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In the opening days of the Great War, on the battlefields of Apres and Ives, I acquired the ability to abandon slumber with the flutter of an eyelid. It was a necessary adaptation, as heavy sleepers were likely to come to greeted by a Dren commando with a trench blade. It’s a vestige of my past I’d rather lose, all things considered. Rare is the situation that requires the full range of one’s perceptions, and in general the world is improved by being only dimly visible.

Case in point – my room was the sort of place best viewed half asleep or in a drunken stupor. Late autumn light filtered through my dusty window and made the interior, already only a few small steps from squalor, look still less prepossessing. Even by my standards the place was a dump, and my standards are low. A worn dresser and a chipped table set were the only furnishings that accompanied the bed, and a veneer of grime covered the floor and walls. I passed water in the bedpan and threw the waste into the alley below.

Low Town was in full stream, the streets echoing with the screech of fish hags advertising the day’s catch to porters carrying crates north into the Old City. At the market a few blocks east merchants sold underweight goods to middlemen for clipped copper, while down Light Street guttersnipes kept drawn-dagger eyes out for an unwary vendor or a blue-blood too far from home. In the corners and the alleys the working boys kept up the same cries as the fish hags, though they spoke lower and charged more. Worn streetwalkers pulling the early shift waved tepid come-ons at passersby, hoping to pad their faded charms into one more day’s worth of liquor or choke. The dangerous men were mostly still asleep, their blades sheathed next to the bed. The really dangerous men had been up for hours, and their quills and ledgers were getting hard use.

I grabbed a hand mirror off the floor and held it at arm’s length. Under the best of circumstances, perfumed and manicured, I am an ugly man. A lumpen nose dripped below overlarge eyes, a mouth like a knife wound set off-center. Enhancing my natural charms are an accumulation of scars that would shame a masochist, an off-color line running up my cheek from where an artillery shard had come a few inches from laying me out, the torn flesh of my left ear testifying to a street brawl where I’d taken second place.

A vial of pixie’s breath winked good morning from the worn wood of my table. I uncorked it and took a whiff. Cloyingly sweet vapors filled my nostrils, followed closely by a familiar buzzing in my ears. I shook the bottle – half empty, it had gone quick. I pulled on my shirt and boots, then grabbed my satchel from beneath the bed and walked downstairs to greet the late morn.

The Staggering Earl was quiet this time of day, and absent a crowd the main room was dominated by the mammoth figure behind the bar, Adolphus the Grand, co-owner and publican. Despite his height – he was a full head taller than my own six feet – his cask-like torso was so wide as to give the impression of corpulence, though a closer examination would reveal the balance of his bulk as muscle. Adolphus had been an ugly man before a Dren bolt claimed his left eye, but the black cloth he wore across the socket and the scar that tore down his pockmarked cheek hadn’t improved things. Between that and his slow stare he seemed a thug and a dullard, and though he was neither of those things this impression tended to keep folk civil in his presence.

He was cleaning the bar and pontificating on the injustices of the day to one of our more sober patrons. It was a popular pastime. I sidled over and took the cleanest seat.

Adolphus was too dedicated to solving the problems of the nation to allow common courtesy to intrude on his monologue, so by way of greeting he offered me a perfunctory nod. ‘And no doubt you’d agree with me, having seen what a failure his lordship has been as High Chancellor. Let him go back to stringing up rebels as Executor of the Throne’s Justice – at least that was a task he was fit for.’

‘I’m not really sure what you’re talking about, Adolphus. Everyone knows our leaders are as wise as they are honest. Now is it too late for a plate of eggs?’

He turned his head towards the kitchen and growled, ‘Woman! Eggs!’ Aside completed, he circled back towards his captive drunk.

‘Five years I gave the Crown, five years and my eye.’ Adolphus liked to slip his injury into casual conversation, apparently operating under the impression that it was inconspicuous. ‘Five years neck deep in shit and filth, five years while the bankers and nobles back home got rich on my blood. A half ochre a month ain’t much for five years of that, but it’s mine and I’ll be damned if I let ’em forget it.’ He dropped his rag on the counter and pointed a sausage-sized finger at me in hopes of encouragement. ‘It’s your half ochre too, my friend. You’re awfully quiet for a man forgotten by Queen and country.’

What was there to say? The High Chancellor would do what he wished, and the rantings of a one-eyed ex-pikeman were unlikely to do much to persuade him. I grunted noncommittally. Adeline, as quiet and small as her husband was the opposite, came out of the kitchen and offered me a plate with a tiny smile. I took the first and returned the second. Adolphus kept up his rambling but I ignored him and turned to the eggs. We’d been friends for a decade and a half because I forgave him his garrulousness and he forgave me my taciturnity.

The breath was kicking in. I could feel my nerves getting steadier, my eyesight sharper. I shoveled the baked black bread into my mouth and considered the day’s work. I needed to visit my man in the customs office – he’d promised me clean passes a fortnight past but had yet to make good. Beyond that there were the usual rounds to the distributors who bought from me, shady bartenders and small-time dealers, pimps and pushers. Come evening I needed to stop by a party up towards Kor’s Heights – I had told Yancey the Rhymer I’d check in before his evening set.

Back on the main stage the drunk found a chance to interrupt Adolphus’s torrent of quasi-coherent civic slander. ‘You hear anything about the little one?’

The giant and I exchanged unhappy glances. ‘The hoax are useless,’ Adolphus said, and went back to cleaning. Three days earlier the child of a dock worker had gone missing from an alley outside her house. Since then ‘Little Tara’ had become something of a cause célèbre for the people of Low Town. The fishermen’s guild had put out a reward, the Church of Prachetas had offered a service in her honor, even the guard had set aside their lethargy for a few hours to bang on doors and look down wells. Nothing had been found, and seventy-two hours was a long time for a child to stay lost in the most crowded square mile in the Empire. Śakra willing, the girl was fine, but I wouldn’t bet my unpaid half ochre on it.

