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The Swaying Audience

Abject Reveller, god of: loneliness, old age, fish

Affable Old Hand, god of: order, nostalgia, punctuality

Beguiled Picknicker, god of: festivals, incense, insect bites

Blind Devotee, god of: mothers, love, the sun

Bloated Professional, god of: wealth, debt, shined shoes

Calm Luminary, god of: peace, light, the forest

Courageous Rogue, god of: hunting, charity, thin swords

Curious Stowaway, god of: rites of passage, secrets, summer and the longest day

Deaf Relative, god of: hospitality

Delicate Tout, god of: herbs, prudence, drought

Engaged Matron, god of: childbirth

Exiled Washerwoman, god of: sanitation, rivers, obstacles

Faithful Companion, god of: marriage, loyalty, dancing

Filthy Builder, god of: clay, walls, buckets

Frail Beholder, god of: beauty, spectacles, masks

Generous Neighbour, god of: harvest, fertility, the first day of the month

Gilded Keeper, god of: justice, fairness, cages

Grateful Latecomer, god of: good fortune, spontaneity, autumn

Heckling Drunkard, god of: jokes, drink, fools

Honoured Bailiff, god of: thieves, the dark, bruises

Insolent Bore, god of: wind, bindleleaf, borders

Inspired Whisperer, god of: truth, wisdom, silk

Jittery Wit, god of: madness, lamps, volcanoes

Keen Musician, god of: destiny, wine and oil

Lazy Painter, god of: rain, noon, hair

Missing Lover, god of: forbidden love, youth, thunder

Moral Student, god of: the horizon, knowledge, mountains

Needled Critic , god of: criticism, bad weather, insincerity

Nodding Child, god of: sleep and dreams, innocence

Overdressed Liar, god of: butlers, beards, mischief

Overlooked Amateur, god of: jilted lovers, the wronged, apprentices

Pale Widow, god of: death and renewal, winter, burrowing animals, the moon

Penniless Poet, god of: song, poetry, money by nefarious means

Prized Dandy, god of: clothes, virility, bouquets

Querulous Weaver, god of: revenge, plots, pipes

Reformed Trumpeter, god of: earthquakes, the spoken word

Restless Patron, god of: employment, contracts and bonds, spring

Scandalous Dissenter, god of: protest, petition, dangerous animals

Senseless Brawler, god of: war, chequers, fire

Stalled Commoner, god of: home and hearth, decisions, crowds

The Mute, god of: Silence

Travelling Partner, god of: journeys, danger and misfortune, knives

Ugly Messenger, god of: pennysheets, handicrafts, dogs

Valiant Glutton, god of: cooking, trade, cattle

Vicious Beginner, god of: milk and nursing, midnight, ignorance

Weary Governess, god of: schooling, cats

Wide-eyed Inker, god of: tattoos, colour, sunsets

Withering Fishwife, god of: dusk, chastity, flooding

Yawning Hawker, god of: dawn, comfort, grain

Zealous Stitcher, god of: healing and mending


One

The man’s story took him through the woods. Cora followed.

There was no path, but he walked in a straight line, as much as was possible between the densely packed trees. He looked as if he knew where he was going. The shadows cast by the canopy dappled his back and gave his certainty a kind of calming quality – Cora hadn’t felt anything close to calm in a long time. The man stopped in front of the largest tree in the wood. Cora had been following him for ten, maybe fifteen minutes, keeping her distance but keeping him in sight. This was looking like a story for the Liar, thick with mischief.

Now that the man had stopped, Cora could see that he was heavy-set, and his hair was a curly brown. He looked young, twenty-five if she had to guess, and he seemed to be wearing Seeder clothes. Cora corrected herself: Lowlander, not Seeder. Though did that matter, now, getting the name of that southern realm right and avoiding what the Lowlanders said was a slur? Death was death, and the Widow heard that story, whatever you were called. Constable Jenkins would say it mattered. But Jenkins wasn’t here. Cora had left the police. She was on her own now. That was the way it had to be.

