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            Atop the Roofway

          

        

      

    

    
      Every heart in Starside felt the soul-shivering flight of the raven. She swooped low over the Divide like smoke in shadow. Her onyx eyes glimmered, seeing all but seeking just one.

      The night masked her flight, but every wakeful soul in Starside looked skyward. None knew why. It was an involuntary impulse, whether in bed or in a tavern or in the Citadel.

      “What was that?” they asked in breathless whispers. Housemothers rubbed their elbows. Men scratched their chins and put on brave faces. Children cried out. The faithful offered timorous prayers. The faithless tipped back trembling cups. Dogs whimpered in their sleep.

      The raven wheeled and beat back inland, searching, scanning, feeling. The one she sought was out in the city, while nobler hearts were in.

      The one she sought was, like her, a scavenger.

      Alas, she was also prey.
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      Upon a chandler’s rooftop in Starside’s lowest quarter, the barefoot thief wrinkled her nose and shivered. The odd feeling that had come over her just now slowly lifted from her shoulders. Strange. Kila Sigh had never been superstitious—and never fearful of the dark—but she looked behind her and questioned whether it might be better to return home than to stay out in this weird mist.

      “My mind is just giving me the horrors,” she whispered to herself.  Father would have laughed to see her so shaky. This was the perfect time and place to ply her trade.

      She summoned courage by muttering a curse, then turned her attention back to the street below. This was the perfect time and place. The damp cobblestones glimmered in the glare of the mercus lights. Her quarry would be easy to spot. The hour was late. The street was vacant.

      She knew she had picked her mark well. A young man wandering home at the end of a long night of trezzing. Gauging by his fine cloak and boots, he was probably bound for a merchant’s greathouse in Upper Terriside. Perfect. His purse would be heavy with coin.

      She wrinkled her nose again, this time with impatience. Where was he? She’d trailed him from Critt Sanglo’s tavern in Cheaspgate. He’d been staggering so badly it had been nothing to race atop the roofway to get ahead of him. He’d be easy.

      The Street of Sorrows was well lit by the bluish-white mercus lights that made late night wanderers feel safe. It was quite the opposite. Bright lights make deep shadows. He would never spot her up here on the rooftop.

      Fine rain needled down now. Kila huddled in her sodden shirt and trousers, flexing her bare feet against the cedar shingles to keep them warm. The chill was becoming dangerous now. “Kil’s eyes in a bucket, where is he?” He simply could not pass this spot without her seeing him.

      A door closed somewhere down the street. She levered herself out over the drop to see. Nothing. Probably a shop maid dumping her mop bucket into the gutter. A dog barked in the distance and was answered from one nearer by. Whatever the hounds said to each other must not have been too interesting, for both went silent after a brief exchange.

      Kila liked dogs. Once she’d saved enough coin, she and her brother were going to stop thieving. They’d get a little shop over on Sidle Street with an apartment up top. Then they’d get a dog to stand guard at night. Maybe two.

      The thin tune of a drunk man’s song lifted to her ears.

      She crouched and rocked side to side, trying to get warmth back into her legs. Her hand absently patted her thigh. Cayne wasn’t there. Wen never let her bring their father’s blade when she was out robbing. The Watch released pickpockets after a night in the Westbunk. But if they caught you armed, they’d take the blade and a hand.

      Her mark staggered up the Street of Sorrows, singing “She Stoops to Kiss Him.” It was one of Kila’s favorites, an old bawdy about a tall girl who loved a short boy. The later verses were confusing, though, and Wen would never tell her what they meant. Just that the girl was improbably flexible.

      The man came into view. He had a sack slung over his shoulder. It looked like a stretch of sailcloth bound and tied at one end. Something lumpy inside. Maybe some old socks, or a few cabbages. But she refused to believe it. This time of night, him leaving a tavern, she was sure his makeshift sack held gambling winnings. The mere idea of it warmed her guts.

      She wished Wen was with her. She could imagine him crouched alongside her, eyes alight with excitement. Nobody loved stalking a mark more than he did. But he was back in their den, trying not to cough up his lungs. Kila pushed the thought away. One problem at a time. Rob this drunkard first; buy Wen’s medicine with the takings. “Put on your pants before your shoes,” Father had always said.

      She watched the man pass below her, gauging his size and strength. He didn’t look too bulky. Hard to really know, covered as he was in that heavy cloak. The buckles on his boots jingled with every step, face shrouded deep in his hood. She guessed he was about eighteen.

      There was too much light in this area for her to roll him here. She’d follow him until he turned off the Sorrows. That he hadn’t turned off already meant he was heading for Upper Terriside. The wealthiest merchants lived there.

      But what if he wasn’t a merchant? If he continued through the Harridan Gate . . . That would make him the son of a Radiant. She was dying to know how much coin he carried.

      There was a way to find out before ever laying hands on him.

      She closed her eyes and felt for it, the buzzy sensation that came before her vision sharpened and the thing happened. The thing. The disconcerting, terrifying, exhilarating thing. The talent she’d been blessed with, but which she couldn’t invoke at will. The buried, unnatural ability that showed her the world in its infinite detail. The overwhelming rush of sensation that took over and revealed the unseeable. She loved it, she hated it, she feared it.

      “Never ever speak of it,” Father had told her. “They’ll take you from us.” And the way he’d said it, the fierce defiance in his eyes, the clenching of his fist, told her that he would die to prevent that. Alas, he had died saving someone else.

      The thing did not happen. Her secret skill remained secret even to her.

      The drunk man passed. She stood and groaned at the stiffness in her knees. She bounced on her toes and swung her arms to limber up. Her favorite part of the job was about to begin.

      The run.

      She backed from the ledge and paced off ten spans. She needed to get her speed up for the first jump. And then she was off, sprinting. Her bare feet tapped the shingles, muscles collecting power, and then she was soaring across the lane. Instinct guided her to the opposite rooftop. She dropped and rolled to take up some of the momentum, then popped to her feet.

      The roofway was known to the shop owners, of course. Few nights passed without some thief or other making noise over their heads. But there was a system, an agreement, sorted out long ago between shopkeepers and thieves. Thieves paid tolls and agreed not to rob the shops. In return, thieves could use the roofway to quickly traverse the city.

