[image: Last to Rise]

    
      
        
          

        

      

      
        
          [image:  ]
        

      

       

      I didn’t have much to go on – an image that Pasha had given me of the young man in the office, boy even. Dusky yet paler than he could have been, should have been, not unlike myself or a thousand others. Not the blue-white undertones of a Downsider who’d spent his life in the dark, but more like an Upsider from the wrong side of Trade, who saw the sun perhaps for a few minutes a day as it stood at noon and shone straight down, and for the rest of the time saw it only second- or third-hand, bounced down on mirrors and through cobwebbed light-wells. He’d been thin too, like we all were, and getting thinner. A man like thousands Under Trade, except for the smell of the Stench on him and in his mind the inexplicable events he’d seen, perhaps inadvertently caused.

      A boom-shudder rattled the walls, made dust drift on to my face and stick to the clammy sweat there. Another reminder of why I needed to find this man, and soon. The sound had become part of the city over the last days, echoing along the walkways and haunting every level from the darkest depths of Boundary right up to the rarefied and sun-drenched air of Top of the World to rattle even the Ministry. And with every boom-shudder, you could almost see the thought run through the heads of everyone, Upsider and Downsider alike.

      The Storad were at the gates.

      The Storad were lurking Outside… waiting for their chance.
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      To Nerisse;  

      More awesome than Hit Girl.  

      And no, you are not getting a butterfly knife  

      for your birthday.  

      We can negotiate on nunchucks. 
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      There is, perhaps, some universal truth that no one has seen fit to tell me about. Namely that if I have to find someone they are always in the shittiest place I can imagine, and I can imagine a lot of shit.

      This place had to take the prize though. Right down in the bowels of Mahala, where the sun never shone. It didn’t get much of a breeze either, which was a pity because it could have used one.

      Down past No-Hope-Shitty, on into even-worse Boundary and across towards the base of the Slump, its mangled remains reminding everyone what can happen when a mage goes batshit crazy. That was where you’d find the Stench – it’s above the ’Pit but not by much – and the people who made sure we didn’t drown in our own waste. There’s a few people who might say that I belonged there too.

      I picked my way carefully past the dripping girders, under the newly lit Glow lights that still gave me a thrill to look at. Their light didn’t pierce much of the darkness – down here wasn’t considered priority for Glow, and the lights were sparse – but at least I could see where I was going and what not to step in, which was most of it.

      I moved past vast, evil-smelling vats of who-knew-what except that it was lumpy, a gruesome brown-green that was bright even in the gloom, and was giving off fumes that smelled like they could kill at ten yards. I was grateful I didn’t have a curious bone in my body, because nobody wanted to know what was in them, surely. Guessing would be enough.

      Water kept on drip-drip-dripping from the ceiling, filtered down through a hundred or more levels of city above us, through cracks and crevices and light-wells. At least, I hoped it was only water, because it sidled down the collar of my coat like it had found a home. The faint chemical tang of synth overrode other, more earthy smells, and I wondered how many of the Stenchers had succumbed to the synthtox.

      There didn’t seem to be anyone about but I knew my man was down here somewhere. Since the Glow had come back on, mages were needed to power it rather than be hunted down and executed for being unholy (among other things). So now we were free to get killed for more prosaic reasons, though mages were still pretty shy about coming forward. After all, it might have been a bluff – the Ministry had tried that one before, and no one Under Trade trusted the Ministry, even when they were in temple, praying the proper, sanitised prayers.

      With mages actually needed now, the new archdeacon had issued a notice of reward for anyone coming forward with information on… unusual occurrences. So now we had people falling over themselves to offer up their fellow man. Mostly it was out of petty vengeance of some sort or another – men dobbing in someone they thought was having an affair with their wife, or a professional rival, or just that snobby bastard from the next level up who kept dumping his rubbish over the walkway instead of sending it down the bucket lifts to the Stench. Often the dobbers-in did it for the money too – money meant food, and food was hard to come by, what with the siege on one side of the city and neighbours of doubtful intent on the other, with nothing much in between except level upon level of starving people all hemmed in by the ring of mountains that kept us safe, or had done up till now.

      Given that siege, any food was difficult to find. Good food, something edible that wasn’t watery mush or riddled with beetles, was almost mythical. By this point, when we’d been under siege for long enough that rats were looking mighty tasty, I’d have sold my soul for bacon and my left arm for anything that didn’t taste like sawdust and mouse droppings. Except my soul wasn’t worth a bent copper in the state it was in, and, due to a small incident involving how my magic works and me feeling rather vengeful, my left arm wasn’t up to much either; at least my hand wasn’t. What it was, was screwed.

      Of course, everyone was trying to take advantage of the money the Archdeacon had offered by reporting each other for such things as “looking funny”, “walking strange”, “having a wart” or, on one memorable occasion, “talking shit”. A lot of more serious accusations flew about as well, but I didn’t care about them because some pretty serious allegations can be laid at my feet too.

