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      He awakes to a hum of pain, persistent as the droning of bees. His skull aches. His throat burns. His mouth held wide as a scream by a wad of slimy stuffing, bitter as chewing pills. His body burns, restricted by bonds so tight they feel like a cage of secondary ribs. The pain is vivid fire, bright and furious, glittering as the voice of glass.

      Last time he woke, he panicked, pain and fear driving him to screaming. He’s learned his lesson. Screaming makes the pain worse. And so he grits his teeth against the wad, heedless of taste, and rides the pain out until he’s able to think beyond it. To feel. And discovers there’s nothing else to feel, his body so cold he can’t discern where it begins and ends. He thinks he might be naked, but he can’t see to tell. There’s no light here. Nothing to help his eyes adjust. All he sees is a black, endless vacuum. He could be anywhere. Nowhere. If not for the pain, he would imagine himself dead.

      The silence is profound, broken only by a soft, dripping music of fluids and the rush of nasal breathing. He thinks it is his own, but there’s a strange echo. Is someone here with him? Watching? The urge to scream rises again, inevitable as the swell of a wave. He trembles with the effort to control himself, determined not to surrender. It’s not courage; he can’t take that pain again. He’s more afraid of it than he is of this darkness, this silence, this cold. The strange emptiness of his head. He can’t remember his own name. Can’t remember if he even had one. Where all that information should surely reside, there’s nothing.

      All he has of memory is disjointed. Impressionistic. Feels more like a dream than reality, but it must be real. Mustn’t it? He hasn’t always been here. Has he?

      He remembers, or he dreams, of walking. From where to where is gone. But he was walking, sunshine warm on the top of his head, a counter to the cold biting through his clothing. The crackle of glass, or ice, sounds underfoot. Faint music drifts over distant laughter. The air is cool enough to sear the lungs. No sense in it, no coherence. Memory or dream fastforwards, then to a moment of black. Only a high note remains, a vague awareness of pain pure as the onset of a migraine, and then the world caves in around him. Swallows him completely. A last recollection fleets behind the rest like a mirage, a shadow seen from the corner of the eye: incongruous circles. Bright red.

      Red in the white.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      Black eyes cold as the icy ground, Stark surveys the Wharf Guard tanks squatted like grey toads in front of Wharf End’s imposing tenements. Behind their stolid presence, yellow tape crackles, and grim-faced Wharf Guards hold formation, bulky in winter uniform. Most residents may have left this part of the Wharf, but the gang folk haven’t. This is Broken Saints territory. Attack is not only possible, but fully anticipated, and the Guards are a line of tension, fit to snap. Stark can’t fault their unease. There’s something about this case; a subtle but unpleasant pall of ill fortune, bleeding back through the horrors faced by the victims, the awful isolation of their deaths. And here it is, too, this fucking case, leading him back to where he was born: to where he died. To where Teya’s face rises with such crystal clarity, he could reach out and wipe the tears from her eyes.

      He believes in coincidence, in the arbitrary nature of life. He’s seen all too often how horror arises from the insipid, the mundane. But in this case, right from the beginning, he’s been struck by a powerful sense of pattern, of convergence. Past and present colliding. Now here’s this body, in this place of all places, and every instinct he possesses screams that this is a message. Twofold. One for him, from someone he never thought to hear from again, and one for someone else. Someone he desperately needs on this case: Bone Adams, the premier Mort in all the Spires, whose attention to detail and vast array of connections in the Zone are sorely needed here. He’s put two formal requests for Bone through his office at City Central to the Notary Board, the Spires governing body, and they’ve rejected him outright each time, citing cost and logistical difficulty, which is so much bullshit, he could mulch a state farm with it. Bending to lean through the back door of his car, Stark grabs his coat.

      “Don’t bother waiting,” he says to his driver Tal. “This one’s an all nighter.” Slamming the door, he cracks his knuckles and strides to the nearest private. “Is De Lyon here?”

      “No, sir. He called in. Said to tell you to get the Buzz Boys to bag it up and send it to him; there’s no way he’s stepping foot on Saints territory, not for another Doe.”

      Stark twitches, his muscles bunching beneath cheap polyfibre, and barely restrains himself from unleashing a tirade on the blameless private. It’s not his fault that De Lyon is as inordinately determined as the Notary Board to see nothing in these nameless bodies. To leave them as they’re being found: abandoned to die.

      “Buzz Boys in then?”

      “No, sir. Like I said, that’s been left down to you.”

      Stark nods, biting back a grin. “There’s my first good news.” De Lyon, the Mort assigned to the case, a man about as useless and self-important as it gets, has gone and handed Stark the excuse he needs to act. He gestures the private aside, impatient. “I’m calling in another Mort to look at this. Send him corpse-side as soon as he arrives.”

      “Sir.” The private snaps a salute.

      “I’m not army, boy,” Stark mutters. “Not anymore.”

      He moves on, thickset and gruff, his body like his temper; short, built on a grand scale. Unfazed by the smell, he pulls aside pieces of tape as if they’re cobwebs, and steps inside the shattered entrance. This place is a miserable hole, airless, corridors thin as choked arteries and black with the greasy soot of living. Stark resists the impulse to fend his way through. He doesn’t like the uncontrollable sense of urgency, the copper tang of remembered fear these conditions spark, memories of a personal history he’s worked hard to disown.

      By the entrance to the scene the stench of vomit fills the air. A lone private stands, surreptitiously wiping his mouth, flushed with shame. It’s obvious this is his first assignment as a uniformed creeper; he has that demeanour suggesting unrestrained cockiness reduced to cinders. Stark claps a hefty paw on the boy’s shoulder. The boy rocks and gags. Stark winks, too long at this job to care. What’s dead is dead. Not much to do about it. Only the job. Only ever the job. The boy will learn.

      “Body?” Stark demands, voice dry and heavy as stone.

      The boy straightens smartly and raps out, “Secure, sir.”

      “Good lad.”

      Stark pushes past the tape placed around the doorway. Stops just over the threshold, steadying an urge to walk back out triggered by the unexpected lurch of his innards. A woman. It had to be a woman. Pulling his chin left, then right, displacing tension, he wrestles back self-possession by sheer force of will, and gives his attention to the room. To the body at its centre, warped by ropes to near enough the shape of a reversed question mark. As ever, the sight fills him with dull, helpless anger. Fierce determination.