The cloth of this Lowlander’s shirt was so tattered, what remained of it so filthy, she assumed he was from the camp that lay between the wood and the southern wall of Fenest. As she watched him, wondering what he might do, Cora became aware of a new smell cutting through the damp earthiness of the wood. Something sharp, but sweet too. Something bad. The wood was silent. Silence that felt thick, somehow, like a fog that Cora couldn’t see. But that couldn’t be right. Shouldn’t a place of trees be full of birds and their song? But there were no birds here. Nothing but trees, and a Seeder man staring at one like this was the first he’d seen in his life.

He’d been purposeful the whole time she’d been following him, and it was this sense of a purpose that had drawn Cora to him in the first place, while she waited for Ruth to finish her meeting – the meeting Cora wasn’t allowed to attend, despite the fact she was trying to keep Ruth safe. The woods had seemed empty when they first arrived, but then Cora had caught sight of this man. A man walking like he had somewhere to be.

As she watched him now, he started fishing in the grass and leaves beneath the tree, then expressed no surprise when he found some metal spikes. Weapons? Maybe he was here to harm Ruth after all. Cora glanced over her shoulder. She had no idea where Ruth was at this moment, who she was meeting, or why. And all of that was Ruth’s fault: she’d said it was better that Cora didn’t have all the details of the meeting, that Cora would be safer not knowing… All of it foolish talk, but Ruth was hard to argue with. Always had been. That was older sisters for you.

The Seeder was fitting two of the metal spikes to his boots. Then he took two more spikes, one in each hand. To Cora’s amazement, he began to climb the tree, using the metal spikes like claws.

A sound drifted to her. Sobs. The Seeder was sobbing as he climbed.

She edged closer. The strange smell was even worse here, and she had to fight not to purge the contents of her stomach over her boots. In no time at all the Seeder had reached the first branch. He threw the spikes to the ground where they settled in the same place that he had found them, and the loop of actions chilled her. He was leaving the climbing spikes ready for the next visitor to this place.

She looked up. There was something on the branch. The Seeder was uncoiling it. A rope. Left ready, like the spikes. It was tied around the branch, and at its end… She knew then what it would be. And there it was, in his hands.

A noose.

Cora broke cover and raced to the tree. ‘No, what are you— Stop!’

He looked down at her, and she saw that he was younger than she’d thought, more like eighteen. His face was round, his mouth full. Tears coursed down his cheeks. He was surprised that she should be there – she could see that. Could see, too, that he wasn’t going to stop. She shouted anyway, all the time he was putting the noose over his head, getting to his feet, and right up to the second he closed his eyes and stepped into the air.

*

The Seeder jerked in the air above Cora. She could see the holes in his boot soles, was grateful for them to focus on as the boots themselves bucked and kicked. Then stopped.

That was the moment she started moving herself, as if she’d woken from a dream. Cut the rope. For Audience sake, cut the rope. This didn’t have to be a story for the Widow. Cora dropped to her knees in the grass and searched frantically for the metal spikes the man had used to climb the tree and then thrown to the ground. Her hands seemed to have stopped working, her fingers useless. Without looking up, she was aware of the body hanging in the air above her. Was he even still alive? She couldn’t see his face from down here. Couldn’t hear any wet, tortured breaths. Where were the blasted spikes?

Her hand grazed something cool and sharp. She ransacked the grass nearby to find the others. Somehow, she attached two to her boots and then gripped one in each hand. She took a deep breath of air that was sharp and sweet and terrible, then sank one of the spikes into the trunk above her head, ready to haul herself up.

‘It’s too late.’

Cora spun round. A short, slight woman stood a little way off. Her face was all but hidden beneath a cowl, but Cora knew it anyway. Knew the woman’s arms and chest beneath her woollen sleeves were richly inked too, tattooed like all Caskers. This woman might lack the Caskers’ usual brawn, but she made up for it with ink and piercings. Nullan, the Casker storyteller and Ruth’s most trusted companion.

