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      Dear Reader,

      

      Thank you for joining me here in the Dominion. Tashué’s story depicts scenes containing and/or discussing instances of miscarriage, addiction, drug and alcohol use and/or abuse, prisoner abuse, police brutality, racism, and torture.

      I tried to depict what it’s like to try to love in a world that’s terribly bleak, and that meant portraying that bleakness. It also meant portraying love, found family, hope, passion, courage in the face of overwhelming odds.

      It’s a rough world out there, and it’s a rough world in here. Here’s to trying to muddle through it all and finding love in the darkness.

      Take care of yourself. Even if that means skipping this book.

      

      Love,

      

      K
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            TASHUÉ

          

          DAY 1

        

      

    

    
      It had already been a long, exhausting day when the girl’s body washed up on the bank of the Brightwash.

      Tashué Blackwood trudged up the street, feeling the weariness in every part of his body. His station house had always been short-handed, but since one of their Regulation Officers had died, everyone was working to the very limit of their strength. Some days he scarcely knew what time it was, what month it was, hours and weeks blending together into a trek through the city, knocking on doors, asking questions, filing endless stacks of paperwork at the station house.

      Pint Under the Rail was a natural rest stop for him and the other Regulation Officers of Station House 15. As he headed toward the rickety little pub, tucked up against the elevated tram line that shuffled workers around the city, he heard the angry squeal of an infant.

      He walked faster.

      One of the Regulation Officers he worked with—the newest of them, Beckett Collstone—was in front of the Pint Under already, standing beside his wife. They had a pram between them, and his wife rocked it, trying to calm the angry little hurricane inside, but the babe wailed louder.

      “Collstone, you finally brought your baby,” Tashué said, stopping in front of the pram. “She doesn’t look too pleased.”

      “No, sir, I guess not. Minna wanted to meet me for breakfast this morning, since I’ve been so busy, but little miss seems unimpressed with us for bringing her out in the cold.”

      “I don’t want to be a bother, Beckett,” Minna said. Her cheeks were flushed, but her eyes were distant and tired. Tashué knew that look, that new-parent panic. “If she’s only going to scream, I don’t want to disturb everyone.”

      “Nonsense, Miss Collstone,” Tashué said. “Sometimes they just get overly tired and can’t settle. Can I try?”

      “Oh, please, Mr. Blackwood.”

      Tashué swept the baby up in his arms. She fitted so nicely against his shoulder, even though her whole body was rigid with fury. “There now, sweet girl. Let’s go warm up inside, see if that improves your mood.”

      He headed up the stairs with the infant at his shoulder, patting her back. Sweet North Star, how long had it been since his son was this small? He missed the simplicity of it sometimes. Some people hated the sound of a baby crying, especially when they had strong lungs and all the rage of Beckett’s girl, but there was something easy about it. Babies cried, and you did your best to comfort them. Eventually, you found the thing that helped them, and they stopped. Sure, you were so tired that you couldn’t think and you began to wonder if you would ever sleep again. But Tashué had learnt in the cavalry how to sleep standing up or sitting in the saddle, just for a moment. Just long enough that he wouldn’t keel over from the exhaustion. And when they were babies, you didn’t have to worry about the decisions they made. All you had to do was feed them and cuddle them and wait for their fury to exhaust itself.

      “Beckett, you brought the baby!”

      Tashué looked down the bar, where Kazrani leaned over her breakfast. She slid off her stool to meet Tashué, reaching up and sliding a tender hand across the back of the baby’s head.

      “Heavens, she’s got a set of lungs, hey? What are you so mad about, missus?” The baby knotted a little fist in one of Kazrani’s black braids, catching one of the silk ribbons. She grimaced as she teased the baby’s hand open. “Did you finally settle on a name for her?”

      “We named her Lenora, after Beckett’s mother,” Minna said.

      “I told her she didn’t have to,” Beckett said, shaking his head. “My mother always had a temper. Now the baby’s taken after the name, I think.”

      “Let me try. Sometimes they just need a bounce,” Kazrani said, reaching.

      Tashué batted her hands away. “Back off, Lieutenant. I haven’t held a baby in ages.”

      “Whose fault is that, then?” Kazrani muttered, but she retreated to her stool. “You’re perfectly capable of making a few, if you would settle on a woman to make them with.”

      “Ha. I’ve done enough damage to the world with my offspring, thank you. The world doesn’t need any more Blackwoods.”

      “There’s only the two of you,” Kazrani scoffed.

      Tashué shrugged. “That’s plenty and you know it.”

      “Another whisky morning, is it, Mr. Blackwood?” Pallwyth, the bartender, asked.

      “Yes please, Mr. Pallwyth. Angry babies aside, it’s been a long morning.”

      Pallwyth poured a generous measure of the cheapest whisky he had as Tashué rubbed Lenora’s back, adopting the bounce and sway that always calmed Jason. Little by little, he could feel her start to relax. The warmth of his body and the heat in the room worked its magic, and she slumped against him. She was still crying, but it was half-hearted and unconvincing. It was the first time in so long that he’d been able to solve such a simple problem.

      He shifted little Lenora’s weight so that she sat in the crook of his arm. Her face was still red from all the yelling, but her features settled into something peaceful as she sank down into sleep. Her hat, displaced by the way he shifted her, revealed her wispy dark hair, which was starting to develop little curls. Minna stepped closer, untying the baby’s hat with swift fingers and taking it off.

      “You’re a miracle worker,” she breathed.

      Tashué settled on his stool, scooping up the whisky. “You just have to be more stubborn than they are. Outlast them.” He threw it back in one swallow. The copper whisky was the very worst money could buy—blended whisky made from the rejected batches from various distilleries in the city. It probably wouldn’t kill you, but it burned like acid all the way down. “I’ll hold her a while, if the two of you would like to eat with your hands free.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Beckett said, settling beside Tashué. “Are your services available at night, too, or do we have to bring her down to the pub every time?”

      Tashué sighed. “Would that I had time to come cuddle your baby for you at night. I still haven’t assessed all of the cases I inherited from Maccus.”

      “You should eat something too, Mr. More-Stubborn-Than-Babies,” Kazrani said. She had already finished her bowl of the stew Pallwyth made—usually plenty of onions and potatoes and whatever scraps of meat were available—and took a bite out of a thick slab of dark bread. “You can’t survive on whisky, coffee, and sweets alone.”

      Tashué shrugged, but only gently, nestling baby Lenora tighter to his body. “My hands are busy.”

      “Give him a mug of it, Mr. Pallwyth. That way he can pretend it’s whisky and knock it back.”

      Pallwyth grinned. “Good idea, Lieutenant.” He stepped to the wood stove he kept behind the bar with him. Now that the oppressive heat of the summer was long gone, chased off by autumn rain, Pallwyth stoked the fire in the stove to keep the dining room warm, and the kettle of stew took up residence on top of it. Pallwyth ladled a measure of stew into a tin mug and delivered it to Tashué.

      The door swung open, letting in the noise of the street. It seemed louder than usual, more urgent. Another of their Officers, Duskan Hillbraun, stepped in, his eyes sweeping the inside of the pub. He scowled at Tashué.

      “Who gave the ass a baby?”

      Minna bristled, but Beckett lay a hand on her back as he leaned around her to look at Duskan. “You’re especially sour this morning. I take it things didn’t go well with the Derccian woman from the songhouse?”

      “I didn’t like her that much anyway,” Duskan muttered, settling on the other side of Kazrani and nodding at Pallwyth. “Is that your baby, Collstone?”

      “Lenora,” Beckett said. “Cute, isn’t she? Looks just like her mother.”

      Duskan grunted. “If you say so.”

      “Don’t mind him, Miss Collstone,” Kazrani said, leaning around Tashué to look down the bar at Minna. “He’s sour with everyone.”

      The sounds of the commotion outside permeated through the closed door. It sent a wave of agitation through Tashué, making him want to stand, but the weight of baby Lenora kept him in his seat. “What’s going on outside?”

      “Outside?” Duskan asked. “Fuck, what would I care? Something down by the riverbank.”

      How could the man wear the tin badge of the National Tainted Registration Authority and not be drawn to the chaos? How could he not want to help?

      Tashué bit back a curse, drinking the cup of stew as quickly as he could. It was hot and salty, almost washing away the burn of whisky still on his tongue. He stood carefully, passing Lenora off to her mother. He needed to know.

      He pushed the door open, and the sound amplified in front of him. It hit him like a wall of anxiety, rippling up from the crowd at the end of the street, where the cobbles gave way to the bank of the Brightwash. The street used to lead to a bridge that spanned the water, but it had been abandoned when sturdier bridges were built for the tram. The support pilings were still driven into the rocky bank, but the rest of the bridge was gone, materials salvaged for other things. The crowd pressed in close to the pilings, jostling against each other, collecting like a blood clot in an open wound. Their chattering filled his ears like the rattling of the tram, loud and trying to drown out coherent thought, but he kept walking, drawn to chaos as if he was bound to it with a rope. He was only distantly aware of Kazrani following him. She always followed him, no matter what. Beckett had followed her, and Duskan was dragged along in their wake by some fear of being left behind.

      A woman lay stretched out on the ground, her own smaller crowd gathered around her. People fanned her face and called to her, trying to rouse her. Tashué made his way down the sloping streets. The cobbles ended a few yards from the water’s edge, giving way to shale that crunched and shifted beneath his boots. He pushed his way into the crowd, until the mass of jostling bodies ended abruptly.

      The girl had washed up on the bank among the detritus and trash that was carried through the city. Tiny and grey-fleshed, her body was made smaller and more heart-wrenching by her terrible mutilations. Her arms and legs had been cut away at shoulder and hip. Most of the wounds had healed, long keloid scars left in place where the flesh had been stitched back together, but one of the arm wounds was gaping and vile. Infection had eaten away at skin and tissue, so deep and raw that Tashué saw bone. Death and the river had cleansed her body of the usual redness and swelling and pus that came from such a terrible infection, but flies buzzed around the dead meat, and the smell of rot wafted on the breeze. Her hair had been cut close to the scalp, leaving only black fuzz that had tried to grow back.

      Her face punched Tashué the hardest, despite all the gruesomeness of the state of her. There was a familiarity to her features—the black hair, brown eyes warm despite their blank emptiness. Was it his imagination that made him see his own son? Or was it the Rift, just upriver, looming over his shoulder like the whole edifice was watching him? The Residential Institute for Feral Tainted and Non-Compliants. Could the girl be from that place? It seemed a foolish thought—she was too young to have quickened yet. Without a woken Talent, there was no need for her to register, thus no reason for her to be processed to the Rift. Tashué’s son was in there, locked away for refusing to register. But Jason wasn’t a child anymore, and this girl would never grow up.

      “Get people back.” The words came almost unbidden from Tashué’s chest, but uttering them dragged him back to himself and out of the trance that the little dead girl had laid on him. “Get all these people back. And send for the Patrollers.”

      Kazrani nodded and turned on her heel, Beckett following her example. Duskan stood firmly in place, staring. He hadn’t served in the military, unlike most Regulation Officers. Had he seen many dead bodies in his life? The world was a hard place, Yaelsmuir a hard city, but not everyone had death in their immediate orbit with such a simple, ugly truth. A child, no less.

      “Mr. Hillbraun.”

      His name snapped Duskan out of his stupor and his wide eyes found Tashué’s face.

      “Get the people back before they touch anything.”

      “Not my job, is it?” Duskan sneered, the cloak of anger falling over him. “I’m a Regulation Officer and she’s no tainted. Too young.”

      Tashué shook his head. “Doesn’t matter. Someone has to take control until the Patrollers get here with a surgeon. They’ll have questions.”

      “What difference does it make? Surgeon won’t help her none.”

      Tashué gritted his teeth against the wave of frustration. “Surgeon’s job is to declare her dead.”

      “Anyone with eyes can declare her dead!”

      “Mr. Hillbraun,” Tashué snapped, “get the crowd back!”

      Duskan stepped away from Tashué, turning to the crowd, but he was still frozen, staring while Kazrani and Beckett herded the people away. It seemed so quiet without the crowd pressing down on the back of Tashué’s neck, the babbling of the river almost drowning them out once they were further away.

      “Make way! Make way for the Patrol!” A thin, reedy voice asked for passage through the crowd, lacking the authority to move all those bodies.

      Kazrani added her voice to the din and Tashué glanced over his shoulder to see the crowd part. A boy pushed through, long and lanky and dressed in the uniform of the City Civilian Patrol, the black linen crisp and starched. Acne and facial hair vied for territory along his jaw. The boy froze at the sight of the child, going near as grey as she was. The surgeon burst through the milling bodies next, round and sweating and breathing hard.

      “Aw, hell,” the surgeon muttered, moving across the bank with faltering steps. “Hell.” He made a slow circuit around the body, oblivious to the water lapping at his shoes.

      The Patroller’s attention was riveted to the child’s body. He gagged, then snapped his teeth shut and swallowed hard. Tashué looked at him, at his wide eyes and grey face. He was so terribly young.

      “What’s your name, son?”

      The Patroller looked at Tashué, his eyes uncomprehending at first. “What?”

      “Your name.”

      “Jonhan, sir. Or, City Civilian Patroller Jonhan Kiplar, that is.”

      “You need more Patrollers here, Kiplar.”

      The boy nodded, his bowler sliding down over his eyes. “There’s more coming. I was the closest. But there’s more coming.”

      “You should start talking to people,” Tashué said. “You need to find out what people know.”

      “Yes, you’re right, sir. I know. It’s just—I’ve never handled a murder before. I wouldn’t know where to start.”

      Tashué nodded toward the crowd. “Start with the man closest you, ask if he knows anything.”

