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Carillon crouches in the shadow, eyes fixed on the door. Her knife is in her hand, a gesture of bravado to herself more than a deadly weapon. She’s fought before, cut people with it, but never killed with it. Cut and run, that’s her way.


In this crowded city, that’s not necessarily an option.
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For Helen


Who told me to write that novel . . .


But probably didn’t mean this one




PROLOGUE


You stand on a rocky outcrop, riddled with tunnels like the other hills, and look over Guerdon. From here, you see the heart of the old city, its palaces and churches and towers reaching up like the hands of a man drowning, trying to break free of the warren of alleyways and hovels that surrounds them. Guerdon has always been a place in tension with itself, a city built atop its own previous incarnations yet denying them, striving to hide its past mistakes and present a new face to the world. Ships throng the island-spangled harbour between two sheltering headlands, bringing traders and travellers from across the world. Some will settle here, melding into the eternal, essential Guerdon.


Some will come not as travellers, but as refugees. You stand as testament to the freedom that Guerdon offers: freedom to worship, freedom from tyranny and hatred. Oh, this freedom is conditional, uncertain – the city has, in its time, chosen tyrants and fanatics and monsters to rule it, and you have been part of that, too – but the sheer weight of the city, its history and its myriad peoples always ensure that it slouches back eventually into comfortable corruption, where anything is permissible if you’ve got money.


Some will come as conquerors, drawn by that wealth. You were born in such a conflict, the spoils of a victory. Sometimes, the conquerors stay and are slowly absorbed into the city’s culture. Sometimes, they raze what they can and move on, and Guerdon grows again from the ashes and rubble, incorporating the scar tissue into the living city.


You are aware of all this, as well as certain other things, but you cannot articulate how. You know, for example, that two Tallowmen guards patrol your western side, moving with the unearthly speed and grace of their kind. The dancing flames inside their heads illuminate a row of carvings on your flank, faces of long-dead judges and politicians immortalised in stone while their mortal remains have long since gone down the corpse shafts. The Tallowmen jitter by, and turn right down Mercy Street, passing the arch of your front door beneath the bell tower.


You are aware, too, of another patrol coming up behind you.


And in that gap, in the shadows, three thieves creep up on you. The first darts out of the mouth of an alleyway and scales your outer wall. Ragged hands find purchase in the cracks of your crumbling western side with inhuman quickness. He scampers across the low roof, hiding behind gargoyles and statues when the second group of Tallowmen pass by. Even if they’d looked up with their flickering fiery eyes, they’d have seen nothing amiss.


Something in the flames of the Tallowmen should disquiet you, but you are incapable of that or any other emotion.


The ghoul boy comes to a small door, used only by workmen cleaning the lead tiles of the roof. You know – again, you don’t know how you know – that this door is unlocked, that the guard who should have locked it was bribed to neglect that part of his duties tonight. The ghoul boy tries the door, and it opens silently. Yellow-brown teeth gleam in the moonlight.


Back to the edge of the roof. He checks for the tell-tale light of the Tallowmen on the street, then drops a rope down. Another thief emerges from the same alleyway and climbs. The ghoul hauls up the rope, grabs her hand and pulls her out of sight in the brief gap between patrols. As she touches your walls, you know her to be a stranger to the city, a nomad girl, a runaway. You have not seen her before, but a flash of anger runs through you at her touch as you share, impossibly, in her emotion.


You have never felt this or anything else before, and wonder at it. Her hatred is not directed at you, but at the man who compels her to be here tonight, but you still marvel at it as the feeling travels the length of your roof-ridge.


The girl is familiar. The girl is important.


You hear her heart beating, her shallow, nervous breathing, feel the weight of the dagger in its sheathe pressing against her leg. There is, however, something missing about her. Something incomplete.


She and the ghoul boy vanish in through the open door, hurrying through your corridors and rows of offices, then down the side stairs back to ground level. There are more guards inside, humans – but they’re stationed at the vaults on the north side, beneath your grand tower, not here in this hive of paper and records; the two thieves remain unseen as they descend. They come to one of your side doors, used by clerks and scribes during the day. It’s locked and bolted and barred, but the girl picks the lock even as the ghoul scrabbles at the bolts. Now the door’s unlocked, but they don’t open it yet. The girl presses her eye to the keyhole and watches, waits, until the Tallowmen pass by again. Her hand fumbles at her throat, as if looking for a necklace that usually rests there, but her neck is bare. She scowls, and the flash of anger at the theft thrills you.


You are aware of the ghoul, of his physical presence within you, but you feel the girl far more keenly, share her fretful excitement as she waits for the glow of the Tallowmen candles to diminish. This, she fears, is the most dangerous part of the whole business.


She’s wrong.


Again, the Tallowmen turn the corner onto Mercy Street. You want to reassure her that she is safe, that they are out of sight, but you cannot find your voice. No matter – she opens the door a crack and gestures, and the third member of the trio lumbers from the alley.


Now, as he thuds across the street in the best approximation of a sprint he’s capable of, you see why they needed to open the ground-level door when they already had the roof entrance. The third member of the group is a Stone Man. You remember when the disease – or curse – first took root in the city. You remember the panic, the debates about internment, about quarantines. The alchemists found a treatment in time, and a full-scale epidemic was forestalled. But there are still outbreaks, patches, leper colonies of sufferers in the city. If the symptoms aren’t caught early enough, the result is the motley creature that even now lurches over your threshold – a man whose flesh and bone are slowly transmuting into rock. Those afflicted by the plague grow immensely strong, but every little bit of wear and tear, every injury hastens their calcification. The internal organs are the last to go, so towards the end they are living statues, unable to move or see, locked forever in place, labouring to breathe, kept alive only by the charity of others.


This Stone Man is not yet paralysed, though he moves awkwardly, dragging his right leg. The girl winces at the noise as she shuts the door behind him, but you feel an equally unfamiliar thrill of joy and relief as her friend reaches the safety of their hiding place. The ghoul’s already moving, racing down the long silent corridor that’s usually thronged with prisoners and guards, witnesses and jurists, lawyers and liars. He runs on all fours, like a grey dog. The girl and the Stone Man follow; she stays low, but he’s not that flexible. Fortunately, the corridor does not look out directly onto the street outside, so, even if the patrolling Tallowmen glanced this way, they wouldn’t see him.


The thieves are looking for something. They check one record room, then another. These rooms are secure, locked away behind iron doors, but stone is stronger and the Stone Man bends or breaks them, one by one, enough for the ghoul or the human girl to wriggle through and search.


At one point, the girl grabs the Stone Man’s elbow to hasten him along. A native of the city would never do such a thing, not willingly, not unless they had the alchemist’s cure to hand. The curse is contagious.


They search another room, and another and another. There are hundreds of thousands of papers here, organised by a scheme that is a secret of the clerks, whispered only from one to another, passed on like an heirloom. If you knew what they sought, and they could understand your speech, you could perhaps tell them where to find what they seek, but they fumble on half blind.


They cannot find what they are looking for. Panic rises. The girl argues that they should leave, flee before they are discovered. The Stone Man shakes his head, as stubborn and immovable as, well, as stone. The ghoul keeps his own counsel, but hunches down, pulling his hood over his face as if trying to remove himself from their debate. They will keep looking. Maybe it’s in the next room.


Elsewhere inside you, one guard asks another if he heard that. Why, might that not be the sound of an intruder? The other guards look at each other curiously, but then in the distance, the Stone Man smashes down another door, and the now-attentive guards definitely hear it.


You know – you alone know – that the guard who alerted his fellows is the same one who left the rooftop door unlocked. The guards fan out, sound the alarm, begin to search the labyrinth within you. The three thieves split up, try to evade their pursuers. You see the chase from both sides, hunters and hunted.


And, after the guards leave their post by the vaults, other figures enter. Two, three, four, climbing up from below. How have you not sensed them before? How did they come upon you, enter you, unawares? They move with the confidence of experience, sure of every action. Veterans of their trade.


The guards find the damage wrought by the Stone Man and begin to search the south wing, but your attention is focused on the strangers in your vault. With the guards gone, they work unimpeded. They unwrap a package, press it against the vault door, light a fuse. It blazes brighter than any Tallowman’s candle, fizzing and roaring and then—


—you are burning, broken, rent asunder, thrown into disorder. Flames race through you, all those thousands of documents catching in an instant, old wooden floors fuelling the inferno. The stones crack. Your western hall collapses, the stone faces of judges plummeting into the street outside to smash on the cobblestones. You feel your awareness contract as the fire numbs you. Each part of you that is consumed is no longer part of you, just a burning ruin. It’s eating you up.


It is not that you can no longer see the thieves – the ghoul, the Stone Boy, the nomad girl who taught you briefly to hate. It is that you can no longer know them with certainty. They flicker in and out of your rapidly fragmenting consciousness as they move from one part of you to another.


When the girl runs across the central courtyard, pursued by a Tallowman, you feel every footstep, every panicked breath she takes as she runs, trying to outdistance creatures that move far faster than her merely human flesh can hope to achieve. She’s clever, though – she zigzags back into a burning section, vanishing from your perception. The Tallowman hesitates to follow her into the flames for fear of melting prematurely.


You’ve lost track of the ghoul, but the Stone Man is easy to spot. He stumbles into the High Court, knocking over the wooden seats where the Lords Justice and Wisdom sit when proceedings are in session. The velvet cushions of the viewer’s gallery are already on fire. More pursuers close in on him. He’s too slow to escape.


