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      Through the old, hazy glass, held together by weathered lead lighting, Darian Mingus watched the belch of chimneys two buildings over. The sun threw oddly spangled darts of light through the drifts of smoke. Right down into the gaps between buildings.

      The buildings in this part of the city were jumbled and overlapping. The roofs carried rainwater away to cisterns. Tiles and iron, wood and slate. All manner. It almost hurt his eyes to look over them. Continuous, endless roofs for mile after mile. Broken by the occasional tower or spire or, those ugly chimneys.

      The stink of the burning pushed its way through gaps in the ancient windows, making Darian’s nostrils crinkle.

      This was no way to spend a Saturday. At the office, attempting to deal with reams of paperwork sent up from the Bureau of Statues and Public Art. Ensuring the duplicate forms were sent to the correct locations.

      It would have been far better to have gone with Eleanor to Goldman’s Lake.

      Darian turned from the window. The sooner this was done, the sooner he could get home.

      From outside came a cluster of raucous birds’ cries. Glancing back, he saw perhaps a thousand of them. Taking to the air. Big ravens. Wingtip feathers splayed like fingers.

      They rode on up into the smoke, sometimes creating fat whirlpools of haze from their wings. Soon, the birds were gone, slipping away into the heights.

      This part of Morgenfeld was old. Sixty miles to the south of the royal seat and any new construction.

      Here, around Aldeers and Goldman, the place was dying. Falling apart. Some of these buildings had to be over eight hundred years old. Rotting timbers and collapsing floors. The home to rats and wild pigs. To all manner of insects.

      This was the price you paid for calling out your supervisor when she was skimping on detail in her paperwork.

      Demotion and banishment.

      There had to be something more to it, but he’d never gotten the chance to take it further.

      Three months now, and he’d been stuck in this musty office. There were six of them working here, in a space that could accommodate a hundred. Once, all those hundreds of years ago, this may have been a rich residence. With sumptuous bed chambers and enormous ballrooms that might have been filled with twirling dancers and the sound of wonderful strings.

      It was easy to romanticize the old days. Back when Morgenfeld was smaller. When everyone was wealthy and the bureaucracy was tiny. No need for some poor minion to spend a Saturday doing filing of duplicate documents.

      Before all this had gone sideways, and he’d been sent south, he’d at least been occupied with the intricacies of state. With helping planners to determine the best way to proceed with future buildings on out into the wildlands.

      Edmund Koiller was quite a brilliant specialist. One of the few who truly understood how the city state worked. How the vast, endless building that was Morgenfeld, actually functioned.

      Taking those concerns—the ignored warnings about substandard builds and the gaps in the accounting—to Edmund had seemed the simplest, most straightforward way to approach the issue.

      Darian had never counted on Edmund’s assistant being in with Amelia.

      Amelia Durgoode.

      One of those people best forgotten.

      Amelia had come up through the ranks. She’d grown up with parents who were both in Official Security, mostly providing guard duties around visiting delegates in the Three Spires clade. Amelia had barely seen them, as a child.

      Maybe she’d told him all that as a way of explaining how very harsh she’d become as an adult. Maybe.

      Strange how now she couldn’t shake the sense of her. Even after months. Was he still holding on to that resentment?

      Eleanor told him to relax. To let go of the past.

      It was easy to say.

      With a sigh, Darian sat again at his battered old oak desk and continued processing the pages. He stamped and separated. He filed and wrote out the cross references.

      At one point he took a moment to brew some tea. It was always invigorating. It would give him the energy to get this finished quickly.

      At ten o’clock’ with the sun long gone and the night cooling quickly, and the work just about done, he heard a soft clang from out in the corridor. Just as if someone had set down a wine glass on table across the corridor.

      Darian’s door was open, so sound carried easily, but why would anyone else be here in the Filing Office at this time on a Saturday?

      Again, the sound came.

      Perhaps just something tapping a window. Even a bird on the sill outside, darting its beak in to snatch a poor unfortunate spider. Maybe some hanging decoration, caught in a breeze. The kind of thing you would never notice during the day. Not with the bustle and activity of the offices. Even with only six of them, the background noise could easily mask the subtleties of small sounds.

      That sound came again.

      Darian set the work aside. He stood. Listened closely.

      Nothing.

      He took a breath. Reaching he picked up his teacup and sipped. The cup was a Colliseus herringbone, painted by Jasper Knuddle. The striking images were of distant hills, with billowing clouds.

      The cup had been a gift from his grandmother before her passing. It was the one personal thing that Darian allowed in the office. The cup always made the tea taste better.

      Still no return of the sound.

      Darian went to the door. He listened some more.

      From the other direction, back through his office, came the distant cry of one of the ravens.

      Darian took another sip of his cooling tea. He’d been working too long. He was starting to hear things. Starting to imagine things.

      He returned to the desk. Only eight sets of documents to go. He could get through those in maybe a half an hour.

      After that he could head home. Put his head down and get some real sleep. Some sleep without the angst of working waiting for him.

      Of course, come Monday, more papers would come his way. But it was still good to get through this terrible backlog.