The reminder of the child provoked the minor miracle of shutting Adolphus’s mouth. I finished my breakfast in silence, then pushed my plate aside and rose to my feet. ‘Hold any messages – I’ll be back after dark.’

Adolphus waved me out.

I exited into the chaos of Low Town at midday and began my walk east towards the docks. Leaning against the wall a block past the Earl, rolling a cigarette and glowering, I spotted all five and a half feet of Kid Mac, pimp and bravo extraordinaire. His dark eyes stared out over faded dueling scars, and as always his clothes were uniformly perfect, from the wide brim of his hat to the silver handle of his rapier. He strung himself up against the bricks with an expression that combined the threat of violence with a rather profound indolence.

In the years since he had come to the neighborhood, Mac had managed to carve out a small territory by virtue of his skill with a blade and the unreserved dedication of his whores, who to a woman were as enamored of him as a mother is her firstborn. I often thought that Mac had the easiest job in Low Town, seeming to consist mostly of ensuring that his streetwalkers didn’t kill each other in competition for his attentions, but you wouldn’t know it from the scowl etched across his face. We’d been friendly ever since he’d set up shop, passing each other information and the occasional favor.

‘Mac.’

‘Warden.’ He offered me his cigarette.

I lit it with a match from my belt. ‘How’re the girls?’

He shook some tobacco from his pouch and started on another smoke. ‘That lost child has them worked up worse than a clutch of hens. Red Annie kept everyone up half the night weeping, till Euphemia went after her with a switch.’

‘They’re a sensitive bunch.’ I reached into my purse and surreptitiously handed him his shipment. ‘Any word on Eddie the Quim?’ I asked, referring to a rival of his who had been chased out of Low Town earlier in the week.

‘He works a stone’s throw from headquarters and doesn’t think he needs to pay off the hoax? Eddie’s too stupid to live. He won’t see the other side of winter – I’d go an argent on it.’ Mac finished rolling his cigarette with one hand and slipped the package into his back pocket with the other.

‘I wouldn’t take it,’ I said.

Mac tucked the tab loosely into his sneer. We watched the ebb of traffic from our post. ‘You get those passes yet?’ he asked.

‘Going to see my man today. Should have something for you soon.’

He grunted what might have been assent and I turned to leave. ‘You oughta know that Harelip’s boys have been peddling east of the canal.’ He took a drag and exhaled perfect circles of smoke, one following the other into the clement sky. ‘The girls have seen his crew off and on for the last week or so.’

‘I heard. Stay slick, Mac.’

He went back to looking menacing.

I spent the rest of the afternoon dropping off product and running errands. My customs officer finally came through with the passes, though at the rate his addiction to pixie’s breath was progressing, it might well be the last favor he’d be able to do for me.

It was early evening by the time I was finished, and I stopped off at my favorite street stand for a pot of beef in chili sauce. I still needed to see Yancey before his set – he was performing for some toffee-nosed aristocrats near the Old City, and it would be a walk. I was cutting through an alleyway to save time when I saw something that clipped my progress so abruptly that I nearly toppled over.

The Rhymer would have to wait. Ahead of me was the body of a child, contorted horribly and wrapped in a sheet soaked through with blood.

It seemed I had found Little Tara.

I tossed my dinner into a sewer grate. Suddenly I didn’t have much of an appetite.
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I burned a few seconds taking stock of the situation. The rats of Low Town are an immodest bunch, so the fact that her body was intact suggested that she hadn’t been left out long. I crouched down and set a palm on her tiny chest – cold. She’d been dead for some time before being dumped here. Up close I could see the indignities her tormentor had inflicted more clearly, and I shuddered and withdrew, noticing as I did so a strange smell, not the sickly sweet scent of decayed flesh but one abrasive and alchemical, harsh against the back of my throat.

Retreating from the alley to the main street, I flagged down a pair of street urchins idling beneath an awning nearby. Among the lower classes my name carries some small weight, and they presented themselves as if they expected me to draft them into a scheme of some kind, and were excited at the opportunity. I gave the duller-looking of the two a copper and told him to find a guardsman. When he was around the corner I turned to the one who remained.

I keep half the Low Town guard in whores and watered-down beer, so they wouldn’t be a problem. But a murder of this sort would demand the attention of an agent, and whomever they sent might be foolish enough to think me a suspect. I needed to get rid of my merchandise.

The boy stared up at me with brown eyes deep-set against pale skin. Like most street children he was a mutt, features of the three Rigun peoples intermixed with any number of foreign races. Even by the standards of the dispossessed he was painfully thin, the rags he wore as clothing insufficient to hide the bony protrusions of his shoulder blades and elbows.

‘You know who I am?’

‘You’re the Warden.’

‘You know the Staggering Earl?’

He nodded, his dark eyes wide but unclouded. I thrust my bag towards him.

‘Take this there and give it to the cyclops behind the bar. Tell him I said he owes you an argent.’

He reached for it and I dug my fingers in the crook of his neck. ‘I know every whore, pickpocket, junkie and street tough in Low Town, and I’ve marked your face. If my package ain’t waiting for me I’m going to come looking for you. Understand?’ I tightened my grip.

He didn’t flinch. ‘I ain’t bent.’ His voice surprised me with its cool confidence. I had picked the right urchin.

‘Off with you then.’ I released the bag and he sprinted around the corner.

I went back into the alley and smoked a cigarette while I waited for the hoax to show up. They were longer than I thought they’d be, given the gravity of the situation. It’s disturbing to discover your low opinion of law enforcement is still unduly appreciative. Two burned tabs later the first boy returned, a pair of guardsmen in tow.

I knew them vaguely. One was fresh, new to the force six months, but the second I’d been paying off for years. We’d see how much good that would do if things curdled. ‘Hello, Wendell.’ I held out my hand. ‘Good to see you again, even under these circumstances.’

Wendell shook it vigorously. ‘You as well,’ he said. ‘I had hoped the boy was lying.’

