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            INTRODUCTION

          

          KAARON WARREN

        

      

    

    
      There are some writers who inhabit a world set slightly apart from ours. It feels familiar, smells, looks, sounds that way. You get drawn in because of this familiarity. You sink into it.

      Then everything changes.

      Joanne Anderton inhabits such a place. Her stories are transformative. From the hauntingly beautiful ‘The Bone Chime Song’ to the poignant ‘From the Dry Heart to the Sea’, Anderton casts a spell over us that draws us into Anderton-world and makes us believe it is all possible.

      Her stories are filled with people we care about, because she cares so damn much. She brings them to life on the page, from the natural sense of dialogue (‘Some yuppie wanker’s idea of art,’ Nathan says, in the excellent ‘Shadow of Drought’) to her descriptions. In ‘Mah Song’, new to this collection: Mother burns fragrant handfuls of carefully preserved flowers, Father fills tiny cups of recycled tin with cheap rice wine juxtaposed with Cables run like mangrove roots from dozens of sockets in his shaved scalp makes this story a classic Anderton magic trick.

      She has a powerful imagination. It is a rare writer who can immerse us so completely in worlds as odd as those depicted in ‘Always a Price’, which I think of as Anderton’s Fuck Cancer story and ‘Tied to the Waste’, a glorious story I first read when working with Joanne as mentor. I’ve never forgotten it.

      Joanne understands how societies work, and how easily they can fall apart, and how much it hurts when this happens, demonstrated with great compassion in stories like ‘Shadow of Drought’ which mixes horror with the ordinary, tapping into the despair and hopelessness that drought brings and ‘Fence Lines’, where she explores the importance of safety in a dangerous world and the lengths to which people might go to achieve it.

      Anderton’s writing allows us suspension of disbelief, even when reading of the creation of life out of rubbish such as in ‘Tied to the Waste’ because her story logic is so good. Things happen for a reason, even within the context of a seemingly impossible world. In one of my favourites in the collection, ‘Out Hunting for Teeth’, Anderton is unsettling and deeply disturbing, yet still logical.

      She has a real mastery of the surreal, is what I’m saying, and somehow manages to make the surreal seem normal.

      At the heart of every story is caring. I call Anderton-world a beautiful dystopia, because even in nightmare scenarios, like ‘Out Hunting for Teeth’, there is still that belief in the triumph of human nature, and that belief love exists, and will exist, as long as we do, so that even when she is describing horrific things (and she doesn’t hold back for the sake of the reader) there is a certainty of the human spirit that shines through.

      What this means is that reading this book will fill you with horror, wonder, awe, sorrow, delight, surprise and admiration.

      
        
        Kaaron Warren, February, 2013

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE BONE CHIME SONG

          

        

      

    

    
      FIRST, THE SONG.

      Those bones were singing before Casimir brought them to me. I heard their jumbled and discordant notes through wood and calico lining, through security spells and spirit wards, as far away as the centre of town. I appreciated the warning; it gave me time to compose myself before I opened the shop to him.

      He stood a little too straight, dark waistcoat emblazoned with an eye in gold thread, crisp white shirtsleeves rolled up to his elbows in the heat. His loosely clubbed hair was iron grey, and the Summoner scars across his cheeks stood out as though they were fresh.

      Five years since I last saw him, and he had aged far more than he should have. The war was long over and he was married now, with three apparently beautiful children. Not that I’d ever seen them — I had no desire to put myself through that particular torture. What right did he have to come here now, looking so tired and old?

      ‘Casimir,’ I said, stepped back to let him enter, and prided myself on the steadiness of my tone.

      ‘Zvonimir.’ He entered stiffly, with none of his usual sharp soldier’s step. ‘I come requesting help.’ I jammed the shop door open, and was surprised to see his dark Watchman’s carriage waiting, surrounded by half a dozen or so of his UnderWatch Necromancers.

      They scowled back at me, white robes bright in the midday sun. What could their fearless Watchman — war hero, powerful Summoner and wholesome family man — want with a poor, middle-aged craftsman like me?