      He sat. Sipped again and set the cup down. He picked up the next set. A stone sculpture of Mayor Pieter Andrew Conglast. Two hundred and thirty years old. Shipped in from Holle sixteen months ago and only now getting catalogued.

      As Darian separated the papers, the sound came again.

      A clear ting, that seemed to hang in the air.

      And it came again. Louder. More sustained.
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      Cole Palmer stood atop Engle Tower, enjoying the view across myriad rooftops and out, beyond, into the farms and on to the distant cloud-stroked mountains.

      The tower was much too tall—at least eight stories, though they had still to catalogue the lower floors. The jumble and detritus filling those spaces was making access near impossible. All manner of things, from building materials, to ancient mattresses and abandoned perambulators, to dumped documents, museum taxidermy and skeleton specimens, musical instruments.

      The smell in some of those reaches was pretty bad. As if somewhere in there were composting vegetables, or a restaurant, lost and hidden among the piles.

      Cole hoped they didn’t find a body in there.

      “Nice to take a break, huh?” Dana said, coming up through the wooden trapdoor. She was wearing linen culottes, tan, with her usual heavy black boots, a checked blue shirt and a wide-brimmed straw hat. She looked less like an interior designer than someone from back in Padholm. Before coming to the vast building-kingdom that was Morgenfeld, Cole had lived in Padholm. A peaceful, if rustic, life.

      “This is getting overwhelming,” Cole said. “How did all this... this trash get there? It’s almost like someone has built it.”

      “Like some crazy person’s sculpture.”

      “Yes, but whose?”

      “Well, Morgenfeld is in no way short of crazy people.”

      Nearly two years he’d lived here now, and the place continued to surprise him. Back in Padholm, there had been a simple village council. The villagers got together every month or two to hash out problems and talk about changes. Planning for harvests, or issues with neighbors and their boundaries. At times it might have gotten heated, but for the most part things worked out quickly.

      For a place like Morgenfeld, the whole huge slowly grinding behemoth of the bureaucracy was so embedded that there was little that would likely ever effect a change.

      And there were so many different clades and cultures that some agreements would never be reached. The various parties simply had to continue to litigate or file motions, or approach the Lady Lydia Mailton, ruler of the whole, to seek arbitration. Arbitration which rarely suited all parties.

      Depending on your point of view, some of the members of those clade councils might come across as “crazies”.

      “Fires to the south,” Dana said, scanning around the view. “Is that near Keneisa?”

      “Could be.” Despite his time here, and his role as Head Map Maker, Cole still had to work to remain familiar with the geography of Morgenfeld. Dozens upon dozens of clades. Areas which considered themselves separate from the local clade and worked to get the documentation through. Places which changed names on a whim. Sections with historic names and new names. The whole was just one moveable blur of shifting boundaries and reversions and blank spaces.

      Keeping the maps up to date was a far greater task than the Bureau of Maps and Charts could manage. Perhaps if he had tenfold the staff and five times the work area. Money and tools and supplies to keep it all running smoothly.

      The dust and the dank were constant companions. Owls and starlings nested in the rafters, rats and worse nested in the nooks and crannies behind walls. Old maps faded and decayed from lack of good conservators. Details were lost and history slipped away into shadows.

      It was good to get out into the building like this. Good to take a break from the constant maze of demands that was the bureau and to come and do some first-hand investigation and forensics of a place.

      Especially a place as interesting as this tower.

      All these levels of ancient residences, once inhabited by an artists’ colony. Now just one sole resident remained. Maevis Daeley. She sculpted in clay, making some remarkable pieces. Maevis was over a hundred years old. Wizened and claw-fingered by age, but she retained her sharp wit and remarkable culinary skills.

      On their explorations and visits to Engle Tower she had several times invited them to dine with her. On the one occasion where they’d had the time, Maevis had cooked for them, and they’d dined with her on the terrace. The meal had been a feast of fresh salad, local cheese and strips of pounded ansel steak. Together with a 1632 bottle of Shuilton red and a tasty brioche for dessert, the meal had been delicious.

      “Cole?” Dana said. “Cole, you daydreaming again there?”

      “Oh.” He smiled at her. She was right. It was good to get out of the Bureau sections and come up and breathe the air. Even if there was a tang of smoke in it.

      Sometimes, like now, when he did come out, all those thoughts and ideas would flutter around in his head. As if the busy-ness of the maps and charts kept them caged. Getting out allowed him time to clear his head.

      They should do it more often.

      “Not daydreaming,” he said. “Reflecting and considering.”

      Dana grinned. She did have a nice smile all right. “Which, my friend, are just other words for ‘daydreaming’.”

      “Have it your way.” Cole focused again on the smoky air to the south. “There are factories there, aren’t there? Kilns and wood plants?”

      “There were a lot of mills there too,” Dana said. “For a long time. Cotton and rapeseed. For a long while it must have been very industrial.”

      “And now?”

      “Well, I suppose it’s getting into the edges of real occupation. Where people have begun abandoning and moving north.”

