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Chapter 1 – A Nasty Business
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In life I was struck down.

Yet I shall not die.

The churning sea shall not be my grave, 

but my sanctuary.

- Excerpt from the Diary of Mavvis.

***
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THE PIGEONS GRUMBLED and puffed themselves up, lining the terrace like wet, grey balls, struggling to decide with their tiny minds whether to flee through the moisture of the night or brave the disturbance of the two shadows sliding underneath their watch.

High on the terrace of Raifene's Retreat, little more than a cheap escape from the drudgery of business and politics, two hooded figures stooped behind the balustrade. The mist oozed about them, thinner on the rooftop than on the streets below, yet enough to soak into their pores, dampen their hoods and robes. The older of the pair perched like a stone gargoyle, unmoving and watchful. Drops of water ran down the lines in his carved face to collect at the dark beard growing on his chin. The other was a girl, not much older than eighteen, with dark hair and eyes to match. One of her cold hands gripped the edge of the terrace. The other pressed gently against the figure next to her.

He chided her, “Be still, Acolyte Sophia!”

“I am cold!”

“Yes. You mentioned that before.”

“But Brother, I am cold!”

“Yet your heart continues to beat and your mouth continues to move.”

“I am wet inside this cloak, I can feel it!”

“That is because you did not tighten your clasps.”

“Why must we be so far away, anyway?”

“To get a better view. We must not be blinded by details.”

“We could at least have a few coals in a brazier...”

He groaned, “Why not wave a lantern about?”

“It could be covered, and at this angle, the embers would not be visible.”

“But the steam and the smoke would be – ugh! Just be still, Sophia! Recite your mantras if you must!”

She caught herself rolling her eyes and pretended to be studying the stars through the clouds. She gave that up, grudgingly tightened her clasps and sucked in a lungful of misty air. For all of sixteen seconds she remained motionless, and for an instant the two melded into the gloom. The clouds melted around them, the pigeons shuffled about. The city mumbled quietly, gradually forgetting about them.

Then she shuffled her feet.

“What is it now, Acolyte?”

“It is just that, well, Vigil Tyrone, how can I be watchful if the moisture distracts me so?”

“Is it the moisture? I thought it was the cold. Try mantra twelve.”

“That will hardly keep me warm -”

Tyrone held up his finger, “Mantra twelve!”

She bit her lip, watching as his eyes turned back to the rooftop across the way.

He prompted, “For every peril...”

She struggled to recite it, “For every peril my skin suffers, er, for every mark the world will impart, I find, um, I find respite within the knowledge that I have yet more skin to offer.”

“Good, Acolyte, good, but the time is almost upon us! See? Be silent, now. Watch.”

Inside her robe, within her shivering chest, her heart quickened. Now was the time to concentrate. She was on a mission and while her complaints could be dismissed, any misconduct now would bode poorly. She forgot her discomfort as her other senses took over.

From their vantage, the expanse of the western side of Tandmorth could be seen albeit obscured by the pervasive mist. The many lights from the windows barely made a dent in the thick blanket of dark fog. It was a busy city; even at this hour there was the jingling of a horse dragging its rumbling cart along the cobbles and the scurry of feet on wet stone echoing from somewhere down below. A call, a shout and the pace of the horse quickened, both parties now wiser.

The two Vigils were safe from the wary eyes below. High up on the roof though they were, they could not relax their caution, for there were other eyes, keener than those of common riffraff, whose highway was paved with shingles and tiles. For Tandmorth was a rich town, prosperous, and with prosperity comes corruption, and treachery, and opportunity.

Squatting around the River Tand, it guarded the lucrative run between the valley and the port, sapping fortune from those who traversed its streets. Exotic spices, dark woods and intricate jewellery from far off lands arrived on odd looking vessels, moored alongside the common fishers and the lumbering haulers from Randwick and Danmorth and Crain.

Such wealth seeded power at all levels, from the nobility to peasants, eager fingers reaching into the swelling pie. Tandmorth banks happily managed the money, provided loans for industry and construction protected by private guards and a richly funded police regiment. Lawyers, naturally, gravitated to the where they were needed, and politicians employed themselves to watch over it all.

During the day, Tandmorth bustled with merchants, sea masters and sailors. Builders and labourers hauled bluestone, lime and wood to build the houses needed for the fast growing population. The market, the social heart, traded not only food and clothes, but that valuable commodity of gossip.

The night belonged to the commoners. One was safe enough if one kept to the lighted areas. Gas and oil lamps were placed in the wealthier locations about the town in a bid to give some sense of security. Shadows hid vagabonds and wretches, keen on getting their paws on any gold that might stray their way. Taverns, opening to the late hours, were magnets for this type, drawing in crowds with the promise of lascivious entertainment, suspiciously good odds and cheap alcohol.

This promise was kept, until the coin ran out.

The waning of a night was the most dangerous time to be on the streets. With intoxicated blood and cursing lips, accusations and fists would fly freely. Taverners, pushing their luck, would squeeze the last drop of money before ejecting drunken slobs onto the streets, letting them continue their tirades and fisticuffs outside. No harm done, they would return the next night.

Tandmorth Police dutifully played their part, making enough arrests to justify their existence, taking enough bribes to make it worthwhile. After all, in a crate of apples one expects to find a worm. Still, prudence says it is safer to be escorted home by a burly man wearing chain mail and sleep the night off than to be accompanied in a dark alley by a cloaked brigand and his knife.

This was Tandmorth. Its pervasive mist hid its flaws, such that, though it was hardly innocent, from afar it appeared benign, almost serene.

A faint moaning added nothing to the eclectic clamour from below, breaking Sophia's concentration.

She giggled, “Ah, that would be Baroness Bennett, from the sounds of it. Hard at work interviewing her latest servant, no doubt.”

“Acolyte Sophia! Keep your mind on your task. The Baroness's affairs are not our concern tonight,” scolded Vigil Tyrone.

“Of course, Brother. I am sorry,” said Sophia, slightly dipping her head. “I will be attentive.”

“Let us start with being silent! Look!”

Across to the other rooftop, slightly lower down on an adjacent building, a portly shadow emerged from underneath a cantilevered roof. It moved hesitantly, its head turning this way and that as it crept forward like a timid dog. It stopped underneath a buttress adorned with twisted floral motifs of wrought iron. It tried, and failed, to appear casual as it rested up against it.

The shadow belonged to Slinton Carver, a mediocre player in Tandmorth's grimy underworld. He had good reason to be nervous. On a night like this, high above the streets, anything could happen. He didn't have his goons with him, or even the police. He was not a fan of the Law, not by any measure, but if he had to choose between a knife in the back and a night in the cells, he knew which one he would walk away from.

The terrace was an ideal place to conduct business. He had conducted such business in such places before. It was just the nature of this particular business that had Slinton worried.