      Kila dropped a copper plug into a toll pail. A boy would come up in the morning to collect it. Occasionally someone would abuse the roofway and a few merchants would hire a man to enforce the rules. Word got around fast when a thief was found on a roof with a flickbow bolt in his neck.

      She raced toward the stone wall of Lac Wagner’s hack house. Her toes planted on the vertical face. Here—then here—then here, she thrust up until her fingers found the ledge. Her shoulders burned as she pulled, launching herself well above the lip of the roof. She landed in stride.

      The tolls weren’t just for safe passage.

      Her heart slammed with the thrill to come. A long jump. A quiet grunt and she was airborne again. Her legs wheeled as she flew across the gap. The street passed far below. This was as close to flying as a girl could get. It didn’t last long. She was falling now, wind whipping her hair back in a long stream. The roof of the Yin Inn approached, faster and faster.

      A burlap mat the size of an ox absorbed her impact. It was stuffed fat and tight with straw. She dropped into a roll, then popped to her feet. The tolls paid for the mats, too. Somebody had to keep them stuffed and properly placed. Kila would use three more before her run was done. Her copper plinked into the pail and she was gone.

      Another jump. A kick of wind shoved her sideways. Not enough to trouble her. She landed and skidded to a stop. Nostrils flaring with huge inhalations, she bent double to collect herself. Steam lifted from her arms. A storm was rolling in from the sea somewhere behind her. She caught a whiff of salt air and rotting fish. It smelled like home.

      She inched to the edge of the roof to check on her mark’s progress. The Street of Sorrows lay below her. It was a bit wider here, the paving stones better maintained. This was Upper Terriside. Her quarry came around the bend just when she anticipated. Soon he’d turn off on one of the nearby side streets. Or he’d continue to the Harridan Gate. In either case, she was in the perfect position.

      Someone emerged from an alley behind her mark, vague and shadowy. He was gone in an instant, but she’d noted the distinct posture of someone sneaking.

      A thief.

      Someone else stalking her mark. A growl vibrated in her throat. That purse was hers. That sack was hers.

      The drunk man passed her spot, song fading as he continued his stumbling trek home. She waited to see what his pursuer did. It didn’t take long. The villain emerged from a door niche and hustled along, hugging the buildings on her side of the street. His skills might have worked in shadows, but not in the full glare of the mercus streetlights. What an idiot.

      There was no excuse for trailing a mark on street level. What sort of thief would do that? A stupid one. He’d been lucky to come this far undetected, but Pol—goddess of luck—wasn’t smiling on him now. Kila was going to make the take before he had a chance to scare the man and make him wary.

      She gathered her focus and ran. Over Glinny Lane, around the courtyard of the tax house. Full speed for the long leap over Smithwest Street. Into the air. Knees absorbing the landing. Shuffling along a ledge to a downspout.

      Climb up, sprint.

      Jump!

      Hold breath . . . 

      Hard landing on the stuffed mat over Harlinton Tailors. Copper in the pail, not breaking stride. Another leap, arms outstretched. She caught a thick metal flagpole jutting from the front of the Myton Theater. She let her momentum carry her in a circle, then shot feet-first to an overhang overlooking the street.

      She went very still. Her mark was twenty paces ahead. No sign of the other thief. Her breath heaved in her chest and her limbs were warm and alive. Every object in the world was crisp, despite the mist. Even the sounds came to her with more clarity. If a gull squawked a mile away, she’d hear.

      Ah. This was it. The buzzing in her limbs, the keen senses. She decided to try the thing again. She relaxed and let her eyes go passive. The sensation built all around her, like standing at the center of a storm, in a tiny circle of calm. She waited, strained, and then caught herself grasping for it. Too late. She lost it, and again the world became mundane.

      No matter, that nuisance thief had just emerged from the alley below her. He must have run flat out to come so far so fast. Her route over the roofways was half the distance he must have traveled. He was winded, breath pluming into the chill air. A very young man. She revised his age down a year. Maybe two. In any case, not much older than she was. His clothes were shabby but better than her homemade rags. The lad was thin, no doubt about that. His hair was black, chopped short. She didn’t recognize him.

      So much for her plan to rob her mark before this fool got close enough to scare him off. There was nothing for it but to discourage him directly. Shouldn’t take long. If he was this inexperienced at stalking, he was probably scared half to death already.

      She pulled her hair back from her face and knotted it atop her head. She’d learned not to give her enemies hair to grab. She blew a stray lock out of her eye and waited. Once the thief had slunk farther down the street, she dropped to the paving stones behind him. She crept along, hand absently searching for Cayne. Not there, of course.

      The thief stopped at a cross street and ducked into a little alcove. At least he was smart enough to stay out of the light when he had the chance. Not that her quarry would have noticed. The man’s song carried down the street. If he didn’t clam up, people would wake up and start shouting. Then there would be dozens of eyes on the street. Kila did not want that, especially after Wen’s warning earlier than night.  Before she’d left their den he’d grabbed her sleeve. “May Pol smile on you, Sister. And remember, no witnesses.”

      Kil’s teeth, did he ever know how to burn her biscuits. No witnesses! What did he think she was? A starving pickpocket going after her first purse?

      The drunkard’s song was fading. She had to get to him before he turned off or went through the Harridan Gate. Too many Watch patrols beyond the gate.

      But first, her competition.

      She waited for the lousy thief to emerge from the alcove, her body tense and relaxed at the same time. Just as Father had taught her.

      The boy darted across the street. He headed for a doorway alcove further along. Kila would have made the same dash if she were stupid enough to trail a mark on street level.

      She sprinted after him. He didn’t hear her. Inexperienced thieves tended to become so focused on their target they blocked out everything else. She jumped him, wrapping her arms around his neck, jamming a leg in front of both of his. They went down together; his body broke her fall.

      His breath burst out in a pained gasp. “Kil’s eyes! Ow!”

      He wriggled to get free of her. She let him roll onto his back, but she wasn’t done. Her fist jammed into the divot at the base of his throat while her legs pinned his. He struggled like a landed blubfish until she jammed her fist in harder. That always ended a struggle quickly.

      The boy was lean, just skin and bones. And ugly! His face looked like a mummer’s mask of Kil.

      “That’s my mark yer followin’, lad,” she said, making her voice raspy and low.

      “You’re—you’re that girl, Kila Sigh!” His voice came out a duck’s quack from the pressure on his throat.