      As construction continued at Morgenfeld’s northern boundary—the ‘leading edge’, so did the population move with it. Gradually filling the new sections and slowly leaving behind the old. There were perhaps fifty or sixty miles of full occupation, leaving behind hundreds of miles of dying parts where few people lived.

      To the far south, no one but hermits and small tribes lived. In buildings that were rotten and collapsing. Too dangerous for any formal occupation.

      The source of the smoke now, was perhaps ten miles to the south. Some towers there, that could have been chimneys. Black and crusty. Crumbling at the tips. There were six of them, lined up in pairs.

      When he and Dana returned to the maps, he would have to look the chimneys up and see what the history was. Partly from curiosity, but also from trying to figure out why they were so smokey now.

      “If you’re done with gawping,” Dana said, “We could grab some lunch. We have the bread and salami and the sack of fruit, if you’re inclined.”

      “And if I’m not inclined?”

      “Well.” Dana peered at the chimneys, and down at the roofs below. “Well, I do know of a small tavern about halfway to those smokestacks. Serves a nice chowder with fresh baked bread. A good price too.”

      “Well, then, let’s do that.”
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      Eleanor Silverton found her way through the maze of corridors, byways and open courtyards that led from the residence she and Darian shared, through to the office where Darian worked. George Finlay and Associates, Filing and Information Management FLC. George Finlay was long dead. His ashes scattered to the winds.

      By all accounts he’d been very good at document filing and retrieval. For decades his small company had thrived and grown. Now, somehow, it hung on.

      In no small part due to Darian’s skills. A pity his colleagues didn’t realize how big of a contribution he made to keeping the place running.

      The area was not what it had been. On the way through, she saw rats scuttling along against one of the walls, leaving tiny, muddy footprints from their adventures. There were doors coming away from their frames, carpet breaking down and coming up from the floors, drywall breaking down and leaving powdery drifts of plaster and borer-chewed wood. The stink of smoke pervaded everything.

      Eleanor wore her usual practical waterproof boots, walking trousers, long coat and dark shirt. She moved, she’d been told, with the grace of dancer.

      It was not unusual to miss Darian. Her work with the ballet company meant she had unusual hours. Often, she would return after midnight following a performance, and Darian would be gone before she woke. Some weeks they could go three or four days without seeing each other.

      But there would always be evidence that he had been around. Rumpled bed covers. Broken eggshells and garlic rind and tomato skin in the bin after he’d made himself a breakfast omelet. His standby specialty. His omelets were pretty delicious.

      And he was generous about her inability to be a part of the company. While she might have a grace and elegance with her movements, she’d given away her chances. Too heavy, not pretty enough, to be a dancer. Truth was, she wasn’t nasty enough. The ballerinas could be cutthroat and callous to the point of genuine evil.

      Eleanor was just too darn nice. When she’d been studying and training, pushing her body to breaking, coming home with aching muscle and joints, toes that felt like little numb bricks at the ends of her feet, sometimes it had been in tears. The other girls could be just cruel. Finding the vulnerabilities, the things you were most self-conscious of, and jabbing with dagger-tipped words. Just enough to make you bleed a little more.

      But she was great at administration. At choreography. At promotion. Despite the dwindling population in the area, the company thrived. Largely due to her skills at keeping it alive.

      It was Tuesday. With performances on Saturday evening, and matinee and evening shows on Sunday, she hadn’t expected to see him anyway. He’d begged off a trip to Goldman’s Lake on Saturday, claiming that the work was overflowing.

      She’d gone alone anyway. The lake was beautiful, and it was restful to spend the afternoon by the water. Close to two acres of open water, with wildfowl chattering—quacking and honking—children playing, couples out for romantic, dawdling walks. The buildings around the lake closed right on the water in places. None of them were more than three stories high, so the sun could reach the water.

      The close press of buildings throughout Morgenfeld—really just one huge building itself—sun reaching the ground was a precious thing.

      The air had been cool and she’d eaten a delicious stick kebab from one of the vendors who took advantage of Saturdays to sell to visitors.

      The cool of the lake even sucked some of the stink of smoke from the air. Lovely.

      She and Darian would find time for their own romantic interlude sometime soon. For sure.

      The corridors as she approached the offices grew nicer. A warmth to them. Someone had scraped away at the wallpaper in the last few years and replaced it with something more modern. It almost shone in mirror tube light, with patterned roses and vines. Some pretty gold and silver leaf in places.

      The stairway treads were worn and it seemed like every third one gave off a creepy creak as Eleanor put her weight on it.

      Five flights up she came to the office entry. Darian had a nice space, with windows that looked out across rooftops. Too many places, windows simply faced narrow courtyards or alleys. Darian’s office was light and airy.

      They’d met almost six years ago. North of here. Back when Darian had worked with Developments and Building Protocols. The offices right where Morgenfeld marched on out through the forests and farmlands.

      Before things had gone sour with Amelia Durgoode.

      To be fair, Eleanor only knew half of the story—Darian’s side—but it was pretty clear that the woman was insane and desperate. If she’d had the authority, she would have had Darian executed.

      It had worked out though, in some ways. Living here in Aldeers, the life was simpler, slower and much more relaxed.