      Given the outlandish state of these bodies, not merely the ropes but the bizarre lack of any modifications, Stark’s first instinct had been to suspect Bone Adams’s involvement, mainly based on the fact of his voluntary freedom from mods, beyond unusual in the Spires. After the first bodies were found, Stark spent hours hunting down everything there was to know about Bone Adams, and, finding a mess of a man who goes between his mortuary and the Zone with nothing more than drinking in between, went swiftly from suspecting him to suspecting that the bodies are meant for him: to see, to solve. Meaning Stark needs him here. Now.

      Screw the Notary; this time, he’s bypassing fucking procedure and going straight to the source. He snatches out his cell and dials with clumsy, impatient stabs.

      “Bellox, it’s Stark. I need Adams.” Stark’s tone is brusque, demanding, allowing GyreTech’s Mort Director, who’s taken over the late Leif Adams’ duties until a new MD is voted in, to know he’s not in the mood to be fobbed off.

      “I’m very much afraid the Notary would have significant issues with that request, Stark. The cost …”

      “Bellox,” Stark interrupts firmly, “I’ve had costs and logistics rammed down my throat by the Notary vultures twice already. Not interested. It’s BS, and we both know it. Just give me the Mort I want. I’ll take the heat, if there’s any to take. De Lyon’s on my last nerve and I’m getting all kinds of twitchy about his incompetence. May have to put in a complaint to GyreTech’s Chair. May have to mention your name.”

      Bellox chokes on that, as Stark knew he would. The GyreTech Chair has a reputation for coming down hard on incompetence. This is his ace card, one likely to get him yelled at by all and sunder, considering his inability to conform to protocol and the trouble it causes, but this is why he does it. Protocol, procedure, achieves nothing but frustration, not only stifling proper investigation but often stagnating it completely. This is how murderers walk free. How crime goes unpunished. How the worst of the world perpetuates all but unchallenged.

      He hears Bellox’s teeth grinding in the silence, until he bites out with painful reluctance, “That won’t be necessary. When do you need him?”

      Stark smiles. Grim satisfaction. “I needed him last fucking week, but today will do. ASAP. Site’s at Wharf End. He can’t miss it, the Guard have a shit-load of tanks bugging up the air.”

      Job done, he ends the call, jams the cell into his pocket, and turns back to the room. Takes it all in, slow. The first look. The first smells. These impressions are the ones he’ll keep at the forefront in the investigation to come. The ones that will tell him the most, if they tell him anything at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 2

        

      

    

    
      Hungover as all hell, Bone navigates the early morning rush, a flood of heedless human pinballs colliding under blue skies. Across the ‘scraper-tops, Canted Cross gangrunners trail in his wake, swift as shadows, their warbling cries carrying clear as bells over the chaos of street noise. For the past two weeks, that sound has followed him everywhere, feeding irritation, pointless paranoia. They’re impossible to outpace, the only option is to go underground. Take the Bullet. But meagre, piss-coloured lighting and uneasy proximity to rats are more than he can bear. He may as well dive in the sewer and swim to goddamn work.

      Today’s not supposed to be work. He’s been called in, savage with rage at the imposition. All he wants is to continue drinking until his head is numb. It’s the only peace he gets. Stopping in the centre of the flow, Bone narrows his eyes against a spiteful glare of sun to light a cigarette, his hands shaking so hard it takes three attempts. It’s well below zero this morning, and the frozen air is a razor in his lungs. The smoke’s worse, but he inhales a lungful anyway, coughing fit to snap his neck. Spits on the snow and winces. There’s blood in it.

      “Fuck.”

      Smearing the bright stain to pink streaks with an impatient foot, he fights on, willing himself to wake up, buck up. The effort’s hopeless. Too many nights of reckless drinking have piled up on the back of the inability to sleep. It’s not insomnia, it’s dreams. Hallucinogenic, freakish dreams he wakes from disorientated, detached from his body and sweating like a bitch. They’re not nightmares. They frighten him more than any nightmare he’s ever had, and no amount of willpower can fix the mess he’s become enough for him to function this morning or any other. The truth hurts, but smoking hurts worse, so he drags hard on his cigarette and loses himself in the pain. Follows the flow onto the Grand, a wide avenue of tall, whorled spires in black metal, framing rows of blinding glass skyscrapers.

      His home, Gyre West, is a tiny island like an off-centre eye in the insane sprawl of Spires City, cordoned off by the river Wern. Like him, this island holds itself separate in more ways than one, but like the rest of the Spires, it crawls with City Officer guards and their gang counterparts––Canted Cross here––a stalemate no one’s interested in breaking yet. The tensions between them, wound to snapping point, crawl under Bone’s skin and bristle, an array of acupuncture needles incorrectly set. If the troubles on the Spires’ outskirts reach Gyre West, small, separate, and therefore insular as it is, it’ll fall in record time.

      Bone tosses his cigarette to land, hissing, in the snow. Heads for a steel and white square on the corner of Grand and Friar St East: Gyre West Mort. Its uneven roof slips with heaped snow, reflects blinding white, stealing sight, leaving only dazzled red haze in its wake. The smallest mortuary in mega-corp GyreTech’s Spires Mortuary network, Gyre West’s handles a mere 20 precincts, a fraction of those covered by other mortuaries. Bone’s been a Mort here for ten years, Head Mort for eight, and this is the only mortuary he’s ever worked, regardless of better offers. His father’s decision, that, but one he’s stuck with, even though his father, Leif Adams, ex-Chief-Mort of the Spires, has been dead nearly a year now. Bone’s institutionalised. Any mortuary but this one feels alien to him.

      Recently, thanks to personal problems arising from Leif’s death, he’s had to share duties with a deputy: Canard Jute, a recent graduate and the definition of loose cannon. He hates that imposition, but desperately needs it. He hates needing it.

      “Better be warmer in here,” Bone says to Cyrus, sitting loose-limbed in reception, as he stamps snow off his boots.

      Cyrus shrugs. “Depends on your take on warm.”

      Half-hopeful, Bone responds, “Warmer than out?”

      “No such luck,” Cyrus returns with a rueful smile.

      Bone grunts. “Typical.”

      “When is it not?” Cyrus couldn’t look less bothered; he’s a big guy and Bone’s never once seen him in a coat. He gives Bone a curious eye. “Hey, aren’t you supposed to be off shift till next Monday?”

      “No such luck,” Bone replies ruefully and heads for his lab.

      Down at the lab, Bone slams through white double doors into temperatures so far below zero his fingertips immediately blanch white, his breath plumes out in long, ghostly trails.

      “Goddamn it!” He looks over at Nia, who stands grinning by the cadaver fridges. “Heating?”