      “An’ here I thought you were stupid,” she said. Nostrils flaring, she punched his gut. She dismounted as he grimaced and folded. That would do him for now.

      “I’ll forgive ya stalkin’ my mark this time,” she said. “But never again after this night. I see ya in this section of Terriside, I’ll—"

      An impact from behind took her down, cheek grinding into the wet pavers. Weight crushed her and a dagger flashed in front of her eyes.

      “Get up, Fallo!” said the boy on top of her.

      Fallo was getting to his knees. With his thatch of black hair and hideous face, he looked like a scream-clown ready to suck the soul of a newborn babe. “Jab her, Hen!”

      Kila’s attacker hesitated.

      And he hadn’t trapped her legs.

      A dagger could make up for many deficiencies in a brawl, but this boy’s incompetence was insulting. You always, always immobilize your opponent’s legs.

      She kicked a foot to the side, using the momentum to roll. The boy yelped and fell off. She gripped his wrist, jamming her thumb into his tendons until she found the sweet spot. He hissed; the weapon clanked onto the stones. Her knee drove into his groin, and that was that.

      She sprang up, snatching the dagger.

      Fallo had gotten to his feet, but he was holding his belly and trying to catch his breath. The other boy had folded into a ball, keening.

      Kila twirled the dagger. “I won’t warn you boys again.”

      She ran down the street, racing to catch up to her drunken mark. A minute later she was on the roofway. Something pulled in her mind, a nagging thought. She realized what it was. Wen’s admonishment about witnesses. But surely those boys didn’t count.

      It didn’t matter. She needed that purse. She would have it, and the sack.
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            The Awakening Merculyn

          

        

      

    

    
      Dunne Skyll left the crypt, taking great caution to close the door softly. One did not make unnecessary noise near the Hargothe. Once into the dim corridor, he let his shoulders sag as he blew out a long breath. No matter how many times he was in the great seer’s presence, he never grew accustomed to the heavy quietude of the room, nor the man’s cruelty.

      What Skyll needed was a cup of trezz and an hour in open air. As a Donse Master of Til, he wasn’t supposed to indulge in hard spirits. But was a little swallow truly an indulgence? It didn’t matter. The Hargothe had sifted through his thoughts, knew all his sins. Well, maybe not all of them. There were a few that the Hargothe would never forgive. And if he’d discovered them, Skyll would already be dead.

      Mopping his forehead with a kerchief, Dunne Skyll began his trek up from the deep levels of the Abbey of Til. By the time he emerged into the Cathedral, his whole body was sticky and prickly with sweat. His robes clung to his body. This made him irritable and he snapped at an acolyte who approached him with a summons from Highest Chilow. Skyll had served two masters for a decade, and he had navigated those straits deftly. But his instructions from the Hargothe were clear. Find the awakening merculyn and bring him in.

      Highest Chilow might be head of the Way of Til, but the Hargothe was the true power here. Skyll would obey him first. Chilow would understand, for even he did not dare to contradict the sickly seer.

      “Gather the senior cohort and meet me in the plaza,” he said to the acolyte, a twenty-year-old man with gaunt eyes and bulging throat apple. “We must apprehend a baby merculyn.”

      “Yes, Dunne Skyll. Shall I fetch some armsmen?”

      This gave Skyll pause, for it was a political question as much as it was a practical one. The Way of Til did not have armsmen in its direct employ. Instead, the Way relied on a volunteer regiment, supplied by wealthy patrons. Whenever the Way deployed them, the city Watch complained. But the Hargothe’s demands were clear. A squad of armed and armored men would give Skyll more obvious authority and discourage the merculyn from fleeing.

      “Eight men, Acolyte Muin. Hurry. The Hargothe says the merculyn is out in the city even now.”

      The acolyte hustled away and Dunne Skyll ventured outside to Dunne Medow Plaza. He cursed the rain and pulled his hood up. His old bones hated autumn in Starside. It was too damp and cold. He slipped his mercus relic from its sleeve on his belt. A short ivory rod, warm in his hand. The Stonebone heller, fashioned an age ago by the First Race. No one knew how it had been made, but Skyll knew how to use it.

      He went to the fountain in the center of the plaza and sat on the ledge. Closing his eyes, he fell into the customary meditation of a seeker. His skill in feeling out merculyns was nothing compared to the Hargothe’s, but if he got close enough he would feel him.

      He’d barely counted ten breaths when he felt the surge upon the mercusine. He clutched his chest. Such power! And so close by.

      No wonder the Hargothe wanted this merculyn. He would be a danger to himself and to the city. But where was he? Skyll closed his eyes and again sank into the mercusine web, the illuminated realm that pervaded the world. But the merculyn had vanished. Not surprising; those on the verge always wobbled in and out.

      The clank and clatter of approaching armsmen drew him out of his meditation. He scowled at them until they went silent. “Wait. I must Seek.” He closed his eyes.
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            Street of Sorrows

          

        

      

    

    
      Fighting with those silly boys had taken too much time. Now Kila had to race to get ahead of her mark. Her frantic course over the rooftops filled her limbs with buzzing energy. It was pure aliveness, and she loved it. Her irritation with the boys faded as she ran. Her irritation with herself was slower to recede.

      There had been two of them. One had kept to the shadows and alleys, while the other had trailed the mark on the street. She should have expected that. After all, she wouldn’t be alone if Wen weren’t sick.

      She needed to stop thinking about those scoundrels. There was a job to do. She came to a stop on the first-floor overhang of a boarding house right where the Street of Sorrows ended at the Harridan Gate. The street narrowed here and made a slight jog to the right where it entered the long, low tunnel. The so-called gate wasn’t blocked by any doors or portcullises. The name had come down through the centuries following an uprising against Queen Duri. The rebellious citizenry had thrown up a barricade in this spot to keep the queen’s forces from coming into Terriside. Those who despised her had circulated leaflets calling Duri “The Harridan Queen.” The barrier was swiftly demolished, but the people continued to call the passage by its new name, the Harridan Gate. Today it was a long arch-roofed carriageway where two buildings connected over the street. The resulting tunnel was dank, smelling always of stale wine and urine. Nobody liked going through it, but it was the only way to Gristenside.

      Satisfied that she was hidden in deep shadow, Kila knelt on the overhang. She was soaked to the skin, and the night was growing colder. She needed to roll this fellow and get back to the den and out of these wet clothes. No sign of her mark, though, and not a hint of song in the air. Maybe he’d worn out his throat. Maybe he was too winded to continue singing. Starside was a steep city, built in tiers ascending from the docks. From Cheapsgate to Gristenside was a five-mile journey, uphill.