      “Yes, sir.” Kiplar headed back across the bank, fumbling for his pencil and pad in his breast pocket.

      Turning back to the child, Tashué saw that the surgeon had finally eased himself closer. Tashué looked down at the girl’s face again, the familiarity of her making him ache. The little girl didn’t have the hair to hide her ears. Some rational part of Tashué recognized how ridiculous it was that, of all the obscenities that had befallen the girl, he was fixated on her hair.

      A hand gripped Tashué by the arm, pulling at his attention so abruptly that it almost startled him. He dragged his eyes away from the girl, finding Kazrani standing beside him, looking at him intently. Had she said something?

      “What?”

      “I said, Patrollers are here. We should leave them to it.”

      Tashué almost turned to follow her. One of the Patrollers stepped back toward the cobbles, waving his arms at the crowd to shoo them off.

      “Time to leave! Off to your business now, the lot of you. Off now. Time to go!”

      Kiplar staggered across the riverbank to the other Patroller, pad and pencil still in his hand. “Sir, this man here suggested I talk to the crowd and see if anyone knows anything, sir.”

      The older Patroller turned to Tashué, giving him a hard stare. “Are you in service of the city, Mister...?”

      “Blackwood. I’m a Regulation Officer.”

      “Ah, well. Thank you, sir, for your service, but unless this child is tainted, you have no authority here.”

      Kiplar shifted, looking down at his notebook. “So, we aren’t to question the crowd, Patroller Bowman, sir?”

      “This child washed down the river, Kipper.”

      Kiplar grimaced at the nickname, but didn’t say anything.

      “Doubtful any of the crowd knows anything at all,” Patroller Bowman went on. “We shan’t be wasting our time with questions that’ve no answers. Thank you for your advice, Mr. Blackwood, but we have the girl now.”

      “There’s more to know than simply who she is.” Something frantic built in Tashué’s chest, something wild and raw. It had been a long time since he’d looked down on the body of a child so horribly mutilated. Not since he was a soldier had he seen such violence perpetrated on a child and he couldn’t bring himself to walk away. Not with the knowledge that she would be discarded and forgotten, as if she were another pile of trash from the river. And with the memory of Lenora’s weight in his arms, no less. He took a slow, deep breath, fighting through the rising tide of agitation. “Did anyone touch anything when they found the body? How long ago was it found? Did anyone pass here regularly enough to be able to help identify when it might have washed up?”

      Kazrani edged closer still, tugging at Tashué’s arm. “Captain, we should go. This isn’t our job.”

      Tashué pulled his arm away from Kazrani’s grasp. “I’m staying.”

      Bowman glared hard at Tashué, his neck turning deep red. Before he could say anything, someone in the crowd stepped forward. A woman, a great shock of grey hair piled atop her head.

      “I was here earlier, sir. It was seven, maybe eight in the morning. There was no child here then.”

      Tashué met the Patroller’s stare. “There, see? There is information.” He turned to the crowd. “Who else passed this way?”

      Kazrani sighed. “Tashué…”

      A great barrel of a man with a scraggly black beard stepped forward. “I did, sir, ‘bout a half hour ago!”

      “Take notes, Patroller Kiplar,” Tashué said. “You never know what might help.”

      “That’s quite alright, Kipper, there’s no need,” Bowman grunted. His words sounded calm, but a glance across him showed his frustration, the way he had puffed out his chest like a game cock, the way he had both his fists clenched. “Mr. Blackwood is going now and he’ll leave the investigation to the investigators.”

      “But, sir, my son found the girl!” Another woman had moved forward through the crowd. “He saw the body by the bank before anyone else. I sent him on home ahead of me, but I can have him back here if you wish to speak to him.”

      “That’s quite alright, ma’am, I’ve no need to make matters worse by involving other children in this ugliness. You go home to your son, now. The Patrol is here and we shall handle things.”

      Anger burned in Tashué’s chest. He reached for his cigarillo case, going through the motions of lighting one to help hold back the frustration. “The Civilian Patrol has a puzzling way of investigating things if it’s their policy not to ask questions.”

      “That’s quite enough Mr. Blackwood!”

      Tashué swung to the woman. “Ma’am, would you escort Patroller Kiplar to your home so that he might have a word with your son?”

      “Yes, of course,” the woman said. “Anything for the wee one.”

      Kiplar and the woman slipped away as Bowman fumed.

      “Mr. Blackwood!” Bowman snapped.

      “Yes, sir, I see your cock swinging in the breeze,” Tashué said. He clamped his cigarillo between his lips to free his hands, retrieving his charcoal pencil from another pocket. “I’m sorry for threatening your manliness and all that.” Unwinding a section of twine to reveal the end of the charcoal, he opened his penknife to sharpen the pencil to a good tip. “But the City Civilian Patrol is named not because they patrol civilians, but because they are a patrol made of civilians. Seems pedantic, I know, but it’s an important difference.” Satisfied with the tip, he folded up the penknife and replaced it in his pocket, retrieving his notepad. “Since you’re a civilian, and I am a Regulation Officer, I do technically have authority over you.”

      “I’m not tainted, sir!” Bowman snapped.

      Tashué shook his head. “You aren’t listening. I never implied that. No matter the circumstances, any person serving as a Regulation Officer holds implicit jurisdiction over any civilian. Even though neither you nor the child are registered, I can help to direct your investigation. And I’m telling you, sir, that you’re to question this crowd for any information they might have so that you, sir, have a chance of discovering who mutilated and murdered a child. Am I clear, Civilian Patroller?”

      Bowman shifted his weight from one foot to the other, a bit of his bluster fading away. He seemed frozen in place, his eyes flicking around the crowd as if he were trying to decide exactly how intimidated he was.

      “I said,” Tashué snapped, using his best military voice, “am I clear, Civilian Patroller Bowman?”

      “Tashué.” Kazrani stood at his elbow and Tashué could feel the energy of her, a twisting, roiling knot of frustration. He couldn’t bear to look her in the eye and see that look she had when she thought he was wrong. “We should go. Leave it to the Patrollers. We’ve our own work to do, don’t we? We all have too many files to manage and we don’t have time to stand around here. It isn’t our job.”

      Tashué snarled, swinging on her. “Go then, Kaz! You have better things to do, fine. Go!”

      “He’s fucking losing it,” Duskan laughed.

      Tashué didn’t look at Duskan because if he did, he would smash the man’s face to pieces. He kept eye contact with Kazrani instead, his anger a shield against the sadness and the disappointment in her face. “Go ahead. Leave. You have more important things to do than find out who mutilated a child and left her body in the river.”

      “Don’t look at me like that, Tashué Blackwood,” Kazrani hissed, his anger only serving to wake some of hers. “I didn’t kill her.”

      “Don’t you want to know who did?”

      “What does it matter who did it? She won’t be any less dead if we know how she got there. You’re the one that just said you don’t have any extra time!”

      Tashué shook his head, biting back an angry retort. He took a pull from his cigarillo instead, turning away from Kazrani. He took a deep breath as he listened to her walk away, studying the girl instead. When he was sure he understood the shape of the girl’s face, he set the first sweeping lines to the paper with the charcoal pencil. The sketch came together quickly on his page, only a rough drawing to help him remember the details, like the round cheeks that weren’t pudgy enough for a child so young and the long lines of her neck suggesting she would be tall if she had been given the chance to grow. The heart-shaped mouth, the broad, flat nose that reminded him of Keoh.

      At the sound of running footsteps, Tashué looked over his shoulder. Kiplar was returning, bless him, his overly-large coat flapping around him as he ran, one hand clutching his bowler to his head. He skidded to a stop at Tashué’s side, his chest heaving.

      “I spoke to the boy. He hadn’t much to say, sir.”

      Tashué sighed, shaking his head at the fresh wave of frustration. “Children are notoriously hard to question. Have one of your comrades help you search the bank.”

      “The bank, sir?”

      “The riverbank.” Tashué nodded upriver. The thought came again, intrusive and obsessive, like ice flowing through his body. Could she be from the Rift? The rational parts of his mind told him it didn’t make sense, and yet, he couldn’t escape the fear of that place, the loathing for it.

      “Yes, sir.” Kiplar hadn’t moved away, looking at Tashué with wide eyes. “It’s only that… well, sir, there is a rather lot of debris along the bank. How am I to know what pertains to the girl, sir?”

      Tashué sighed, tearing his eyes from the Rift and looking down at the bank again. Kiplar was right, of course. There was so much trash, how could anyone tell what might help? “Just look to see if there are any other bodies, Kiplar. We should know what exactly we’re dealing with.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The youth darted away, gathering one of his colleagues to ease along the bank, heading upriver. The loose stone was slippery underfoot as they neared the water’s edge and their movements were slow. They locked arms with each other, and Tashué was pleased to see them moving with their eyes fixed on the ground, the toes of their boots nudging whatever they passed before they moved on.

      At the sound of cursing, Tashué turned back to the child. Bowman and the surgeon were wrestling the girl onto a stretcher that the surgeon had brought with him. Tashué saw something as they lifted her, a flash of faded black on grey and white mottled skin.

      “Wait,” Tashué breathed. He stepped closer and retrieved his pad. “Hold her there.”

      “What now?” Bowman snapped. He looked precarious, leaning over the child’s body, hands tucked beneath her side as he tried to find purchase to lift her.

      “There’s something there, on the back of her neck.” Tashué dropped to one knee. The rocks were damp from the river. He reached out, gently lifting the child’s shaved head. Her skin was cold, her skull heavy and limp, the stubble of her hair prickly and rough. There was a tattoo across the back of her neck, a scrawl of numbers in a combination Tashué didn’t recognize. He scribbled them down, 1693-0237-4494.

      “What’s that, then?” Bowman shifted, peering down at the tattoo. He shifted his grip to free a hand and reached out, running his thick fingers across the tattoo as if to check if it was real. “Who tattoos a child?”

      “I don’t know.” Tashué flipped his notebook closed again. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      Bowman cursed as the child slipped from his grasp, her body falling hard among the stones. Tashué winced, but he reminded himself that she was beyond such simple things as pain and discomfort. Bowman took a step back, plucking a kerchief from his pocket and wiping his hands. Tashué slid his hands under the child’s back, lifting her carefully. The sickly sweet rot smell of death wafted over Tashué, but such smells had long since lost their hold on him. She was terribly light even though she was all dead weight, her torso swollen with the onset of decay. He set her gently on the canvas of the stretcher, pausing to brush some dirt from her cheek.

      “Where does the Patrol take bodies?”

      “There’s a crematorium down in the Bay that handles cases like this,” Bowman said, and the bluster had fallen away. Maybe a dead and mutilated child did affect him after all. “There’ll be a notice in all the papers that we’ve found a child and if no one claims her in two days, she’ll be incinerated. City doesn’t waste space in the graveyards for bodies no one claims.”
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      The crematorium employed a photographer, and under Tashué’s direction, the man took two photographs: one of the girl’s face, another of the tattoo on the back of her neck. He conceded her to the crematorium, the memory of her rotted wound etched so vividly in his mind that he was sure he’d go to his grave seeing the image.

      Two days to be claimed, that’s what the Patroller said—they’d wait two days before giving her body to the fire.

      Tashué tried not to think too hard about that for now. Kazrani was right, after all. He had plenty of his own cases to manage as a Regulation Officer and he didn’t have any more time to chase answers about the girl, not today.

      He walked under the elevated tram line, leaving the Bay. His home in the Row wasn’t far from the tracks, and he went there first. He needed more cigarillos, after spending most of his day in the company of a dead child. He hadn’t smoked this much in a long time, but the tobacco helped to cleanse his mouth of the cloying taste of death.

      Children played in the street outside his building, a thick knot of them, fighting and scrabbling over a ball made of rags. A familiar strawberry-blond head stood in the centre of the chaos, swamped by some of the bigger children but very much in control. He stopped for a moment, down the street of his own building, watching her a while. She was in another fight with the neighbour boy that had just moved in, the boy twice her size and looming over her, but she was resolute.

      Such a simple thing, to watch children play, to watch the crowd shift and the argument fade and then the children scatter to resume their game. It almost let him forget about the dead child on the bank, the photographs in his pocket. Almost.

      Taking a deep breath, he headed toward his building. Stella Whiterock sat on her front steps—of course she did. She often sat there in the afternoons, watching her daughter Ceridwen play until it was time for her to go to her night shift. The cool autumn breeze had Stella’s hair again, lifting strands from the braids she kept when she was going to work. That hair, that copper coloured hair, with its corkscrew curls, could never really be tamed, no matter how hard she tried to contain it.

      She smiled when she looked up at him, and that smile made it hard to breathe. “Good afternoon, Mr. Blackwood.”

      Tashué stopped by her front steps, leaning on the banister. Don’t have time, he tried to tell himself, but he was rooted there now, locked in place by her presence. “Afternoon, Miss Whiterock. Your Ceridwen is becoming quite the rabblerouser these days.”

      Stella nodded, her eyes finding Ceridwen. “She has a way with her friends.”

      “A way with the whole crowd, I think.”

      The door to the building opened behind Stella, and she pushed herself to her feet. Tashué was suddenly aware of how close they were, her face inches away from his, almost as tall as him since she stood two steps above him. He took a step back, away from her, but it was too late. He’d already felt her breath on his face, smelled the scent of her hair. His mind betrayed him and he imagined what her hair must feel like, silky and messy and curly all at once.

      She followed him as he stepped back—what was she doing? The closer she came, the harder it was not to touch her. Closer, closer, until she was down at the bottom with him. His hands itched with the desire to reach out to her. The warmth of her was delicious, even through their clothes.