There wasn’t much to say to that. Wendell knelt beside the body, his chain coat dragging in the mud. Behind him his younger counterpart was turning the shade of white that prefaces vomiting. Wendell shouted a reproach over his shoulder. ‘None of that. You’re a damn guardsman – show some spine.’ He turned back to the corpse, unsure of his next move. ‘Guess I should call for an agent then,’ he half asked me.

‘Guess so.’

‘Run back to headquarters,’ Wendell ordered his subordinate, ‘and tell them to send for a chill. Tell them to send for two.’

The guard enforce the customs and laws of the city – when they aren’t paid to look the other way – but investigating crime is more or less beyond them. If a murderer isn’t standing over the corpse with a bloody knife they’re not of much use. When there’s a crime that matters to someone who counts, an Agent of the Crown is sent, officially deputized to carry out the Throne’s Justice. The frost, the cold, the snowmen or the gray devils, call them what you want but bow your head when they pass and answer prompt if they ask you something, ’cause the chill ain’t the guard, and the only thing more dangerous than an incompetent constabulary is a competent one. Normally, a dumped body in Low Town doesn’t warrant their attention – a fact that does wonders for the murder rate – but this wasn’t a drunk drowned in a puddle, or a knifed junkie. They’d send an agent for this.

After a few minutes, a small squad of guardsmen arrived on the scene. A pair of them began cordoning off the area. The remainder stood around looking important. They weren’t doing a great job of it, but I didn’t have the heart to tell them.

Bored of waiting, or wanting to impress his importance upon the newcomers, Wendell decided to take a stab at police work. ‘Probably some heretic,’ he said, scratching at his double chins. ‘Passing through the docks on the way to Kirentown, saw the girl and . . .’ He gestured sharply.

‘Yeah, I hear there’s a lot of that going around.’

His partner chimed in, baby face spouting poison, choked-back bile heavy on his breath. ‘Or an Islander. You know how they are.’

Wendell nodded sagely. He did indeed know how they were.

I’d heard that in some of the newer mental wards they set the mad and congenitally stupid to rote tasks, having them sew buttons onto mounds of fabric, the futile labor working as a salve to their broken minds. I wonder sometimes whether the guard is not an extension of this therapy on a far grander scale, an elaborate social program meant to give the low-functioning an illusion of purpose.

But it wouldn’t do to spoil it for the inmates. This burst of insight seemed to exhaust Wendell and his second, and they lapsed into silence.

The autumn eve chased the last shreds of daylight across the skyline. The sounds of honest commerce, as much as such a thing exists in Low Town, were replaced with a jittery quiet. In the surrounding tenements someone had a fire going, and the wood smoke almost covered up the state of the body. I rolled a cigarette to block out the rest.

You could sense their arrival before you could see them, the packed Low Town masses scuttling out from their path like flotsam brushed aside by a flood. A few seconds more and you made them out apart from the movement of the crowd. The freeze prided themselves on the uniformity of their costumes, each an interchangeable member of the small army that controlled the city and most of the nation. An ice-gray duster, its upturned collar leading to a matching wide-brimmed hat. A silver-hilted short sword hanging at the belt, both an aesthetic marvel and a perfect instrument of violence. A dusky jewel trapped in a silver frame dangling from the throat – the Crown’s Eye, official symbol of their authority. Every inch the personification of order, a clenched fist in a velvet glove.

For all that I would never speak it aloud, for all that it shamed me even to think it, I couldn’t lie – I missed that fucking outfit.

Crispin recognized me from about a block away, and his face hardened but his step didn’t slow. Five years hadn’t done much to alter his appearance. The same highborn face stared at me beneath the fold of his hat, the same upright carriage bore mute witness to a youth spent in the tutelage of dance masters and teachers of etiquette. His brown hair had retreated from its former prominence, but the curve of his nose still trumpeted the long history of his blood to anyone who cared to look. I knew he regretted me being here, just as I regretted him being called.

The other one I didn’t recognize – he must have been new. Like Crispin he had the Rouender nose, long and arrogant, but his hair was so blond as to be nearly white. Apart from the platinum mane he seemed the archetypal agent, his blue eyes inquisitorial without being discerning, the body beneath his uniform hard enough to convince you of his menace, assuming you didn’t know what to look for.

They stopped at the entrance to the alleyway. Crispin’s gaze darted across the scene, resting briefly on the covered corpse before settling on Wendell, who stood stiffly at attention, doing his best impression of a law enforcement official. ‘Guardsman,’ Crispin said, nodding sharply. The second agent, still unnamed, offered not even that, his arms firmly crossed and something like a smirk on his face. Sufficient attention paid to protocol, Crispin turned towards me. ‘You found her?’

‘Forty minutes ago, but she’d been here a while before that. She was dumped here after he finished with her.’

Crispin paced a slow circle around the scene. A wooden door led into an abandoned building halfway down the alley. He paused and put his hand against it. ‘You think he came through here?’

‘Not necessarily. The body was small enough to be concealed – a small crate, maybe an empty cask of ale. At dusk, this street doesn’t get much traffic. You could dump it and keep walking.’

‘Syndicate business?’

‘You know better than that. An unblemished child goes for five hundred ochre in the pens of Bukhirra. No slaver would be foolish enough to ruin their profit, and if they were they’d know a better way to dispose of the corpse.’

This was too much deference shown to a stranger in a tattered coat for Crispin’s second. He sauntered over, flushed with the arrogance that comes from having one’s hereditary sense of superiority cemented by the acquisition of public office. ‘Who is this man? What was he doing when he found the body?’ He sneered at me. I had to admit he knew how to sneer. For all its ubiquity it isn’t an expression that just anyone can master.

But I didn’t respond to it, and he turned to Wendell. ‘Where are his effects? What was the result of your search?’

‘Well, sir,’ Wendell started, his Low Town accent thickening. ‘Seeing as how he called in the body, we figured . . . that’s to say . . .’ He wiped his nose with the back of his fat hand and coughed out a response. ‘He hasn’t been searched, sir.’

‘Is this what passes for an investigation among the guard? A suspect is found standing beside a murdered child and you converse cordially with him over the corpse? Do your job and search this man!’