“I'm early. That's all. No good could come from keeping him waiting. He's a special one, he is. Pays to be early for a special one, it does,” he muttered to himself as he chewed his fat lips.

He got out his tinder box and lit up a torch on the wall. He warmed his hands against the flame.

“Should be here any minute. I was early, is all, nothing more. Hold yourself up, Slinton, there's a lad.”

The light gave little comfort and only emphasised the intricate shadows made by the wrought iron.

“Beggar means to stand me up. Prolly not, but if he does I'll skin him good, though he won't, because he's a special one.”

This one was not going to be like his usual clientele; roughnecks and cutpurses could be relied upon to be sleazy, greedy and single minded. He knew exactly where he stood with them which was, with skill and a good amount of luck, out of reach from a dagger.

No, this meeting was different. If all went well, he would skulk away a richer man. Much richer.

“Hold yourself, Slinton. Won't do no good to back out now. What is it, anyway? Just a bit of thieving, is all.”

With the kind of money this job paid, he could even buy a suit without holes. And new socks. Fancy that. Certainly this was a shift up in the world. A shift from street scum to...

“I specifically said there was to be no light!”

Slinton whipped around to face the voice. Peering through the fog, he made out a tall, dark silhouette. He quickly scanned for the tell-tale flash of a dagger or throwing knife. He couldn't see one, though that hardly counted for anything.

“At least you are on time,” said the voice, like wind rolling across a barren desert.

“How'd that beggar get up here without me seeing!” he thought to himself. He adjusted his neckerchief, wiped his grimy hands on his jacket and said, “Slinton Carver is always on time, sir, and I pride myself on my prudence. I only lit the torch for safety's sake.”

His speech was met with silence. Beads of perspiration began to form on his broad brow, mingling with the clingy, condensing fog. He hurriedly wiped them off and licked his lips.

He began, “Right, then. If we can get down to business -”

“Be silent, fool! Your services do not extend to talking,” hissed the dark figure.

Normally, being called a fool would mean blood to Slinton, or at least the opportunity for a punch or two, but the present situation was not exactly normal.

“Just keep it cool, you dozy beggar,” he thought to himself. “If he wants to play the spooky, for what he's offering, let him play the bloody spooky.”

Silence descended upon the roof top. Baroness Bennett's amorous intonations had diminished, as if not wishing to disturb the goings on. Tyrone and Sophia watched on, unseen. Slinton held his palms out questioningly.

“Do you have it?” asked the figure.

“Now, look 'ere. I was just about to say -”

“Yes or no?”

“Of course I do! Why do you think I'm here?”

“Hold it up to the light, swine!” boomed the voice, frightening some nearby pigeons into flight.

Not one to be pushed around, Slinton took a breath and stood erect, his fat neck bulging out from his jerkin, appearing not unlike a frog, “Now you listen to me, you dalcop, you asked for my help and as a matter of courtesy and business, you got it, see? This is the way business is done. I stuck my neck out, see, got your booky, see, and if you wants to have it, you better start actin' nice, like.”

The figure stared at Slinton, its darkness deeper than the mist engulfing it.

“Carver,” it said, the gravelly timbre carrying restrained anger, “I am not one to play games. I am a man of my word, a gentleman of old. We had a deal. I promised you gold, and gold you shall have. I have no need for it.”

“Then you wouldn't mind parting with a little more then, eh?”

“Don't push it! You will have what you crave soon enough. First I must be satisfied. I must see the diary with my own eyes.”

He stepped forward. The dim moon illuminated one side of his features in a pale white, the torch lit the other side in a hellish orange. Neither did anything to lessen his hideousness.

His cheek was a gaping hole, revealing teeth, jaw and dangling strips of dried out flesh. The sides of his nose clung desperately to the bridge, ending in chewed, elongated nostrils. Tufts of beard, glued together in unsightly clumps, clung to what was left of his jaw.

Most terrifying were his eyes. The lids had been eaten away, revealing hazy, shrivelled orbs. They barely held themselves inside the vacuous sockets such that it seemed the mere tip of his head would send them rattling across the floor.

Slinton took an involuntary step backward, fear gripping his throat.

“What's the matter, Carver? You look like you've seen a ghost!”

The portly man swallowed his fear. There was gold at stake. He licked his lips.

“Scud. Life has been unkind, eh, mister?”

“You wouldn't understand,” he replied, his leathery tongue scraping against his teeth. “Now, the diary, if you please. Hold it up! Let me see it!”

Slinton's eyes never left the fiend before him while his hand did its own searching around in his satchel. He managed to clasp onto the familiar book, draw it up and thrust it out in front of him. It was an older book, simply bound in faded, brown leather, held closed with two green, corroded clasps. Slinton resisted the urge to turn away as the ghoul stepped forward to inspect, peering with his ghostly eyes. He studied it closely, absorbing every detail.

“This is good, Carver. You have indeed earned your reward.”

His skeletal hand reached inside his cloak. Slinton recoiled, ready for a fight. The hand returned with a fat pouch.

“And now, as you scum like to say, we do business,” he said, tossing the pouch over to the fear-drenched Carver.

The clinking sound of gold brought him to his senses. Slowly, watching the ghoul in front of him, he knelt down to pick up the pouch. Surreptitiously, he flicked off a fleck of rotted flesh from the top, loosened the knot and peered inside.

There is nothing like greed to steel a rogue's resolve. He shook it around, rearranging the coins within. He giggled. There was enough gold, alright. Undead gold was as good as any, although Slinton quickly made up his mind to melt it down as soon as possible. A thin smile spread across his sweat soaked lips.

“Er, yessir, Captain Mavvis, sir, that's just about right, gentleman that you are. Here, you can take the booky,” he said, and made to toss the diary to the ghoul.

“Stop!” he commanded, “Pass it to me, Carver. Carefully!”

“You tossed that purse at me!”

“Gold can be bent and beaten. That diary, however, such an item does not deserve such ill treatment.”

Slinton chuckled halfheartedly, “I'd better not be letting you know where I kept it, then.”

The joke was met with stone silence. Clearing his throat he gingerly eased forward and held the book out at arms length. The ghoul reached out, and with both hands grasped it like a delicate petal.

“Well, that's that, then. Business done and all of that. I'm off to talk to a man about a dog. May life be good to you!” he quipped, adding to himself, “Bit late for that, eh?”

“You shall not leave, Carver. This business is not yet over.”

He snorted, stowing the purse securely, “It is for me, you dried up mirenug! Don't think to cheat me, now! I've done...”

“Silence! Pray, don't take breathing as granted.”

Something about that rang in Slinton's ears as being a more real threat than the usual scum banter. Instinctively his hand crept to his scabbard, while his eyes carefully examined the gloom.

The ghoul gave a hollow laugh and lifted his cloak, revealing a rotten carcass of bone and parched muscle, held together with mouldy sinew and black fibres.