      A breeze from the street set my wind chimes humming, casting faint shadows through the shop with their songs. ‘This would be an official visit, then?’ I asked, as I ran my fingers through the coat of a spectral foal then steadied its horseshoe chime. ‘I’ve never had one of those before.’

      ‘Please understand.’ Casimir skirted the racks of wind chimes to place his wooden box on my workbench. ‘You are my last resort. I only come to you because I could think of nothing else to do.’

      I smiled my bitterness, and said nothing.

      Casimir, lips pursed tightly, spilled his bones across the table. I was forced to grip the edge to stay on my feet. Their song rolled chorus-like from the clatter-clatter, the empty echoes, the hollow beating drums. A song like I had never heard, terrible in its need to be sung, dominating, roaring into my brain until my fingers twitched for the tools.

      ‘What is it?’ Casimir reached across the table to grip my arm, and the bones hushed, a little, enough to allow me to think.

      I shook him from my torn and singed sleeve. ‘Where did you get these? What do you want me to do with them?’

      ‘You must know.’ Casimir glanced around the shop. ‘Build me a wind chime. Play me its song.’

      ‘Of bone?’

      ‘They will sing for you.’ There was a fiery light in his eyes, almost madness, something he’d never allowed me to see before.

      ‘I don’t understand.’ My hands strayed. They touched split skull, smooth femur, small toe. It all hummed through me, in torn patches of melody. ‘Why would you need me? Can’t you just summon their spirit?’

      He shook his head. ‘Murder was done to this poor soul. This and at least four others on the edge of the tidal plain, to the west of the city wall. Foul, desecrating murder that twisted their spirits. The Necromancers and I have raised nothing but tortured, gibbering shrouds. But I am Watch, and I will not allow the people of my city to die unknown, unmourned, and unavenged.’

      ‘And so you thought of wind chimes?’ I drew my hands away.

      ‘You give song to those whose voices are lost.’ Casimir drew his timepiece, but did not look at its hands. It was meant as a conciliatory gesture. I had given it to him twenty years ago, and it had survived separation and war, now marriage and offspring. I did not return the gesture. I had long ago dismantled the one he gave me.

      Instead, I pointed around the shop. ‘I give voices to perambulators—’ a melancholy six tone in copper and wood ‘— carriages—’ iron four tone, large and deeply resonant ‘—and cutlery—’ a glistening eight tone, still haunted by the shapes of knives, forks and spoons, that smelled like a baked dinner whenever it sang. ‘Not to the dead.’

      ‘But that is my point exactly. These bones have lost the ability to speak. You can coax music from metal and wood, so will you not teach them to sing?’

      AND THEN THE DESIGN.

      
        
        Plate: left parietal and incisors, wound with copper.

      

      

      The Necromancers did not approve of me. I would have sooner avoided them altogether, but the bones were fickle. They refused to sing from my workbench alone, and dulled my tools, slipped free of the chain and roared a disapproving cacophony in my dreams until I took them home. Back to the site of their death.

      I wound wire around teeth as Casimir and I rode his carriage to the western edge of the city. He could not watch me do it. ‘Must you?’ he asked in a sickened, restricted voice.

      ‘Isn’t this what you wanted?’ I had chipped tiny perforations into the parietal while waiting for him to arrive. The teeth, adorned now with polished copper, hooked tightly into these cracks. The song guided my hands and created its own patterns.

      ‘Yes, but not where I have to see it.’ He absently rubbed a thumbnail across his cheeks, scratching at the raised and angry looking scars. ‘I have had protests. My Necromancers consider this a desecration.’

      The bones did not.

      They had been found on a desolate spot of land, riddled with mud and the creeping fingers of mangrove roots. Bright wards cordoned off the area: fierce UnderWatch symbols in gold swirled over lapping water, wrapped around tree trunks, and stretched fine across thin air.