Wendell’s dull face blushed. He shrugged apologetically and moved to pat me down.

‘That won’t be necessary, Agent Guiscard,’ Crispin interrupted. ‘This man is . . . an old associate. He is above suspicion.’

‘Only in this matter I assure you. Agent Guiscard, is it? By all means, Agent Guiscard, search me. You can never be too careful. Who’s to say I didn’t kidnap the child, rape and torture her, dump her body, wait an hour, then call the guard?’ Guiscard’s face turned a dull shade of red, a strange contrast to his hair. ‘Quite a prodigy, aren’t we? I guess that set of smarts came standard with your pedigree.’ Guiscard balled his fist. I swelled out my grin.

Crispin cut between the two of us and began barking orders. ‘None of that. There’s work to be done. Agent Guiscard, return to Black House and tell them to send a scryer; if you double-step it there might still be time for him to pick up something. The rest of you set up a perimeter. There’s going to be half a hundred citizens here in ten minutes and I don’t want them mucking up the crime scene. And for the love of Śakra, one of you find this poor child’s parents.’

Guiscard glared at me ineffectually, then stomped off. I shook some leaf out of my pouch and started to roll a smoke. ‘New partner’s quite a handful. Whose nephew is he?’

Crispin gave a half-smile. ‘The Earl of Grenwick’s.’

‘Good to see nothing’s changed.’

‘He’s not as bad as he looks. You were pushing him.’

‘He was easy to push.’

‘So were you, once.’

He was probably right about that. Age had mellowed me, or at least I liked to think so. I offered the cigarette to my ex-partner.

‘I quit – it was ruining my wind.’

I wedged it between my lips. The years of friendship stretched out awkwardly between us.

‘If you discover something, you’ll come to me. You won’t do anything yourself,’ Crispin said, somewhere between an inquiry and a demand.

‘I don’t solve crimes, Crispin, because I’m not an agent.’ I struck a match against the wall and lit my smoke. ‘You made sure of that.’

‘You made sure of that. I just watched while you fell.’

This had gone on too long. ‘There was an odor on the corpse. It might be gone by now but it’s worth checking.’ I couldn’t bring myself to wish him luck.

A crowd of onlookers was forming as I left the cover of the alleyway, the specter of human misery always a popular draw. The wind had picked up. I pulled my coat tight and hurried my steps.
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Back at the Staggering Earl the weekend trade was in full swing. Adolphus’s greeting echoed off the walls as I fought my way through the tight ranks of patrons and took a seat at the bar. He poured a glass of beer and leaned in as he handed it to me. ‘The boy arrived with your package. I put it in your room.’

Somehow I had expected the urchin would come through.

Adolphus stood there awkwardly, a look of concern on his mangled face. ‘He told me what you found.’

I took a sip of my drink.

‘If you want to talk . . .’

‘I don’t.’

The ale was thick and dark, and I made my way through a half-dozen drafts trying to get the sight of twisted hands and pale, bruised skin out of my head. The crowd surged around me, factory workers finished with their shifts and bravados planning the night’s escapades. We were doing the kind of business that reminded me why I was part-owner, but the mass of amiable lowlifes imbibing cheap liquor was poor company for my mood.

I drained my cup and stood up from the counter.

Adolphus waved away a customer and came over. ‘You leaving?’

I grunted assent. The look on my face must have betokened violence, because he put one huge paw on my arm as I turned away.

‘You need a blade? Or company?’

I shook my head, and he shrugged and returned to chatting up patrons.

I had been saving a visit to Tancred the Harelip since I saw one of his runners moving dreamvine on my territory a half-month prior. Tancred was a small-time operator who had managed to claw his way to minor prominence by an unsavory combination of cheap violence and low cunning, but he wouldn’t be able to hold on to it for more than a few seasons. He’d underpay his boys, or try to cheat the guard out of their percentage, or piss off a syndicate and die in an alley with a poniard in his vitals. I hadn’t ever seen any great need to hasten his appointment with She Who Waits Behind All Things, but mistakes don’t get made in our business. Selling on my territory was sending me a message, and etiquette demanded a response.

Harelip had carved a thin slice of turf west of the canal, near Offbend, and he ran his operations from a dump of a bar called the Bleeding Virgin. He made most of his money from the trades that were too small or ugly for the syndicate boys to touch, moving wyrm and bleeding protection money out of whatever neighboring merchants were pitiful enough to pay. It was a long walk to his shit establishment, but it would give me time to clear my head from the booze. I went upstairs to retrieve a bottle of pixie’s breath and started over.

The west end of Low Town was quiet, the merchants gone home and the nightlife pressed south towards the docks, so I walked the dozen blocks to the canal in relative solitude. This late in the evening the Herm Bridge looked ominous instead of just dilapidated, its marble features made indistinct by time and petty vandalism. The ragged hands of stone Daevas curled in supplication to the heavens, their faces worn to wide eyes and gaping mouths. Beneath it the River Andel ran sluggish and slow, carrying the city’s waste in a stately procession towards the harbor and out to sea. I continued on, stopping at the entrance of a nondescript building a half-mile west.

Noise from the second floor drifted down to the shadows beneath. I took a hit of breath, then another and another until the bottle was empty and the buzzing was like a crowd of bees swarming around my ears. I dashed it against the wall and took the steps two at a time.

The Bleeding Virgin was the kind of dive that made you want to scrub your skin with lye as soon as you walked out – it made the atmosphere at the Earl look like high tea at the royal court. Torches shed greasy light on the unpalatable interior, a crumbling wooden infrastructure set over a handful of rooms that Harelip rented by the hour, along with a stable of sad-looking whores. These last doubled as servers, the dim illumination sufficient to display a lengthy commitment to their vocation.

I grabbed a spot across from a breach in the wall which served duty as a window and waved down one of the waitresses. ‘You know who I am?’ I asked. She nodded, dun hair atop a stretched face, crooked eyes dull and unfazed. ‘Get me something that hasn’t been spit in and tell your boss I’m here.’ I flipped her a copper and watched her walk off wearily.