      But in among all that, we’d had a few useful reports. Yesterday a man, thin as a stick and still with the stink of this place on him, had sidled into the office, looking askance at the sign on the door:

      
         

        LICENSED MAGES, ALL MAGICAL THINGS ATTEMPTED. SPECIALITIES INCLUDE INSTANT COMMUNICATION, MIND-READING, PEOPLE FOUND AND THINGS REARRANGED. FEES AVAILABLE ON REQUEST. 

      

      It was a good sign, all the better because now we were legal and casting a spell no longer meant getting arrested, a term that had long been a euphemism for “dying messily”. Still, the Ministry had spent a couple of decades telling everyone how evil and unholy we were, and it was taking time for people to adjust.

      The thought of mages had made the thin man pause. The sight of Pasha, with his Downsider pallor under dusky skin that to an Upsider meant “heretic” or worse, had him running away like Namrat himself was chasing him, wanting to eat his soul before he crapped it into hell. The man hadn’t escaped before Pasha had used his magic to lift the information from the man’s mind – a series of inexplicable events down here in the Stench. Inexplicable was what we were after, hence why I was down here trying not to breathe, in case it was possible to die from inhaling the smell.

      I didn’t have much to go on – an image that Pasha had given me of the young man in the office, boy even. Dusky yet paler than he could have been, should have been, not unlike myself or a thousand others. Not the blue-white undertones of a Downsider who’d spent his life in the dark, but more like an Upsider from the wrong side of Trade, who saw the sun perhaps for a few minutes a day as it stood at noon and shone straight down, and for the rest of the time saw it only second- or third-hand, bounced down on mirrors and through cobwebbed light-wells. He’d been thin too, like we all were, and getting thinner. A man like thousands Under Trade – except for the smell of the Stench on him and in his mind the inexplicable events he’d seen – perhaps inadvertently caused.

      A boom-shudder rattled the walls, made dust drift on to my face and stick to the clammy sweat there. Another reminder of why I needed to find this man, and soon. The sound had become part of the city over the last days, echoing along the walkways and haunting every level from the darkest depths of Boundary right up to the rarefied and sun-drenched air of Top of the World to rattle even the Ministry. And with every boom-shudder, you could almost see the thought run through the heads of everyone, Upsider and Downsider alike.

      The Storad were at the gates.

      The Storad were lurking Outside, waiting for their chance, and they had a parade of big, smoking machines that were making a creditable attempt at blasting the crap out of said gates. The boom was the machine firing what looked like enormous bullets. The shudder was what happened when the bullets struck the gates, a tremor and terror that vibrated through the whole city.

      I reached the end of the vats with relief and, hoping I might be able to take a deep breath without throwing up, braved the echoing cavern at the end. The smell didn’t get any better. Instead it got worse so that my eyes watered. I’d have happily killed any number of people for a fresh breeze. Where the hell was this guy? Where was anyone?

      A series of smaller tanks and vats filled the cavern, larger feeding into smaller, overspill running into a channel that carved its way down the centre. Greenish froth bubbled and steamed on the surfaces of some of the tanks, but the run-off looked surprisingly clear. The liquid – I hesitate to call it water except in the most generous sense – splashed down the channel with a cheerful prattle until it slid over a lip and out of sight.

      I still hadn’t seen anyone and I was starting to get cranky. We had no time to spare, not with the Storad Outside, wearing down the gates a chunk at a time. Churning out Glow was wearing Pasha and me down a chunk at a time too. No time to spare and we needed every mage we could find, whether they knew they were mages or not. I tried calling out, tried poking around, but all I got for my trouble was more smell and green stuff on my coat. It was hovering around noon up at Top of the World, and I needed to be somewhere else as soon as I could. No time to mess about, and that made me swear because it meant I had to use my magic. I’d been hoping I’d get away with it. No such luck.

      I found a wall that wasn’t dripping too badly, leaned against it for support and hoped like hell that this time I wouldn’t end up on my knees, because a ruined pair of boots was enough without ruining my allover too. I shut my eyes and pulled my nicely buggered hand out of my pocket. Usually I needed a prop of some kind, a link to whoever I was going to find, unless I knew them well. A lock of hair, a scrap of clothing, a picture. This time all I had was the face that Pasha had shown me, a picture in my head if you will, along with a name and being fairly certain the guy was down here. It might work. I hoped it would, because this was going to hurt and I don’t like to hurt, especially for no purpose.

      My hand was slowly getting better since I’d completely screwed it, but pumping out enough magic to run the Glow lights and everything else over the last few weeks hadn’t really made it easier. The generator was helping, taking the magic and magnifying it, but Trade is a hungry beast. Purple-blue and swollen doesn’t even begin to cover how damaged my hand was, but it was a fact of my life. If I was lucky the hand wouldn’t drop off any time soon.

