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PROLOGUE

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

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

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

Leave his little gift here? Then out and away?

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

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

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

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

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

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

Ventday

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘How he died.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Already pretty dim in here.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Yet our skills are widely misunderstood.

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

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

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

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

‘Not sure them berries were good.’

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

‘Well?’ she said.

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

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

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

‘A ribbon?’ she said.

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

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

Then a cabbage hit her in the face.

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

I followed at a speedy lope.
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CHAPTER 2

Ventday

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

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

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

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

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

‘It was not fun at all.’

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

‘You still are a child.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I do it in secret, of course.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

All was silence.

No one moved.

No one worked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Hasp! Is that you, Hasp?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘And did you?’

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

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

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

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

‘He is a very good neophyte,’ I said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘I would never—’

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

‘Isn’t that normal for them?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

That would turn out to be a mistake.
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CHAPTER 3

Ventday

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

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

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

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

‘I did not even know it had a mouth.’

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

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

‘You have been here before.’

I nodded.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘No,’ said the oster again.

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

It shook its head.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Not everybody is as enthusiastic about progress as I am.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

No. Malkin would never sleep in here.

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

Stupid child.

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

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

For nothing.

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

‘Malkin?’ I said, uselessly.

Who would do this?

Why?

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

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

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

The noose went limp.

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

Who would do this?

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

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

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

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

I found myself sobbing like a child into the cheap material of his clothes.
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CHAPTER 4

Ventday

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

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

This was difficult, for two reasons.

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

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

I could not look at his body.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Would they come back?

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

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

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

‘’Shippers are right about you death crows. A peckin’ menace you are,’ said Sivver Ultrand, ‘getting in honest people
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