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Prologue
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Strange that Mattie should find herself invited into the office of Abacram Keller. Stranger still, the presence of a third person. The woman stood neatly garbed with her thick arms folded, her short grey hair parted to one side, and what appeared to be a mole on the right cheek. Beside her, Abacram looked more like a badger that had shambled in half dead from the rain. 

“Matilda. Good, you’re here. Sit down,” he said. “This is Elda Vooram. Among other things, she’s a financier with a particular interest in literature. Isn’t that right, Miss Vooram?”

“Biographies mostly,” the woman intoned with a cool cadence that matched her aspect. Although alluring in its way, the obvious effort belied the illusion. Give Mattie an honest slob any day of the week. 

“A pleasure,” she said, shook the woman’s hand, and took a seat on the opposite side of the desk. All without letting the crushing grip of that handshake show on her face. 

“How’s your daughter?” Abacram had pitched it with what struck her as genuine interest, even as he busied himself searching through the snowdrift of correspondence spread across his desk. 

“Zana’s fine.” She glanced from the editor-in-chief to Miss Vooram and back again. “What’s this all about? The Moser review needs finishing today and I’m still hounding Crannon for the piece he promised me last week.”

“About that,” Abacram said, tapping his fingers on a bare patch where his desk peeked through so many sheets of scattered paper. “What do you know about Fortitude Waters?”

“The same as anyone else, I imagine,” Mattie said, set back only a second at the abrupt oddness of the question. “He solved his past life’s murder, what was it, some twenty years ago? He pops up every now and then, solves a cold case and makes himself scarce again. I’m confused, what does this have to do with me? You normally send a letter if you need anything, so why am I here?”

Miss Vooram started to speak only for Abacram to shush her with a wave of his hand. “Sorry,” he said, “these things shouldn’t be rushed. But, as you’re busy, I’ll be brief. Miss Vooram here has commissioned a series of articles following Waters’ latest case.”

That hadn’t been at all what Mattie expected when Abacram sent for her a few hours after dawn. Fortitude Waters wouldn’t have made an appearance in fifty guesses had she the time or inclination to offer them. 

She said, “I wasn’t aware he was working a case.”

“As of about two hours from now, he will be.”

Mattie sat with that for a moment or two, clucking her tongue with a clockwork sound. “Why me? You’ve a dozen crime reporters who’d be climbing one over the other for a stab at this.”

“You were asked for by name.”

Mattie let out an involuntary laugh that struck her more like a horse snorting away a stubborn fly. “I edit the Literary Supplement, what do I know of murder investigations? Moreover, what do I care, so long as they’re solved?”

Abacram made a gasping noise as he searched for words. He’d never struck her as a man who reacted well when conversation turned against him. “Miss Vooram, perhaps you could illuminate things for Matilda.”

The woman didn’t move, yet something in her bearing altered. A glint in her eye perhaps, though Mattie couldn’t keep her gaze. Penetrating was the descriptor that sprung to mind – or, no, perhaps only derisive. For herself or Abacram, Mattie couldn’t have said. 

“I’m financing eight articles following Fortitude Waters’ latest case,” said Miss Vooram, voice flat and even as if it had been measured against a straight rule. “Once the case is complete and the final article has appeared in the paper, they are to be compiled into a pamphlet, printed and distributed by my client.”

“And who is your client?” Mattie said, pinching her chin.

“Miss Erekestra.”

“No, it’s not ringing a bell.” This despite priding herself on an extensive knowledge of the publishing industry and the tertiary companies orbiting it. She’d have to brush up. 

“She asked for you personally. You should be flattered.”

There was a word for it, though Mattie wasn’t sure ‘flattered’ was the right one. “It’s all academic. I’ve got too much on to even consider this.”

“A temporary reprieve is no problem,” Abacram said, inserting himself back into the conversation like a sheep headbutting its way to a trough. “It’s already been arranged. Helmer will take over until the articles have been delivered.”

“Helmer? I wouldn’t trust him to water my plants, much less tend my supplement.”

“He’s perfectly capable of keeping house for a few months.”

Mattie crossed her legs. The left nagged her, though it was still too early to think about unbuckling quite so soon. Until a minute before, her most pressing concern had been the ache growing behind her right eye. Her presbyopia asserting itself, no doubt. The discomfort grew distant – or, rather, it remained in place and she’d shifted. “I don’t have a choice in this, do I?” 

Abacram smiled. “Of course you do. You could walk into any newspaper or publishing house in Argaavas and they’d be glad to have you. Lucky, even. But only the best will do, eh Matilda? You don’t strike me as someone who enjoys going backwards.”