      The Necromancers lifted their spells for Casimir to pass through, and slammed them back down so close on my heels that the song in my head crackled. The plate vibrated, and for a moment the wards flickered. I glanced at them in surprise. The bones sung a powerful song, true, but strong enough to rattle UnderWatch spirit wards? Just what had happened to these bones?

      ‘Is this truly necessary, sir?’ A young female Necromancer fell into step beside us. Mud caked the hem of her white gown, splattered up her arms and coated her hands. Her face was red from heat and sunburn, making the scars beneath her eyes all the more prominent. ‘I know you have been having difficulty of late, but we are all here to help you. We have made some progress, while you were gone these past few hours. Just send the artisan away and we will show⁠—’

      Casimir cut her off with the curt motion of his hand. She halted, bowed, but glared at me as we waded away.

      ‘This is where they were found.’ Casimir stopped at the centre of the wards. Above us, an insignia filtered hard midmorning sunlight into a softer brush of gold. ‘We believe they were killed last month, just before the high tide. It’s been difficult to tell. The water sucked away any evidence that could have assisted us, and it also took most of their flesh. What it left seems to have been devoured, apparently by crabs and small animals.’

      We had arrived at a dry patch, the ground solid and slightly raised above the swamp. The trees around us were bare, stripped of their leaves, and coiled with rotting rope and broad, rusting chain.

      ‘The four other bodies were tied into the trees.’ Casimir pointed to four compass points, where the bark was discoloured and the chains laced thickly. ‘At least, we think there were four. They were dismembered prior to being hung. Parts were missing. It was hard to tell.’ The ward above us wavered slightly, as though a cloud had passed before its light, and Casimir shuddered. ‘This is a hard place to die, Zvoni. We found old passages through the lower planes here, when we tried to summon their spirits. Large tracks made by ancient feet. I think this might even have been a god’s death gate, and it remembers the power it once had. Bodies are older here, spirits looser.’

      I couldn’t even imagine such things. I would rather not. ‘And my bones?’

      A deep breath, and Casimir gathered his thoughts.

      He pointed to the ground at our feet, the very centre of the clearing. ‘Not tied to trees like the others, but half-buried.’

      ‘I still don’t understand why you need me⁠—’

      Casimir hissed between his teeth. ‘Why have you decided not to trust me, Zvonimir? Now, when I need you the most?’ He took a tiny blade from a pocket in his waistcoat and knelt in the mud. ‘If you can’t take my word then maybe you need to see.’

      The blade was only the size of a large fingernail, but it shone coldly between his fingers. He pushed up his left sleeve, exposing scarred and sundarkened skin across thick muscle.

      ‘Casimir, please⁠—’

      ‘No.’ His expression was hard, mouth set, but in the unsteady light from the wards his eyes seemed to swim with fear. ‘You need to see.’

      Casimir cut fine, tiny spells into his own arm. I wanted to look away from this power born from pain, but I couldn’t move. His blood dripped to the ground where it pooled into thin, distinct shapes. Something rose from their centre. Not a song, like I knew them. Not a spirit, either. A smoky, formless shade that screamed an endless ‘Waaaaa!’ as it grew. I pressed hands to my ears but couldn’t keep out the meaningless screaming⁠—

      Until Casimir dispelled it with a flick of his blade, a single shallow cut that undid all his intricate symbols.

      ‘There,’ he said, and stood. Necromancers hurried over with white towelling to wrap around his wounds. ‘Do you believe me now? Nothing I have tried will give it shape; nothing I can do will retrieve its voice. I have tried many, many times.’ He pressed the cloth to his arm, and I watched it soak up his blood.

      Shaking, I crouched and ran the plate — the bone and teeth and wire — across the ground. They sang, far clearer than they ever had in my workshop. At first their song was rough and uneven, like inexperienced hands across a row of large, deep bells. I knew from those notes that they would make a resonant four-tone, each tube placed like the points of a compass. But soon their song began to change. It grew terrible, broken. And it filled me. It supplanted the sunlight, the mangrove smells, the sounds of Necromancers and the power of their wards. All in pieces, disjointed snippets, discordant warbles, high-pitched screeching. Through it, I saw a shadow. Something inhuman, unreal. It stalked me, face scarred, bright blade in its hand⁠—

      And then the sunlight returned, and I was hot, and the world stank, and Casimir was frowning down at me. ‘Well?’ he snapped. ‘Does this help? Have you got what you needed?’