      The family that she had been making room for passed down the stairs in a great flurry of movement—both parents herded half a dozen children out of the building and up the street, some children peeling away to steal a quick word with their friends. But once the stairs were clear again, Stella didn’t sit back down. She rested her whole body against the banister and stayed close, her head tilting back to look up at him.

      She took the breath from him, looking at him like that.

      He reached into his pocket for his timepiece, just so he could have something else to hold, something else to look at. He flicked the cover open, watching the second hand tick around its little circle at the bottom of the face.

      “Do you have another busy day?” Stella asked. She was looking at his timepiece, too, which somehow only made her closer to him. The breeze had her hair again and it drifted up into his face.

      “All of my days are busy,” Tashué said. He snapped the timepiece closed again, replacing it in its pocket. This was the part when he said he needed to go because he should check in on at least one of his cases today, but he couldn’t find the words. Not with her standing right there against him.

      “You have a Saeati watch,” she said, nodding to the pocket where the timepiece sat. “Those are very expensive.”

      “My father bought it for me, when Mr. Saeati was still in the Bay. They weren’t so expensive back then.”

      Stella looked up, meeting his eye again. “Did your father come from the Bay?”

      “No, he was born and raised here in Brickheart,” Tashué said. He found his cigarillo case next, but it was empty. Stifling a sigh, he snapped it shut. “So was I, right here in the Row.”

      Stella smiled at that, turning her face away from him and finding Ceridwen. “I’ll bet you caused all kinds of trouble, when you were a boy. Streets like this are ripe with mischief.”

      “You sound like you know a thing or two about mischief yourself, Miss Whiterock.”

      She smiled and blushed at the same time, her hand sliding through her stray hairs in an attempt to smooth them back down.

      Don’t lean closer to her.

      He regretted it, saying the thing about mischief. Now he was thinking about her again, about the mischief he’d like to make with her, about how she stood so close to him, how it might be her way of telling him that she wouldn’t mind it if he reached out to her and kissed her like he wanted to.

      He took a step back, putting a little more distance between them. If he didn’t step away, he would kiss her. He might have, too, a few weeks ago, back before her Regulation Officer died, back before her file had been assigned to him. He might have kissed her and pushed his face into her hair and tasted every inch of her body—but now he was her Regulation Officer and it wasn’t possible anymore. He’d known plenty of Officers who took advantage of their position, who traded leniency for skin. He wouldn’t. He wouldn’t put Stella—anyone—in that position of wondering whether saying no to him would put her in danger. Of saying yes just to keep herself safe.

      She didn’t even know that he was her Regulation Officer now. Her file was technically his, but he hadn’t opened it yet. Hadn’t looked. It wasn’t how he’d hoped to come to know Stella Whiterock.

      “I should go,” he forced himself to say. “I hope you have a nice evening, Miss Whiterock.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Blackwood. The same to you.”
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        * * *

      

       

      The second set of elevated tram rails cut through the city mercilessly, buildings razed in the mad rush to get them up. The quarter now contained inside the tracks had once been part of Drystone, Brickheart or the Market Quarter, but the razed buildings and the large tracks had redefined the area. Anything bordered by the loop that curved through the city was simply known as In the Tracks.

      Glaen Forsooth lived In the Tracks. His job was to keep the brights lit through the night, the lamps themselves a project of mixed success. In wealthier quarters, they gave the long streets and stately manors an air of sophistication, an elegant glow. In quarters like Brickheart and In the Tracks, they only seemed to throw deeper shadows on the flaws and cracks and holes. Worse was when the tall wrought-iron posts were damaged, leaving them bent at odd angles like drunkards staggering home after too many pints. Criminals and mischief makers—those whom the brights were originally intended to discourage—had learnt where the gaps were, which alleys had the deepest shadows, which bright-keepers could be bribed not to work for a few hours.

      Forsooth lived in one of the large tenement buildings built in response to one of the city’s many housing crises. The population of Yaelsmuir had grown more steadily than any other city, with all the industries that had burst to life in the area. For years, builders tried to make the most profit from what land they held by building massive residential blocks. Only the rooms against the exterior walls were fortunate enough to have windows—the rest lived in eternal darkness and stifling heat. Such horrific tenement buildings were fading away since the Queen had declared that everyone had the right to at least one window. Forsooth lived in one of the remodelled block tenements, where interior walls had been torn down and rebuilt to try to get at least one window per apartment.

      Tashué smoked another cigarillo as he made the climb up, ignoring the clutter beneath his feet—leaves blown in the open window, dropped and forgotten pieces of paper, cloth, or food, carcasses of rat and roach and fly. Some days, there were people in the stairwells, searching for shelter in a city that didn’t have room for them.

      He knocked on Glaen Forsooth’s door. Footsteps whispered behind other doors, creaking floorboards and door frames as other tenants leaned against their peepholes. When there was no sound from Forsooth’s apartment, he knocked again, louder. Forsooth came, cursing under his breath. The door stuck in the frame, then swung on its leather hinges. His face fell when he saw Tashué.

      “There was no appointment scheduled today,” Forsooth said, but the little act of defiance was ruined by the way he stared down at his feet.

      “Let me in so we can speak privately, Mr. Forsooth. Not here in the hallway where your neighbours can hear.”

      “Mr. Blackwood, I’ve thin walls and a broken window. I can hear the whore to my left with her clients, and the family to my right fighting all day. I am certain that they can both hear my business no matter where I’m standing.”

      “Nevertheless . . .”

      Forsooth sighed and shuffled out of the way. He lived in a single room with one window, although the one window was nearly inaccessible, sitting at the end of a long, narrow hallway stretching from the foot of the bed to the north wall. Forsooth could walk to the window easily, but Tashué, taller and broader, would have a tight squeeze.

      Forsooth stirred the coals in his wood stove, adding some smaller logs. “Do you take tea?”

      “Thank you, no.”

      “I don’t know why I still offer you tea. You never take tea.”

      Tashué sighed. “I didn’t realize tea meant so much to you.”

      Forsooth shook his head, his shoulders going tense. “Tinmen never take tea because tinmen don’t have souls. People who don’t take tea in another man’s home can only be men without souls. Yes, tea means very much to me. I’ve only the one window, and I use it to throw my shit down into the alley since there are no water closets above the third floor. The glass in the window is broken, probably from the tram line making it rattle all the time. The landlord won’t fix it. Says I broke it, so it’s my responsibility. I save my spare copper crowns, but of course there aren’t many because the Authority pays a pittance. On windy days when my neighbours throw their shit, it blows in the cracks of the window. I asked the landlord if I can put shutters on at least. To keep the shit out. But the law says shutters aren’t allowed anymore. Did you know that? I didn’t. Apparently, shutters don’t let in enough light, so the law says it has to be glass.” He huffed. “At least I can still make tea. Tea is the cornerstone of civilization, Mr. Blackwood, and I could never trust a man who doesn’t take it.”

      Tashué took a deep breath and held it for a moment, biting back the anger rising in his chest. Forsooth had long been one of Tashué’s easiest cases, quiet and cooperative. Until recently, when he’d been seen with another tainted—Gianna Tarbrook, a healer from Drystone. Part of Tashué understood Forsooth’s anger and frustration. After all, did he not just stand in front of Stella Whiterock and feel his whole body ache for her? But he stepped away, because it was the right thing to do. And the National Tainted Registration Authority claimed the right to manage whom their charges could associate with. Non-compliance with the fraternization law was not taken lightly.

      “You know why I’m here, Mr. Forsooth.”

      Forsooth shook his head, a pendulous movement filled with grief.

      “You have been seen fraternizing with another tainted for the second time. If it happens again, I’ll have to process you. You have to stop seeing this woman, or it will cost you your freedom.”

      Forsooth laughed, a wheezing cackle that shook his shoulders. “My freedom? Do you live in a tenement building, Mr. Blackwood? Do you have any idea the humiliation and the degradation that a human being withstands in a place like this? Gianna gives me a reason to breathe. She is like the sun rising after a long and terrible night. But the night was more than only a few hours; the sun set for me years ago.”

      Tashué took another slow, deep breath, letting it out bit by bit. “You should write poetry.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You’re an eloquent man, Mr. Forsooth. You should write poetry and sell it to those pennycovers. They’d devour your poems, I’m sure, what with all the pain and darkness. It would be a better use of your time than fraternizing with another tainted. Might even get you enough crowns to fix your window.”

      “Are you mocking me?”

      Tashué shook his head. “No, sir, I’m being serious. I don’t live in a tenement building, but I do know people who have been processed. This tenement has more freedom than you’ll ever see in the Rift. I think you’ve convinced yourself that this is the worst your life can be, but I promise you, you can still sink further. And if your freedom, such that it is, isn’t enough to convince you to stop, consider this—if I process you for fraternization, then I’ll also contact Gianna Tarbrook’s Regulation Officer. She’ll be processed, too. If you love her, you’ll not subject her to that. This is the final warning.”

      “Why can I not see her?” Forsooth breathed. “What’s the harm?”

      What’s the harm indeed? Tashué sighed, feeling the weight of his badge pulling down at the front of his jacket. What was the harm? Sedition. Rebellion. And if he didn’t stop, the Rift.

      The elevated tram hurtled past the building as they stood there, filling the silence with its clatter. The vibration rattled Forsooth’s broken window. Tashué watched the tram pass, his stomach twisting at the sour feeling that it always brought with it, as if he could feel the misery of the tainted that powered it. His own Talent, still knotted deep in his chest and never quickened, allowed him to feel other people use their abilities. He hated the sensation that he got from the trams especially.

      “It’s not for me to say why laws should be followed,” he said, once the tram was well past. “My job is to enforce them, not question them. Things could always be worse. There was a time when this room had no window at all, and nine other men would be in here with you.”

      “Forgive me if I don’t dance with the joy of my circumstance. Perhaps if there were ten of us, we could afford a new pane.”
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      The Residential Institute for Feral Tainted and Non-Compliants—the Rift—stood on an island in the Brightwash, its massive stone walls constantly enshrouded in spray from the river. An iron fence had been built around the old stone structure, an extra layer to keep its residents contained. It stood like a monolith to the nation’s past, when the continent was divided into countries and city states, and war raged more often than not.

      Tashué smoked as he stood on the bridge, hoping to banish the pressure in his chest, but it was no use. The grounds were stark and empty, the stone denying a foothold to any vegetation. When he glanced down river, he could see the pilings jutting up from the bank from here. That girl, so small and tortured, hadn’t left his thoughts. The photographs still sat in his pocket, tucked into his notepad. Such a little thing, a photograph. And yet it was heavier than any other burden he’d ever taken on before.

      With the cigarillo spent, he couldn’t use it to stall anymore—he marched himself forward, trying to brace himself against the headache that clamped down on the base of his skull. The tainted in the Rift were kept contained not only by stone walls, iron fences, and the rushing river, but by a thick fog of protection that blocked the inmates and their visitors from using their Talent. Though Tashué’s own Talent was so minimal he didn’t need to register, he still felt the vice-like will blocking him from it. He wondered, as he had more than once, if the inmates got used to the sensation, if exposure to the vice took the pain away, or if they lived with the headache every moment of every day.

      The attendant was a small man, walking with a shuffling limp that made every step look painful. What he may have lacked in physical intimidation, he made up with the guards that flanked him, the pair of them armed with utilitarian Imburleigh pistols and heavy truncheons.

      “Good evening, Mr. Flinn,” Tashué said, waiting at the gate.

      “You’re late today, Mr. Blackwood,” Flinn said. He settled his spectacles on the edge of his nose as he looked at Tashué expectantly. “Haven’t much visiting time left.”

      “I have an hour still.”

      Flinn shrugged at him. Tashué reached for his tin badge, passing it through the gate. Flinn was the keeper of the paperwork. He scratched Tashué’s name and badge number down with deliberate care. He passed the badge back and checked his watch, marking down the time beside Tashué’s information. Only when those notes were made did Flinn nod at the guards. Tashué had to duck to fit through the small door. He pinned his badge back into place on the front of his jacket as he followed Flinn into the building, a guard hanging back to close and lock the gate, the other stomping along just ahead of Flinn.

      An attendant waited in a room behind a metal grate, where Tashué turned over most of the contents of his pockets. He handed over his Imburleigh pistol—a heavier piece than the guards carried—the big cavalry knife that he’d had since he served in the Dominion military, his timepiece, his cigarillo case, his pack of matches, the most of the coins he had.

      The visiting rooms were arranged next to a long hallway that stretched along the outer wall. There was a door on each side of the room, both of them locking to keep the visitor and the inmate trapped inside. Each room was cut in half by a table and strong metal grate, keeping inmates and visitors on their respective sides. Without access to Talent, no one could run brights, and the rooms were lit with oil lamps, which gave off juddering, dim light and too much heat. At least with autumn chill and winter hot on its heels, the rooms weren’t so oppressively hot anymore.

      Tashué sat at the table and waited. An ever-present hum filtered through the massive halls, an indistinct roar of so many bodies living in one place and the babbling of the river as it crested around the island. Tashué had come to appreciate all the noise. It used to be daunting, but he had learnt that the constant barrage of sound lay like a cloak over the visiting rooms, making it hard for the guards waiting outside to hear what was going on once they shut the door.

