal course of action. Or would be, if it weren’t for the change in Donal’s priorities.
Grimaldsson let out a breath. “Mel Carson is one of my hardest workers. Perhaps a business trip would do her good.”
“Business trip,” said Donal. “You mean sail with me on the Converter?”
“Let’s make it her decision. No pressure either way from me.”
For all his zombie self-control, Donal found himself swallowing.
“Thank you,” he said.
“It may not be a reward. Sending you on the ship might get you away from danger or into the heart of it. Right now, I can’t tell which.”
Donal nodded. “I can’t tell either.”
“Just make things happen the way they’re supposed to tomorrow.” Grimaldsson looked around the table. “That goes for everybody.”
“Yes, boss,” came in chorus.
For a moment, Donal felt part of the team. Then he remembered his private mission here, and how he’d had to freeze with Calista Delfix in the room, knowing that if he’d betrayed the slightest hint of his true purpose, she’d have obliterated him on the spot.
No wonder Lamis is scared of her.
It was a wonder that he was moving against her at all.
And that he expected Donal to achieve anything.
Especially if Mel was in danger.




THIRTY-FOUR
“Yeah,” said the guy with mossy skin. “I seen him. Resurrected guy, name of Donal.”
Ruth nearly shouted in jubilation. She put away the blue-and-white photograph she’d shown the guy. “Is Donal around?”
They were in the foyer of a nine-storey building, constructed around a central atrium, that was all one gym. It was a lot different from the dungeon gyms that she and Adam trained in.
It even smelled cleaner.
Plus it was nearly twenty-five o’clock and the place was still open. There were Tristopolitan gyms that stayed open 25/9, but Ruth had never been inside one.
The guy shook his head. “Came in and cleared his locker out. Haven’t seen him since.”
“He had a locker,” said Adam. “You mean permanently?”
“Not that permanent, since he cleaned it out. But I know what you mean, like. He was using this place as a base, but I think he got a better offer.”
“What do you mean?” asked Ruth.
“Dunno, it’s just he was happier moving out than when he moved in, kind of thing. People say I’ve a gift for knowing how relationships are going.”
“Relationships,” said Adam.
“Romance and all that. Also arguments and jealousy and unfaithfulness and all the rest. You two—”
Ruth interrupted. “You’re saying Donal is in a romantic relationship.” She gave the guy the stare, the one she’d developed as a rookie and honed ever since. “Donal Riordan.”
“Er, yes, ma’am.” The guy swallowed. “I’d swear to it.”
“Who’s he with? Where does she live?”
“I don’t know.” A shrug. “Names and stuff, I don’t pick up.”
Something altered in the atmosphere.
What’s that?
Adam spun, his dark-blue Brauning already in a two-handed grip, and by the time Ruth turned Adam had already fixed on his target. “Who are you?”
The woman wore an amber torc in which small shadows moved, and a bracelet formed of bones and darts that looked like a weapon as far as Ruth was concerned.
“My name is Ingrid Johannsdóttir, and I live in Tristopolis, the same as you.”
“And you just happen to be here for a workout,” said Adam.
“Hardly. I’m here to talk to you.”
Adam kept his aim motionless. “On what topic?”
“Back in Tristopolis, you both were sort of in the vicinity of a very powerful mage. Actually, I want to say… in his home, perhaps? When he wasn’t present, but someplace where he had spent much time and exerted much effort.”
Ruth drew her own weapon.
Is she talking about Blanz?
Keeping the handgun pointing down, she said: “You need to explain your purpose clearly, right now.”
Behind Ruth, the gym guy was slowly backing away.
“Keep going,” called out Adam over his shoulder, without diverting his attention from this Ingrid Johannsdóttir. “We’ll join you in seven minutes. If we don’t appear, call the police and ask for Inspector Temesin.”
“Um, okay.”
The guy slunk away.
Ingrid gave a flickering smile with no real humour. “I’m not a threat. I’m in danger, and so are my children back home, along with their Auntie Evie. What I’m looking for is help.”
“What kind of help?” said Ruth.
“Someone has threatened to kill them, my children, if I tell anyone what I’m about to tell you.”
“Tell us what?”
“I—” Ingrid Johannsdóttir gave a gasp. “No! Please, just me, not the kids…”
“What the Hades?” Adam started forward.
But fast as Adam was, Ingrid Johannsdóttir’s eyes had already rolled up in her head and she toppled half way to the floor before Adam caught her and gently lowered her the rest of the way.
His Brauning was back in its holster, though how he’d had time to replace it while moving to catch Ingrid Johannsdóttir, Ruth had no idea.
She went down on one knee beside the unconscious woman. “Oh, no.”
“Is this what I think it is?” said Adam.
“Basilisk Trance.”
“And not just that. A remotely induced Basilisk Trance.”
“Yeah.” Ruth blew out a shaky breath. “What the Thanatos are we involved in here?”
Adam just shook his head.
Something to do with Blanz?
But Ruth and Adam were here in Silvex City looking for Donal, not for ex-Senator Blanz.
Commander Bowman had told them, before they left Avenue of the Basilisks en route to Tempelgard, that federal agencies were taking responsibility for tracking down Blanz, who had after all escaped from Ratchet Prison a long way outside the city proper, having been imprisoned for offences committed primarily in Fortinium, and with no particular ties to Tristopolis.
“If Blanz has regrown his eyes and got his freedom,” said Adam. “The sensible thing for him to do would be to go to ground, emigrate to another continent—”
“Like here,” said Ruth.
“—or even hide somewhere on the Lightside where, let’s face it, we’d never go to look.”
“You’re thinking vengeance.” Ruth looked down at the poor woman caught in Basilisk Trance. “And that Blanz did this to her?”
“Maybe,” said Adam. “Maybe not. Insufficient information. But Donal clawed out Blanz’s eyes, remember?”
“At the same moment Blanz shot Donal in the heart, having already blown Laura Steele’s head into grey mist.”
“I’m not crying over Blanz’s pain. I’m suggesting that if his primary goal isn’t to hide and disappear for a good while, then perhaps he’s after Donal, just like we are.”
“Except for a totally different purpose,” said Ruth.
“Exactly.” Adam rose to his feet. “Our gym guy is probably phoning for help already.”
“Do we wait for the local cops, or get the Hades out of here?”
Strictly speaking, it was her call. But Adam might have seen tactical implications that hadn’t come to her yet.
“Inspector Temesin knows we’re in the city,” said Adam.
“But that’s all he knows. And we don’t know him.”
“Donal did, and liked him.”
“The authorities here shipped Donal back to Tristopolis without checking him properly. Maybe he just looked really, really dead,” said Ruth. “But what if someone knew he wasn’t, and shipped him out in a coffin anyway?”
If there had been such a person, it needn’t have been a cop. But it could have been, that was the point.
On his feet now, Adam regarded Ingrid Johannsdóttir. “We’re going to have to leave her here. If her story about children back home is true, are we placing them at risk?”
“Hades,” said Ruth.
Adam looked at her.
“Your choice,” he said. “Stay or go.”
Ruth held her breath.
“Go,” she said.
There was a knock, and the door reading Commissioner Sandarov swung inwards to reveal Sergeant Yorak standing there, his blue skin looking indigo in the shadows.
“Sorry to bother you, sir.”
Sandarov pushed aside the budgets. “What is it, Sergeant?”
“Ruth Zarenski rang from Silvex City, but couldn’t wait to be put through. Just left a message and rang off.”
“A message.” Sandarov was aware that the budgets were important and he was dying for an excuse to ignore them. It was not an impulse to give in to.
Unless it was genuinely high priority.
“What did she say?”
“A Tristopolitan woman, a witch, tried to give her and Adam important information regarding Sherman Blanz, but—”
“Blanz? They’re supposed to be looking for Lieutenant Riordan.” And they had already reported back that he’d been seen alive by Silvex City’s hive-mind taxi drivers. “Sorry, Sergeant. Go on.”
“The witch said her children here in Tristopolis are at risk. She’d been threatened, apparently. But when she tried to give Ruth and Adam specific information, she dropped straight into Basilisk Trance. Remotely induced, Ruth said.”
Yorak shook his head, sounding distressed at having to share such news.
Sandarov felt chilled, which caused him to glance at his family photographs, including those of his resurrected parents, currently enjoying Illurium. Their flesh might be cold but they were still Ma and Dad: that would never change.
“Ruth and Adam have left this person, Ingrid Johannsdóttir, lying where she dropped. Someone will have called the authorities, Ruth said. She and Adam are staying out of sight.”
Sandarov nodded. Sergeant Yorak looked soft and sounded over-sensitive, but Sandarov was certain he remembered the phone conversation word for word. It was one of the talents that made him indispensable among officers specialising in bureaucracy and admin.
“So this was a quick interim report, was it, Sergeant?”
“Exactly, sir. Ruth said, this Ingrid Johannsdóttir needs protection, so if there’s someone in Silvex City you can trust, that would be best.”
And her children here would need protective custody, which was easier said than done if all you had to go on was a person’s name.
“Ruth also gave me the woman’s home address,” added Sergeant Yorak. “Checked her for ID before getting out of the building where they left her.”
Well, that was better. “Take the details to Commander Bowman. Get something moving fast. Come back here when it’s under way.”
“Yes, sir.”
Sergeant Yorak left, hurrying.
Sandarov turned the budget proposals face-down. “I’ll get back to you lot later.”
But for now he had justified reasons for putting them aside. He looked around the dark office, considering, then picked up the phone, spun the cogs for an international call, listened to the sighing of sprites on the transumbral line, a distant ringing, three-toned and foreign, and finally the familiar voice answering: “Hello?”
“Hey, Dad. How’s Aurex City?”
“Wonderful, according to your mother.”
For all the urgency, Sandarov smiled.
The Illurian police will already be in action.
If this Ingrid Johannsdóttir was in danger beyond a Basilisk Trance, which she was in any case unlikely to survive, and if that danger came from corrupt police officers, then no action Sandarov could take from this desk would be enough to save her.
But he had to do something.
“So how do you like the place, Dad?”
“Sunlight, from a mirror in the sky. It’s unnatural, son.”
“Listen, it would really help me out if you could take a short flight to Silvex City.”
“Done. I’ll call a taxi as soon as I put down the phone.”
“But I haven’t told you what I need yet.”
“You need something, and I need to go somewhere darker. That’s enough for me, son.”
“Thanks, Dad.”
“So what do you need me to do?”
“Have a quiet persuasive chat with a detective called Inspector Temesin.”
“Inspector? What rank does that equate to in our terms?”
Sandarov smiled. Typical Dad, wanting to get the details and etiquette correct. “I don’t really know, sorry. Either Lieutenant or Commander, I guess.”
Dad sighed. “And what would you like me to ask him to do?”
“Guard a Tristopolitan citizen. A witch. There in Silvex City.”
“Is she having a naughty spell?”
“She’s in Basilisk Trance, Dad.”
“Oh.” A pause. “Alright, I’ve got a pen. You want to give me the details?”
“Alright…”
Sandarov recited what he knew.
Wishing all the while he understood what was really going on, and whether Ruth’s report meant Blanz had followed Donal Riordan to Silvex City, or something else was happening.
Growing more worried as he spoke.




THIRTY-FIVE
No matter which window or door you peeked out through, the view was effectively identical: tall black trees, set back a minimal safety distance from each of the thirteen cabins, and overhead a dark-purple sky, forever featureless. Black Iron Forest was well named, and those who once lived here must have been hard-working and determined.
For the mercenaries temporarily based inside those cabins (and who had seen barracks and camps an awful lot worse), life could be simultaneously hard and boring, with constant training that seemed pointless unless a new contract was imminent, and even on the job – as they were now – their primary objective often seemed to be: just wait.
But the moments of excitement made up for it, and the pay was great. No more marching, no more parade ground drills. No messing around once you left the “official” armed forces, as if the people who dictated policy were somehow purer than clients with ambition and a willingness to pay.
Only the waiting was the same.
Although sentry duty wasn’t popular, the mercenaries took it in turns to watch from positions high up in the trees. The advantage of the cabins’ location was its blending in with the forest, almost impossible to see from overhead unless a scanbat or pteracopter already knew where to look.
The disadvantage was not having a clear view of ground approaches, hence the perches high up in the black ironwood trees, where no one could ever get comfortable and there was always a risk of falling out if you didn’t bother with a rope harness.
Magnor, their leader, was quite the taskmaster, and his subordinate mercenaries loved him for it, because his aggressive approach kept them alive.
“The trick of sentry duty,” he often told them, practically snarling, “is to think offense, not defence. Looking, not seeing. You are scanning for the enemy.”
Active scanning, for an enemy that right now could be anybody interested in maintaining the status quo in Tristopolis, from Tristopolis PD all the way up to Federation military.
For some of the hundred-strong group of mercenaries, the forthcoming action might involve firing upon their former brothers and sisters in arms.
And they accepted that, because that was what they got paid for.
They were warriors.
For those without sentry duty, approximately eighty in number, Magnor had called a meeting in the large open space outside one of the cabins. He and his number two Vanessa had already set up purpleboards outdoors on easels, and drawn up preliminary lists and diagrams in new yellow chalk.
“It’s now five days to T-Day,” he told the assembled men and women. His warriors. “We’re on a countdown. And so is Tristopolis.”
That was Vanessa’s cue. “It’s just the city doesn’t know it yet.”
There were a few grim smiles. An unsuspecting target was best. The more you could deliver shock and awe, the more likely you were to crush the objective and survive in one piece.
And to get paid, four or five times what your regular-force enemy combatants most likely received, and sometimes more than that.
“Wars of attrition are for amateurs,” said Magnor. “We’re part of a much larger concerted attack, orchestrated by our client.”
“You didn’t mention that before.” There was no actual accusation in the man’s tone. “How come we didn’t know?”
“It’s one hundred percent covert,” answered Magnor. “Which is quite an achievement, given the number of people and the range of different teams, but our client is smart and scary. She’s managed to keep all the preparations entirely outside the notice of law enforcement, military intelligence and anybody else.”
“You guys didn’t know about the other groups,” said Vanessa. “Tristopolis and the Federation have no idea that any of us are here, and they definitely have no clue about T-Day.”
“Alright, you all know me.” Magnor squinted. Combined with his strong jaw, it made him look like a primal warrior ready to unleash his spear at a charging enemy.
There was a pause. Magnor held the moment until all the mercenaries began to nod and continued until everyone had acknowledged him.
“We’re going to take hostages,” he went on, “and before Vanessa hands out photographs, I’m going to tell you right now there’s a part you won’t like.”
A few of the mercenaries glanced at Vanessa, but her expression was like stone, giving nothing away.
“What is it, boss?” asked a one-eyed cyclopean woman with massive shoulders.
Her name was Eldra.
“All of the hostages,” said Magnor, “are children.”
The mercs held very still.
“We don’t want to harm any of them,” said Vanessa. “But for all our sakes, we need to be able to shoot the kids if we have to, and not be bluffing.”
The cyclopean Eldra looked at her. “Bluff who, exactly?”
“Federal spellbinders,” said Magnor.
Intakes of breath sounded. Those mercenaries who had been sprawling now sat upright.
“Feds,” said someone. “Spellbinders.”
Open warfare they could deal with. Guerrilla tactics, even better.
But this was different.
“There’s going to be chaos in Tristopolis.” Vanessa tapped one of the purpleboards. “Remember that, when we go through the details of our part in this. The enemy is going to be totally distracted.”
“Shock is my brother and awe is my sister.” Eldra’s cyclopean eye glittered.
“Your sister definitely said aww last time I saw her.” One of the men grinned.
“Was that as in, aww, my little toe is twice the size of that thing?”
Laughter shifted the atmosphere.
“So here’s what you might call the twist,” said Magnor when he judged the mood was just right. “Our hostage targets are children, and the feds are their parents.”
“Say what?”
“We have the home and school addresses of every child of every federal spellbinder – everyone with kids – living in the greater Tristopolitan area. Our first job will be to set up surveillance around each location.”
“That’s surveillance to our professional standards,” said Vanessa. “There’s been some ultra-low-key swing-bys already, so we have some rough ideas, which we’ll be firming up over the next two days.”
“Federal spellbinders are bad asses,” said Eldra. “They actually have kids?”
“Seems like the feds are into recruiting family men and women,” answered Vanessa. “Who’d have thought it? The ones who live alone are in the minority.”
“Feds don’t take no prisoners, hardly ever.” A quiet merc with shiny scales spoke up for the first time, and everyone else paid attention. “And that’s when they’re calm. Don’t know as I’d like to think what an angry fed is capable of.”
Magnor nodded.
“If we do our jobs right,” he said, “then we won’t get to find out. They’ll never see us, never hear from us directly, and when T-Day is over we’ll just let the kids go without anyone of them being able to identify us.”
“That’s a problem.” The cyclopean Eldra shook her head. “If we just sneak in and out of the city, how am I going to get to shoot people?”
“I’m sure we’ll find someone for you to kill,” said Magnor, smiling. “At some point.”
“Alright, then. I’m in.”
“Me, too,” said the guy who’d made the smart remark about Eldra’s sister.
“And me.”
“Me.”
“Same here.”
Soon enough, everyone in the group had agreed.
“Well, then,” said Vanessa when the hubbub had dwindled. “Let’s start with an overview, then dive down to first-level details. What you need to know is…”
Everyone focussed.
This was work, the kind of analysis and preparation they excelled in. The attitude that made them more, far more, than a bunch of heavily armed thugs.
Plan. Prepare. Prevail.
Magnor’s motto, worn as a tattoo by everyone here, and more importantly, the basis of their mindset.
Paying attention to every detail.
Afterwards, when everyone had dispersed to their individual tasks, the cyclopean Eldra went up to Magnor and Vanessa and said in a low voice: “Went pretty well.”
“Yeah, nice work,” answered Vanessa. “We did okay.”
Magnor nodded. The controversial nature of their mission had concerned him, and the briefing had needed to go just right.
Hence the three of them, the only members of the group to know the details in advance, conducting a rehearsed briefing to the troops, managing the mood with professional guile, getting the result they wanted.
Everyone on board for T-Day.
“We can do this,” said Magnor.
Vanessa nodded, and Eldra’s one eye shone.