      The bell of the Cathedral of Til let out a single sonorous gong. Kila leaned out to look down the street. Had she missed him? She didn’t see how that would be possible along this stretch of the Sorrows. It was mostly tidy, shoulder-to-shoulder shops. A couple of turrets thrust up from the larger inns.

      Impatience tempted her to drop to the street and backtrack to see if he’d passed out. She cut off that impulse. Her sprint along the roofway had filled her with so much energy, she wasn’t sensing the passage of time accurately. A lesson learned long ago. She took hold of a bit of decorative filigree on the boarding house wall so she could lean further out. The drop was enough to break her legs, but she wasn’t afraid of heights. In fact, she loved being up high, especially when she knew she couldn’t be seen.

      Her foot slipped an inch, her breath caught. She pulled back from the ledge, heart skipping. She hadn’t been in true danger of falling, but her body didn’t know that. The buzzing aliveness rushed up to sizzle in her ears.

      And then it happened. The thing.

      After all that straining and grasping, suddenly it happened by itself.

      The mercus vision came over her.

      First came the dizziness, and the doubling of all she could see. The noise of raindrops striking the shingles and the paving stones increased to a loud hiss. Then other sounds came to her. Of runoff gurgling through gutters and downspouts, of the breeze bending over rooftops, of buildings creaking and settling all around her. Then came the smells. The fishy odor of Cheapsgate, blending with chimney smoke and the tang of the tanneries. All mixed with the smell of wet paving stones and the sweat of her own skin.

      She knelt and supported herself with her hands. She knew what was coming next. It always overwhelmed her as much as it thrilled her.

      The doubled vision resolved to perfect, crisp unity. The sounds and smells remained, but each became distinct.

      And then the metal around her began to glow.

      First came the reddish aura of copper rain gutters on the building across the way. Then came the ruddier, grimier light of iron grates covering the sewer drains in the street. Then the brass door latches at shop entries.

      Objects that weren’t in her line of sight popped into view. The great bell atop of the Cathedral of Til hovered like an occluded sun off to her right. So too did the brass lanterns and pewter candlesticks in the boarding house behind her. She took all this in, frozen still. She witnessed it all through the mind of a babe, innocent to language itself. Sensation washed over her, filling her nose and eyes and ears with sparkling wonder.

      The mercus vision had come to her only three times before. Each time it had followed a moment of danger, a moment when the buzzing in her bones exploded into her mind.

      Her quarry’s footsteps were crisp and distinct to her now. She heard him grunt as he shifted his burden on his shoulder. Heard him sigh and belch softly. And then he appeared, moving much more slowly than before. His hood was pushed back. His hair was white in the mercus streetlights. His skin porcelain. He was one of the Keel brothers. Not a Radiant’s son. So why was he coming this way? The Keel greathouse was a half mile south. He should have turned off onto Harbor Prospect.

      No time to speculate. He was right beneath her.

      He stopped and set down his sack. With hurried motions he unfastened his trousers. The sound of urine striking the wall crackled in her ears. Instinct guided her now. She dropped from the overhang, catching her hands on the ledge. She hung there for a moment then released, falling the last distance in a belly-lifting plummet.

      Feet struck stone, knees bending deep to absorb the impact. And then she was up, approaching her mark with confident steps. He was struggling to fasten up his trousers. He fumbled with a buckle. It glowed a bright silver in her mercus vision. The buttons on his waistcoat were brass. He carried a small knife on his belt. No sign of coin, which was odd for one of his station.

      She kicked the back of his right knee. It folded and he fell back, flailing. She caught him under the arms, turned him and thrust him face down into the paving stones. He was much heavier than she, but surprise gave her the edge. She drove her knee into his spine, then pressed her stolen dagger to the nape of his neck. “Hold still.”

      He froze.

      Her finger found the button holding his purse onto his belt. A practiced twist and pulled it free. Fine leather, but shamefully empty.

      “Where’s your coin, Keel?” she rasped into his ear.

      “I—I don’t have any.”

      Just her luck. A son of the richest merchant in the city and his purse was busted. “Forgot where you live, Keel?” she asked.

      “What?”

      “Why you going to Gristenside? Think you can get a Radiant’s daughter to marry you?”

      “A Radiant’s what? Are you a girl?”

      She put more weight on his spine. “What’s in the sack?”

      “Nothing! Some old boots I was going to donate to the Abbey.”

      At one bell morning? That was a lie. She glanced at the sack and then at the back of his head. His hair was like pewter now that it was wet. She pressed the point of the dagger to the skin behind his ear. “Move and I’ll cut it off,” she said, slowly removing her knee from his back.

      “I won’t move. I won’t!”

      But she was already off him. She grabbed the sack and sprinted away. The young man’s yells arose behind her, incredibly loud to her mercus-heightened senses. “THIEF! HELP! MURDER!”

      Kila squeezed the sack tightly to her chest as she sprinted a block east, going downhill, then darted down an alley to a well-known roof-climb behind a guild hall. Whatever was inside the bag, it was moving. An animal. Kila sniffed at it. A pungent, wild odor came through the sailcloth. The wriggling wasn’t too vigorous. Whatever it was, it had probably been in the sack a while. “Kil’s eyes! I better not have wasted my night for a Cheapsgate chicken.” Which was the polite name for seagull.

      Once safely hidden upon the roofway, she unfastened the tie and peered into the sack. There wasn’t any light here, so she couldn’t make out much. But a pair of green eyes looked back at her. She dropped the sack and backpedaled. “Kil’s teeth! A demayne.”

      The sack wobbled a moment, then a small gray head popped out. The eerie eyes fixed on her a moment, then the whole beast appeared. Her instant fear gave way to confusion. She didn’t know what the creature was. Despite its bedraggled state, the animal was well proportioned. Standing on four legs, it recalled to mind a tiny dog. In the darkness it was hard to make out much else.

      She knelt and tilted her head. “Are you good to eat?” she asked it. All this running had doubled her hunger. She wasn’t much more than ribs herself. The animal blinked at her. It didn’t seem afraid. In fact, it seemed mostly disgruntled. Its tail swished in sharp jerks. It had white feet and a streak of white from chin down the chest. It stepped toward her, tentative now. And no wonder. Kila wouldn’t forgive being stuffed in a sack either.