Cora couldn’t meet her eye. ‘I should have stopped him, Nullan. I should have tried to—’

‘And would he have thanked you?’ Nullan came towards Cora. She pushed back her cowl to reveal her tanned face.

Since telling her election story, Nullan had gained some new piercings. The rings and ball-bearings in her brows and the left side of her mouth had no gleam in the poor light of the wood, and the tattoos creeping up her neck looked blacker than Cora knew them to be. Nullan was half Cora’s age, but the events of the last few weeks had aged her. In the short time that Cora had known Nullan, Cora had associated her with death: her election tale had been one of plague, and she had been the lover of Nicholas Ento, Ruth’s murdered son. And now here she was at the site of suicide.

‘He wanted to do this, Cora,’ Nullan said softly. ‘Needed to. They all do.’

‘All? You mean there are others here?’

‘Follow me. You need to see this.’ Nullan headed deeper into the trees.

‘We should cut him down,’ Cora called to her. ‘Take him back to the camp, to his people.’

Nullan turned, held out her palms. ‘And what will his people do with him there? They have no land to bury their dead.’

Nullan was right. The Seeders who’d come north to the camp had given up so much to survive. The cost was high, but not as high as staying in the far south. Not if Lowlander Chambers Morton built her walls and kept her own people on the southern side. The burning side.

Cora followed Nullan, and at once the sharp–sweet smell was worse. She understood what it was now: the smell of decay. She took a handkerchief from her coat and pressed it to her face, but that didn’t seem to help. The smell was in every blade of grass, every leaf. Even the gloomy light seemed cut with it.

Nullan stopped and pointed ahead. Cora looked, and wished she hadn’t.

‘Widow welcome them,’ she tried to say, but no words came out.

In the trees before her, bodies hung. Two, three, four. She stopped counting. They were in sight of one another but not what could be called close. Men and women. No children, thank the Audience, but who knew what horrors lay deeper in the trees? From the state of the skin, the flashes of bone, the hangings had been at different times. And there would be more to come, of that Cora had no doubt.

‘The bodies last longer than they should,’ Nullan said. ‘The animals, the birds – they won’t come in here. Nothing eats them.’

‘But that’s…’

‘Unnatural? Of course it is.’ Nullan pulled up her cowl. ‘There’s nothing natural about this place. Don’t tell me you can’t feel it, Cora. I know most police have as much feeling in them as a wooden barge, but I thought you were different.’

‘I’m not with the police anymore, remember? But I can’t imagine many people wouldn’t feel the strangeness of this place.’ She gestured towards the bodies hanging in the air. ‘Do you know who they are?’

‘Only that they’re likely to be the ones who’ve spent the longest in the camp,’ Nullan said. ‘After a few weeks the despair becomes too much. From what I’ve heard, a look comes over them. A glassiness in the eyes. They stop talking, and then within an hour or two, they get up and walk into the trees. As if they’re drawn here by some call they can’t fight.’

‘Doesn’t anyone try to stop them?’ Cora said, and as she spoke the smell crept inside her mouth. She spat, but it wouldn’t go.

Nullan shook her head. ‘Think about it, Cora. If your purpose in life is to be a good custodian of the land, and everything on that land dries to a husk, dies, and then the very fields themselves get eaten by Wit’s Blood—’

‘—then you’ve got nothing left to live for,’ Cora said. ‘If Chambers Morton stops people moving about the Union, it will only get worse. She’s condemning her own people to this.’ Cora gestured towards the trees and their terrible burden.

‘Morton’s a pragmatist,’ Nullan said, closing her eyes as if she couldn’t bear to look at the bodies any longer, but couldn’t turn away either. ‘She knows much of the southern Lowlands have already been destroyed by the Tear widening, and that more still will be lost as it opens further. She wants to save the parts of the Union she can, and keep the people she favours safe inside it. If that means condemning some Lowlanders to take their own lives in despair, so be it.’

‘You almost sound like you agree with her.’ Cora reached into her coat for her bindle tin but found her hands were shaking too much.