      I dug fingertips into the soft ground. I felt dizzy, and tired, and a distressing need to be sick. ‘Give me a moment,’ I rasped. Time, yes. I needed time. ‘You asked me to do this. I will do it my way.’

      ‘I did not think the construction of a wind chime would take so long.’

      Something snagged on my fingers, and I pulled a strange, mesh-like object from the earth. Mangrove roots, animal bones and crab shell wound together tightly. Flat, almost circular, about as large as my palm. The song whispered, thin again. My wind catcher.

      ‘You never took much interest in my craft,’ I said.

      
        
        Clapper: Fragments of pubis and ilium, fused with imitation gold and fake opals made of glass.

      

      

      Casimir, in the dead of night, hammering against the shop door, woke me from dreams of mud and crab claws. ‘Where is it?’ he hissed, locked the door heavily behind him, and peered out a window into the gaslamp-lit street. ‘Have you finished yet?’

      ‘No.’ The bones called from the workbench in scattered gasps of half-formed cadenzas. ‘What are you doing here?’

      He spun. ‘What is taking you so long? Finish it!’

      I realised with a shock that he was wearing a bathrobe with nothing apparently underneath it. His hair was a loose and tangled mess, like iron filings around a magnet. His eyes were bloodshot, and the skin across his cheeks rubbed raw and bloody.

      I took his hands, tried to draw him close. ‘Why are you here, love?’ I whispered.

      He shuddered and pushed me back. ‘Don’t call me that.’

      I collected a clean cloth from a drawer beneath my workbench and held it out to him. ‘You’re bleeding.’

      ‘Again?’ He touched his cheeks, blinked down at the blood on his fingertips. ‘I can’t sleep, Zvoni. See, if I sleep, my fingers scratch. So I can’t sleep. I won’t.’

      He did not stop me as I placed one hand on his shoulder, and with the other I held the cloth to his face. Gentle. So very gentle.

      ‘They want me to step down, because it’s not getting any better. Can’t solve this case, didn’t solve the last, or the one before or before. My skills are abandoning me. Spirits won’t talk, some don’t even rise. And I’m tired, always tired.’ He was shaking, quivering beneath my hands. ‘Is this old age? Zvoni? Is this what happens? Everything you used to be slipping away like unmarked time?’ I threw the cloth away and embraced him, bloody face against my shoulder. ‘You’ll help me, won’t you? They think I’m mad, coming to you. If your chimes don’t work, this will be the end. My career, everything I’ve worked so hard for slipping out of my hands.’

      There was only one way to calm him when he got like this. I guided him to my simple living quarters at the back of the shop. Kitchen and bedroom in one, with shared outhouse a little way down the alley at the back. Nothing like the grand city WatchHouse, hundreds of years old, built of marble and festooned with bright spirit wards. I’d only seen it a few times, since Casimir took its title. Mostly, I tried to avoid it.

      My bed was small and heaped with blankets, difficult to fit two middle-aged men in. Still, I had practice. I laid Casimir on his side, facing the wall, and cupped myself behind him even as I drew the blankets over us. I pressed my face into his hair and breathed in his scent: sweat and blood, always, mingled with sweet hints of something rotting, something dead. A Summoner’s smell. Casimir’s smell.

      This calmed him, it always did. I breathed loudly, drawing air enough for the two of us, reminding him that he was alive and flesh, like me, not dust and shadow like his spirits.

      Here, in the dark, I had listened to him so many times. The night before he enlisted, when we were both too young to understand what war would do to him, he told me he hoped he would be killed. A bayonet was easier than this, he’d said, this whatever we have between us. He returned a decorated soldier, having discovered his Summoning skills in all that murder and blood. But with me, and me alone, he wept for each enemy he’d killed and each ally he could not save. Each time, it was worse. Gunpowder scars and Summoning scars and darkness like a chasm that swallowed him deeper, deeper.