THIRTY-SIX
Mordanto. A name that frightened people even when it offered their only hope for life. From one of its towers, Professor Helena Steele gazed down at the grounds, at the knucklebone gravel drive, which for someone of her sensory acuity resonated with eldritch thoughts, a spillover from the minds of ancient entities that moved with excruciating slowness among the deep subterranean caverns below the buildings.
A few minutes earlier, a frightened man on the street had grasped the iron gates from outside, shrieked but endured the agony as the gate-wraiths scoured his mind, and then with a flicker, the man was suddenly inside the grounds, sprawled on top of a myriad ancient knucklebones, sobbing with relief.
Mage Kelvin Johansson, who’d been up here in Helena’s study for one of their regular chats, had gone down to investigate. It wasn’t often that the gate-wraiths unilaterally decided to admit a stranger, no matter how desperate the person was.
But this time, the wraiths hadn’t bothered to summon a duty mage.
The air grew electrified, and Helena’s nostrils dilated, taking in the ozone tang. As she turned, Kelvin appeared in the centre of her best heptagonal rug, holding onto the arm of a dishevelled looking man, dressed in a suit that had once been decent, but was now stained and torn, along with his once-white shirt.
He was unshaven, a total contrast to Kelvin whose face and scalp looked polished, his heavy brown-and-orange tunic impeccable.
Also, the stranger was a Bone Listener.
“My name’s Kaster,” he said, almost babbling. “Joe Kaster and I’m a Senior Archivist and they’ve got my family. Dear Thanatos, they’ve got my family and I don’t know who they are but they’re after me and I’ve been running and I—”
“Relax,” said Helena.
Her hands remained still and her voice inflection would sound normal to most people’s ears, but Kelvin’s mouth twitched in appreciation. Most mages or witches would need to form a mudra with their fingers and pitch their voice in command mode, but Helena’s intervention was far more subtle.
Joe Kaster’s shoulders slumped.
“Take a seat,” Helena told him.
The chair he collapsed into hadn’t been there a moment earlier, but he showed no awareness of that. Kelvin touched Joe Kaster’s shoulder, causing him to relax even further.
“I’ve been on the run for days.” Joe Kaster rubbed his grimy face. “Thank you. It doesn’t matter what happens to me, so long as someone rescues Ellie and Alina.”
“You’ll want food and drink,” said Helena.
“Yes, please, but my family—”
“They’ve been kidnapped.” Kelvin’s eyes were flickering with obsidian shards of darkness. “You don’t know who did it. But the same people are after you.”
“Y-yes.” Joe Kaster swallowed. As a Senior Archivist, he would be well aware of what Kelvin was doing, and not enjoy it. “You’ve got that right. I’ve no idea who they are. They’re powerful, though. I went back to the house and found Ellie and Alina were gone—”
“Your wife and daughter.”
“Right, and they had the place under watch, and their power was incredible so I was lucky to get away but, but…”
Helena lowered her chin. “You didn’t go to the police.”
“They’ll…”
“You’re afraid of them,” said Kelvin. “No, not the police. The—”
“Spellbinders,” whispered Joe Kaster. “The federal spellbinders will kill me and I deserve it because of what I’ve done and I need you to talk to them first, before they get their hands on me, because it’s okay if I die, I do deserve it, but only if they rescue my family first.”
Helena and Kelvin looked at each other. Darkness still moved in Kelvin’s eyes. He nodded.
“Alright, Joe.” Helena turned back to Joe Kaster, who had begun to tremble in the chair. “Mage Kelvin is going to take you through this step by step, and I’m afraid it’s going to hurt.” A pause. “You think you deserve to suffer, but that’s not why we’re doing this.”
She let out a breath as Kelvin stepped behind the chair, laid both hands on Joe Kaster’s shoulders, and caused ribbons of darkness to manifest and begin to circle around them.
“It started,” said Kelvin, “with a journalist called Lissia Dareeling—”
Joe Kaster whimpered, and blood began to trickle from his left eye.
“—when she took you to lunch, and then—”
The more the interrogated person suffered, the more detail became available to the interrogating mage.
“Do it,” said Helena.
Kelvin nodded.
And went deep.
Lissia Dareeling was scared.
She knew what she’d done. She’d coerced Joe Kaster into giving up secrets, the home addresses of federal spellbinders living in and around Tristopolis, details now in the hands of the unseen people who’d paid her well and promised to murder Tessa unless everything remained secret.
Her daughter was the most important part of Lissia’s life, and always would be. Next to Tessa, even Lissia’s beloved career meant nothing.
But Joe has a daughter too.
The phone call that threatened Tessa had mentioned Alina, Joe’s daughter. Lissia had never met Joe’s family, but he’d talked about them and she remembered the names: Alina, who was twelve, and Ellie, Joe’s wife.
A shout jerked Lissia’s attention back to her immediate surroundings.
“Hey, Pierre.” This was Micah, leaning out of his office. “Have we run out of toilet paper?”
“Er, I don’t think so, boss.”
“Well, just in case, take these.” Sheets of paper came flying out. “Someone else can wipe their backsides with this lot, and Hades help them if they’ve got haemorrhoids. Rough isn’t the word.”
A few smiles appeared around the bullpen.
“Is that my feature on strikeball recruitment?” said Pierre.
“It’s not a feature, it’s a problem.” Micah’s door slammed shut.
The pages remained scattered on the floor.
Lissia got up from her chair, and Pierre said: “No, don’t help. I’ll get them.”
“Actually, I think I’ve got to go out.”
Her voice was shaky. With luck, neither Pierre nor anyone else would notice.
“Oh. Okay.”
While Pierre went to pick up the pages – Lissia could see they were marked up with angry purple comments written in capitals – Lissia fetched her coat, pulled it on, and looped her purse’s chain over her shoulder.
She ought to say something about where she was going or at least how long she’d be gone for.
You need to check on Joe.
But not from here. Whoever the people were that kept watch on her, they might be accomplished enough to deploy snitch-sprites on the Messenger’s telephone lines. Or worse, they could have suborned one of her colleagues as easily as they’d forced her to abandon her moral principles.
No. I haven’t abandoned my ethics.
She had to keep telling herself that.
Wrapped up in her thoughts, she paid no attention to the elevator wraith that carried her down to the ground floor, and it was only when she was out in the street with quicksilver rain beginning to fall that she realised that she would have to snap out of it and be observant, because she had a problem to solve.
Logically, if she were being watched, the only way to make a truly private phone call was to give her watchers the slip and find a phone box from which she could easily keep watch on her surroundings while she made the call.
But on the other hand – this was a new thought – if she made random journeys across the city, or kept stopping suddenly to look behind her, it would be obvious she was trying to escape surveillance, which meant those unseen watchers would simply deem her guilty and move to stop her straight away.
Even that wouldn’t be too bad, provided they left Tessa unharmed.
Turning my daughter into an orphan isn’t harmless.
But Tessa’s birthday was next month, and it wasn’t unthinkable for a caring mother to start shopping for presents early. So that was what she would do: take the Pneumetro to Hoardway and hit the big department stores, and somewhere between there and the intricate malls of Behemoth Broadway, she ought to succeed in shaking off any followers long enough to make a phone call.
She would ring the Archivists Institute, that forbidding complex that stood above the Lattice chambers that held and processed vast quantities of information in polished bone and nerve-cords, radiating auras of agony that would kill most people, Bone Listener or not.
Just a few words from Joe, telling her that he and his family were alright. That was all she needed.
She was halfway to the P sign at the end of the street when something made her skin prickle, and she spun around to look.
What was that?
There were a few pedestrians, but none who appeared to be looking at her, even though she’d stopped suddenly and turned. Beyond the far end of the block, a city scanbat was gliding, pretty low but not paying attention to her.
After a second, the scanbat was out of sight.
“Stupid,” she muttered. “Just move.”
But when she turned to resume walking, someone was standing right in front of her, and shapes formed of blackness were moving in his eyes.
“Oh!” It was not the reaction a smart professional journalist was supposed to have.
The man’s head was clean shaven, and his clothes were good: a tunic, not a business suit.
“What do you want, Mage?” Lissia forced herself to ask.
And the mage lowered his chin.
“Why, you, of course.”
The air smelled of ozone. Blackness began to flicker.
Lissia tried to yell for help, but an invisible hand pressed against her mouth, and another clasped the back of her head, holding her in place.
No!
Reality became a torrent of whirling insubstantial ink, revolved and twisted in ways that were impossible according to everything Lissia understood about geometry, then she was spinning through a whirlwind, a storm, a flood, and suddenly it was gone.
She fell out onto an ordinary rug in the shape of a regular heptagon.
“Welcome, Lissia Dareeling.”
The woman who’d spoken was slender, standing ramrod-straight with her white hair bound in platinum, looking regal and intelligent and tough all at once.
“I’m Professor Helena Steele,” the woman continued, “and this room is my study in Mordanto. The gentleman behind you is Mage Kelvin.”
Lissia jumped as she realised the shaven-headed mage was right there.
“And this other gentleman,” Professor Helena Steele went on, “needs no introduction, though his current appearance perhaps requires explanation.”
She stood aside, revealing a chair containing a slumped figure with tracks of brown blood like dried tears running from his eyes.
His suit and shirt were torn and grimy, and he hadn’t shaved in days, but Lissia knew who he was.
“Joe,” she said. “Joe Kaster. What have they done to you?”
He looked up, and his voice rasped with pain.
“Nothing I don’t deserve,” he told her.
The words made Lissia shudder.
What have you done?
But perhaps that was the wrong question.
What have we done between us?
Her presence here in Mordanto meant everything was worse than she’d imagined.
Very much worse.
“We have to talk,” said Helena Steele.
Blackness moved in the air once more, and though Lissia was tough and professional, for once she couldn’t help herself.
She screamed.
And pain came upon her.
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THIRTY-SEVEN
Ruth made the call, using an antique brass apparatus in three separate parts linked by silver cord: an earpiece shaped like bat’s wings, a mouthpiece like a dragon’s head, and a wall-mounted box shaped like a mausoleum, which was weird because Ruth didn’t think such things existed here in Silvex City.
She listened hard and asked a few questions, mostly confirming that she’d heard correctly, and finally she hung up, plonking the bat’s wings on top of the miniature mausoleum and hooking the dragon’s head mouthpiece underneath.
Then she tapped the apparatus with her fingernail, stared at it for a moment longer, and shook her head. Adam wasn’t going to like this.
She wasn’t sure she did, either.
We ought to follow it up ourselves.
Back in the main section of the café, the décor was predominantly black with a purple lace doily on the back of every chair. Adam was sipping helebore tea from a delicate bone cup, with his little finger extended as if he were posh, while irony danced in his eyes.
“You fit right in here,” said Ruth, taking her seat opposite him.
“Elegant as I am, I surely do.”
“You won’t feel so elegant when I tell you the parameters of our investigation.”
“You mean Commander Bowman said we have to be very, very careful and leave the real work to the locals.”
“He’s got good reasons,” said Ruth.
“Yeah, but on the other hand, we’ve already established that we don’t trust the locals.”
“Well according to the Commander, our beloved Commissioner Sandarov sent his little old dad to have a private word with Inspector Temesin. In person.”
Adam put his cup down.
“Not possible.” He shook his head. “The guy couldn’t have got here from Tristopolis that fast.”
“The old guy was already in Aurex City, apparently.”
“Huh.”
“We’re to meet Inspector Temesin at a hotel on Plane 6.” She recited the full address.
“Why there? Oh, wait. Is that where our Basilisk Trance witch was staying?”
“Well done.” Ruth smiled at him. “They’ve found her room and they’re looking for actual clues.”
“Like real detectives, you mean?” said Adam.
“Doing their best.”
“Well, I guess we should go and show them how it’s done.”
“After some lizard rashers and eggs, you mean.”
“Well of course, babe. What did you think I meant?”
Ruth smiled at him again. “If you call me babe in front of Inspector Temesin, I’ll shoot you in the back of the head. You know that, right?”
“Sure do, babe.”
“You’re a brave man, Adam Obsidian.”
“Brave enough to fall in love with you.”
“Well. That’s alright.”
A waiter in an apron and lace cap bustled over, its long tail swishing from side to side. “Would sir and madam care to order a cooked breakfast?”
“Yeah,” said Ruth. “We would.”
Policing was always about priorities.
Even Commissioner Sandarov would agree with that.
The hotel was pretty decent, a lot nicer than the place Ruth and Adam had checked into. They took the stairs to the seventeenth floor, moving fast despite the full breakfast they’d just enjoyed, and were greeted in the corridor by two local cops in uniform who nodded recognition.
“Inspector Temesin’s inside the victim’s room,” said one of them. “Looking forward to meeting you.”
“What does that mean?” said Adam.
A tiny shrug. “TPD flics operating in our country. How could anyone possibly object?”
“He knew we were coming,” Ruth told the woman.
“And he even sent someone to meet us at the airport,” said Adam.
“Someone you sent away with a total lack of courtesy.”
“Well, courtesy-wise,” said Adam, “no one calls the department TPD, and we’re not known as flics, either.”
“Flics, dicks, it’s all the same.” The other uniformed cop stared at them. “Welcome to Illurium, detectives.”
“Oh, this is going to go well,” said Ruth.
But Adam was simply looking amused, and after a moment, one of the uniforms snorted.
“Maybe you’re all right,” she said. “Just try not to trip over anything or sneeze on the evidence.”
“We’ll do our worst,” said Adam. “Which I’m pretty sure is better than your best.”
“Yeah, yeah.”
Ruth shook her head as she led the way inside the room. “I so love working with grown-ups.” Then she held out her hand. “Inspector Temesin, I’m Ruth Zarenski and this is Adam Obsidian.”
A lean man with a disconcerting moustache shook her hand. “Glad you could make it. Any news of Donal?”
Ruth blinked. “What have you heard?”
“Didn’t your people keep you up to date?”
“Alright, I believe you’ve been informed that Donal’s body was put on board a vessel called the Inverter, which docked here three days ago. Plus a taxi driver took him to Cho Causeway, at which point Donal was on his feet and moving, clearly alive and apparently normal-looking. You know what we know.”
“Normal-looking?” said Inspector Temesin.
“Not like a revenant,” said Adam.
“Ah.”
“What’s new is, we found a gym that Donal had been using as a base,” said Ruth. “But he’d taken his stuff away and hasn’t been back since.”
Temesin nodded. “That confirms he’s okay, which is good enough.”
“You’re not looking for him?” asked Adam.
“No reason to.”
“But there was a crime committed here in Silvex City,” said Ruth. “Donal’s body was shipped out without being checked properly.”
Temesin shook his head. “Shipped out in a state that looked like true death, with an autopsy to be carried out in Tristopolis. We thought you wanted your boy back home as soon possible.”
“Hades,” said Ruth.
“I agree we shouldn’t have been so hasty, but the legal failure was on your end.”
Ruth nodded. There had been a fake signature on a document that was supposed to have been signed by Commissioner Sandarov himself, and Professor Helena Steele of Mordanto had agreed that Sandarov was telling the truth when he said he’d never seen the document in question.
Commander Bowman had told her all this when he first briefed her, but her initial image of what had occurred in Silvex City jarred with what she was learning now.
Investigations feel different on the ground.
“Alright.” Ruth let out a long exhalation. “So what do we have here? You’ve got Ingrid Johannsdóttir in a secure location, I hope.”
Temesin waved at the room. “On the first count, not much. On the second count, you bet.”
It was a hotel bedroom with a compact suitcase by one wall and clothes neatly hanging in the open wardrobe, along with underwear on the shelves. Among the clothes, a uniform robe stood out.
Security witch. Just as Commander Bowman had told Ruth on the phone.
“We know the flight she came in on,” said Temesin. “And we’ve talked to her colleagues. She was friendly with two of the stewards, but none of the crew had anything useful to tell us.”
Ruth stood in place, not trying to poke around. She and Adam were guests here, and besides, Adam could practically inhale information in circumstances where no one else noticed a thing.
In a sense, all she had to do was keep Temesin distracted while Adam analysed the environment without moving.
“I’ll tell you what we know,” she said. “This Ingrid Johannsdóttir tracked us to the gym where Donal had been staying. My guess is she tailed us from the airport.”
Temesin nodded. “She asked the driver to take her to your destination, since you were also in a taxi at the time.”
“How so? Oh, right.” Ruth nodded. “Hive mind, I remember.”
“We don’t yet know why she was in the airport. The crew are on an extended stopover, not due to fly out for a couple of days.”
“Okay.” Ruth was happy that Temesin seemed willing to share information, not just question her and Adam as witnesses. “Ingrid Johannsdóttir was trying to tell us something, but somehow that effort triggered a Basilisk Trance.”
Temesin said, “Our medical mages are still trying to sort that out. Either there was a previously embedded spell in her mind – in a professional security witch’s mind, remember – or someone invoked the trance remotely, which meant there’d been some kind of ongoing observation spell in place, so they’d know when to invoke the trance.”
“That’s… complicated.”
“Their best guess is sort of a hybrid,” said Temesin. “An embedded observer spell in her mind, executing a callback spell when Ingrid tried to communicate a certain forbidden idea. At that point, the mage or witch who received the callback then sent back the hex to induce the Basilisk Trance.”
“Thanatos.” Ruth looked at him. “Can you actually explain all that in simple words?”
“Not a chance. I’m just repeating what they told me, and I’m not even certain I’m telling it right.”
Adam moved for the first time in minutes, and stood next to Ruth. “Tell him about Blanz.”
“You tell it.”
“Ingrid, since we’re calling her by her first name,” said Adam, “said she sensed a resonance on us. A trace of someone powerful. That was the point when the trigger kicked in and she fell into Basilisk Trance.”
“Alright.” Temesin nodded.
“But she recognised the resonance, which was why she followed us in the first place. And the thing is, we’ve not been hanging around with witches or mages, except for one thing. We went to Ratchet Prison to investigate an escape.”
“Blanz,” said Ruth. “A nasty, powerful mage who went to prison because of Donal, but that part is presumably coincidence.”
“Hmm,” said Temesin.
“Ingrid was terrified when she arrived here,” Adam told him. “Scared for her kids’ safety.”
“I thought you hardly talked to her.”
“Uh-huh.” Adam gestured with his chin. “The scent of fear is everywhere in this room.”
Ruth said, “If Adam senses something, then it’s really there. Always.”
“Good enough.” Temesin gave a tiny smile. “I’m glad I called you here instead of meeting at the cop shop.”
That was a term that no actual cop would ever use back home, but Ruth kept a straight face and Adam did likewise. There was a time and a place for banter, the kind they’d exchanged with the uniformed cops outside, but this wasn’t it.
Temesin needed to know where to look next.
They all did.
“The flight,” said Adam, causing Ruth and Temesin to look at him.
“Say what?” asked Ruth.
“Maybe someone on the flight was broadcasting the same resonance that Ingrid picked up a trace of us on us.”
“Blanz can shapeshift, either for real or by casting illusion,” said Ruth. “It’s part of how he escaped from jail. So he could have travelled looking like someone else.”
“So, a fellow passenger.” Temesin stroked his incongruous moustache. “And Ingrid didn’t try to arrest this Blanz or identify him to her colleagues because there’s a threat hanging over her family back home.”
Adam nodded. “Sounds right.”
“And airports have scanwraiths and archives,” said Ruth. “It’s how we tracked Donal. Maybe we can get Blanz the same way.”
“That needs some kind of mind-scan record,” said Temesin. “An image of this Blanz’s mind. It’ll take days to get a scan from the Federation to here.”
“Not if you’ve got a security witch who can sniff out resonances on us the same way Ingrid did.” Adam shrugged his muscular shoulders. “The same way I can smell how scared she was in here.”
There was a real sympathy in his tone. That was part of why Ruth loved him: the sensitivity and honesty that underlay his athleticism and fighting prowess.
Although his athleticism was a big part of the deal as well.
“Not bad, babe,” she told him.
Adam looked at her and shook his head.
“I’ll get you for that,” he said.
Temesin raised an eyebrow that wasn’t the same colour as his moustache. “Save it for later. We’ve an airport to visit.”
“Roger that,” said Adam.
Ruth headed for the door, wanting to be first out.
Wanting to find out what was really going on.