He’d as good as bound her hands himself. Nothing he’d mentioned outright, but she couldn’t get around what hadn’t been said. Reading between the lines came easy when they were this transparent. Write the articles or lose your job. Simple. Sixty-seven and still beholden to a wretch two decades her junior. She might edit the supplement, but only one of them boasted the suffix ‘in-chief’. 

“I assume this comes with a financial incentive?” Mattie said after a diplomatic pause. 

“An impressive amount,” Abacram said, drumming his fingers on the desk as if to illustrate the passing seconds. “You might find some time away from the supplement good for you. With the figures Miss Vooram has quoted me, you might even be able to retire before the year’s out.”

“If I’m going to be spending my retirement reading books, I might as well be getting paid for it.” Mattie sighed. That, she supposed, was that. “Where am I supposed to find Mr Waters?” 

“I expect he’ll be here by nightfall,” Abacram said. “Staying at his usual haunt or, failing that, you’ll find him in the perfumery. If that’s all, Miss Vooram and I have a few more details to hash out. If you stop by accounts, you’ve a stack of expense forms waiting for you. Oh, and the constabulary will need you to sign a contract of silence. I’m looking forward to reading your articles.”

Mattie took her leave and a few long moments to collect herself, before she smoothed up her coiffed hair and headed at a brisk pace for the accounting office. 
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Chapter One
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Late morning light streamed in through the open window, struck the glass orb on the dresser and fractured into a riot of polychrome sunbursts. Fort caught the shape of someone he’d known, someone he’d used to be, where light met shadow and formed seams. Better lives and worse, and this one still trying to balance the scales. 

The smell roused him, black musk and flowers, a woodland summer. A strip of perfumed linen hung thin and frayed from a ceiling beam and fluttered in the breeze. 

He stirred a while later, after shadows had migrated from one side of the room to the other, and rose to wash himself and make his way downstairs. 

“You’ve had a note,” said Hamilton, hauling a basket of wood towards the fire. 

Strong and stocky, he’d almost hit fifty and carried his extra weight with gleeful pride. A month had passed since he’d made peace with his receding hairline and opted to shave himself bald. A touch more time in the sun to match the colours of his skin. 

“Did you open it?” Fort said, reaching for an apple, skin a swirl of red and green.

“Break the Chief Constable’s seal? Not likely.”

“A job then.”

“I thought you’d be glad,” Ham said, kneeling with a groan in front of the fire, “instead of moping around the house all day.”

The apple yielded too easily beneath his teeth. So sweet it must have been a day from rotting. “I’ve not been moping.”

“If you say so, flower.” Ham finished feeding the fire and hefted himself up. Quick to hide it, but Fort caught a flash of pain on his face, under the eyes, tucked into the lines around his mouth. 

“It’ll be good for you to get back to the city,” said Ham, moving towards the kitchen counter. “How long’s it been since your last job?”

“Four months, three days,” Fort said. He took another bite of the apple, never mind the floury flesh. “Give or take.”

“Well then, you’re overdue.”

Fort drifted to the table where the letter waited for him. An envelope with a dark blue seal pressed with the fist gripped chain of the Chief Constable’s office. If only the constabulary’s chain alone gripped him and not his own. He left it where it lay, finished one apple, helped himself to another, firmer with a sour note, before toasting a slice of bread over the fire and spreading it with dripping. 

“I’ll read it on the way,” he said, mid-chew. 

“Hmm?” Ham turned away from the counter where he’d been chopping onions. “Oh, the letter. Don’t you want to know what you’re agreeing to?”

“It won’t be anything I’ve not seen before. A job’s a job’s a job,” he said. True most of the time too. But the jobs didn’t matter. Hadn’t for years now.

“Just be sure to share all the juicy details when you write me. I’ll get your bag packed.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“Believe me, after four months of you making the place look untidy, I’m looking forward to spending some time alone.”

By the time Ham boiled and brought up a kettle of water, Fort had cut away the length of his beard with shears. As he lathered his face with sandalwood soap, Ham sharpened a razor on a length of leather with a sound like a sawblade through lumber. 

“You know you’re just going to let me do it anyway,” he said, “so let’s skip over the argument and cut straight to the shave.”

Fort cracked a smile the shaving soap couldn’t quite smother. “You got me.”

Slinging a towel around his shoulders, he pulled up a chair and took a seat. Ham had a special touch, no denying, and a gentler hand by far. Fort worked quicker, no two ways about it, but shaving himself left more cuts than could be counted on one hand. 

“Will you call on your gentleman friend?” Ham said, tipping Fort’s head to the left and lining up the blade. 

“Which one?”

A hard knock of knuckles to the back of the head. “The strongman, you strumpet.”

“Most likely. Will you invite your farmer friend for dinner?”

“As long as he doesn’t bring his husband. The man’s obsessed with cheese. Talks of nothing else.”

The blade slid down Fort’s skin, cutting the hair with a crackle. 