“What is left of my flesh will not yield to mere daggers. Look! An arrow may pass through my ribs unimpeded. Besides, I have given you no cause for such rudeness! No, Carver, let us finish our business like gentlemen.”

Carver paused.

“There ain't nought left, the way I sees it,” he thought. “Mayhap he's got another job. And for what he's paid so far...”

He straightened himself to his rather unimpressive full height.

“Alrighty, mister captain, sir. Gentlemen we are then.”

He lowered his hand from his dagger.

The ghoul nodded in mock gratitude; insolence and incompetence, such is the price for dealing with commoners.

“Like gentlemen,” he repeated, half to himself, “like gentlemen of old.”

While the fat crook and the monster were performing their transaction, Sophia noticed a peculiar movement from the portico behind Slinton. It was only a flash, perhaps a mere trick of the torch-light against the mist, but she thought it best to inform her master.

“Brother Tyrone,” she whispered, “over there, behind...”

“Yes, yes. Be still.”

“I thought I saw...”

“You did, but the more you talk, the less you observe!” Tyrone urged.

The Acolyte regained herself, and watched on. After all, this was what she had committed to, what her life was to be. She had learnt so much already yet it was plain there was another lifetime's worth still. At least.

“So, sir, Mavvis, sir, oh gentleman of old, what is it now?” Carver said mockingly.

“Inspection of the goods, Mister Carver. You have had a close look of yours, and are satisfied, yes? Now I will of mine,” said Mavvis.

“Right you are then, mister captain sir. And please do let me know when you are most satisfied, like, mister captain sir,” said Slinton sarcastically.

The ghoul held the book up to the pale moonlight, a grin splitting what was left of his lip. A chunk dropped to the ground. Instinctively, Slinton made to pick it up, then just as quickly decided against it.

“Two hundred years,” Mavvis muttered.

Slowly, carefully, he opened the book. The bones protruding from his fingers flipped the pages. He turned them slowly, peering carefully at the pages. He turned to the next page, then the next, gingerly at first, then getting faster.

The smile turned to a grimace, then to a horrid scowl. Frantically his eyes scanned the pages. His fingers flipped them back and forth. He ran through the pages one more time.

“Where is it? Where is it?” he moaned, his eyes fixed on Slinton. “Where is it you slimy bag of lichen?”

“Where is what, dog?” Slinton snarled, back from his gentlemanly hiatus.

“The map, blaggard!”

“Why, you – er,” Slinton paused, having not heard that one before.

It sounded impressive. He made a mental note to use that next time he was sparring.

Recomposing himself, he said, “The deal was that booky there, not some map, and that's all there is to it.”

“The map was in the book, you incompetent fool!” howled the ghoul, tearing his lip further.

“Keep your voice down! That's all your getting, see, and if it ain't there now then it's nought to do...”

Mavvis held up the inside of the book to illustrate his point, “Look here. See with you own eyes. The pages have been torn out!”

“There's your answer, then.”

“Dunderhead! Your task was to retrieve this intact. Where are the missing pages?”

“I don't know nothing about no missing map, see? Like I said, you rotten beggar, it ain't got nought to do with... erk!”

The ghoul swept forward with such speed, he caught Slinton off-guard by his fat throat. The slimy finger bones pushed into his neck with surprising force. Icicles of fear shot through Slinton's veins, paralysing his frame. The ghoul thrust his face next to Slinton’s, his wheezing breath smelling like a morgue.

“Carver, my patience is at an end,” he hissed. “I will ask one more time. Where is the map?”

Carver's face wobbled like jelly, swelling red, now purple, as the ghoul crushed his neck. His hands flopped about, pushing against Mavvis's robes. His hand found the hilt of his dagger. Mavvis's own hand pushed on top of his and kept the blade firmly in its scabbard.

“Listen to me, Carver, and listen well. This is your problem, and you will fix it. The missing pages will be found, and you will bring them to me, here, in one week. No later.”

Slinton felt the fingers squeeze deeper. He could feel the blood pounding in his head and his eyes felt like they would explode.

“No games. No talk. Just what you owe me. Yes?”

Slinton made a feeble attempt to nod.

“I am glad you understand,” he said, releasing Slinton from his vice-like grip, “Death is such a messy institution. I am sure you would not like it.”

Slinton slumped back down the pillar. His mind, throat and lungs were frantic as his assailant stepped away into the fog and shadows.

After a while he steadied himself. He slithered back up the pillar, squeezing it for support. He checked his wallet, then his dagger, then cried as he discovered that the pouch of gold was gone.

“Screw it all and blast it to damnation! It's a fine mess, this is. A map? Missing pages? How... Iris. That no good, black-hearted, thieving, snake in the grass. This'll be all her doing. So that's the deal then, is it? It's either some stupid map and a baggy of gold, or me lying face-down in the Tand. Not much of a choice, really.”

He shuddered. 

That wretched Mavvis, that thing, was supposed to be dead. Slinton had a very simple outlook on the world. Gold is heavy, blades are sharp and corpses don't talk and they sure as scud don't choke people. He had heard stories of ghouls, the mythical undead, walking bones or talking heads. Just stories folk tell when they got on the grog, they were, or, at least, he once thought they were.

He brought his hand to his neck and gently rubbed at the bruises. He took out a kerchief and wrapped it around carefully. It wouldn't do any good to let the boys know someone got the better of him, even if it was a rotten demon. He cleared his throat to clear his mind.

He could cut his losses. Do a bolt. Leave town, head off to Crain. There, at least, he had never been choked by a skeleton. Or he could hitch a ride to, well, anywhere. Anywhere walking, talking corpses weren't. Only Mavvis would find him. These cursed critters, they had special powers and whatnot. If the stories were true, they could clamber aboard a ship in the middle of open the sea with no other sails in sight. They could sneak into a locked cell and do a man over without even waking the guard. Suck the soul out and all of that.

His greed tapped him on the shoulder. There was gold at stake. And a lot of gold, at that. No, doing a runner was a last resort; first he would have to see if he could get this cursed map back, wherever that was, and for that, he admitted with chagrin, he needed Iris.

Across the rooftop, the two figures watched Slinton hurriedly shamble off.

After five minutes, Tyrone stood, turned to a shivering Sophia and said, “It is over. We will head back now. Come.”

“Brother Tyrone...”

“We will discuss this later.”

“But Vigil -”

“Oh, yes, what is it?”

“Vigil Tyrone, was there not another party at this meeting? Other than the ghoul and the rogue, I mean?” asked Sophia.

“Indeed, Sophia, your skills of observation are impressive. Yes, we were not alone in watching this meeting take place.”

“You know! Who, then?”

Tyrone looked out over the terrace, searching the shadows.

“Vigil?” Sophia pressed.

“She who has an interest in such matters, but not for the same reasons as you and I.”

“She?”

“Yes.”