      I took a deep breath and clenched my fist. First the pain came, familiar and unwanted, a silver-red line of agony in my hand, my arm, my head. After that, from the pain came the juice, the surge of magic that would show me the way, and that also tempted me, taunted me. Pain was the least of my worries when I cast a spell, because the black was always waiting, watching, hoping I’d fall in and never get back out. It scared the crap out of me, if I’m honest, because part of me wanted to fall in, into warm comfort and fearless wonder, to be free of everything, to care about nothing.

      The face, I concentrated on the face. I’d been getting a fair bit of practice at find-spells just lately, cast more in the last week than I’d done in the previous decade, as my poor hand could attest, and I was getting better, honing it. A face wasn’t much to go on, but I could feel a pull, a tug on my arm. A raised voice echoing in my head, another against it, though I couldn’t tell if it was the guy I was after, not yet. Better than nothing though, so I followed the tug of my throbbing arm, the pulse of the juice and the knowledge in my head that this way was the way to go. My magic, at least this part of it, had rarely steered me wrong before – it was almost the only thing I could rely on.

      The tug led me down a leprous gap between two vats, one I’d never have noticed on my own. I’d never have gone down there even if I had noticed, if not for the pull, because being sandwiched between two of the vats, sideways because my shoulders wouldn’t fit, gave me an extra special blast of stench. Probably a good job I’d not been able to find any food for breakfast. I held my breath and squeezed through.

      The other side opened out into a dark and grimly dripping tunnel that perhaps had once been an alley before someone built over the top. That was the thing with Mahala: someone always built over the top – there wasn’t anywhere else to build, not any more. The tunnel wasn’t much wider than the gap between the vats, but at least the smell faded a touch as I went in. I kept my good hand on the butt of my pulse pistol, just in case.

      The echoing voices became louder and I was thankful I’d not have to use any more magic for now, though the aching throb of my hand meant at least I’d have plenty of spare juice if I needed it. The tunnel wound on, a glow flickering along the damp walls. Not Glow, but the subtler light of a rend-nut-oil lamp, last chance of the poorest of the poor – the smell of day-old farts and rotting fish mingled with the more pervasive smell from behind.

      I was getting close, the tug told me. A last corner and the tunnel opened out, became a wide corridor, well lit by stinking lamps and with walls that looked like patches of damp held together by mould. A series of doorways lined with ragged drapes opened off the right-hand side.

      Stenchers lived whole lives down here, rarely ventured anywhere outside their little domain. The voices became clearer – a man and a woman arguing violently, though their words were still indecipherable. I didn’t need to know what they were saying to get the gist though. Things seemed to be at the “Bitch!”, “Bastard!”, “My mother always said —”, “Your mother is a —” phase, and I hesitated to intervene. Caught in domestic crossfire is never a good place to be, because like as not they’ll both turn on you. I have the scars to prove it.

      My hesitation – all right, craven sense of self-preservation – flew out of the window at the unmistakable sound of an open hand cracking against a cheek. The woman screamed like hell had just opened up a portal at her feet and Namrat had leapt out and started eating her face. I had my pulse pistol out and was round the corner of the doorway before the scream had a chance to die away. I may be self-serving, and I may try to avoid responsibility at all costs, will do almost anything to outrun it, but I have this other little failing, one that annoys Erlat no end.

      I was round the corner in a heartbeat, pulse pistol out and ready to zap the guy in the head, short-circuit his brain with a concentrated blast of magic. He might be a mage, might be the guy I was after, but even so —

      I didn’t get any further than that thought before he slammed into me, knocking us both out into the corridor and up against the wall in a tangle of limbs and knocked heads. I landed on my bad hand, naturally, and bit back a scream. Bit back too the surge of juice that rattled my brain and made me want to flail around with my magic. I didn’t quite hold on to all of it and it went wild. Without direction it did what it wanted to. A pair of rags serving as curtains in the doorway morphed into two rippling puddles of brown gloop on the floor before they grew stubby, gooey wings and half flew, half flopped off down the corridor. Oops.

      When my head cleared a little, I realised that it hadn’t been the guy attacking me as I’d thought. He’d been thrown against the wall, had hit me instead, and now lay dazed and confused on the floor.

      In the room opposite us, clearly visible because some idiot had rearranged her curtains, a woman stood in utter outrage, fists clenched, eyes hot, a curving, satisfied smile on her lips. It might seem odd that the first thing I noticed about her wasn’t that she was flying, or rather hovering a foot above the floor. Given that it’s me we’re talking about here, the first thing I noticed was that the shapeless rag of a tunic she wore couldn’t hide the fact she had a stupendous figure, all round and curvy in the best places, and some of those places were heaving in a very distracting manner. Noticing the hovering only came quite far after that, and smacked me in the head with the thought. It wasn’t the guy with the thin face, crumpled at the bottom of the wall, that I was looking for.

      He wasn’t the mage.

      She glared at me, one side of her face red with a handprint, her head held high and her chin almost regal in the way it lifted, as though she was goading me. Try it, go on, I dare you, that look said. You try it and I’ll slam you too. Just you see if I don’t.