“You’d like him, the farmer,” Ham said. “He has a fetching scar across his nose and dimples in his bottom.”

“Well, the strongman’s hung like a—”

“I’m sure.”

Ham came around the other side and set the razor against the left cheek. A slow glide sent a tremor down Fort’s bare back. Married a quarter century and the man could still make him shiver with scarcely a touch. 

“I’ll miss you,” Fort said.

“You always do. But you get maudlin with nothing to busy yourself with. Breaks my heart to watch you retreat inwards. A new case will do you the world of good.”

“Maybe. That last one was a fucker. It would’ve been better staying unsolved.”

“Don’t say that, you know you don’t mean it.”

Ham finished with Fort’s left side, neatened up the sideburns, and started on his moustache – which, conveniently for his husband, kept him from retorting. Then his jawline, neck, and chin.

“Not a single cut,” Ham said, wiping the blade clean. “You should have taken notes.” 

Fort glanced in the looking glass, turned his head this way and that. He had to hand it to Ham, hardly a streak of soap remained. 

“Goodness me, you look ten years younger,” Ham said, aiming the razor towards the floor. “Do you want me to trim your hair too? You always butcher it.”

“I like it butchered.”

Ham, tutting, withdrew his hand and folded the razor away. “Suit yourself. I’ll go and finish packing your bag then.”

“I’ll do it.”

“You’ll only forget something otherwise.” With a little slap on the cheek, Ham left the bedroom. The floorboards creaked beneath him, dependable as ever. 

Shears in hand, Fort saw to his hair. Nothing dramatic, just the few inches he’d gained since the start of his last case. A little oil to hold the waves back and done. 

The cottage had two upstairs rooms. One he shared with Ham, another he’d always imagined a kid sleeping in. This life it housed perfumes. Hundreds arranged in bottles of varying size and colour, some brandy amber, others clear as rain, or dark as tea. 

Sometimes, he woke with a scent in his nose, something homely with notes of vanilla, or more like resin and cardamom. Other times he’d spend an hour deciding between one bottle or another, pulling a stopper and holding a scent beneath his nose. Occasionally, he’d let fate decide and pick at random. Today, he wanted something that would conjure the first frost of the year. Crisp, clear, and delicate. He had the right bottle in seconds, shaped like a crescent moon, a faintly yellow liquid inside. A dab behind each ear, the bowl of his throat, his chest and navel, and rubbed one wrist into the other. Now he could dress. His usual long skirt, blouse, and waistcoat. 

He arrived downstairs with his overcoat hung from his forearm to find his packed bag waiting for him beside his boots which, somehow, Ham had found time to polish. 

“I know,” he said as Fort opened his mouth, “what would you do without me? The letter’s in the front pouch and your pocketbook’s hidden in the inner compartment along with your baton. Your papers are still inside, I’ve already checked. I did leave room for a few perfumes, but I suppose you’ll feel the need to buy a dozen more, so you may as well save the space.”

“Why do I feel like we’ve had this conversation before?” Fort said, pulling on his left boot.

“Because we have, flower,” Ham said. “I think I’ll treat myself to a swim around the house.”

Fort, pulling on his other boot, said, “Naked?”

“There’s not much point otherwise.”

“Just watch out for the sticklebacks. They like to nibble.”

Boots pulled to the knee, Fort threw on his overcoat and hefted his bag. He came around the kitchen’s centre counter and slung his free arm around his husband.  

“Be safe, won’t you?” Ham said. 

“As I can.”

They shared a few kisses and Fort stepped out of the cottage, over the walkway bridging the moat that ran a ring around their homestead. A little stickleback broke the water before it disappeared into the dark below. Down into the depths without so much as a splash. 
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Chapter Two
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Whatever anyone had to say about Chief Constable Ursula Bauer, they never said it to her face. Usually, they’d hesitate behind her back and whisper down their sleeves no closer than a hundred paces. More than the muscles she’d cultivated over thirty years on the force, it was her gaze, dark and hard as flint, she wielded better than any weapon. 

When Fort marched into her office unannounced no more than ten minutes after arriving in Argaavas, he made sure not to meet her eye. Instead, he took in the wood and leather panelled walls, the commendations, Bauer’s black and silver baton displayed above her head. Not looking a day older than when she’d been cracking skulls with it a few decades before.  

“If this is your idea of a joke, it’s not funny,” he said, tossing the chief’s letter onto her dark wooden desk. 

“Fortitude,” she said, removing her eyeglasses. “Come in, have a seat.”

No avoiding her eyes when they pointed his way like a loaded pistol. The bluster he’d walked in with dispersed as if he’d been punctured.

Chief Bauer sat behind her desk, chin balanced on her thick scarred knuckles. Fort didn’t want to test how long she was prepared to sit there unspeaking, shooting expectation at him, so he sat. 