“You are being cryptic.”

“I am being cautious.”

“You do not trust me?”

Tyrone laughed, “Of course I trust you, young Acolyte. You would not be this close to me if I did not.” He looked about, “No. I do not trust our surrounds, even up here. Ears are everywhere. Keep these events, and your questions, fresh in your mind. If we are to discuss tonight's events, we will discuss them where it is safe. Come.”

Tyrone and Sophia stole over the roof, into the cupola, and made their way through a small door down into Raifene's Retreat. Sophia looked about nervously from underneath her hood, while Tyrone strode down the rose-lit hallways like a king. The employees were naturally discreet about regarding their customers.

None of the servants so much as looked in their direction as they passed, too well trained to ask questions. In fact, it was as if they did not notice their presence at all. At the bottom of the faded velvet stairs, they held to the side of the entrance, tucked into a corner of the vestibule. Madame Kitzen, fussing lazily with her blouse as she waited for customers, did not pay them any mind.

Acolyte Sophia looked to Tyrone who held his hand up, motioning for her to wait. She resumed her pose, remaining perfectly still, blending into the other jackets, cloaks and capes that had been hung on the wall.

The front door opened and Tyrone swept forward with Sophia, allowing the patron entry before they swung out onto the street. In an instant they were lost in the mist, an afterthought in Tandmorth's memory.

“I don't think I'll ever get used to that,” said Sophia, looking back as the fog swallowed the sliver of light from the closing doorway.

Tyrone chuckled, “You will. Do you think when I first started, I was any different? No, like any skill worth learning, it requires training and discipline. And lots and lots of practice. And practice means making mistakes.”

“What kind of mistakes?”

He smiled, “Safe ones, hopefully. They are the happiest kind. Still, the ones that teach you the most are the ones that take the longest to heal.”

“Like that scar on your hand?”

Tyrone looked at his hand, at the lozenge shaped lump on his palm.

“Perhaps.”

“Perhaps? There is a story behind every scar, is there not?”

He tucked his hands into his cloak and pressed on, wordless. He would say no more upon the matter. She tried a different approach.

“Just how long have you been part of the Brotherhood?” she asked.

“Long enough to know that I should not ask personal questions that have no bearing on the mission.”

He got like that. Whenever she wanted to know more about him, he shut her down or changed the topic or evaded her questions entirely. She had given up for the most part but that curious element of humanity called persistence kept her trying.

“What if it is in the interest of shared knowledge?” she said.

He stopped and pointed to a crack in a wall, “Do you see this?”

She sighed, “Yes, Vigil.”

“What does it mean?”

“It means you are changing the subject,” is what she wanted to say, but did not. She peered at the wall for a second, running her hands over the faint symbols incorporated in the brickwork, then announced, “The sanctuary is to the left, down there, one hundred yards away, and another is over there.”

“How far?”

“Five hundred yards.”

He smiled, “Very good. Remember, if you're ever disoriented or caught out in the fog like tonight -”

“The signs will be apparent to the observant, yes! You don't need to harp on!” she snapped.

She held up her hands and bowed her head. She had done it again.

“I am sorry, Brother Tyrone. That was unwarranted. You are my teacher and I am grateful for your wisdom.”

“When you say it like that, you almost sound sincere.”

“I am sincere! I am also hot-headed and impulsive! At least, that's what Vigil Reanna says.”

He patted her on the back, “She is right. That does not have to be a bad thing, though. Every trait has its positive and its negative attributes. It just depends on how you let them manifest and if you leave it unbalanced. Come on, this is not the proper place for a lecture.”

She waited for him to lead the way so she could indulge in an eye-roll. They strolled through the fog, moving like memories of ghosts through the white ether. On the way, Tyrone pointed out the various marks inscribed, stamped or painted in obscure locations, asking Sophia to interpret them.

The two Vigils reached their sanctuary. They stood before an imposing bluestone wall. Ivy clung to it, battling up to the windows. He indicated a bare patch of wall and stood before it, then began a low chant and, as he did, runes upon the wall began to glow, red at first, then yellow. He continued, and cracks appeared, outlining a rectangle. The rocks that made up the wall transformed into a door. Tyrone finished his incantation and pushed, and the doorway yielded smoothly and quietly.

Sophia went in first, followed by Tyrone, who did a quick check to see if anyone was about, and then sealed the door behind him. It disappeared, melting back into stone.

Back inside their sanctuary, the Acolyte breathed out a sigh of relief and flipped the hood off her head. Tyrone did the same, only less dramatically.

Tyrone ushered Sophia to her room,  “Acolyte, clean up and prepare a meal.”

“Where are you going?”

“I must go speak with the Masters. We shall discuss matters in fifteen minutes.”

“Yes, Vigil,” said Sophia, and set about her task.

Tyrone smiled to himself as he walked up the corridor. Sophia's training was coming along nicely, however there were nagging tendencies. Her despondent temperament was of small concern and anxiety is a common trait among adolescents, so that was not so unusual, certainly nothing that could not be overcome. She did, however, exhibit a strange habit of staring off into the distance and losing focus.

He brought that up with Master Partola, having found her on her way out from her chambers.

“It is as if her mind is in two places at once. On more that one occasion, I have asked her a direct question and then had to repeat myself. She is not being insolent, I know that much, but -”

“I have noticed it, too. And I know the cause of it. Leave that with me, Brother.”

Tyrone looked on expectantly. Master Partola sighed and closed her book.

“What is the cause?” he prompted.

“Leave it with me.”

His curiosity unsatisfied, he persisted. Partola secured the door and waved for him to follow.

“A dose of education and enlightenment that follows, along with a solid sense of purpose, will put her on the right path, Vigil Tyrone,” she said. “If you have any further concerns, please let me know. Now, more urgently, what do you make of this business regarding Slinton?”

“I can get the report to you -”

“I will be at the meeting, Tyrone! I will examine your observations in detail but, first, I want your opinion.”

“My opinion?”

“Yes. How do you feel about it?”

“It is not my place.”

“Tell me, anyway.”

He frowned. This was not what he expected to be asked, especially by a Master. She walked steadily while he ruminated.

“I am concerned,” he said finally, matching her pace.

“How much so?”

“Gravely.”

“In what way?”

“Slinton is not the kind of man one turns to unless one is out of options, and even then his usual trade is in gold and blood. Not books.”

“This is your only concern?”

“Yes, Master Partola.”

She eyed him off, then continued walking.

“It was a book he desired, then? A book. What harm can a book be?” asked Partola, stroking her chin in thought.

He held up his hands, “Who can say without first getting eyes upon it? Still, my concern is not so much the book itself, rather this Captain Mavvis, how he came to be there and why he is so desperate to retrieve it. Desperate enough to pay gold to a scoundrel. And then there is the business of the map. He was very disturbed that it was not there.”