Around you, around what’s left of you, the alarm spreads. A blaze of this size must be contained. People flee the neighbouring buildings, or hurl buckets of water on roofs set alight by sparks from your inferno. Others gather to gawk, as if the destruction of one of the city’s greatest institutions was a sideshow for their amusement. Alchemy wagons race through the streets, carrying vats of fire-quelling liquids, better than water for dealing with a conflagration like this. They know the dangers of a fire in the city; there have been great fires in the past, though none in recent decades. Perhaps, with the alchemists’ concoctions and the discipline of the city watch, they can contain this fire.


But it is too late for you.


Too late, you hear the voices of your brothers and sisters cry out, shouting the alarm, rousing the city to the danger.


Too late, you realise what you are. Your consciousness shrinks down, takes refuge in its vessel. That is what you are, if not what you have always been.


You feel a second emotion – fear – as the flames climb the tower. Something beneath you breaks, and the tower sags suddenly to one side, sending you rocking back and forth. Your voice jangles in the tumult, a sonorous death rattle.


Your supports break, and you fall.




CHAPTER ONE


Carillon crouches in the shadow, eyes fixed on the door. Her knife is in her hand, a gesture of bravado to herself more than a deadly weapon. She’s fought before, cut people with it, but never killed with it. Cut and run, that’s her way.


In this crowded city, that’s not necessarily an option.


If one guard comes through the door, she’ll wait until he goes past her hiding place, then creep after him and cut his throat. She tries to envisage herself doing it, but can’t manage it. Maybe she can get away with just scaring him, or shanking him in the leg so he can’t chase them.


If it’s two, then she’ll wait until they’re about to find the others, hiss a warning and leap on one of them. Surely, between herself, Spar and Rat, they’ll be able to take out two guards without giving themselves away.


Surely.


If it’s three, same plan, only riskier.


She doesn’t let her mind dwell on the other possibility – that it won’t be humans like her who can be cut with her little knife, but something worse like the Tallowmen or Gullheads. The city has bred horrors all its own.


Every instinct in her tells her to run, to flee with her friends, to risk Heinreil’s wrath for returning empty-handed. Better yet, to not return at all, but take the Dowager Gate or the River Gate out of the city tonight, be a dozen miles away before dawn.


Six. The door opens and it’s six guards, all human, one two three big men, in padded leathers, maces in hand, and three more with pistols. She freezes for an instant in terror, unable to act, unable to run, caught against the cold stone of the old walls.


And then – she feels the shock through the wall before she hears the roar, the crash. She feels the whole House of Law shatter. She was in Severast when there was an earth tremor once, but it’s not like that – it’s more like a lightning strike and thunderclap right on top of her. She springs forward without thinking, as if the explosion had physically struck her, too, jumping through the scattered confusion of the guards.


One of them fires his pistol, point blank, so close she feels the sparks, the rush of air past her head, hot splinters of metal or stone showering down across her back, but the pain doesn’t blossom and she knows she’s not hit even as she runs.


Follow me, she prays as she runs blindly down the passageway, ducking into one random room and another, bouncing off locked doors. From the shouts behind her, she knows that some of them are after her. It’s like stealing fruit in the market – one of you makes a big show of running, distracts the fruitseller, and the others grab an apple each and one more for the runner. Only, if she gets caught, she won’t be let off with a thrashing. Still, she’s got a better chance of escaping than Spar has.


She runs up a short stairway and sees an orange glow beneath the door. Tallowmen, she thinks, imagining their blazing wicks on the far side, before she realises that the whole north wing of the square House is ablaze. The guards are close behind her, so she opens the door anyway, ducking low to avoid the thick black smoke that pours through.


She skirts along the edge of the burning room. It is a library, with long rows of shelves packed with rows of cloth-bound books, journals of civic institutions, proceedings of parliament. At least, half of it is a library; the other half was a library. Old books burn quickly. She clings to the wall, finding her way through the smoke by touch, trailing her right hand along the stone blocks while groping ahead with her left.


One of the guards has the courage to follow her in, but, from the sound of his shouts, she guesses he went straight forward, thinking she’d run towards the fires. There’s a creak, and a crash, and a shower of sparks as one of the burning bookcases topples. The guard’s shouts to his fellows become a scream of pain, but she can do nothing for him. She can’t see, can scarcely breathe. She fights down panic and keeps going until she comes to the side wall.


The House of Law is a quadrangle of buildings around a central green. They hang thieves there, and hanging seems like a better fate than burning right now. But there was a row of windows, wasn’t there? On the inside face of the building, looking out onto that green. She’s sure there is, there must be, because the fires have closed in behind her and there’s no turning back.


The outstretched fingers of her left hand touch warm stone. The side wall. She scrabbles and sweeps her fingers over it, looking for the windows. They’re higher than she remembers, and she can barely reach the sill even when stretching, standing on tiptoes. The windows are thick, leaded glass, and, while the fires have blown some of them out, this one is intact. She grabs a book off a shelf and flings it at the glass, to no avail. It bounces back. There’s nothing she can do to break the glass from down here.


On this side, the sill’s less than an inch wide, but if she can get up there, maybe she can lever one of the panes out, make an opening. She takes a step back to make a running jump up, and a hand closes around her ankle.


“Help me!”


It’s the guard who followed her in. The burning bookcase must have fallen on him. He’s crawling, dragging a limp and twisted leg, and he’s horribly burnt down his left side. Weeping white-red blisters and blackened flesh on his face.


“I can’t.”


He’s still clutching his pistol, and he tries to aim it at her while still grabbing her ankle, but she’s faster. She grabs his arm and lifts it, pulls the trigger for him. The report, that close to her ear, is deafening, but the shot smashes part of the window behind her. More panes and panels fall, leaving a gap in the stained glass large enough to crawl through if she can climb up to it.


A face appears in the gap. Yellow eyes, brown teeth, pitted flesh – a grin of wickedly sharp teeth. Rat extends his ragwrapped hand through the window. Cari’s heart leaps. She’s going to live. In that moment, her friend’s monstrous, misshapen face seems as beautiful as the flawless features of a saint she once knew. She runs towards Rat – and stops.


Burning’s a terrible way to die. She’s never thought so before, but now that it’s a distinct possibility it seems worse than anything. Her head feels weird, and she knows she’s not thinking straight, but between the smoke and the heat and terror, weird seems wholly reasonable. She kneels down, slips an arm beneath the guard’s shoulders, helps him stand on his good leg, to limp towards Rat.


“What are you doing?” hisses the ghoul, but he doesn’t hesitate either. He grabs the guard by the shoulders when the wounded man is within reach of the window, and pulls him through the gap. Then he comes back for her, pulling her up, too. Rat’s sinewy limbs aren’t as tough or as strong as Spar’s stone-cursed muscles, but he’s more than strong enough to lift Carillon out of the burning building with one hand and pull her through into the blessed coolness of the open courtyard.


The guard moans and crawls away across the grass. They’ve done enough for him, Carillon decides; a half-act of mercy is all they can afford.


“Did you do this?” Rat asks in horror and wonder, flinching as part of the burning buildings collapses in on itself. The flames twine around the base of the huge bell tower that looms over the north side of the quadrangle.


Carillon shakes her head. “No, there was some sort of . . . boom. Where’s Spar?”


“This way.” Rat scurries off, and she runs after him. South, along the edge of the garden, past the empty old gibbets, away from the fire, towards the courts. There’s no way now to get what they came for, even if the documents that Heinreil wants still exist and aren’t falling around her as a blizzard of white ash, but maybe they can get away if they can get out onto the streets again. They just need to find Spar, find that big slow limping lump of rock, and get out.


She could leave him behind, just like Rat could abandon her. The ghoul could make it over the wall in a flash; ghouls are prodigous climbers. But they’re friends – the first true friends she’s had in a long time. Rat found her on the streets after she was stranded in this city, and he introduced her to Spar, who gave her a place to sleep safely.


The two also introduced her to Heinreil, but that wasn’t their fault – Guerdon’s underworld is dominated by the thieves’ brotherhood, just like its trade and industry is run by the guild cartels. If they’re caught, it’s Heinreil’s fault. Another reason to hate him.


There’s a side door ahead, and if she hasn’t been turned around it’ll open up near where they came in, and that’s where they’ll find Spar.


Before they can get to it, the door opens and out comes a Tallowman.


Blazing eyes in a pale, waxy face. He’s an old one, worn so thin he’s translucent in places, and the fire inside him shines through holes in his chest. He’s got a huge axe, bigger than Cari could lift, but he swings it easily with one hand. He laughs when he sees her and Rat outlined against the fire.


They turn and run, splitting up. Rat breaks left, scaling the wall of the burning library. She turns right, hoping to vanish into the darkness of the garden. Maybe she can hide behind a gibbet or some monument, she thinks, but the Tallowman’s faster than she can imagine. He flickers forward, a blur of motion, and he’s right in front of her. The axe swings, she throws herself down and to the side and it whistles right past her.


Again the laugh. He’s toying with her.


She finds her courage. Finds she hasn’t dropped her knife. She drives it right into the Tallowman’s soft waxy chest. His clothes and his flesh are the same substance, yielding and mushy as warm candle wax, and the blade goes in easily. He just laughs again, the wound closing almost as fast as it opened, and now her knife’s in his other hand. He reverses it, stabs it down, and her right shoulder’s suddenly black and slick with blood.


She doesn’t feel the pain yet, but she knows its coming.