      Tashué looked up as the guard stomped in. Setting eyes on his son never ceased to hurt, the frustration and regret and disappointment and fear of the last three years tearing through him every time. Jason sat across from Tashué, looking small and weary on his side of the grate. Jason hadn’t inherited his father’s height and breadth. He looked more like his mother—short and slim, with warm gold skin and hair as black as pitch, and tawny coloured eyes that were somewhere in between his own startling amber hue and Keoh’s warm brown. But seeing the girl made Tashué realize that he had forgotten what Keoh looked like. When he pictured her, he saw Jason. But Jason’s face was a blend of the two of them, Tashué and Keoh both. The girl made him remember Keoh’s face scrubbed of the features that Tashué had contributed to their son. He remembered now how full and heart-shaped Keoh’s mouth was, and her ears, overly large for her face. He remembered Keoh compulsively smoothing her hair over her ears, and Tashué, in his youth and ignorance, teasing her about them because he liked making her blush.

      There were no new bruises on Jason this time. His eye was less swollen and the blood that had turned the sclera into a mottle of white and red was starting to fade. The other bruise, the one that came from a hit to the jaw that probably knocked a few teeth loose, had almost faded completely.

      They sat in silence, staring at each other through the grate until the guard retreated out of the room.

      “You look like shit, as usual,” Tashué muttered.

      Jason rolled his eyes at him, leaning his chair back to balance on the two rear legs. “Sorry. I didn’t have time to dress up for you.”

      “Your eye is getting better, at least.”

      Jason’s hand moved up to the side of his face, but he stopped short before touching it. He clenched his fists and Tashué saw the bruises on his knuckles. Were those new? He couldn’t remember.

      “Remind me what happened to it?” Tashué pressed.

      “I fell.”

      “And broke your fall with your eye?”

      Jason scowled. “You can save your interrogations for your cases.”

      Tashué bit back the frustration. He shuffled through his pockets instead, pulling out the various offerings he’d neglected to hand over: one silver crown, a handful of plump figs and a slice of dense bread made with grains and nuts, wrapped in muslin cloth to keep it clean. The grate was easily pulled up from the table, just enough to squeeze the items through. A few snacks seemed like such a small contribution to Jason’s life, but Tashué had to do something. Jason was Tashué’s flesh, his bone, his blood, but he was locked up like an animal, and there was nothing Tashué could do about that. He watched Jason diminish, every lost pound and every bruise gained chipping a piece of Tashué away. One day, he would know how to fix it, how to get Jason out. Until then, fruit and bread would have to suffice.

      Jason leaned forward again, the front legs of his chair thumping back down on the floor as he reached for the silver first, stashing it away into a pocket in the rags that passed for clothing here.

      “Did you get any more letters from your mother?” Tashué asked.

      Jason unwrapped the muslin from the heavy bread, breaking off a few pieces and chewing them before answering. “This morning, just the one.”

      “What does she write about?”

      “Nothing. It’s babbling on paper. I don’t ever recall her babbling. In fact, when I try to remember her, I only remember her being quiet. Standing back, away from everything, as if she was afraid I’d break her.”

      “I think she was afraid she would break you. No one ever taught her to control her Talent.”

      Jason scowled at the answer, and Tashué could feel the familiar shape of the conversation and the way it was going to flow. It always went this way—a few questions, a bit of small talk, and it all somehow built up into a fight.

      “How is she?” Tashué asked, trying to head off the fight. Maybe if he changed the subject often enough, he could spend a whole hour with his son without either of them getting angrier than they already were. “Your mother. Other than babbling, I mean.”

      Jason sighed, taking a fig next. He twisted off the hard bit that was left of the stem, pushing it back under the bent grate. “She’s going to be retired soon. She said she had three miscarriages in a row, but now she’s pregnant again. She says she hopes this one will survive, but she isn’t sure it has a chance. Whatever happens to the babe, they’ll retire her.”

      “That’s good news.”

      “Is it?”

      “It must be. Maybe she’ll be released.”

      Jason leaned close to the grate, eyes wide and intense. “Will she? What happens to the Talented when they’re retired from the Breeding Program? Do they get reassigned? Do you monitor any women who have been retired?”

      The thought, and what Jason was implying, gave Tashué pause. “No, I don’t have any, but that doesn’t mean anything. Most of my cases are low strength. A woman strong enough to make it into a Breeding Program would get a much bigger assignment than anything we would keep in Brickheart.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Why, Jason? What have you heard?”

      Jason shrugged, twisting the top off another fig. “Nothing specifically.” He popped the fig into his mouth and Tashué could hear him crunching on the seeds. He’d never got used to that feeling, but Jason loved figs. “I’ve been wondering. I was tempted to hope I would see her again, but hope seems such a stupid thing in this world.”

      The words cut through Tashué. His one job as a father was to protect his son from the hard world around them, but he had failed. He had so miserably failed. Fighting was almost better than this, because at least when they were fighting, rage and frustration filled all the hollow places in him and left no room for the shame.

      “I’ll find out,” he croaked. “I’ll find out what happens to them.”

      Jason nodded. Tashué tried to remember how old Jason was when last he saw his mother. He wondered if Jason even remembered what she looked like. If Tashué didn’t have a firm memory of her anymore how could Jason remember someone he had last seen when he was a child?

      Tashué’s eyes were drawn down to the dark lines across Jason’s collarbone, stark against his pale skin. Jason noticed him staring and his hand went to the tattoo, pushing aside the ragged collar of his shirt. Blackwood J 1.1.658753. The first number named his crime—1 was code for feral, refusal to register. The second marked the province he belonged to—1 again, for Yael, the first province to have the Authority at all. The third was his identity as a prisoner in the Rift. Tashué had wondered more than once if that meant that the Authority had really processed over six hundred thousand people into the Rift or other buildings like it. Jason seemed to think the numbers were random. Tashué hoped he was right.

      “Do they tattoo you all in the same place?” Tashué asked, nodding to the mark.

      Jason nodded, popping the last fig into his mouth. “Everyone.”

      “You don’t see anyone with tattoos anywhere else?”

      Another shrug. “Of course, but they had them before they got here. Or they get them after.”

      “But the Authority gives you all the same style tattoo? In the same place?”

      “Yes,” Jason huffed. “Why? Why do you care about tattoos all of a sudden?”

      Tashué reached for his notebook, but muttered a curse when he realized he’d handed it over to the attendant. “I found a child, on the bank of the river. She had a tattoo on the back of her neck, three sets of four-digit numbers.”

      “Why don’t you ask her where she got it?”

      “Don’t be a shit,” Tashué muttered. “You think I wouldn’t have tried that if I could? When I found her, she was dead.”

      The smirk died fast and Jason leaned forward, pushing the muslin back through the gap and smoothing the grate back into place. “I didn’t realize dead children were part of your job.”

      “They aren’t. But I can’t do nothing.”

      “You always did have a soft spot for little kids. Fuck, that was so frustrating. All the other kids liked you so damned much and they were always asking to come visit because they wanted to see you. It made me so mad because I could never seem to get along with you, but there you were, a second father to half the fucking neighbourhood.”

      Tashué sighed, folding the muslin and tucking it back into his pocket. How could he explain that the reason he was so infuriated by Jason’s choices was because he loved his son so damned much? He watched Jason stubbornly throw himself into his mistakes. Every time, Tashué desperately wanted to pull his son back onto a safer course. But every time he pulled, Jason bucked and fought like a stubborn horse.

      “Do any inmates ever get pregnant?” Tashué asked instead.

      Jason shrugged. “Of course they do. You know what people do when they’re all locked up together. Helps pass the time.”

      “What happens to the children?”

      Jason glanced back over his shoulder, still for a moment. It was easy to tell what he was thinking—how close were the guards? How much did they hear? “I don’t know. Don’t see any of them in here. There’s all kinds of rumours.”

      “What kind of rumours?”

      “Why?” Jason asked, swinging back to Tashué, leaning in close. “Do you think she came from here?”

      “I don’t know. She was just downriver and I thought… What kind of rumours, Jason?”

      Jason shook his head, leaning back again. “I’m sure the Authority takes them. We’re all tainted in here, after all. A bunch of bad meat. If people are making babies, they’ll be tainted too, so the Authority must want them. Right?”

      “What else have you heard, though?”

      Jason opened his mouth to answer, but the guard came stomping into the room. Jason shot to his feet like he was caught at something he wasn’t supposed to be doing, wiping the crumbs off his hands. The guard ignored the crumbs and the sweet smell of figs, patting Jason’s pocket quickly and finding the silver crown. With it in her pocket, she marched Jason back out again.

      “Fucking hell,” Tashué muttered, pushing himself to his feet.

      Flinn escorted him back out. Tashué lit a cigarillo as soon as he had them back, cloaking himself in sweet-smelling tobacco smoke. Was it the rumours that inspired the fear in Jason, or merely the defiant act of spreading them?

      Wind whipped off the river, tugging at Tashué’s clothes. Flinn’s keys unlocked the gate and Tashué stepped through, released from the headache.

      “Have a good night, Mr. Blackwood.”

      Tashué stopped. He turned to the little man, looking past the crooked spectacles to look Flinn in the eye. “My son is imprisoned in the Rift, Mr. Flinn. I come here three or four times a week to see him and most of the time he has fresh bruises. No new ones this time, thank the North Star. As long as my son is in this place, I don’t have ‘good’ nights.”
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      Stella Whiterock was registered as tainted. She worked at the Facility of Rest for the Critically Ill, which sat on the bank of the Brightwash like a towering, ugly toad, all grey stone and hard lines. There weren’t enough windows in the building, so brights lined the halls, casting ghoulish shadows night and day.

      Stella hated the brights. She hated the whole building, all six floors of it. The uppermost floors were miserably hot, the basement and the ground floor bitterly cold. There seemed to be quite a bit of disagreement as to how the patients were to be distributed through the building. Sometimes the patients assigned to her were peppered thinly across multiple floors, sending her up and down the stairs endlessly, or they were packed more ‘efficiently’ on each floor, sometimes so tightly that there was only room to step between every second cot, sending her wading through bodies and the filth that the dying created.

      Tonight, Stella had a dozen patients scattered across the fourth and fifth floors, sending her wandering through the halls and stairwells like a wraith. The Facility of Rest was not a healing place, but rather a hospice where people could go to die without their pain. Not everyone could afford the attentions of a properly-registered healer, nor could every ailment be solved completely by Talent. For those people—at least those that could pull together four copper crowns a day—there were whisperers who could offer their patients the solace of removing them from their pain. It was an easy thing to disconnect people’s minds from their own pain, leaving them oblivious and distant. But whisperers were no healers, and though the pain was gone, the symptoms continued.

      And so it was that Stella found herself on her hands and knees, washing another pile of vomit from the floorboards. There were attendants to mop up the various messes, but of course there were never enough of them.

      Dumping the rags into the wash bucket, she stood slowly, her knees crackling their protest. The water and the rags and the filth all slopped around together as she lifted the bucket. Stella headed out of the big room, stepping carefully so she didn’t slosh any of the foul water on her feet. Stella moved to the end of the hall where there was a wash basin and a water closet. She emptied the contents of the bucket into the basin, the acrid smell burning the inside of her nostrils. The water pump was stiff and creaky, and she felt the strain in her shoulders, her arms, her back. Her legs might have been well-toned by her numerous trips up and down the stairs, but pumping water wasn’t one of her usual chores.

      “Miss Whiterock?” came a familiar voice.

      Stella looked up to see Daphne, the orderly who seemed to be in charge of the entire fifth floor—a mighty job even when less than half of the beds were filled. She was a short woman with a round face predisposed to friendliness, but mostly she looked weary and worn.

      “Forgive me, Miss Whiterock.” Daphne dragged her bucket to the sink and dumped in a similar soup of rags, dirty water, and sour smell. “Was there a mess?”

      “Mr. Thorpe was sick again. You seemed busy so I thought I’d clean it myself.”

      “Thank you, Miss Whiterock.” Daphne moved swiftly between Stella and the pump, taking over. “The girl in the east wing was stricken with a terrible bloody flux. She didn’t last long, poor thing, but at least she was able to go quietly.”

      Stella leaned over the basin, rinsing her hands in the flow of bitterly cold water. The water from the Brightwash seemed to remember the ice it had melted from, up in the mountains. The cold dragged Stella back to herself, an ache forming in her fingers that anchored her in her own flesh.

      “I’m sorry, Daphne. I really should be getting back.”

      “Of course, Miss Whiterock. I’ll be around to your side in a few moments, I promise. If there is any other trouble, please come find me.”

      “It’s fine. There’s no rush.”

      Stella returned to the boy in her care, the one that was most frustrating of all her cases. He probably hadn’t long left in him, his whole body poisoned by the infection that lived in his blood. His parents had taken him to a meat-monger instead of a proper healer when first he fell ill. After discovering the boy had cut himself on the toe and the wound had gone bad, the meat-monger cut off the rotting appendage. When it became clear that the infection hadn’t been brought under control, they cut off the whole foot. Finally, they’d taken the boy’s leg just above the knee in a last effort to save him, but it was all too late. The terrible infection had burned through his entire body by then, eating him from the inside. The boy’s parents had spent all of their money on the meat-monger and they couldn’t afford the calibre of healer it would take to save his life.

      Returning to the child’s bedside, Stella lowered herself onto the edge of the cot and took the boy’s hand. His skin was hot and clammy, the fever raging as his body battled vainly against the infection. But he lay peacefully, his other hand pinned beneath his cheek. With his mouth hanging slack, Stella could see the gaps where his baby premolars had fallen out, making Stella wonder how old he was. Surely no more than ten. No older than Ceridwen, who slept even now in a safe place, up on the top floor.

      It was an easy thing to slip her consciousness into the boy’s body, to hear his heart racing but weakening, fading beneath the strain. It wouldn’t be much harder to slide her Talent a little further, to drag the infection out of his body and boost the strength of his organs and see the boy on his way—one legged, perhaps, but alive! Even though her registration papers said that she was only capable of small feats, her Talent burned in the centre of her and so too her desire to use it. The infection, though fatal, would be an easy thing for her to help him conquer. The body knew what to do, and Stella had more than enough strength in her Talent to lend him some, more than enough skill to see him safely returned to his parents.