THIRTY-EIGHT
Viktor was tall, lean, broad-shouldered, unshaven and laconic-looking, wearing his trademark blue glasses, leather coat and twin Grausers in shoulder holsters. Harald was youthful-looking though his hair was white, and his gentle expression and manner rendered his capacity for violence even more astonishing to its recipients.
Neither one looked like a safe, decent citizen who ought to be strolling past a children’s schoolyard.
Since there was little they could do about their appearance, they had decided on arguing with each other as they walked along Pentacle Promenade, and continued with the angry gestures and scowls and snarled words as they exited onto Heptagon Dash, passing St Swithun-of-the-Sabre School for Infants, where the children were playing in the yard.
“It’s the girl in the blue cape,” snarled Harald, staring at Viktor from beneath his brow, angled so it was unlikely that any hidden observers in the houses across the street could read his lips.
“How can you be so bloody sure?” growled Viktor, his mouth currently in view of those possible hidden watchers, his choice of words deliberate.
“I’m sure.” Harald could have recognised any of the children from the briefing with Commander Bowman and the forbidding Professor Helena Steele. “The girl’s mother is Spellbinder Agent Maura Keene. You want I should recite her badge number?”
“Ah, you think you’re so bloody… clever.”
Harald waved his arms, hoping no hidden observer had caught Viktor’s moment of hesitation, and again angled his head so no one could read his lips. “I don’t know what you just spotted, but you think we should carry on walking?”
“Yeah,” said Viktor. “You’re always just so Thanatos-damned right, aren’t you?”
“Got it,” muttered Harald, then: “You’re unbelievable, pal, you really are.”
The last with his chin raised and looking up at the blank, dark-purple sky as if for inspiration or assistance, his face clearly visible.
They carried on to the far end of Heptagon Dash, still arguing and being careful not to stare at the kids in the schoolyard or the windows of the houses, doing everything they could to broadcast the impression of two guys so intent on arguing they were blind to the environment.
And they kept the argument going all the way down the next street, Gloomvalley Burden, until they reached a Pneumetro station, descended, got into the first available capsule, and sat silently until their capsule was arcing high above Cranium Crossway, an intersection of multiple Pneumetro tubeways.
It was constructed around one of the ancient, thousand-foot skulls that some said were the original centres of the myriad separate towns that centuries ago spread and merged to form the greater single entity that was Tristopolis, the greatest city in the world.
According to pretty much every Tristopolitan, at least.
At the next stop, their remaining fellow passengers disembarked and no one got on. As the capsule kicked into motion once more, Harald said: “So what did you see? Watchers?”
“I didn’t see anyone,” answered Viktor. “Not a single person mentioned in the briefing.”
“Okay…”
“And I mean, not a single person. One of the people I didn’t see was Amanda Keene, eleven years old and supposedly attending St Swithun’s.”
Harald leaned back. “I saw her clearly, pal.”
“You saw something that looked identical to the photo they showed us in the briefing. Something that moved like a little girl, well enough to fool trained adults.”
“The others kids weren’t playing with her.” Harald blinked. “But she’s supposed to be an extrovert.”
Viktor shook his head. “The other kids weren’t playing with it. Not her.”
“So…”
“Right. So.”
At the next stop they changed to the crowded Sinister Line, and the remainder of their journey to Avenue of the Basilisks passed in silence, apart from a brief interlude when Viktor threatened to shoot three teenagers who’d been about to scrawl graffiti inside the capsule door.
The teenagers got off as soon as they could, while the remaining passengers continued to look tense until Viktor and Harald got out at Ossiary Overpass. The two men walked the rest of the way.
Familiar deathwolves growled their usual greeting at the foot of Police HQ, and Viktor and Harald ascended the steps, past the flamewraiths, passed through the giant bronze doorway, waved a greeting to the always-on-duty duty sergeant, Eduardo Payne, whose upper body melded with a mighty granite block that doubled as his desk, and headed for the elevator shafts.
“Bowman’s not going to like this,” said Harald as they neared the shafts.
“I don’t like it.” Viktor hitched his shoulders as if adjusting the hidden Grausers.
“Not many people can create a simulacrum able to fool teachers at a school.”
“You know one kind of person who can.” Viktor stepped into a shaft, bobbed in the air as the near-invisible wraith took hold of him, and shot upwards out of sight.
“Yeah,” sighed Harald. “I guess I do.”
He stepped into the next shaft along, and followed Viktor upwards.
Sergeant Yorak ushered Viktor and Harald into Commander Bowman’s office, where they stood in front of Bowman’s desk and waited. Bowman looked lost in thought, his chest unmoving because he didn’t need to breathe much any more.
Viktor noticed the narrow black cable that snaked out of Bowman’s shirt and all the way to a power outlet in the wall.
“It’s okay,” he told Yorak. “We’ll wait.”
Yorak nodded, pale highlights sliding across his shaven blue scalp, and exited quietly.
After a minute, Bowman blinked and looked at Viktor, then Harald. “Tell me what you found.”
“We decided on the St Swithun’s school location as the easiest to check,” said Harald. “And what we found… Well, it was Viktor who noticed, because she sure as Hades fooled me.”
“You mean it fooled you,” Viktor told him. He turned to Bowman. “The child has been replaced by a simulacrum, and I don’t see the teachers as being part of the conspiracy, so the simulacrum was lifelike enough to fool them too.”
“Are the other children in any kind of danger?”
“It’s a trap, with the simulacrum as bait,” said Harald. “Whether the other kids are in danger, well, that depends on who the trap’s been laid for, and what kind of attack they’re expecting.”
Viktor said, “If Professor Steele told us everything, then this Archivist, Joe Kaster, provided the private details of federal spellbinders’ families to miscreants unknown.”
Harald shook his head at miscreants.
“But said miscreants,” continued Viktor, “proceeded to kidnap Kaster’s family, which means they’re also planning to kidnap the feds’ children, most likely.”
“That doesn’t rule out a violent attack in the schoolyard,” said Harald, “but it sort of implies they prefer a quiet snatch out of public view.”
Bowman stared into space, then reached inside his shirt, twisted, and took out the power cable and began to loop it around his forearm. When he’d looped the full length, he disconnected the other end of the socket, and placed the loop inside a desk drawer.
He slid the drawer shut, buttoned up his shirt and straightened his tie.
And returned his attention to Viktor and Harald. “You’re assuming the kidnappers of Kaster’s family are the same criminals the simulacrum is designed to lure in. But who is capable of creating such a thing?”
“You could call Professor Steele for her opinion,” said Viktor. “But she’ll most likely come up with the same answer we did.”
“Feds,” said Harald in his too-gentle voice. “A spellbinder could do it, no problem.”
“And who is the proximate victim,” asked Bowman, “of Joseph Kaster’s crime?”
“Er…” said Harald.
“The ultimate victim could be anyone in the city.” Viktor looked like a psychopathic soldier of fortune, but he read ThD-level texts for fun, or rather in pursuit of a continuing autodidactic education, and understood exactly what Bowman meant. “But the proximate victims are the federal spellbinders whose private details were shared with unknown criminals.”
“Who are the exact same people,” said Harald, “who’re capable of creating a simulacrum schoolchild.”
Bowman gave a smile that looked slightly odd, but was a decent effort for someone still relatively new to resurrection.
“Gentlemen,” he said. “I think we need to consider the possibility that the people who took Ellie and Alina Kaster from their home are federal spellbinders, and that the criminals targeting the spellbinders’ children are an entirely different group of miscreants.”
There was a subtle inflection on miscreants, but neither Viktor nor Harald smiled because this was serious and Bowman’s minimalist irony was misplaced.
Bowman gave a tiny nod as if to acknowledge his mistake.
“We thought it was unsafe to check out the other schoolkids on the list,” said Viktor. “And if the feds have set up every child-simulacrum as an ambush, then we definitely were right to steer clear.”
“But how can we know for sure,” asked Harald, “if we don’t go and look?”
“That’s easy.” Bowman raised his hands. “Someone has to go and talk to the federal spellbinders.”
“Er.” Harald looked at Viktor. “You want to go?”
“I think I have to wash my hair, plus the cat ate my homework and I’ve got a note from the doctor.”
Bowman let out a laugh that sounded very nearly human.
“I’ll do it myself,” he said. “Better than working entirely behind a desk.”
The desk shifted slightly on its legs, and Bowman patted the blotter pad on top of it. “There, there. I’m still lucky to have you.”
Viktor and Harald carefully didn’t exchange looks.
“So what should we do, sir?” asked Harald a moment before Viktor could ask the same question.
Except that Viktor wouldn’t have called Bowman sir.
“Your favourite thing, both of you,” said Bowman. “Go down to the range and practice. And tell Brian, on my authorisation, he’s to provide limitless ammunition.”
This time Viktor and Harald did look at each other.
“A reward for a job well done?” asked Harald.
“No, practice.” Bowman’s voice went cold as only a zombie’s could. “My intuition is, massive violence is imminent. Either of you disagree?”
“Um, no, sir,” said Harald.
Viktor gave a tiny shake of his head.
“Practice makes deadly,” he said.
Looking forward to both events.
The practice and the real thing alike.




THIRTY-NINE
Spider-cranes picked their way along the dock, the screeching and creaking of their metallic limbs in contrast to the almost dainty manner of their locomotion.
Containers as big as houses stood everywhere, arranged in heptagonal arrays, waiting for spider-cranes to pluck each one up and transfer it onto the bed of a freight truck or into the hold of a waiting ship.
The black Umbral Ocean smelled of… something. Whatever it was, Blanz didn’t like it.
I’ll need some fresh meat tonight.
But there were always new bodies to enjoy and pimps to supply them. He turned and watched the taxi that had brought him here head for the widdershins-spiral up-ramp and disappear from view behind a stack of containers.
For a moment he thought of using his powers to summon the taxi back, and return him to his bedroom in the Styx & Stones hotel where he could refresh himself some more on young, pliant bodies.
“What the Hades am I doing here?”
He knew the answer, of course. He was presenting himself as a willing accomplice to Calista Delfix, whose plans for Tristopolis perhaps went too far in upsetting a status quo that he himself had thrived in.
At least before the unfortunate events in Fortinium that cost him his original eyes and freedom.
But Calista was his shortcut to regaining his former power in every sense, and then extending it. Besides, a dark excitement rose in him whenever he thought of open destruction among the towers of Tristopolis, while the aftermath, like a sweet dessert, would offer all kinds of opportunities.
Including the prolonged final death of Lieutenant Donal Riordan, unless the bastard died during the attacks on the city.
Survive, Riordan.
It was a superposition of prayer and curse.
Survive just long enough for me to find you.
Blanz let out a breath, focussing on the docks, the ships, the portable cabins with the Grimaldsson Logistics logo on the side.
“Let’s go frighten some plebs.”
The containers due later were massive, insulated pods filled with scorching liquid lava in which the ultimate restless predators from the order Vulcanii swam: magma sharks. Tristopolis and its soft inhabitants were in for one Hades of a surprise.
Calista’s attack plans went further than the use of a single type of weapon, no matter how devastating. Military groups, teams of mercenaries, were already taking up their positions. Witches and mages would be gathering their hex, focussing, getting ready for T-Day.
Blanz didn’t know the details, but he didn’t have to.
Magma sharks safely on board the Convertor. That’s all I have to achieve.
A few more hours, and he could reward himself once more.
He waved at the door of the nearest Grimaldsson Logistics cabin, and the door swung inwards with a crash. Startled faces looked out.
Blood drained from their features.
Good enough.
Blanz strode forward while silver sparks flickered around him. The first sign of incompetence or dissembling on the plebs’ part would give him another opportunity for enjoyment, while the screams would provide a useful incentive for the others to do the work they were paid for.
“So who’s in charge of security here?” he said.
For a moment, the rough-looking crew could only swallow or stare at him. Finally a woman with a buzzcut said: “There’s a new security consultant, already checked us over this morning. Early.”
Saving Blanz the tedious details, if the consultant was any good. Blanz would summon sprites to scour the surroundings, not relying on someone else’s work, but the minutiae of signalling arrangements, consignment checking, exchanging passwords or hex keys or whatever the Hades these people used, all of that was menial, the proper work of lesser minds.
“He’s good,” said one of the others. “Found some gaps in our observation arcs that we hadn’t noticed. All covered now,” he added quickly. “Our people are alert.”
This one sounded ex-military and knowledgeable. Blanz nodded, bored with the crew already. He should have just carried on with his own arrangements and ignored what these plebs were up to.
“Donal’s accompanying the containers,” said the buzzcut. “From the handover point, where they offload the containers from the train under Plane 19. He’ll arrive here with the shipment.”
The pulses of light circling around Blanz turned the colour of fresh blood.
“Tell me this consultant’s other name isn’t Riordan.”
“Er…”
“Is his name Donal Riordan?”
“Um, yes.”
Blanz raised his hands. “Let me see.”
“What?” said the buzzcut woman.
“I need to see inside your head.”
“But I don’t understand how you—”
“Your understanding is not required here.”
“No. You can’t…”
And then the woman screamed as her skull split open to reveal the crinkled softness of her delicious brain, which Blanz scooped up and licked, then swallowed, closing his eyes, not to appreciate the flavours but to taste the patterns in her failing brain before they melted into nothing.
Just there.
A fading visual memory, tasted for an instant before it was gone.
Very nice.
He swallowed the gobbets of brain instead of spitting them out, though it was unnecessary in terms of learning what the woman had seen. The picture was distorted because she’d liked him, and because he’d been through resurrection, but it was clear enough for Blanz to understand the truth.
I have you now.
Donal Riordan was the new security consultant.
Or I will do, very soon.
No doubt Riordan was working undercover, tasked with investigating and thwarting Calista’s plans, but eliminating a threat to Calista was going to be a bonus, not Blanz’s main reward when Donal Riordan turned up here.
“I like surprise parties.” Blanz brought his attention back to his surroundings, to the corpse on the cabin floor and the shocked crew staring alternately at him and the bloody horror that had been their boss. “You’re crew chief now,” he told the man who’d spoken of observation arcs. “If anyone inside the company rings, tell them I’ve made a staff replacement. Don’t tell them anything more.”
“Um, yes, sir.”
“And check those observation arcs and stuff. Yourself. Do it right, and you’ll get paid a bonus. I’ll see to it.”
It took only a flickering downward glance to sear the other half of his command, the part that started or else, inside the pleb’s brain.
“Sir.”
“The rest of you, get out of here. This cabin is now mine.”
No one hesitated. They sidestepped around the corpse, some of them spattered with the dead woman’s blood but too shocked to notice, and staggered out onto the dockyard. After a moment spent checking that no one was about to run away or call the authorities, Blanz gestured and the cabin door swung shut.
Fresh blood and salty brains.
Time to focus.
The circling light darkened from red to purple to black, spinning and whirling and intensifying as Blanz allowed himself to descend into mage trance, planning to go very deep indeed, to a state where he might cause such painful and powerful delights to manifest that anyone who witnessed the coming fall of Donal Riordan would relive the moment over and over for their rest of their tiny lives.
“Donal Riordan.”
It was too lovely to be a coincidence, his enemy coming here, but while the deep-rooted causal chains were unclear, they would no doubt depend on Calista Delfix and her plans for Tristopolis drawing mage and enemy together, which meant allying with Calista was an even better decision than Blanz had thought.
So much joy forthcoming.
He slid into trance and got to work.




FORTY
The handover went as smoothly as the rehearsal, maybe more so. This time Donal had an entire team of recruited wraiths to act as scouts, swimming through the solid Glass Plane to check for others of their kind who might be working for Silvex City law enforcement or some wider-remit Illurian agency.
Nothing. No one watching, no cops on patrol.
“It’s going okay,” Donal told Mel.
“Don’t jinx it.”
“We’re professionals. It doesn’t depend on luck.”
They were in a self-propelled carriage underneath Plane 19, standing close to each other at one end – there was no front or back as such, since the carriages could move in either direction and both ends featured control panels – but they weren’t alone. Some of the crew stood at the far end, watching the procedures outside.
Mel glanced at the floor and raised an eyebrow.
“I remember,” murmured Donal.
“Best wait until we’re alone before we go for a replay.”
“Yeah.” He squeezed her hand but put the rest of his attention out into the long vista on all sides, because doing his job right also meant keeping her safe.
Her competence protected him also: the well-drilled crew using upside-down miniature spider-cranes had just finished transferring the last of the containers from the long-distance freight train. There was one more substitution to make, a container carried here from the Grimaldsson Logistics depot to be loaded onto the freight train before sending it on its way.
The smoothness of the container-handling made security almost straightforward.
“We’ve got nearly five hours before the ship sails,” Donal reminded her. “Time for you to go home and pack properly.”
“I’ve got my passport and cheque book.” Mel patted the small purse at her hip. “Plus a change of undies and a toothbrush. What more does a girl need?”
“What about your boxing trophies? And the books?”
“Trophies? I’ve got ’em here and here.” Mel pointed at her nose then her front teeth. “And I’m pretty sure Tristopolis has bookstores.”
“Uh-huh.”
“Plus we’re coming back, aren’t we?”
“I guess so.”
“Maybe it doesn’t matter. How are the boxing gyms in Tristopolis?”
“Better than your namby-pamby outfits.”
“Ha. Fighting words.” She tapped his liver gently with her fist. “Better watch your step.”
Donal smiled, feeling totally settled. But he continued to watch the miniature spider-cranes, the long freight train and the fleet of Grimaldsson Logistics carriages.
The big insulated containers were heavy, but the machinery seemed to be taking the load okay. Even so, Donal felt it wise to keep visually checking the various couplings and fastenings he could see, in addition to watching for signs of a security breach, from abnormal behaviour in a crew member to a distant aircraft off course, or a gathering of vehicles or people on Plane 18 below.
All remained clear.
“It’s going to be okay,” he said.
“Jinx, jinx, jinx.”
“You’re my lucky charm. That changes everything.”
Mel nodded. “Better believe it, Mr Riordan.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
The final transfer was complete.
Mel turned to the crew. “Time we got moving.”
“Okay.”
Two of them began to flash signal torches with collimated beams, virtually invisible to anyone not in the line of the beam and staring at the source. It was a secure communication method that required no witches or mages.
The upside-down spider-cranes folded their loading arms and began to scuttle along the underside of the Plane. A second later, the first trio of self-propelled carriages, carrying a single large insulated container between them, shifted into motion.
Across from them, the freight train also began to move, and was soon snaking its way onwards to its official destination, ostensibly without having stopped since departure.
Donal gave a tiny shrug of his shoulders, which allowed him to feel the exact position of the Magnus holstered beneath his arm. Everything was proceeding smoothly right enough, but complacency would still be a mistake.
First the docks, then the transfer aboard the ship, then the setting sail with the cargo on board and Mel with him, en route for Tristopolis.
Wondering when in Hades Lamis was going to get in touch.
In that moment, a voice spoke inside Donal’s head.
“Don’t be alarmed. This is Lamis.”
Had he not been resurrected, Donal would have leapt and yelled.
“I’m in a plane heading for Tristopolis. I’ll see you at the other end, when your ship docks.”
“Wait,” said Donal.
But the link was gone. It had formed only a second before Lamis spoke inside his head, and now it was finished.
Donal had heard of longer-term links based on something called quantal entanglement, but this was more like a one-off, single-shot method of communication, perhaps as Lamis’s aircraft few directly overhead or below, depending on which pair of Planes it was flying between.
“What is it?” Mel looked at him. “What have you seen?”
“Nothing.”
A one-off short-lived link made sense. Anything with a longer duration might be detected by one of the witches on DuBarry’s or Grimaldsson’s payroll.
Not to mention Calista Delfix herself.
“Donal…”
“It was only in my head. I’ll tell you later, but there’s no danger here.”
Mel grimaced. “I had a bright idea in my mind once, but it died of loneliness.”
“That’s the motto of Tristopolis PD.”
“Ha.” After a moment: “There’s a job waiting for you there, I presume.”
“In the Department? I guess.”
“You don’t sound very sure.”
He looked at her. “I’m sure about you and me. That’s enough.”
“Good answer.”
They returned their attention to the carriages outside.
And kept watch, holding hands once more.