      Her eyelids suddenly grew heavy. She dropped from her crouch to sitting, insensible to the wetness seeping through the seat of her pants. The cold was closing in on her again.

      The animal came to within arm’s reach. She snatched for it. The animal leapt straight up in the air, twisted mid-flight, and sprang away. Kila scurried after it, but it was gone. She looked in the sack, disconsolate. “Kil be a merry maiden. What a crummy night.”

      Now she had to go back to the den empty-handed. Not even a silver skillet to warm her palm. She didn’t have enough copper plugs to pay the toll pails along the way. Which meant she had to go against her honor and stiff them, or she had to go on the street.

      She scooped up the sack, thinking that at least she could show Wen she’d stolen something. He’d laugh at her. But he wouldn’t blame her. He’d say something kind, like, “You tried your best. Sometimes Pol frowns, no matter how skilled we are.”

      The goddess of luck could go kiss a slubfish, for all Kila cared. The mercus vision had vanished now, and she was glad of it. The long trek home was going to be bad enough as it was. She didn’t need to hear every raindrop as it needled into her face.

      She climbed down from the roof and headed east, taking the switchbacks of the Street of Sorrows. The sound of boots behind spun her around. At first she thought it was the Watch answering the Keel boy’s cries. And indeed, a squad of armsmen was tromping downhill toward her. But they were behind a band of ten men in tan robes.

      Acolytes of Til. The worst. Anyone associated with the Way of Til was not to be trusted. And there was a Donse Master with them.

      “You there! Halt!” shouted one of the armsmen.

      She slipped into a little shoulder-width alley between a cobbler’s shop and a dry goods store. At the end she cut left, skittering down some rather slick stairs. There was no light here. Her hand glided over the old wood handrail. She didn’t need light; her feet knew the way.

      One of the acolytes knew it just as well. He called out for his friends to race to Old Turret, which was right were Kila was going to come out. She flung the sack behind her and sprinted as hard as she could.

      And then her legs went rigid. Her heels juddered on the pavement. Her momentum carried her forward, arms locked mid pump. She struck shoulder first, slid and cartwheeled like a tossed plank. She flopped onto her spine.

      She couldn’t move.

      Panic took control. Breath heaved in and out. She strained to move her limbs, but they were frozen in place. Footsteps approached. Heavy boots splashed puddles into her face and thick hands took hold of her. She wanted to curse them, wanted to scream. Her mouth wouldn’t move. Not even her tongue.

      “Bring her into the light, men,” came a quiet masculine voice stained with age. Had she been free to struggle, even four of these powerful armsmen would have had a job of hauling her along. But now a single man carried her as easily and calmly as he might shoulder a cask of beer out of a cellar.

      The mercus streetlight pierced her eyes as they came out onto the Sorrows.

      “Put her down.”

      The wet street thumped against her back. She could only move her eyes. The Donse Master stood right at the edge of her vision. He held a slender little rod in one hand. It seemed to glow a bit, or maybe that was just the mercus light blooming in the mist.

      “Stand back, armsmen,” he ordered. “I must consult with my acolytes.”

      Soon she was surrounded by young men in tan robes. And at her head, bending to peer down at her, the Donse Master. She wanted to kick his white-bearded chin. Wanted to grab his long gray locks and pull them out of his scalp. He was using the mercus on her!

      “I think it’s a girl,” he said, pursing his lips.

      “Want me to check?” said one of the acolytes. This produced a few laughs, but they cut off at a stern look from the Donse Master. He squatted and gently curled a sodden lock from Kila’s brow. He smelled faintly of pipe smoke and had wiry nose hairs.

      His hand was warm and dry as he pressed it to her forehead. Kila’s muscles were contracted still in her running posture, one arm slightly back, one slightly forward. Her right leg was bent up, locked mid-stride. As much as she wanted to lash out, she also couldn’t relax a single fiber.

      “It’s her,” the Donse Master said, finally opening his eyes. His tone suggested disbelief. “The Seer will be delighted.” He stood, knees popping. He let out a soft groan. “Armsmen, do any of you have bindings? I must release her from the relic soon or she’ll be irreversibly damaged.”

      Clanks and jingles of armor approached. An armsman pulled a bundle of thin leather cords from a pouch. He knelt and took hold of Kila’s raised wrist. He tried to twist her arm behind her back, but the Donse Master’s mercus relic kept her rigid as a statue. Her skin burned as he tried to force her arm.

      “Hold a moment,” the Donse Master said. “I’ll release her.” He looked at his little rod and gave it a flick. Kila’s muscles released. And wtih them so was her fury. The armsman wasn’t ready for it. She wriggled like a snake on fire. Her knuckles smashed his nose. He grunted and released her.

      Her rabid snarls drove the acolytes back, hiking the hems of their robes. The Donse Master fumbled to retrieve his rod from his belt. She scrabbled onto all fours and charged him, wrapping her arms around his knees. Grunting, she lifted him off his heels and drove his spine to the ground. His head gave a terrific crack. Kila didn’t pause to see if his eyes rolled up or if his scalp bloomed with blood. She was already sprinting back into the alley, up the stairs, past the discarded sack.

      The cries of armsmen and acolytes grew hollow in the narrow passage behind her. The breadth of the Sorrows was a brief flash of brightness as she raced to the safety of a shadowed side street. She pounded down the lane, scaled a fence, and dropped into somebody’s garden. She trampled late autumn kale and squash, then hurdled the front gate. No shouts or signs of pursuit now, but she did not pause. Climbing to the roofway, she leaped and sprinted toward Lower Terriside. Going downslope, the roofs were successively lower, making the journey all the swifter. She vowed to come back later and pay the tolls once she had any copper to part with. For now she accepted the debts out of necessity.

      The city’s ring wall came closer and she deemed it was safe to slow down. There was no way those Tilsboys and armsmen knew where she was now. She considered stopping and trying to use her mercus vision. Maybe she could spot the glow of their armor and swords from afar. She decided against it. She was too wet, too cold, and too scared to stay out.