She runs again, half stumbling towards the flames. The Tallowman hesitates, unwilling to follow, but it stalks her, herding her, cackling as it goes. It offers her a choice of deaths – run headlong into the fire and burn to death, bleed out here on the grass where so many other thieves met their fates, or turn back and let it dismember her with her own knife.


She wishes she had never come back to this city.


The heat from the blaze ahead of her scorches her face. The air’s so hot it hurts to breathe, and she knows the smell of soot and burning paper will never, ever leave her. The Tallowman keeps pace with her, flickering back and forth, always blocking her from making a break.


She runs towards the north-east corner. That part of the House of Law is on fire, too, but the flames seem less intense there. Maybe she can make it there without the Tallowman following her. Maybe she can even make it before it takes her head off with its axe. She runs, cradling her bleeding arm, bracing herself all the while for the axe to come chopping through her back.


The Tallowman laughs and comes up behind her.


And then there’s a clang, the ringing of a tremendous bell, and the sound lifts Carillon up, up out of herself, up out of the courtyard and the burning building. She flies high over the city, rising like a phoenix out of the wreckage. Behind her, below her, the bell tower topples down, and the Tallowman shrieks as burning rubble crushes it.


She sees Rat scrambling over rooftops, vanishing into the shadows across Mercy Street.


She sees Spar lumbering across the burning grass, towards the blazing rubble. She sees her own body, lying there amid the wreckage, pelted with burning debris, eyes wide but unseeing. She sees—


Stillness is death to a Stone Man. You have to keep moving, keep the blood flowing, the muscles moving. If you don’t, those veins and arteries will become carved channels through hard stone, the muscles will turn to useless inert rocks. Spar is never motionless, even when he’s standing still. He flexes, twitches, rocks – yes, rocks, very funny – from foot to foot. Works his jaw, his tongue, flicks his eyes back and forth. He has a special fear of his lips and tongue calcifying. Other Stone Men have their own secret language of taps and cracks, a code that works even when their mouths are forever frozen in place, but few people in the city speak it.


So when they hear the thunderclap or whatever-it-was, Spar’s already moving. Rat’s faster than he is, so Spar follows as best he can. His right leg drags behind him. His knee is numb and stiff behind its stony shell. Alkahest might cure it, if he gets some in time. The drug’s expensive, but it slows the progress of the disease, keeps flesh from turning to stone. It has to be injected subcutaneously, though, and more and more he’s finding it hard to drill through his own hide and hit living flesh.


He barely feels the heat from the blazing courtyard, although he guesses that if he had more skin on his face it’d be burnt by contact with the air. He scans the scene, trying to make sense of the dance of the flames and the fast-moving silhouettes. Rat vanishes across a rooftop, pursued by a Tallowman. Cari . . . Cari’s there, down in the wreckage of the tower. He stumbles across the yard, praying to the Keepers that she’s still alive, expecting to find her beheaded by a Tallowman’s axe.


She’s alive. Stunned. Eyes wide but unseeing, muttering to herself. Nearby, a pool of liquid and a burning wick, twisting like an angry cobra. Spar stamps down on the wick, killing it, then scoops Cari up, careful not to touch her skin. She weighs next to nothing, so he can easily carry her over one shoulder. He turns and runs back the way he came.


Lumbering down the corridor, not caring about the noise now. Maybe they’ve got lucky; maybe the fire drove the Tallowmen away. Few dare face a Stone Man in a fight, and Spar knows how to use his strength and size to best advantage. Still, he doesn’t want to try his luck against Tallowmen. Luck is what it would be – one hit from his stone fists might splatter the waxy creations of the alchemists’ guild, but they’re so fast he’d be lucky to land that one hit.


He marches past the first door out onto the street. Too obvious.


He stumbles to a huge pair of ornate internal doors and smashes them to flinders. Beyond is a courtroom. He’s been here before, he realises, long ago. He was up there in the viewer’s gallery when they sentenced his father to hang. Vague memories of being dragged down a passageway by his mother, him hanging off her arm like a dead weight, desperate to stay behind but unable to name his fear. Heinreil and the others, clustering around his mother as an invisible honour guard, keeping the press of the crowd away from them. Old men who smelled of drink and dust despite their rich clothes, whispering that his father had paid his dues, that the Brotherhood would take care of them, no matter what.


These days, that means alkahest. Spar’s leg starts to hurt as he drags it across the court. Never a good sign – means it’s starting to calcify.


“Hold it there.”


A man steps into view, blocking the far exit. He’s dressed in leathers and a grubby green half-cloak. Sword and pistol at his belt, and he’s holding a big iron-shod staff with a sharp hook at one end. The broken nose of a boxer. His hair seems to be migrating south, fleeing his balding pate to colonise the rich forest of his thick black beard. He’s a big man, but he’s only flesh and bone.


Spar charges, breaking into a Stone Man’s approximation of a sprint. It’s more like an avalanche, but the man jumps aside and the iron-shod staff comes down hard, right on the back of Spar’s right knee. Spar stumbles, crashes into the doorframe, smashing it beneath his weight. He avoids falling only by digging his hand into the wall, crumbling the plaster like dry leaves. He lets Cari tumble to the ground.


The man shrugs his half-cloak back, and there’s a silver badge pinned to his breast. He’s a licensed thief-taker, a bounty hunter. Recovers lost property, takes sanctioned revenge for the rich. Not regular city watch, more of a bonded freelancer.


“I said, hold it there,” says the thief-taker. The fire’s getting closer – already, the upper gallery’s burning – but there isn’t a trace of concern in the man’s deep voice. “Spar, isn’t it? Idge’s boy? Who’s the girl?”


Spar responds by wrenching the door off its hinges and flinging it, eight feet of heavy oak, right at the man. The man ducks under it, steps forward and drives his staff like a spear into Spar’s leg again. This time, something cracks.


“Who sent you here, boy? Tell me, and maybe I let her live. Maybe even let you keep that leg.”


“Go to the grave.”


“You first, boy.” The thief-taker moves, almost as fast as a Tallowman, and smashes the staff into Spar’s leg for the third time. Pain runs up it like an earthquake, and Spar topples. Before he can try to heave himself back up again, the thief-taker’s on his back, and the stave comes down for a fourth blow, right on Spar’s spine, and his whole body goes numb.


He can’t move. He’s all stone. All stone. A living tomb.


He screams, because his mouth still works, shouts and begs and pleads and cries for them to save him or kill him or do anything but leave him here, locked inside the ruin of his own body. The thief-taker vanishes, and the flames get closer and – he assumes – hotter, but he can’t feel their heat. After a while, more guards arrive. They stick a rag in his mouth, carry him outside, and eight of them heave him into the back of a cart.


He lies there, breathing in the smell of ash and the stench of the slime the alchemists use to fight the fires.


All he can see is the floor of the cart, strewn with dirty straw, but he can still hear voices. Guards running to and fro, crowds jeering and hooting as the High Court of Guerdon burns. Others shouting make way, make way.


Spar finds himself drifting away into darkness.


The thief-taker’s voice again. “One got away over the rooftops. Your candles can have him.”


“The south wing’s lost. All we can do is save the east.”


“Six dead. And a Tallowman. Caught in the fires.”


Other voices, nearby. A woman, coldly furious. An older man.


“This is a blow against order. A declaration of anarchy. Of war.”


“The ruins are still too hot. We won’t know what’s been taken until—”


“A Stone Man, then.”


“What matters is what we do next, not what we can salvage.”


The cart rocks back and forth, and they lie another body down next to Spar. He can’t see her, but he hears Cari’s voice. She’s still mumbling to herself, a constant stream of words. He tries to grunt, to signal to her that she’s not alone, or that he’s still in here in this stone shell, but his jaw has locked around the gag and he can’t make a sound.


“What have we here,” says another voice. He feels pressure on his back – very, very faintly, very far away, like the pressure a mountain must feel when a sparrow alights on it – and then a pinprick of pain, right where the thief-taker struck him. Feeling blazes through nerves once more, and he welcomes the agony of his shoulders unfreezing. Alkahest, a strong dose of blessed, life-giving, stone-denying alkahest.


He will move again. He’s not all stone yet. He’s not all gone.


Spar weeps with gratitude, but he’s too tired to speak or to move. He can feel the alkahest seeping through his veins, pushing back the paralysis. For once, the Stone Man can rest and be still. Easiest, now, is to close eyes that are no longer frozen open, and be lulled into sleep by his friend’s soft babbling . . .


Before the city was the sea, and in the sea was He Who Begets. And the people of the plains came to the sea, and the first speakers heard the voice of He Who Begets, and told the people of the plains of His glory and taught them to worship Him. They camped by the shore, and built the first temple amid the ruins. And He Who Begets sent His sacred beasts up out of the sea to consume the dead of the plains, so that their souls might be brought down to Him and live with Him in glory below forever. The people of the plains were glad, and gave of their dead to the beasts, and the beasts swam down to Him.


The camp became a village in the ruins, and the village became the city anew, and the people of the plains became the people of the city, and their numbers increased until they could not be counted. The sacred beasts, too, grew fat, for all those who died in the city were given unto them.


Then famine came to the city, and ice choked the bay, and the harvest in the lands around wilted and turned to dust.


The people were hungry, and ate the animals in the fields.


Then they ate the animals in the streets.


Then they sinned against He Who Begets, and broke into the temple precincts, and killed the sacred beasts, and ate of their holy flesh.