Now it was Nullan’s turn to spit. ‘This is a disaster for the whole Union. If the Wayward can win the election, help the Union understand what’s happening and make the right choice for the future then we might stand a chance.’

‘The Wayward storyteller needs to stay alive to tell that story,’ Cora said. ‘That’s the first step.’

‘And we’ve already failed at that once.’ Nullan looked at Cora, and her face was set with grim determination. ‘Nicholas’s sacrifice can’t be for nothing, Cora.’

‘We’re doing our best to make sure it isn’t. Not that my sister makes it easy.’

‘You’re more alike than you think,’ Nullan said.

‘Now, Storyteller Nullan, why did you have to say that? I was just beginning to like you.’

Nullan gave a grim laugh. ‘We should get back.’

‘Has Ruth done what she needs to?’

‘For now. The message she’s been waiting for – it’s come.’

‘What a place to meet someone,’ Cora said.

‘You’re the one who keeps saying Fenest isn’t safe,’ Nullan said.

‘Nowhere’s safe for Ruth until she’s told the Wayward story.’ She glanced at the trees around them, ready to hear the crunch of leaves, hurried breaths – signs of Morton’s people hunting Ruth. But there was nothing. The wood was silent as the Mute. ‘And we’ve got to make it back through the camp,’ Cora muttered.

They turned away from the men and women who had decided it was better to join the Audience than face what the future held, and retraced their steps. When they came to the curly-haired Seeder who had taken his life in front of Cora, she made a point of looking at him. She didn’t turn away from his darkening face, from the blood on his chin, on his shirt front, caused by him biting his tongue in his final moments. She would not turn away from this, as Chambers Morton wanted to.

‘Where were you anyway?’ Cora asked Nullan, once the dead Seeder was well behind them.

‘Hm?’

‘You were meant to be with me and Ruth while she waited for her contact. We agreed, Nullan.’

The Casker shrugged. ‘I had something I needed to do.’

Was she avoiding Cora’s eye?

‘Something more important than protecting the new Wayward storyteller?’ Cora said, louder than she meant to.

‘There’s many ways to do that, Cora.’

‘Too many to tell me, it seems.’

Another shrug from Nullan, and that was the end of it. Another mystery Cora would have to solve herself.

They walked in silence until the clearing came in sight. Then Cora spoke the thought that had been taking shape ever since the curly-haired man had dropped from the tree in front of her.

‘People must come for the bodies eventually,’ Cora said.

Nullan glanced at her. ‘What makes you say that?’

‘Because the ropes are left ready for the next who need them.’

*

Ruth was waiting for them in the clearing where Cora had last seen her, before she’d disappeared into the gloom of the trees to meet her contact. Whoever that was, there was no sign of them, but Ruth was pacing, her gaze darting around.

She was shorter than Cora – like most women – and wiry where Cora was broad. To look at them, Cora knew few people would guess they were related. Her sister looked tired; her thin face seemed to have gained new lines in the last few days. More grey peppered her temples and reached back into her dark hair, which had been long until that morning but was now cut close to her crown – Nullan’s work, after Cora’s insistence. There were only a few years between them, but Ruth looked so much older than forty-three, as if the years away from Fenest had counted double what they would inside the capital.

Cora was going to call out but then stopped herself. It didn’t feel right to shout in such a place. Hardly felt right to speak at all.

Ruth saw them and threw up her hands. ‘I told you not to leave the clearing, Cora! From the look on your face, I can see you now understand why.’

‘All too well,’ Cora said, and lit a bindleleaf. There was still a shake in her hands, but it wasn’t as bad as before. Steady enough to light the rolled leaf rather than burn herself, which was something.

‘Well this makes a change,’ Nullan said.

Cora and Ruth glared at her.

‘It’s usually the detective here telling you what to do, Ruth, or telling you what you can’t do.’

Detective. Cora winced at the word.

‘Don’t call her that,’ Ruth told Nullan. ‘That’s from the past. We’ve got to look forwards.’

‘You got what you needed then?’ Nullan said.

‘Our friend told me the place. It’s not far from where we thought.’