      Save for times like this when Darian became obsessed with getting ‘caught up’ on the filing.

      Eleanor would tell him no. “Let them employ more people. Goodness knows there’s space for them all.”

      Darian would smile and nod. He was always sensitive about his demotion, as he called it. It was an opportunity, really. A chance to explore new things, new places. She would never have found a place like Goldman’s Lake if they hadn’t moved south.

      Reaching his floor, Eleanor made her way along the long landing. The stairway had a higher atrium, with a steep double-pitched glass roof that allowed light right through to the lower levels. A dozen or more pigeons stood along the peak. Streaks of their waste lined the glass.

      Halfway along the landing, the paneled door to the offices was closed. It was heavy, but swung open with a good push.

      The smell of smoke had even made its way into the offices.

      The company had a vast space to use. Like a lot of the areas here—in Morgenfeld in general and around here especially—there was far more space than needed.

      The door let into a wide, high-ceilinged space. Darian had told her that it might have once been a ballroom. Now it was occupied by stacks of wooden crates, piles of tied papers and even a few clay sculptures.

      Misshapen things, human, mostly, but as if they were struggling under serious, invisible burdens. Of that their limbs were bound or broken. Faces rough and haunted.

      Eleanor strode through the middle. An effective corridor through the room’s center. Some of the boxes had clearly been there for a long while. Almost part of the floor now.

      Darian had started coming in on Saturdays too, sometimes. He said things were so choked and overwhelming. Said he got a whole lot more done during those times, when there was no one else around. His colleagues, apparently, tended to interrupt his day frequently. Questions he’d already answered, but happily answered again.

      Ahead of her the was some furtive movement. Someone trying to quietly go through some boxes of documents. The soft flutter of pages was like bird’s wings.

      “Hello?” Eleanor said.

      “Hello, hello?” came the reply. A head poked out from a gap in the crates a few rows ahead. “Yes, hello?” The head vanished once more.

      Eleanor didn’t recognize the face. Young and wide-eyed, with long hair. Small, too. The person wouldn’t have come up to her shoulders, and Eleanor wasn’t especially tall.

      “It’s me,” she said. “Eleanor. I’m looking for Darian.”

      The head darted out again. “Haven’t seen him.” Vanished.

      Eleanor kept walking. Reaching the gap, she looked in. The person was even smaller than she’d thought. Thin limbs, draped with layers of shirts and skirts. The faint smell of lavender.

      “I don’t think we’ve met,” Eleanor said. “I’m Eleanor.”

      “Yes, yes you said.”

      “I’m looking for Darian.”

      The person continued looking through the box of papers. Ruffling and tugging, going back and forth.

      “Haven’t seen him. Go ask Kettle.”

      “Kettle?”

      The wide-eyes looked up at her. The pupils seemed to be open pits that reached to the center of the world.

      “That way,” the odd person said. “Third door along. Mrs Kettle. She’s in charge of everything here at the office. Everything. Go ask her.”

      Back to rifling through the papers.

      “What happened to Mr Grange?” Albert Grange had been the office manager. In charge of the small overworked staff.

      The person waved her off. With a shake of her head, Eleanor continued along.

      Past more boxes, into a genuine corridor. The ceiling was lower, and there were doors along both sides. The first was closed, but the second was open. Inside, a clerk Eleanor didn’t recognize was busy stamping documents, doing so with an unrelenting fury that was almost frightening.

      Eleanor continued on to the third door. Closed. A brass plaque on the face read P.J. Kettle, esq, Director. Eleanor knocked.

      “He won’t answer,” called a voice from back in the room with all the boxes. The small person with the odd stare.

      “Thank you,” Eleanor called back. “I’m sorry, I don’t know your name.”

      “Nothing to apologize for.” But no name was forthcoming.

      With a sigh, Eleanor knocked again.

      The door opened with a creak.

      From the box room, the anonymous small clerk said, “Oh. How about that?”

      “Yes?” said P.J. Kettle, standing in the doorway, looking Eleanor up and down.

      P.J. Kettle stood a good head taller than Eleanor. He would have simply towered over the clerk. P.J. wore a Tweed suit, the weave thick and strong, the pattern almost overwhelming. A tight tie fastened the collar of his stained white shirt, quite possibly restricting his breathing and circulation, given the ruddy, sweaty appearance of his large-pored face.

      “Yes?” he said again. “Wait, you’re Eleanor. Darian’s beau. Where has he gotten to?”

      The momentary internal smile at being described as a ‘beau’ vanished with the question.

      “Where is he?” she said. “That’s what I was coming to ask you.”
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      The corn chowder was excellent. Thick and spicy, with other vegetables and a nice crispy breadcrumb garnish.

      The tavern Dana brought Cole to was light and well-kept. Clean walls, Scrubbed table tops and gleaming cutlery. Almost an anomaly in this part of Morgenfeld.

      The farther south you went, the less civilized things seemed to get. In general. In his time here, Cole had experienced some establishments far rougher and makeshift than this.

      “Nice find,” he told Dana, as he took another spoonful of soup. The meal had come with a heavy chunk of grain bread, perfect for dipping.