FORTY-ONE
Five motorcycles, each bearing a leather-clad rider plus passenger, exited the anti-widdershins down-ramp and wheeled off in differing directions around the edges of the dock. These were Stealth Riders, the local police equivalent of reconnaissance marines.
Their destinations formed five points of a notional nine-pointed star, whose remaining four points would have been out in the sea.
And the centre of that imaginary star was a cluster of portable cabins owned by a freight company called Grimaldsson Logistics, now under suspicion of helping to smuggle a wanted criminal mage into Illurian territory.
But there was always the possibility that the company’s employees were innocent of wrongdoing, that Blanz had simply made use of whichever freight carrier was convenient, no doubt with the help of fellow criminal mages back in Tristopolis, and that Blanz’s return to the docks today had nothing to do with Grimaldsson Logistics.
The first task was to spot him.
“Thanks,” said Adam, dismounting. “That was a good ride.”
The Stealth Rider remained on the bike but removed her helmet. “Most people feel sick at that acceleration.”
“Most people need to get out more.” Adam pulled off his own helmet and handed it to her. “Thank you.”
Several runes were glowing on the motorcycle’s carapace, amber shading into scarlet. The rider nodded at them. “Means there’s a powerful mage or witch nearby. Looks like the tip was accurate.”
Adam nodded. “Temesin seems to know what he’s doing. Where’s the best OP?”
His question was more to do with tactical politeness than needing pointers. There were potential observation posts all over the place.
“Up top of one of these things.” The Stealth Rider, still on the saddle, gestured with her chin, indicating the nearest stack of freight containers. “You think you can climb up there without making a noise?”
“I’ll manage.”
The Stealth Rider looked at him for a moment, then nodded. “I guess you might at that.”
Beyond the crates stood a tall spider-crane, currently motionless, which in Adam’s estimate would make a superior observation post. He started to say so, but the Stealth Rider was swinging her leg around to dismount, revealing a long scabbard integral with the motorcycle carapace.
“Sniper rifle?” he said.
“Not for use today, unless our orders change.” The Stealth Rider smiled. “It’s a .57 Telemort Special. I’ll show you afterwards, if you like.”
“Nice.”
One of the motorcycle’s runes winked blue.
“That’s our signal to get in place.” The Stealth Rider placed her helmet on the saddle and patted her motorcycle’s carapace. “Guard mode now, sweetheart.”
Up until now, the morning had consisted of regular police work, with Inspector Temesin taking the lead since the moment Ruth and Adam met him in Ingrid Johannsdóttir’s hotel room, the witch herself remaining in Basilisk Trance in one of the local hospitals, guarded by a team of seven officers.
The airport scanwraiths were perhaps a shade more efficient than their Tristopolitan counterparts, because when Temesin and an airport security witch took Adam and Ruth into the scan archives, it took the wraiths only a few minutes to identify a recorded trace that matched the mage resonance persisting like a faint scent on Adam and Ruth.
That resonance belonged to a specific luggage trunk, which the wraiths had categorised as being the long-term personal possession of some mage, but which – they admitted without hesitation – might equally well have contained the actual mage himself, curled up in deep trance and shielded by an exceedingly intricate and powerful hex shield specifically configured to mislead a wraith.
“It involves compactified dimensions of spacetime,” the witch told Inspector Temesin. “It’s incredibly difficult to achieve. I’ve never come across a case in real life.”
“I guess you have now,” Temesin told her.
“Whoever this mage is, I have to say, he’s dangerous.”
“There’s an airline security witch in Basilisk Trance because of him.”
“Oh, dear. But he can do an awful lot worse, whoever he is.”
The luggage trunk had been shipped as air freight, not as passenger baggage, and an IllurEx courier van had delivered it, according to the airport record scrolls, to an expensive hotel with a not-so-spotless reputation, in Temesin’s view.
“But at least they know me there,” he said. “Professionally.”
A phone call would have been quick but most likely ineffective. Instead, Temesin had returned to the squad car, driven by a uniformed sergeant and with Adam and Ruth riding in the back once more, and sped off to the Styx & Stones hotel.
There, the concierge flicked its forked tongue back and forth several times before admitting that the red leather trunk had been delivered to a specific pre-allocated room whose occupant later appeared and belatedly, in person, checked in properly at the desk.
And earlier this morning, took a city taxi, which meant Temesin could ask the nearest member of the hive mind, in a waiting taxi out front, where the mystery man – who was surely Blanz – had gone.
Hence the arrival of five Stealth Riders at the docks, while Temesin remained up near the edge of Plane One, working the squad car radio, trying to put together a group capable of detaining a mage powerful enough to have escaped from Ratchet Prison in the Federation, a place with a reputation even here in Illurium.
While the Stealth Riders had orders strictly to observe.
From hiding.
From Adam’s position, lying prone next to the Stealth Rider on top of a container that itself was the third and highest in a stack, he could only just glimpse Ruth at the next observation point along. Both locations had a decent view of the portable cabins whose logo, as seen through a pocket scope, read Grimaldsson Logistics.
There were crew members in overalls busy at what looked like makeshift tasks, a situation that Adam read as trying to look occupied while waiting for a shipment, at which point they would get busy for real.
“Got a supervisor busting their asses,” he muttered.
“Yeah, roger that,” said the Stealth Rider.
The docks stretched for miles in both directions along the sea edge. Spider-cranes stalked among huge ocean vessels, some out among the waves, incredibly busy and forming a scene with ever-changing details, impossible to keep track of. But the clearing with the Grimaldsson Logistics cabins was relatively calm, despite the workers who looked unable to stand still.
“Look at that one.” The Stealth Rider gestured with her chin. “He’s terrified.”
Adam used his scope, zoomed in, and saw how pale the guy appeared, how he dragged himself to the main cabin and trembled as he raised a hand, hesitated, then moved to knock the door.
Which swung open before he touched it, although no one was visible inside.
This could be it.
A figure stepped partly into view. Strange flickerings circled around the man. If this was Blanz, then something was happening, or about to.
Adam held himself still, deciding what to do.
“I’m going to move,” he murmured. “Take a higher position on the spider-crane behind us.”
“You’ll be out of contact.” The Stealth Rider wore a rune bracelet, which kept her linked with her four fellow riders.
“But if I shout, you can hear me.”
“Me and other people.”
“Emergency use only,” said Adam. “And I will be higher up, so I might spot something useful. You don’t need me here.”
“True enough. No offence.”
“None taken.”
On his stomach, he crawled backwards, taking his time because anything else would be like thumping a tin drum, and finally reached the edge, where he could lower himself over and commence the downward climb, using the various locking rods and brackets as holds, moving at least as silently as a Stealth Rider until his feet touched ground.
Then he made his way to the motorbike, whose runes pulsed red at his approach, then softened as he spread his hands and said, “I’m a friend, remember?”
Keeping calm, he drew closer.
“She needs her weapon,” he added. “The Telemort.”
A spark of red from an intricate rune.
“I’ll tell you,” Adam went on, speaking the truth, “I think she’s in a lot of danger right now. Far more danger than the briefing officer told her about.”
His skin tingled, and his nerves felt as if they were starting to dance.
I didn’t expect this.
The bike was smarter and more capable than he’d thought. Able to read him and make up its own mind about his intentions.
And capable of launching a hex strike even Adam would be lucky to avoid.
Hades, I’ve done it now.
Every rune glimmered green, and the fastening of the rifle scabbard popped open.
“Thank you,” said Adam. “I won’t let you down.”
There was a spark of violet among several runes, which Adam didn’t know how to interpret, but that was irrelevant as he slid out the .57 Telemort Special, felt its balance, then slung it by its strap diagonally across his body. A box of sniper rounds went into his thigh pocket.
He gave the bike a thumbs up, turned and broke into a silent run, circling around the back of the container stacks, heading for the unmoving spider-crane.
In twenty seconds he reached it, took hold of the nearest metal leg, stepped up and pulled, paused for a moment, then continued, knowing he had to use counterpressure and technique as well as strength endurance, because the spider-crane was exceedingly tall and at the end of it, he would still need steady hands.
Hurry.
Climbing faster now.




FORTY-TWO
Donal had scouted the docks already, earlier this morning, and examined the Converter from dockside, noting its similarities and differences compared to the Inverter, the ship he had sailed here in. This vessel was longer and darker, with fewer passenger decks but vast cargo holds.
Good enough. If he and Mel were to accompany this shipment, it was reassuring to know the Converter was safe, capable of carrying a huge tonnage.
And at the far end, if Lamis did his part, there would be a suitable reception committee ensuring that whatever was inside these containers never made it to the intended destination. Dealing with Calista Delfix herself was definitely mage business.
After checking the docks, Donal had used a passenger elevator that corkscrewed its way up one of the giant supporting pillars that threaded the entire stack of Glass Planes, and rejoined Mel at Plane 19.
There, he had watched the crew make final checks of all the carriages hanging from overhead rails, including the triplets of carriages that bore the insulated containers that were clearly the most important part of the consignment.
From the underside of Glass Plane 19, Mel led the way in driving her carriage into a complicated intersection where self-propelled carriages from several operating companies merged into one long endless downward-heading train.
The looped spirals of the intersection led to a single sturdy helix down which carriages crawled, heading through Plane 18 where more carriages joined the perpetual procession, and so on all the way down to the ground-level Intersection Zero.
Donal remained in the carriage through all nineteen levels of descent, checking the other carriages constantly, detecting no sign of particular interest from anyone. As they lurched into the cavernous, complicated space that was Intersection Zero, he kissed Mel, waited for her to pause the carriage by a transfer platform, slid the door open and stepped out.
The clamour and din of thousands of carriages swaying from overhead rails and clanking through track switches was deafening. The cold air smelled fresh with an edge of machine oil.
He gave Mel a wave, and nodded to the other crew members at the rear of the carriage, and watched as the carriage lurched into onward motion and took the first of the track switches that would lead to the dockyard rail.
That would be a long procedure, and he wanted to arrive at the docks ahead of the containers.
He waited until he saw the first triplet of carriages bearing one of the big insulated containers between them. The triplet made the initial direction change okay, switching onto the overhead track that Mel had taken, and it looked as if everything was proceeding as planned.
Noisy and industrious, Intersection Zero fascinated Donal with its intricacy of endless operation, but while he could have spent a day simply watching the proceedings, today was not that day.
Time to go.
After exiting from a pedestrian tunnel, Donal followed the signs for the pick-up area, and found the dark-green shining car he’d been told to expect. The waiting driver wasn’t precisely a stranger: Donal recognised Kottrel, the man who’d been ordered to vacate his seat at Case Rosie so Donal could talk to DuBarry and his cronies, and who later delivered the message that directed Donal to his meeting at Lars Grimaldsson’s office.
Donal opened the front passenger door and climbed inside.
“I was expecting a faceless minion,” he said. “Not someone of your seniority.”
“Seniority,” said Kottrel. “Right.”
“You’re under some kind of pressure at the moment. I get that. But today’s going to go okay.”
“Oh, I hope so.” Kottrel put the car into gear, checked the mirrors several times, signalled and pulled out into slow-moving traffic. “An easy day would be good.”
Overhead, a concrete ceiling flowed past, and then there was just the underside of Glass Plane 1 high above them, with the edge visible up ahead.
Within a minute, they were out from under the titanic stack of Glass Planes and driving with an unobstructed view of the purple-indigo sky, moving steadily along a ground-level highway headed for the docks.
For passengers, this would have been the long way round, but Donal wanted to take a route that led through a mile-long line of heptagonal arrays of freight containers, checking for anything untoward.
Kottrel was a slow and careful driver, to an extent that might have annoyed Donal at some other time, but suited his present objective: checking everything in the environment, looking for the slightest detail out of place.
“When we get close to the Grimaldsson Logistics cabins,” he told Kottrel, “let’s just stop and watch them for a while.”
“Whatever you say, boss.”
“Honestly, I ain’t your boss.”
“Well, you didn’t say please, either.”
Donal grinned. It was the first sign of spirit from the man. “So please, alright?”
“Okey-doke.”
Scanwraiths checked them out at the entrance to the docks, then Kottrel drove slowly on, keeping the car in first gear. Donal would have changed up to second and reduced the strain on the engine, but never mind. It wasn’t his car, or Kottrel’s either, most likely.
Nothing was wrong.
“Please, pretty please,” said Donal, “could we pull up over there.”
“I’ll think about it.” Kottrel coasted the car to a stop. “I think we’ll pause here.”
It was exactly the spot Donal had indicated, next to some containers, allowing a partial view of the Grimaldsson Logistics cabins and the freight transfer area beyond.
In the background, the dark bulk of the Converter.
Donal and Kottrel sat watching.
“I’d like to think I’m too young to retire,” said Kottrel. “Maybe I’m just kidding myself.”
“You can change careers at any age.”
“Huh. Good point. Some jobs are easier to resign from than others, though.”
“Tell me about it,” said Donal.
They continued to watch.
“You’re sailing on that boat with the goods?”
“Yeah.” Donal nodded. “Me and Mel.”
It wasn’t much of a secret.
“You coming back?”
“Probably. Maybe.”
“If you do, we’d be happy, me and the missus, to have you both round for dinner.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah.”
“I reckon me and Mel would be delighted.”
“Well, good.”
They watched some more.
“Seems okay from here,” said Donal. “But I think I ought to stretch my legs and take a stroll around.”
“If I’m asleep when you come back, give us a nudge.”
“Will do.” Donal opened the car door, started to step out, and paused. “Kottrel, don’t fall asleep. Something’s not right.”
He got out, drawing the Magnus, and closed the car door carefully, allowing only the faintest click to sound.
Fear scented the ocean air.
Behind the windscreen, Kottrel looked pale.
Ambush?
There were Grimaldsson Logistics maintenance engineers who appeared to be servicing a miniature spider-crane that ought to be on a scrap heap, but they were doing their work scared.
Donal watched and listened and sniffed, trying to pick up sensations that in his original life would have been intuitive feelings, a sense of vibration: the best a civilised brain could do with primal perception.
As a zombie, he should be functioning better than this.
There were some distant presences on top of two of the container stacks, maybe more, but the workers in front of Donal weren’t aware of those hidden watchers. The sense of threat came from somewhere else.
The one place that none of the workers looked at was the main Grimaldsson Logistics cabin. Donal waited a few moments longer, trying to pick up additional hints, to sense something from the cabin itself, but there was nothing.
There was danger, but he wasn’t sure where.
He took five steps forward, and then the windscreen behind him exploded.
“Kottrel!”
The man’s body had been flung or dragged forward, so his upper half was out through the windscreen, chest down but with his head twisted around so for a second he stared at the sky before the opacity of death filled his eyes.
Men scattered, abandoning the miniature spider-crane.
Kottrel’s final breath released audibly to Donal even as Donal swung the Magnus back and forth through desperate arcs, trying to sight on a target, cursing as he saw nothing and no one to shoot at.
What the Hades is happening?
And then reality exploded.
Consciousness returned, and Donal might have been out of it for only a few seconds, but in that time someone had sunk invisible hooks into every nerve inside his body and begun to tug outwards, as if to drag every single nerve fibre out through his flesh with exquisite slowness.
He would have screamed, had he been able to.
Through tears, he could see a blurred man, and behind him the portable cabin with its door open. Then the pain intensified but the image briefly cleared, and in that moment he knew his enemy.
Blanz.
The one he thought he’d dealt with. The one who killed Laura.
Blanz, you bastard.
Straining forward, and spots of black blood appeared on Donal’s clothes as the agony grew worse but he still he could not move.
Do it.
He shifted, staggered sideways, and the invisible hooks sank deeper and held him more strongly than before. The pain grew incandescent.
“Donal Riordan…”
Blanz’s mouth continued to move but a tide of agony washed through Donal and obliterated hearing, the entire world out of focus, but far beyond Blanz and the backdrop of containers rose a tall structure—
Hurts.
—and when Donal managed to blink, there was a dot—
It. Hurts.
—and there might be a chance but he had no idea how to take it—
Everything.
—as he forced movement and black blood gushed—
Pain.
—when he lurched, and Blanz shifted—
Yes.
—to see Donal’s face, to bare his teeth, perhaps to laugh—
Can’t…
—pain beyond pain, everything tearing apart inside him—
So. Much.
—but one more step would—
Pain.
—do it, and even through the agony the crack of sound was piercing, and Blanz jerked—
Yes.
—but did not die, did not drop dead the way he should—
No…
—with a sniper round in the base of the brain, but Blanz was turning to stare at the structure behind him, the tall spider-crane that the shot had come from, and Donal could see it through tear-filled eyes—
Hades, no.
—the round with its tip hovering almost at Blanz’s skin, moving as he turned, trapped in some kind of hex shield, because even with his focus on Donal’s excruciating execution, Blanz had not let down his guard, not totally, and now he was raising his hands to cast a death spell and Donal could not move but in this moment—
Hurts, so very much.
—he had to, and remember, Mel might arrive at any moment and she could not be allowed to walk into this so Donal moved one step, another, and even though it—
For Mel.
—filled him with pain, he slammed his free hand forward and the heel of his palm caught the sniper round exactly right and slammed it into Blanz’s skin, and the bastard lurched forward—
Free.
—releasing Donal from the pain so he hammered again, this time with nothing to dampen his force, punching the long sniper round into the back of Blanz’s neck, into the base of the brain—
Yes.
—and the bastard mage dropped dead.
Again there was a gap in Donal’s consciousness, but this one was longer. When he came to, he was lying on a table inside a cabin, stripped down to his skivvies, with people bending over him.
“I’ve heard of… parties like… this.”
“Hades, Donal!” Mel was there, kissing him.
A power cable connected Donal’s chest cavity to a noisy necromagnetic generator standing just outside the open door.
Field dressings plastered his body haphazardly.
“You sprang a few leaks.” A man’s voice. “Weird business.”
Donal rubbed his face then squinted. “Adam Obsidian.”
“Good to see you, Lieutenant.”
“One Hades of a shot, Sergeant.”
He reached up, and Adam briefly clasped his hand, then stepped back.
“Needed a little help to get it inside his brain stem,” said Adam. “Never seen anything like it.”
“First and last time, let’s hope.”
Clarity was returning, and bizarrely, Donal felt no pain at all. In a non-zombie casualty that could indicate his sensory nerves were destroyed, but in this case he could feel everything settling into place.
Healing was commencing already.
“Ruth’s in another cabin, making a phone call,” said Adam. “She’s ripping mad at me.”
Donal sat up on the table. Mel bit her lip, keeping hold of his arm.
There was blood all over the cabin floor and walls, and a lump under a canvas sheet that had to be a body. The blood had dried brown which meant none of it was Donal’s.
Just another casualty in Blanz’s private war with the world.
“Why’s Ruth mad at you?” Donal asked Adam.
“Me being perched up a spider-crane with Lena’s sniper rifle, for a start. Lena’s a local Stealth Rider, and she gave me a little kiss after I climbed down. Actually, she stuck her tongue down my throat.”
“Before you could defend yourself.”
“Caught me by surprise, honest.”
“And Ruth saw this?”
“Yeah, she just came around the corner and nearly tripped over us. She was mad anyway, even without that. Illurian territory, not our jurisdiction, I’m a cop not a soldier now. All that.”
Donal thought about swinging his legs off the table, but decided to stay as he was, sitting on top of it with outstretched legs. Healing had begun, and it would take less time if he didn’t push too much, too soon.
A zombie should be able to control his own impatience.
“You needed to take the shot, Adam.”
“I know. So does Ruth. But I’d have taken the shot anyway, even if there hadn’t been a threat in progress, just as soon as Blanz stepped into my crosshairs. Ruth knows that too, and she really doesn’t like it.”
In the doorway, a figure with a noticeable moustache cleared his throat. “Good job I didn’t just hear intent to commit a crime in my jurisdiction.”
“Inspector Temesin,” said Donal. “As I live and breathe.”
“You don’t really need to breathe, and the living bit is questionable.”
“True enough.”
Temesin shook his head. “I think we’ve all got a lot to talk about. Preferably when you’ve put some clothes on.”
Mel said, “He needs to go to hospital.”
“No.” Donal touched her snub nose with his fingertip. “We’ve got a boat to catch, remember?”
“Are you kidding? We’re not sailing anywhere. I’m not letting that shipment aboard the ship, either. This is my call, buddy boy. Here on the ground, I’m in charge of logistics.”
This time Donal did swing his legs around, even though the movement made him dizzy. He sat there with his feet dangling.
“Guys? Could you give me and Mel a few minutes?”
They went, and pushed the door almost shut, leaving just enough room for the cable to snake through.
“Mel, I love you. You have to know that’s real.”
“It better be.”
“I didn’t come to Silvex City just looking for random work. I—”
“Donal Riordan, do you think I’m stupid?”
“Er…”
“You’ve infiltrated our setup deliberately. I couldn’t figure out if you were after Lars or DuBarry, then I decided it was neither. It’s DuBarry’s new client, right?”
“Thanatos. You ever thought of being a detective?”
“Yeah, but I prefer my work to be challenging.” She grinned, and for a moment Donal knew what she looked like after a win in the ring.
“You’re pretty unbelievable,” he told her.
“I’ll say. And I meant what I said. Those containers are staying right here, unless you give me a good reason to decide otherwise.”
“You mean I need to tell you everything.”
“It’s called sharing, buddy boy.”
“Alright,” he said. “But we need to get those containers on that ship, and we need to set sail as if nothing happened, and Temesin needs to keep the whole thing quiet at this end, or Tristopolis is in trouble.”
Mel kissed him. “Then you’d better debrief fully, hadn’t you?”
Her hand brushed across his shorts, but then she stood back.
“Alright,” said Donal. “But the others will need to hear it too, and there isn’t a whole load of time.”
“Ah, Hades. You’d better find something to occupy me later, my icy zombie lover.”
Donal had once said something similar to Laura, but the recollection didn’t hurt.
“I will. Call ’em in.”
Mel opened the door and leaned out. “Hey, boys. You want to hear a story?”
“About time,” muttered Temesin.
“Not just the boys.” A female voice. Ruth.
“Come on inside,” said Mel. “Donal’s got a lot to say, apparently.”
Everyone trooped inside, only twice kicking the cable still connected to Donal’s chest. When the cabin was full, Donal looked at them all – Temesin and Ruth and Adam and three fit-looking folk in leathers who must be Stealth Riders – while Mel held his hand and he sat there in his skivvies and began to talk.
He really did have a lot to say.