“What is this?” Fort said, gesturing to the letter. 

“A job,” Bauer said, releasing her hands to brush aside her hair. It hung in two short silver waves skimming either cheek. “What does it look like?”

“You know what I mean. I only work cold cases.”

“This is a cold case.”

“The body’s not three days dead.” 

“It’s new territory for you, granted, but it falls in your area of expertise.” She unlocked a desk drawer, pulled out a sand coloured folder and placed it down between them. “The methodology of the murder, the location, everything down to the last detail. It all matches another from forty years ago.”

“What?” Fort said, leaning forward to grab the folder. 

“The current theory is that the same soul was targeted twice. My thinking is that it’s the same perp. Either that, or we’ve got a copycat on our hands.”

“I can see why you left that out of your letter.”

“Thank you,” Bauer said with a sharp smile. “I want as few people knowing about this as we can until it’s solved. It was hard enough getting the body to the chiller without causing a ruckus. Fortunately, she was found by one of our own before daybreak. We got lucky here, Fort. Now I want you on the case. I’m giving it to you exclusively, so you won’t have any of my tabs getting in the way. Get it solved. And fast.”

Fort leafed through the particulars. “There’s not a lot to go on.” 

“You’ve solved cases with plenty less. Four years ago, with the glass bead and the fingernail?”

“I remember.”

There’d been copycat murders. There’d been murders staged to shift the blame onto someone else. There’d been strings of murders with the telltale signs of a serial killer – that same square puncture wound to the throat, an inch of missing hair. But so far as Fort knew, there’d never been another case where one killer targeted the same soul in two lives, with the host body murdered one after the other in the exact same away. Professional curiosity would be an understatement. 

“Has the soul’s new body been located?” he said. 

“The retrieval team’s on it. This level of trauma, two lives in a row?” Bauer blew out a breath. “If there was a way to speed it up, you know I would.”

There were ways to speed it up, all right. Ways that would get Fort flung in prison quicker than he could protest. He kept all that to himself. Last resorts were best kept like hidden vlorins, only to be used in emergencies. “I’ll need to know as soon as you do. I’ll also need next of kin details for both victims, as well as a full report—”

“Fort,” Bauer said, “everything we know is already in that folder.”

“But these are just crime scene reports.” He opened the file, scanned over the two sparsely detailed documents inside. One turned sepia, the other chalky white. 

“Vexing, isn’t it?” Bauer barked one of her humourless laughs and, from the bottom desk drawer, produced a fluted glass decanter and matching tumbler. “Water?” she said, pouring herself a glass.

Fort shook his head. He’d need something stronger. The job details alone left him in need of brandy. This before he’d so much as started his investigation. It wouldn’t be half so vexing if the constabulary did its job properly the first time around. Clearing up their messes again.

“I’ll need to see the body,” Fort said. Usually they were nothing more than bones by the time he’d taken a case, the flesh eaten away if they hadn’t already been fed to the incinerator.

“Naturally,” Bauer said and took a sip of her drink.

“And I’ll need my usual rate. Plus expenses, and a bonus for solving the case within six months.”

“I’d expect nothing less.” 

Satisfied, Fort stood and headed for the door. “I’ll let you know when it’s solved.”

“There’s something else you should know,” Bauer said, swirling the last of the water in her glass. Expensive, crystal cut. 

Fort glanced back at her. “And what’s that?”

“The Daily Chronicle’s writing a series of articles about you. Matilda Tame, you know her? Edits the Literary Supplement. She’ll be following you around for a few stories.”

“Do I get a say in this?”

“You could turn down the job. But then I’d be forced to proceed with an official skills requisition and you’d still be on the case, only you wouldn’t be getting paid for it. I don’t want to do that, and you won’t do a thing without getting paid handsomely for it. So make life easy for the both of us, take the job and grin and bear the journalier. I don’t like it any more than you do, but Abacram Keller’s pulling in all the goodwill he’s acquired with us.”

“If this Matilda Tame gets in the way, I’ll file a complaint to get her removed.”

Bauer smiled, flashing gaps in her back teeth. “Atta boy. Go on then, I’ve got my own work to be getting on with.”

Fort inclined his head and let himself out. He had the corpse to investigate, the crime scene to comb, and the reborn body of the first victim’s soul to speak to. Three solid starting points that may or may not yield any other leads. 

But first, he’d need a hand. 
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Chapter Three
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“I need to make a withdrawal,” Fort said, producing the key to his lockbox. He wrinkled his nose against the musk of paper and wood wax, the dust easing in and out of the sunbeams streaking through the bank’s front windows. 