Cora had no idea what they were talking about, and she got the distinct feeling that wasn’t an accident. There had been plenty of these cryptic conversations since she’d joined Ruth’s web. She drew deep on the bindle and tried to control her frustration.

‘How long?’ Nullan said.

‘Four days and it’ll be ready.’ Ruth took the bindle from Cora and took a short drag. ‘Can your friend get us there that soon?’ she asked Nullan.

‘She’ll say she can…’

‘And can we trust her?’

Nullan stood taller, squarer, somehow. ‘Definitely. I’ll send a note to ask—’

‘Even the Stowaway would be sent mad by you two,’ Cora said, grabbing the bindle back from Ruth and scorching herself in the process. ‘And the Stowaway likes secrets! If I’m going to help you, Ruth, you need to tell me what’s going on.’

‘Soon, Cora. But for now, it’s best you don’t know.’

‘Best for who?’

Ruth gave her a long look. ‘Best for the Union.’ Then Ruth strode past her. ‘We should get back. There’s a lot to do before we leave.’

‘Leave? Where are we going?’

‘I hope you don’t get barge-sick, Cora.’


Two

They reached the treeline without seeing anyone else in the woods, dead or alive, and then the camp was before them. The structures here looked even more temporary, if that was possible, than those close to the city walls. People sheltered under roofs made of crates, or blankets spread between carts. This was the back of the camp, where the new arrivals set down their burdens. By the looks of things, there were plenty of newcomers. Cora, Nullan and Ruth made their way through those who stood around looking dazed, grubby and worn out from the journey north, and into the densely-packed tents of those who’d been here too long already. Cora wondered which of these poor folk would be the next to enter the trees, to find the ropes left ready for them?

What had been a sad huddle of canvas lean-tos outside Fenest’s southern wall just a few days before had by now become a sea of awnings and poles, grubby scraps strung on lines between them that might be clothing, if the wearer was desperate. The number of people coming up from the south was growing. Having seen the changes in the Tear for herself, Cora now knew why.

She’d left the smell of death behind her in the woods, but the smell of life in the camp was just as hard to bear. There was a latrine dug somewhere near the south gate but, judging by the poor air, it wasn’t enough for all the wretches scratching an existence on this scrubland between the city limits and the start of the Lowlands’ good earth. The road leading south, away from Fenest, capital of the Union of Realms, had been left clear of tents, but on either side of it, every inch of ground was being used by someone. The camp seemed weighed low with the sense of waiting.

On the journey from the trees back to the south gate of Fenest, they didn’t speak – not of the barge trip Ruth had hinted at, nor of the people swinging from the trees. They each kept their own counsel as they stayed in single file, which Cora insisted on: Nullan in front, then Ruth, and Cora bringing up the rear. And they had to go at Cora’s pace too. A pace set by many years of smoking bindleleaf.

It took a while for Cora’s vision to readjust to the sunlight after the gloom of the wood, but she felt easier about being in the open with Nullan there: another pair of eyes to see danger coming, and Nullan was pretty handy with the short cutlass she carried. But still Cora was nervous. This kind of terrain, the sheer number of people – it was almost impossible to know if it was safe for Ruth. Smoke curled into the air from the scattered fires. From some hidden place, reedy singing drifted. A song about a land rich with sinta fruits. A sad song from the Seeders – Lowlanders, Cora corrected herself again.

She couldn’t quite believe how much the camp had grown. It had only been, what, a few days since Detective Cora Gorderheim – as she had been then – had returned from the Tear. Not so long as a week, Cora was almost sure, but time had been getting away from her. That was what happened when you stopped working. She’d admit freely, if anyone asked, that since losing her job she’d become like a Casker barge drifting in a current, no hand on the tiller.

But no one had asked her. There were other, more important things to think about. The Tear was widening. The southern Lowlands had been consumed in lakes of boiling Wit’s Blood. The election wasn’t over – there were two stories still to tell, those of the Rustans and the Wayward. And there was a storyteller who needed protecting: her sister, Ruth.