DAY NINETEEN
Monoday, 19th Octember 6607




FORTY-THREE
Five busy days, but for most of that time, Donal and Mel were busy in private, in their cabin. When they ventured out, it was mostly in shabby, functional sweat gear for runs around the decks, along with chin-ups and dips performed on the cages that kept the life pods – covered boats for emergency evacuation – secure on the open decks.
The sea air was bracing, the life pod cages were damp, and the rising and dipping of the ship added interest to the exercises, requiring strength in their grips to keep steady.
From time to time, Donal went out in his normal suit and tie, and took a stroll around the cargo hold perimeter, where a security team that had nothing to do with DuBarry or Lars Grimaldsson kept a tight, suspicious guard on the big insulated containers.
Without breaking his cover and taking out the guards with sudden violence, there was no way for Donal to get a closer look. Perhaps he should have tried harder back in Silvex City, before the transfer at the docks.
“When we get to Tristopolis,” he told Mel when they were sitting up in bed with a tray of cicada cookies and Zurinese coffee between them, “I’d rest easier if you caught the first plane out of Tempelgard.”
“You won’t be resting,” said Mel. “Plus one of the stewards said earlier the Transition Tempest is playing up. All transumbral flights are grounded.”
“No need to fly back to Illurium. You could visit Fortinium. Poke around the capital and see the sights.”
“You’re sure the threat is solely in Tristopolis?”
“I don’t know. I know less now than when it started, this whole thing.”
“Confusion precedes enlightenment, buddy boy.”
“It does?”
“Come here and I’ll enlighten you.”
“Careful, the coffee’s spilling.”
“Who cares?”
“Good point.”
They got to work on that enlightenment.
Commissioner Sandarov called a meeting on the minus twenty-ninth floor, deep below the visible tower of Police HQ. The conference room was free from possible surveillance, though everyone among the attendees felt strange sensations creeping across their skin, while the more sensitive adepts – Professor Helena Steele and Spellbinder Agent Jackson Danjuma – perceived the nearby presence of ancient entities best kept hidden.
“We have a lot to talk about,” announced Commissioner Sandarov. “First, I’d like to thank Commander Bowman for bringing everyone together. Good job, Commander.”
“Thank you, sir.”
Viktor and Harald looked out of place among the well-dressed folk seated around the conference table. Neither was bothered.
“You might have heard that the Transition Tempest is unusually wild at the moment,” said Commissioner Sandarov. “Ruth Zarenski and Adam Obsidian are stuck in Silvex City, but they managed to make some calls before storms severed the transumbral communication cable.”
That item was front page news in all but the sleaziest tabloids, and it was causing jitters in the stock market. Some private enterprises might have alternative links to Illurium, but for most organisations and private individuals, contact with an entire continent was shut off.
“So we know,” continued Sandarov, “that Donal Riordan is, er, wounded in action but probably recovered by now, and sailing on board a vessel called the Converter, due here in Tristopolis the day after tomorrow.”
“With what cargo?” Spellbinder Agent Jackson Danjuma’s voice chilled the room.
“Unknown,” said Commander Bowman. “But belonging to Calista Delfix, hence our concern.”
Professor Helena Steele cleared her throat. “Everything I learned from Senior Archivist Joseph Kaster is in my report, along with everything the journalist, Lissia Dareeling, knows about what’s happening.”
She turned to Spellbinder Agent Jackson Danjuma and stared at him without flinching. No one else in the room could have done it. Bowman would have come closest, but he hadn’t been resurrected long enough to achieve the fullest measure of control.
“I’ve already confirmed to Commander Bowman,” said the spellbinder, “that we have Senior Archivist Kaster’s wife and daughter in custody.”
“And used them as bait in a trap,” said Viktor, “to lure out the people who were twisting Kaster’s arm to work for them. Except you nearly shot a bunch of Tristopolis PD detectives plus a civilian Bone Listener in the process.”
“Unfortunate,” said Spellbinder Agent Jackson Danjuma.
“I’ll say.”
“I mean unfortunate that it didn’t draw out the people we were after. You and your colleagues were never in real danger.”
Harald said, “I beg to differ. That’s the polite version of what I really want to say.”
“If we’d aimed to kill you, you wouldn’t be here.”
“You’re too used to soft targets,” said Viktor. “It’s time you—”
“Enough,” said Commissioner Sandarov.
He turned to Professor Helena Steele. “Please continue what you started to tell us, Professor.”
“Since Joseph Kaster and Lissia Dareeling offered their testimony without undue coercion” – she gave a smile that caused spines to shiver, even in this company – “I’ve petitioned the prosecution bureau for full amnesty, provided they appear as witnesses in any forthcoming trial.”
“You’re saying they just turned up at Mordanto and spilled out their hearts.” Spellbinder Agent Jackson Danjuma leaned forward, and the air flickered around him. “Just like that.”
“Would I lie to you, Spellbinder Agent?”
“I should think so.”
“And what kind of accommodation are Ellie and Alina Kaster enjoying right now?”
“Safe accommodation.”
“That covers a lot of ground, some of it harsh.”
“Doesn’t it just.”
Among the vellum sheets arranged before each person at the table lay the full testimonials of Senior Archivist Joseph Kaster and the journalist who’d originally coerced him, Lissia Dareeling, herself acting under threats to her child.
Which was something of a theme, since the primary piece of sensitive information Kaster had drawn out of the Lattice inside the Archives was the full list of every federal spellbinder’s home details, plus the damning extra: where their children went to school.
So no one was going to push Spellbinder Agent Jackson Danjuma too hard, and not just because federal spellbinders had a certain reputation reinforced by pretty much every bust they made when they caught the suspects red-handed.
You didn’t have to be a parent to understand their motivation.
“As I understand it,” said Commissioner Sandarov, “there’s no definitive evidence to link the theft of the federal spellbinders’ details to the unknown shipment headed here on board the Converter. Or directly to this Calista Delfix, despite Ruth Zarenski’s telephone report based on what she learned from Donal Riordan.”
No one corrected him. This was the best information they had.
“On the other hand,” continued Sandarov, “I’m well aware, from our previous separate conversations, that this level of mage expertise and criminal organisation is unlikely to crop up twice at the same time. Not unless it’s the same people involved in both.”
Professor Helena Steele and Spellbinder Agent Jackson Danjuma both nodded.
On cue, Commander Bowman said: “The biggest unknown here is Calista Delfix, about whom we know very little. Beyond the fact that she’s something called a Level Nine Initiate.”
“For those of us in the know,” said Professor Helena Steele, “that’s enough to indicate how much of a threat she is.”
“Nevertheless, the rest of us need to know more.” Commissioner Sandarov tapped the tabletop, and a sprite flew out of it, straight to the door, where it disappeared. “So I’ve asked someone who knows her better to brief us.”
“Oh, no,” said Professor Helena Steele. “This is a serious mistake, Commissioner.”
The door opened and a hooded figure walked in. He stopped and lowered the hood, revealing a bony face half hidden by wraparound shades, while the door behind him closed itself.
He turned to Professor Helena Steele, and when he spoke his voice was sepulchral. “It’s been a while, Helena.”
“Perhaps not long enough, Mage Lamis.”
The mood in the room turned colder.
“Your personal relationship is irrelevant.” Only a federal spellbinder would say such a thing in the presence of people like this. “We don’t even know what’s at stake here, but all the signs are of imminent and overwhelming danger. All we have to do is work together and get the job done.”
“Well said, Spellbinder Agent.” Commissioner Sandarov turned to Lamis. “If you could tell us what you know, then we can at least start to formulate a response.”
Viktor shook his head, and Harald smiled.
Commissioner Sandarov looked at them.
“Formulate a response?” Viktor leaned back, his leather coat falling open to reveal the usual holstered Grausers. “I heard you used to talk like a real cop.”
But Lamis had been ignoring this exchange, getting ready to share what he knew. Now, as he gestured, glowing shapes sprang up above the conference table, intricate and multi-coloured tables and diagrams and things that might have been graphs except that all the labels and data points were formed of incandescent runes.
“This is what you need to pay attention to,” he told everyone in the room.
And so they did.
For a change, Donal and Mel dressed in their finest, which wasn’t fine at all by posh folks’ standards, but never mind. Mel’s handbag was too large to look fashionable, but it served to contain Donal’s holstered Magnus in addition to her own extensible flick-baton.
They sat in one of the saloon bars, with a semi-circular booth all to themselves, where Mel ordered a tall glass of indigoberry cordial and Donal ordered coffee.
If the steward thought this was mild stuff, he kept his opinion to himself, and shortly returned with their drinks. “There’s a dinner dance tomorrow night. Last one of the voyage, just in case you didn’t know.”
“I’m not much of a dancer,” Donal told him. “But thanks for informing us.”
After the steward had departed, an older gentleman peered over from the next booth and said: “My wife and I could show you some steps.”
“Er,” said Donal.
Mel grinned. “You mean dance steps?”
“We used to teach ballroom and Zurinese, all the way from beginners to competition level.”
Donal shook his head.
“Come on,” said Mel. “You know it’s important to stay light on your feet.”
“In the ring, not the dance floor.”
The older gent pointed to a clear area of polished wooden deck. “That’s ideal. Gelda and I will show you how.”
“Oh, boy,” said Donal.
“It’s an adventure,” said Mel. “I’ll leave my handbag here on the seat, alright?”
Donal shook his head but said okay.
In a minute, they were on the makeshift dance floor, and the older gent’s wife Gelda had partnered Donal while her husband Cromwell was holding Mel, telling her to lengthen her spine.
“You have to take charge,” Gelda told Donal. “Be the man.”
“Um.”
“So long as you do it the way I tell you.” Humour sparkled in her eyes, and for a second Donal could see what she looked like fifty years ago. “Be a good boy, now, and glide your left foot along the floor like this.”
They counted aloud, moving through basic steps while Donal felt like a schoolboy entering the world of boxing gyms all over again – except with less sweat and fear and bruising – before Cromwell led Mel over to Donal and they changed partners.
“You two dance together,” said Cromwell, “while Gelda and I move around you.”
Just then, a slow waltz began to sound.
“Oh, that’s exactly right,” said Gelda.
She waved to the steward who had fetched Donal and Mel’s drinks earlier, and who had obviously summoned the quintet of musical wraiths who were vibrating the air in ways scarcely distinguishable from a live dance orchestra, at least as far as Donal could tell.
The steward waved back as Donal and Mel began to move through something that surely looked more like a tussle than a waltz, while Cromwell counted time: “Left-two-three and right-two-three.”
Mel was grinning as Donal swept her through a turn.
“And left-two—”
The ship lurched.
Both Cromwell and Gelda would have fallen but Donal and Mel moved fast, Donal catching Cromwell while Mel caught Gelda. Somewhere out of sight, two people screamed.
“Collision,” said Mel.
“Not an accident.” Donal looked at Mel’s handbag, now lying on the deck. “That b—” He glanced at Gelda and Cromwell. “That witch planned it.”
“You can’t know that.” Mel took hold of Cromwell’s arm while still supporting Gelda. “But you need to find out. I’ll look after these two.”
The older couple looked stunned.
“Thanatos.”
“Do it, Donal.”
But he was already sprinting for the handbag. In a second he’d pulled out the holstered Magnus and was running for the exit while unwinding the shoulder harness and drawing the gun.
Mel was strong and tough and could look after herself while protecting others. Donal had a job to do and suddenly it was going badly because he hadn’t expected this and maybe he should have.
A collision in the middle of the ocean.
Could be an accident.
A crash and more yelling and the deck tipping at a decided angle before slowly regaining a horizontal attitude.
But it’s not.
He ran on, sure as Hades that this was part of Calista Delfix’s plan that no one had predicted, and that Lamis was right to be afraid of her.
Hammering his way up metal stairs, he headed for the open deck.
Worry pounding at him with every step.




FORTY-FOUR
Donal burst out onto an open walkway slick with seawater and saw the worst sight imaginable at sea: the rearing dark-green head of a leviathan, its neck tendrils flailing, its convex yellow eyes larger than the Converter’s funnels, its angry mouth wide open and about to bite down.
Suffering Thanatos.
He kept his Magnus pointed at the deck, knowing it was useless against something that huge.
And then the leviathan’s maw came down and crunched into the Converter’s hull, changing Donal’s priority in an instant. The creature was biting the side of the cargo holds and Donal was sure the targeting was deliberate but no matter: the Converter could not survive this attack but maybe the passengers and crew could get away in life pods.
There were lines of life pods, caged in place along every open deck, and Donal hoped there were enough. And that people could get to them in time.
He checked the safety and stuffed the Magnus inside his waistband, threw aside the shoulder holster and headed back down the stairs he’d run up. Halfway down, he saw two older, frightened faces, with Mel behind them, forcing them upwards.
Mel’s eyes locked with Donal’s.
We can’t save everyone. Focus on these two.
Donal helped Mel to haul Cromwell and Gelda up to the open walkway, and held them in place as the ship lurched, Mel’s grip snapping onto a nearby rail to steady herself as the ship’s metal hull screamed open, torn apart by the leviathan’s attack.
By one of the leviathans.
“Hades,” muttered Mel.
For behind it came at least five more, moving in what looked like deliberate formation.
“That’s impossible,” said Gelda.
“It ought to be.” Donal dragged at Cromwell. “We need to reach a life pod.”
Mel put one arm around Gelda’s waist. “Come on.”
There were more people out on the decks now, and Donal hoped there were others down below scrambling for the in-deck life pods that could launch themselves out through hatches in the hull, even below the water line.
Most people weren’t going to make it. Not with the amount of damage the leviathan was doing to the ship. One more attack and the Converter would split in the middle and both halves would go down in minutes and the number of survivors would be minimal, maybe zero.
Mel has to live.
Donal’s priority was clear.
They fought their way, all four of them, along the bucking, sea-wet deck to reach a life pod whose small entrance had already puckered open. Mel and Donal pushed Gelda inside first, then Cromwell.
And Mel kissed Donal, hard, both of them soaked so tears were invisible.
“Look!” She had to shout now above the din. “The leviathans.”
Holding the life pod’s enclosing cage with one hand and Mel with the other, Donal turned and saw what Mel had already understood, though it was hard to process.
The first leviathan had hooked two of the insulated freight containers out of the ripped-open hold – tiny figures in the gushing sea were most likely the security staff, drowning unless the impact had already killed them – and as the leviathan turned away, one of its fellows swam alongside the ship, and took its turn in fastening tendrils on freight containers and pulling them out from the hold.
“Calista Delfix,” said Donal. “This is her work.”
“There are people on the leviathan’s skin.” Mel thumped Donal’s arm. “Look there.”
She was right. Tiny bubbles on the nearest monster’s hide – the bubbles tiny in comparison – contained figures that looked human. Some of the bubbles clustered on the spine at the base of the long neck. Two were at the back of the elongated skull.
And the other leviathans bore similar bubbles.
Thanatos damn them all.
Donal’s grip on Mel was fierce. “You have to live!”
“I will. And if you love me, you know what you have to do.”
“No. Not now.”
“You have to, my love.”
Donal shook his head, but she was right: he knew exactly what his choice had to be. “Look after those two. And yourself. Live.”
“Yes.” She turned to clamber into the life pod, took hold, looked back.
“Go,” said Donal.
He pushed her inside, caught a glimpse of Cromwell and Gelda holding onto each other, then he slapped the red star-shaped patch that would trigger the launch. The life pod sealed up – waterproof now and able to survive total immersion – at the same time as the cage clanged open.
Struts fell back and Donal twisted clear as a catapult mechanism engaged and the life pod jettisoned, sailing in a parabola towards the waves even as the ship listed that way, shortening the descent. White sea-foam marked the impact.
Donal hoped the life pod’s internal safety foam had encapsulated Mel and Cromwell and Gelda in time, cushioning the blow.
Now do it.
He focussed his attention on the torn-open cargo holds.
Go.
At a run, he hit the ascending slope of the walkway, pounded upwards until the ship rocked back and Donal was airborne, falling just for a second until his right foot struck metal and he tucked and rolled, the Magnus digging into his stomach, easing as he came to his feet and ran once more.
A woman had fallen and the deck was split, separating her from her young daughter, and she was yelling at the child to run for the life pod but Donal reached the girl, hauled her to her feet and half threw her across the gap, followed her and dragged both woman and child to waiting hands at the next open life pod.
“Don’t wait for anyone else,” shouted Donal. “Launch now.”
Inside the pod, someone was crying.
“Alright,” said a woman with short grey hair.
Donal nodded and ran on.
Behind him, the catapult thumped and he hoped the life pod launched cleanly but he couldn’t turn to look.
The obstacles were tougher here, and he had to concentrate on vaulting rails and clambering through broken superstructure, but he could see leviathans changing places at the torn-open cargo holds and knew that this was a race he was likely to lose.
So push harder.
Thinking was irrelevant as the world became a shifting kaleidoscope, a chaos of dynamic geometry, everything wet with sea spray, and Donal was sliding as much as running, here and there rolling over rails and shattered benches and twice nearly falling over bodies, one of them groaning behind Donal after he had passed but he couldn’t turn back because the walkway he was on tore clear from the hull and all he could do was let go and drop.
Impact, and he rolled, mostly to one side, and then a sea wave grew large and crashed into him and he was underwater.
You know what you have to do.
Mel’s words, which carried multiple layers of meaning and this was part of it: a zombie could survive where a non-resurrected person would drown.
Especially if the zombie was determined.
Tendril.
He was plunging through turbulent water and vision was difficult but that dark shape was unmistakable.
Donal grabbed hold.
Smoothness, and water flowing past him, above and all around, in what the Sisters of Thanatos had taught him, back in the orphanage school, was called laminar flow because you could think of it as layers moving with different speeds, although in reality it was simply ocean and Donal was submerged in it and two factors alone accounted for his survival so far.
One, he didn’t need to breathe.
And two, he would not release his grip on the leviathan’s gnarly hide, no matter how tired he became.
Willing his fingers to be hooks.
To be unbreakable.
Up ahead, if he squinted, he could just make out a portion of a bubble, mostly obscured by the leviathan’s body, and the shadowy outline of a person’s head, occasionally turning to one side but never looking back.
Because there’s nothing here to see.
The Magnus was still in Donal’s waistband, but whether it might yet fall out or be capable of firing if he managed to hang onto it, he had no idea.
To be resurrected was to be cold-blooded.
But his forearms were on fire with the strain that would not let up.
Nevertheless he had time to think, in the endless rush of ocean with nothing to do but hang on, and occasionally catch sight of another leviathan swimming at equal velocity in the gloom.
Perhaps the problem was simple. No matter how well Temesin was managing the situation back in Silvex City, and regardless of whether the Grimaldsson Logistics crew were in custody or free but primed to tell whatever story Temesin ordered them to tell, no subterfuge would stand up to direct scrutiny by Calista Delfix.
In fact, she must have received most of her information via intermediaries who believed what they’d been told, or she would have acted before this.
Unless she’s really smart, and wanted us to think that.
For a while, Donal just hung on.
Of course Blanz was dead, so perhaps Calista Delfix’s inability to contact him had been enough for her to change her plans. Or perhaps she had never been willing to entrust her precious freight containers to the dockyard crews in Tristopolis.
That was it, surely.
Enough.
It didn’t matter how devious and tricky she was, what she’d planned beforehand and what she’d altered on the fly.
What mattered was disrupting her plans.
But even Lamis is afraid of her.
The leviathan lurched.
Hang on.
It was a change in course, and the ocean current was colder here.
Do not let go.
And turbulent, the water, cold and dark and with little to see, but Donal felt sure that the other leviathans were swimming in the same direction, and that there were more, far more than the five he’d first seen, or the handful of others he’d suspected were following.
He had a feeling, with his resurrected nerves sensitive to induction and resonance, that he was part of a large moving gathering, that in the gloom the original smaller group had joined an armada of a hundred, maybe two hundred leviathans, a vast moving conglomerate shadow speeding through black ocean.
Heading for Tristopolis.
Keep holding on.
Nothing else he could do.
Some ten hours later, far faster than the Converter’s schedule, an oily tang in the water told Donal that they were nearing landfall, and the invading leviathans would soon be hitting the shore.
How well they could function on land, and for how long, Donal had no idea. But their numbers were huge, their destructive potential was vast, and even so their primary purpose might simply be to get those freight containers to the edge of the city.
I can’t do anything alone.
And he might yet fall off, as the leviathan he was clinging to began to buck and whip its long tail, its aquatic version of a finishing sprint, and it would be a cruel joke if he’d clung on all this way only to be crushed in the final rush.
Just. Hang. On.
Putting everything he had into his grip, and the minimal transitory purchase he could find with his feet.
Keep—
The leviathan thrashed, kicking hard in maximal effort, swimming insanely fast for such a huge creature.
No.
And Donal was free, twisting and spinning in the water.
Look for the surface.
Impossible to orient himself. He thought he was still tumbling. Could not be sure.
Bubbles.
Yes, that was the thing, to look for—
Massive movement.
Avoid.
Something coming at him.
Impact.