“I understand. Did you witness this meeting in its entirety, Tyrone?” asked Partola.

“Yes, we were there before it began and after it completed.”

“Were you distracted at all?”

He paused, then said, “Momentarily, I confess.”

Partola slowed her pace. Tyrone looked abashed.

“She was there.”

Partola stopped, pulling him to one side.

“It will be in my report,” he said.

“I know. Does this cloud your judgement?”

“No, Master Partola. I am – I am alright, and in control of my feelings.”

Partola looked him in the eye, “Is she in danger?”

“No.”

“Is that the real cause for your concern?”

“No. My concern lies only with Captain Mavvis.”

She stroked her chin, “Does this warrant our focus?”

“Yes. Yes it does, Master.”

“I trust your instinct. I will consult with Masters Godfrey and Draeford at once. When can you make your report?”

“I am cold and hungry. Give me half an hour and I will come with Acolyte Sophia shortly after to give my report.”

Partola strode away down the hall, Tyrone in the other direction. Upon reaching his room, he cricked his neck and sat down. Sophia handed him a towel.

“Thanks, Sophia, but I will do without.”

“Vigil, it's a small luxury...”

“One that I refuse.”

She frowned, “Why?”

He fought for the words but, in the end, decided to change the subject.

“This smells excellent, Sophia, thank you.”

“Do you like it?”

He took a bite, “It is delicious! You will forgive me if I eat quickly.”

“Why? Surely we are permitted to rest a bit,” she said and looked at her cloak, “and dry off.”

“Masters Partola and Godfrey need to know urgently. This was not an ordinary meeting. I hope you understand that.”

Sophia shrugged, “I do. I guess.”

“How much is committed to your memory?”

“All of it.”

“Were you concentrating?”

“Yes, Vigil!”

“Good,” he said, pointing to her bowl. “You had better eat, then. You will be required to talk.”

Sophia's eyebrows shot up. Her eyes opened wide. 

“Me?” she asked, bewildered. “Vigil, I am only – it will not be permitted.”

“Your eyes and ears are a blessing. It will be permitted.”

She flushed, “I am not sure I want to.”

“I insist. You will attend as my Acolyte, as a witness to the event and a silent observer of the meeting.”

“But -”

“Be still. Do not speak unless asked to, answer any questions directly and truthfully. Do not assume what they want to know,” he said.

He shovelled more stew into his mouth. He looked back over.

“You're not eating.”

“I'm – I am scared.”

“Do not be, Sophia! The Masters are people, just like you and me, and they, too, were once wet-eared Acolytes. It just gets a bit, er, formal. Chin up! You might even learn a thing or two. Now let us sup,” Tyrone said.

Sophia busied herself with her meal, trying not to let her excitement show. For the young woman it was like trying to contain a swarm of bees within her mouth. So many questions, so many possibilities!

Something was going on. Days were full of lectures and theory, of talking, of mantras, of observations and tests. But now, out of the blue, she was going to attend and talk at a meeting with the Masters. She concentrated on the plate of food before her to keep her mouth busy, and rolled her sixth mantra around in her mind in time to her chewing.
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Chapter 2 – Cooked Goose
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The problem with ghastly children, you see,

is that they will, one day,

become ghastly adults.

- Countess Olyphant

***
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LOUSE BLINKED AWAY the crud from his eyes and dared to sniff the edges of his nook, wondering, as he did each time his stomach roused him from slumber, how long his will would last against the pain. He was safe, relatively speaking, behind his little wall of crumbled stone, safe from the terrors that strode mere inches from where he huddled. He could stay there for hours at a time, days even, only venturing out when the sun disappeared and the night was still.

Even then, the only thing to draw him from his hole was pain. The cramps, the hunger, the thirst. And the chill.

For as long as he could remember, he was cold. Cold and hungry. What else was there to life but the endless craving to stave off the chill that gnawed at his fingers and the pain of his innards digesting themselves? He was not miserable, for that would imply that he had once known happiness, that there was another state of being with which he might contrast. This existence held no answers for him, so he never bothered to ask any questions. He lived only that he might reduce the nagging discomfort, nothing more, and should he die in the attempt, well, that was only natural. 

Perhaps it was welcome.

The bell in the clock-tower chimed eight times. Pervasive, it marked the passage of time for Louse. The regular beats reminded him that blessed darkness was on its way, that he would soon be wrapped in the blanket of obscurity, that he could breathe once more.

He had heard the term 'street-rat', knew it intimately, for it applied to him, whatever he was, and he bore the moniker with neither shame nor pride. It was just what he was, after all. With the rising of the sun he would find a nook to rest his aching, shivering bones, and with the setting of it he would steal out and hunt for scraps.

There were others like him. Others who would crawl in the shadows of Tandmorth to furrow about in the trash and filth, stealing the crumbs that might otherwise have found their way to his stomach. They were neither friend nor foe, merely obstacles, annoyances. Those that were older or larger than he were to be avoided, the others would shrink away at his approach. The unspoken hierarchy was not to be trifled with.

Existence was him alone in a world of opposing forces. The lure of a crust of bread, a hoss knob, potato skins, these were the luxuries thrown in by the cosmos to entice him. The draw of a blade, the curse of a policeman, shrill whistles, these were deterrents. Constantly pushed between the extremes, his nightly forays into Tandmorth saw him become slowly bolder, swifter with his fingers and sharper with his senses. That said, he could not claim to be bold, swift or sharp.

The city created creatures like him as a bi-product of its corruption. It was not as if there wasn't enough money to go around, for there was plenty. As with many cases of corruption, the problem lay not so much with money as with power. The established elite kept their quills in the law-maker's books either by family or by bribery, and favours and loopholes stained the annals of the City Hall records like the castings of book-worms.

Undeserved wealth breeds corruption, corruption manifests oppression and oppression, in turn, leads to suffering.

Not that Louse knew or cared for any of that. So far as he knew, it was the way of the world, from one city to the next and wishful thinking could never change it, so what was the point of wasting energy on silly wishes?

If he wanted truth, he only needed to look at his black-stained hands. Here was truth. Here was life. The other creatures that roamed about with fat bellies wrapped in fine clothes were a different species, something he could never hope to be. He might as well imagine himself as a horse!

With no other option, Louse was forced to be content with his lot. That night, however, a crack breached his world. Louse had been wandering near the Greens, a riskier and more lucrative area of the city. The street-rats there were hostile, vicious creatures, known to rove in gangs. They were protective of their turf and would not suffer outsiders.

Louse went anyway. There was a smell in the air, an incredibly delicious, tantalising smell. Not the spicy sausages hanging in the butcher's cold-room. Not the hearty stews simmering on the stoves in the kitchens he passed. No, it was something more alluring than that. Something that sat on the outside of reality, a glint in the darkness of his world. It was greasy, and salty, and spicy.