The breath was kicking in hard and I held my fists tight at my sides to keep them from shaking. I glared at the patrons warily and thought about how far one well-placed act of arson would go towards improving the neighborhood.

The server returned a few minutes later with a half-full tankard. ‘He’ll be out soon,’ she said.

The beer was mostly rainwater. I choked it down and tried not to think about the child.

The back door opened and Harelip and two of his boys slid in. Tancred was aptly named – the crevice in his face split his mouth straight through, an aberration which his thick beard did nothing to hide. Beyond that there was little to recommend him one way or the other. Somewhere along the line he had acquired a reputation for being a hard man, though I suspected this was an outgrowth of his deformity.

The two hangers-on looked violent and stupid – the kind of cheap street toughs Tancred liked to keep around. I knew the first – Spider, a squat half-Islander runt with a lazy eye he’d picked up from getting rambunctious around a troop of guardsmen. He used to run with a small-time crew of river rats, busting into cargo barges late at night and making off with whatever they could find. I’d never seen the second, but his pockmarked face and sour odor bespoke ill-breeding as surely as his surroundings and choice of career. I assumed they were both armed, although only Spider’s weapon was visible, an ugly-looking dirk that jutted obtrusively from his belt.

They fanned out to cover me. ‘Hello, Tancred.’ I said. ‘What’s the good word?’

He sneered at me, or maybe he didn’t – the lip made it tough to tell.

‘I hear your people have been having trouble with their lodestones,’ I continued.

Now I was pretty confident he was sneering. ‘Trouble, Warden? How do you mean?’

‘The canal is the line between our two enterprises, Tancred. You know the canal. It’s that big ditch to the east of here, filled with water.’

He smiled, the fleshless stretch between his upper lip and nose rendering his rotting gums starkly visible. ‘Was that the line?’

‘In our business, Tancred, it’s important to remember your agreements. If you’re having trouble it might be time to look for work more in keeping with your natural talents. You’d make a lovely chorus girl.’

‘You’ve got a sharp mouth,’ he growled.

‘And you’ve got a crooked one, but we are as the Creator formed us. Regardless, I’m not here to debate theology – geography is the interest of the moment. So why don’t you go ahead and remind me where our boundary is?’

Harelip took a step backwards, and his boys moved closer. ‘Seems to me it might be time to redraw our map. I don’t know what you’ve got going with the syndicates, and I don’t care how friendly you are with the guard – you don’t have the muscle to hold the land you got. Far as I can tell you’re an independent operator, and there ain’t no place for an independent operator these days.’

He kept nerving himself into the conflict that was coming, but I could barely hear him through the drone in my ears. Not that the particulars of his monologue much mattered. I hadn’t come over here for discussion, and he hadn’t rolled out his mob to help him negotiate.

The ringing faded as Tancred completed whatever ultimatum he was making. Spider rested a hand on his weapon. The unnamed thug flicked his tongue off a toothy grin. Somehow they had fallen under the impression that this was going to go easy – I was looking forward to disabusing them.

I finished my last swallow of ale and dropped the tankard with my left hand. Spider watched it shatter on the ground and I lashed out with my fist, breaking his nose back into his face. Before his partner could draw a weapon I wrapped my arms around his shoulders and launched us both through the open window behind him.

For a half-second all I could hear was the rush of the wind and the rapid pulse of my heart. Then we hit the ground, and my hundred-and-eighty-pound frame buried him face up in the mud, a low crack letting me know the fall had broken a few of his ribs. I rolled off him and pulled myself to my feet. The moon was very bright against the dark of the alleyway. I breathed in deep and felt the blood drain from my head. The pockmarked man struggled to right himself and I snapped a boot across his scalp. He groaned and stopped stirring.

Dimly I was aware that the fall had done something to my ankle, but I was too gone to feel it yet. I would need to finish this quick, before my body had time to wake to the harm I’d done it.

I walked back into the Virgin and saw Spider sprinting down the steps at full speed, blood seeping from his nose, his blade in his hand. He snarled and came at me wildly – foolish, but then Spider was the sort of man who gets rattled by a little pain. I met him halfway and dropped low, setting my shoulder into his knees and sending him hurtling down the stairs. Turning back to finish the job, I saw the white press of bone sticking out from his hand and knew there was no point in further violence. I left him cradling his wrist and shrieking like a newborn.

Back on the second floor most of the patrons were pressed against the walls, waiting to see the outcome. At some point while I was busy below Tancred had grabbed a heavy wooden truncheon, and he rapped it against his outstretched palm. His warped face was twisted into a death mask and there was a long line of notches on the handle of his club, but his eyes were wide and I knew he would go down easy.

I ducked as his cudgel wheezed over my head, then balled my fist into his stomach. Tancred stumbled backwards, gasping for air, waving his bludgeon impotently. On the second swing I caught his wrist and twisted it savagely, pulling him close as he screamed and dropped his weapon. I held his gaze with mine, his ruined lips trembling, then struck him a blow that collapsed his legs under him.

He lay at my feet, weeping piteously. The small crowd of spectators stared back at me, bulbous drunkard noses and mongoloid idiot eyes, a menagerie of inbred grotesques, mouth-breathers and vermin. I had the urge to grab Tancred’s cudgel and wade into them, just start clubbing heads, crack crack crack, soak the sawdust red. I shook it off, telling myself it was just the breath. It was time to end this, but not too quickly. Theatricality mattered – I wanted these dregs to spread what they were seeing.

I dragged Harelip’s limp body toward a nearby table and stretched one arm across the wood. Holding his palm flat with my left hand, I took his small finger firmly in my right. ‘What’s our boundary?’ I asked, snapping his digit.

He screamed but didn’t answer.

‘What’s our boundary?’ I continued, breaking the next finger. He was weeping now, gasping for air and barely capable of speech. He’d need to make the attempt. I twisted another finger. ‘You’ve got a whole other hand I haven’t touched!’ I was laughing and wasn’t sure if it was part of the act. ‘What’s our boundary?’