The clerk, a little balding man with a glass violet pinned to his lapel, looked affronted. Once he’d gathered himself, he consulted a ledger and asked for a name. “Oh, Mr Waters,” he said, wringing his hands, when Fort gave his credentials. “Please, deepest apologies. I’m new, you see. Yes, and you don’t look at all like you do in the papers.”

“I get that a lot,” Fort said. Ham made a sport of teasing him about it. At least he didn’t cut out the illustrations anymore and leave them lying around the cottage for Fort to find.

“Quite, quite.” The clerk ran a finger down a column of names and numbers in his ledger. “Let’s see. Your safety deposit box is on sub-level four. If you’d like to follow me.”

Fort stood aside, letting the clerk come around from behind the counter in his neatly pressed suit and spotless pink blouse. 

“This way,” he said, taking a chained key from his pocket. When he’d opened the reinforced door leading down to the vaults, he removed an oil lamp from a wall bracket. 

Fort glanced back at the counter where another clerk had taken up the empty seat, before returning his attention to the open door. It led to a staircase descending ten floors, each filled with vaults and safety deposit boxes. Fort would bet big money there were doors down there that hadn’t been opened for centuries. At what point did it stop being a bank, he wondered, and become a museum?

Four floors down, the clerk unlocked another door and stood to hold it open. As with all the others, a table waited outside set with a lamp, spare oil, and wicking. Fort saw to a lamp and, leaving the clerk behind him, made his way into the gloomy vault. Cold hung so low only his shins bristled.

In one cobwebbed corner lay the secure cabinet containing his safety deposit box. Inside he stored copies of financial documents, a packet of emergency bank notes, and his hand of glory. Misleading, calling it his. It wasn’t his hand, at least not this body’s, though it currently thought of him as its master. In as much as the severed, enchanted hand of a long-dead thief could think. 

He saw to the lock and pulled the drawer open. Curled up into a fist like a sleeping dormouse lay the hand of glory. It could have passed for an old beehive with its papery looking skin, but felt more like wax or leather to the touch. Pale green in colour, though in the lamp’s dim glow, it appeared more grey. Tendon and bone peeked through the backs of the hand, and the skin had receded around the fingers, leaving the nails like raggedy claws. The wrist ended in a puckered knot of dead flesh and bone. 

“Come on, Hog,” Fort said, giving it a poke. “Time to go.”

The hand twitched, all dying spider-like, before scurrying onto its fingertips and standing to attention. 

“That’s right, we’ve got a case.”

Fort lay his own hand flat for Hog to walk onto. He lifted it level with his mouth and blew away the strings of dusted cobwebs. That the hand had robbed dozens of great houses, or been cut from a hanged man, didn’t bother Fort so much. It was Hog’s lack of a smell. If it ever had one, it had long been lost to the ages. So, with a bottle of perfume from his bag, he gave it a few good sprays. Top notes of blood orange and pink pepper, middle notes of damask rose, and rosewood for the base note. Much better. 

He slipped Hog into his overcoat, relocked the drawer, and pocketed the key. Grabbing the lamp, he headed out for the stairwell where the clerk waited idly by the door. 

“What’s that glorious smell?” he said, pinching the vault key in his fingers. 

Deep in Fort’s pocket, Hog twitched his fingers. Vanity was a force stronger than death. 
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Chapter Four
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A side street off Maker’s Lane housed a lens grinders, unassuming under a pale awning and about as mundane as the knife shop on its right and the shoe shop to the left. From a glance, the flats on the first and second floors appeared of a kind, with variations only in the painted window frames. This one black, that one blue. 

Fort let himself through the front door into a cramped hallway and up the stairs. He stopped at the closest flat door, knocked, and waited. Hog tried inching out of his pocket, but not wanting to risk giving Miss Sutter a heart attack, he pushed the severed hand back down. 

A series of clicks announced the opening of the door until Miss Sutter stood there in her black dress and bonnet. A bright glass jewel set into a choker around her throat remained her only ostentation. 

“Piece of shit,” she said, looking Fort up and down. “Not a word of nothing for four months and here you are expecting your flat.”

“Who says I’m here about a flat?” Fort said.

“You in the city when you could just as soon be at home, and in all your get-up to boot.” She cawed like a crow when she laughed. “You’re on a case, course you want your fucking flat.”

“Miss Sutter, it’s been too long.” Fort pulled her into an embrace. In the time he’d known her, she’d barely changed. Still thin as a whip and just as vicious, with an astringent smell of itch cream and rosehips. “How have you been?”

“How long have you got? I’ve been making a list. We’ll start with the kidney stones, shall we, before we get onto my rash?”

Parting, Fort said, “Much as I’d love to, you said it yourself. I’ve a case and time’s ticking on.”

She grumbled, working her false teeth around in her mouth with a sound like dancing clogs. “You’ll deign to join me for a cup of coffee, or you’ll have to find the fucking key yourself. You might fancy yourself a detective, but I’ve hidden it good this time.”