      “Fucked.”

      “Bellox mention those repairs he begged GyreTech for?”

      Nia’s mouth twitches, amusement and bitterness. “Told us to light a fire in the trash can.”

      “Heartless bastard. I’ll set fire to his trash can.”

      “You won’t.”

      His reply is a grimace of intent as he continues to the claustrophobic office at the back, where he stands exhausted, staring into nothing and rubbing a throbbing temple in hard circles.

      “So, what do we have that requires my urgent attention?” he calls out. Resentment makes his voice too loud, but the resulting throb in his head feels like excessive punishment.

      “Spiral corpse,” comes the breezy reply.

      “Fucking hell. Like it couldn’t wait.” Moving fast to avoid freezing to death, Bone scrambles into scrubs and steps from the office, shivering. “Pop it on the table, then, let’s get it over and done, so I can go home and thaw out.”

      “It’s already on the table, as I’m sure you noticed,” she replies, generous with her scorn.

      “Ah. No. Sorry, Ni.” Snapping on gloves, Bone strolls to the table and rubs a finger over the concentric, interlocking circles on the meat of the corpse’s right shoulder. “So, this is, what, number ten … eleven? I’ve lost count.”

      “Twelve. Moron.”

      He sneers, childish. “You ask Spaz about it like you promised? Because I’m tired of his insistence that I deal with these fucking things. This is the fifth one that’s cut into my time off-shift.”

      Nia’s Uncle Spaz heads the Establishment, the Zone-based gang all other gangs in the Spires defer to. Nia and Bone exploit the connection in situations where Bone’s unusual friendship with Spaz yields no answers. This is one such situation. The first of the spiral corpses was brought to Bone’s lab four weeks ago, from the edges of Upper Mace. Spaz made it clear at that point, he wanted Bone to deal with any others found. It’s not the first time Bone’s handled fairly private gang business from out of his constituency, but it’s the most curious. Apart from the spiral tag, the bodies aren’t anything special; they’re only failed gang initiates executed in the normal fashion. Bone and Nia know what it has to be, a new gang, but Spaz refuses to confirm or deny.

      “Yeah, I asked him.”

      Bone raises both brows. “And?”

      “Not a peep, just the same as the last time you tried asking,” she says. “Gang business, not mine, blah blah blah. He was definitely on edge though, way more so than usual.”

      “I got the same impression. Intrigu …”  Rising from his lungs in a dry, tickling wave, the cough takes over his whole body, immediately torquing his ribs to a hard knot of pain. He slams a mask to his face, struggling to stop, to breathe between paroxysms. Comes out of it with embarrassing slowness to find Nia’s eyes on him, cool and concerned and derisive. She’s always seen straight through him.

      “Fuck me, Bone. That’s one hell of a cough,” she says. “You look shitty enough without getting sick. And you’re hungover. Again. That’s not going to help, especially not considering your beverage of choice.”

      “And? Off-shift.”

      She regards him in silence. He can’t bring himself to hold her gaze, stares instead at the intricate silver implanted around the curvature of her cheeks and eyes, trailing down her neck and into her scrubs. His narrow face reflects there, gaunt and unshaven. He looks like hell. He should probably stop drinking, but the drink shields him from far worse.

      Relenting, as she always does, Nia touches his arm. “Are you okay to continue?”

      He nods, wincing as the beginnings of a migraine rolls around his wrecked head. “I’m fine. Fine. Work is better than alone, and it’s not like I can sleep.”

      He wants to talk to her, to tell her everything, tell how since Leif died, he’s been fighting this constant, crushing sensation of loss. It’s not grief. He hated Leif and Leif hated him. Leif was never a father; he was shackles, containment, control. His death should have signalled freedom; instead, Bone is coming unglued, losing the parameters by which he judges his existence. And then there are the dreams. Dreams of darkness, suffocation. Probably just a cheap, mental metaphor for a life under Leif’s thumb, but he’s scared to sleep, anyway, scared to face them. And too scared to share. Even with someone he knows will try to understand.

      He yanks on his mask. Snaps viciously, “Scalpel.”

      Nia fits the blade roughly into his unsteady grip. “Your skin matches our Doe here to perfection,” she informs him, acidic, taking his attitude personally and making him instantly guilty, because she deserves better than this and they both know it.

      Disgusted by himself, as usual, he curls his lip. Cuts. Jerks back as gas hisses and thin, stinking liquid spurts up in a declining arc.

      “Shit.”

      “Not shit. Blood.” Nia swabs Bone’s nose, the movement oddly prim despite the cotton clasped in surgical tongs, the coolly amused amber gaze. “Seriously, though, you need to get help. Leif’s gone. You’re killing yourself by degrees and he’s not worth it. He never was.”

      Bone’s eyes sting. He grips the scalpel hard in a shaking hand. Beads of fetid blood cling like oil to the blade. He watches one slide and topple from the edge as the scalpel trembles. The mirror-like glow of the scalpel. The flash of dropping blood disappearing into the gaping mess of his first incision. Too deep. Crooked. He can see the dappled rot of subcutaneous fat. The blue-white of bone. Can almost see the heart, still and silent under the ribs. Chambers filled with pools of gelatinous, putrid blood. What can he say? The equation should have been simple, life minus Leif equals peace; how it’s become this horrendous fucking mess, instead, is beyond his comprehension. All he wants is to be free of it. Light-headed, longing for the cool burn of a gas-malt, longing for a cigarette, Bone does the one thing that might get him through to that moment: his job.

      “Where’s this one from?” he asks, knowing Nia will allow the subject change, even if she disagrees with it. In these rooms, she’s a professional first and his friend second.

      “On our territory, for once. Precinct 17. The canal. They dredged him up this morning. Someone saw a foot in the reeds, turned out to be a whole cadaver. Unusual there, hence his delightful level of degradation.”

      “Yeah, it is rather.” Bone frowns at the corpse, annoyed by its refusal to be simple. “Give me your prelims.”

      “He’s not an initiate,” she says. “He’s established gang, which means he’s Canted Cross, but he’s been executed exactly the same as the failed initiates. Canted law for transgressors is exile to Spine Freak territory, weaponless. So, this is a great deal more serious than usual transgression, and it has to be connected to the Spiral.” Nia catches his eye. “Which proves we were right.”

      “Shit.” A new gang means nothing but trouble, and some of these corpses have been young Spires lads, trying to become gang-folk. That never ends well. “Reckon he tried to switch affiliation and got caught? An attempted change of allegiance would constitute a more serious response.”