      I lived for this kind of challenge – that is, ones involving women.

      I got slowly to my feet, trying my best to look as non-threatening as possible. It was hard when, even with her hovering, I was still a touch taller. I was also substantially broader across the shoulders and dressed in a black allover that purposely mimicked the uniforms of the deadly Ministry Specials. It’s helpful in putting the fear of the Goddess into my more usual clients – runaways, men with a bounty on their heads, small-timers for the most part, nothing too dangerous because I liked my face where it was. Tracking down possible mages was a new sideline, and I wasn’t even getting paid for it.

      It was pretty hard not to stare at all the heaving, but I made a valiant effort to roll my tongue back in.

      She tensed, ready to let something else go I was sure, maybe slam me into the wall next to the other guy, so I turned on the old Rojan never-fails smile. I’d sworn off women and had been doing well for at least two, almost three days – a new personal record of which I was quite proud – but I was bound to fall off the wagon at some point. If that point made it easier to stay alive, well, that’s always a bonus.

      The smile didn’t fail me now because the tension in her shoulders relaxed, just a touch.

      “So, I’m a mage,” she said, defiance in every drip of a vowel. “What you going to do about it? Turn me in for the reward?”

      I shoved the pulse pistol back in my pocket, though I kept my hand on it just in case, and racked up the smile another notch. Screw it, I was sworn off women, but never turn an opportunity down, right? Besides, the way she held herself, the waft of her as she hung in the air…

      My other little failing is that I’m a sucker for women. All of them. Tall, short, big, small, pretty or plain, it’s not any of those things that are my undoing. But I can’t resist a show of grace in movement, the way they hold themselves. Gets me every time. It doesn’t usually last long, granted, because resisting temptation isn’t a strong point of mine. Also, once I have what I want, I have the attention span of a small beetle and I’m really world-class at screwing things up, but by the Goddess’s tits it still gets me.

      Besides, if she was a mage, we needed her, especially as she seemed to have a handle on it, unlike most of our other recruits. So I wasn’t being entirely selfish when I said, “I was wondering if you were free for lunch?”
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      Once the offer of food was on the table, she didn’t take much persuading – with a siege on, everyone was hungry, more than hungry, at least everyone Under Trade. A bit of a blow to the ego that it was the food and not me that held the appeal, but probably for the best. Even more trouble with women was the last thing I needed, and I had a fair bit already – my life was such that I’d have been worried if I didn’t.

      She called herself Halina and she was suspicious and wary and so cynical she made me look like a beacon of hope. She battered me with questions and sneered at the answers as I led her through the ragged recesses of Boundary. Past dripping concrete houses all crammed together like mangy puppies huddling for warmth, all in a pile on top of each other, squeezing each other at the sides, squashing all the even worse places below. Damp and dingy houses that had seen better days – hell, better decades. Walkways launched themselves across yawning gaps between crumbling buildings or crept around them like naughty children. Near-constant rain pattered through their mesh, sliced into a million tiny misting droplets, every one of which seemed to delight in aiming itself down the neck of my jacket. Stairwells led off into twisting darkness up and down, most likely with a mugger on every turn that didn’t have a Rapture junkie. The walkways, stairwells and the streets that were bolted more firmly to buildings were all but empty, always seemed empty in those desperate days when people were more concentrated on food, on what was at our gates and trying to come in. A few of the more dissolute wandered the walkways in a haze, from starvation or desperation I could never be sure. A single dark figure drifted along a street on the other side of the chasm, a level down, his face pale as it turned up to look at us.

      When we crossed over up into No-Hope and she broached the mage subject, Halina stopped dead halfway across a walkway so that it jiggled and swayed and I almost had a heart attack.

      “Is it true, then? About the mages? I thought it was just me,” she said while I hung on surreptitiously and tried not to look like I was about to cry. It was a long way down from there, even at the arse end of No-Hope. Long enough for some serious screaming before I hit the bottom. Maybe I’d rattle around a few of the safety nets first but I didn’t trust them to save me. They were old and frayed and had never been efficient to start with because people had a tendency to bounce. They’d just give me more time to scream.

      “Which bit? Look, can we get across?” I inched my way forward, but she made a grab for me that had the walkway lurching under my feet. My initial reaction – a yelp of terror I kept clenched behind my teeth – wasn’t helped by another boom-shudder from the gates, or the fact that the walkway was black at one end from the fires that had raged here during the recent riots. For the second time that day I was glad I hadn’t managed breakfast. I stopped with the surreptitious and just hung on, acutely aware that hanging on would do me no good whatsoever if the walkway decided to become detached from the scabby buildings it linked.

      Halina raised an eyebrow and a corner of her mouth into a sneer. With a quick twist of something I couldn’t see, she levitated off the walkway. That was rubbing it in. I ignored her, took the deepest breath I could manage and got across to a more solid-seeming stairwell, where I waited for the world to stop swimming in front of my eyes and be sensible.