Whatever it was, he had to have it or, at the least, he would get closer and bathe in that incredible scent, and let it soak into him.

As he crept along the alleys he spied the shadows of the others. They slunk in time with his own steps. They had seen him, no doubt, yet they did not attack for they, too, were converging upon the source of the smell. They, too, desired what he desired.

He sighed. There was no way he could out-smart them or out-run them or out-fight them. If he approached the source, they would be there, too, and he would not be welcome. He gave up and turned to go back to his nook, where he belonged, where it was safe. That was best. He glared angrily up at the misty clouds, cursing them for dangling such a tantalising promise, only to take it away.

He turned on his heels and padded on his naked feet down the wet flags. He had been silly. He let his desires get worked up and, with no way of satisfying them, he would only find it harder to fall asleep. Sighing, he paused and looked back up at the clouds.

Then he looked down. A grill on the ground beckoned. He looked about, then heaving as hard as his tiny arms would allow, he pushed it to one side and looked into the hole. It stank. There was the sound of running water. He had only ventured into the sewers on a handful of occasions, and each time he detested the experience.

The stench was horrid. There were muttrats and giant spiders and water snakes. Then again, it was dark, and there weren't any other street-rats down there. And without having to dodge in and out of the shadows, perhaps he could get closer to that smell before they did.

A fresh burst of scent tickled his nose and made his mind up for him. He lowered his wafer legs into the hole. The smell of excrement replaced the mind-altering scent. He paused again, making up his confused mind, then gritted his teeth and dropped down into the darkness.

It was just as wet and smelly as he remembered. His eyes took a moment to adjust. The path was lit by sporadic grates, letting light in from the street lamps above. He scampered through the sewers, thrilled that he should be so clever, so daring.

His legs hurried him along, skipping over the slippery stones, splashing across the slow streams of water. His heart rattled behind his ribs in time to his steps, half from the exertion and half from the foreign feeling of excitement. His wheezing breaths mingled with the chuckling of the water and the padding of this feet coincided with the drips from the grates above.

He turned a corner and startled a muttrat. He kicked at it and it hissed and ran back a few paces. It reared up on its haunches as he passed. Another tunnel on and he crawled up from the sewer to get a better sense of where the scent was coming from. He shimmied up a pipe sticking out of the bricks and squeezed out the hole. He stood, tilting his head back, filling his lungs with the damp, night air to flush the stench of the filth and replace it with that delectable aroma.

His reverie was broken by a scuffling at his feet. The quiet of the night was shattered by a crash and a clang. Reactions took over and he leapt into the shadows. Looking back he spied a pair of arresting eyes in the sewer, looking directly at him, before disappearing. He recoiled and watched, breathless. They reappeared, blue crystals flashing in the darkness, only to disappear once more.

Intrigued, he crept back to the entrance. Curiosity is the defining emotion of humanity. Strong in character and insidious in nature, it infects even the hungriest of vagrants. He forgot about the smell and knelt down, hands on the wet flags, and peered inside. It was dark, of course, and it stank. He hadn't seen anyone come behind him, yet there was definitely something shuffling around in there. It was too large, even for a muttrat, and though the face was obscured by shadow, the eyes had looked distinctly human.

He pressed his head down, forgetting the siren's call of sumptuous food. Those eyes, he needed to see them again.

A hand shot out and gripped his wrist. He cried out and shook it off. He heard a thump and a loud profanity.

“What did you do that for?” hissed a voice from below.

“Wh-what? Hello? Is someone there?”

“Of course I'm here! Are you going to help me out of here or ask stupid questions?”

This was certainly no muttrat! Unless it was some kind of talking muttrat – he banished that thought and tried to think clearly over the noise of his hammering heart.

“Er...”

“Just give me your hand!”

“Er – why?”

“Because you broke the stupid pipe, that's why! Now hurry up and help me! Give me your hand!”

His mind went numb while his heart thumped away. Cautiously, he put his hand into the mouth of the entrance. Fingers, small and firm, clasped him about his wrist. Though he was tall, he was not strong and it took a fair effort to haul up the load. He heaved and shook, soaking in the water on the road, gripping the flags with his other hand for leverage.

Another hand appeared from the darkness, followed by an arm, then finally a head. She pushed herself up and spat back at the hole before turning to Louse.

“What are you staring at?” she said.

Louse didn't know. He had never been close enough to the other creatures before tonight, had never thought that they could be anything other than shapeless, rock-throwing monsters.

Instead, the being in front of him was, though scrawny and filthy like himself, the most wonderful thing he had ever seen. Her fingers were slender and twitching, active even while she stood there, half-crouched, waiting impatiently for him to answer. Her legs were tense as though they would spring into action in a heartbeat. And underneath the muck on her face were those two shining blue gems, fascinating him and thrilling him to the core.

His mouth opened. Noise came out. Whether it was in the form of words, he couldn't tell. Most likely they were not, since she turned in disgust and slipped away down the street to be lost once more in the shadows.

A fresh waft drifted past his nose and brought Louse back to his purpose. He ran after the smell, confident that he was getting closer. He skipped past a hansom rattling down the cobbles and glided over the pavement. His heart was pounding, hard. Rounding the corner and casting caution aside, he ran his fingers along the bluestone walls from behind which came the promise of untold wonder. He leaned against the wall, soaking in the atmosphere of cooked herbs and sizzling fat.

Countess Olyphant's mansion was well protected from the street, accessible only via the main front gate and the side entrance. The rest was surrounded by tall walls topped with barbs and spikes. The was no getting over and the entrances were guarded day and night.

Breathlessly excited, he let his legs carry him further along the wall. The main gate glared at him with its brilliant lamps and enormous bars, looking for all the world like a vicious monster that would eat him up if he got too close. He shrank from the light and crossed the street, compelled to at least see with his eyes what his nose was on about.

Around the side he went ducking behind the trees and bushes on the other side of the road until he was opposite the side entrance.

“Get down, louse!”

He whirled and ducked at the same time, flattening under a bush. Two pairs of legs, belonging to members of the constabulary, clomped past his surprised face. When they had gone, he turned around.

“Are you trying to get us caught?” demanded the shadows.

“No!”

“Well, you're doing an awfully good job at it!”

Something hard, a rock, struck his shoulder. He flinched but didn't move.

“What are you still doing here? Go away, this is our territory!”

Louse asked, “Can you smell it, too?”

“Of course we bloody can! And it's ours! Now sod off! Go on, louse, get lost!”

Another rock hit him, stinging mightily. A drab of blood ran from his forehead.

“This is your last chance, scud-eater! Get out of here!”

He got to his feet and scuttled away, clutching his head.

A hundred yards on and he stopped. He looked back longingly at the faint light glowing from the Countess's side entrance and sighed. What were all these strange feelings he had tonight? They weren't to do with hunger or the cold, they were something else entirely. Confusing, consuming. Uncomfortably elusive.