The priests said to the people, how now will the souls of the dead be carried to the god in the waters, but the people replied, what are the dead to us? Unless we eat, we will be dead, too.


And they killed the priests, and ate them, too.


Still the people starved, and many of them died. The dead thronged the streets, for there were no more sacred beasts to carry them away into the deep waters of God.


The dead thronged the streets, but they were houseless and bodiless, for their remains were eaten by the few people who were left.


And the people of the city dwindled, and became the people of the tombs, and they were few in number.


Over the frozen sea came a new people, the people of the ice, and they came upon the city and said: lo, here is a great city, but it is empty. Even its temples are abandoned. We shall dwell here, and shelter from the cold, and raise up shrines to our own gods there.


The people of the ice endured where the people of the city had not, and survived the cold. Many of them died, too, and their bodies were interred in tombs, in accordance with their customs. And the people of the tombs stole those bodies, and ate of them.


And in this way, the people of the ice and the people of the tombs survived the winter.


When the ice melted, the people of the ice became the people of the city, and the people of the tombs became the ghouls. For they were also, in their new way, people of the city.


And that is how the ghouls came to Guerdon.




CHAPTER TWO


“Wake up.”


Stone fingers prod her into wakefulness. Cari opens her eyes, looks up at blue sky. The sound of water lapping. She sits up, wincing as her shoulder complains. Someone has dressed and bound the knife wound the Tallowman had given her. Too neat for Spar’s work.


“I got bored waiting for you to wake,” says Spar, and shrugs. He starts to walk in a circle around their little island.


An artificial island, a pillar of stone in the middle of a water tank or cistern; an artificial lake, surrounded by high walls. Open to the sky. The water is stagnant and brown where it isn’t iridescent with alchemical run-off. Green slime stains the rocks. Looking around, she spots a small iron gate in the wall.


“Where are we?”


“No idea. A prison for Stone Men, I guess.”


That makes sense. Spar could break that gate down, but to get to it he’d have to cross the water, and he’s too heavy to swim, and there’s no telling how deep it is. And Stone Men still have to breathe.


“Is this the Isle of Statues?” She’s heard of the island of Stone Men out in the bay, a colony established when the plague first appeared in Guerdon, where sufferers were exiled and left to petrify. She runs her hands over her own body and face, fearing that she too might be infected with the curse. She can’t find any stony growths, but there are dozens of small painful burn marks across her face and hands, like she’s been stung by fiery wasps.


Spar considers the question. “No. I heard the bells of Holy Beggar a few minutes ago, so I guess we’re somewhere in the upper Wash.”


Cari extends her hand. “Help me up?”


Spar doesn’t move, just clucks his tongue disapprovingly.


“Right, right.” Don’t touch a Stone Man. Every city she’s visited had its own customs and rules and taboos, and the faster you internalised them, the better. Though Carillon was born in Guerdon, she grew up in the countryside, far from the plague. She stands up gingerly, careful not to put weight on her injured arm. “How did we get here?”


“Some thief-taker caught me. They threw me on a cart and drugged me.” He stretches, stone scales scraping off each other. “They caught you, too. I don’t know about Rat.”


“Did you tell them we didn’t burn down the hall?”


“Tell who?” asks Spar. “I haven’t seen anyone since I woke up.”


Cari cups her hands over her mouth, and shouts. “Hey! Turnkey! We’re awake and need breakfast!”


Spar considers the position of the sun in the sky. “Bit late for that.”


“And lunch!” shouts Cari. It’s been a long time since she had three square meals a day, or even one, but it’s worth a try.


Over the wall, someone laughs, but there’s no other answer. Cari sinks back onto the least uncomfortable rock.


“Let’s get our story straight,” she suggests. “We tell them we didn’t burn that place down. Hells, Rat and I rescued one of the guards from the fire.”


“Some of them died, though.”


“That wasn’t our fault! You didn’t hurt anyone, did you?”


“I tried to hit the thief-taker.”


“You were running for your life from a burning building,” says Cari. “And will you stop walking in circles?”


“No,” says Spar.


“The point is, we didn’t burn the place down. There was some sort of explosion, maybe an alchemical bomb.” She’s seen the weapons of war that the alchemists can make in other places – fires that never stop burning, animals warped into huge monsters, knife-smoke, ice contagions. Alchemical weapons are Guerdon’s biggest export.


“We were robbing it, though.” Spar shrugs. “No sense denying that.”


“They’ll hang me for that,” says Cari. “I don’t know what they do to Stone Men.”


They can’t hang Spar – his neck is armoured in stone – but doing nothing would be punishment enough. Deny him alkahest for long enough and he’ll petrify, and that’ll be worse than hanging. Dying of thirst, locked in the stone shell of his own living tomb. It’s all ahead of him.


“Let me do the talking,” he tells her. “You just stay quiet. The Brotherhood will get us out of this.”


“I don’t owe Heinreil my neck.”


“It won’t come to that. You have to trust him. Trust us.” Us, he says. Trust the Brotherhood that his father founded, and died to protect. And he’s right – there’s a good chance the Brotherhood can buy their freedom with bribery. But that means she’ll owe Heinreil even more, be beholden to the man for the rest of her life.


“Sod that,” Cari throws an arm out, gesturing at the mucky lake and blank walls that make up their open-air prison. “I’m not risking everything for that slimy cock-faced goblin.” She says that loudly enough to be overheard, and whoever’s on the other side of the wall finds it absolutely hilarious. Cari turns to face the laughter and screams. “I want to talk to someone! Come on!”


“Don’t tell them anything,” insists Spar.


There’s no answer anyway. The water laps against their little island, depositing a dead bird on the shore. Spar nudges it back into the lake with one stone-toed foot, and it slowly sinks into the mire. Cari sits fuming on the rock. She scratches at her neck, irritated by the absence of the necklace she usually wears. Throws pebbles into the slime, watches them sink. Patience is not Cari’s strongest virtue.


“You were talking in your sleep again,” he says after a few minutes.


“I don’t talk in my sleep,” Cari snaps.


“You were. Some story about ghouls and beasts. It didn’t sound like you at all.”


“I don’t remember,” she replies, but she does. Like a dream, all caught up in the bell tower collapsing around her and this strange, out-of-place vertiginous memory, like she’d fallen into the sky. Her head hurts. She rubs her temples, but it only replaces one pain with another as her fingers touch the scorched spots on her skin. Molten metal, Cari realises. That’s what made these burns on her hands and face. Like a blacksmith’s arms, gobbets of hot metal from the forge. She leans over the foul water, trying to see how badly she’s been burnt. The water’s more mud than mirror. She pokes at the larger burns with a finger.


“You’ll live,” says Spar.


“Until they hang me.”


“They won’t,” he insists, but he can’t be sure, and she can hear the lack of conviction in his voice. In Spar’s father’s time, the Brotherhood had enough sway to ensure that a case like theirs would never go to the gallows. But under Heinreil it’s a different matter. Heinreil won’t spend the money on bribes and lawyers until the return’s worth it.


Cari looks at the distant gate. She could swim over – she’s a strong swimmer, half her life spent around boats – but the gate looks sturdy and rust-free despite its surroundings. She checks for her knife and lock picks, but they’ve taken everything except for her shirt and trousers and, oddly, one shoe.


“Hell with it,” she says, half to herself, and steps into the water. Her wounded shoulder means she can’t swim easily, and all her little scars and cuts sting as if she’s floating in lemon juice, and she’s regretting the idea by the time she’s swum ten feet, but her legs still work and she kicks forward through the slime. She twists awkwardly to keep her shoulder out of the water as much as she can.


“Cari!” hisses Spar, keeping his voice low to avoid being heard. “Come back!”


Halfway across, one of her her legs scrapes against some obstacle, like a reef. She stops, treads slime for a moment.


“What is it?” asks Spar.


Cari probes with her feet, rubbing against whatever’s down there, trying to discern its shape. Four – no five spiky protrusions from a column, another one next to it, and something round between them.


A statue, arms upraised. She tries to swim around it, bumps into another one, and another, and another, too; a graveyard of Stone Men.


“You don’t want to know.” She swims on, using the dead men for support when the pain gets too much for her. She gets a mouthful of slime, chokes on it, spits it out. This was a mistake, she thinks, but there’s no turning back now. All the marks on her face are afire now, a constellation of agony that almost eclipses the dull ache in her shoulder.


She glances back, sees Spar shuffling nervously on the shore. He’s too far away to help. If he steps off the island, he’ll sink and drown.


She’s not keen on drowning either. She takes one last breather, balancing on the head of the last Stone Man, then swims the final stretch.


She makes it to the gate and pulls herself up onto the narrow lip. Spar exhales, his lungs rattling like a bag of pebbles. Cari pushes at the gate, rattles it, then starts to climb it. Maybe, if she balances on the top of the gate, she can reach the top of the wall around and climb up, even with one arm bound.


She can hear the sounds of the city now, muffled and distant but there nonetheless, the murmur of crowds, shouts and barks, the rattling hiss of train engines, the tolling of the bells of the Holy Beggar—


The Tallowman is burning low now. Guttering. It makes it hard to concentrate. It leaps to another rooftop and misjudges the distance, landing badly, sprawling on the roof tiles and slipping towards the street far below, but it’s so light, so much waxy flesh burned away, that it can easily catch itself. Like a spider skipping across the surface of a pond. I’m a spider, it thinks, with some part of its brain grown soft enough for whimsy.