      It was a shame that he had lost so much when the solution was so simple. Any decent healer could have dealt with the infection when it was first discovered, and their attention would have been less expensive than three amputations from the meat-monger. But the very thought of going to a healer—someone tainted—was terrifying to some people, even though it was often the simplest and best solution.

      She sent her Talent into him, just a bit. It flooded his body with fresh energy, lending strength to organs that were about to fail and pushing her own will against the invading infection. He would still have to battle the infection himself, but perhaps now he had the strength to survive it.

      And even as she lent him that strength, a flash of fear passed through her mind. Such risks she took, when she healed people. The Facility of Rest wasn’t a place for healing. People came here to die, and if she sent too many home, someone would notice.

      And yet, she couldn’t quite bring herself to feel bad about saving him. The boy deserved to live. Her skills allowed that to happen. What world was it if she let him die only because she was afraid for her own life? Living longer was not a good enough gift, not when an innocent child was in front of her and she had to choose.

      “Rest, sweet boy,” Stella whispered. “Rest a while longer.”
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      The Directed Breeding Program of Yaelsmuir housed their breeders in a massive garrison standing alone on a hill to the south of the city. As he stood by the walls, Tashué looked back to see the whole city stretching out before him: Cattle Bone Bay, Highfield on the other side of the Brightwash, Highview looking north at it, the two tram lines slicing through it all with the elevated track.

      It was easier to look out at the city than it was to look at the towering stone walls. He wasn’t sure what he’d find in there, but the whole place left him feeling as small as he felt when he stood on the bridge and looked up at the Rift. Smaller, even. The walls of the Breeding Program were angular and aggressive, more menacing than the Rift. The double gates were shut tight, but the turret closest to the road held a great column of offices. Tashué wondered how much paperwork was contained in that turret, how many boxes of files were collecting dust. The Authority generated so damned much paper. Which floor was Keoh’s file tucked away on? What happened to the files of the women ‘retired’? Did they get shifted to a station house somewhere, or were they all still there?

      Tashué cursed as he flicked the cigarillo to the road, crushing the ember with the toe of his boot. He turned away from the city, looking up at the turret instead. He took a deep breath and stepped in. The place smelled of stone and dust and paper and spent gas from the lamps. Like the Rift, the tiny windows did not let in sufficient light. The brights really were a fantastic innovation, something Tashué had come to realize with all the places he frequented that couldn’t use them.

      He didn’t get far before he found a table that barred his path. A pair of guards were rolling knuckle-bone dice, piles of half copper crowns as their wagers. An attendant sat among a pile of paperwork at the massive desk that stretched behind them. The guards glanced up as he rounded the corner, one half-rising from his seat.

      “Sir? Are you here to apply for a visitation?”

      “Yes.”

      The attendant’s head popped up and she waved Tashué over. Tashué had to skirt past the guard’s table to reach her, and the dice stopped clattering. The attendant shuffled through the papers on her desk, found the appropriate paper, and refilled her pen with ink.

      “Your name?”

      “Tashué Blackwood.”

      “Occupation?”

      “I’m a Regulation Officer here in Yaelsmuir.”

      “May I see your badge?”

      Tashué pulled the badge off his jacket, laying it on the desk between them. She pulled it closer, copying down the badge number.

      “Who would you like to visit?”

      “Keoh Gian Ly.”

      “What is your relation to this breeder?”

      “She is the mother of my son.”

      “Were you ever married to this breeder?”

      “No.”

      “Is there any family relation between you and this breeder?”

      “I fucking well hope not,” Tashué grunted. “What the hell is that supposed to mean? Is she my cousin as well?”

      The attendant forced a smile, gesturing down at the paper. “I’ve a list of questions to ask and I need an answer for each one.”

      Tashué sighed. That, at least, he understood. “No, I am not otherwise related to the mother of my son.”

      “Is there an official reason for the requested visit?”

      “If I say yes, are my chances of getting through the gates better?”

      “If the answer is yes, you have to prove the official reason with supporting paperwork. Do you have supporting paperwork?”

      “No,” Tashué admitted.

      “What is the reason for the requested visit?”

      “Nostalgia?”

      The attendant glanced up at Tashué, waiting for a better answer, before looking down and scratching something on the paper. “Your request will be submitted and you will be informed when a decision is reached.”

      “How long might I wait for such a decision?”

      “The usual waiting period is four to eight weeks.”

      “Four to eight weeks?” Tashué breathed. “I’m sorry, I thought it would be a somewhat shorter time frame?”

      “There are a lot of applicants, Mr. Blackwood, and these things take time. I’m sorry. Four to eight weeks. But it could be longer.”

      “Is there any way I can expedite this process?”

      “Not unless you have an official reason to visit.”

      Frustration bubbled in him again, but he took a deep breath and swallowed it down. He knew the intricate system of the Authority well enough to know how they cloaked themselves in paperwork and regulations. Employees were given the rules to follow, rigid lines that they were meant to fit within, and copious amounts of paperwork to ensure that every decision could be traced.

      “Fine,” Tashué said, standing, picking up his badge and returning it to its place. “Is that all, then?”

      “If you’ll leave your address, sir, I can have any correspondence sent to your place of residence. Otherwise I’ll have it sent to your station house.”

      “I’m at 52 Firth Street, unit 15,” Tashué said. “I would prefer any correspondence to be delivered there.”

      “Yes, sir.” She sighed after taking down the address, glancing up. “There’s only so much that I can do.”

      “I know,” Tashué said, running his hands over his face. “We’re all just trying to do our jobs, aren’t we?”

      “We are indeed,” the attendant said, pushing back her chair and standing again. “We’re nothing but a great web of people, only doing their jobs.”
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        * * *

      

       

      The first floor of the station house was gloomy despite its high ceilings, its small windows barred. Heavy desks were bolted to the floor, iron rings on them used to lock any hostile tainted in place.

      Just like the Rift, the station house used someone with Talent to block other tainted from their abilities. Tashué felt the familiar headache clamp down on his skull. He’d never get used to the invasion of another mind into his own.

      He leaned on the desk that guarded the stairs, rapping his knuckles against the wood. The sound echoed through the hall even above the din. The young desk clerk sprang up from under the desk, long and lanky and not yet in charge of all his limbs.

      “Yes, sir?”

      Tashué raised an eyebrow at him. “Have you taken to napping under the desk, Lian? Are we really working you so hard?”

      “No, sir, I dropped my pen, and I kicked it under here somewhere, sir. There’s so many cracks and crannies, I can’t seem to figure where it went, sir.”

      “I didn’t realize pens were so crafty.”

      “No, sir, it’s not the pen, just my feet.” Lian looked down at the floor as if he meant to dive under his desk again.

      “Lian.”

      Lian darted back up straight. “Yes, sir?”

      “As much as I’d like to listen to your adventures, Commander Khosran wanted to see me this morning.”

      “Oh, yes, sir, my apologies, sir.”

      Lian fumbled for the ring of keys at his belt, struggling to get them off their chain. He fought with the heavy lock next. All his movements were too fast and uncoordinated, and he dropped the keys but managed to catch them before they hit the floor.

      “Easy now, Lian,” Tashué said. “Don’t drop those keys. I hear there’s cracks and crannies and whatnot for them to hide in.”

      Lian stopped, giving Tashué a shy smile. “Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.”

      The lock thunked as it opened, the door swinging slowly on old metal hinges. As Tashué stepped past the reach of the suppression, he sighed at the release of pressure in his skull. Since the tainted were only kept on the first floor and in the cells in the basement, there was no need to cast the suppression to the second floor.

      The room upstairs was no less crowded than the floor below. There were desks and small table lamps scattered everywhere, but the main desk stretched across the far wall. Gaslights stood on brass sconces between each window, the glass covers polished and clean. Three stations were spread along the desk, with three elegantly wrought typewriters and a typist at each.

      Tashué resisted the urge to fall in line to file his notes. Better to see Khosran and get it over with, whatever ‘it’ was. The door to the Commander’s office was open and Khosran shot to his feet when he noticed Tashué.

      “Mr. Blackwood! Please, come in. Have a seat!”

      Tashué took a deep breath, heading into the office and pushing the door closed behind him. Khosran leaned across the large desk to shake Tashué’s hand, which only served to make Tashué feel worse. Why all the enthusiasm?

      “Sit down, Mr. Blackwood. No need to look so scared!”

      “Yes, sir.” Tashué sank into the chair, but it felt awkward, the chair a little too small and a little too close to Khosran’s desk, the length of him too constrained to be comfortable. “What is this about?”

      “Yes, right to business. My promotion has been approved. I’m to be shuffled off to some internal position where I’ll be in charge of even more paperwork. I’m quite excited, really, to be working over at House One. It’s quite the monument, isn’t it? To the success of the Registration Authority.”

      Tashué fought down the urge to curse. The success of the Registration Authority had put Keoh in the Breeding Program and Jason in the Rift. The success of the Authority pays your damned salary, he reminded himself, the success of the Authority gave you that badge. And there it was again, the mantra his mother had drilled so securely into his mind, follow the law and you’ll stay safe.

      “Yes sir,” he said finally. “Congratulations on your promotion, sir.”

      “Thank you. Of course that left the question of who would command this station house. I was asked if anyone here would suit for the job, and I suggested you.”

      “Me? Why?” Tashué blurted. He hadn’t led anyone in years, not since he’d retired from the cavalry. He thought that part of his life was over. Wanted that part of his life to be over.

      Khosran laughed. “Why? Because you have experience leading people. The Jitabvi, no less! If there is a more unruly group than Jitabvi hotbloods, I haven’t yet seen it. I know we don’t always see the same side of things, Mr. Blackwood, but I think we’re different men serving the same purpose. I think this house will do well to have you in command. And the Chief Administrator agrees.” Khosran shuffled through his desk, pulling out an envelope with Tashué’s name on it, leaning across the desk to hand it over. “That’s your formal invitation to the Imburleigh event where you’ll receive your brass badge. They’ve asked for military dress for anyone who served, and I believe you may bring one guest.”

      Tashué took the envelope, the paper heavy in his hand, his name on the front in deep black ink. Imburleigh’s seal was embossed in one corner, the ridges standing high above the rest of the paper. “Why is Imburleigh Armament Company involved with Authority promotions?”

      “It’s an event they are running in support of Governor Winter’s campaign, I understand. Something to do with the Provincial Police Force he wants to start. I expect he’ll be taking some leadership from the Authority in order to train his police force, so it’s something to consider if you want to work with the new force.”

      “Governor Winter has to be re-elected before he can start work on his police force,” Tashué muttered.

      “Yes, of course, but it’s not exactly a gamble, is it?” Khosran asked. “Eirdis Redbone is lovely, but she hasn’t got Winter money and Elsworth strategy backing her, has she?”

      Tashué shrugged. He’d never thought much of politicians in Yaelsmuir. The first time he had ever taken an interest in voting at all was when General Wolfe ran for Mayor. “Are there any more Officers coming here, then? We were short handed before Maccus died and we’re all at or above our maximum case levels.”

      “I made sure to remind Mr. Elsworth. He’s assured us that he hasn’t forgotten our request for more Officers.” Khosran sat back, pulling out his timepiece. “I won’t keep you any longer, if you need to file notes. But don’t leave just yet. Mr. Elsworth is coming shortly and I believe he wants to speak to you as well.”

      Tashué froze, half-out of his chair. “The Chief Administrator wants to talk to me? Why?”

      Khosran laughed, shaking his head. “Have you always been so scared of your authority figures wanting to see you? I doubt Mr. Elsworth bites.”

      Tashué scowled before he could stop himself, fighting the uneasy feeling back down. “It’s probably leftover from serving in the military. The Generals only came looking for the Captains when they were looking to hand out floggings or bad assignments.”

      Another laugh, but the sound grated on Tashué’s nerves. A lot of soldiers died on those bad assignments. “I don’t think Mr. Elsworth is going to flog you.”

      “Here’s hoping.”

      Tashué let himself out of the office, falling into line with the other Officers waiting for their turn with the typists. There were plenty of tainted in the Dominion workforce, keeping foundry fires lit, driving the trams that ran on two separate loops, lighting the brights, smelting, forging, weaving, healing. Their abilities built things with more strength and more precision than could the average human mind and hand. The Authority supervised most of the tainted in the Dominion, and there never seemed to be quite enough Regulation Officers to manage them all.

      The line shifted again, and again, and Tashué found himself sitting at the desk. “One file for notes please, Celia. Forsooth, Glaen. And I’ll need another to look at, the last of Maccus’s files: Whiterock, Stella.”

      Celia nodded as she scribbled down the names, sending a runner to fetch the files. It didn’t sit right with him, this part of his job. Glaen’s words echoed in his head. Gianna gives me reason to breathe. Why can I not see her?

      The runner disappeared into the back room where all the files were kept, piles and piles of paperwork, hundreds of lives reduced to black ink on off-white pulp. The runner returned with both files. Celia handed the Whiterock file across the desk and Tashué felt his heart skip a beat as he took it. It was nothing but paper and yet…

      Celia’s hands moved with practised efficiency, threading the page of notes for Forsooth’s file into her machine. Her fingers hovered over the keys as she waited.

      Tashué took a deep breath, meeting her eye. “Fraternization reported. Final warning issued.”

      The heavy clack of the keys struck his raw nerves and he bit back a curse. What harm indeed?

      “Is that everything, Mr. Blackwood?”