Lowlander Chambers Morton wanted to change the Wayward story, and that meant stopping Ruth, now the Wayward storyteller. Cora had to keep her sister safe, keep her alive to tell her story. But the Audience knew, there were some days that Cora felt like pushing Ruth into a pit of boiling Wit’s Blood herself. Thirty years without Ruth in her life, and now that she was back everything had changed. Cora felt as if her own life had fallen into the Tear since Ruth had reappeared.

As they picked their way between the tents, Cora heard Chief Inspector Sillian’s parting words in her head again. That had been happening far more often than she’d like, couldn’t seem to get rid of them: On this day and from this day forwards, you, Detective Cora Gorderheim, no longer bear this rank. You are henceforth stripped of all titles and duties, barred from entering all police premises in Fenest and the wider Union, forbidden to speak to, or fraternize with, any serving officers. . . There’d been more to it, of course: like all Commission activity, removing someone from their post was long, dull, and involved too much paperwork. But it was Sillian’s words which wouldn’t go away: you, Detective Cora Gorderheim, no longer bear this rank.

The camp. That was what she had to focus on. Protecting Ruth was her job now, and it was all that mattered. Make sure Ruth could get safely back inside the city. Make sure Ruth told the Wayward story.

They passed two girls drawing in the mud with sticks, passed an old Rustan man, old as the Rusting Mountains he’d left behind, mumbling into the sleeve of his slipdog hide coat – The bats, where are the bats. In front of Cora, Ruth slowed, her gaze drawn to a sinta crate piled with cups and saucers, red flowers the pattern – the things people saved when the world was falling apart around their ears. Cora caught the smell of horses that seemed always to cling to Ruth: sweet and sour at the same time. Once you’d lived as a Wayward, travelling the Union by horseback, as Ruth had been doing since she’d left Fenest all those years ago, there was probably no way of washing it out.

Ruth’s fingers trailed the lip of a cup and then a woman dragged the crate away. The back of her white shirt bore a web of vines, stitched in bright green thread. But there was mud all over the cloth. Like the soil for the stitched vines, Cora found herself thinking. All these people, their lives uprooted, their futures uncertain. How would the Union protect them?

Ruth. Ruth was the answer.

‘Keep moving,’ she muttered to her sister. The high arch of the south gate wasn’t far now. Just a little further, and they’d be back in the safety of the streets Cora knew so well.

A cart clattered out of the archway towards them. It was travelling fast. The density of the tents had forced Cora, Ruth and Nullan closer to the road than Cora liked. They had to cluster together to let the cart pass. When it was all but past them, Cora caught sight of the man hanging on to the tailboard. A Fenestiran by the look of him. Young, well built, and staring right at Cora. As if he’d been expecting to see her there, outside the city’s south gate, at this time in the afternoon. With Ruth, a storyteller who a Chambers was looking to kill. Cora pulled out the weapon that had replaced her police-issued baton: knuckledusters. Easier to hide in her coat, quick to make use of. She was liking them more and more.

‘You see him?’ Cora said, without looking at Ruth. ‘Get behind me.’

There was no response.

‘Ruth, for Audience sake!’

She turned. Ruth wasn’t there. Neither was Nullan. The air drained from Cora’s lungs. She looked desperately across the tents. Finally, she caught sight of her sister’s newly shorn head making for the arch. Cora spun back to face the man on the cart, gripping her ’dusters, but the cart was heading down the road, the man on the tailboard picking his nails, no care for Cora, or for Ruth. It was getting to her, this fear for Ruth’s safety. And if she were honest with herself, she was feeling the lack of her badge. You, Detective Cora Gorderheim, no longer bear this rank.

Cora hurried to catch Ruth and Nullan, feeling the burn of many years’ bindle-smoke tearing at her chest. Her sister was certainly fitter than her, after a life in the saddle and building other people’s fences, and Ruth wasn’t about to wait for her rasping, breathless younger sister.

‘Beginner hear me, Ruth, do you want to get yourself killed like Ento?’