      ‘Be grateful you know nothing of war, Zvonimir.’

      Casimir’s hand crept back up to his face. I reached across the hump of his body, grabbed both wrists before he had the chance to draw blood, and held them as he muttered, again, and shook, again.

      He slept, finally. I waited to be certain before I left him there, tucked him in tightly, and returned to the bones laid out on my workbench.

      I looked down at my hands. Only one blackened nail, better than usual, soldering burns, notches from sharp saw teeth, chemical discoloration. My own kind of Summoning scars.

      The song settled into a constant rhythm, somewhere at the back of my mind, as I took up my tools and started to work. I threaded chain through plate, added clapper, wind catcher, attached the tubes that had taken so much work to carve. The bone chime was small, after all that work, only as long as my forearm. Ugly, and strangely dark to look at.

      Finished, I wrapped it in the calico it had come in, and waited out the night at Casimir’s side.

      
        
        Tubes: Fibula, femur, humerus, ulna, radius. Hollowed out. Scratched with wards. Threaded with mourning bells.

      

      

      The entire league of UnderWatch Necromancers knocked on my door just after dawn. The sheer force of their disapproval disturbed the chimes in my shop and set them rattling, conjuring a mess of scents and shadowed images.

      ‘We have come for the Watch,’ the Necromancer from the murder scene addressed me with heavy scorn. ‘He was not at his home, when we called. His wife appeared concerned, but after questioning she directed us here. To you. His ... old friend.’

      I closed my eyes.

      ‘That poor woman,’ the Necromancer hissed. ‘She does not deserve this. He should have kept you out of this, relinquished his post with dignity, taken up the quiet life he has earned through his years of service, not indulged in this foolish charade and his ... unnatural lusts.’ She pushed past me. ‘Now tell me, where is he?’

      There were too many of them for my little shop. They brushed against chimes and the songs combined with my sleepless night left me feeling like this wasn’t quite real. Wasn’t actually happening.

      ‘What is this?’ Casimir appeared at the curtain to my bedroom: bathrobe gaping open, left cheek bleeding where he worried at a fresh scab, skin pale and clammy and great shadows beneath his eyes. ‘What are you all doing here?’

      ‘Casimir.’ The Necromancer did not even try to hide her disgust. ‘This must end. We have petitioned the Medium Triumvirate and informed them of your, ah, state of mind. Your inability to perform the role of Watch.’

      ‘You what?’ Casimir strode into the room, and even now he was imposing. ‘How dare you!’ The Necromancer took a halting step back. ‘Get out of here, and we will discuss⁠—’

      ‘No, actually, we won’t,’ the Necromancer said, straightening and holding her ground. ‘There is nothing to discuss. The Triumvirate are in agreement with us. Your failure to solve this case has sealed your dismissal from the post of Watch. You are to be stripped of your title, you must hand over the WatchHouse and relocate your⁠—’

      ‘Wait!’ I collected the bone chime from my workbench, and pushed through all the white cloaks to stand beside the windows. ‘But he has solved it! I mean, he will.’

      Both Casimir and the Necromancer glared at me.

      ‘I finished it.’ I unwrapped calico, carefully. ‘Its song is powerful. Believe me, these bones will sing.’

      The Necromancer hissed at the sight of the bone wind chime. ‘Foolish, sacrilegious nonsense. You have been reported too, for desecrating human remains and doing the dead gods only know how much damage to their spirit!’

      But Casimir had hope in his eyes. ‘You did it?’ he whispered. ‘Really, will it sing?’

      Holding the chime out before me, I opened the shop windows, and let the breeze stream over us.