      Nia looks down at the corpse, her half-sneer telling an epic tale of scorn and gang-etiquette drilled into her from birth, never quite lost. “An honourless death.”

      “Precisely.”

      “So why the canal of all places?”

      Bone shrugs. “Beats me. Probably wasn’t killed there. Maybe someone played ‘chuck the corpse?’”

      “What if he’s not Canted?” Nia says, offhand, busy staring at the corpse.

      Bone’s horrified response turns into another prolonged coughing fit. When it stops he wheezes out, “You really want for a non-Canted to have been swanning about on Canted territory?”

      “No.” She grabs the saw, thrusting it across the table. “But check the bolt-pattern, just to be sure. Not like we don’t have to empty him out and weigh his organs, anyway, might as well be thorough on all angles whilst we’re at it.”

      He sighs and reaches for the saw, his hand trembling so violently, the fingers blur like fluttering wings. Ignoring Nia’s tut of disapproval, he applies the blade in a reckless arc, damned and damning. The clock counts out motes of time. Nia’s reproach forms a beacon that Bone ignores, just as she ignores the spray of rank blood painting his scrubs. The saw stutters to a halt. Lifting the sawn section, he exchanges it for his scalpel and severs away, dropping organs, heavy and liquid, into deep steel bowls. Looks into the empty cavity, poking latex-shod fingers up and down each rib shooting right of the spine—a collection of severed branches.

      “Well, that’s sort of a relief.”

      Nia’s eyebrows elevate. “Canted?”

      “No doubt about it.” Bone feels around each nub of steel, counting them out.

      Nia bites her lip. “A new gang means all types of shit may be gearing up to hit the fan.”

      “Yup,” he says heavily, distracted. His gut is beginning to hurt. He needs that drink he wanted earlier. “So, what do we tell Spaz about this one?”

      “Nothing,” Nia says, emphatic. “Not enough new intel to bother him with. We file a basic report, off record as required, and forget about it. Deal with any further corpses as quietly and cleanly as possible. Do our job—”

      Loud, insistent bleeps from Bone’s call-alarm cut her off. He swears and snaps off his gloves with two sharp jerks, chucks them on the scalpel tray. His cell’s at home, so he goes for the office phone, dialling with impatient force.

      “What?”

      “Bone. I’m sorry, but you’re needed again.”

      “I’m not on fucking call, Bellox. I’m off-shift until next Monday. Get that? Mon. Day. Canard’s your man till then. Call him.” He moves to slam down the receiver.

      “Bone!” Almost a shout, an edge to it like glass, and Bone hesitates. “You’ve been personally requested. By Stark.”

      “Stark? Fascinating. But he doesn’t cover my jurisdiction.”

      “I know. Look, Bone, I really am sorry to do this, believe me, but Stark made it clear he needs you, right now, and he’ll go to GyreTech if he doesn’t get you, which I cannot bloody afford to deal with ever, frankly, so get moving. The tenements at Wharf End. There’s a blockade. You can’t miss it.”

      Dial tone purrs in his ear. The receiver drops from his fingers and clatters to the desktop. It makes him jump. He peers out at Nia, her hands full of rotting liver.

      “I have to go,” he tells her.

      She nods. “Where’ve they called you?”

      “Wharf End.”

      “Wharf End? But that’s way past River Head, over the Sewer Estuary.”

      “Way out of my turf, is what it is,” he mutters.

      Nia’s hands tighten, sending rivulets of rotting fluids to spatter the shining white floor of the lab, a Braille of indifferent death. “Bad juju,” she says quietly.

      “Yeah.” Bone starts to peel out of his scrubs. “Real bad juju.”
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      Tank exhaust whips the hair of a rat-faced child, slaps it into tails to match her face. Dressed in a tattered tee and filthy shorts, she should be freezing, yet she stands, blank as a brick, oblivious to all but the array of tanks and guards outside the dominating facade of the tenements. It’s obvious she’s a street kid, but she’s a bum note of scenery and her presence tightens Bone’s anxiety. His head is still pounding, a swiftly grabbed coffee having made no inroads towards curing his ailments. He’s so tired, his eyes are burning coals, searing the sockets.

      From the rooftops, the sharp, gull-like cries of Broken Saints gangrunners echo about the street. They’re different from Canted calls, which are more like the chatter of starlings, but he understands neither. The girl does, though. She listens for a moment, head to one side, and then pelts for it, her speed in the snow extraordinary. He watches her go. Sunlight ripples, rendering her a dwindling streak of red against a dull, white expanse. When she’s gone, he scours the roofs, squinting, looking for the runners. They’re impossible to spot, so he walks forwards to the blockade, where a private snaps him a swift salute.

      “Welcome to the circus, Mort Adams. CO Stark requested you join him corpse-side on arrival.”

      Bone frowns. “Thanks.”

      He hates official titles, prefers his Zone name: The Bone-Man. It’s a gang nickname, an honorific. He’s the only outsider to ever receive one. Bone was a joke when he was born, bad Mort humour. A gang name for a Mort’s son, it caused problems in the Zone when he started training. He had to work ten times harder to prove his worth, but it paid off in unexpected, often uncomfortable, ways––they’ve come to attach too much significance to his refusal to ornament his flesh. He’d tell them the truth, if they’d listen, but he doubts they’d believe him. They want it to be what they think it is. You can’t fight that sort of thinking, so he doesn’t try, merely quietly resents it.

      Stumbling across rough ground, he enters the tenement, only to find himself blinded by darkness. Panic hits the same way it always does in this sort of sensory deprivation, and he all but screams the detective’s name, “Stark!”

      “Bone? Here! Keep straight on. Follow the smell,” comes back, solid as a guiding rope.

      Bone swallows the urge to run, and follows the voice because the smell is everywhere. Slowly, he adjusts to the dim light. There’s quiet scuffling in the corners. Rats, their fur heavily matted and grease-smeared. Fear snakes through his lower intestine and he hurries on, desperate to put them behind him. Comes to a door manned by a skinny Wharf Guard private, pale as fish guts.

      Bone points. “Corpse?”

      The boy nods, and Bone ducks through, cursing the cramped doorway. Inside, Stark waits for him, standing beside her, and Bone falters to a stop. Stares. Blood buzzes deep within his veins. Awe intermingles with the sensation of falling, and everything fades but her. Poised in a halo of angelic white light, she’s a slowly mottling statue, perfectly aligned. The tang of her rot is acrid and stings his eyes, making them water. He wipes a shaking hand across to clear his vision, needing to see her.