      Tashué nodded. Celia pulled the paper out of the typewriter, laying it in front of Tashué on the desk. She handed over her fountain pen and Tashué lay his signature next to the words she’d typed. It was a short page of entries and signatures. Glaen had been a good case, staying out of trouble, keeping up with the demands of his job. Until he met Gianna Tarbrook. And now both of their futures were in peril.

      Celia replaced the sheet into Glaen’s file and there was no more reason to stall. He had to open Stella Whiterock’s file and read the history of her whole life, even though he didn’t want to.

      Tashué realized that Celia was talking to him and he looked up. “Pardon?”

      “You’ll be keeping the file?”

      “Yes. Thank you.”

      Celia nodded. Smiled. She was kind enough not to comment on his discomfort. He walked to an empty desk, sitting with the file in front of him. When Stella’s file needed a new Regulation Officer, he’d taken it without hesitation. This way I can protect her, he’d told himself.

      And that, of course, made him ask, protect her from what?

      Footsteps echoed up the stairs, and he looked up from Stella’s unopened file. General Nathaniel Wolfe, the Mayor of Yaelsmuir, appeared first. His long military career was also highlighted by his service on the Queen’s voting council, which helped give the Provinces more control over their own governance. Tashué had voted for him already, and would do it again when his election came due in two years. It was the first time Tashué had ever had the pleasure of voting for a politician that genuinely seemed to care about the people of the city.

      Behind him was the Governor’s wife, Illea Winter. She entered the room as if she owned it, and she very well may have. There was no telling where the considerable wealth of her family was placed, which buildings had been built by her forebears, which institutions were funded by her patronage. That the Governor himself, Myron Winter, was absent was hardly surprising. The pair seldom appeared at the same place.

      Rainer Elsworth, the Chief Administrator of the National Taint Registration Authority, walked behind her with his back ramrod straight, his smile mostly hidden beneath the long moustache that sat swept his top lip. He was everything Tashué hated about politicians—and in his control were the laws that governed every tainted in the Dominion.

      Khosran stepped out of his office at their arrival, wearing his best smile. “Good morning, gentlemen, Miss Winter. I trust you made it through Brickheart without incident?”

      The room fell silent, Officers and typists frozen in place. Station houses didn’t usually host the government of Yaelsmuir.

      “Of course, Commander,” General Wolfe said. “Brickheart is hardly the most dangerous place I’ve been in my life.”

      “Speak for yourself, General!” Elsworth laughed. “Not all of us have enjoyed such an interesting life as you have.” He reached out for a handshake as Khosran approached them, patting the smaller man on the shoulder. “Good to see you, Commander Khosran. And where is our Mr. Blackwood?”

      General Wolfe’s eyes scanned the floor, his face cracking into a warm smile when he found Tashué. Tashué shot to his feet, his arm going up to salute before he could stop himself.

      “No need for that, Captain,” Wolfe said, stepping closer. “I’ve told you before—I don’t expect my friends to salute me.”

      “Yes, General.”

      General Wolfe chuckled, extended a hand. Tashué reached across the desk, accepting his handshake. “It’s good to see you again, Captain. It’s been entirely too long. Relax. You aren’t in any trouble.”

      “Oh really? Then what brought the Mayor, the Governor’s wife and the Chief Administrator of the Authority looking for me?”

      “Consider it a special assignment, Captain.”

      “That isn’t comforting in the least,” Tashué grunted. “The Black Ridge was a ‘special assignment’.”

      Wolfe reached out and patted Tashué on the shoulder. He understood, at least. “This won’t be anything like the Black Ridge. Commander Khosran, is there somewhere more private we can talk to our Captain Blackwood?”

      “Yes, of course, Mr. Mayor.” Khosran stepped through the silent crowd, smiling at the people around him. “This way, into my office.”

      Tashué took a deep breath, gathering up Stella’s file and stepping around the desk. It took some shuffling to fit the five of them in enough to close the door. Tashué found himself pressed so close to Illea Winter’s body he could feel the warmth of her. Tashué clutched the file close to his chest, looking at the faces around him one by one.

      “You have an impressive history, Mr. Blackwood,” Elsworth began, breaking the silence. “You served in the military for ten years, is that right?”

      “I did,” Tashué said. “Enlisted at thirteen.”

      “So young,” Illea Winter said. “Admirable, Mr. Blackwood.”

      Tashué shrugged. “Seemed better than waiting for the draft to scoop me up. I wanted to choose my assignment rather than be placed somewhere boring.”

      “What made you choose the cavalry?” Illea asked.

      “I didn’t like the idea of marching everywhere.”

      “I see you’ve always been pragmatic, Mr. Blackwood,” Khosran chuckled. “Our Mr. Blackwood has been a dedicated Officer at this very station house longer than I’ve been here. Nearly twenty years I believe—is that about right, Mr. Blackwood?”

      “I’m sure it says in my file. What is this about, General?”

      A flush crept up Elsworth’s face. Illea covered her mouth with one hand, but that wasn’t enough to hide her smile. Something had shifted in the room in response to his deference to General Wolfe over Chief Administrator Elsworth and it made him uncomfortable, being at the centre of that much tension. General Wolfe cleared his throat.

      “This project would be under Mr. Elsworth’s control, Captain. I’ll let him take the reins.”

      “I’m sure you know there is an election forthcoming,” Elsworth said, “with our Governor Winter for re-election. Do you follow election news?”

      Tashué shifted, taking a deep breath. Back to politics, then. “Not especially.”

      “Our Governor’s desire is to create a Provincial Police Force in the style of the National Tainted Registration Authority. As such, we had thought it a good time for us to remind the people of the success of the Authority overall.”

      “What does that have to do with me?”

      “Are you always so surly, Mr. Blackwood?” Illea asked.

      Tashué looked down at her, trying not to notice how close she was standing, how she was leaning toward him. “I try to be.”

      Illea laughed, and Tashué was struck by the sound. Everything she did was so effortlessly beautiful, so warm and intoxicating.

      Khosran forced a laugh, too. To a different effect in the room. “Our Mr. Blackwood has a rather grim sense of humour, I’m afraid.”

      Illea calmed Khosran with a beaming smile. “It’s fine, Mr. Khosran. The man’s file speaks for itself. His sense of humour is a bonus.”

      “What is my file and my sense of humour needed for?”

      “You are to be the face of the National Tainted Registration Authority,” Elsworth cut in. “You will accompany us—the Governor, the Mayor and myself—on our various campaigning functions.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Illea put her hand on his arm, giving an affectionate squeeze. “It means that we will dress you in our finery and feed you our best food. Whenever Mr. Elsworth wants people to notice you, he will talk about how excellent your history is and everyone will agree that the National Taint Registration Authority is a resounding success.”

      “Why do you need me for that?” Tashué pressed. He was getting tired of asking and not getting a real answer. “Plenty of other Officers have a military background. I’m sure plenty of them have better files than I do, with more experience in politics.”

      “But Mr. Blackwood, not many Officers can say they have a White Shield, can they?” Khosran asked.

      Tashué took a deep breath, turning to Wolfe. “This is about the Ridge?”

      “Of course it is, Captain,” Wolfe said, but his voice was softer than everyone else’s. He knew the weight of the Ridge. “The White Shield is no small achievement.”

      “Mr. Blackwood, honestly, you can relax,” Illea said. “Yes, you are an exemplary Officer, and a Captain with a fascinating military history. But honestly? We chose you because you’re tall and handsome. We’ll have you fitted for some proper suits from Bellmore himself, and you’ll look absolutely dashing. All of these things are excellent qualities in public figures.”

      “That sounds terribly uncomfortable.”

      “I promise, the food really is quite good,” Wolfe said. “And the wine, Captain, is excellent. As is the gin and the brandy and the whisky.”

      “Oh, well, if there’s going to be good whisky.”
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      The boy’s fever turned even hotter through the second night. Stella sat with him, her Talent drifting through his body. She didn’t interfere with the fever, for the heat of it did important work, killing away the vileness in his blood. But she guarded his organs, protecting the ever-vulnerable brain from getting too hot. By the time the sun began to lighten the horizon, the boy’s body had begun to sweat, the first sign that the fever was breaking and the infection was conquered.

      Stella roused Ceridwen from the cot bed on the sixth floor. The girl was nothing but a tangle of strawberry-blond curls sticking out from her blankets. Stella sat Ceridwen on the edge of the cot for a moment to fix her hair into plaits that would sit on the back of her neck.

      “How did you sleep, Pigeon?” Stella asked as they headed back down the stairs.

      “Fine. It was cold last night. Winter’s almost here, I think.”

      “Almost,” Stella agreed. “Might come early this year.”

      Outside, the crisp autumn air seemed to invigorate Ceridwen and soon she was skipping ahead, making up a song as she went. She knew by now the limit of Stella’s comfort, pushing to the very edge of it before she stopped and waited for Stella to catch up.

      “What’s for lunch today, Mam?”

      “We’ll make the pies? We made the pork and potatoes yesterday, remember?”

      She nodded, skipped ahead, then stopped. Bitterly cold wind scythed through them as they made their way home, wet with the promise of rain. The clouds opened above them, fulfilling their promise when Stella and Ceridwen were within view of the Row—blocks of buildings that had all been constructed on the same blueprint, with a courtyard in the middle of each block. Each building had been painted a different colour, as bright and merry as spring flowers. It had been many a year since the paint had been laid on the stone, and it was faded now, wind and weather and time slowly buffeting the cheerfulness away, as it always did.

      The rain became a vicious torrent within a few moments. Stella caught Ceridwen’s hand and they ran the rest of the way, heads ducked against the bitter cold rain, Ceridwen laughing and shrieking as they ran. Ceridwen darted up the stairs ahead of Stella, unlocking their front door.

      “Get a fire going, Pigeon.”

      They peeled off their coats, and Stella dragged the coat tree closer to the stove. She used a cloth to squeeze the dampness from her hair as she watched Ceridwen lay the fire, small pieces of wood nestled among shredded paper and bark. Best not to help, to let her learn to do these things herself. She was perfectly capable, after all.

      Turning away, Stella rolled a ball of dough onto the table, from the bowl where it had been waiting to be used. She punched the great mass down, forcing out some of the air before folding it over itself a few times. Ceridwen’s fire was crackling and hot by the time Stella cut the dough into smaller balls. Ceridwen crouched in front of the stove, watching the flames dance.

      “Close the oven door, Ceridwen. The fire’s hot enough—you’re just wasting wood now.”

      “Yes, Mam.”

      The door squeaked on its iron hinges, and Ceridwen struggled to get the latch in place. Stella bit her lip and watched Ceridwen fight against the stiff iron. Better to let her struggle and become stronger.

      A knock on the front door froze Stella for a moment. She wasn’t expecting anyone. It wasn’t her Regulation Officer—the knock was strong and firm. Mr. Maccus was a slight man, with sloping shoulders and long, elegant hands that seemed more intended to play piano or hold a paintbrush. He didn’t knock with so much force. But of course it couldn’t be him. Mr. Maccus was dead.

      Ceridwen had no such hesitation, shooting to her feet and skipping over to the door.

      “Ceridwen, wait,” Stella breathed.

      It was too late. Ceridwen was opening the door. Stella pushed herself to her feet, fear rising like bile in her throat. She started around the table, but the chairs were in the way and she couldn’t move fast enough. Had she been found? Even as her limbs went heavy and leaden with fear, she fought against those thoughts. She was being foolish. Death, when it came, wouldn’t knock.

      But when she saw Tashué Blackwood standing on the other side of the door, the relief was so total that her knees went weak. His bedroom window faced hers. She saw him on hot summer nights, sitting in his open window with a cigarillo, stripped to the waist to catch the cool breeze on his skin. She saw him often on the street in front of their buildings, rushing off to some task, or trudging back home. He liked fruit and sweet things like Ceridwen did. He shared whatever he brought home with Ceridwen when they encountered each other in the streets, but he had never come knocking before. There was so much about him that she was tempted to like, a gentleness to him despite all his scars and calluses, but he wore a tin badge on his jacket, shined and polished and displayed for all to see. Stella knew better than to trust any man or woman who worked for the National Tainted Registration Authority.

      “Mr. Blackwood!” Ceridwen cried, and she launched herself at the big man. “I didn’t know you were coming to visit. Oh—you’re soaking wet!”

      “Yes, little warrior,” he chuckled, rustling her hair. “It’s raining outside. A lot.” He was, indeed, dripping wet, a puddle forming around his feet. He’d tried to shake out his hair, which left it standing on all ends. He was considerably more dishevelled than Stella had ever seen him, and he smiled. But his eyes looked… sad? He seemed uncomfortable, shifting from one foot to the other. Was there a bit of a blush creeping up to his face? “Your mam wouldn’t be expecting me. I’m sorry, Miss Whiterock, I’m here on… Authority business.”

      “Authority business?” Ceridwen echoed. “Did you know Mr. Maccus?”

      “I did, little warrior. He was my colleague.”

      “What’s a colleague? Is it like a friend?”

      “It means we worked together.” He looked up at Stella, trying to smile, but it was a weak effort. “May I come in, Miss Whiterock? I have a few questions to ask, to make good all the paperwork.”

      “Are you to be my Regulation Officer now, Mr. Blackwood?” Stella asked, and her heart beat a little faster at the thought. He always made her heart beat faster, and the possibility of him coming into her home on a regular basis…

      “Yes,” he said softly, peeling off his coat. It was soaked through, clinging to the jacket of his suit. “I’m afraid I am.”

      She bit the inside of her lip. “Out of the way, Ceridwen. Let Mr. Blackwood in.”