He turned away, wrapped the tail of his rag around him and tucked it into his belt-string. It was then he spied a dark form drop down from a tree. His heart skipped a beat. He should have run away, for was he not afraid? Yes, he was, yet his heart was beating fast again and his mouth dried up. It was not fear he felt.

He crept closer to the shadow until he was only an arm's length away. He felt a fist strike his face and he fell backwards, the stars in his eyes mingling with the stars in the sky.

“Are you following me?” said the girl, standing over him, “Why'd you sneak up on me like that?”

“I didn't mean to scare you...”

“You – you didn't scare me! I knew you were there!”

“What are you doing here?” he croaked, getting to his feet, watching her fists carefully.

He flinched as she reached out, wiped her finger across his brow and inspected the blood. He ignored the pain and the shame, and stood there like an idiot, soaking in her presence, losing himself in her eyes.

“I'm getting in there. The Countess has no business roasting goose like that!”

“Goose? What is that?”

“Can't you smell it?”

“I can! I can! What does it look like?”

She stared at him, “Look like? I only care what it tastes like! Are you going to help me?”

“How?”

“Go to the side gate -”

“I'll be caught!”

“Not if you're fast. Are you fast?”

Fast? Hardly. He was about to respond, but then looked into her eyes. He nodded furiously, “I can be – I mean, I am!”

“Good. Here's what you do. Ring the bell, see it there? Then hide in those bushes over there. Those ones away from the street-lamp. Wait until they go back inside, then run up and ring it again.”

He looked uncertain, “Won't that annoy them?”

“Exactly!” she said, hitching herself back up the tree. “Do this for me, and there's a leg in it for you! I promise. Go on, go!”

Louse stumbled back to the entrance. He stood there, hunched over, his head swimming in the thick waters of indecision. He looked at the door, the bell, the bars. He turned and looked back at the tree. His hand moved mechanically and pulled hard on the service bell. The peal clarified his mind. He bolted away into the shadows, into the bushes, and watched. A man, dressed in drab clothing, appeared at the bars and looked through.

He called, peering into the darkness, “Hello? Hello?”

Nothing stirred.

“Bloody street-rats!”

He stormed back inside. Louse, steadying his heart, stayed frozen in the bush. Suddenly a nut conked him on the head. He looked over the girl's tree and saw her silhouette pointing furiously. He got up and ran to the gate, pulled the cord and raced back as fast as he could.

Again the figure appeared at the gate, again he cursed, again he returned grumbling to the house. Hiding in his bush, Louse gazed over to the tree, trying to make out the girl in the shadows. All he could see were branches. He looked at the gate, wondering if he should go again.

“We told you to stay away, you filthy louse!” said a snarly voice behind him.

He felt a blow on the side of his head and his ribs echoed hollowly as a foot sunk into his side.

“Now you're going to pay!”

He tumbled out of the bush and onto the cobbles, followed by a ragged cluster of angry, dirty faces and grubby fists. He felt the sharp sting of sticks across his head and back and heard the furious cries as the mob harried his escape.

“Oi! You lot, stop it, the lot of you!” bellowed a policeman, catching them up.

The sea of brown dispersed and left Louse, shaken and bloodied, staring up at the fierce eyes of a policeman.

“What are you playing at, eh? Looks like you've already got your lesson tonight. Get out of here, you worthless whelp! Go on!”

Before he knew it, Louse was running across the flags and through the back alleys and down to the sewers and didn't stop until he collapsed, weak with hunger and pain, into his little nook under the grand walls of the library. There he pushed as far into the hole as he could, curled into a ball and resolved that he would never, ever venture onto the streets of the Green again, not for anything. He didn't belong there and clearly he wasn't welcome.

Still, he was alive. Not that that was reassuring in any way. Or perhaps it was? He hadn't figured the night would play out in such an incredible way. There was so much to think about, so many new sensations, so many questions he dared to ask! There was more to existence than food and warmth, then.

He was scared to think it, scared to face the possibilities. He scratched off the blood that had congealed on his head and wiped his nose. He rolled over, failing to find a way to lie without aggravating his bruises, and stared out from the broken rocks that protected him from the night air. Reality, frigid and unwavering, reached up from his stomach and shook his brain.

With a shuddering sigh, he understood. He had been foolish.

This was his place, as it always had been. This was all there was. There may be more, for sure, that was a conclusion he could reach, only it came with a caveat. There was more out there. An entire world, perhaps. Only it was not for him.

It was beginning to drizzle and that, coupled with the beating he had endured, meant sore joints the next day. He needed all the sleep he could get. He gritted his teeth and wrapped his rag tightly about him, ignored the protests emanating from his stomach and tried to rest.

He awoke with a start.

“Psst!”

He rolled over cautiously. Two round, blue crystals peeped at him over the masonry.

“You did good,” she said, grinning impishly.

He stared, mute, as she produced a pouch and placed it on the brick next to him. She clicked her tongue and dropped out of sight.

“Wait!” he called, but she was gone.

He would have gone after, only his nose arrested his motion. Hastily, not daring to breathe lest his nose be found lying, not daring to guess lest his luck failed him, he opened the pouch and looked inside. A glorious waft of thyme and rosemary gripped him.

His teeth tore into the goose leg. The fat, the meat, the skin! The experience was so overwhelming, he forgot how to swallow. The meal, complete with a leek, lippet and half a hoss, was the most glorious experience he had ever had in his short and sorry life.
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Chapter 3 – All in a Night's Work
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A lit candle holds the stage in a cavern.

A spark is blinding to the darkened eye.

The enlightened one does not heed these in the face of daylight.

- Acolyte of the Vigil's Meditation.

***
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IN THE SCULLERY OF Pollard's Manor was a pantry, filled with all sorts of dried sausages, gubs, lippets, potatoes, hosses, carrots, dried pulses, and Iris. The servants were in their quarters. All were asleep, except for two who were playing dice, gambling their way through a slowly emptying bottle.

There had been quite a meal prepared that evening. The smells of roasted meat and vegetables lay thick in the air. This was always a thankful situation. After a heavy banquet the help, including the guards, would inevitably tuck into the remains. A full, sleepy and quite possibly groggy guard was a lot easier to fool than a cranky, vigilant one.

The eastern portion of the manor had a lovely trellis, designed by none other than Francis De Bono, famed artist and trend setter. Incorporating the latest in asymmetric trefoils and trimmed ornate filigrees, it had been shipped in expressly for Madame Pollard and mounted securely to the stone. Aside from its aesthetic properties, it doubled as a neat ladder for Iris to reach the second floor balcony. From there it was only a small jump to an unlocked window leading into the grand hallway. Once inside, it was a matter of taking the stairs down to the kitchen to slip into the pantry until everyone was done preparing for the night.

That had been the easy part. Now she was inside, the most dangerous place to be on a job.