Fort could call her bluff. He could turn her down, stroll into the flat and find the key pressed into a soap cake in the bottom left drawer of her vanity. She’d sulk and it’d hang on his conscience for the rest of the day. They’d been through all this before. In twenty years, they’d gone about it every which way. 

“How could I refuse?” he said. 

Miss Sutter squinted her way through a frown. Then, with a shrug, turned and hobbled into the flat. Fort followed her in.

A fastidious housekeeper, was Miss Sutter, with her own flat clean as a whistle. She favoured soft woods for furniture, dark upholstery, and stained glass ornaments. A caged nightingale flittered about a corn husk by the window. The smell of rosehips grew stronger. 

Once Fort had seated himself in a rigid backed armchair, and Miss Sutter had taken to the kitchen, he pulled Hog from his pocket. Holding it up to his face, he pointed a finger and said, “The flat key only. No snooping through her particulars. Got it?”

Hog’s fingers drew in as it lowered onto its knuckles, admonished. 

“Good,” Fort said. “Off you go.”

He lowered his arm and let Hog scurry off for the bedroom, fingertips stitching a beat to the rugs. 

As he sat and waited, a strange craving for a cigar came over him. A habit he’d never partaken in, though, by all accounts, Mia had been fond of them. Strange what the soul held onto. He wondered which of his own tastes and behaviours would carry over when he died, how much was ever truly your own. 

Miss Sutter returned bearing a tray with two white cups she could just about keep even. Whether or not Fort wanted milk and sugar, they’d have already been added. He’d learned better than to argue with her. With no small effort, she set the tray down and pushed one cup towards him.

“Much obliged,” Fort said, helping himself. Cup in hand, he sat back in the armchair. 

“How’s your husband keeping?” Miss Sutter said. She slurped her coffee through pursed crinkled lips. 

“Glad I’m on a case, I think. He says I’ve been moping around the house,” Fort said. “How’s your gentleman caller?”

“Udo is very well compensated.” Miss Sutter smirked behind her coffee cup. “He took some teaching, mind, but seems the boy’s finally got the hang of me.”

Too scrawny for Fort’s tastes, but he could see the appeal. The man oozed boyish charm and had long-fingered hands that, as Miss Sutter had once told him at length, he knew how to use. 

A flurry of movement in the corner of Fort’s eye caught his attention. With a casual glance, he found Hog in the hallway, a key tucked between two fingers, not unlike a cigar. 

Taking pains not to give the impression of rushing, Fort sipped his coffee and chatted away. As well as a spreading rash – itchy as a “bag of fucking feathers” – Miss Sutter confessed concern about a cyst tucked into her right armpit. Fort managed to convince her to take it to the surgeon. 

“Well,” he said, setting down his empty coffee cup. “I’ve got to be off.” 

“Nonsense, you’ve got to have a slice of my raspberry cake,” said Miss Sutter. “It’s bloody marvellous, if I do say so myself.”

“No, really, I’ve got a lot of work to do.” A crime scene, corpse, and interview awaited him. 

Miss Sutter folded her arms. Her bonnet had slipped, releasing a thin wisp of white hair. “If you want that key,” she said, passing each utterance through her false teeth, “you’ll stay for raspberry cake.”

Standing, Fort tipped his head at Hog. As he strode forward, covering the gap between his armchair and Miss Sutter’s, the hand scurried to the front door. 

“Save me a slice, I’ll be back for it later,” he said and stooped for his bag. “Thanks for the coffee.”

Miss Sutter grumbled and cocked her wrist towards the door. “One day I’ll figure out that trick of yours with the key.”

“I can’t go giving away my secrets now.” Sometimes, it felt like they were all he had. 

“You’d better come by and see me later then. I’ll hold you to that.”

“Miss Sutter, I’d like nothing more,” said Fort. He waved from the threshold and pulled the door shut behind him. 

Hog climbed up into his pocket and Fort took charge of the key. It still had chips of soap cake clinging to it. He buffed it off and headed upstairs to let himself into the second floor flat. For all intents and purposes, his home until he’d solved the case.
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Chapter Five
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Given her subject, Matilda Tame found it fitting she had to undertake her own investigation to find Fortitude Waters. Having the man’s usual haunts to hand hadn’t proved useful. Instead, she’d left a note with the Central Ring Perfumery to send for her if and when he showed up. That happened to be at the exact moment she’d sat down to an almond tart and a cup of hot chocolate. 

Not wanting to offend the coffeehouse she’d frequented since her student years, she dunked the tart into the chocolate, took an ungracious chomp and wiped her mouth. A larger tip than normal and she set off. 