      Her cheek burned where it had scraped along the alley pavement. Her quilted shirt was black with greasy mud. It clung to her skin like paint. She angrily wiped tears away. She made her way to the sewer grate behind the Cherry Bottom Inn. She wouldn’t dare to pass through the Cheaps now. The safest route was a bit longer, but she’d take it. Through the sewers, under the wall, and into the slums of Cheaspgate. With any luck, she’d be home before the bells struck two.
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      The back of Dunne Skyll’s head felt like it had been bludgeoned with a ten-weight sledge. His shoulders wouldn’t relax an inch, and merely turning his head sent jagged jolts down his spine. He would never have thought a scrawny girl of sixteen could be strong enough to lift him from his feet.

      Despite his injury, he bade the acolytes and armsmen to give chase. He waited on the Sorrows until the bells tolled three. The acolytes had already returned by then, not as shamefaced as they ought to have been. The armsmen were still out searching, but not as energetically as they should. Only their captain’s pride kept them hunting. Dunne Skyll knew it was a waste of effort. The girl was like a rat. She would squeeze into a hole and hide.

      Back in his quarters at the Abbey, Skyll submitted to the attentions of Dunne Yples, the most powerful healer in the Way of Til. But despite the man’s skill, the gash on the back of Skyll’s head continued to seep. Yples was vain and pious, two of the most annoying qualities in a religious man. He insisted on hearing about what had happened, but Skyll spoke only in vague terms about an awakening merculyn girl. The details were for the Hargothe’s ears alone.

      “It might be best to send word to Voluptuary Sinlop at the Baths of Ori,” Dunne Yples said. “Even should you apprehend this girl, she obviously cannot come here.” The Way of Til was the domain of men. Women who awakened to the mercus were foisted onto the lesser sisterhoods of the goddesses Ori and Pol. As a Seeker, Dunne Skyll knew that women were sometimes just as powerful in the mercus as any man.

      The Hargothe did not mean to make Sigh an acolyte. She was to be his possession, a source of mercus power he would tap to sustain himself. Dunne Skyll hated the man for such abuses, but he feared him more.

      And now Skyll would have to go into the man’s crypt and tell him the girl had gotten away. It might have been better for Skyll if he’d never awakened. Rubbing his head, he thanked Dunne Yples and pretended to sleep. Once the man was gone, he pulled on his robes and took up a walking stick to keep himself upright. The trek down into the cellars beneath the Cathedral took what little remaining strength he had. By the time he had reached the Hargothe’s door, he was tempted to lie down in the corridor and sleep.

      But there were always acolytes standing by to serve the Hargothe. They were men of little mercusine power and enormous loyalty. They wore soft-soled shoes and special robes that made little noise. The Hargothe detested noise. An elderly acolyte guided Skyll into the silent room.

      A mercus light glowed very dimly on one wall. The low, arched ceiling forced Dunne Skyll to duck as he entered. He was careful to step over the channels carved into the floor where steaming water ran in a continuous circuit. This was to heat the air, for the Hargothe was sickly and could not abide the cold.

      If one did not know to look closely, one might think the bed unoccupied. The Hargothe was frail. Surpassing frail. He was a skeleton with skin. His face a skull, stretched with pale flesh and deep eye sockets. Wisps of gray hair stood out from a spotted scalp.

      The eyes opened, but no eyeballs caught the glow of the mercus light. The sockets were empty.

      Pale, cracked lips drew back from yellow teeth. “You failed,” the Hargothe rasped.

      Dunne Skyll considered shifting blame to the armsman who had underestimated Sigh’s ferocity. But the Hargothe would not accept that. So Skyll merely nodded and whispered an apology. One never raised one’s voice above a whisper here. To a seeker of modest ability, which described Skyll perfectly, the Hargothe’s mercus potential blazed like the sun. Dunne Yples’s potential had been a vague haze by comparison.

      Nobody knew how the Hargothe had come into his powers, though rumors spoke of blood rituals conducted in the southern islands of Ititti. But as any merculyn knew, such power came with a heightened sensitivity to all five senses. This deep crypt was designed to protect the Hargothe from the agonies of this supreme sensitivity.

      “Tell me of her,” the Hargothe said. His voice came in croaking bursts.

      How to answer? Skyll knew this interview would not end with him speaking. It would end with him on his knees and the Hargothe probing around in his mind. There was nothing he could say that would prevent it. But the Hargothe always made him speak first. It was a test. For when he rifled through Skyll’s thoughts later, he would uncover any omissions or lies.

      Skyll reported the encounter as best he could remember, leaving nothing out. He ended with an impression of Sigh’s power. “Her mercus flickers. It’s like lightning, blinding in flashes, then gone.”

      “I feel that too,” the Hargothe said. “She is peculiar. Odd for a female to be so powerful. I don’t like it. I must have her. I must. You are weak, Dunne Skyll. Do you meditate at all upon the mercusine web?”

      “Daily, Seer Hargothe.”

      “You are nearly as blind to the mercus as I am to sight. I feel all merculyns. The whores at the Baths of Ori, the harlots in Pol’s Well. That hateful witch in the Citadel. They all spark in my awareness, taunting me. I take comfort knowing that all will soon bow to me, palms up, to offer their mercus for my use. To glorify Til and serve his will. The world is a foul, corrupt wasteland. But the visions I have seen! Ah, Dunne Skyll, if you only knew what glory is to come.” The boney hand lifted from beneath a sheer blanket and reached for him.

      Skyll knew what to do. But it was hard to simply resign oneself to pain. Harder still to put aside the fear that the Hargothe would discover his most closely held secret. Nothing he could do could prevent it. Only the Hargothe’s disinterest in his personal life had spared him—and others—thus far.

      The boney hand beckoned. The pain in Skyll’s neck and back nearly tore cries from his throat as he struggled to his knees. But to release such yelps would surely be the death of him. He put his head where the Hargothe could lay his cold, dry claw on it. The mind probe thrust in with no delicacy, no courtesy. It was a spike into his thoughts. The pain of his head wound had been appalling; this intrusion multiplied it. The violation began.

      It lasted an eternity, and Dunne Skyll was sensible to his own release only when his cheek struck the floor. He was helped to his feet and guided from the presence of the Hargothe. Already the Seer’s new instructions were compelling him to climb out of the cellars. No conversation had been needed when the Hargothe was able to simply plant his wishes into Skyll’s mind.