‘The canal!’ he shrieked. ‘The canal is the boundary!’

The bar was silent but for his wailing. I swiveled my head at the onlookers, savoring the moment, then continued in a voice loud enough to be heard in the first ranks of the audience. ‘Your business ends at the canal. Forget again and they’ll find you floating in it.’ I pulled back his last finger and let him fall to the ground, then turned and walked slowly out the exit. Spider sat slumped against the bottom of the stairs, and he looked away as I passed.

A dozen blocks east the breath wore off and I put my arm against an alley wall and spewed until I could barely breathe, sinking into the muck and grime. I knelt there for a while, waiting for my heartbeat to return to normal. On the way up my leg gave out, and I had to buy a crutch off a fake cripple so I could hobble the rest of the way home.
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I awoke with a headache that made my swollen ankle feel like a hand-job from a ten-ochre-an-hour hooker. I tried to stand, but my vision swirled and my stomach let me know it was up for a repeat of last night’s performance, so I sat back down. Prachetas’s cunt, if I never took another whiff of pixie’s breath it would be too damn soon.

The sun streaming through my window meant it was past noon. My feeling has always been that if you’ve missed the morning you might as well go ahead and skip the afternoon as well, but there was work to do. I steadied myself, then pulled on my clothes and walked downstairs.

I took a seat at the counter. Adolphus had forgotten to cover his eye, and the recess in his skull wagged disapproval at me. ‘It’s too late for eggs. Don’t even ask.’ I had figured one o’clock was probably past the breakfast rush but wasn’t happy to have my suspicions confirmed. ‘The boy from last night has been waiting for you to wake up for the past three hours.’

‘Is there any coffee at least? And where is my shadow exactly?’

‘There is none, and he’s in the corner.’

I turned to see the youth from the previous evening uncurl from a wall. He had an odd talent for remaining unnoticed, or maybe my hangover was worse than I’d thought. We looked at each other in silence, some natural reserve keeping him from beginning. ‘I didn’t idle half the morning away in front of your door,’ I said. ‘What do you want?’

‘A job.’

He was direct at least, and concise – that was something. My head was pounding and I was trying to figure out where my breakfast would come from. ‘And what possible use could you be to me?’

‘I could do things for you. Like last night.’

‘I don’t know how often you think I stumble over the corpses of missing children, but last night was kind of a rare occurrence. I don’t think I can justify a full-time employee waiting around for it to happen again.’ This objection seemed to do little to sway him. ‘What is it you think I do exactly?’

He smiled slyly, like he’d done something wrong and was happy to let me know it. ‘You run Low Town.’

And what a lovely fiefdom it was. ‘The guards might dispute that.’

He snorted. It was worth snorting over.

‘I had a long night. I’m not in the mood for this nonsense. Get lost.’

‘I can run errands, deliver messages, whatever you need. I know the streets like the back of my hand, I can tussle, and nobody sees me that I don’t want to.’

‘Look, kid – this is a one-man operation. And if I was to bring on an assistant, my first requirement would be that his balls had dropped.’

The abuse did little to faze him. No doubt he’d heard far worse. ‘I came through yesterday, didn’t I?’

‘Yesterday you walked six blocks and didn’t fuck me. I could train a dog to do the same thing, and I wouldn’t need to pay him.’

‘Give me something else then.’

‘I’ll give you a beating if you don’t scramble,’ I said, raising my hand in something meant to resemble a menacing gesture.

To judge by his lack of reaction, he was unimpressed with the threat.

‘By the Lost One, you’re a tiresome little bastard.’ The walk downstairs had reawakened the fierce pain in my ankle, and all this conversation was upsetting my stomach. I fished into my pocket and brought out an argent. ‘Run over to the marketplace and get me two blood oranges, a dish of apricots, a ball of twine, a coin purse and a pruning knife. And if I don’t get half of it back in change I’ll know you’re either a cheat or too stupid to haggle a fair price.’

He hurried off with a speed that made me wonder if he would remember everything. Something about the boy made me unlikely to bet against him. I turned back around and waited for breakfast to arrive, but found myself distracted by the scowl atop Adolphus’s girth.

‘You have something to say?’

‘I didn’t know you were so desperate for a partner.’

‘What did you want me to do, clip him?’ I rubbed slow circles into my temple with my middle and forefingers. ‘Any news?’

‘They’re having a funeral for Tara outside the Church of Prachetas in a few hours. Don’t suppose you’ll attend?’

‘You don’t suppose correctly. Anything else making the rounds?’

‘Word has spread of your encounter with Harelip, if that’s what you’re asking.’

‘It was.’

‘Well, it has.’

It was about then that my brain decided the time had come to free itself from its long years of imprisonment, and began a furious if unproductive effort to batter through its casing. From the back Adeline noticed my agony and set a pot of coffee boiling.

I was nursing the second cup, dark and sweet, when the boy returned. He set the bag of goods on the counter and put the change next to it.

‘There are seven coppers left,’ I said. ‘What did you forget?’

‘It’s all there.’ He wasn’t quite smiling, but there was a distinct upturn to the thread of his lips. ‘I swiped the pruning knife.’

‘Congratulations, you’re a pickpocket. It’s a real exclusive club.’ I took an orange from the bag and started to peel it. ‘Who’d you get the fruit from, Sarah or Yephet the Islander?’

‘The Islander. Sarah’s are half-rotten.’

I ate a wedge of orange. ‘Did the Islander have his son or daughter helping him today?’

‘His daughter. His son hasn’t been around for a few weeks.’

‘What color shirt was she wearing?’

There was a pause. ‘She was wearing a gray smock.’ His quarter-grin returned. ‘But you wouldn’t know if I was right, ’cause you haven’t left the bar yet.’

‘I’d know if you tried to lie to me.’ I finished off the orange and tossed the peel onto the bar, then set two fingers against his chest. ‘I’ll always know.’

He nodded without taking his eyes off mine.