      He stepped in only tentatively, just enough for Ceridwen to close the door behind him. He seemed frozen by something, held in place by the threshold. Was it the rain, still dripping from his coat, which he held over one arm? Stella stepped closer, drawn to him like she always was. She took his coat, draping it across the back of a chair to spread it in front of the fire, but of course it was too long and the hem trailed on the floor. She moved the chair around to the other side of the stove, out of the kitchen so no one would get flour on it or step on the hem.

      “Would you like to help us make lunch?” Ceridwen asked, skipping back to the table. “It’s fun to make hand pies.”

      “I’m afraid I’m not a very good baker, little warrior,” Tashué said, the tension releasing from him only slowly. “Isn’t it early for making lunch?”

      “We make lunch when we get home so Mam can rest after. She works all night. I get to sleep but Mam has to help those people at the Facility. Are you sure you don’t want to help? I can show you how to fold the dough so none of the juices leak out.”

      Ceridwen settled in her chair again and Tashué came to stand in front of the table. He didn’t seem to know what to do with his hands, shuffling through his pockets as if he was looking for something and then giving up on his search. His arms were soaked, as were his collar and his shoulders and his back. Stella’s heart fluttered in her chest as she looked up at him. How long had it been since she’d had someone in this apartment with her, other than Ceridwen? Life was so lonely in Yaelsmuir, so far from anyone she knew. She had spent so much time running from her past that she never seemed to have a chance to live anymore, and now here was this man who made her heart beat so fast that she finally felt alive again.

      “Here, Mr. Blackwood,” Stella said, passing him the same cloth she’d used on her own hair. “You might be more comfortable if you dried yourself off. Would you like to take off your jacket as well?”

      “Ah, no. I’m alright,” he breathed. He took the cloth, though, wiping his face, mopping water from the stubble that was growing on his cheeks, from his thick auburn hair. He gave a sheepish grin as he pushed his fingers through his hair, trying to smooth it back down. Those amber eyes of his held her in place, the intensity of the man like a lodestone that always pulled on Stella. He handed the cloth back, clearing his throat. “Thank you.”

      “Mam, I need some dough,” Ceridwen said. “The oven is ready!”

      Stella looked down at the table to avoid looking at him and spread a handful of flour before reaching for a ball of dough. Her fingers went to work and it helped her slow her heartbeat. She stretched the dough into a wider circle, sliding it across to Ceridwen.

      “You should still help,” Ceridwen said. “Even if you don’t think you’re good at it. The best way to learn something is to not be good at it first.”

      “That’s very wise, little warrior,” Tashué said. He stepped a little closer, leaning over to watch Ceridwen work. “What are you making?”

      “They’re like pies, but Mam uses bread dough. They do it up in Cruinnich, she said, because sometimes it’s hard to come by suet or lard or butter. She said it’s something her mam used to make and it makes her feel like she’s at home.”

      “How long have you lived in Yaelsmuir, Miss Whiterock?”

      Stella glanced up at Tashué. She wondered how innocent that question was. Was he making small talk, or was he checking to see if she knew what her own paperwork said?

      “We’ve been here four years now,” Stella said, reaching for another ball and stretching it. “We lived in Obisza before that, but I missed the water. We were only there a year or two.”

      “You’ve moved cities a lot. Do you remember Obisza, little warrior?”

      “I only remember our neighbour, Miss Zee. She used to make vodka with bison grass in it, and she paid me a half copper crown to go pick grass with her. She was very nice. Mam still has a bottle of bison grass vodka. She doesn’t like it very much, but it was a gift from Miss Zee, and it’s nice to remember our friends, especially if we won’t see them again on this side of the Keeper’s Gate.”

      “You’ve been a hard worker for a long time,” Tashué said.

      “I like having my own crowns to spend. That way I can buy sweets that Mam can’t afford. The Facility doesn’t pay very well, but if I work too, then we can have more sweets.”

      “You do the laundry for people in this building, is that right?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Anything else?”

      “No, that’s it for now. Mam says I have to learn to read and write and do my maths. That way I can learn to be a baker one day if I want, instead of only doing the laundry. I don’t mind doing the laundry, but sometimes the lye soap hurts my hands. But if I’m a baker, I can have all the sweets I want. And I can make other people happy, too.”

      “Bakers do good work,” Tashué agreed with a nod. “I’ve never mastered the skill, so I wouldn’t be able to have cherry pie without bakers. Or sweet buns. Or honey cakes.”

      “Or cookies! Mam makes good cookies. I bet Mam would be a good baker if the Authority would let her, but the Authority said she has to work at the Facility.”

      “She does good work at the Facility, too,” Tashué said and his voice had gone soft and gentle. “It’s a good thing she does, helping the people there.”

      Ceridwen’s production had slowed considerably, her attention going to chatting instead of folding. All of the dough was stretched now and there was nothing left for Stella’s hands to do. She stepped around the table, opening the small oven that sat above the fire box. She slid the first pie in. The heat from the stove chased away the deep chill that lived in her bones these days. She imagined the warmth of Tashué Blackwood’s body for a brief moment. Surely it would chase the chill away even better than the stove did. How long had it been since she felt the embrace of a man, strong arms around her body, the scrape of stubble on her skin? She stepped away from the stove, trying to push those thoughts from her mind. But Tashué had moved and as she took a step back, their bodies collided, her shoulder pressing into his jacket where it was still the most wet. He caught her when she staggered, his hands firm and strong, warm through her sleeves.

      Stella stepped away from him quickly, though the confines of the kitchen meant there wasn’t much space to get far.

      “I’m sorry, Miss Whiterock,” Tashué said softly.

      Stella felt her cheeks flush and she bit her tongue against the rising heat. “No need to be sorry, Mr. Blackwood. It’s a tight space.”

      The smell of roasted bread filled the small apartment and Stella moved back to the wood stove again, easing the door open. The thin dough had cooked fast, the dome rising with steam and turning golden brown. Ceridwen had gotten a little further ahead and Stella pulled one off the table, crimping the edge closed where Ceridwen had missed a spot. She switched them, pulling the first out and adding the second.

      “You’re very good at that,” Tashué said.

      “I always liked baking. Mother expected us to help in the kitchen. Said it kept young people out of trouble if they stayed busy.”

      “Us?”

      Stella hesitated only a moment, cursing herself. Her paperwork didn’t say anything about siblings. “Me, and then Ceridwen, back when she was a babe. Before I left Cruinnich.”

      “I don’t remember Cruinnich,” Ceridwen announced. “I was too little when we left.”

      “Why don’t you go get yourself some breakfast from the bakery, Ceridwen? Mr. Blackwood and I will finish making lunch.”

      “Yes, Mam!” Ceridwen was away in an instant, wiping her hands on the front of her skirt. “Will you still be here when I get back, Mr. Blackwood?”

      “I’m not sure, little warrior. We’ll see, I suppose.”

      Ceridwen hesitated. Stella could see the way her body vibrated in that way it did when she had more to say but wasn’t sure if she should. She wanted to ask to stay, to visit. She nodded finally and turned, grabbing her coat again before heading out the door. The stillness and the quiet usually left in her wake were interrupted by Tashué’s presence, by his breathing, heavy but even, by the scent of cigarillo smoke and wet wool from his suit.

      “I’m sorry to ask about such sensitive details, Miss Whiterock, but your file says you are widowed and gives no other information. Was your husband also…” He hesitated again as if he’d gotten his mouth onto a flavour he didn’t like. “Tainted?”

      “No.” Stella glanced up at him. Why had he hesitated? “He was a stevedore.”

      “How did he die?” Slowly, slowly, he asked those words. Worried he would break something between them, perhaps, by pulling would-be memories of her husband into the room with them.

      Stella opened the oven box again, taking out the cooked pie. The bread was a little darker than she usually liked. She busied herself with the next pie, sliding it in place and clamping the door shut again. If only her husband was dead. “A rope snapped as they were offloading some cargo. The load hit him in the head. His father assured me that he died swiftly, as if that would offer some comfort.”

      “I didn’t realize that Cruinnich had a port.”

      “Not Cruinnich. We lived in Fisherman’s Rest at the time.”

      “Your paperwork says you came from Cruinnich.”

      “I was born there. I followed Náin to Fisherman’s Rest, but when he died, I went back to Cruinnich again.”

      “Why did you leave after going back?”

      Stella sighed, looking up at him again. “Everyone in Cruinnich knew that I was widowed. I could see people watching me as I passed. I couldn’t bear it, all that pity.”

      He couldn’t hold her gaze, looking down at his feet while his hands shuffled in his pockets. Whatever he was looking for—his cigarillos, perhaps—he seemed to change his mind and clenched his fists instead. “Is Whiterock your family name, then?”

      “Yes.”

      Tashué nodded, his gaze drifting away from Stella, making it look like his mind had gone wandering off. “Has Ceridwen shown any signs of Talent?”

      It was a strange word for a tinman to use. Talent was a word used among people who had it, to give themselves a little more dignity. Whereas ‘tainted’ was used by everyone else, a word used to crush them down and make them less human.

      Stella shook her head. “No—and I’m sure she won’t have any Talent at all if she hasn’t shown anything yet.”

      Tashué nodded. Stella opened the oven again, pulling out the bread, but there were none left that were prepared. She smiled at Tashué, nodding at the bowl of filling. The potatoes and shredded pork smelled of onion and garlic and paprika.

      “You should help me. It will keep those restless hands of yours busy.”

      “I… I wouldn’t know what to do.”

      “You’re a bright man, Mr. Blackwood. I’m sure you can follow directions.”

      He flushed, but grinned. “I’ll try my best.”

      “Take off your jacket, then. Flour will stick to all that wet wool.”

      The flush deepened the way it had when she said the word ‘mischief’ a few days ago. Still, he shrugged out of his jacket, draping it over the back of the same chair that held his coat. Stella felt her eyes drawn away from his face and to his chest—to the leather holster that kept a revolver nestled against his body, an Imburleigh judging by the crest on the butt, branded right into the wood. The hilt of a knife stuck out as well. It was strange to be so starkly reminded that there were pieces of this man that she wasn’t yet familiar with. Dark pieces, pieces rooted in violence.

      Stella took a deep breath, sliding a pair of flattened dough circles over the floured surface of the table. Tashué rolled up his sleeves, revealing the military tattoo on his forearm—one of those missing pieces, perhaps. Stella had seen tattoos like that before, enough that she could decipher the symbolism. The horseshoe showed that he was cavalry, the sabre that he was an officer, the arrow that he lead Jitabvi warriors. His battalion—Maddox’s Mad 8th—was scrawled in the horseshoe, and the silver officer’s bars stacked to one side showed he’d ended his career as a Captain. Did he have any other tattoos on his body? He had the amber eyes that identified many Kaadayri—which Kaadayri nation did his parents come from? Not all of them used tattoos, but the majority did. Perhaps he was among the many that the Kaadayri considered ‘lost’—men and women who hadn’t been taught the customs of their ancestors, a casualty of the Dominion’s effort to suppress the various Kaadayri cultures to make room for the endless industrial sprawl that the Authority was driving.

      “Just put a few spoonfuls in the middle,” Stella said. “Not too much or they’ll burst open.”

      Tashué scooped some filling into the dough. Stella guided him in folding one side over, and crimping it closed. The hesitancy in his movement was a surprising thing to see. He was usually so confident.

      “You and Ceridwen live here alone?”

      Stella glanced over at him. “That’s rather forward of you, Mr. Blackwood.”

      He cleared his throat. “It’s for the paperwork, Miss Whiterock. The Authority needs to be informed if you take up residence with anyone else.”

      “Ah yes, of course. The Authority needs to know if the tainted are mingling with normal people. No, there’s no one else living here. Only me and Ceridwen.”

      She turned away from him, grabbing the pies they’d folded and sliding them both into the oven at the same time. When she turned back to the table, Tashué had dragged the last two pieces of dough closer and had spooned a measure of filling into his. Stella stood back a moment, watching him move, watching his body pull at the lines of his suit. His shirt didn’t fit properly, the shoulders too narrow, the seams sitting too high. The waistcoat fit well enough, though, accenting his broad chest and his waist. The holster added bulk to his chest, the line of leather sitting naturally against the curve of his back—perhaps the only thing he wore that was tailored just for him. He filled the second piece of dough and his movements were more confident, more precise. There was a scar on his elbow, a curving pale line against the rich rusty hues of his skin. Stella had seen plenty of wounds and scars in her life and she could almost see the wound in her mind’s eye—it would have been ugly, a large chunk of flesh cut and hanging loose, but not completely sliced off. She could see the little dots where the stitches had held the flap back in place long enough for the flesh to heal, whether by someone’s Talent or by time and patience. Stella wondered if he had full range of movement, or if the skin had healed too tight.

      He glanced over his shoulder before folding the dough over. She took up her place at his side again, using the spoon to push the filling back in as he pressed the dough down too hard and some of the pork tried to escape the sides. She thought she could feel his breath on the back of her neck, or maybe that was just her hair shifting and a little too much imagination. His fingers crimped the dough well this time, without guidance. It was funny to her, how all of her life seemed to blend together. Sealing dough to keep the filling in. Sealing flesh to keep the blood in.

      Like Ceridwen always did, Tashué had somehow managed to get flour all the way up his forearms, and some on his waistcoat too.

      “We’ll make a baker out of you yet, Mr. Blackwood,” she said, smiling. “It just takes patience and repetition.”

      “I’ve never been known for my patience,” he grunted. He stepped back from the table and clapped his hands together, sending up a cloud of flour. Stella handed him a cloth and he cleaned his hands and arms as best he could, but white smudges remained. He shrugged it off, pulling his sleeves back down. “May I look around? Just for due diligence.”