      It sung a dull, hollow song. Bone really wasn’t my preferred medium. But despite this, it was strong. The notes reverberated through me and around the shop, catching on every chime I had hanging, building until they surrounded us like mist. Heavy, and full of images. The Necromancers all gasped, and I allowed myself a warm flush of pride. There, let them see just what my foolish toys could do! Until shapes solidified. And we all watched as Casimir, scarred and haunted Casimir, eyes empty, hands bloody, drew blades down skin. Tied bodies, cut them away, left them to be dragged down into the mud and gnawed by crabs and sucked by leeches. My love. Swimming in dark spirits, covered in black wards, wreaking the worst kind of murder on this body, these bones⁠—

      Dropping the chime, I stumbled back, blind, and slammed the windows closed.

      The song took its time to fade. And when the mist cleared and the sounds died and all the shop seemed hushed, muted, the Necromancers cut fresh wards into their hands. They took hold of Casimir and chained him with light, such horror and betrayal written clearer than their symbols in wide eyes and pale skin.

      ‘I—’ the Necromancer who had argued with him was shaking her head. ‘I thought you were just incompetent,’ she whispered. ‘Not that you were hiding — not that you could⁠—’

      ‘No,’ I gasped, stepped over the chime, reached for him. Necromancers parted around me like I was too dirty to touch. ‘Tell them it’s a mistake. Tell them it’s not true. It’s me! I built a poor chime for you, my love. You entrusted me and I⁠—’

      But Casimir bent, and placed a long kiss on my lips. His chin was rough with his unkempt beard, and his mouth tasted faintly of blood. When he straightened, he seemed lighter. Composed. Why wasn’t he fighting, struggling, denying these lies as loudly as he could? ‘Thank you, Zvonimir,’ he said, and smiled. ‘I was right to trust you with this, after all.’

      And then he was gone, surrounded by white robes and angry glowing wards.

      I locked the shop, barricaded doors and latched shutters. I fell into bed, pressing my face into the bunched sheets and his smell buried so deep within them. Something hard bit into my cheek. With a frown, I sat up, and drew the blankets back.

      Casimir’s timepiece.

      I picked it up. It ticked loudly, still warm, his heart in my hand. Slowly, I stood, and returned to the shop. I pulled out the tiny drawer I had installed beneath my workbench, and withdrew my clockwork wind chime. Built from the timepiece Casimir had given me, it tinkled the faintest of songs as I lifted it. The memory of a time when we were young.

      FINALLY, THE WIND.

      On the morning of Casimir’s trial I did not take the bone chime to the WatchHouse as I had been commanded to do. Instead, I took it back to the swamp where its body had died. It alone could testify to his guilt, and it would not be able to sing from its grave buried deep in cursed mud. Where it belonged.

      The UnderWatch wards were still shining, but the chime broke them open with a buzz of fevered words whispered in panic and fear. I trudged to the small clearing and bent, to dig. But the wind came up, sudden and hot, stinking of rotting mud and crab shell, heavy with salt and burning spells, and even as I tried to bury them, the bone chime sang.

      ‘One man to defend them all.’

      I dared not look up. Mud to my wrists, but the bones would not lay still or quiet. They chimed and they rocked and they sang so strongly in my head, until I thought my skull would break with it.

      ‘An honour, for a soldier, to give your life like that. We drew lots, and swore to secrecy. But a tortured spirit — a dark spirit — is so much more powerful.’

      ‘He volunteered. We drew lots. The first one volunteered.’

      I couldn’t stop myself, the song was in my veins. ‘The first one?’ I whispered, and looked up.

      Dark forms surrounded me, heavy shadows that did not belong in the crisp sunlight. They covered the wards, dulled them until they were nothing but etchings in smoke. Not just one tortured form, one victim, not even the four chained like the points of the compass. Many, so many. More than I could count.

      ‘We travelled far, for our redemption. Across god paths and through time, seeking the peace he took from us. Strange, that it would take one such as you, someone who loves him truly, who wishes him no ill, to finally seal our revenge.’