I scooped the remaining coins into the purse he had bought and held it in front of me enticingly. ‘You got a name?’

‘The kids call me Wren.’

‘Consider this the rest of the week’s pay.’ I tossed him the bag. ‘Spend some of it on getting a new shirt – you look like a bum. Then stop by later in the evening. I might have something for you to do.’

He accepted this development without response or expression, as if it was of little importance one way or the other.

‘And quit thieving,’ I continued. ‘If you work for me, you don’t siphon funds from the neighborhood.’

‘What does siphon mean?’

‘In this context, steal.’ I jerked my head towards the exit. ‘Off with you.’ He headed out the front door, though not with any great hurry. I pulled the second orange from the bag. Adolphus’s frown had returned. ‘You have something to say?’

He shook his head and began cleaning glasses left over from the night before.

‘You’re as subtle as a stone. Spit out whatever you’re choking on or quit shooting me daggers.’

‘You are not a carpenter,’ he said.

‘Then what the hell am I doing with this pruning knife?’ I asked, flourishing the tool. Adolphus’s brutish lips kept their curl. ‘All right, I’m not a carpenter.’

‘And you are not a blacksmith.’

‘Nor was there confusion on that account.’

Adolphus set the tankard down with a start, and in his flash of anger I remembered a day at Apres when those massive arms had cracked a Dren skull as easily as you would an egg, blood and brain bubbling out from white bone. ‘If you ain’t a carpenter, and you ain’t a blacksmith, then what the hell are you doing taking on an apprentice?’ He spat this last sentence at me, along with a fair bit of, well, spit.

The void where his left eye once sat gave him an unfair advantage, and I broke contact. ‘I don’t judge you for your trade. But it isn’t one a child ought to learn.’

‘What’s the harm in getting me breakfast?’

Adolphus shrugged, unconvinced.

I finished my second orange and started on the apricots in relative silence.

It’s always unsettling when Adolphus is in an ill humor. Partly because it reminds me that if he ever lost his temper it would take half the hoax in the city to bring him down, but mostly because there’s just something unpleasant about watching a fat man mope. ‘You’re in a hell of a mood today,’ I began.

The flesh on his face dragged downward, menaced more than usual by age. ‘The child,’ he said.

It was clear he wasn’t talking about the one who had just left. ‘It’s a sick world, but this isn’t the first we’ve had evidence of it.’

‘Who will do right for the child?’

‘The guard will look into it.’ I could well appreciate what dubious comfort that was.

‘The guard couldn’t catch pus in a whorehouse.’

‘They called in the Crown. Two agents in their prettiest bits of finery. Even sent for scryers. They’ll find something.’

‘If that child has to rely on the Crown for justice, her soul will never know peace.’ He let his one eye linger on mine.

This time I didn’t flinch. ‘That’s not my problem.’

‘You will allow her violator to walk free?’ The traces of Adolphus’s Skythan accent hardened during his frequent moments of melodrama. ‘To breathe our air, foul our wells?’

‘Is he around here somewhere? Send him over, I’ll find something heavy and brain him with it.’

‘You could look for him.’

I spat an apricot pit onto the floor. ‘Who was it pointing out that I operate on the other side of the law these days?’

‘Shrug it off, make jokes, play the fool.’ He banged his fist against the counter, setting the heavy wood shaking. ‘But I know why you went out last night, and I remember dragging you off the field at Giscan, when everyone had fled and the dead choked the sky.’ The planks of the bar settled to equilibrium. ‘Don’t pretend it doesn’t bother you.’

The trouble with old friends is they remember history you’d prefer forgotten. Of course, I didn’t have to stick around and reminisce. The last of the apricots disappeared. ‘I’ve got things to look in on. Throw the rest of this junk out, and give the boy supper if he returns.’

The abrupt end of our conflict left Adolphus deflated, his fury spent, his one eye drawn and his face haggard. As I left the tavern he was wiping at the countertop aimlessly, trying not to weep.
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I started out from the Earl in a sullen mood. I rely on Adolphus for a dose of morning levity and felt ill-equipped without it. Between that and the foul weather, I was starting to wish I’d kept to my original inclination and spent the rest of the afternoon wrapped in bed and burning dreamvine. Thus far the best that could be said for the day was that it was half over.

Last evening’s unexpected encounter had diverted my intention to visit the Rhymer – a circumstance I needed to rectify. He’d forgive my absence, likely he’d already heard the reason, but we still needed to speak. This time of day he’d either be working the docks or up at his mother’s house. His mom had a tendency to try and set me up with women in her neighborhood, so I decided he was at the wharf and hobbled off in that direction, the pain in my ankle proving as reluctant to dissipate as the one in my skull.

Yancey was probably the most talented musician in Low Town, and a damn good contact besides. I had met him during my time as an agent – he was part of a clique of Islanders who performed at balls for court officials and aristocrats. I helped him out of a bust once and in return he started to pass me information – little shit, background chatter. He never rolled on anyone. Since then our career trajectories had trended in opposite directions, and these days his skills were in request at some of the most exclusive gatherings in the capital. He still kept his ears open for me, though the uses to which I put his intelligence had changed.

The irony of the situation was not lost on either of us.

I found him a few feet off the west quay, surrounded by a handful of indifferent bystanders, playing a set of Kpanlogo and spouting the rhythmic poetry for which he was named. For all his skill, Yancey was about the worst street performer I’d ever seen. He didn’t take requests, he set up in spots unused to traffic, and he was surly to onlookers. Most days he was lucky to make a few coppers, a modest reward indeed for a man of his abilities. Still, he was always cheery when I saw him, and I think he got a kick out of displaying his dizzying abilities to an ungrateful public. He made enough coin playing to the upper crust to make whatever he got busking meaningless anyway.

I rolled a smoke. Yancey hated to be interrupted in the middle of a performance, regardless of the setting. I once had to pull him off a courtier who made the mistake of laughing during his set. He had that unpredictable temper common to small men, the kind of rage that flares up violently before fading away just as quickly.