FORTY-FIVE
Commissioner Sandarov pondered the situation reports, looked at the wall maps, and felt sick. All Hades had broken loose, a day and a half before their earliest estimate, hitting the city many times harder and in many more places and with immensely more destructive force than anyone had envisaged.
Apart from Lamis, perhaps.
Signal wraiths were flitting back and forth through the cavernous emergency command centre. Telephone operators filled the air with urgent chatter. Surveillance officers, with cups fastened over their eyes linking them via reflective tubes and lenses to the rooftop mirrors all over the city, muttered their observations while sprite-operated scribaci scribbled those observations on rough vellum.
Few of the city’s defenders, from cops to military to mages, had even received an initial briefing. Mobilisation procedures had scarcely begun. With the exception of the federal spellbinders, no agency was even remotely prepared for an onslaught.
“The feds aren’t enough,” muttered Sandarov.
“Sir.” It was Sergeant Yorak, unflappable despite the mass of communications he had to sort, collate and prioritise. Coming into his own. “One of the search-and-rescue planes has spotted the Converter’s life pods. We have the coordinates.”
“Tell the rescue pteracopters to launch.”
“Already done, sir. I told them it was under your authority.”
Sandarov nodded. He had previously placed the pteracopters on standby and told Yorak they should launch as soon as the S&R teams located survivors.
“Good initiative,” said Sandarov. “Just don’t go too far using my name.”
“Never, sir.”
Sandarov believed him.
“Reports of explosions from Upper Danklyn and Helway Docks, sir.” Another officer, her normally shiny scales dulled with fatigue. “Army Reserve is en route.”
“Good. Speaking of which—”
Security sprites flared amber and the command centre’s doors folded open. Five officers in military uniform strode in, followed by a moving container guided by a military mage.
“General Beaufort,” said Sandarov. “Things are moving fast. Is that your comms gear?”
“It is.” The general pointed to a corner. “Sergeant, set things up over there.”
“Ma’am,” said the mage.
General Beaufort looked at Sandarov. “He’s a mage and he’s got a ThD and he’s only a sergeant because he thinks the life of an officer sucks.”
Sandarov said, “I can understand that. My life was one Hades of a lot easier when I was a rookie on the beat.”
“Indeed. Niceties over, how bad is it?”
“Even worse than when we spoke on the phone.”
“Thanatos.” General Beaufort frowned. “The nearest large forces are in Fortinium, because of a major exercise involving thousands of troops on the far side of the continent.”
“Probably no coincidence.”
“We’ll find the leak when this is over.” General Beaufort looked grim. “First things first.”
“Alright.” Sandarov picked up a pile of reports. “We have leviathans hitting land at the northern edge of the city. There might be over two hundred of the things, and they’re huge.”
“Leviathans don’t attack human cities.”
“Not by themselves, they don’t.”
“This witch, Calista Delfix, can’t possibly be controlling them all. Not by herself, surely.”
The air shimmered, and a ramrod-straight white-haired lady – Professor Helena Steele – was standing next to them. “We’re working on ways to analyse that control.”
General Beaufort had started but regained her composure fast. “You were listening in on our conversation.”
“Indeed. And no, before you ask, Calista Delfix can’t use the same technique, not here.” Her cool eyes flicked to Sandarov. “This command centre is well chosen.”
“Thank you, Professor.”
Sandarov knew that Professor Helena Steele remained in Mordanto and manifested here as something called a holomantic image. There was something odd about her, perhaps because the shadows didn’t fall on her face and clothes in accordance with the command centre’s lighting.
“We need more intelligence,” said General Beaufort. “I’m bringing in recon specialists, but they’re still hours away.”
Sandarov assumed that the general’s default mode would be violence of action utilising massive forces on the streets. He was glad she wanted more reports and analysis right now, but her manner broadcast determination, not hesitation.
She would put her forces into action as soon as the vanguard reached Tristopolis. Local army reserve units, based in the greater Tristopolitan area, would already be heading for known trouble spots, particularly the coastline.
Here, in my city.
Tristopolis hadn’t been attacked by an outside force in modern history, while as far as Sandarov knew, General Beaufort’s combat experience had been as part of an invasion force abroad. Whether that would make her more or less competent in defending Tristopolis, Sandarov found it hard to guess.
“What about Spellbinder Agent Danjuma?” asked Professor Helena Steele. “Have his people made a move yet?”
Sandarov shook his head. “Still waiting, last time we talked. I don’t expect him to call until afterwards, when the action is over.”
General Beaufort’s mouth twitched at one side. “Feds.”
“Exactly,” said Sandarov.
“We don’t know how many soldiers, mercenaries, are part of this attack,” said Professor Helena Steele. “Or do we?”
Unspoken: she and her people were already working to identify and nullify all enemy witches and mages.
“We know of some,” said General Beaufort. “But your point is well made. Commissioner, if these are professionals the way your reports indicate, there could be other groups holed up, still waiting to make their move.”
Sandarov grimaced. He had every cop in the Department on duty. Most were on the streets, wearing hexlar vests and carrying extra ammunition. That included desk jockeys who would be complaining or thankful as the case might be, and others, primarily ex-military, armed with additional weaponry he’d never expected to issue, at least not city-wide.
A lot of people might die today.
Perhaps the best he could do was minimise the casualties.
A bell clanged in the playground of St Swithun-of-the-Sabre, and the roiling mass of children faltered because their break had only just begun. One of the children, wearing her usual blue cape, stood alone by the fence with her head down, and when the others began to stream inside, she remained in place.
From an upstairs window of a house on the other side of Heptagon Dash, Vanessa assessed the situation, watching through a monoscope, and gave the signal: “Go-go-go. Take her now.”
Eldra was beside her, with a bipod-mounted sniper rifle trained on the schoolyard, although the intention wasn’t to kill the child. This was a just-in-case measure because they were professionals and the child’s mother was Spellbinder Agent Maura Keene, so they couldn’t take anything for granted.
The important thing was not to leave a trail that the feds might be able to follow.
In other circumstances that would have been harder, but today was T-Day and Tristopolis was going to see an awful lot of destruction and confusion before the day was over, and it ought to take only minimal competence to snatch a schoolchild and disappear while all the rest was going on.
Eldra blinked her single cyclopean eye. “All clear so far.”
“Keep watching.”
Magnor was leading a different team in East Screamside. They had divided their mercenary group into ten small teams, allowing them to snatch multiple children at a time. As a bonus, many of the feds sent their children to the same schools, allowing groups of children to be taken together.
Each team would then move onto a second school to repeat the operation. That should take out two-thirds of the children.
What Eldra didn’t know, and Vanessa suspected without having asked outright, was that Magnor planned to kill the remaining children on the list, in order to completely throw the feds off guard.
When this was over, Vanessa was going to hand in her notice and find something else to do.
Like what?
But the answer was: almost anything, so long as it was peaceful.
This case, the Keane girl at St Swithun’s, was likely to be the easiest and most straightforward of the lot, given the target’s introverted behaviour. Down below, Karsten and Mikaila were already across the street and clambering over the fence while the girl hadn’t even turned to—
“HANDS ON YOUR HEAD AND LIE FACE DOWN.”
—look, but now she did and her mouth opened, and opened, and continued until it was an elongated darkness from which a piercing sound erupted and blood spurted from Karsten’s ears as he stumbled and fell, but Mikaila lasted a moment longer, swivelling to aim her weapon at the source of the—
“NO.”
—voice but then her back arched and smoke belched from her eye sockets and she fell straight back, her head thudding against the ground. A dead thing already.
The bedroom door burst open behind Vanessa.
“I surr—”
A figure in a dark suit raised her hand, and whether it held a firearm or something more eldritch, Vanessa would never find out.
Her brain exploded.
And her world went out.
On the 213th floor of Messier Tower, an entirely different group of mercenaries was ready to launch a sequence of attacks. A huge luxury apartment, occupying a whole floor, formed their command and control centre, and offered a clear view of Dragonway Avenue for most of the famous street’s length.
At the comms console, one of the operators turned around. “Pteracopter squadrons alpha through phi ready to lift, ma’am.”
Their leader adjusted her eye patch. “What’s the situation on Drag Ave?”
Another operator checked his surveillance mirror, magnifying the image piped in from the roof. “Hexplosive charges in place at all thirteen critical points.”
“Okay, blow them now. Pteracopters, this is a go.”
Both operators repeated their instructions, adding: “Go-go-go.”
A river of fire exploded along Dragonway Avenue. Estimated casualties: probably a thousand pedestrians and car occupants and shop staff on the lowest two or three levels. From up here, it was a bright orange flame in the darker immensity of the city.
“And the pteractopters?”
“All airborne, ma’am, without a hitch.”
“Good. Proceed to target zones. Fire when ready.”
The operator relayed the instructions, then: “Acknowledgment received.”
After a moment, the leader, hands clasped behind her back, gave a brisk nod and called: “Number two.”
“Ma’am?” said her second-in-command.
“Watch over the situation. Back in two minutes.”
“Understood.”
The second-in-command followed her progress to the room used for private conferences, his eyes filled with sympathy.
Once inside the room with the door shut, the mercenary leader removed her eye patch, leaned close to a dark-blue candle above which an obsidian flame was floating, a kind of anti-fire that was entirely black.
The black flame spread to the inside of her eye socket where it danced and should have burned but instead brought an image to life, an image that only the mercenary leader could see, while in her mind words of greeting sounded.
“Hello, do you have something to report?”
“Primary diversion complete. All pteracopters are in the air.”
“Good.” Calista Delfix smiled, though her face was purely in the mercenary leader’s mind. “I want at least eighty percent of the designated targets destroyed.”
“I believe we can achieve one hundred percent.”
“Do it, and I’ll make you mayor of Tristopolis. If you want the position.”
“Yes, please.”
“Alright. Keep me informed.”
The leader staggered back from the candle, her eye socket filled with sudden pain, her mind alive with a different kind of fire. There was no sign of Calista Delfix here.
She could be a thousand miles away.
Although she was most likely somewhere in Tristopolis already, overseeing the incursion with a direct hand, seeing her victory with her own eyes.
The leader slipped her eye patch back on, settled it in place, and went back to the larger room to check on her own people.
T-Day was looking to be a most successful kind of day.
I always knew I could reach the top.
Although even as mayor, she would have to follow Calista Delfix’s wishes, as Calista made the real policy decisions behind the scenes. But that was a more subtle kind of power, which might be satisfying for a witch, even a Level Nine Initiate, but not for a soldier.
The leader stopped behind the communications operators. “Any problems reported?”
“None at all, ma’am,” said the first.
“All pteracopters proceeding to targets.” The second operator gestured at the signals board. “Pilots report, no enemy defences visible.”
“Good,” said their leader.
The best victory was the crushing single blow, the overwhelming attack that never allowed the enemy time to prepare a counterstrike.
My time, at last.
This was what she lived for.
Calista Delfix had just decided – provisionally of course – on the city’s next mayor. Death was a great demoter, should performance prove unsatisfactory; but Calista would let the decision stand for now.
From her observation post atop a promontory called Dervil’s Lookout, she observed the myriad towers beneath the unchanging deep-purple sky, and thought how fine it was going to be, ruling Tristopolis from behind the scenes, knowing that despite seventeen million Tristopolitans going about their mundane everyday tasks unaware of her existence, she would be the one individual whose decisions carried weight enough to affect everybody.
Once order had been restored, of course.
For now, some destruction and chaos, the enablers of phase transitions from one steady state to another, were most definitely in order, beginning with the leviathans smashing their way ashore, sowing panic among the wharves and warehouses and mercantile districts closest to the sea, causing destruction beyond anything seen here in a millennium or more.
Nearly two hundred of the vast creatures were crashing through human structures as if they were toys, while a few city pteracopters buzzed around ineffectually, unable to do anything but observe the creatures breaking up the city.
And yet they were in many ways a distraction, diverting attention away from the smaller number of leviathans creeping their way onto the black coastal highway and the Dreadcore Cliffs, dragging their most precious burdens.
Insulated containers holding magma sharks who were insatiable at best, infuriated now by the thumping about, eager to get out and swim free.
Primed to course along the natural fault lines leading below the city, shallow at first within the outer boroughs of Tristopolis, slowly sinking deeper as the magma spread, kept incandescent by quantal wormhole links to deep underground lava lakes, all held dynamically in place by Calista herself and a web of lower-level initiates, two hundred and eleven of them.
They were lesser witches, based in seventeen underground locations safely outside the city boundaries, their minds locked under Calista’s direct control, keeping the lava hot and flowing as the magma sharks swam towards the centre of the city. Not all of the witches would survive the long relentless hours of mental effort required to keep the quantal wormholes open.
Keeping the magma sharks alive and swimming in their individual rivers of molten lava, enraged and hunting.
And converging on the ancient entities who lived deep below a gothic tower on Avenue of the Basilisks, two hundred storeys tall and designated for centuries as Police HQ, but with a longer, darker history that told of deep forces and historic truces and uneasy restraint among beings that no rational person would dream of disturbing.
None before Calista Delfix, who had decided after all that Tristopolis PD should perish.
When the magma sharks reached the chambers below One, Avenue of the Basilisks, the resulting cataclysm would be like Hades blazing in the centre of Tristopolis, while as a bonus, all the most senior officers and vital infrastructure of law enforcement would be obliterated.
Shadow…
Calista looked up.
How very enterprising.
It was a municipal scanbat a long way from its normal surveillance flight path, hovering directly above Calista. Lacking real-time quantal links, its memory would not be shared with anyone until it returned to its eyrie and synched with a trained mage, their heads – scanbat’s and mage’s – occupying the same volume of space in macroscopic quantal superposition just long enough for the scanbat’s memory to merge with the mage’s.
Calista smiled, and raised one eyebrow just a fraction.
Which was enough.
The scanbat trembled in the air, then began to descend straight down but shivering, as if continuing to fight Calista’s control. But it would not prevail.
Within seconds it was in front of her at waist height, still shaking until Calista raised a hand and spoke a word, and then it hovered steadily in place.
She climbed on top as if it were a motorcycle.
Then she looked up.
Steady now.
The scanbat rose, carrying Calista aloft.