It laughs and leers at the meat people down below. They look away, or cower, or hasten their pace. They fear the Tallowman, and that’s good. It could go down there, have fun down there. Be faster than them, stronger, better – brighter.


The smell of blood reminds it of the mission. It cut the ghoul, so there’s a blood trail to follow. Its nose, though, is drooping, melting, and blocked with its own wax. It jams two fingers up its nostrils (remembering to put the axe down first; wouldn’t want to chop its own head off) and wiggles them about, opening channels from the outside to its hollow inside where its flame-self burns. It adjusts the nose, remoulding it so it’s more dignified. In a rare moment of self-reflection, the Tallowman acknowledges that it’s burnt for too long and needs a good long soak in a tallow vat. Needs a new wick threaded through its body, for this one’s nearly gone. The Tallowman must buy each new life with the good deeds of the previous one. If it doesn’t catch the ghoul, maybe the alchemists won’t remake it. Naughty candle, reduced to a puddle with an axe.


Focus.


The Tallowman inhales sharply. The candle flame in his head flares with the rush of air. Bread-baking, cattle shit and blood from the slaughterhouses, soot from a thousand thousand chimneys and smokestacks, salt and oil engine oil, fruit smells and melting sugar that might make it hungry if it still had a stomach – and ghoul blood, slow and thick and sweetly rotten. The ghoul came this way, and the trail’s pointing straight to Gravehill. The boy’s going to earth.


Gravehill, the old city quarter of the dead, is on the far side of Castle Hill. It’s a long climb for a ghoul, especially in the daylight. Especially a wounded one. Castle Hill is like a wall, dividing the portside districts and the old city from the newer suburbs beyond. Not that Gravehill is new; it’s old, but, as Guerdon expanded, people built houses in and atop the tombs of their ancestors, and now the living and dead crowd together in that slum. Ghouls are common there, unlike the rest of the city.


If the Tallowman were fresh, it would spring up the long zigzagging rows of steps that ascend the south face of Castle Hill. Take them at a run, six or eight at a time, flashing past the red-flushed faces of servants and clerks climbing towards the homes of their betters, past living guards and watchmen. It might even dare to scamper up the cliff face itself; some previous iteration of city folk carved into the sides of Castle Hill, excavating tunnels and halls in the hard rock, so the climb is steep but not impossible for a mere human, and easy for a fresh Tallowman. But it’s not fresh, so he looks elsewhere.


Down there, off to the right, there’s a tunnel cutting, a place where the subterranean train lines that run beneath the city come to the surface. The Tallowman leaps from rooftop to rooftop, skittering across tiles. It might be a rat, or a bird, or a ghost to those below, whose sleep is disturbed by strange noises from above. One last scramble, then a spring, and the Tallowman clings to the side of a stone tunnel mouth that swallows the train line.


There it waits, inhaling the smell of the ghoul’s blood so it’ll be able to follow the trail on the far side. Each inhalation makes the Tallowman’s wick flare brighter, melting more of its body.


The train thunders by, and the Tallowman leaps onto the roof as it passes. Stumbling now – one side’s a little softer than the other – but still lightning-quick, it swings over the edge of the carriage roof and through a narrow window. The carriage is half full of sailors and night workers on their way home, but no one dares question the Tallowman’s sudden entrance. Hands muffle shrieks of alarm; shouts are swallowed. It’s guild business, always guild business – best not to cross their path.


It takes a seat between a tattooed sailor and a grey-robed student, who pretends not to notice the grinning, glowing wax effigy that sits next to her. It crosses its legs, resting its long knife across its knees. It trims the worst of the melted wax off its fingers to keep them nimble.


The train rattles and screams under Castle Hill. It smiles politely at his fellow passengers and doesn’t cut any of their throats. The brakes squeal as they come to Gravesend Station. Passageways lead off deeper underground, for those commuters whose business brings them down below here. A branch line, the Mortuary Line, to one of the big churches and its corpse shaft. Instead, the Tallowman takes the stairs, leaping up them in two bounds, past the shocked face of the ticket inspector in his booth and out into the cold morning air of Gravehill.


It takes too long, too long to catch the ghoul’s scent, too many minutes scuttling along drainpipes on Leavetaking Square, too long poking amid the coffin-pocked dirt piles near the new Last Days mausoleum. The smell’s coming from the oldest, deepest part of Gravehill, the catacombs and warrens of the ghouls. The Tallowman can’t be afraid – it’s not capable of such an emotion – but it can fret, and flicker at the thought of taking on many ghouls at once. Ghouls are tough, like old leather instead of the soft juicy gushing meat of humans. Still, a blunt knife offers its own amusements, too.


As it turns out, it needn’t have worried. The ghoul didn’t take refuge in the main warren, where the majority of the city’s ghouls live. The rat’s hole is down in another crypt. The Tallowman laughs. Find the ghoul, kill him, then go back to the alchemists, beg for another turn in the mould, a fresh body. It dares to hope.


It stalks down dusty marble stairs into the crypt. The blood smell is strong here. Soon, it’ll get even stronger.


The Tallowman turns a corner into another chamber, and there’s a woman there. Human, not a ghoul, her features illuminated only by the light that shines through the Tallowman’s thin shell. Skin like cracked leather, close-cropped hair, eyes of brilliant blue.


It leers at her with its misshapen face, brings the knife up to threaten her, but she doesn’t flinch.


“Are you the fuckwit that scared off all the bloody ghouls?” she asks. “Place is quieter than—”


Flicker-quick, the Tallowman is at her side, knife at her throat.


“Just don’t,” she says, and there’s not a trace of fear in her voice. It doesn’t have the energy left to be curious about this strange woman. She’s not its quarry. It tries to speak, to question her about what she saw, but its vocal cords melted hours ago and it can only gurgle. Instead, it points at the blood trail, gesturing angrily.


“Leave the ghoul alone and sod off, please.”


Infuriated, the Tallowman releases the woman and ducks around her. Moving on all fours now, nose-hole pressed to the ground, following the blood trail. It leads through a stone door that’s slightly ajar, and the Tallowman wriggles through, leaving the edges smeared with soft wax. Beyond, a short passage that ends at another stone door. Heavy, but even in its diminished state the Tallowman should be able to force it open quickly. It throws itself against the stone, feels the door give very slightly. It can smell the ghoul on the other side, so close it can almost taste the blood. The ghoul pushes back, trying to hold the door closed, but even stringy ghoul muscle cannot compete against the strength and speed of a Tallowman for long.


And then, behind it, the first door starts to close, scraping along the floor. The Tallowman moves, lightning-fast, knife whipping out to cut at the arm of the woman in the outer crypt. The blow scrapes off armour hidden beneath her clothes. She gets the door shut, and now the Tallowman’s trapped in the narrow space between the two crypts.


It bounces back from one door to the other, slamming into each one, testing the strength of the person on the far side. The ghoul’s weaker, it decides, and starts pushing on that door. It hurls itself against the door again and again, but the ghoul holds firm.


The Tallowman’s flame dwindles, yellows, darkens. The stone doors are air-tight, it thinks with its last thought.


Then the flame goes out, and the Tallowman is just a wax statue, as lifeless as any other corpse in Gravehill.


*


“So it is what we choose to rescue from the burning house that matters. It is only in moments of crisis and despair that we reveal what we really value.”


Olmiah clasps his hands together and smiles at the congregation. It was, he thinks, one of his best sermons to date – topical, insightful, relevant, but carefully calibrated to be understandable by the mob. He only wishes that his superiors had been in the church to hear it – such things are always best experienced first-hand – but Bishop Ashur is off at some emergency civic meeting, and Seril is ministering at hospitals, so while his audience is scarcely diminished in size, its political sway is grievously diminished this morning. The Church of the Holy Beggar is one of the seven oldest Keeper churches in Guerdon, and thus supposedly one of most prestigious, but while all men may be equal in the eyes of the gods, here in the mortal realm things are more subtle and complex.


This sermon, with its political overtones and witty allusions to the previous day’s fire, would go down far better at the Church of St Storm or the Church of the Holy Smith, or the golden chapel in the alchemists’ guildhall – which isn’t one of the seven but has a lot more influence. So Olmiah is told anyway, usually by his mother, whose knowledge of church hierarchy and politics bewilders him. At the very least, he can tell his mother about this sermon when it’s done.


His eyes scan the crowd beyond the line of flickering candles, and alight on a woman in the front row. Gods above and below, she’s beautiful! Young and slim, richly dressed, yellow hair glimmering in the candlelight, jewels glittering in her bosom, and, best of all, an expression of rapt attention. She’s transfixed by his words, her spirit lifted.


Who is she? Without being at all obvious about it, he directs his speech towards her, preaching and praying in her direction so he can admire her as he talks. She’s clearly the daughter of some wealthy aristocrat or guild master, although he can’t see any sigils that might indicate what family she comes from. Nor, to his surprise and concern, can he see any bodyguards or chaperones by her side. She’s there surrounded by the poor folk, a jewel in the mud, seemingly heedless of the criminals and beggars that press on her from either side.


Clearly – and the thought strikes him with such clarity that he nearly loses his place in the litany – she is a young woman of such burning, passionate faith that she sought out his church. She endures the stench and filth of the commons, of those beneath her, in order to hear the words of the charismatic young priest whose reputation has clearly spread beyond the walls of the Holy Beggar to whatever glittering palace this beauty calls home. But oh! – she is in peril, terrible peril. Her spirit is so bright, her soul so pure, that she has walked into this den of corruption without realising the danger. There are alleyways not two minutes’ walk from this church that Olmiah himself is scared to go down alone. What must it be like for this beautiful girl, so slim and delicate? Why, the instant she leaves the protection of his church, she’ll surely be assailed by brutes, stripped of her finery, her nakedness revealed to the world. Their rough peasant hands will tear at her dress, ripping it away from her legs, her breasts.