      ‘I don’t understand.’ I left the chimes half buried, and stood to face the shadows. ‘Who are you, I thought Casimir killed you here, just before the tide⁠—’

      Then a single, solid figure stepped out of all the shadows, and my words faltered. Casimir, as young as I remembered him. His face unscarred, his eyes bright and not yet burdened by the secret horrors he had seen. The Casimir who had given me the watch that now hung in so many sweet pieces around my neck.

      ‘Hello, Zvoni,’ he said, and his voice was light with youth. His hair cropped and tussled. His clothes slightly dishevelled, as though he was only just emerging from sleep.

      ‘Casimir?’ I whispered, forgot the chimes, and stepped forward. But he wasn’t real, not the real of flesh and bone. Just memory, just the spirit of a time and a place summoned forth by one of my wind chimes. I struggled to get myself under control. To steady the rush in my head and the pulse in my veins he always elicited. ‘Why are you here? I thought you’d killed these bones, here in this spot. Desecrated their spirits and turned them dark for your own power.’ That, at least, was what the Necromancers were saying. That was what they had read from my song.

      ‘Truth is a strange thing, isn’t it?’ He floated forward, rested a spectral hand on my cheek. When I closed my eyes I couldn’t feel it. He wasn’t really there. ‘Did I murder these bones in this muddy swamp a month ago? No, Zvoni, I did not.’

      Hope rushed through me. ‘Then we have to tell them⁠—!’

      The shadows whispered, pressed forward, and suddenly I hardly had enough air to breathe.

      ‘Hush, my love,’ Casimir’s memory whispered. ‘I might not have murdered them here, but I did kill them.’ He glanced around at all the malevolence at his back. ‘Be grateful you know nothing of war. Of the things a man must do, to survive. The sacrifices he must make to protect his homeland.’ He lifted ghostly arms. ‘I created these dark spirits, and you do not want to know how. What tortures it takes, to tear the light from a man’s soul. Their power saved whole companies of men, their power turned the tide of battles, their power was met in turn by the dark spirits created by our enemy. But none of that pardons the horror I forced upon them.’ He lowered his hands and faded slightly.

      ‘Please—’ I gasped.

      ‘That was a long time ago. But they have come for me now, followed the paths tread by dead gods to find me here, older, weakened, ready to pay my dues. Everything has its price. Your love has cost me loneliness, their power will cost me my life.’

      ‘You can’t.’ I pulled out the chime I had made from his watch and shook it in front of me. It dispelled the darkness, a little. ‘I will tell them, I will make a new chime, from mangrove roots and crab shell and the gears of Casimir’s heart! He is a hero, and he should not suffer now for what he was forced to do!’

      ‘Remember, Zvoni,’ he whispered. ‘Everything has its price. Each slice of my knife tore into me too; each twisted soul I created warped a little bit more of my spirit. Why do you think I am here? One cannot create such horror without becoming a part of it. I have gathered these spirits, I have led them down the ancient paths for one purpose. I want peace, my love. You, who have tried so hard to soothe me, surely you would not deny me that.’

      I lowered my chime and stared at him in horror. ‘No.’ But I remembered the look Casimir had given me, when his Necromancers took him away. He hadn’t fought them, he hadn’t even denied his guilt.

      ‘You do understand.’ Ghostly arms around me, soft as the warm, putrid breeze. ‘I knew you would. I was right to trust you, I always have been.’

      Then Casimir and his dark spirits faded.

      I stood, for a long time, in that swamp, the half-buried bone chime at my feet.

      When the Necromancers stormed their own wards, seized the chime and arrested me, I did not fight them either. No more arguments or sabotage or chimes. Nothing, but peace.

      AND ALWAYS BACK TO THE SONG.

      The Necromancers strung him up on the stake in the WatchHouse Square, in front of his broken home, for all the city to gawk at. The body of their fallen Watchman — war hero, Summoner, family man — punished for his misdeeds. No one understood what he had done to save them, the sacrifices he had made.

      I hoped he had what he wanted. I hoped he’d found peace in this punishment.

      I, for one, could not go to stare at his body, the skin I knew so well, the length of his legs, the strength of his arms, all changed with death, all so wrong. Instead, I locked myself in my shop, and took apart the watch he had left me. His heart in my hands. To rebuild.