      “Long time since I’ve actually eaten here,” she said. “I’m glad it’s still up to standard.”

      Around them, most of the other tables were empty. A few workers in stiff overalls and straw hats, a couple of local constabulary officers. All enjoying the chowder too. A popular lunchtime meal.

      “I take it we’re heading toward the fires?” Cole said.

      “Isn’t it your responsibility?”

      He nodded and took a small bite of the bread. It was strong, and the feel of whole grains was actually quite pleasant in his mouth.

      “It’s a lot of people’s responsibility,” he said.

      “Of course. The local council. Insurance Council firefighters.”

      Fires in Morgenfeld were always a concern. Time to time, elected officials would suggest tearing down parts of the building to create firebreaks. Or banning combustible materials. Or moving all the reservoir cisterns to the rooftops to allow for emergency dousing.

      None of which plans made their way through any bureaucracy. For the most parts, firefighters and locals were able to respond quickly and quell blazes before they expanded too far.

      Cole had a little experience with how quickly the response came. Little over twelve months ago they’d experienced a small fire in the archive. Fortunately, the fire had been in a separate storeroom, so hadn’t spread far, but there had been people from neighboring sections there very quickly. Bells had rung and fire fighters in thick coats and red helmets had arrived. The fire had been put out rapidly and few documents had been lost.

      “Don’t you have a responsibility to the Bureau?” Dana said. “Shouldn’t you be getting back? You’re not going to tell me that the place runs itself.”

      “From the outset, remember? I was thrust into the position. I’m no map maker, not really. That was Lydia’s imagination.”

      “You do a fine job.”

      “It’s a figurehead role. Any one of the draughts people could run the place as well as I.”

      Sheerien was young, but proving herself very adept at understanding how the whole of Morgenfeld worked, and at following the history of the maps. She would be able to fill his position far more effectively. Her lance-sharp memory allowed her to recall how parts of the building fitted, and where she’d come across references to relevant maps.

      “See that?” Dana said. “I could practically hear your thoughts burning. there.”

      “What?”

      “I know the way you think. You were considering how the others are so much more knowledgeable than you, but what you miss is that they need you to hold it all together. It’s not about the depth of your knowledge of the city, but it’s about your manner in getting the best out of all of them.”

      Cole nodded. No sense in arguing. The Bureau did run well. Even when he wasn’t there, but they did always know that he was coming back soon.

      He took another mouthful of the delicious chowder. This place might have to become a favorite haunt. Even if it was miles from the Primary Map Archive and the home he shared with Dana.

      “And you’re entirely able to vanish on a whim,” Dana said. “You can come and look at the mess that is that tower. You can get along to see what’s going on with these fires.”

      “Smoke, at least. And the prudent course of action would be to return to the Archive and examine maps of the area. Wandering around with just a vague sense of direction isn’t quite enough really.”

      “That’s exactly why you’re who you are. This needs some primary investigation.”

      “I’m not an investigator.”

      “You might just have to be,” another voice said.

      Cole looked around and saw his old friend Bellis standing there. Bellis was now a member of the Royal Guard, but today he was simply in his workaday uniform. Dark blue slacks, black shirt and black jacket. The slacks and jacket sported yellow piping along the legs and sleeves, but that was the limit of his regalia. When his was in his full dress uniform, the medals and chains and epaulettes practically weighed him down.

      “Bellis!” Dana said, leaping up and giving him a hug. “Fancy running into you way out here.”

      Bellis hugged back. When they released, Cole stood and shook Bellis’s hand.

      “Nothing fancy about it,” Bellis said, grabbing a chair and pulling it around. Its legs scraped on the floor. “The Lady Lydia sent me to find you. We might have a problem.”
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      P.J. Kettle fussed and pottered over making a pot of tea. Eleanor sat at the back of his desk. P.J. had a small brazier, with a copper pot, set on a shelf by the window. He had leaf tea, and he muttered something about it coming from the far Indies by way of Salmanazar, possibly by camel or elephant train, though he couldn’t be precisely sure.

      The smell, as the tea brewed, was rich and heavenly.

      P.J.’s office for the most part was filled with shelves, themselves filled with folders, many of which had corners of misangled pages sticking out. One gap had three large frames with pencil illustrations of bent figures, not unlike the misshapen statues.

      Well, that was their stock in trade here, the statues.

      “When, when did you last see Darian?” P.J. asked. He clinked the spoon against the fine china cups. “Sugar?”

      “Please, a little. On Friday. He was to come with me for an outing to Goldman’s Lake on Saturday, but chose to work.”

      “Goldman’s lake, yes. It can be very lovely this time of year. Yes. Well, perhaps any time of year. It is a very lovely lake.”

      A woman appeared at the door. She was slim, but small, with tiny features. Pixie ears that stood out through her shoulder length auburn hair. She wore tan slacks and a light muslin shirt.

      “Pieter,” she said. “Excuse me, you have a visitor.”

      “That’s fine, just fine,” P.J.—Pieter—said. “She is enquiring after our missing Senior Clerk.”