FORTY-SIX
Donal dragged himself out of the water. At some point, barely conscious, he had shrugged out of the jacket that weighed him down, and shed his shoes and socks. The Magnus had slipped from inside his waistband, and would now be lying on the seabed somewhere behind him, destined to provide a site for barnacles to live on.
I’m still alive.
Semantic games regarding unalive resurrected people didn’t concern him. He was alive, and his number one concern was getting Mel rescued, but that required the city’s emergency services to be working, especially coastal rescue, and a city that wasn’t in flames for rescue pteracopters or boats to return to.
A leviathan, huge and spilling seawater, was crawling up the broken rocks to Donal’s left, heading for what looked like the coastal highway overhead. A bioluminescent safety rail formed a pale green curve beneath the ever-dark purple sky.
Here and there, on either side to a distance of about a mile, other leviathans were crawling ashore, using their tendrils and talons to haul the big insulated containers fully onto land.
Trucks were stopping on the highway above.
If I climb fast, I can warn them.
But Donal had scarcely clambered half a body length when he realised people at the rail were signalling with lights. In the small-by-comparison bubbles on the leviathans’ hides, answering signals winked back.
For a time, Donal had forgotten there were people perched inside those bubbles, not just hitching a ride but surely controlling the huge leviathans.
Donal rolled into hiding an instant before a torch beam swung to the spot where he’d been.
Stay still. And think.
Then someone shouted: “Look out!”
A great crash sounded.
What the Hades?
One of the leviathans, perhaps wearier than its fellows or less able to function out of water, had slipped and allowed one of the huge containers to fall, dropping back down a slope of broken rock, bouncing twice and landing on a spike-shaped promontory of black, hard-looking stone.
Which cracked, but not without splitting the container that dropped on it.
Impossible.
Orange lava boiled out of the opening, spilling and smoking and darkening but still hot enough to cook Donal or anyone else if they touched it.
We were carrying this stuff?
The containers’ insulation had obviously been massive, but he still didn’t see how lava could remain liquid and incandescent, and how he and Mel and everyone back in Silvex City had managed to remain in one piece while handling such dangerous stuff.
And then the container exploded—
Bleeding Thanatos.
—as a creature beyond anything Donal had ever witnessed arced out of that explosion, dove straight into the wet sea rocks of the shore, tunnelled through the ground and came out into the ocean, to judge from the massive roiling of white foam that formed an extending line out to sea, for the creature was moving fast.
Someone screamed as flying magma hit them.
Donal pulled himself tighter into the gap between rocks where he was hiding.
Stay out of sight.
But he couldn’t, not if the magma continued to spread this way, because cooling magma would remain hot enough to immolate a man, resurrected or otherwise.
He’d never smelled burning rock before.
A spout flew up into the air, out at sea. Donal wondered if that was the creature’s final sign of life before succumbing to the chill Umbral Ocean, or whether instead it had been able to dive straight down into the sea bed, and if so, whether it could maintain its downward tunnelling until it finally reached liquid magma, clearly the environment it thrived in.
Despite everything, Donal wished it luck.
Time to move.
He rolled out of cover.
By chance no one was looking his way as he crawled up the last few yards, his clothes still wet and clinging, lay down beneath the bioluminescent safety rail, and rolled through the gap and onto the roadway.
Still unseen, but the window of opportunity was tiny.
There was a long, heavy low-bed freight truck – one of perhaps two dozen strung out in stationary positions along the highway – parked on the other side of the road, its driver presumably one of the group gathered around a mobile crane that was helping to manoeuvre one of the big insulated containers out of the tendrils and claws of a leviathan, ready to swing it over onto the truck bed.
More cranes were assisting the other trucks. Probably they’d ridden here on the truck beds, and were currently loading the insulated containers bearing the magma-dwelling creatures.
Perhaps the crane crews were just going to leave the cranes here afterwards, maybe as deliberate traffic hazards in the middle of the road. Most likely there were worse things happening in Tristopolis right now.
The better part of the two-hundred-strong armada of leviathans had to be making landfall in the city itself, because the leviathans here by the highway comprised one in nine or ten of the entire force. Calista Delfix would have had plans for the others also.
Kill her and the invasion stops.
Not daring to stand up, Donal commando-crawled across the road, wishing his shirt were darker but continuing anyway, the tarmac rough beneath his clothes but not enough tear the fabric. No ripping sounds, anyway.
Okay.
He was under the truck bed, close to one of the massive double wheels.
Decide the next step.
The big container latched onto by the crane was obviously intended for this truck, and either the driver or other people might have to check underneath the truck bed as part of the procedure for confirming a load was secured.
But moving from this position made it almost inevitable that someone would spot him. He’d been lucky to get this far. So remaining right here, alert but unmoving, was his best option for now.
He held himself still, the tarmac cold and rough beneath his back.
A strong smell of oil. A sense of grit everywhere.
And footsteps – steel-shod safety boots – growing closer.
“You want I should go underneath and guide it down?”
“Nah, too easy to get crushed. Stand over there, and give us the signal. Left, right, or back up a minute.”
“Yeah, alright. Got it.”
A massive thump hit the truck bed, and a shower of fine rust and grime hit Donal’s face.
“First clamp ready.”
“Good start.”
“Hades, this lever’s stiff.”
“Just lean on the—That’s it.”
A clang, and the truck bed vibrated once more.
“The last few should be easier.”
“If you say so.”
More clangs, then: “Ready to lift ’er over.”
Donal wondered if these guys knew exactly what they were involved in.
Doesn’t matter.
He would have to proceed as if they were entirely complicit in Calista Delfix’s plans, because he couldn’t sit them down for a chat and ask them to debate the pros and cons and think things over.
If they got in his way, they were collateral damage walking.
Can’t kill all of them.
But it would be nice if he didn’t have to try.
Massive thumps, and a shadow rendering the darkness underneath the truck bed even deeper, as the container settled into place. There was good-natured bantering among the crew, now numbering three men and one woman, and some cursing as they sweated to get the clamps back in place.
Thirteen minutes of effort, and they were done.
“Ready to roll.”
“Nine more minutes, and we ought to get the signal.”
“Right you are.”
Boots moving past. The sounds of one person on either side clambering up to the truck cabin and slamming the doors shut.
Someone else slapped the container. “Rock steady. Good job.”
The engine clicked and growled into life.
Okay, this is it.
Still lying on the tarmac, Donal shuffled and wriggled until he was immediately beneath a main beam of the chassis. He moved until he could find footholds – brackets either side of the beam – and then reached up, hooked his fingers around the beam, and hauled himself clear of the road surface.
It was going to be like the leviathan ride all over again.
I haven’t had time to recover.
But bitching and moaning wasn’t going to change the facts.
Get on with it.
Focussing on the tension in his forearms and core and hamstrings and calves, and ignoring the hardness of metal against his bare heels.
Stay in place.
The truck bed shook. From both directions along the road came the sounds of other engines starting up.
Soon the entire convoy was ready.
Steady.
The truck moved off.
Roadway grinding past, inches away from Donal’s back.
Steady.
Holding on was all he had to do.
The convoy began to accelerate.
Zombies were supposed to possess an exact sense of time, accurate to within a couple of seconds per hour at least, but for Donal, his immersion into single-purpose mindless focus on simply hanging on despite the thunderous vibration and engine stench and the road surface speeding past so close to his fragile skin meant that all extraneous perception had to fall away.
There was no point in imagining the pain might end.
Fingers like talons.
Heels like claws.
And the need to keep hanging on, no matter how much the truck shook and his sinews screamed and pain filled his world but he could not give in, because to let go and fall and be crushed into roadkill meant more than the end of his life: it made Calista Delfix’s conquest of Tristopolis even more likely than it was already.
Which decreased Mel’s chances of being rescued and taken to a place of safety, not conflict in the streets.
Focus on Mel.
Focus on hanging on.
Fingers like talons.
Just… focus.
Heels like claws.
Torment, this was, but he could endure torment.
Fingers like talons.
That was it. Force his muscles to remain locked.
Heels like—
Something was changing.
The tone of the engine. The crunching of gears.
—claws.
Slowing now.




FORTY-SEVEN
The mage was called Lowell Norton. He was a Level Nine Initiate, the same as Calista Delfix. He was her long-term rival and associate and lover, with a shared penchant for hard telemantic sex, though he didn’t possess Calista’s enthusiasm for making intimate use of petrimorph servants.
He was also, right now, terrified.
“I don’t know any of the details,” he said. “I swear I don’t.”
His captor wore wraparound shades, making those bony features hard to read.
“That would be regrettable if true,” said Lamis. “Because you’d have no information to share that might stop the suffering.”
This interrogation room was part of Lowell’s own villa in the Soulkill Mountains, a silver-threaded range of black peaks well to the north of Tristopolis, far enough away from the city proper that Lowell should have been safe. And he was, from the rampaging violence unleashed by Calista.
But he hadn’t expected Lamis, of all people, to be able to subvert his villa’s defences, to turn his stronghold into a prison.
To question him in his own interrogation chamber.
“Do you think I’m afraid of death?” he asked Lamis.
“You’re intelligent. Of course you are.”
There was nothing Lowell could say to that.
It’s going to start soon.
He was bound in a chair carved from obsidian, his platinum fetters inscribed with runes that currently glowed black.
Every single layer of his hex defences had failed. It must have taken Lamis months of dedicated preparation to achieve this.
I can hold out.
Calista wanted to prove herself better than Lowell, and she thought that taking over Tristopolis was the ultimate token in their decades-long game. He could turn things around by betraying her.
That knowledge, though, was a weakness, something that Lamis could exploit once the torture was close to breaking Lowell’s spirit.
So I can hold out, but not forever.
Right now, before the pain started, was the time to make a conscious decision: betray Calista while he remained intact, or later, when Lamis had broken him, had taken him to a point he would most likely never recover from.
Assuming Lamis allowed him to live.
I am a Level Nine Initiate.
Perhaps that was the real point: professional pride.
Along with the fact that if Lamis didn’t learn what he needed to know quickly, then the transient knowledge of Calista’s strategy would become irrelevant. The takeover would be finished. Calista would control Tristopolis.
The problem was that Lamis would know that.
Breaking a mage quickly was massively hard but not impossible, and whatever methods Lamis was planning to deploy, overwhelming pain combined with induced self loathing would be part of the process.
My own interrogation chamber.
Growing angry, using that anger to shore up his internal defences.
But Lamis smiled, and Lowell’s anger faltered.
“I know what you’re wondering,” said Lamis. “But never mind torture methods, and how many there are to choose from. I want to ask you something.”
Lowell wrenched at his bonds and shook his head.
“When times are dire in Tristopolis,” continued Lamis, “have you heard how white wolves appear in odd places? How they end up doing something ruthless to individuals threatening the city?"
“Old wives’ tales.” Lowell had no idea where this was going, but any conversation was an opportunity to postpone torture and give Calista more time to consolidate the ongoing attack on Tristopolis. “Myths for children.”
“Does Calista share that belief, I wonder?”
“How the Hades would I know?”
Lamis shrugged, and his sepulchral voice dipped even lower. “Maybe I’ll get a chance to ask her.”
There was something off here. Lamis needed to find out Calista’s plans, especially with regard to the magma sharks – Lowell wondered if Lamis knew of their existence – and he needed to do it quickly.
Casual conversation should have been the last thing on Lamis’s mind.
He’s waiting for someone.
In that moment, Lamis smiled.
“So here we are,” he said. “Ready to begin at last.”
Movement in the doorway.
No…
A white blur, and then it was still.
And very close.
Staring at Lowell with predatory lupine eyes.
It can’t…
Fear beyond anything Lowell had experienced in his dark, extraordinary life washed through him now.
The white wolf bared its fangs.
And growled.
Harlington Depths and Outer Conklyn were reduced to great smoking craters. It was impossible to tell how many adults and children and pets had died in the cataclysm.
Around the edges of the ruins, broken people looked stunned, but there were no visible remains in the craters themselves, and certainly no material entities remaining alive.
Only wraiths, flitting through the craters in a fruitless, desperate search for life, knowing it was hopeless but trying anyway.
Apart from the wraith known as Aggie, who rarely ventured out of Police HQ, and who floated now above the ruins, not joining in with the search, just hanging there filled with a vibrating sorrow analogous to weeping.
She would have much to report when she flew back to Commissioner Sandarov.
None of it was good.
Viktor was an early casualty. Some kind of defensive hex shield expanded and dropped him even as he opened fire with both Grausers and killed or wounded every member of a nine-strong merc team about to destroy a telephony substation.
He came briefly awake in the bat-wing ambulance when it was airborne, but regained true consciousness tucked up in a bed inside the Acute Ensorcelment Ward with a pretty Night Sister looking concerned.
Viktor looked down at his body, his legs, suddenly worried.
“You’re in one piece and going to be fine,” said the Night Sister. “And I know who you are because Harald’s told me all about you.”
“Oh,” said Viktor.
And fell asleep once more.
Harald rode the Phantasm faster than either of them ever went before – despite the weight of the long cylinder slung on Harald’s back, pointing along his spine – howling along the Orb-Dexter Expressway out of the giant skull interchange and looking for the exit helix that led down to Crossblade Park.
The Phantasm’s twin headlights blazed green.
Overhead a Tristopolis PD pteracopter flew in parallel for half a minute, checking Harald out – the motorbike blinked a series of identifying green pulses – then pulled ahead, arced over to the left and looked ready to descend.
Purple fire shot up from ground level, hitting the pteracopter which banked away, slipped down towards the Expressway which would normally be clogged with traffic but today was abandoned, and screeched down to an emergency landing with smoke billowing.
The Phantasm roared closer, enough for Harald to see the crew tumbling out and hobbling clear, so he directed the Phantasm to the side of the road where they slowed to a halt.
Harald peeked over. Mercenaries in an open-topped jeep were working on a rocket launcher, loading a fresh rocket that glowed an eldritch yellow, a sure sign of a hex-enriched payload.
It took a lot to down a shielded pteracopter.
“Alright,” said Harald in his gentle voice. “Alright.”
The Phantasm extruded her parking legs while Harald leaned forward to dismount, because of the heavy cylinder slung in place along his spine. He shrugged out of the harness, placed the hexzooka on the ground, and extracted a rune-covered shell from one of the Phantasm’s panniers.
Then the Phantasm’s headlights blinked twice.
“I surely will,” said Harald. “They’re not getting a second chance.”
Shell loaded, he tipped the hexzooka onto his right shoulder, steadied himself, took hold of the pistol grip underneath the cylinder, and checked the aiming sight.
Good enough.
Taking careful steps, he moved to the edge of the road, stopped at the balustrade, and tipped the hexzooka carefully.
Centring crosshairs on the mobile rocket launcher below.
Steady.
And squeezed the trigger.
Got you.
The hexzooka boomed next to Harald’s ear.
Death leapt downwards.
But elsewhere the mercenary forces wrought destruction with no resistance to speak of, even when Tristopolitan citizens fired revolvers out of apartment windows at armoured mercs in personnel carriers, both the wheeled kind and the sort that scuttled on beetle legs and whose carapaces were armoured and whose controls were located in the hollowed-out rear of the giant beetle’s skull.
The mercs fired back with heavy weaponry, and the resisting citizens soon realised that their ineffectual shots produced retaliatory strikes that shattered apartment blocks and killed their fellow Tristopolitans without slowing the mercenaries down.
In those areas where police or army reservists had concentrated their forces, they inflicted casualties as well as taking them, but in the larger picture, those pockets of resistance were isolated, and most of the incursion simply flowed around the trouble spots like the quicksilver streams flowing downslope that were such a common sight in the Soulkill Mountains.
Which was one of the areas far outside the city that the more mobile and quick-thinking citizens were heading for. But they were the ones who’d jumped into their cars and set off before the incoming mercs blocked the highways and expressways in most directions.
Trapping the majority of Tristopolitans where they were.
While to the north of the city proper, a two-dozen-strong convoy of long freight trucks was winding its way south, each truck bearing a massive, insulated container, heading for a rendezvous guarded by an entire mercenary battalion who wondered what the Hades they were doing so far from the fighting, guarding a rocky location that seemed to have no tactical or strategic worth that any of them could think of.
All save one, who had been a graduate geology student before her life turned upside down and the only thing that made sense was to become a soldier of fortune.
And she kept her thoughts to herself, while wondering exactly what weapon their ultimate client, this Calista Delfix the troops whispered about but had never met, intended to deploy.
Here, at the exact site of the Sutterheim Fault Line.
There had been no cataclysmic movement for millennia, but the fault line remained, and if you went deep enough, you’d reach magma a lot sooner than most locations on the continent.
For the first time since signing on with the Marauders, she regretted her decision.
But there was no backing out in the middle of an engagement. Later she could resign, and then her departure might even be amicable.
Right now, though, any attempt would be countered with a bullet to the back of the head.
So she would continue to do her part in breaking the city of Tristopolis.
Here and there a mercenary troop leader fell in a spectacular, confusing and bloody manner, after which no one could be sure what happened, despite mutterings about white wolves.
But these were isolated events, too few to swing the battle around.
Some of the police officers and soldiers at their respective barricades questioned the absence of mages and witches.
“Bleeding Mordanto and all the rest. Where the Hades are they?”
Later, as the fighting continued and they saw grey-skinned paramedics carrying twisted bodies out from the witches’ institutes and mage colleges, they understood that a battle can be fought on many levels, some of them visible to the ordinary eye, others only obvious in the aftermath.
While the look in many of the corpses’ eyes was something that few who saw the ensorcelled dead would ever forget.
But these ruminations belonged to the lulls in battle, of which there were surprisingly many, for even the most tremendous of conflicts, if it covers a wide area, includes many temporary, localised gaps in the fighting.
Moments of quiet and deceptive peace, even when the carnage is prolonged and the death toll is in the thousands, maybe higher.
Here and there, in those short-lived breathing spaces, a man or woman with no family left to live for might put a gun barrel in their own mouth and pull the trigger rather than fight on.
Other resolved to send the enemies’ bones to the reactor piles.
But no one, among the defenders, retained any illusion that they might be winning.
The best they could do was take the enemy with them as they fell.
Commissioner Sandarov turned back from the wall maps, stared at General Beaufort, and said what he’d been trying not to say for some time now. “We’re losing, aren’t we?”
The general shook her head.
“We’ve already lost,” she told him.
Then a shimmering rose in the air to one side of the command and control centre, and the air split apart and a tall figure in wraparound shades was standing there, carrying a man in his arms.
Lamis tipped the bloody, torn body onto the flagstones.
“Ugh…” Despite the shredded man’s state, he groaned and moved, smearing blood on the stonework.
“Don’t bother trying to save him,” said Lamis.
From the military communications setup in the corner, the Army sergeant in charge, the soldier-technician who was also a mage, looked down at the bloody man and frowned. “That’s one of Calista Delfix’s allies.”
“That’s right,” said Lamis. “Lowell Norton is his name.”
The sergeant blinked. “You took down a Level Nine Initiate.”
“Not from sheer luck.”
“No, I don’t suppose it was. Respect, Mage.”
“Thank you.” Lamis faced Sandarov and General Beaufort. “The armed attacks so far are to soften up the defences and divert your attention.”
“What?” said the general.
“Divert from where?” said Sandarov. “And from what?”
General Beaufort glanced at Sandarov and nodded.
“Calista has a convoy due about now, at a rendezvous directly above the Sutterheim Fault Line.” Lamis sounded grim, even grimmer than normal. “About to launch her coup de grâce.”
“What kind of coup de grâce?” asked Sandarov.
Knowing the answer would be bad.
“Have you heard of magma sharks?”
Sandarov had, but couldn’t say so.
Please, not them.
This was worse than he thought.
Not just defeat, but devastation.