      She floated over to me with a grin that would have floored me if I’d been in any proper state to appreciate it. Made funny things happen to my stomach too, or maybe that was still the thought of the drop that had so very nearly been mine.

      “What’s the matter with you? And you didn’t answer my question.” She landed lightly on the stair above me. What I wouldn’t have given for that ability – I’d never have had to fear a long drop ever again.

      “Nothing. What was the question again?”

      “I see the news-sheets, you know. Even down in the Stench we see them, once everyone else is done with them. I can read too. Is it true, about the mages?”

      She sounded unbearably proud of that reading, but hey, why not? Few enough Under could read anything other than their own name, if that – that’s how my colleague Dendal made his living: reading and writing for those who couldn’t. The news-sheets were sponsored mostly by the cardinals and therefore spouting their own rather individual versions of events. Facts weren’t important; simple words for the simple readers to recite to those who couldn’t manage were. Mages had, well, a pretty shit reputation in the sheets. We were legal, most of them said, because the Archdeacon was too pure and holy to understand how evil we were, and also he was cursed with a merciful nature and a mage for a brother. Actually, that was true enough, Perak was of a very merciful nature, and I probably did curse him by being both his brother and a mage. The sheets, though, often went on into glorious detail about just how evil we were. Are.

      “Some of it’s true,” I started, wary of going too far because, well, because some mages had been very evil indeed. “The sheets don’t mention who’s supplying the Glow though, do they? Or much at all about the Storad, which seems both odd and stupid to me. Why’s that, do you think? I mean, Storad at the gate, trying to get in, everyone wants to know why, right?”

      She laughed at that, and it made my stomach go flippy-flop all over again. “Because of the mages, that’s what everyone says. Mages and Downsiders. And you want me to go with you? Set myself up as a fall-girl perhaps? Well maybe I want to leave the Stench anyway – who wouldn’t? And maybe this is far enough before you tell me what I’m letting myself in for.”

      My stomach went flippy-flop for an entirely different reason – she’d managed to manoeuvre herself so that one quick shove and I was over the edge. I tried my best smile and shuffled over a bit so my back was to a wall.

      “Look, now…” Stammering is not a good way to flirt, so I tried not to look down and pulled myself together. “How about I show you? Then you can make up your mind. And even if you say no, you get one free meal.”

      She regarded me appraisingly, looking me up and down real slow with a raised eyebrow that seemed to say, You have got to be kidding me. I straightened up, ran a hand through my hair and tried to look like I was good boyfriend material – not easy, all things considered, but heck, you have to try.

      Finally she grinned again, though I didn’t like the way it seemed to hint at her knowing more than I thought. “All right. Hell, I wouldn’t have come with you at all if I believed half what the sheets say. Besides, be nice to go somewhere that isn’t the Stench. I’m not promising anything though.”

      “Fair enough. After you. Maybe no levitating though – we might be legal, but that doesn’t mean anyone likes us.” I waved her in front of me on the stairs and followed her up.

      “I don’t give a shit who knows what I am. Anyone doesn’t like it, they’ll feel the whack of my magic on their arse. And speaking of arses, if you don’t stop staring at mine,” she said over her shoulder, “I’m going to show you what happens when I get really pissed off.”

      Do you know, the fretwork on the walkways round there was really quite something, all curly stuff and little icons of the Goddess’s face interspersed with stylised versions of the saints and martyrs. I concentrated on remembering what the hell their names were and barely even glanced at Halina or her arse the whole way there.
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      We got up to the pain lab sitting at the edge of Trade. Halina curled her lip at the sight of it, its fire-blackened exterior, the mess of mechanicals and electricals that was Lise’s workbench, the straggle of teens and youths – my merry band of magelets – in one corner going through their paces. Then she saw the grey, watery mess that was all we had to call food and dived in like it was steak and eggs.

      All the new recruits were being housed at the lab or in the building directly below. Easier to keep an eye on them, especially as most were still learning about their magic, and that usually came with a few surprises. We’d even moved our office there, and that suited me a damn sight better than the old one. I left Halina eating like the world was about to end, and headed for my desk.

      I didn’t get far. For one thing, Lise wasn’t at her workbench, which was odd. Not just because we were relying on her expertise at inventing things that might help us fend off the Storad, but because she was only ever really happy when she was tinkering. It had to be something pretty important to drag her away. The raised voices through the door were a clue – I could hear her and Perak and a whole jumble of other voices all talking over each other. I wasn’t entirely sure I wanted to get involved, but figured it was too late for that.

      The pain room was full. Lise stood protectively in front of the rig we used to suck out magic, a screwdriver in her hand like she thought someone was about to sabotage it again. Pasha was there, looking rumpled and angry, but then again he often did. Archdeacon Perak, my and Lise’s brother, not looking his calm and serene self but more frazzled and pissed off than I thought I’d ever seen him. When I saw who else was in the room, I wasn’t surprised.