The coffeehouse comprised one of about a dozen others lined up along a side street in the Outer Ring. Two rows of joined pale pink buildings with multi-coloured shutters framing thin windows. Parasols blocked the sun which glittered from glass chimes hanging from protruding roofs. 

Mattie made her way along the street, passing under the Nordsten Stairs and cut through the passing crowd into Central Ring, the bowl of which contained The Glass Garden like a jewellery box. To call it a garden rather undersold the place, which appeared more like a park with a cobbled floor instead of grass and every tree, flower, and leaf made from glass. Even the birds in the branches, a fox tucked among the thickets, were glass. All of it caught the light and shimmered. Angles dispersed the sun into rainbows so the ground became a patchwork of component colours, forever shifting. 

Hotels with balconied windows, boutiques, and town houses formed an unbroken ring around the outer edge, the collective rents of which could only be termed ‘astronomical’. There was prime real estate, then there was the Central Ring, where ownership had long been more a case of inheritance than any fortunes acquired in a single lifetime. The Federal Assembly building stooped over everything like an overseer. 

Altogether, an odd place to find Fortitude Waters. Yet here was where the city’s single perfumery had stood for the last few hundred years. 

Mattie adjusted her dark eyeglasses before an errant sunbeam bedazzled her corneas. The Glass Garden might absorb heat, rather than beam it out and leave the city no more than a scorch mark, but light remained its own authority. 

The perfumery occupied two buildings with an impressive peach façade, thin arched windows, and a roof that rose and fell in points. Glass chains hung from window to window in a display that bordered on gaudy. 

In the foyer, a stocky, short-haired woman with a smile like a straight razor welcomed Mattie in. A wall of scent rolled over her. Alcohol, flowers, and powder. It left her throat tickling which, in turn, led to her eyes watering as though from spring fever. 

“First time?” the woman said. 

Mattie managed a nod. Clearing her throat, she said, “I was told you had Fortitude Waters in.”

Despite the dreadful need to sneeze, Mattie fended off the urge and kept her smile pinned in place, a skill acquired from spending so many years wining and dining the city’s literati. Those she wanted to speak to, and the unfortunates she had to feign interest in. 

“He’s over at the creations counter with Celia,” the woman said, leaning forward to point.  

Mattie removed her dark eyeglasses and placed them in her thin, lightweight messenger box. With the world looking bright, she headed through the foyer on a gold and red vine patterned rug. A curving glass counter lay either side of her, filled with boxes and bottles. People sat in padded chairs, reading papers, in conversations, and dwarfed all the while by the enormity of the place. The first floor suspended hanging baskets of small ferns and spider plants high enough to require a stool to water them.

Fortitude stood with his back turned, though he stuck out a mile off. His pushed back curls and skirt a silhouette any reader of The Daily Chronicle would recognise. Up close, he directed a woman – presumably Celia – behind the counter with gentle gestures. 

“Mr Waters,” Mattie said, coming to a stop beside him. Bowls of what appeared to be coffee beans sat at regular intervals along the counter. Beyond lay glass fronted cabinets filled with yet more bottles. 

He glanced her way, offered a nod, before turning back to Celia. “Bergamot for the base note. What do you think?” 

“I’d suggest lime,” Celia said, neatly dressed with her dark hair beaded into braids. 

“Mr Waters—”

“It’s Fort,” he said, gestured to Celia and turned once more to face Mattie. “And you’re Matilda Tame, editor of The Chronicle Literary Supplement. You’ve been hired to write about me and my case.”

Mattie drew her mouth tight, before finding a gracious smile. “That’s the long and short of it. I see you’ve done your homework.”

“Easiest case I ever solved.”

Celia announced herself with a cough. “With lime,” she said, a bottle in one hand, pipette in the other. 

“May I?” said Fort and took the bottle. He circled it under his nose the way one might a brandy. To say he grinned implied a look of irony or knowing it didn’t possess. No, much more childlike than that. Genuine delight. It made his hazel eyes a touch brighter. The smile retreated and the twinkle in his eye grew dull, leaving the surety an old soul hid behind them. 

“Should be perfect,” he said, set the bottle on the counter with the twanged knock of glass on glass and turned his gaze on Mattie. “What’s your fragrance?” 

“Oh,” she began, “nothing special. Whatever I’m given for my carnate day. It’s all a bit frivolous, really.”

Fort made a face. Not quite a frown, but a definite furrowing of the brow. “Frivolous?” he said. “Nothing can send you back through your own life—your past lives— better than perfume.”

“He’s right,” Celia said from behind the counter. “I’m as much an artist as a chemist. The beauty of time travel, that’s what we offer.”

For a small fortune per bottle. But Mattie kept that much to herself. Fort and Celia had good as ganged up on her and one didn’t become editor of anything without knowing how to pick and choose one’s battles. She thought of Helmer sat at her desk and winced. 