The name of her son brought Ruth to an abrupt halt, her boots deep in a puddle. Nullan kept walking, her pace quickening, as if she could outrun her own loss. Somewhere nearby, a dog was whining. Ruth’s thin shoulders seemed to quake. She didn’t turn around.

‘I’m sorry,’ Cora said. ‘I shouldn’t have said that, about Ento. Nicholas, I mean.’

Nicholas Ento – the Wayward storyteller murdered on Chambers Morton’s command. And now his mother was putting herself in the same danger.

Cora reached out to touch Ruth’s arm, but her sister slipped away and started walking again.

‘You’re so keen to be back in the city, Cora, we’d better keep going, hadn’t we?’

‘Ruth…’

This time, Ruth did turn round, and her pale, worn face looked at once like Ento’s. Cora hadn’t noticed the likeness before, but then, when she’d found his body in the alley between Hatch Street and Green Row all those weeks ago, it was hard to get a sense of what the man had looked like before his death. Him being strangled, his lips sewn shut.

‘What?’ Ruth said quietly.

Cora inclined her head to the right. ‘This way. It’ll be safer, further from the road.’

They let Nullan go on ahead. Cora suspected the Casker needed that.

‘Got any more bindleleaf on you?’ Ruth said.

Cora passed her sister the tin. ‘Since when have you been smoking?’

‘Since you made me put these clothes on.’ Ruth tugged at the lapel of her green felt jacket as if just to have it anywhere near her was unpleasant.

‘Morton’s people are looking for a middle-aged Wayward woman with long dark hair,’ Cora said. ‘That woman had to disappear.’

‘Fine,’ Ruth said. ‘But did I have to end up looking like… like…’

‘Like?’ Cora asked, feeling a laugh coming on for the first time in she didn’t know how long. Now wasn’t the time, though the Drunkard knew it felt good.

‘Like a jumped-up Seminary brat!’ Ruth shuddered.

It had been Beulah, the old chequers who ran the Dancing Oak, who had found Cora the clothes. No questions asked, but it was another favour that would have to be repaid at some point. Given what she now knew about the Tear widening, Cora had stopped caring so much about paying off debts. Things like that, they didn’t seem important anymore.

Ruth was rolling her shoulders and stretching her neck with discomfort. Beneath the jacket she had on a shirt of dark cloth with bits of lace around the collar, and her trousers were as Fenestiran as they came: close-fitting, soft wool. With her thin frame, her hair cut short, and finally out of the Wayward riding habit, Ruth could almost pass as a man. The fashions, Beulah had told Cora, were those of today’s well-to-do Commission staff – those from the better families, those on the rise through the ranks. Those like the Gorderheims, in fact, before Ruth fled Fenest and ruined the whole family’s life thirty years earlier.

‘You might ride with the Wayward now, Ruth, but you are a Fenestiran.’

‘I haven’t been that for a long time. Too long. Some things you can’t go back to.’

‘And yet here we are,’ Cora said.

The arch of the south gate was before them, and with it, the noise of Fenest. Cora made Ruth wait while she checked the way ahead, then they slipped back into the bustling city.

On the steps of a coaching inn just inside the arch, pennysheet sellers shouted their competing headlines. Carts clattered over cobbles. A dog howled and a woman cursed. The bread man told stories of his rivals’ less than savoury habits in the flour room. A line of chattering Seminary children, their studies over for the day, were herded by an aged teacher whose stick tripped a chequers, his eye on his slips. Here, inside the city was life, in all its noisy glory. Outside, there was only despair.

Cora let out a sigh of relief. The story of today wasn’t one for the Drunkard after all. Instead it was a story for the Calm Luminary, who heard tales of forests and of peace. Cora hoped those in the trees had found peace at last.

‘Rustan Hook opens tomorrow!’ cried a pennysheet boy. ‘Queues expected overnight for the Wonder of the Rusting Mountains.’

A Hook – a glimpse of an election story, displayed three days before the story itself was told. Designed to whip Fenest into a
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