      A whole Ministry delegation: fat, smug cardinals resplendent in their robes, bishops only slightly less chubby or gaudy, advisers lurking at the back, whispering in ears. Even without the robes, you could tell they were Ministry. In a city where food was at a premium, where finding breakfast could be a day-long and expensive job and everyone Under had got to know the sight of their rib bones, these guys all looked sleek and well-rounded.

      “And I told you, that’s non-negotiable,” Perak was saying. “I’m not handing over one of my best mages to the Storad, especially when Glow is at a premium. No mages, no Glow, no nothing. I wouldn’t negotiate with them before, and I’m not going to start now.”

      A disgruntled murmur from the assembled clergy. Perak was… well, he wasn’t what anyone was used to in a Ministry man. The bishops and cardinals were used to what they called discretion and Perak called weaselling about with the truth. Tact and diplomacy Ministry-style do not run in our family, and Perak’s straight way of talking was a breath of fresh air that had most of them reaching for the smelling salts. Entertained me enormously, though.

      One of the bolder cardinals glared at Lise. “What about electricity? You said that you could use it, make it. So make it! Then we won’t have to rely on these damned mages. We could destroy all these infernal mage-powered machines. Maybe we should anyway.”

      Lise glared at him and brandished her screwdriver. It might not have seemed much of a weapon but it wasn’t all she had, and I had no doubt these cardinals knew what she was like with booby traps. That is, excellent. Then again, it wasn’t going to be cardinals trying anything with her machines, they liked their hands and other bits and pieces attached.

      Across the room, I could see Pasha struggling not to say anything. It was a struggle for me too, but Perak got in before I could unleash anything.

      “I told you, it’ll take months to build a non-magic-powered electricity generator a tenth as powerful as what Rojan and Pasha can produce in half an hour on this rig. For the future, yes. But we won’t have a future if the Storad get in.”

      “What about the Mishans then? We’re running out of things to trade and they’re getting ready for the day the Storad take over – maybe he’d do to trade with.” A second cardinal, not as bold as the first, with a smooth, bland sort of face, the sort used to saying what he thought people wanted to hear. A face used to weaselling around with the truth and calling it diplomacy. “Any of them, perhaps. A mage or two would be no great loss, surely?”

      “The mages are the best defence we’ve got. I’m not trading them with anyone!”

      Only one or two cardinals looked anywhere near agreeing with Perak. The rest, no matter how they tried to hide it, had varying degrees of mutiny in their glance.

      “Perak, you don’t seem to realise that the only person who thinks we can win this is you.” The bold cardinal again. “We’re not going to stop working in the best interests of the city just because he’s your brother and you can’t – won’t – see that he’s the best bargaining chip we have if we want to survive.”

      Perak drew himself up to his best, admittedly not very imposing, height. “Best interests of the city? For your own hides, that’s what you’re working for, I’m not blind to that. I’m working in the best interests of the Goddess, as the mages are, as you should be. Pray on it, why don’t you? Now, if you don’t mind…?”

      They left in dribs and drabs, a good half of them giving me a wish-you-were-dead glare on the way. The bolder cardinal stopped next to me and whispered, “If you weren’t his brother, would he still defend you, do you think? Or would he throw you to the Storad? If he doesn’t tread carefully, he may not have a choice. And if you don’t, neither will you.”

      He left before I had a chance to answer, or think much more than That didn’t sound good. Perak’s face when they’d gone looked like bad news too. As if to underline the trouble we were all in and bring my mind back to why Perak was here, another boom-shudder shook the room. Those boom-shudders seemed to punctuate everything, every moment, to the point where if they stopped for long my shoulder blades started to itch, wondering when the next would come.

      Half a step behind Perak, a position she seemed welded to since she’d become the new captain of his personal guard, stood Jake. I tried not to stare. The uniform really suited her too – a moulded breastplate that showed off every curve, a pair of trousers that fitted her very snugly indeed, the swords that were never far from her reach and that she knew how to use with devastating and clinical effect. On the outside she was cool and collected, her glance like calculated ice. Underneath she was a volcano waiting to happen, all bubbling fervour. I lived in hope of seeing it again.

      All that stuff I said about women and what I like about them? Jake was like all of that rolled up into one glorious package that made me go all tingly in diverse parts of my anatomy. Which was a shame, because she was in love with Pasha and he was in love with her and… yeah, I didn’t have so many friends I could afford to screw them over.

      So I dragged my eyes away from her, to Perak as he inclined his head in a come-with-me manner and went to stand by the window. I followed and together we looked out across Trade, which shuddered with its own kind of boom – I could feel it as a hum through my feet. Trade was working again, properly, at last. It had taken a lot, a lot of pain – a lot of blood – to get it going again. It wasn’t going to be enough. Not for the machines that camped outside our gates.