The pantry was dark and stuffy. The red glow from the fire's embers gave the sausages an appearance of hellish fingers pointing accusingly at her upturned face.

Iris sat and listened. She needed to familiarise herself with the sounds of the house. Far from the noisy street, the walls and floors clicked and groaned softly as the building nestled. If she was to bring home the bacon, and not just sausages, she would need to become part of the house.

She closed her eyes and concentrated. The crackle and occasional hiss of the fire. The barking of a dog. The sizzling of leftover fat dripping onto the coals. A laugh, female and far away. A creak onto floorboards from the room above, with murmurs. Another creak and a barely coherent rambling relating to – shipping? Yes. She concentrated on the syllables. Transportation?

It appeared that Trint, Baron Pollard's nephew, was in town. Trint was a sappy fellow, pale and scrawny. The kind of young upstart who made up for his mental failings with rambling logic and a strong sense of his family's money. He was more than willing to express his opinion on any given matter, even if he did not have one and even if it was not asked for. Trint, not yet married, lived with his father up North. He was sent to his uncle in the hope that he would learn to be a gentleman, businessman, and a man of character.

So far he had learnt to be a bigot and braggart, tolerated by guests out of politeness and fear of his uncle.

At this instant he was busy forming an opinion about the transporting of goods across the sea in multiple smaller vessels versus fewer larger vessels. His mirrored image seemed to disagree and he became agitated at the insolence. The 'discussion' was becoming more and more animated; drink too often brings out the worst in reflections.

Listening beyond Trint's rants, a rattle of a window shutter could be heard, followed by a click. She rolled her eyes. It was a good chance that someone had found Iris's window and closed it. Considering Trint was in his room, that counted as a second body upstairs in this wing. A guard, from the sounds of the clomp-jingle-clomp-jingle of footsteps shambling away. The house returned to its slumberous state.

She tightened her clasps.

Moving like a breeze, Iris poked her nose from the scullery. The kitchen had a smouldering fire, with a few messy morsels left in a sink. Knives, mallets and pins adorned the walls. To the far end were sacks of flour and grains, a few buckets, and general cooking paraphernalia. A mouse scurried away as her shadow slithered along the floor to the door.

On the left was the gaping hole of a dumb waiter, next to a sign written in cursive handwriting: 

For Lord Pollard: the meat shall be rare and the vegetables crisp. No mint in any dish. As little salt as possible.

For Lady Pollard: the meat shall be medium rare and vegetables soft. Each dish shall be adorned with a mix of herbs.

For guests: the meat and vegetables shall be done as to her ladyship's tastes unless guests have made particular arrangements.

Underneath, written in a somewhat less elegant handwriting:

For His Highness, the Exalted and Most Right Honourable Trint Pollard: Blacken the meat, steam the vegetables until they are mushed. Lord help you if he finds single a pea. No spice or pepper, double whatever salt. Double helpings of any and all sweets.

Iris smirked and went to the door. The hall outside was quiet, lit in a yellow glow at the far end by an ornate oil lamp. Its flame ran up the inside of an elegant glass tube, illuminating portraits adorning the walls of family members long since passed. She strode over to the stairs leading up to the second storey window. If her exit route had been compromised, it was best to know now before she needed to use it.

The carpeted stairs cushioned her footfalls so that the creaks blended in with the rumblings of the house. She used the handrail, smooth and polished, to pull herself up, spreading her weight evenly as she went, looking like a giant black spider as she ascended.

At the top flight she paused. Trint's ranting had ebbed somewhat. His reflection had gained a temporary upper hand in the argument causing him to pause in thought lest either party be embarrassed. No footsteps in the corridor could be heard, no jangle of the guard's armour, no other signs of life. Slowly, she peered around the corner. To the right was the window, latched. To the left and further down was Trint's door. Further still was the causeway to the central area of the manor, with doors leading off the corridor at various intervals.

Softly lit by oil lamps, it seemed an ideal place to get caught with nowhere to run. Securing her exit, though, was paramount. She darted out to the window. The latch was a simple hasp arrangement, and with a nimble flick, she unlocked it. While she would prefer if it had remained open, at least this way it was unlocked and wouldn't arouse suspicion from a casual glance. Iris then ducked back to the stairwell to think.

In large manors like these, the servant's quarters were held close to the kitchen and laundry. The guards would be stationed about the entrances, with one or two doing the rounds on the floors. The guests, being of second importance to the host, were held near the host's own quarters, away from the commoners.

Then why was Trint all the way over here?

A yell, a dull thud then a crash gave the answer. Trint's ranting must have been common enough to warrant his removal from the regular chambers to one positioned as far as possible from his sleeping uncle. Even if it meant being over the kitchen. His room was more than likely a converted dining room, which meant that the dumb waiter led right into his room.

Her goal was not in Trint's room, however, rather it would be in a study or a strong room close to Pollard's own section. There was the possibility of using this corridor to get there, but considering there was at least one guard on the move on this floor, and the corridor was so well lit, the odds of being discovered were too great.

The stairs led up another level, but from the outside it was evident that it only went to an attic or retreat. There may have been a causeway along the roof, providing access to the other side. Possible, yes, attractive, not really. Any doors to the outside were sure to be locked, plus letting in a breeze was a sure fire way of attracting a grumpy guard's attention, and she had been lucky so far with the window.

Luck was not something she wished to test.

That left only three real options: The lower level through the sleeping servant's quarters, heading down this long, well-lit corridor with a potential guard, or leaving it all for another day. While not much of an elegant option, retiring early from a job certainly allows the cunning thief to return better prepared, and at least there is a reduced chance of being caught. But on this occasion, the odds were too much in Iris's favour to walk away just yet.

She crept back down the stairs, conscious of any sound the building might yield. Not a soul was present in the corridor, and she quickly slipped along and into the servant's hall. A set of beds across the far wall held several of the sleeping serfs, quite knackered from a hard day's work.

Next to the beds were two figures by candlelight, whispering softly. She crouched against the wall, moving quietly toward them. Each bed provided a convenient barrier from their candle, so she was quite well hidden, especially since they were preoccupied.

“That's a trick, that is,” said one.

“I tell you it's not,” said the other.

“Your turn to drink. But first, how'd you know?”

She took a swig, “I can read your face, Clark. It's written all over.”

“You what?” said Clark, wiping his face with his sleeve, “Where?”

His companion laughed softly, “Ha! No silly. I mean your expression, like.”

Clark stared blankly, the wine in his brain fighting furiously with his senses.

“Alright. Double or nothing! Yeah? So what's I got now, then Jill, if you's so smart?” he asked.

“Two fives, same as before,” giggled Jill, clearly enjoying her friend's inebriated state.

He looked under his hand, astonished, “Naw! How'd you – now I know it's a trick! That's the same as last time!”

Jill stifled a giggle, “Calm down, you duffer
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