      “Are you implying that I would lie to you, Mr. Blackwood?” Stella asked.

      A spasm of pain crossed his face and he took a deep breath. “No, not at all, Miss Whiterock. It’s just the procedure I’m meant to follow, for the paperwork. I don’t mean to intrude.”

      Anger and bitterness rose in Stella’s chest and she revelled in it. Usually, she was too tired to feel much at all, but the frustration reminded her all of all the things she used to be. Her old self might have pointed out that submitting to the Authority meant a lifetime of intrusion, a lifetime of people she didn’t know stepping into her home whenever they wanted with the capability to destroy her life with nothing but their word. But she wasn’t that woman anymore. Instead, she smiled carefully, looking Tashué Blackwood in the eye and enjoying the way the heat of him seemed to smoulder in the centre of her, trying to catch on old, dead coals snuffed out by years of running and hiding and pretending. Different, this heat. Something angry and sharp, which she hadn’t felt in a long time.

      “It’s alright, Mr. Blackwood. I understand it’s your job. Was there anything in particular you were looking for? Maybe I can help you find it.”

      “Nothing specific, no. It’s just good to see everything in its place.”

      Stella turned from him again, opening the oven to pull out the pies. Once they were set on the table, she led him to Ceridwen’s room first. He cast those amber eyes around the space as if searching for something. It was a small room, narrow but long, the bed nestled against one wall with a tiny side table and a trunk at the foot. The window looked at Tashué’s apartment, too, no doubt into the same size room as they stood in now, but Stella had never seen him at that window.

      “She keeps a tidy room.” Was there a hint of wistfulness in his voice?

      “She doesn’t use it much. She comes with me when I work my shifts. And she doesn’t keep many belongings.”

      “She mentioned buying sweets with her wages. Is that all she buys?”

      “I encourage her to save some of her wages, but otherwise she mostly buys her sweets. Or bread. Or cheese. Or extra butter. Mostly sweets, though. She has a sweet tooth, that girl.”

      Tashué chuckled. “Yes, we have a lot in common, she and I.”

      “You are rather popular here.”

      She thought she saw it again, the flush, the redness, creeping up his neck. He cleared his throat and straightened his back, motioning back toward the door. She stepped out of the way and he followed. It felt strange to allow him access to her own bedroom, where the bed was still mussed and her uniform for the Facility sat draped over the foot board, her housecoat hanging from the open door of the wardrobe. If Ceridwen’s room was neat and tidy and neglected, Stella’s room was overused, bearing the clutter of too much purpose and not enough time. He was gentleman enough not to say anything, though his eyes searched everything. Was he looking for proof of another person, perhaps? Clues of a life that Stella hadn’t admitted to?

      Tashué nodded and stepped back again, shifting his weight. “Thank you, Miss Whiterock. I know how uncomfortable this whole process can be.”

      “I’m sure the Authority appreciates your diligence, Mr. Blackwood.”

      He had that look again, that pain across his face. He stepped back, heading to the kitchen as if he wanted to put distance between himself and the word ‘Authority.’ Stella followed him, opening the wood box and adding another log. With an iron poker, she pushed it down into the bed of coals so it would burn slow and steady.

      “There was something else I hoped to ask you about, Miss Whiterock. If you had a moment. Is Ceridwen likely to be gone much longer?”

      “She can stand in that bakery for an hour, trying to decide what she’ll have. Why?”

      He lifted his jacket from the chair to shuffle through his pockets, leaving smears of flour in the wool. “This wouldn’t be something for her to listen to.”

      “Excuse me?”

      The flush spread across his face in earnest this time and she smiled, her annoyance melting away again. What was it about him that he could pull her through emotions so swiftly, without once trying to? Nothing about him felt manipulative or forceful, presumptive or pushy.

      “I didn’t mean anything like that,” he said. He pulled a small sketch pad, dog-eared and worn, out of his pocket. The way he took a deep breath in sucked all the fun out of the moment. “I was investigating the death of a child. Her body washed up on the riverbank and I noticed that the Facility wasn’t far upriver from where she was found. Would you take a look perhaps at what I have and tell me if you recognize anything?”

      “A child? What makes you think she was from the Facility?”

      “She had severe wounds. Her arms and legs had been removed, but one of the wounds hadn’t healed. I suspect her death was caused by the infection. I wondered if someone had sought help for her at the Facility, so that she might die peacefully.”

      Stella shook her head. “We aren’t in the habit of discarding our bodies in the Brightwash, Mr. Blackwood. Those that are trusted to us are either cremated or buried in the graveyard. People who can’t afford our services donate their bodies to the colleges for the students who train there to study.”

      “I didn’t mean to imply that the Facility was responsible. I meant—is it possible that someone had tried to have her treated but was turned away?”

      “I suppose it’s possible. But that sort of news spreads. Injuries that severe would be gossiped about endlessly, and I haven’t heard rumour of a child without limbs being turned away.”

      “What fees are charged for the Facility?”

      “Four coppers a day. Sometimes we can tell how long the patients will hang on. Mostly we charge them daily.”

      “And if they last longer than they can afford?”

      “According to the policy, we’re to turn them out into the streets,” Stella admitted. “Typically, we’re able to keep them on without the administration noticing. And the fees are waived if the patient consents to have their body donated after death.”

      “Is it common for people to sign themselves over for experimentation?”

      “It is,” Stella admitted. “Most who come to us hardly have two coppers to rub together, never mind four.”

      Tashué nodded, looking down at his notepad as if to gather his thoughts. He flipped it open, taking the photographs that had been tucked between the pages and laying them face down on the table before Stella could see what they had captured. He turned the notepad to her, showing the lovingly rendered drawing of a child’s face.

      “This is her, the girl I found. I tried to imagine how she must have looked with some life in her eyes.”

      The weight of his grief struck Stella in the chest, making it hard to breathe. The skill involved in the sketch was incredible, the sweep of her jaw, the gleam in her eye.

      “Did you see her anywhere around the Facility?” Tashué asked.

      “No, I’m sorry. If I saw a child without arms and legs, I’m sure I would have remembered. I’m not so jaded that a thing like that would pass me by.”

      Tashué took a slow breath, reaching out and taking the notepad. He flipped a single page, then handed it back. “What about any other children—any at all—with a tattoo like this on the back of their neck?”

      Breathe! Stella took the notepad again, cocking her head at the numbers scrawled across the page. “Who tattoos a child?”

      “I have no idea. I’ve never seen anything like it. I take it you haven’t, either?”

      Stella licked her lips, but her mouth had gone so dry that there was no moisture to spare. “No, I haven’t.”

      She handed the notebook back just to get it out of her hands, but some impulse made her reach for the photographs. Tashué opened his mouth as if to say something, reaching toward her hand to stop her, but it was too late, she had them up and saw the face of the child again. She wished she hadn’t. Where Tashué’s sketch was as much a show of art and skill as it was a likeness of a child, the photograph was a testament to death. An amazing technology, perhaps, but cold and distant. The girl’s eyes were not-quite closed and entirely too blank. The photographer had captured the top of her shoulders where her arms should have been, and the abrupt end of flesh was startling.

      “You found her?” Stella breathed, handing the photographs back. She wiped her hands on the front of her skirt, as if it could somehow remove the ache from her chest. The girl looked so small, so young.

      “Well—I was there, when she was found. A few days ago.”

      “I didn’t realize it was part of your job to investigate murders.”

      “It’s not, generally, unless the victim is one of my cases. Or the killer is, I suppose.” He tucked the photographs away, closing his notepad around them to hold them in place with the sketches he’d made. “I can’t help but try. No one else seems to care.” He sighed slowly, reaching for his jacket. It must have been terribly damp, but he pushed his arms into it anyway.

      “You might try the charities near the Facility. There are a few run by the Sisters of the Star’s Mercy, down on the riverbank. We take as many cases as we can, but I’m afraid there isn’t room enough for all the wretched souls in the city. The Sisters take more than we do.”

      He nodded, pushing his arms into his coat next. He seemed terribly sad; perhaps the little girl sitting in his pocket was a weight on his shoulders. It was hard to imagine how this man who sketched the face of a dead child ‘with life in her eyes’ had come to wear that vicious tin badge. “Thank you for your time, Miss Whiterock.” Tashué headed for the door, but paused again and turned back to Stella. He stood for a moment, fiddling with his notepad as if he meant to say something else. “I’m sorry, Miss Whiterock. Honestly, I don’t mean to intrude.”

      “You keep saying you don’t mean to intrude,” Stella said, the words escaping before she could stop them. It made her heart beat faster, speaking to him like that, made her hands tremble—and yet she gloried in it. This feeling, this heat in her belly and the twist of anger and hate, this was how she used to be, before everything changed so much. She took a deep breath, lifting her chin. “Then let’s stand on equal footing, shall we? Were you ever married?”

      He cocked his head to one side, surprised perhaps at her impertinence, but then part of his mouth started curving upward. “Very well—you’re absolutely right. Let’s stand on equal footing.” He found his cigarillo case, flicking it open. “Do you smoke?”

      Stella reached for a cigarillo, running it under her nose and taking a deep breath of the sweetness of the leaves. “Thank you. You didn’t answer my question, though.”

      He paused long enough to light a match for both of them, shaking out the flame once both of their cigarillos were lit. “No, I never married.”

      “Very well. You said you were born in Brickheart, didn’t you? Tell me about your parents, then.”

      “My mother was a registered healer and my father was a stonesmith with the directed work program.”

      “How is it that two people with such powerful Talents could make a son that isn’t Talented?” Stella asked, although she knew the answer already. She could feel it in him, whenever he was near. Perhaps it was why he reminded her of a furnace, that heat inside of him that should have been a massive Talent yet remained locked away.

      “I have a little Talent, I think. I’ve never quickened, so I’ve never needed to register.”

      “You said they were,” Stella said softly. “She was a healer, he was a stonesmith.”

      He knew what she was asking, using his cigarillo to stall a bit and maybe hide the emotion. It wasn’t a very good cloak, that cigarillo smoke. It didn’t hide the tightness around his eyes or the way his smile faded. “My father died when I was a boy. My mother passed when I was away, stationed on the Black Ridge with the Derccian army.”

      “How did they die?”

      Another few drags of his cigarillo, trying to compose himself. “Those aren’t stories I usually tell.” His voice was so soft that she barely heard him, his mouth set in a hard line.

      “Nor is the story about how my husband died, and yet I gave it to you freely. I gave it because you are my new Regulation Officer, and you said we could stand on equal footing.”

      He fidgeted like a child in trouble, smoothing his coat and his sleeves and reaching into his pocket and out again, smoking all the while. When it was clear that she wouldn’t let him wait her out, he took a deep breath.

      “My father died of a stroke. My mother did her best to take care of him, but she couldn’t ever fix his brain. She tried, but it was too complex, the damage too deep.” He ran his hand over his face. “And my mother was killed by the husband of one of her patients. She tried to save a woman. Her colleagues insisted that she tried her very best, which of course I believe—she always did everything she could. The woman died anyway. The husband followed my mother out of the hospital one night after her shift, and killed her. No one did anything. One witness told me that he knew she had Talent, so he assumed she would save herself. But she wouldn’t do that. For her, following the law was everything. She wouldn’t even use her Talent to save her own life, because it would have been unlawful.” He took another deep breath, his hands going into his pocket again and withdrawing his cigarillo case. He opened it, then flicked it closed. “Are we on more equal footing now, Miss Whiterock? Do you feel I’ve given you as much as you gave me?”

      Stella’s gut twisted with a wave of guilt, for he had in fact given her more than she had given him—her stories were lies, her dead husband fabricated, and his truth was so raw and emotional that she felt she had stolen something from him. She wished for a moment she could give it back to him, this thing that she had taken, that she could fold his emotions back into his chest so he could feel that they had never been exposed at all. Instead, she offered him a smile. She reached across the small gap between them, catching his fingers for just a moment.

      “Thank you,” she said. It felt weak, but she couldn’t think of anything better. “May I ask what happened to the man that killed her? Was he arrested?”

      “Arrested? No. He shot himself not long after. It took him some time to die, I was told, a few days or something. He was brought to the same hospital where my mother worked, and her colleagues did their best to save him, but like my father, his brain was too damaged and there was nothing they could do. At least, that’s what they told me. The healers at that hospital were close, though. It does me no credit, but I like to think they let him die.” He started fidgeting again, reaching for his timepiece and flicking it open. “I should go, Miss Whiterock.”

      “Of course.”

      Stella folded her hands in front of her, taking a half step back to help her resist the urge to reach out to him again. He lingered, meeting her eyes again. She wondered what he was looking for, whether he was tempted to say something more.

      “Ah—I have… Thank you for your time.” He turned away, heading for the door—it was so close to him, with his long legs it would only take him a few steps to reach it. Something like panic rose in Stella’s throat.

      “Mr. Blackwood!”

      He froze, looking back at her.

      Stella bit her lip, squeezing her hands together. “I hope you come again sometime soon. We could have a cup of coffee perhaps, and I could teach you to bake something else.”

      His smile was so large and warm that it made her feel flushed. “That sounds delightful. Another time, then.”

      “Soon, I hope.”

      He nodded, turning away again. He left so slowly, like he was dragging himself against a powerful tide. When he was gone, there was such a silence left in the room, a stillness that made her ache. She closed her eyes, finding the knot of loneliness in her gut, and tried to cut it away with the same deft Talent that allowed her to separate her patients from their pain. But as it detached, it left a hole of emptiness and that was worse. Better to be lonely and feel the sharp edges of it, she thought, than to be empty and filled with nothing.
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