      Her skin. It’s her skin. As pure and unmarred as his, bar the natural effects of decay. He almost refuses to believe it. There’s no one in the Spires like him, no one whose flesh is unmarked. No one else whose natural inclination to alter the self with mods of iron, steel, and silver, or multifarious genetic alterations has been stifled. He’s alone. Or at least, he thought he was because now there’s her. How ironic they should meet now, when their similarities can make no difference to his state.

      Squat as a tank next to her alien beauty, Stark holds up a large glove-encased hand and gently strokes her slender arm.

      “Ballerina Girl,” he says. The low timbre of his voice vibrates Bone’s eardrum to the point of discomfort.

      Bone’s motionless. Fixated. He follows the long lines of her attenuated limbs in a caressing gaze and moves without thinking. Walks a slow circle about her, rising with exaggerated care over the system of ropes crossing the room, intricate as spider’s web. She’s perched delicately, gracefully even. Ethereal despite the rigid lines of restraining rope and the dappled gnaw of rats. Despite the brightening maroon blush of lividity speckling her lower body, and the animalistic rictus of her face. She’s a macabre artwork of flesh and rope.

      Her body floats above the denuded toes of her right foot. The left soars in a high arc above and over her thrown-back head. Her arms, too, sweep back. Her naked body twists into a curve so extreme that, were she not held by that torturous formation of knots and pulleys, she would crumple. Her dilemma hits his chest full force. He’s overtaken with the urge to reach out and pluck her from the web, rescue her, even though the moment she might have been rescued is long since passed. But those ropes, they make him ache so far inside, he can’t pinpoint the location of that hurt with any accuracy.

      He steps towards her, reflected in her blank eyes. Up close, the illusion of purity, of mod-free skin, is broken. He sees the scars where mods should be, the evidence––almost invisible to all but Morts and surgeons––of genetic tampering. Those tiny pucker marks by the eyes, the pinprick of white stipples in the irises, the body’s reaction to change. He’s halfway relieved, but his gut cramps in disappointment, too. Being alone is a burden, and Bone often wishes there existed the option of normality without modification, or that modification felt in any way normal to him after all these years of being denied his own. All he wants, all he ever wanted, is to feel normal.

      “Ballerina Girl?” Bone digs in his pocket and snaps on gloves, focusing on the corpse, his job. “She’s labelled?”

      Stark points to the inside of the leg suspended at a freakish angle above her head and Bone steps around to look. Tattooed in spidery writing, it tangles along her inner calf: BALLERINA GIRL.

      “Any work you know?” Stark asks, intense with hope.

      Bone reaches out and rubs his finger along. The writing stretches in flesh just beginning to slip. He traces the letters one by one. Delves deep into the repository of Zone scratch names and their accompanying styles stored in his memory, registering only disappointment, frustration, and the beginnings of bewilderment.

      “It’s not a style I’m immediately familiar with, no,” he says, slowly, thoughtful. He turns to Stark. “I’m betting her killer tagged her himself. In which case, with all these mods removed—which is probably her killer, as well—he’d most likely be a surgeon. I’m looking at a fairly impossible task, even with my somewhat larger list of Zone contacts. But I’m guessing you sort of knew that. So, why am I really here?”

      “Because there are no mods, and I think that means something. I think it means you’re supposed to see it. And because Ballerina Girl makes three.”

      The distant roar of the tanks’ exhaust momentarily dims. Bone turns back towards the creature floating centre stage and the precise machinery of her presentation. That elegant layout of hooks and pulleys holds the rope web unyieldingly taut, even to the weight of her sagging flesh. He looks beyond her at the whole room, realising it’s no longer slowly corroding ruins but a grotesque stage for the performance of Ballerina Girl.

      A coat of deep red paint, daubed on in thick waves, disguises the walls and obliterates the narrow windows, bleeding onto the blackened plas-wood of the floor, into the mould-patched expanse of the ceiling, eradicating every trace of the room’s former function. Whatever perverse impulse has moved the hand of her killer, there’s explicit intent to it. The little light that may have penetrated this derelict capsule has been blotted. Instead four powerful, solar-fed spotlights are set into the far corners of the room, angled to highlight her perfect, unreal curves and mask-like face. Simple. Pre-planned. Perfectly executed.

      Tension coils through Bone in a slow, sick spiral. He’s seen more than he cares to recall, but nothing so careful as this, so deliberated. No one in the Spires cares enough to put this much thought behind slaughter. Violence here is a reflex; effortless as the countless movements a body undertakes in order to function. Ballerina Girl represents a calculated act of destruction, art as opposed to aftermath. And there have been two more like her. Three aberrant artworks, now his to interpret. But how does he begin to interpret this? Bone rubs at arms stippled with reaction.

      “Okay,” he says through numb lips, “I’m listening.”

      Stark takes a seat across from the body on an unsteady pile of rubble. He fumbles out a thick pad, bound with elastic, and unsnaps it; flips through, clearing his throat.

      “To date, we have the Sphinx and the Crucifixion. Both labelled the same way, though in differing locations on the skin. Former found last Wednesday, latter two days ago. Both tied with the same double braid rope, same pulley system holding ‘em in place.” He gestures roughly to the walls. “All the bells and whistles, as you see it here, exact. You’d think it was the same room once you’re in it.”

      Bone, back to examining the girl, pauses, surprise flashing in his eyes. “Both found dead?”

      Stark snorts, says, “How else?”

      Bone shrugs, his shoulders tight and awkward in the cold. “Depending on shock response, physical health, psychological strength, they could survive for some time before death under these conditions, beyond the usual span for starvation or dehydration. The temperature would benefit them by inducing a hypothermic state, slowing the body’s functions. Allowing them to survive longer on less.”

      Stark scowls. “No such luck. They’ve all been in abandoned places like this, secretive, close to civilisation, but not close enough by a whisper. A fucking taunt. All three were found by pure chance.” A burst of anger tightens his broad face. “It’s making us look like idiots. This guy seems to know how long they’ll be left unseen, unaided.”

      “Guy? Are we sure it’s a man?”

      “I have no idea. But according to all the literature, because fuck knows we have no recent historical reference for this, staging like this generally presents as male psychosis.”

      “Okay. But this killer can’t be working alone. Not even an augment could do all this by themselves.” Bone indicates the ropes. “This system could be put up by one, but the balancing of her weight requires two pairs of hands. It’s extraordinarily intricate.”