      “You know about Darian?”

      “I’m Eleanor. Darian and I are—”

      “I know you now! We haven’t met, but Darian has spoken of you. He feels so guilty for having dragged you here.”

      “He didn’t drag me anywhere.” Still, Eleanor smiled inwardly. “We fit, so wherever we go, there we are.”

      “I am Isobelle,” the woman said, grinning and holding her hand out.  Her grip was firm and her fingers delicate. “Stand up, stand up. A handshake doesn’t do it. I’m so pleased to meet her.”

      Smiling, Eleanor stood and Isobelle wrap her up in a hug. It was like being held by a tiny bear. Isobelle’s grip was ferocious.

      “Having... trouble breathing,” Eleanor said.

      Isobelle laughed—a delightful, high tinkle—and let her go, grinning.

      “I feel like we’re sisters,” Isobelle said. “Separated and finally we meet. Darian speaks so well of you.”

      Pieter harrumphed. “It would be wonderful if Darian were here. Perhaps he could continue with his duties, and the three of you could have a family dinner elsewhere.”

      “Oh, don’t be grumpy.” Isobelle glared at him and turned to Eleanor. “So, you don’t know where he is either?”

      Isobelle had a sheaf of papers in her hand and she placed them on Pieter’s desk.

      “What’s this?” he said, turning from where he was almost finished with the tea.

      The report numbers for last week. Thirty-six new pieces catalogued; forty-seven new pieces received.”

      “So, we’re falling behind?” Pieter poured the tea into two cups.

      “We’re always falling behind, Pieter. And you always seem surprised about it.”

      “We need to employ more people.” He picked up two cups on their saucers, handing one to Eleanor, and stood there holding the other, looking from it to Isobelle and back, as if baffled as to why there were three people but only two cups.

      “It’s all right,” Isobelle said. “I have a half-finished cup on my desk.”

      “Oh, good.” Pieter glanced at Eleanor. “Now, why were we here?”

      “Darian.” This was all trying her patience. Eleanor tried the tea. It was strong, for sure, but quite delicious. A hint of hibiscus in it.

      “We might need to alert the constabulary,” Isobelle said.

      “The constabulary?” Pieter said. “Is it that serious?”

      “I haven’t seen him since Saturday morning,” Eleanor said.

      “I’ll go down with her,” Isobelle said. “There’s an office in Bailey’s. We can file a report together.”

      “A report?” Pieter took a sip from his tea. He set the cup back in the saucer with a quiet clink. “But we’re falling behind. With Darian away, I can’t afford to let things slip further.”

      Isobelle licked her lips. “Thing is, Darian isn’t ‘away’. He’s missing. This is serious. It needs to be reported. And, it’s also a good thing for you to put in your request for additional staff.”

      “Request?” Pieter glanced over the documents on his desk.

      “Yes. We are in desperate need of more staff. If we get started on the documents now, we might get someone in a month or two. Ask for twenty and we might get two people.”

      “Two people would make quite a difference, I’m sure.” Pieter took another sip.

      Eleanor took another swallow from her own. Perhaps it was helping to ease her tension.

      “Settled, then.”

      “Oh.” Pieter glanced at his tea.

      “Yes. Eleanor and I will go see the constabulary in Bailey’s. Meanwhile, you can get started on the paperwork to request additional staff. At least sign the forms this time so that I can finish them and get the submitted quickly.”

      “Yes. Sign the forms. I will remember.”

      “Good. Come, Eleanor, let us get the wheels of investigation in motion.”

      Isobelle turned and left the room.

      “Sorry,” Pieter said with a shrug. “Sorry that we couldn’t be more help.”

      “No, that’s okay.” It was clear to Eleanor who it was that actually ran the office. Despite Pieter’s title, he was really like one of the figurehead mayors that were all over Morgenfeld’s clades. In charge, but not running the show by any means.

      “It was good to meet you,” Pieter said. “At last. And good luck with the constabulary. Tell Isobelle to hurry back.”

      “Yes. Thank you for the tea.” Eleanor followed Isobelle out. It was good to feel like someone was doing something.

      Back through the room filled with boxes. Isobelle was speaking with the odd little person. The sun struck through the high windows, lighting up dust hanging in the air, making fat bright beams.

      “Deetha says that it was the visitors,” Isobelle said.

      “Visitors?”

      “People who come in the night,” the odd person said. “I’m here all the time, and I hear them. They come in the night.”

      Eleanor swallowed. “You’re scaring me.”

      “You should be scared.”
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      The tavernkeeper rattled a pot on the coal stove in behind the bar. The rank smell of old stew wafted around, competing with the reek of spilled beer and rum. In the stove, the fire popped and crackled.

      At one of the other tables, a group of patrons erupted in laughter at some joke one of them had told. One of them spilled their beer, increasing the laughter from most of them.

      Bellis sat. He looked relaxed in his almost casual uniform. His face, though, was drawn.

      “What is the problem?” Cole said. “And how did you find us?”