      He went to his own room and changed his clothes, ate a quick breakfast, and drew up a list. He handed this list to an acolyte and went to see Highest Chilow. Their conversation was brief and full of cursing. But there was nothing Chilow could do to stop events from proceeding as the Hargothe had directed. Everyone knew that the old seer was the true power behind the Way of Til in Starside.

      And now he was going to come out of his crypt for the first time in twelve years.
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      The ancient elnisian-built quays had long ago been overbuilt with warehouses, a press of wind-rattled structures frosted with sea salt and half-rotted from the damp.

      But as the slums of Cheapsgate had spread, a different sort of rot had taken over. This one pocking not only timbers, but human souls. The incoming cargo ships no longer trusted their wares to the old buildings, and new ones inside the city walls took over. The old ones were abandoned, and soon claimed by the indigent masses who slept outside the city walls.

      The Warren was the largest of these, home to two hundred wretched souls. Kila and Wen rented a little compartment at the end of a slanted passage on its second floor. Every wall inside the place was made of wood pulled from wrecked ships, old crates, and other bits of scrap scavenged from the beaches.

      Kila returned to the den through loose planks she and Wen had so cleverly fashioned. A secret doorway. To get to it required her to traverse the well-patched roof and descend the outside wall upon a crude ladder made from nailed-on scrapwood. It required a brief dangle over the Sourwater Inlet, a water befouled by the city’s sewers. To fall into the Sourwater was to die. She’d known one fellow—Tone Grilo—who had been thrown in by drunken friends. He suffered for a ten-day and died with bloody blisters on his neck, armpits, and groin.

      She slipped into the den and fitted the planks snugly back in place. Darkness enfolded her. Wen’s breathing told her he was asleep. She stripped off her sodden rags and blotted her skin dry with her blanket. Neither of them had a stitch of clothing extra, so she lay on her pallet of scraps and huddled under her blanket. Shivering, she hoped Lumne would claim her soon and spare her any dreams at all.

      It was not to be. Wen spoke. “Kila?”

      His voice was thin. He muffled a phlegmy cough and called to her again. “How did it go?”

      Again she was glad of the darkness. She didn’t want him to see her face. She couldn’t bear to see his either, to see both his compassion and his illness. “I rolled a mark heading to Gristenside. I thought he was a Radiant’s son, but he turned out to be a Keel. I trailed him all the way from Critt Sanglo’s tavern to the Harridan. His purse was empty.”

      “Probably lost it gambling. Or drinking. Which Keel?”

      “I don’t know. They all look the same with their snowy hair.”

      In the silence that followed Kila felt the criticism that Wen was thinking but not saying. She should have suspected his purse was light based on where she’d found him. A wealthy man at Critt Sanglo’s was only there to buy pleasures he dared not seek inside the city walls. That meant Keel had gone there with only the coin he was willing to spend—or have stolen.

      “He also carried a sack,” she said.

      “Ah. Now I understand.” He coughed again, but this time there was a laugh in it too. Laughing always made him cough. “Curiosity will kill you someday, Sister.”

      It was true. No point in arguing. Any locked box or sealed bag was an irresistible lure to her. She couldn’t help it. “There was something interesting in the sack.”

      “Do tell.”

      “An animal of some kind.” She described it as best she remembered. “It was dark on the roof.”

      A stirring of blankets came from across the little den. Light suddenly flared as Wen tore a flashtaper. Kila winced. The orange light underlit Wen’s face, made hollows of his cheeks and eyes. He put it to the fishoil lantern. The weak light flickered, and a coil of stinky black smoke lifted from the glass chimney. Kila opened their window, which was nothing more than a hand-sized hole covered with a board on a nail. She pivoted it up so that some of the smoke would lift out.

      Wen blinked at her, face haggard with exhaustion. His eyes drifted to her wet clothes, now hanging from the low rafters to dry. She angled her face away to shadow the scrape on her cheek. “Do you know where the animal is now?” he asked.

      “It ran off. Could be anywhere.”

      “Pity.” He flopped back into his blankets. No bed, no mattress here. Just piles of rags and blankets. Some of it scavenged from Terriside rubbish heaps, some of it stolen from clotheslines. “What you described is a cat.”

      Now Kila sat up, holding her blanket to her throat. “What? Are you sure?”

      “I saw one once. Came in on a ship from across the Ansin Ocean. From the Colony.”

      Kila gritted her teeth and bumped her forehead with her fist. Now her failure was complete. And now the Keel boy’s purpose in Gristenside was clear. He wasn’t going to Gristenside at all. He been headed to the Cathedral of Til to collect the bounty.

      “Two gold skillets,” she said. “I let two gold just walk away. It’s no different than taking two skillets out of that sack and throwing them off the roof.”

      “You didn’t know, Sister. You’ve never seen a cat. Don’t punish yourself for ignorance, learn from it.”

      That last bit was advice their father had repeated on many occasions. Kila had given him plenty of reasons to utter it. She knew Wen was trying to be his usual gentle self, but she only heard criticism.

      She rolled away from his gaze, facing the rough plank wall of their little home. Their pathetic refuge. When Kila had moved them here after they’d been kicked out of their previous hovel for failure to pay rent, Wen had tried to cheer her up by saying it was cozy, like a little den. In truth, it was a drafty six-foot by six-foot cell, with walls so thin she could hear the old man on the other side snoring. The floors had so many gaps that lantern light from the family below them leaked through in narrow beams. Their cooking smells rose up to fill their space with burnt onion and fish.

      It was the best Kila had been able to secure. Wen was too sick to steal. And what coin she did collect went mostly to his medicine and food. She’d started stealing food on occasion too, slipping through kitchen doors and lifting loaves and roast chickens. But going into a home or tavern kitchen was riskier than rolling a drunken mark. There were lots of knives in kitchens, and if someone happened to block her escape . . . 

      Wen’s wheezes increased, but he didn’t say anything further. He extinguished the fish oil lantern and the blessed darkness returned.

      A cat. She’d had a cat in her grasp and she’d let it get away. Two skillets gone. That would have paid a ten-day’s rent, two tens of Wen’s medicine, and two meals a day to go with it.

      Pitying yourself won’t feed you, nor will hating yourself protect you, Father used to say. She grasped those words and tried to draw strength from them. Tomorrow she’d go looking for the cat, though somebody else would surely find it first. She had no idea if cats were sensible enough to hide or not.

      “What else happened?” Wen said.