      Stark’s eyes flicker approval. He says, “He’s not working alone, no, but this is one man’s vision, and considering the mutilation’s a reverse of usual physical violence, it’s scary  shit.” He shakes a heavy head and pulls his hand down his face, exhausted. “We’re all thumbs here. It’s too far outside our remit. If I could, I’d bring in Suge to help us.”

      “Suge?”

      “Been on my team eighteen months or so, replaced a retiree. He’s augment. Eyes.” Stark heaves a sigh. “He’d be damned useful.”

      “So why’s he not here?”

      Stark grunts in disgust. “The Notary’s restricted access. It’s just me, De Lyon at Lower Mace Mort, and Mitt Faran’s Buzz Boy team. The fucking Guards out there don’t know shit. They’re just here to guard it. I dicked enough procedure calling you in to give the Notary ulcers, but they’re throwing bullshit like it’s confetti and I haven’t the time.” Stark returns to his notes. “Bodies have no contusions, no drug traces—lab says possibly a metabolised substance-–no sexual assault, prints, fibres … anything. Sphinx had a heart attack—De Lyon says an existing problem but I’ll go with your evaluation on that when you have it—and Crucifixion died from suffocation.” He slams the notepad shut, re-snaps the elastic, and shoves it back in his pocket with undue force.

      Bone nods and taps the ripe, purplish blue patches on Ballerina’s face with the blunt end of his scalpel. “Acute cyanonsis. Pressure on the lungs. Ballerina suffocated, too. Could’ve been serene, hallucinogenic, detached.”

      “So why the face?”

      “This is art, pure and simple. She’s perfectly suspended, held by the rigging, not her muscles. The discomfort would be from the extreme positioning.” Bone indicates the acute curve of her spine. “From that comes intermittent muscle spasms, the slow build of cramping to seizure-like levels. It would’ve been excruciating. Everyone reacts differently to pain. She either couldn’t handle it, or wouldn’t accept it, fought it.” Bone touches a gentle finger to the puffed pouches of flesh beneath her clouded blue eyes. “Fighting makes it worse. In effect, by fighting, she slowly suffocated herself.”

      Stark considers this for a moment, his eye twitching a little, then points at the balletic corpse and declares, “You’ve already noticed the only harm, apart from rope marks, is the removal of mods and the addition of the tattooed tag. She’ll be clean, not a fucking whisper, not even genetics. It was all gone from the others. Cleared out.”

      “Yeah, I caught all that.”

      With the end of his scalpel Bone traces the patterns of tiny scars that should contain hard nubs of bolts or ball bearings beneath, they’re smooth, empty, unnatural to everyone but him. It feels personal, unnerving, especially in the context of this carefully staged diorama. He’s inclined to agree with Stark. This killer, whoever he might be, wants him to see these bodies. To figure them out. Perhaps wants to show off to him. The thought makes him want to puke.

      “He’s fastidious as all hell,” Stark says.

      Bone nods. “He is, so let me ask you a question. These lights, were they on or off?”

      Starting, Stark gives Bone a curious look. “Off. Why do you ask?”

      “I wanted to know their purpose. If they were on when she was found, then they’re part of the framing, they’re significant.”

      “And what do you make of them being off?”

      “That they’re for us. For me. So I can see clearly, appreciate his artistry. He left her nothing but darkness and cold. Whatever the reason, it has meaning to him.”

      “Agreed. You’re picking up everything I did.”

      Stark’s impressed, but Bone can only think of how she must have felt and the unease from earlier rises upwards in spasms through his gut. He looks again at Ballerina, into her eyes. Is there despair in that milky blue gaze? Behind his eyes, there’s a sensation akin to the soft scrabble of spider legs. The nausea intensifies at the sensation and he swallows. Convulsively. No way he’s about to throw up like that Guard out there.

      “Anyway,” Stark says. “De Lyon checked Notary records with facial recognition, came up blank. These Does are untraceable. He checked his contacts in the Zone for the tatt, and found zip.”

      Bone laughs. “Unsurprising.” He touches her scars again. “I can’t even inspect these for familiar cutting techniques; they’ve healed almost invisible. Same on the others?”

      “Yeah. The same. We thought he might be holding them somewhere, but tests showed the only deprivations occurred during their time suspended. If our killer is holding them before he ropes them up to die, then he’s treating them damned well, which fits none of the corresponding psych profiles in the books I’ve had to read to try and get a handle on this.” Stark sighs.

      “I don’t like it.”

      Stark rubs at his shoulders and Bone sees the outlines of heavy steel implants. How appropriate. This man reminds him forcibly of the tanks lined up outside. “No,” Stark says, heartfelt. “Your specialty’s Zone tracing; you’re the best there is. Is there anything you can do to find our guy fast, before he does this again?”

      “I’d have to take the victim’s pictures to every single surgeon in the Zone with a psi-augment by my side, to see if one gives off a suspect psych wobble, and you know that’s not happening. The Establishment would never allow that shit.” Bone shrugs as Stark lets out a huff of irritation. “Stark, even if our killer isn’t a surgeon––which is doubtful––I can’t even try for simple ID. No surgeon is going to facially recall these patients from the thousands they mod every year. There are no eidets and no memory upgrades amongst surgeons. You know as well as I do how illegal that is. It’s a client confidentiality compromise. What the hell can I do for you?”

      “I’m running on empty,” Stark tells him, sober. “I need someone who looks deeper. You’re already seeing what De Lyon, the Notary, even fucking Faran, refuse to see. This is no act of gang propaganda; it’s very carefully orchestrated and far too opposite to their philosophy. I’d bet a year of paychecks that it’s the virtuoso performance of some evangelical mods extremist, and if anyone can cut clues out of this poor bitch and prove me right or wrong, or point me in a better direction, you can.”

      “And if I can’t?”

      “I have my own line of inquiry to follow alongside your efforts.”

      Bone cocks a curious brow. “Which would be …?”

      Stark grimaces and spits out, “Burneo.”

      “Burneo?” Bone laughs. “You’re kidding me. You actually believe some lunatic man-machine who’s never once left the sewer is behind this shit?”

      “These bodies, they’re statements,” says Stark, a dark edge to his voice. “If they became public, all hell would break loose. Anarchy. Burneo is all about anarchy, all about forcing ordinary folk to take on change they’re just not ready for, despite the Spires more exuberant approach to modification. Couple that with how difficult these bodies are to find, and yet how disturbingly close they are to secure or secret sewer outlets and I’ve a compelling reason to investigate him. Abandoning these people to die in the middle of nowhere may seem to be a form of sadism …”

      “But that would be contraindicative to what we’re seeing. The staging, the deliberation, the care in the process. They’re meant to be seen, to be found,” Bone interrupts thoughtfully.