      We stared out over the backs of the hulking factories, the boutiques and arcades, the once-teeming shops of Trade that could sell you anything you could think of and a few things you couldn’t. I let my gaze follow the Spine up, Over, on towards Heights, where the aspiring classes lived, looking up and wishing that they too could afford to live in Clouds – vast platforms that lurked over the city, stole the sun from underneath. Just visible above them in the dusk was Top of the World, now Perak’s domain. Where Ministry had long ruled with a jackboot and a prayer. It was changing, but too slowly.

      Another boom drew our gaze northwards, over the bulk of Trade where they’d never build. There were mountains over there, which had hemmed our city in, made us grow up rather than out. There were Storad there too now.

      “How long, do you think?” I didn’t need to say what I meant; it was all anyone thought about, the question on everyone’s lips. How long until we starved or they broke the gates down, whichever came first.

      Perak stared out, his face a study in misery, in the responsibility I tried – and failed – to avoid. I had a sinking feeling in my stomach that he was here to do his usual trick of “dump Rojan in the shit”. He never meant to. But he did it just the same. And just the same, no matter how much I ran from responsibility – and believe me, I tended to run like fuck – when little brother came asking, big brother didn’t, couldn’t, turn him down. I was too tired to run any more.

      “Not long enough,” he said.

      “It was me they wanted handed over, I take it?”

      “Hmm? Oh, yes. The Storad made a list of demands. That we open the gates, that we let them in peaceably, dismantle the factories, neutralise the mages, and also that we first hand over you for public execution as an indication of our good faith. In return they won’t completely destroy the city. I think Dench is going to hold a grudge until the day he dies.”

      Ah, yes, the redoubtable Dench, he of the careworn face and the drooping moustache. Ex-head of the Specials, ex-right-hand man of Perak. Ex-friend of mine, I think it was safe to assume, partly because I’d dumped the bastard right into the Storad camp he was working with anyway. No real loss, except… except he’d have been a handy guy to have around right now because he was a sneaky, devious and downright underhand fighter. The kind that’s great to have on your side, but not on theirs.

      “But I told them, again, that we aren’t negotiating,” Perak said. “Not on any of it. The cardinals thought we could maybe appease them with you and talk about the rest. I said no. I don’t think they’re going to let it rest there, though. I think you need to be careful, Rojan.”

      “When don’t I? But you’ve got a plan, right?”

      It probably came out more sarcastic than I intended, because Perak always had plans, which was part of the trouble. Like the time he spent days “planning” a firecracker display that ended up taking out the front of the house, part of the walkway in front of it and the façade of the shop opposite. Having successfully scared the crap out of himself and everyone within about a mile’s radius, he’d promptly fainted. Which left me, dazed and confused, to take the tongue-lashing of a lifetime from said shop’s owner and, later, Ma. At first I’d been too groggy to protest, and by the time I wasn’t it didn’t matter – the shopkeeper thought I was guilty, so I was. Ma was too sick from the synthtox by then to disagree, and I didn’t want to make things any worse for her than they already were.

      So I spent six weeks refurbishing that sodding shop in payment, repairing things that had been broken even before Perak’s little escapade. That shopkeeper really laid the screws on me, threatening to go back to Ma if I looked like I was slacking, threatening to make up all sorts of shit. Ma couldn’t take it, so I did. And Perak? Perak said he was sorry, and meant it, and then went back to daydreaming about what other chemicals he could mix together to explode.

      At the time it made me want to strangle him, made me desperate not to be the adult in that family when I was barely in my teens. Made me desperate to run away from my responsibilities, which I duly did just as soon as Ma died. Looking at Perak now though, I thought that his daydreams were just his escape from what was happening to us, to Ma, same as running away from responsibility was mine. Because he wasn’t dreaming any more.

      “I have a plan, or rather Lise does,” he said now.

      “That explains the smell in the lab.”

      Lise’s speciality was chemicals, and the stench of whatever she was brewing up pervaded the lab, the pain room and our offices. The colours were quite pretty, if you didn’t mind an accompanying whiff that could make your eyeballs pop out of their head. Today’s brew had been a particularly acrid-smelling choke that threatened to make my throat close up. Hell only knew what she meant to do with it.

      Perak’s smile was thin, like he was, like we all were. “But that’s not why I’m here. Or maybe partly. I need you to go to the ’Pit.”

      “What? What for? I’ve got enough to deal with, what with trying to find mages, trying to keep them fed, everything else, without traipsing off to the ’Pit.” That wasn’t why I didn’t want to go, naturally. The ’Pit held memories I wasn’t sure I wanted to revisit but I wasn’t about to say that out loud, especially not with Jake within earshot. I like to at least pretend I’m heroic in front of her.