Olmiah loses his place in the litany again. His voice is no longer a clarion trumpet of faith, but a tortured squeak. The congregation breaks into laughter – all except the woman, who smiles encouragingly. Even, dare he say, lovingly.


The church bell rings, throwing him off even more. Olmiah frowns, wondering if some filthy urchin has crept into the bell tower and started playing with the ropes, but he realises that his sermon waxed somewhat longer than it should have, and the noon hour is upon them. The bell-ringer of the Holy Beggar is blind and half deaf. His employment, like many others in this parish, is an act of charity, so Olmiah must forgive him for interrupting.


“Let us bow our heads in prayer!” shouts Olmiah, grateful for the brief respite that he can use to find his voice and place again. Fifty heads bow down – all except the girl, who defiantly looks straight at him, a rebellious angel in microcosm.


Gods below, what a creature! Thoughts so impious that he would scarcely have believed himself capable of conceiving them gush through Olmiah’s mind.


Obviously she cannot be allowed to leave. It wouldn’t be safe. She must stay within the walls of the Holy Beggar until suitable transportation can be arranged. After the ceremony, he’ll bring her into his private quarters – insist on it, tell her that there are theological matters to discuss with her – and then he’ll send out for a carriage to take her home. Though it’s hard to find a carriage on market day, so she might have to wait for hours. Perhaps even overnight.


Like a drunk, he staggers to the end of the ceremony. It lacks the grace and conviction it possessed before he saw the girl, but she doesn’t seem to mind and the unwashed masses can’t tell the difference anyway. You could dress a donkey in gold cloth and teach it to bray in time with the litany, and they wouldn’t know the difference between it and Bishop Ashur.


He dismisses the congregation. They rise and flood out of the doors. First the sick ward, kept separated from the rest by blessed red ropes, plague sufferers, god-cursed veterans, Stone Men. Then the rest, the common folk of the Wash. It reminds Olmiah of the opening of a sluice gate that empties a pool, the muddy waters of the crowd swirling and churning before pouring into the river.


Leaving gold behind. She remains seated, eyes fixed on him, bright and beautiful.


He stumbles towards the angel. She rises to greet him. Without a word, she takes his hand, leads him back towards the private chambers at the back of the church. He fumbles with the door lock, feeling the heat of her body through his cassock.


It’s all going so much better than he expected. For a moment, he wishes his mother was here to see it. She won’t be able to sniff dismissively at him now!


The door opens. They step inside into the private darkness.


He turns to the girl to beg her name, but she’s not there anymore. She’s unfolded like a flower, all her beauty and wealth peeling away, unravelling, leaving only a tangle of chaos and hunger. He’s unravelling, too, strips of his skin detaching painlessly from his arm, his face, to fall into the whirling vortex of the Raveller. Nerves, muscle, bone follow, threads of cassock, too, glittering cloth-of-gold merging into the whirling chaos that is all that remains of the dress she wore.


The unravelling reaches his torso, his head. For an instant, his vision is impossibly elongated as she devours his eyes.


Then all he can think about, forever, is her. He understands, in that moment, that she too was a victim of the Raveller. Multiple victims, even – her beauty taken from one woman, her grace from another, her clothing from a third, her eyes from another, all knitted together. Now he adds his threads of existence to the Raveller’s collection, and in that he finds some measure of union with the girl.


The bells continue to ring, drowning out whatever noises he might be able to muster.


Spar watches Cari swim away from the little island. He steps to the very edge, to the precipice that drops away into the murky waters. He has learned to manage frustration and anger since succumbing to the plague, as it stole portions of his life, one by one. He knows that if Cari starts to drown, there is little that he can do to save her. If he plunges into the water, he’ll drown too and there’ll be two bodies in the lake instead of one. He watches helplessly from the edge. He doesn’t pray to any gods, but with all his soul he wills her to make it across.


She drops beneath the surface once, twice, choking on the slime, but with a final kick she reaches the gate. She grabs it one-handed and hauls herself up. Shouts out in the hall, then starts climbing.


Ever since becoming stone, he’d had a dread of heights, of falling. He grinds his fingers nervously as Cari clambers up the gate, using the bars as a ladder. She’s too short to reach the top of the wall, but she probes for handholds, for cracks in the mortar. She finds one, digs her fingers in, pulls herself up. Another foot closer to the top. Spar groans – at this distance, he can’t see the cracks, he can’t tell if she’s got a secure handhold or if it’s going to give way and let her fall.


She stops abruptly, her whole body freezing in place. “The young priest is dead,” says Cari. Her voice is distant, as if she’s reciting something learned by rote.


Then she falls backwards off the wall, and splashes into the mire, still in some sort of a trance.


Spar roars at her to wake up, to breathe, to grab onto the gate, but she sinks beneath the surface and vanishes. He bellows for whatever guards there might be in this strange prison.


Running footsteps, and figures appear at the gate. One’s the thief-taker, the man who so thoroughly beat Spar the night before – or however long ago it was; Spar realises that days could have passed while he was unconscious and drugged with that potent dose of alkahest.


“She’s in the water,” roars Spar, and points. The thief-taker has his hooked pole, and plunges it into the water, swirling it back and forth until it catches on Cari’s shirt. He hooks her and pulls her to the door, then lifts her out. She splutters, throws up brown slime, but she’s alive. The thief-taker carries her away, and another guard, a fat man, relocks the iron gate.


“Is she all right?”


No answer.


Spar is left alone again.


Hours pass. The sun vanishes behind rain clouds. He catches enough water in his hands, cupped like a stone basin, to slake his thirst, but he’s still ravenous. Older Stone Men, he’s heard, stop feeling hungry or full, and have to remember how long it’s been since they last ate, or they risk their stomachs petrifying or bursting.


He’s got nothing to eat, so he takes pleasure in his hunger. It’s a mark of pride that he’s still alive on the inside.


As dusk falls, the thief-taker returns. He unlocks the gate and pushes a small boat, a skiff, onto the water, then punts across the lake. When he’s close enough, he throws a sack to Spar.


“Thought you might be hungry.”


Spar doesn’t move. “Why don’t you join me? Plenty of room on my island for two.”


The thief-taker laughs. “I’m fine here on my little boat. Miss Thay is well, by the by.”


He doesn’t know that name. “Who?”


“The girl. Carillon.”


Spar knew Cari was short for Carillon, but she’d always been evasive about her family, and he didn’t pry. She was a runaway, he knew that much. Thay sounds distantly familiar, but he can’t place it.


“Interesting young woman,” continues the thief-taker, “but she’s not a thieves’ guild member, is she?”


Spar shrugs. “I hardly know her,” he lies.


“Oh, some would disagree with you,” says the Thief-taker, laughing at some private joke. “You met her through Heinreil, of course, and the brotherhood.”


Stony silence. It was Rat who introduced Cari to Spar – brought her to his door one night, sick and shivering like a stray kitten. But Spar’s not going to implicate Rat unless . . .


“You must have known the ghoul well, though. The third member of your little gang.”


Spar crosses his arms, and it’s like the stone door of a tomb slamming shut.


“Or were the ones who blew up the vault part of the gang, too?”


“I don’t know anything about that.” That much is true.


“Just a coincidence it happened at the same time as your breakin?” The thief-taker scoffs. “I think you’ve been set up, boy, and they’re counting on you being a noble fool to take the blame. Like I told Miss Thay, I don’t give two shits about you or the ghoul or her, or whatever you were doing in the Hall. I want Heinreil.”


“I don’t know anyone by that name. I do want a lawyer. It’s my right.”


The thief-taker sighs. “This was one of the first quarantine hospitals, before they sent your lot to the Isle of Statues. Shameful place. I don’t want to keep you here, but I don’t have a choice – not unless you give me Heinreil.”


“No.”


“Ah, I forgot. You’re Idge’s son, aren’t you? The great man himself, the hero who stole from the rich and gave to the poor. The man who didn’t talk. What happened to him? Remind me, what became of his courage and conviction?”


Spar doesn’t answer. Turns his back on the man.


“Well then.” The thief-taker reaches inside his jerkin, holds up a brass syringe, tipped with a steel needle big and thick enough to punch through the stony crust above Spar’s flesh. “How often do you need alkahest? You’re pretty far gone from the way you walk. Every week? Every five days? Probably more often if you’re cooped up in here, with shit to eat and no space to move.”


He dangles the syringe above the waters. “I can wait until your legs seize up. Wait until there’s nothing left of you but a mouth and eyes. I don’t even need eyes, really, I suppose. Just a tongue to give me a name.”


He throws the syringe onto Spar’s island. It clatters and bounces, but Spar snatches it up before it can roll off into the waters.


“My name’s Jere,” says the man. “I’m telling you that so you can thank me.”


Spar stands there, unmoving, the alkahest cupped like the precious thing it is in his left hand.


“All right,” says Jere, “we’ll see if you thank me next time. And you will, sooner or later. Don’t be a fool, lad. Your friend Cari’s no fool – and she’s not coming back here.”




CHAPTER THREE


“My name’s Jere,” said the man, “I’m telling you that so you can thank me.”