      “Second one is easy. Your office said you were taking a couple of days to work at Engle Tower. They seemed somewhat baffled by that, but still. Then I figured you needed to eat. Asked Keifen at the local guard outpost, and someone had seen you heading this way.”

      “The Royal Guard are watching our movements?”

      Bellis smiled. “Don’t take it personally. They just watch goings on anyway. And the two of you are well-known anyway.”

      “Not really,” Dana said.

      “You’d be surprised.”

      The barkeep came across to the table and Bellis ordered an ale and a bowl of stew.

      “And on to other matters,” Bellis said as the barkeep headed away. “The problem we have. Fires and missing persons. Something is going wrong out this way.”

      “Terrible,” Cole said. “I don’t know how we can help.”

      “You’re here. I trust you. You know your way around. That’s enough.”

      “I hardly know my way around.”

      “Me either,” Dana said. “And I’ve lived in Morgenfeld my whole life.”

      “I have too,” Bellis said. “But Cole understands the maps. He’s explored them. He has a natural curiosity.”

      “And a good sense of direction.”

      Cole smiled. “But that’s hardly a recommendation for me to assist with seeking out a missing person.”

      “Yes. It’s a personal favor.”

      “From Lydia?” Dana said.

      “Express from the Lady Lydia, yes,” Bellis said. “It is her cousin Greta who is missing.”

      Cole frowned, trying to place Greta. Young. Perhaps thirteen. She was quite the artist, but could have some terrible fights with her parents.

      “Perhaps,” he said, “Greta has simply run away.”

      Bellis gave a shake of his head. “She has threatened that before. Her family have been trying to keep her happier. However, they were on a courtesy visit to Aldeers when it happened. They had accommodations at an inn. A suite, very nice by all accounts. Come morning, Greta was gone. Their evening had been pleasant enough, a good meal, some board games, and Greta was in good spirits.”

      “And there was something else?” Cole said.

      Bellis raised his eyebrows.

      “A piece of evidence?” Dana said. Cole smiled. It was remarkable how sometimes they were thinking the in the same direction.

      “Surely there was,” Bellis said. “Her bedclothes were tossed on the floor and the room’s window frame had been broken. From the outside.”

      “Ah,” Cole said. “I suppose that is where we go to start.”

      “We can go there right away,” Bellis said, standing.

      Just as the waiter returned with his meal and drink.

      Bellis pursed his lips. “Keep it,” he said. “We will return.” He dipped his fingers into a leather pouch on his belt and tossed some coppers onto the table.

      “Sir,” the waiter said. “We will, of course. Someone of your rank, you need not pay in advance.”

      “Then call that a gratuity. I appreciate your service.”

      “As I appreciate yours.”

      Bellis gave him a nod. “We will return.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Seven


          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      As they made their way through dim and dank corridors, Bellis explained what he understood of the situation.

      The ancient factories of Aldeers had recently experienced a resurgence. Goldous Martimene, a local adventurous businessman had purchased the spaces and the machinery and was making efforts to produce a variety of bulk fabrics. The market, for curtaining, bedsheets, quilting and shade cloth was, he believed, about to boom.

      “The man has made and lost fortunes over the last fifteen years. Caged hens for the egg market, likewise with pork. A wine cellar to store vintages while they appreciate in value. A paper manufacturing plant which made fine sheets for everything from doilies to butcher’s wrap. He did do rather well with some jewelry manufacturing a few years ago. He still has money from that.”

      The air was warm and had the faint perfume of flowers. As they passed a courtyard, Cole saw that the walls were stepped with boxes of pansies and petunias. It looked very pretty. So nice to see light and life when so much of the area was dull and dreary.

      At a window opening higher up, a woman leaned out with a watering can, dribbling onto the fragile plants.

      “The business is doing well,” Cole said. “So, people are coming to the area for work in the factories?”

      “Yes. Some of these outlying areas there’s not so much work around. People are operating rooftop farms and growing vegetables in the courtyards. But when there’s money flowing from the north, they’re happy to take the work and put aside the cash. Farming is fine, but shiny gold, well that’s very tempting.”

      “I understand,” Cole said. In truth, though, much of the economy of Morgenfeld was still a mystery. Rooftop and courtyard gardens couldn’t feed everyone. There had to be trade with the outlying areas. Commodities that they could manufacture easily in the building sent out for slaughtered livestock and bushels of grain, barrels of wine. The sparsely populated countryside was the breadbasket upon which Morgenfeld depended. And yet it was Morgenfeld that made the decisions and chose the directions.

      It all seemed back to front.

      “But Greta?” Dana said.

      “Exactly,” Cole said. “Why was she out here? How long has it been since she went missing?”

      “Four days.”

      “She wasn’t working in the factories?”

      “Actually, she was,” Bellis said. “While she’s the Lady Lydia’s cousin, as I said, there are conflicts within that part of the family. As I understand it, part of Greta’s frustration or annoyance stems from the requirements of royal family life. Being required to attend state dinners that run for four or five hours. Sitting through long weddings. Having to give speeches for the Daedel Women’s Working Society or the Scellter and Vald Cat Grooming Club and so on. All a little much for her.”