      “Precisely,” agrees Stark. “It suggests our killer is operating under constraint, or to a very precise agenda.”

      “You’re suggesting Burneo is helping to make the vision reality?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m suggesting.” Stark rises from his stone seat. “He’s a symbol to any half-baked whack job who wants shit like Transmog, the Monk psi-gen, irreversible animalistic gen-mutations, and meldings made freely available in the Zone.”

      “How in hell would they meet?”

      “By my reckoning, if I’m right and he is involved, then our killer would have had to go looking for him and found him way before the killing started, because this likely took one hell of a planning period,” Stark says. “However unlikely it might be, my gut’s telling me he’s in this, and I intend to find out how. My boss won’t like it any more than the Notary will like you knee-deep in this, but her …” He stabs his pen towards Ballerina sharply, a movement of rage and impatience. “She’s my tipping point. I’m done with the books. Time to step off the beaten path.”

      “So you’ll be knee-deep in sewers whilst I’m elbow deep in flesh?”

      “Once I get the green light. Lucky for me, my boss trusts my gut, even when he doesn’t like where it’s taking me.”

      Bone shudders. “Rather you than me.”

      “There’s nothing I like more than wading knee-deep into the shit,” Stark says cheerfully, grinning. The expression transforms his face, animates it, and Bone realises how lifeless it was before. No, not lifeless. Closed. Completely locked down.

      “You’re a strange man,” he says, shaking his head.

      Stark comes back at him, sharpish, “So the fuck are you.”
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      In the mucid depths of the sewers, where rusted pipes form elaborate, interlocking puzzles, plumes of steam disperse into shadow, like machine breath. In the mouth of the machine––a vast cavern––drips of water slip to the tips of stalactites before free-falling to join the great, sulphurous body of liquid beneath. Their endless splashing creates a ripple of music upon the giant bowl of urine-coloured waters.

      Sedate as an alligator, Burneo floats at the surface, his arms splayed in repose. Around him, the water barely moves, disturbed only by sulphurous bubbles rising to the surface to pop, spewing puffs of invidious yellow vapour. His chest barely rises. He could be dead but for the endless hissing of the pistons at the junctures of his shoulders.

      Somewhere far up in the jagged roof, great lights switch on, one after the other. The hollow clack and hum of their activation spreads in ever-decreasing repetitions about the glistening walls. Something flickers in their illumination, a mirage. Cave walls to concrete smooth as marble and then back again. Burneo rolls a mercury eye, blinks its tawny counterpart. Dips his great skull back into the waters and gulps sulphurous brine, sighing deep relief as it travels his parched throat and cascades into the great steel box of his belly.

      He expels a rush of yellow gasses, watches the lights as they begin their ponderous revolutions and send searching beams to sweep across the cavern.

      “Time to leave,” he says, his voice echoing from the cavern walls.

      The pistons in the junctures of his shoulders and elbows spit and sigh as he raises his arms to an arc, thrusts backwards, and dives, out of sight in seconds.

      He surfaces in a square, shoulder-deep pool under the vaulted ceiling of an overflow chamber. The single exit, a humid, lightless void of a tunnel, rises in the wall ahead. Still as a stalagmite, thick tangle of black hair sodden, he peruses a congregation of massive rats ranged on the ledge, their eyes sparking red in the dull light. He evaluates them as they evaluate him.

      Stand off.

      Then he wades forwards and grasps the edge of the pool with huge hands, their fingers awkwardly jointed in gleaming steel. There’s a rush of stinking water and he stands on the edge, naked, a giant of tormented flesh corroded with metals. He rolls one leg, a shrug of movement. From within, deep metallic pops resound. Eyes quivering shut, he groans at the sensation, pain followed by pain. This is what he lives for.

      Pistons fire. Liquid bubbles in clear plastic tubes. Blood, piss, shit. Inner workings exposed. His eyes snap open. He walks forwards, a shuddering lurch of unusual grace.

      And the rats part before him.
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      Forlorn grey sky provides a backdrop for the Avenue’s procession of black spires; frozen gyres punctuating haphazard, ivy-wound rooftops. In the rest of the Spires, these omnipresent helixes are kept to one aesthetic per district, affording each a different visual key. Here in the Zone, their architects were allowed free expression, and as a result, the spires are often eccentric, eclectic, or bizarre.

      Twelve of the seventeen on the Avenue are slender as needles, tightly wound as DNA, bristling ominously between the tiled roofs like porcupine spikes. Of the remaining five, three are bestial, rising to three hundred feet and formed to resemble armies of gargoyles, dragons, and horned serpents crawling to the heavens, their mouths belching lightning. Intricate and grotesque, these guard the two ends and the centre of the street, a dismal sentinel trio.

      The last two are gargantuan, so immense they make the eye baulk to look at them. Rising to pierce the Zone’s dense cloud cover, they break through at their pinnacles into bright sunshine that spills down their innards and transforms their stark, black solemnity into something altogether more ethereal. One of these giants rises from the courtyard of the Doghouse, an old-timer biker bar painted with fading murals of motorbikes and dusty sunsets.

      Perched high in the innards of that Gordian monstrosity, drenched in sunlight that ignites his liquid tattoos to blinding rivers of white fire, sits Spaz, leader of the Establishment. Still and alert as a crow on a distant rooftop, his second in command, Dash, grins, relieved to finally spot him, and sets off across snow-bound rooftops, his feet light and sure, building up speed despite the ice skinning the tiles somewhere beneath that layer of snow.

      He hits the Doghouse roof and knocks up a gear. The spire’s dead centre in the courtyard, some thirty feet from the edge of the roof, and if he’s not going fast enough, he’ll plunge to his death. As he hits the apex, he leaps, aiming for the curved edge of the spire. His hand wraps the black steel sure as a whip and he scales the spire in swift movements, with all the skill and assurance of a born runner.

      He was a runner when he was younger, as was Spaz. It’s one of the accepted ways to rise through gang ranks, though many runners choose to stay on the pulpits and rooftops, considering it their personal territory. They wonder why anyone would reduce themselves to ground level and say that anything beneath the crow’s eye is beneath their notice. He and Spaz chose to move on, understanding that it’s not always necessary to climb to stand taller than everyone else. But no runner ever forgets how to run, nor ever quite gets the urge to do so out of their system.

      Reaching the level beneath Spaz, Dash bunches his muscles and swings around, throwing his body upwards and over in a tight somersault to land beside his boss. He wobbles just a touch and splays his weight out to catch his balance.