After a moment he finished his verse, and the tiny audience responded with muted applause. He laughed off their lack of enthusiasm, then looked up at me. ‘If it ain’t the Warden himself – finally managed a visit to your friend Yancey, I see.’ His voice was thick and mellifluous.

‘I got caught up in something.’

‘I heard.’ He shook his head regretfully. ‘Bad business. You going to the funeral?’

‘No.’

‘Well, I am, so help me pack this up.’ He began breaking down his set, wrapping each of the tiny hide drums in a collection of cotton sacks. I took the smallest of his pieces and did the same, slipping in his fistful of product as I did so. As a rule, Yancey was apt to injure any man foolish enough to touch his instruments, but he knew what I was up to and let it pass without comment. ‘The noblefolk were disappointed you didn’t show last night.’

‘And their sorrow weighs heavy on my soul.’

‘I’m sure you lost sleep. You want to make up for it, you can come by the Duke of Illador’s estate Tuesday evening round ten.’

‘You know how important the opinion of the peerage is to me. I suppose you’ll be expecting your usual cut?’

‘Unless you feel like upping it.’

I did not. We continued in silence until the onlookers were out of earshot. ‘They say you found her,’ Yancey continued.

‘They say things.’

‘You steady on it?’

‘As a top.’

He nodded sympathetically. ‘Bad business.’ He finished packing up his set in a thick canvas bag, then slung it over his shoulder. ‘We’ll talk more later. I want to get a decent spot in the square.’ He bumped my fist and walked off. ‘Stay loose.’

The docks were virtually deserted, the usual mass of workers, merchants and customers long departed for the funeral, like Yancey happy to set aside a few hours of work to take part in a spectacle of public mourning. In their absence a dull quiet had settled over the area, a distinct contrast to the usual bustle of commerce. Making certain no one was watching I reached into my satchel for a hit of breath. My headache eased and the pain in my ankle receded. I watched the gray sky reflect off the water, thinking back to the day I had stood on the docks with five thousand other youths, preparing to board a troop ship to Gallia. My uniform had looked very fine, I’d thought, and my steel helm had glittered in the sun.

I contemplated lighting a joint of dreamvine but decided against it. It’s never a good idea to get faded in a maudlin mood – the vine tends to heighten your anxieties instead of blunting them. Solitude was proving an ill fit, and my feet found themselves shuffling north towards the church. It seemed I was attending the funeral after all.

By the time I got there the service had started and the Square of Benevolence was packed so tight you could barely see the dais. I skirted the crowd and snuck into an alleyway off the main plaza, taking a seat on a stack of packing crates. It was too far back to hear what the high priest of Prachetas was saying, but I was confident it was very pretty – you don’t get to a point in life where people put gold on your outerwear unless you can say very pretty things at opportune moments. And anyway the wind had picked up, so most of the crowd couldn’t hear the speech either. At first they pushed closer, straining their ears to make him out. When that didn’t work they got anxious, children pulling at their parents, day laborers shuffling their feet to keep warm.

Sitting on the stage, a respectful ten paces behind the priest, was the girl’s mother, recognizable even at this distance by the look on her face. It was one I had seen during the War on the faces of boys who had lost limbs, the look of someone who suffered a wound that should have been mortal but wasn’t. It tends to settle like wet plaster, grafting itself permanently to the skin. I suspected this was a mask the poor woman wouldn’t ever be able to shed, unless the torment became too much and she put steel to her wrist some cold night.

The priest reached a crescendo, or at least I thought he had. I still couldn’t hear anything, but his grandiloquent gestures and the mumbled beatitudes from the crowd seemed to indicate some sort of a climax. I tried to light a cigarette but the wind kept taking my flame, and I exhausted half a dozen matches before giving up. It was that kind of an afternoon.

Then it was over, the oration completed and the invocations offered. The priest held the gilded icon of Prachetas aloft and descended from the dais, the pallbearers following behind with the coffin. Some of the crowd left with the procession. Most did not. It was getting cold after all, and the cemetery was a long walk.

I waited for the crowd to filter out from the square, then pushed myself up from my seat. At some point during the speech I hadn’t heard I’d decided to violate my self-imposed exile and return to the Aerie to speak with the Blue Crane.

Fucking funerals. Fucking mother. Fucking kid.
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The Aerie reigns above Low Town like Śakra the Firstborn over Chinvat. A perfectly straight pillar, dark blue against the gray of the tenements and warehouses, stretching up endlessly. With the exception of the Royal Palace, with its crystalline fortifications and wide thoroughfares, it is the single most extraordinary building in the city. For near on thirty years it has subjugated the skyline, offering glorious contrast to the surrounding slums. It was a comfort, as a youth, to have visible evidence that the remainder of what you saw was not everything there was to see – that some portion of existence prevailed unpolluted by stench and piss.

The hope had proved false, of course, but that was my fault and no one else’s. It had been a long time since I’d seen the tower as anything but a reminder of squandered promise, and the foolish hopes of a foolish boy.

They had leveled an entire city block to make room for the Square of Exultation, as the courtyard surrounding the Aerie was called, but no one had minded. This was in the dark times after the great plague, when the population of Low Town had shrunk to a fraction of what it was in years prior. In place of the tenements was built a maze of white stone enclosing the tower itself, intricately complex but barely waist high, allowing anyone willing to look foolish to hop over the walls. As a child I had spent countless hours here playing Rat-in-a-Hole or Bowley Pegs, stalking through the rows of granite or running tip-toe along the fortifications.

The square was likely the only portion of Low Town that the populace had not actively worked to dilapidate. No doubt the Crane’s reputation as being among the most skilled practitioners of magic in the nation had some part in cutting down on vandalism, but the truth was that almost to a man the people of Low Town idolized their patron, and would accept no desecration of his monument. To speak ill of the Crane was to call for a beating in any tavern between the docks and the canal, and a shiv to the gut in some of the harder ones. He was our most beloved figure, more highly esteemed than the Queen and the Patriarch combined, his charity funding a half-dozen orphanages and his alms joyfully received by a grateful public.
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