      “Huh?” How could he know that she was withholding something? But that was Wen. Sensitive to her moods and silences. It was as though he possessed some unthinking mercus sensitivity of his own, a kind that heard her deepest thoughts.

      “Tell me.”

      “The Keel boy cried murder. He was right at the Harridan Gate. A Watch patrol must have heard. They came right away. They might have seen me.” A safe lie. Her face was already known to the Watch.

      “Ah,” he said, and there was real disappointment in the sound. She had failed at the one thing he’d asked of her.

      No witnesses.

      “Is that all?” he asked, already forgiving her.

      “Yes. That’s all.”

      There was only one person in the world Kila trusted. And as she strained to sleep in the heavy darkness, she hated herself for lying to him.
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      Dawn had banished the rain, leaving a clear blue sky and a breeze so fresh that the world felt washed clean. The failure of the previous night was fading like a bad dream. The only evidence of it was an abrasion on her cheek. She’d done her best to rinse it from the drinking water she and Wen collected in a pail, but she didn’t trust it. Even small wounds could become corrupted if left unclean.

      She’d tried to sneak out this morning, but there was no slipping out on Wen. He had probably known she was injured when she got home last night. He didn’t press her for any explanation but urged her to go see Finta. And so she would. Thing was, Finta charged for her services and Kila had no money. The old lady would probably help her in return for a promise, but Kila hated being in debt. She already owed five toll pails. Which was why she now stood on the Sorrows trying not to look like the pickpocket she was about to be.

      In truth, picking pockets was not her strongest skill. Wen was the best she’d ever seen at lifting purses. He could steal your eyes and you’d think the sun had blinked out of existence before you suspected him. The trick for beginners was to do one’s thieving amongst crowds. You needed the press of the throng as an excuse to brush into people. It was that contact that allowed your fingers to unbutton a pouch or dip into a loose pocket. In fact, you wanted the mark to feel the contact, because it allowed you to push their attention toward a distraction of your choosing. Namely, at a person you claimed had shoved you.

      The morning crowds were on the Street of Sorrows in force. Youngsters off to market to fetch lists of necessities for their mothers, tradesmen going to and fro on their errands, merchants unloading wares from wagons, and all manner of scribes, bookkeepers, and law-speakers on their way to snug offices where they charged hard coin for their special knowledge. As far as Kila could tell, their primary skill was using up ink. She couldn’t think of a worse way to live than spending a day bent over a ledger and marking in figures and ciphering up totals.

      To pick a mark from this crowd required a discriminating eye. It required experience to know where a portly landlord stowed his coin. Such usually carried a bag of small coin, plugs to pay carpenters and trash-haulers or odd-jobsmen. Always secured to a belt, with two buttons. Landlords were terrible marks.

      Law-speakers kept gold in their pockets, ready to toss to barmen. Such were always conducting business in the common rooms of inns. Their purses were tight little pouches, often tucked at the small of their back inside the high waistbands of their baggy trousers. That’s why people said, “You’ll get a coin from a law-speaker before you’ll get a secret from me.”

      Tradesmen carried less coin, but they also could spare less, so Kila and Wen didn’t like robbing them. Donse Masters surely had larger purses, but they could also curse your bones with the mercus. Only a fool would try stealing from one of them.

      Kila was looking for merchants and “income lords.” The true lords of Starside—called Radiants—had shoestring relatives all across the tidy neighborhoods in Upper Terriside. Some were granted annual stipends, allowing them to live lazy and free. These were called income lords, but never to their faces.

      Such folk wore looser tunics and trousers. Some even still wore hose, a style not popular for a hundred years or more. They carried “day purses” which they filled from fat coin boxes kept in their cellars. Or so Kila had been told once.

      In any case, income lords were the marks she preferred. Trouble was, her concentration was failing her. It wasn’t just the burning scrape on her cheek either. She kept discovering her head turned to look upslope. There was nothing there. Just the Street of Sorrows winding its way up the tiered city.

      “Hey girl. Move along,” barked a shopkeeper. He stood in his door behind her, apron over his shabby vest and kneeloons.

      “I’m on the street,” she said, not bothering to look at him.

      “You stink worse’n a swire hog in a flim gorn.”

      Any other day and she’d find a way to pay him back for that. She’d show him a flim gorn! But there was no time for petty vengeance. She moved up the street, and in doing so caught a whiff of her own smell. The man was right. She needed a wash. Her stink was going to make her task harder. People already looked at her askance. Her shirt of quilted rags and her cropped trousers were all the tells anyone here would need to know she was from Cheapsgate. Add to that her filthy bare feet, and she might as well have been a scream-clown for the way folks recoiled when the saw her.

      Throwing her hands up, she resigned herself to more debt. Abandoning the pickpocketing project, she ghosted into an alley and wended cross-slope toward the Divide.

      The Divide was the one structure that dominated everything in the city. Even more than the Citadel, which was perched high up to the west. The morning sun glinted from the perfectly even top of the enormous wall. Made of seamless black stone, it was so tall that some parts of the city never escaped its shadow. It ran from the Citadel to the docks and then another five miles out to sea where it joined to the Sea Bastion.

      As she made her way toward Ranci Park, she couldn’t help but stare up at the impossibly tall barrier. On the other side lay Moonside. A few frigate birds were soaring over the wall now, not needing to flap their wings for the strength of the wind.

      Well below the Divide and running parallel to it was the Starside Wall. It was fortified with hoardings and small towers where the Watch sometimes posted men with spyglasses. They would look down at the city to spy on people. Kila hated them on principle.

      Father had said the Starside Wall had been built more recently than the Divide. A canal ran between the two walls. People said it was another measure to keep people from getting to Moonside. Kila wasn’t so sure about that. In her fantasies, the walls were to keep something in Moonside from getting out. Whatever it was, it couldn’t be people. That whole side of the once unified city was sequestered, sealed off all around. Only Her Enlightened Majesty knew what lay within. Maybe not even her.

      Ranci Park was a sparsely treed green on a corner lot. Kila traipsed over the soggy autumn leaves. A quick hop over a wrought iron fence landed her in Finta’s back garden. Kila was careful to tiptoe through the chard and squash vines. Finta stood at her back door, already smiling. “You’re late.”

      To say that Finta Sahng’s face was wrinkled was like saying the ocean was wet or that the Honor Mountains were tall. Finta’s face was made of wrinkles. Yet there was fine beauty there. She had to be at least
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