Cari’s teeth chatter, she’s shaking like she never has before. She’s half drowned and soaked, but it’s not nearly drowning that scared her.


It was whatever caused it. Like something had reached in across the city and carried her mind away. The particulars of the vision are fading fast, like a dream forgotten on waking, but she remembers being inside a church, old and dark, and some horrible thing taking the young priest apart. It hadn’t felt real at the time, either. She’d seen things from every angle, from above and below and the sides. Maybe not seen. It felt like seeing at the time, but . . .


“I was a fly on all the walls,” she says to herself.


“You’re welcome.” Jere shakes his head in disbelief. “Here, before you freeze.” He drops a bundle of grey cloth in her lap.


“What’s this?”


“A change of clothes.” He sits down in the chair across the desk from her, and reclines, watching her, waiting for a show.


“Turn around,” she demands. She’s changed her clothes in public, been naked in front of strangers before, there’s no room for modesty on a small ship, but she’s not going to let this thief-taker win at everything.


“Turn my back on a girl who carries this?” he asks, and produces her knife, her treasured little dagger, from a pocket. The last time she saw it, it was going into her own shoulder, driven by the wax hands of the Tallowman. “You’ll get it back if you behave.”


“Well, you’ve got my knife now, and I haven’t, so turn your damn back.”


Jere laughs at that, spins his chair around. She wriggles out of her wet clothes, wincing at the pain in her shoulder. The bandage over the wound is soaked from within and without, the brown-green stains of the slime meeting the red-brown of dried blood. She unwraps the old bandage.


“I’ll need a new wound dressing,” she says.


“Someone else will see to that.”


The garment he’s given her is a grey robe, belted at the waist, like a monk’s habit. She’s seen other people in the city wearing them before. She pulls it on over her head, wriggles into it. It’s too big for her, but it’s warm and dry. There are undergarments, too, and a pair of sandals.


“Is there any food?” she asks.


“Someone else will see to that, too.”


“Thank you, Jere,” she says, mockingly.


He turns back to her. “Normally, a little sneak like you isn’t worth my time. You’re not even a citizen – they’d let the candle-makers have you, not that there’s enough of you to make a nightlight. But here’s the thing.”


He reaches into a desk drawer and pulls out a big leather-bound ledger. It’s just like the ones in the library in the House of Law. She saw hundreds of books identical to that one burn.


Jere notices her surprise. “It wasn’t in the archive. Strange thing – someone had consulted the book with your birth records in it the day before, so it was down at the reading room in the south wing, and so it survived. Like you, Carillon Thay.”


He flips the book open to a marked page.


“Born here in Guerdon twenty-three years ago. Father Aridon Thay, of those Thays. Mother unknown – normally, it’s the other way around, so we’ll assume the stork delivered you to the family mansion. If I’d known you were quality when I arrested you, I’d have put you in a nicer cell.”


“Give that one to Spar,” she suggests. “I like the water.”


“Clearly you do. I spent the morning asking about you, Miss Thay, when I should have been finding out who blew up the Tower of Law. Your family packs you off to an aunt out in the country as soon as they can. It seems you don’t like it there much – at twelve, you’re reported missing. Of course, the Thays have other things to worry about than one wayward daughter, what with them all being murdered.”


He pauses, looks at her for a moment. “If you confessed to that crime, you’d definitely be worth my while.”


“I was four,” she says. She scarcely recalls most of her old family, other than her Aunt Silva. Her memories of her stern-voiced grandfather Jermas are stronger than those of her father, who she remembers only as a pale, distant presence.


Jere continues. “Not much in the way of an inheritance either – turns out the Thays were in debt up to their eyeballs, although that only came out afterwards. But you’re off at sea. Off in Severast, and Firesea, and the Twin Caliphates, according to some tales I heard down the docks today. I’d have called you a beggar and petty thief, but because you’re quality, we’ve got to say adventuress, haven’t we?”


He closes the book, gently, keeping the page marked.


“So, four months ago, you come back here.”


“Not by choice. There was a storm and the captain took shelter here. Then they wouldn’t let me back on board.”


“Because you were a stowaway.”


“I offered to work my passage.”


“Why so eager to leave?” Jere asks. She doesn’t have a good answer. She never felt comfortable in Guerdon, or anywhere near it. The whole city feels like it’s pressing in on top of her, burying her beneath its mountains of masonry, its history, its crowds. She doesn’t like it.


When she doesn’t answer, he continues. “Now, here’s where I take notice. You fall in with that ghoul boy. He introduces you to the Stone Man, Spar. And Spar is one of Heinreil’s brutes. So, you know Heinreil.”


She keeps quiet, as Spar told her, but it’s hard to swallow her venom. Heinreil stole from her, but, more than that, he humiliated Spar, and she hates him for that. It rankles to see her clever friend treated like a filthy dog, and rankles even more to watch Spar enduring it, taking Heinreil’s lashes and cruelties without complaint, out of loyalty to his dead father. Family has never meant much to Cari, and dead family even less.


“He sent you to rob the House of Law,” says Jere.


She forces herself to shrug noncommittally, but she knows she isn’t fooling anyone.


“He set you up.”


She bites her lip.


“So give him to me.”


She wishes she could. She’s do it in a heartbeat – but she doesn’t know enough. She’s not Brotherhood, so she’s not privy to those secrets. And Spar would never forgive her. She shakes her head.


“All right,” says Jere, “who arranged it all? Spar? Was it Spar?”


It was Spar, but she doesn’t want to let him take the fall. It’s clear from the way the thief-taker’s acting that something else is going on, that she’s in much less trouble than she should be. She’s got lucky, but can’t see how. Maybe she can carry Spar with her.


“It was Rat,” she lies, “he knows Heinreil. Spar was just there in case we got spotted and had to fight our way out.”


Jere clicks his tongue. “Pity about that ghoul boy, then.”


“What happened to him?” She had assumed that Rat had got away across the city, made it back to the Brotherhood safe house.


“Ask the Tallowman.” Jere picks up her dagger and slips it into a sheath. Then he pulls a sticky black cord of some kind from a drawer, and knots it tightly around the dagger and sheath, binding it in place. “Clever stuff, this. The alchemists make it. You can only cut it with a special blade, or dissolve it with chemicals. We use it on prisoners, these days.” He hands her the bound knife. The black cord is springy and slightly damp to the touch.


“Miss Thay, you’re guilty as sin, but I’m neither judge nor jury so I don’t care. Your bounty’s been paid, so you’re free to go.”


“What about Spar?”


“His bounty hasn’t been paid. He’s not free to go.” Jere raises his voice. “Come and take her, if you really want her.”


Cari’s trick to appearing calm is to make herself hollow. She swallows herself, pushing all her nervousness and fear deep down inside and pretends she’s a metal statue, a model of a girl. Then, when the time comes to bolt, she lets it all out and it’s like the whip of a line under tension, this elastic explosion of speed that gets her out of trouble. She’s run away from strange men and monsters in a dozen cities and ports across the seas. She moves too fast for trouble to catch up with her.


This time, though, she can’t judge the right moment to bolt. This situation isn’t like all the rest.


He says his name is Professor Ongent, this man who bought her bounty from the thief-taker. He’s old but not frail, with a round belly, beard like an unkempt hedge and little owlish glasses that she’s not sure if he really needs, the way he peers at her over their rims. Like her, he’s wearing a shapeless grey robe, although he’s got a woven belt of gold-and-blue threads and a silver chain around his neck. He smiles warmly at her.


“I’m afraid you’ll have to leave the name of Carillon Thay here, child,” he says, “it would draw attention to you – and to me, and I’ve just invested quite a lot of money in you.”


The last time anyone did that, it was to sell her to slavers in Ulbishe. “I don’t use it anyway.” Her robe doesn’t have pockets, so she fumbles around for a place to put her peace-bonded knife. It keeps slipping out of the belt.


“Shall I keep that for you?” offers Ongent.


“S’fine.” She manages to roll the sleeve of the baggy robe back over itself to make a sort of pocket for her knife. It’s not like she can use it anyway, with Jere’s clever alchemical rope holding it in its sheath, but the familiar weight is comforting.


Ongent and Jere have a brief, whispered conversation – they obviously know one another. Cari can’t quite figure out who’s in charge, or if they’re friends or just have a common interest.


Jere growls at Cari. “You’d best not make trouble, girl.”


She nods, pretending to be cowed. She doesn’t make trouble, it finds her.


“I’ve arranged accommodation for you at the university,” says Ongent, “and a position as a research assistant.”


The sheer weirdness of that is enough to make her follow Ongent out onto the street. It’s twilight, so he produces a little alchemical glow lamp from his bag and shakes it. It sheds a bubble of greenish light that throngs the deserted street with eerie half-shadows. He leads her up a steep flight of stairs out of the Wash towards Phaeton Street. Dark alleyways and lanes lead off the stairs, into a maze of small houses and tenements, and she tenses as they pass each entrance. Ongent just keeps huffing and puffing up the steps, as if he’s out for an afternoon constitutional and his only worry is getting to the top of this little hill, not getting robbed and left in a ditch.


She contemplates robbing him and leaving him in a ditch.


“We’ll take a look at that wound on your arm tomorrow,” says Ongent. She flexes her shoulder, and it aches.


“I’ll be fine,” she says, “I just need to wash it out and bind it again. It’s not a deep cut.”


“It wouldn’t be, no. They like to play with their victims.”