      “There are a lot of groups in Morgenfeld,” Dana said. “And they do like to have their royals pay them some attention.”

      “It’s the nature of things.”

      The corridor they were following went up a half dozen steps, widened and veered to the right. A polished brass handrail followed along the left hand wall for twenty yards, as if people struggled to stay upright in the section.

      Along the ceiling’s dark stained batons, spiderwebs wove dusty tracks. A mirror tube ahead shone a bright circle of light on the dull wooden floor.

      Bellis led them on by another courtyard, where almost all of the rooms above were unoccupied. Some drab laundry hung from the railings of a balcony three stories up.

      Soon they came to the first of the factories. The sound had been growing for a while. A low hum, with a slight chug and crack of operating machinery.

      It grew much louder as they rounded a corner. Right at the double doors that let into the factory. Mason Fabrics and Cordage, a sign over the door read.

      “There are big automatic looms,” Bellis said. “As I understand it, they run through the day and the night.”

      “Some operation,” Dana said. “But automatic? Are there not people?”

      “I haven’t seen it yet,” Bellis said. “Rhea has been out here and she described it as loud and busy. Lots of people, of course. They load the threads and the shuttles, lace up the other parts. It’s very busy work. But much of it is clockwork. Driven by mule winding. Cogs and levers shifting rapidly. The place reeks of oil. Little men are going around with oil cans and rags the whole time, dripping out onto important moving parts and wiping away excess.”

      “It sounds dangerous,” Cole said.

      “People have died, to be certain,” Bellis said. “Yet, at least their bodies were right there. It’s missing people about whom we are concerned.”

      “So we locate where they were last seen,” Cole said, “and examine the maps, perhaps we can find a pattern.”

      “Yes,” Bellis said. “Exactly why I wanted you along.”

      “Perhaps though, it would be better to conduct the research back at the Primary Map Archive. Rather than on site. That’s not really how my mind works. I’d prefer to be working at a desk than attempting to become some kind of sleuth here at the scene.”

      “That would be your forte, I’d accept that. But we are close here. We can gather details.”

      “After all,” Dana said, “we are here by the grace of the Lady Lydia.”

      “That’s right,” Bellis said with a wry grin.

      Cole’s very presence in Morgenfeld, the pair always managed to remind him, was by the grace of the Lady Lydia. Had she not summoned Cole to the role of Head Map Maker. All on account of their prior relationship.

      Lydia, had taken an absence from her responsibilities as a member of the royal family. As part of her journey, she had spent a long time in Padholm and shared much of that time with Cole. Much of that time, intimately.

      When she’d left, quietly without any real goodbye, he’d been bereft. It had taken him a long time to find his way again.

      Of course, things with Dana were better than they’d ever been with Lydia. He was older, Dana was more practical and even, and, on reflection, Lydia had never considered a longer commitment. She’d been out finding herself. Flexing her wings before the snare of ascension to the throne tightened and held her for life.

      It had been fun and intense, and at the time he’d had no idea that Lydia was destined to ascend to the throne of the distant, creaky city. Certainly, that knowledge would have changed things between them. She’d known it.

      At least now things were cordial between them.

      Bellis continued through the doors, past a small unattended reception area with a low desk and a yellow orchid in a vase. The three of them made their way up a set of narrow stairs to a wide area with numerous heavy office desks. Several were occupied with busy clerks, and all the desks were stacked with piles of crumpled loading bills and the like. The thump of stamps and crisp dragging of pen nibs across documents was near constant.

      Another level up and they discovered a constable standing by a door on a small floor area. There were several other doors, and opposite those, some windows looked out over a broad rooftop. At the far end, soaking up the sun, there was a big stand of near ripe corn, waving in a gentle breeze.

      “Goldous Martimene?” Bellis said.

      “Sir,” the constable said. “Mr Martimene is inside. He may be expecting you.”

      The constable was perhaps twenty years old. She had shining brown eyes and mousy blonde hair tied back. Her uniform looked heavy on her slight frame.

      “You are standing guard?” Bellis said.

      “The sergeant is in there with him now, sir. Mr Martimene is upset. And scared. He’s worried that perhaps one of his family might vanish. Perhaps one of his staff.”

      “Understandable. May we speak with him?”

      “Sir, yes. You have authority.”

      Bellis gave her a nod. “What is your name?”

      “Sir, I am Alva Mathe, constable second class.”

      “Second class? How is that?”

      “I have been on the force but six months.” Alva blinked. “Sir.”

      “Not long now then. You’ll be promoted. Within a few years you’ll be challenging me for my position.”

      “Sir, that is unlikely.” But Alva couldn’t help but allow the slightest of smiles to cross her lips.

      Bellis was very good at setting people at ease. Surely a huge part of the reason for his own promotion into the Royal Guard.

      Alva took the door handle and pulled it open. “Sir, please go ahead.”

      “What is the meaning of this?” someone bellowed from inside. “Constable Mathe! We are relying on you for privacy.”

      Alva looked mortified.

      “It’s all right,” Bellis said to Alva, and putting his hand out to shake hers as he went to the doorway. “We’ll smooth this over.”
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