      Spaz raises a brow. “Nice one. Bit close for comfort, though.”

      “Fuck off, that was damn near perfect.”

      “If you say so.”

      Dash takes a seat. “I’ve been looking for you. Got word Bone’s on it now.”

      Spaz nods, his gaze distant. “Make sure the runners don’t lose him.”

      “Lace said she’s got teams to back her up everywhere, even the Spine Freaks. Have to say, I’m impressed. Girl’s got considerable diplomatic skills.”

      Spaz allows a smile. “She’s also got a directive from me recorded into her chip to play to any fucker who wants to ask stupid questions.”

      “Ah. Nice one.”

      “Her idea. And it was.”

      Dash clears his throat. “This is necessary, right? Those bodies … It’s fucking wrong.”

      Spaz reaches over and clasps Dash’s shoulder, his steel-tipped nails pressing into flesh, not aggressive but certainly not agreeable. “I wish it weren’t, but you know Yar won’t hesitate to use his position as Notary Chair against us.”

      Dash drops his head. “No. But letting this happen. In our fucking city.”

      Spaz chuckles, a dark, bitter sound. “Yeah. I know.” He releases Dash’s shoulder and gives it a friendly whack. “I need a drink. Sitting up here like a miserable cunt only makes me feel worse.”

      Spaz jumps to his feet and leaps down, disappearing from view. Leaning over to look, Dash finds himself unsurprised to see his boss descending in huge, crazy jumps, feet sliding on the curved edge of the spire. He chuckles.

      “Mad bastard.”

      Following his boss’s lead, he hits the ground a few seconds later and catches Spaz as he strolls out of the courtyard onto the beaten steel cobbles of the Avenue. Spaz’s bar, Snatch, is the craziest, loudest joint on the Ave. Inside, they bypass the noise by heading for the private rooms in back, Spaz’s home away from home. To his office, where he pours two generous glasses of whisky. Taking up a seat on the window, Spaz stares out at the unimpeded view across the Zone, his drink forgotten almost immediately. He sighs, and it’s a sound of immeasurable exhaustion.

      “This shit is a blight on my conscience, Dash. Don’t mind using the gang initiates the way we have because that yielded the results we needed and most of those fuckers die every year, anyway. But when it comes to Bone, I find myself questioning everything.”

      “What?” Dash doesn’t know what to think. He’s never heard doubt in Spaz before. Spaz does not experience doubt. He can’t afford to.

      “It’s a long shot,” Spaz says, toying with his glass. “A chance we were forced to take. I don’t like that our future rests on it. It’s too flimsy, too uncertain.”

      “But … I didn’t realize,” Dash stutters. “I thought we knew.”

      “We don’t know anything. Tides did the best he could, but it might not have been enough,” Spaz tells him, matter-of-fact. He swallows his drink in one, and sets the glass down on the window ledge with an angry clack. “I tell you, I’m just glad that supercilious fuck Leif’s heart packed out on him. Saved me pulling his plug.”

      Dash is too stunned to answer. He swallows a generous slug of whisky and changes the subject. “I’ve no word from Lever. Shouldn’t she have reported in by now?”

      Spaz barks out a laugh. “She won’t bother until she’s got something concrete to share, or she’s in a whole world of trouble. Ages me a decade every fucking time without fail. But she always delivers.”

      “Is she safe?”

      “She never is, Dash.”

      “But this is different danger than her usual brand, surely?”

      “Yeah,” Spaz agrees softly, then aims a significant look at Dash. “Now how about you tell me why you came to hunt me down? As edifying as this little chat has been, nothing we’ve discussed required a face to face.”

      Dash hauls in a deep breath. “Fine. Fuck it. Your favourite Monk, Creek, finally got through to Burneo, okay? Looks like switching to someone a little stronger did the trick.”

      The use of Monks, and of Burneo, bothers Dash. Their Monks are no longer loyal to the Notary, nor connected to the Chain, but they’re still Monks. Monks are odd creatures; all male because the gen is Y-connected, they’re distant, as though the world goes on outside of them and never quite touches them, and far too powerful. Even Spaz, whose gen is only partial, leaving room for human warmth, often looks as if he’s stepped too far outside of the world to ever come back, and it’s that distance Dash worries about the most, it doesn’t feel safe to him. Especially not with Burneo, who is definitely not sane.

      “Wade’s strong enough, Dash,” Spaz corrects him calmly. “He’s just too impatient. Burneo’s a huge, uncontrolled receiver, meaning he’s open to everything, all the fucking time. You have to interpret him. To learn to listen for what matters. Honestly, I don’t know how the hell he manages to stay as lucid as he does. I get rushes of information sometimes and it gives me a goddamn migraine. His head must feel like fallout.”

      “Well, Creek didn’t exactly pull a rabbit out of the hat, more like roadkill. Some shit about Reinhart in his playground and this bit of nonsense,” Dash pulls out his cell, tapping the slender glass with his thumb and reads it out, rapid and derisory, “‘He is waiting in the dark and the glass.’” He thumbs the cell to sleep mode and shoves it back in his pocket.

      Spaz leans back, shaking his head. “No, no. That’s not nonsense at all.”

      “Really? You trust his visions? You trust him?” Dash finishes his whisky and scoffs, “I find it a little ridiculous to be even marginally reliant on anything so disconnected, so insane, as Burneo.”

      Spaz’s gaze flattens, flashes cold, and Dash winces, wishing he hadn’t spoken. He’s not like Spaz, can’t see what he can. “You’re very much mistaken,” Spaz says, soft but definite. “I trust him as much as I trust you. Don’t ever forget it.”

      Dash holds up his hands, surrendering the argument. “Just airing my thoughts.”

      Spaz makes a scoffing sound. “Sure you are. So whilst you’re here, aggravating my eardrums, what happened with our canal refuse? I presume it was delivered in time. I wouldn’t want to have to send it to that prick De Lyon’s lab. Too risky by half.”

      “Nia sent in a report, discreet as ever.”

      It’s only when Spaz’s shoulders relax that Dash realises how much tension they were holding. “Good. Then we can leave that to develop as it will. You spread the word now, no more requests to be honoured. Shouldn’t be any legitimate initiates with it anymore but if anyone’s found with it who isn’t, you know what to do.”

      “Dispose.”

      “That’s the one.” Spaz rises from the ledge and stretches, groaning as his tendons pop back into place. “I’ve got to strap my arse into a suit. Got some investors to sweet talk up at GyreTech HQ
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