“I should treat myself to a bottle,” she said, hedging.

“Maybe you should,” Fort said. He gestured to a few bottles on the countertop, laid down a hundred vlorins in paper notes, and bundled them into his coat pocket with a clink. 

Celia took away the bottle that had so pleased Fort and disappeared through a door behind the counter.

“Aren’t you going to take that one too?” Mattie said.

“The scents have to get to know each other first. I get a fragrance in my head and Celia helps make it real. She’s the one with the talent. It’s up to her to refine the perfume for the next few months. Should be ready by the time I solve the case.”

Presumptuous, but then, Mattie supposed, the man’s results spoke for themselves. “And you do this for every case?” 

Fort only nodded and a faraway look came and went. “I guess you’ll want to interview me or what have you?”

Back to business, now this was more like it. “Ideally.”

“There’s a temperance bar on Blakneipe I like.” He swung his great overcoat around his shoulders, put on his own dark lensed eyeglasses, and advanced towards the entrance. 

A little stupefied, Mattie gathered her wits. As she passed through a fresh squirt of perfume, her nose got the better of her and she sneezed and none too peaceably. Three times before she’d made it through the door.
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Chapter Six
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Despite its proximity to the glass manufacturing district, and a few more sordid streets connected thereto, the temperance bar seemed, altogether, quite agreeable. Black letters painted on the windows boldly proclaimed its name, Lady Loss, and a list of chaste refreshments served within. 

Mattie, a stranger to temperance herself, deferred to Fort and followed him in. Light and pleasant, the space subdivided into a seating area where groups sat at tables nursing drinks and confectionery, and a bar tended by a man with a white bristle-brush moustache and a red striped blouse with braces and gold garters on the sleeve. Behind him, an assortment of bottles filled with lurid liquids, jars of powders, dried flowers, and their seeds. It all looked like it belonged in a chemist’s. 

“Take a seat,” Fort said, indicating a vacant table. “I’ll buy you a drink.”

“The Chronicle’s covering my expenses,” Mattie said. “I don’t mind paying.”

“Funny, the constabulary’s covering mine.” He shrugged with his hands and turned for the bar. Mattie could have sworn she saw his coat pocket move of its own accord. 

Shaking her head, she went and seated herself. People talked around her and more than one of them read that morning’s Daily Chronicle. Perhaps they’d recognise her name, if not her face. 

Fort returned after a short while bearing two heavy handled glasses. One filled with a pinkish liquid, the other oily black. The latter he set down nearest Mattie. “Dandelion and burdock,” he said. “Try it.”

She picked up the glass and, hesitating a breath or two, took a testing sip. At once oversweet and bitter, it dried out her teeth and tongue. “Yes. Very... yes,” she said. “It’s certainly a drink.”

Fort raised his glass towards her and drank half down in a few long swallows. He set it aside, smacked his lips, and cast an easy glance around the room.

“You come here often I assume?” Mattie said. She hazarded another taste of her own drink for politeness’s sake. It had not improved on the second attempt. 

“Whenever I’m in the city, sure.”

“Which hasn’t been for a few months, if I’m to understand it.”

“Not since the last case.”

Mattie prefaced her response with a smile. “Crime’s not my usual area of interest. I’ve only read a few archived papers to get the gist of the case.”

“And what’s the gist?”

“That a two-souled body died some decades ago. The spirits were born into twin sisters, one of which was found murdered barely into her twenties. A lack of evidence and no eyewitnesses saw the case go unsolved for, what was it, fourteen years? Until you took it over and solved it in less than a month. One sister killed the other one.”

“Yeah,” Fort said, glanced her way, and took a sip of his drink. “There you have it.”

“It’s extraordinary really,” Mattie said. “No one else thought to entertain the possibility that two previously joined souls could do that.”

“Because it shouldn’t need thinking about.”

“Oh I agree. But you did think to think about it.”

The man pushed his curls out of his face. For every five brunette hairs, there hid a grey. Some men wore it well, though it was still a year or two too early to tell with Fort. “Someone had to,” he said after a pause. Before Mattie had a chance to press him further, he changed the subject. “My mother was called Temperance. She wasn’t. Temperate, I mean. She liked a drink did my mother and didn’t care who knew it.”

“But not you?” This Mattie said in such a way that ensured it wouldn’t be taken as imperative. Some people took joy in speaking of their proclivities, others ended interviews if she so much as hinted at their opiate or alcohol use. 

“Occasionally,” he said, “when the mood strikes. Mia, that’s our soul’s previous life, she had a taste for brandy before she died. Guess it carried over.”

Mia Waters, now that’s a case Mattie did know. Scarcely a quarter year went by without one of the small sheets running yet another story on her. As if Fort needed to introduce Mia when Mattie – no, the city – felt as though they already knew her. 
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