      Casimir’s tiny wind chime played a sadder note than mine, a deeper, minor key. But they complemented each other so well, their tunes made for each other.

      I hung them both above my bed, and when the wind blew just right — from the west, heavy with a salty mangrove smell — I could feel him. Holding me.
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      A rain of stars heralds the descent of the Nine Lords, and the rest of my family celebrate. Mother burns fragrant handfuls of carefully preserved flowers, Father fills tiny cups of recycled tin with cheap rice wine. Later there will be sticky cakes of preserved red beans, and the entire crop of my mother’s window-grown spinach served wilted, and heavily salted.

      I do not join the celebrations. Instead, I go in search of Aroon. It’s important to see him before the Mah Song takes him again.

      He sits in his room, as he always does, plugged into a world we cannot see. Cables run like mangrove roots from dozens of sockets in his shaved scalp. They continue beneath the floorboards to intersect with the ancient optical and copper streams that twist through the ruined city.

      ‘Aroon,’ I whisper, and crouch beside him. ‘Little brother.’ I touch his shoulder to get his attention. ‘How long before they land?’ He is sitting as if in meditation, legs crossed, hands on his knees, palms up. Beneath his shirt the fan in his chest whirs gently, like calm breathing. He turns toward me and his eyes are glowing: flicking green and red numbers in his right eye, a complex array of charts in his left.

      ‘Hello big sister,’ he replies. He closes one eye and concentrates for a moment. ‘Two days.’ His voice is unsteady, but it’s not nerves. Long gone are my little brother’s childhood days, when he clung to my leg and wept each time the Lords descended. It’s hard to believe he is only ten years old. He carries himself with such dignity now.

      His voice is unsteady because the last sacrifice hasn’t had time to settle into his body. A complex design of pins on either side of his neck, each lit by a tiny bulb of a different colour. I don’t know what they do, and he has not offered to tell me yet.

      My heart drops. Two days is so soon. ‘Shall we walk by the river, then? I have credits enough for khanom jark. A whole one each.’

      A faint smile, nothing like the grins and sticky fingers I remember so clearly. ‘The taste of coconut is nothing but data,’ he says. ‘Chemical reactions translated by the brain.’ He traces the plugs in his head. ‘There’s too much inside me now, to leave any space for taste. Do not waste your credits on me.’ He blinks unevenly, one eye after the other. ‘But that’s not the point, is it? I forget, sometimes. Yes, we must walk. It’s time.’

      I give him the space to get ready. As he goes through the complicated process of disconnecting himself, my preparations are far more mundane. I tie back my dark hair without brushing it and change into slightly cleaner clothes. The night is humid, but the sleeves of my blouse are long, to hide the scars — old and new — across the underside of my forearms.

      The result of my failed Mah Song tests.

      ‘What shall we pray to the Lords for?’

      I turn. Mother stands in the doorway, arms crossed, all her good humour gone.

      ‘Good health,’ I answer, head down. That’s what the Lords are for. ‘And a Mah Song to carry our prayers.’

      ‘Or a husband?’ Her tone is bitter. ‘One less mouth to feed.’

      I am the third of three daughters. I should have been born Mah Song — according to my mother, at least. That burden does not rightly belong to the miracle son she should have been too old to carry to term. She had me tested, over and over. My scars are ropey, like the wires the monks shoved beneath my skin when, really, I was too old and had failed too many times to try.

      Aroon tells me memory is only data. The stink of the temple, the razor in a monk’s wrinkled fingers, are just like the taste of coconut. If I want, I can erase them.

      The inoperative nodes sewn into my arms convince me otherwise.

      It’s no cooler outside, but the air feels lighter. Aroon has gathered all his cables into a scarf, wound cloth around his forearms and dressed plainly. He can’t do anything about his eyes, so he still draws attention. His gait is awkward thanks to a sacrifice in his hip, but at least he can walk, and enjoy the night.

      Every time the
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