She wonders why an academic would know so much about how the Tallowmen behave, or maybe it’s common knowledge these days in Guerdon. They pass one at the arched entrance to a subway on Phaeton Street. This Tallowman is made from a young girl, younger than Cari, but grotesquely stretched to fill the six-foot-six mould used to make the monsters. The wick’s light shines through her fang-like teeth as she examines Ongent’s pass. Cari gives the creature a wide berth – the monsters turn violent when they feel trapped.


“And the wounds on your face?”


She’d almost forgotten the constellation of little burns, where the molten metal from the burning tower struck her. She brushes her fingers over them. “It’s nothing.”


The professor clucks his tongue as if disappointed. He pauses halfway down the stairs. She can hear the rattle of the trains below, the hiss of steam. The walls of the stairwell are covered in posters and bills, thickly plastered one on top of the other. Advertisements for sovereign cures and fortune tellers, recruiting posters for mercenary companies, notices of city ordinances and curfews. He peels them away, burrowing through the papery shell to the stone wall beneath.


“Can you read?” he asks.


“Yes.” One legacy of living with her Aunt Silva, that country house was full of books. Her cousin Eladora always had her nose in a book. Only a year or two older than Cari, but always giving the impression of having been born middle-aged and dully dependable. At times they’d been close, allies against Silva or the neighbour who rented the land when Eladora’s father got sick. Mostly, they’d quarrelled.


Ongent pulls down the last scab of parchment, revealing the wall of the stairwell. It’s made from a greenish stone that looks wet to the touch. It’s carved with symbols.


“Can you read these?”


She peers at them, then shakes her head. “No.”


“Few can. These are ghoul tunnels. There are thousands of them beneath the city. Many are flooded or abandoned. Others are used only by the ghouls. Others, like this one, have been reclaimed for civic purposes, their origins forgotten except by those who study the history of the city.” He touches the symbols, almost reverently. “That’s my vocation, my field of study. I lecture in the history and archaeology of Guerdon.”


He starts down the stairs, expecting her to follow. She looks at the symbols again. There is something familiar about them, but she can’t place it.


“Come along, please,” he calls. Her instincts tell her to run – she could dart back up the stairs and vanish on Phaeton Street, maybe follow it down to the docks and stow away on board a ship bound for distant lands. Be gone by dawn. But she owes Rat, and Spar, and maybe even this strange professor. Owes Heinreil something else, even though her knife’s wrapped in that alchemical bond. And, anyway, there’s a Tallowman right there at the top of the stairs.


“One of your friends is a ghoul, I believe,” says Ongent. He keeps his voice low, pitched for her ears alone, even though the station’s nearly deserted. “I had Jere do a little investigating today,” he adds apologetically.


She shrugs.


“Did he ever discuss history with you?”


She scoffs.


“Have you ever discussed topics like the ghoul anarchy or the Varithian Kings with him or anyone else?”


“I don’t even know who they are.”


“I take it you haven’t read, say, De Reis’ A Critical Assessment of the Pre-Reclamation Era. I wrote the preface for the second edition you know,” he adds, blushing slightly.


“No.”


“Then we have a mystery,” he says. “When Jere found you in the ruins of the House of Law, you were talking in your sleep. Specifically, you were reciting the tale of ‘How The Ghouls Came To The City’. That’s a story known only to the ghouls – and the few scholars who bother to study their culture, of course.”


Before she can answer, the station fills with clouds of acrid chemical steam and the train rolls in. They step on board into a nearly empty carriage. Cari flinches; she’s never been on an underground train like this before, and it unsettles her. The thought of being trapped deep below a city, carried forward against her will, getting further and further from the open air . . . it’s like a nightmare of being buried alive.


“Maybe I heard it somewhere before,” she offers as explanation, more to herself than to him.


“Possible,” admits Ongent, “if unlikely. Tell me, Cari, have you . . . heard any other stories?”


“I had . . . I blacked out in the prison, before I fell in the water. I saw something then, too.”


“Saw something?” asks Ongent. “Did you also see things before, when you told the ghoul story?”


“I can’t remember. I think so, but I don’t know what.” Green stone tunnels, like this one. The taste of corpse meat. Freezing cold. Huge figures, squatting on gigantic stones.


“And what about the second time? What did you see then? Another story?”


“No – it was like I was seeing some young priest in an old church. There was a woman in the crowd, and he wanted her – but she . . . she sort of fell apart and ate him, and became him.”


“Well then, that’s a task for another day.” The train huffs and groans as it drags itself out of the low-lying Wash, climbing some steep subterranean incline.


“What is?”


“Finding that old church, and seeing if the young priest is really dead.”


He says it like it’s a perfectly sensible, normal thing to do.


“What if it was just a dream?” she asks. Though it didn’t feel like a dream, and dreams don’t make you black out at the worst possible moment.


“Then perhaps, in time, you can be Carillon Thay again. I have friends in many places in Guerdon, including parliament, and they can be your friends, too. Or, if you prefer, we will part on good terms, and you can leave the city again and never return.” He smiles at her. She doesn’t like it. “But I don’t think it was a dream. I think you contacted something – or, rather, the reverse. It contacted you.”


“Like what?”


“I have no idea,” he says happily, as if glad to have a mystery.


“Have you heard of anything like this happening before?”


“Oh, there are certainly all manner of gifts and curses. Psychical prodigies, saints, sorcerers, wild talents, god-touched and the like. I’m sure that, with study, we can learn more about your . . . condition. Be thankful that I found you before the alchemists did – that would not have been pleasant for you, believe me.”


The train emerges from a tunnel mouth and crosses the Duchess Viaduct, high above Glimmerside, the city’s pleasure garden. Ahead is the University District, sprawling down the east and north sides of Holyhill like run-off from the shining cathedrals. Cari peers out of the window. She’s far from the parts of the city she knows, and wants to get the lie of the land in case she needs to run. The Keepers’ cathedrals catch her eye – three on the crest of the hill, all made from the same white stone and so similar that they could have been made by the same architect – and below and around them, a riotous confusion of other temples and churches. Beyond the temple precincts are the halls and theatres of the university, crammed wherever they’ll fit, driven by immediate necessity instead of some divine plan.


Both Temple Quarter and the university flow into Glimmerside, creating a strange borderland where the theological and spiritual realms mix with the unbridled commerce of the lower city. She looks down on streets of coffee shops, of suppliers of rare goods and curiosities, of backstreet temples and bawdy theatres catering to both the intellectual pretensions and base lusts of the students. On the far side of Glimmer, above the docks, is a haze of multicoloured smoke, marking the edge of the Alchemists’ Quarter.


She catches sight of a temple like a rose, sharp crystals of quartz catching the last rays of the setting sun.


“There’s a temple to the Dancer.” She’s always liked those temples, when she visited them in other cities. The cult of the Dancer sought their divinity in movement, in ecstatic dance, in the ceaseless whirl. Cari was even an initiate of the temple in Severast for a few months.


“Guerdon has had many gods in its day. You were born during the years of the Holy Strife, but when I was young, the only churches in the city were those of the Keepers, and foreign faiths were suppressed. That couldn’t last, of course, not with so many immigrants and foreign traders gaining influence in parliament, and the scandals with the relics. The disestablishmentarian bloc had the votes to push through a reform bill, but the adherents of the Kept Gods fought back on the streets. Riots, civil strife, even assassinations, but underlying the religious debate were tensions between the established wealthy families and the powerful newcomers. It might be . . . ” He trails off when he notices Cari staring at him. “Well, you’ll have to attend my lectures if you’re to pose as my research assistant.”


That, she can predict without any mysterious gifts of foresight, is not going to happen.


The train screeches to a halt, and Ongent pulls himself upright, grunting with the effort. “Come along.”


Leaving Pilgrim Station, they follow a winding street that skirts the edge of the university. It smells of money – still rundown, but they’ve hosed off the cobblestones recently and the buildings are in good repair. Ongent toddles along ahead of her, moving quicker now that he’s on familiar ground. He turns a corner, onto Desiderata Street. He brings her to a townhouse. Small by the standards of the rich folk who can attend the university, of course – the place Cari shares with Spar is a tenth the size of these places, and she only had that much space because no one else risks sharing with a contagious Stone Man.


She wonders how Spar is doing in that flooded prison cell. She wonders if Rat’s alive or dead. She doesn’t trust her own run of luck. It feels like a betrayal.


Ongent raps on the door. Cari hears running footsteps. The sound of two bolts being drawn back, the crackle of a magical ward disarming, then the door opens and a girl peers out at them. Her round face is familiar to Cari, but it takes her a moment to place it.


“Carillon?”


“Don’t use her name,” cautions Ongent as he hustles Cari inside. “Remember, Eladora, no one can know she’s your cousin.”




CHAPTER FOUR


Rat, in a tunnel.


Ghouls can see the dark, see all the colours beyond black. The rich variations of shadow, the subtle shades of empty tunnel, and the yawning, blazing, darkness of the deep places below. There’s more to Guerdon below than above, in cellars and passageways and dungeons and sewers, in the buried forgotten pasts of the city, and all its unseen arteries and bowels, and more below the city than its inhabitants can imagine. The surface folk are insects crawling on skin.


He lingers in the darkness, but he cannot remain here. He needs to get back to the surface. He’s hungry, and he can smell dead flesh down in these tunnels. He should get back up to the sunlight, pay coin for bread and meat in the market, or maybe just catch some of his namesakes and choke them down whole, live and wriggling. Ghouls are corpse eaters by nature. Rat wants to eat dead flesh.
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