FORTY-EIGHT
There was nowhere for Donal to hide. But perhaps there didn’t need to be.
When he dropped to the road beneath the stationary truck, he could smell on the air that something was happening. He lay in place for a few seconds, allowing the agony to disappear from his overworked sinews, until he could move freely once again.
One of the advantages of zombiehood, provided you kept in shape: fast recovery.
He was barefoot, wearing shirt and trousers. Nearby was a large number of people, and even without looking, he knew – somehow, from the creaks of army boots and webbing, the subliminal scent of sweaty battledress fatigues – that there were many people nearby, and they were in military uniform.
Mercenaries, presumably, since no foreign state had reason to declare war on the Federation, or to attack Tristopolis in particular. But again, from a thousand subtle cues on the air, intuition told Donal that these were hard, professional soldiers working to the same level of discipline as any regular force.
And something – or someone – had captured their attention.
For the moment.
So move.
Sometimes you didn’t know what to do until you plunged into a situation and allowed your reactions to take over. Sometimes not planning was the only viable plan of action.
He rolled out into the open.
And this is what he saw.
There was a small plain, strewn with shale and larger rocks and spotted with scrubby purple-leaved undergrowth, bounded on one side by the coastal highway that here failed to live up to its name, for it veered inland along a cliff face set hundreds of yards back from the sea.
Another side of the plain terminated at the forest line, an impenetrable-looking wall of black ironwood trees, while the opposite edge dropped away to the dark, unforgiving Umbral Ocean.
Ahead of Donal, the far side of the plain didn’t terminate cleanly, but became a downslope of difficult ground, a shallow elongated valley beyond which stood the vast expanse of Tristopolis itself. Lit towers beneath the normal dark-purple sky, a spreading cityscape as impressive as any geological terrain, but with visible fires and plumes of rising smoke that should not have been there.
And even with disasters occurring, should not have been visible from this distance. The smoke pillars and burning fires were huge.
My city is under attack.
A full battalion of mercenary troops was encamped on the plain. They had armoured personnel carriers among the rows of tents, forming a mobile force capable of moving fast. Donal’s first thought was that they were in reserve, ready to sweep in as a surprise attack at any part of the city where the defenders were beginning to prevail.
But then he noticed the defensive array across the downslope and parallel to the treeline, and realised their objective was something else entirely: guarding this location.
Donal rose next to the truck he’d been hiding under.
The entire convoy had halted, with over two dozen containers each holding a magma shark in its pool of incandescent lava, ready to plunge into the world at large.
Letting loose a bunch of magma sharks was one thing, but why here, and not inside the city boundaries?
The best part of a thousand mercenary troops stood there alert, many with their weapons held at port arms, without a single person noticing Donal standing barefoot in civilian clothes right in the middle of the stationary convoy.
Because their attention was on a solitary figure floating fifty feet above them in the chilly air.
Calista Delfix.
For a moment, Donal couldn’t decipher what he was seeing. Then he realised Calista Delfix was sitting on a hovering scanbat as if it were a motorbike, which was not a sight he’d ever expected to see.
Move while they’re looking at her.
Donal crept around to the other side of the truck, to the foot of the inland cliff.
There was a single mercenary standing here, and Donal was right behind him, moving without sound. But the merc was trained and sensed something at the last minute, throwing an elbow strike backwards at head height, and Donal had to spin as he closed distance, clamping the guy’s mouth and nose from behind, kicking to collapse one knee, then a hammer-fist to the carotid sinus at the side of the neck, enough to silence the guy for a second.
A follow-up hook punch to the same spot, delivered tight and hard, and the merc was out of it. Donal caught him just in time, and lowered him to the road surface.
Donal removed one of the unconscious man’s combat boots and tried it against his foot. A near-perfect fit. He decided he might as well take the socks also, then paused as he realised how similar in build and height he and the merc happened to be.
That’s useful.
Since the guy wasn’t going to wake up for a long time, getting his equipment and uniform removed wasn’t going to bring him any closer to consciousness. Donal moved fast, and shed his own civilian wear which was dry by now, but far too conspicuous.
In a minute he was dressed in dark battledress fatigues, with no t-shirt under the tunic but otherwise just like the thousand or so mercs standing on the plain, on the other side of the trucks. He also had a Draken automatic pistol holstered at his hip.
Donal rolled the unconscious man under the truck bed, and tossed in the discarded shirt and trousers.
Get higher.
There was a cliff face right here that he could climb. If Calista Delfix remained hovering in place on the scanbat, then she might spot his ascent. But if he managed to climb up without anyone seeing him, he could shoot at Calista Delfix with a reasonable chance of hitting her.
Which was the best he could hope for.
It isn’t good enough.
But every other option was worse, so he reached out, crimped his fingers on a rough hold, and pulled himself onto the cliff face.
Time to climb.
Halfway up, Donal hauled himself into an alcove. It was too shallow to be a cave, but deep enough to be more than a ledge. He tucked himself in as best he could, and glanced down.
I can’t believe no one spotted me.
He had spidered his way up, moving slowly and making random pauses because anything faster would have attracted someone’s notice, no matter how much Calista Delfix dominated their attention.
She was addressing the troops from her floating scanbat, hovering in place like some warrior witch-queen out of history riding a battle-steed. The rhetoric was probably masterful, but Donal’s hearing was attenuated by the surf-like wash of blood in his ears, exactly like a normal human under stress, while his resurrected-person capabilities allowed him to dismiss the sounds that made it through.
He didn’t care what she was saying.
I can maybe hit her from here.
With one hand, he opened his holster – and it was his now, call it spoils of war – moving slowly, because although his own hearing was diminished by stress-induced auditory exclusion, one of the many mercs or Calista Delfix might have super-sharp hearing, especially when the sound was of a weapon being drawn.
The Draken felt unfamiliar, but it would have to do.
“—to release them now,” said Calista Delfix, her words finally piercing Donal’s conscious awareness. “Let me show you where to tip them out.”
She raised her hands, and the scanbat rose vertically a little more, and some stray illumination caused a curved section of ovoid nothingness to sparkle near her, just for a moment.
A distinct hex shield, surrounding the scanbat as well as Calista Delfix herself.
Moving very carefully, with tension in both hands, Donal pressed the clip to disengage the Draken’s magazine, slid it out of the butt, and examined the topmost bullet, as much of it as he could see.
Smooth, shiny metal.
And no trace of a rune.
I can’t shoot through a hex shield.
Not using ordinary rounds.
Carefully, moving by fractions of an inch, he pushed the magazine back into place, so the Draken was ready to fire.
But not yet.
Wait for her guard to drop.
That, or wait for her to allow the scanbat to drift lower and closer, so he could throw himself into space and grab hold: an action the hex shield might not defend against.
Might, maybe, perhaps.
It was the best he could do.
Then Calista Delfix summoned her true powers, and all thoughts of killing her became a joke, like the tiny firings of an insect’s ganglions confronted with some massive force of nature.
Donal’s notion of saving Tristopolis had just turned ridiculous.
Calista Delfix was the strongest witch he had ever seen
While she floated overhead with arms upraised, her mercenary troops below shifted to either side, leaving a clear space on the plain that ran straight towards the downslope and the expanse of Tristopolis beyond.
Whether the troops moved because of Calista Delfix’s verbal command or by direct mental compulsion, Donal couldn’t tell. Mercs stationed closer to the trucks remained in place: only those on the plain were shifting to make room.
And then the ground began to split.
Shards of black light tumbled through the air, spilling from Calista Delfix down to the ground; and where the black light touched, solid earth and rock fell asunder.
What the Hades?
A fissure opened.
Lengthened.
Running in a jagged line towards Tristopolis.
And as it continued to split apart, it deepened.
Not possible.
That was when Calista Delfix gave the command to lower the freight containers, ready for opening.
In his cliffside alcove, Donal raised the Draken, aimed it at Calista Delfix’s head, then lowered the weapon because there was no point. The hex shield, sparkling from time to time when a stray beam of light impinged on it, showed no signs of diminishing.
If anything, it looked stronger now than when Donal first noticed it.
He could shoot some mercenaries or freight crew as they attempted to lower the containers, but he could only drop a few before return fire took him out, even before he emptied the clip.
And then the release of the magma sharks would continue.
I’m stuck.
He had no idea what to do. He needed to make a difference, not a futile gesture.
Confusion precedes enlightenment, buddy boy.
Mel’s words, in very different surroundings.
Unsynchronised, the truck crews released the clamps, while from around the bend in the road below, a large group of humanoid figures strode in perfect time.
Golems.
Some thirty of them all told, taking up positions by the trucks. When all the containers were free of clamps, Calista Delfix gestured up above, and the golems got to work, manhandling the huge containers while showing no signs of strain or anything else.
They dragged each container around so that the end hatch was facing the great fissure in the ground.
Ready to open.
I can’t shoot golems.
Their skins were impenetrable, and in any case it went against the grain, since the poor things were virtually mindless, strictly innocent of evil.
Unlike Calista Delfix.
You need to die.
But she was floating on that Thanatos-damned scanbat, surveying her troops and the damage she had wrought to the solid earth and now the golems who, one by one at her invisible command, snapped open the hatch locks at the ends of the containers.
And then they came.
Magma sharks.
Molten lava, orange and white hot, came pouring out of the containers along with the sliding, powerful creatures who lived in that devastating stuff. The magma sharks converged on the fissure and poured into it along with their streams of magma that impossibly remained liquid.
More of Calista Delfix’s doing, while all Donal could do was cower in his cliffside alcove and watch.
Then Calista Delfix jerked, high above the diving magma sharks, and there were two people, not one, riding the scanbat, and the newcomer wore wraparound shades, his expression grim, his arms hugging Calista Delfix from behind as if he were a friendly pillion rider, a passenger on her scanbat.
Lamis.
The ovoid hex shield blazed white and purple.
No way of seeing inside.
Get her, Lamis.
The shining ovoid wavered.
You’ve taken her by surprise, so—
And then the blazing hex shield tilted and slid towards the ground.
Lamis, get out of there.
For a moment, Donal thought the hex shield was going to fall into the fissure, but then it slipped to one side, grew even more incandescent, and burst apart when it hit the solid ground.
Hades.
Calista Delfix was staggering, one hand over her face, but the scanbat was broken in two, and Lamis was lying twisted on the rocky ground.
Take her.
Donal went over the edge of the alcove, slipped several feet, then let gravity dominate as he barely touched hand- and footholds, sliding down like a descending spider, feeling a sense of shock when his feet touched ground sooner than expected.
“Who are you?”
A truck crew member.
Donal dropped him with a throat punch and began to run.
Move fast.
If Calista Delfix were even a little vulnerable he needed to take advantage but that meant doing it now, in the next few seconds, because as soon she regained her wits she’d be invincible once more and this time Lamis would be unable to act.
He might already be dead.
“Hey.” A merc, bringing a rifle up to bear.
But Donal had no time for this, slapping aside the barrel and bringing his knee up in a diagonal scything motion, hitting the spleen, folding the man over, and continuing his run.
A golem reached for him with fingers that could crush metal or rock but only if they managed to catch hold and Donal was accelerating now and slipping past.
Move faster.
An entire twenty-strong team of mercs stood directly in front of him and skirting around was not an option and the key thing he had to bear in mind was this: his goal was not to drop every merc but to go straight through them and never, ever stop.
Then he was into it.
A blizzard of open hands and fists and knee strikes and grabs he twisted from, breaking fingers, driving through the melee with no finesse but massive intent because everything was on the line and then he broke free.
In open air once more.
Calista Delfix was lowering her hand, revealing her face, beginning to look up.
He could almost read her thought: The little man from Silvex City.
A branch of the fissure separated her from Donal, a deep chasm that glowed orange down below, which could only mean the magma was spreading.
The magma sharks would be arrowing underground, heading straight for the centre of Tristopolis.
Donal ran faster.
Now.
He jumped, and the abyss passed below him.
Kill her now.
Every nerve split apart in agony and reality filled with a raging black fire that might have been real or might be in his mind but either it way it burned, dear Thanatos, it burned, and this was like the agony that Lamis induced that time but worse, far worse, because this time it was designed to kill with no allowance for mercy but that could not be allowed to matter because of—
Mel.
—the people who depended on Donal so even as his being became a nova burst of pain his forward momentum continued and one straight punch was all it took.
His vision cleared enough to see Calista Delfix stagger, and his follow-up hook punch was light but fast and totally accurate, snapping the side of her jaw around, enough to drop an ordinary mortal but some kind of light remained in her eyes.
Heat.
That witch-light in her eyes was growing stronger which meant Donal’s chance had passed.
Heat, behind me.
And then he realised, closed with Calista, grabbed hold of collar and sleeve and turned and broke into a run, back the way he came.
Sprinting straight for the fissure with Calista Delfix stumbling alongside him.
A thousand mercs had weapons but were scared to fire because they might shoot the witch and that was all the advantage Donal needed.
Nearly at the fissure.
And then it reared, huge and fiery and incandescent, blazing hot and ravenous and angry and—
Now.
—Donal stopped and twisted and released his grip.
Yes.
And Calista Delfix went sailing on.
Straight into the maw of the rearing magma shark.
Got you.
Those jaws dropped shut.
And the magma shark was diving down.
Was gone.
When Lamis stirred, the first thing he said was: “Calista is dead.”
“I know,” said Donal.
He hadn’t said a word to her. The confrontation had been that fast.
Any slower, and I’d have lost.
Lamis sat up beside the broken scanbat. Though his wraparound shades made his expression hard to read, he was clearly taking in the sight of a thousand mercenary troops breaking camp in a hurry.
“The magma sharks are down there,” added Donal, pointing. “For all I know, Tristopolis has had it.”
“Help me up.”
Donal did that, and supported Lamis as they shuffled to the edge of the fissure.
The depths had darkened. No glowing lava in sight.
“They really are down there, the magma sharks,” said Lamis. “Diving straight down, desperate to find a place they can survive in while the heat lasts.”
Without Calista’s ongoing intervention, the lava would be cooling fast.
After staring into the fissure for a few moments, Donal asked, “Can you help them?”
“Well, you’re full of surprises.” Lamis paused. “Give me a moment.”
He lowered his head.
A second later, the air glimmered, and two shapes solidified into being: the ramrod-straight white-haired figure of Professor Helena Steele, and the shaven-headed younger man known to Donal as Mage Kelvin.
“The magma sharks,” croaked Lamis, pointing into the fissure.
Mage Kelvin nodded immediately, and began to draw shapes with his hands that caused the air to glow. Professor Helena Steele looked at Donal – the man who literally possessed her dead daughter’s heart, a man she had looked at in the past with icy cold hatred – and gave the tiniest of smiles.
Then she raised her hands and joined her efforts with Mage Kelvin’s.
“They’ll save the magma sharks,” said Lamis.
“And the city?”
“The attack is over. There’s been damage and death. A pre-emptive victory would have been nice, but we didn’t manage that.”
Donal stared at the towers of Tristopolis.
“But she’s still there.”
“The city? Yes, quite.”
“Which won’t matter a damn to me if they didn’t get their rescue pteracopters out to sea in time.”
“Ah,” said Lamis, as if he understood precisely what Donal meant.
Which perhaps he did.
Mel. You’d better be alright.
In the end, she was all that mattered.




ONE MONTH LATER




FORTY-NINE
The Vixen drew to a halt across the road from the old stone building. Her headlights glowed a soft green. With her shapely fins and polished body, she looked a little out of place here in Lower Danklyn. But she also radiated a subtle sense of threat, which meant she remained safe.
Just a little too conspicuous, that was all.
In the front passenger seat – the nominal driver’s seat remained unoccupied – Sister Felice leaned forward, staring out at the building, noting its faults – broken windows, a gutter needing repair, a glaring gargoyle that looked far too eager to swoop down and exercise its fangs – but understanding that rubble could be swept away, and the basic structure looked undamaged.
From the rear, Sister Amber said: “The brochure described it as a deconsecrated temple, abandoned last year. Most of the damage has nothing to do with recent troubles.”
“You mean it was cheap,” said Felice.
“Probably how they could afford it.” Amber shrugged. “According to Harald, Donal was adamant about making a go of this.”
Felice nodded, knowing Donal had officially resigned from Tristopolis PD.
“She’s a hussy,” said Felice. “She’s a low-life thug and a total bitch.”
“Well I’m your friend,” Amber told her. “And I thought Mel was nice. Offered to teach me a little too.”
“Oh, for Thanatos’ sake.”
“She’s the legal boss of the boxing gym. Harald says, if Donal wants to do some private investigating on the side, he’ll get a licence just like that.”
“That’s not the same as being a real cop.”
They sat in silence for a while. A shadow moved behind a window. Neither Night Sister commented.
After a while, Felice said, “Thanks for coming with me.”
“You’re welcome.”
There was another long pause.
Amber said, “Maybe it won’t last, Donal and Mel.”
“Right,” said Felice. “Maybe.”
She reached out and touched the dashboard.
“I think I’d like to go home now.”
At that, the Vixen’s engine started up, while from inside the boxing gym a thumping sound began, loud enough to hear inside the car. Someone working a punch bag.
The Vixen growled and rolled into motion.
Mel worked the top-and-bottom bag, sharpening her reactions, while Donal slammed power shot after power shot into the heavy bag. Three minutes later, a gym timer, made from tiny steel bones, buzzed to signify the end of a training round.
“You want to swap?” said Mel.
Her workout gear was dark with sweat, hugging the body Donal knew so well.
“Sure,” he said. “Just save some of your stamina for later.”
“Save your own, buddy boy.”
They swapped positions and got back to work.




PRAISE FOR JOHN MEANEY
“A brilliant, inventive writer.” The Times
“A spectacular writer. He makes SF seem all fresh and new again.” Robert J. Sawyer, Hugo Award-winning author
“Cumberland leaps off the page, a trained killer whose anger and grief at his daughter's condition is brilliantly portrayed; the depiction of his simmering rage, barely held in check, and how he channels it, provides a masterclass in characterisation.” The Guardian, reviewing Edge (Josh Cumberland book 1)
“What starts off as a simple missing persons enquiry develops into a full-blown coup against a fascist state... Set in a Britain extrapolated from today's violent streets, yet still highly recognisable, Edge is the first in what will hopefully be a long running series.” Total Sci-Fi, reviewing Edge (Josh Cumberland book 1)
“Within five pages...I was completely hooked... the perfect blend of action and science fiction... I can only hope that there will be more.” The Eloquent Page, reviewing Point (Josh Cumberland book 2)
“I absolutely don’t want to live in the world [Meaney] has created. I didn’t want to in Edge (the first book in the series) and I most certainly don’t want to now. I do, however, want to read about it. It’s relentless and gripping, with a brilliant balance between the personal and the political.” BiblioBuffet, reviewing Point (Josh Cumberland book 2)
“Absorption is the best hard science fiction I’ve read this year, well written, exciting, mysterious, full of interesting characters and ideas...” The Times, reviewing Absorption (Ragnarok book 1)
“…the world building is phenomenal and the pace as chapters switch from time zones is just right, keeping the tension levels up. The female characters are particularly strong and literally jump off the page, particularly the WWII code breaker Gavriela. The novel is also steeped in historical accuracy and authenticity.” Terror-Tree.co.uk, reviewing Transmission (Ragnarok book 2)


“Resonance is a book driven by big ambitions. Meaney has penned a story that aims to be epic beyond even the level of Dune or similarly famed series. Furthermore, the amount of research that has gone into the book adds a surprising degree of credibility...” Starburst Magazine, reviewing Resonance (Ragnarok book 3)
“Meaney's creepy death-haunted world lingers in the mind long after the book is closed... a smart and spooky read.” The Times, reviewing Bone Song (Donal Riordan book 1)




BOOKS BY JOHN MEANEY
Paul Reynolds series
On The Brink
Case books (Case & Kat)
Destructor Function
Josh Cumberland series
Edge
Point
Donal Riordan (Tristopolis) series
Bone Song
Dark Blood (UK title) Black Blood (US title)
Tristopolis Requiem
Pilots universe
Absorption (Ragnarok 1)
Transmission (Ragnarok 2)
Resonance (Ragnarok 3)
Paradox (Nulapeiron 1)
Context (Nulapeiron 2)
Resolution (Nulapeiron 3)
To Hold Infinity 




ABOUT THE AUTHOR

John Meaney writes thrillers, science fiction and fantasy. He has won the IPPY Award and been a finalist for the BSFA Award multiple times. He has several series in progress.
His contemporary cyber thriller series, featurin spec-ops cyber specialist Case and his partner Kat, begins with Destructor Function and continues with Strategy Pattern.
On The Brink is the first in a new series set in the 1950s and featuring schoolteacher-turned-spy Paul Reynolds.
Near-future thrillers feature Josh Cumberland, an ex-special forces cyber specialist driven by family tragedy, in a near-future Britain wracked by climate change, a legalized knife culture and political corruption.
The Donal Riordan novels feature a detective in the city of Tristopolis, where the sky is perpetually dark purple, and the bones of the dead are fuel for the reactor piles.
The seven Pilots novels include the epic Ragnarok trilogy, which begins with alien influences on humans at the dawn of the Viking era, covers the birth of the digital age at Bletchley Park, and concludes with a galaxy-spanning conflict, a million years from now.
Outside the world of writing, Meaney is a lifelong martial artist, a computer consultant with degrees from the Open University and Oxford, and a trained hypnotist.
Visit John at www.johnmeaney.com for the latest news.
 



cover.jpeg
JOHN MEANEY