      “Look at me, Rojan. I’ve got a city load of starving people, Outside I’ve got Storad trying to batter their way in; inside I’ve got a load of cardinals that are worse than useless, they’re actively trying to counteract everything I do. I’m fairly sure half of them are trying to work out how to bribe their way out of the Mishan gate on the other side. They pretty much all want to hand you over to buy some time. I’ve got guards who are afraid to guard anything, Specials who are still smarting over what you did to Dench, and Dench telling the Storad all our little secrets. And down in the ’Pit I have tunnels. I don’t know how many, or where most of them are, but I do know that if we don’t find them the Storad will, and they’ll use them, because that’ll be one of the secrets Dench will have mentioned. Storad have been poring over the mountainsides; I’ve been watching them. So have the cardinals, and they’re panicking. The Storad are going to find those tunnels eventually and I want to be prepared for when Dench uses them.”

      A long time ago, when we were just a castle in a handy pass through the mountains with a warlord who could serve as the definition of “sneaky”,  he’d had a load of tunnels made. Devious tunnels that you wouldn’t find unless you fell into them, tunnels that not coincidentally led straight from the keep of the castle to the rear of where any army stupid enough to try to siege us would camp. Which would be great, if we knew where they all were.

      I sighed inwardly – I had the feeling I knew what was coming, that I’d already lost this battle. I skipped over the predictable argument and went straight to the “What is it you want me to do?”

      Perak’s smile became more genuine, and he looked less tired. “Go to the ’Pit. Find whatever tunnels you can, so we can have them blocked up. Lise has a plan in mind for one of them, if you can find one that opens out near where the Storad are camped. With a bit of luck, getting you out of the cardinals’ sight for a while may help too.”

      “When you say ‘find whatever tunnels’, can I take it this means even you don’t know where they are?”

      “Not all of them, no.”

      “Perak, I really don’t know if I’m the best guy for this job. A structural engineer would be better, surely?”

      “I need you out of the way right now, before you get bundled off and sent to Dench. It might give me some time to smooth things over with the cardinals, especially if I can tell them the tunnels aren’t a problem any more. Where better to be out of the way than the ’Pit?”

      “Surely you’ve got men down there already? Men who’d be better at it than me?”

      “Look, those tunnels are our weakest point bar the gates. I want to be sure, and for that I need to use someone I can trust. I wouldn’t trust a guard further than I could spit him, and the Specials… well, after Dench, trust isn’t something I have in them. You, Pasha, Dendal, Lise, Jake… you’re all I’ve got that I can truly rely on. It was Dendal’s idea. He said the thought of bacon would be enough to persuade you, and it’d make a handy training exercise for some of the younger mages.”

      There was that word again, “rely”. Much as I hated it, it was flattering in a way.

      “Well, I suppose – Wait, did you say bacon?” If there is one thing in this world that may, perhaps, persuade me there is a Goddess and she looks down on us with something approaching kindness, it’s bacon. Hot, crispy, fat bacon, all golden and crunchy around the edges. My stomach contracted painfully at the thought, and the remembrance of what I was actually going to be eating later – half a bowl of mouldy-looking mush, if I was lucky. If I wasn’t lucky, it would have weevils in it.

      “The Storad had a supply train in yesterday. It brought about a hundred pigs, among other things.” Perak tried to suppress a smile. This was his big persuading move. Which was annoying, especially when you considered that it was, in fact, persuading me.

      I stared at him while my mouth daydreamed. A hundred pigs. A hundred. That was a lot of bacon, and I’d have forked my own eye out just for one measly, glorious rasher. So it was my stomach rather than my brain that said, “All right, we’ll do it.”

       

      It needed a bit of arranging, so I was left to my own devices for a while. Black shapes kept swimming past my eyes, the voice kept on in my head. I needed sleep, but my stupid conscience would give me lots of lovely dreams that I didn’t want to think about. It was starting to get dark, and that meant that at least one person of my acquaintance would be around, one person who might be able to help me with those shapes.

      A frigid wind swept into the city, crept through every crack and crevice so I was frozen to the bone long before I got to Erlat’s.

      Erlat’s house wasn’t far away from the lab, in the area Under Trade where the rich boys came to play if they were feeling a bit adventurous but not quite so brave as to try Under proper. It’s a haven for smooth bars that sell – all right, used to sell – overpriced “authentic” beer, set to the beat of dancers that at least probably didn’t have the pox and probably weren’t out of their heads on Rapture. You know, kind of fake shabby, just so people could say they’d tried Under and lived to tell the tale. I often wanted to take one of the patrons down to the real Under, but I suspected they’d last about half a heartbeat before they had no clothes on their backs, and possibly no lips to brag with.

      Erlat’s place isn’t a bar, but home to one of the other reasons the rich boys came down to play – women. Over Trade, well, it’s all pious and Ministry-run, the Goddess looking over everyone’s shoulder to make sure they behave. Not exactly conducive to Erlat’s business. Frankly, I’m surprised the Buzz didn’t get more trade than it did, given that. But it got enough and Erlat’s house, being fairly new and full of “exotic” ladies from the ’Pit with that blue-white undertone to their skin and oddly alluring accent, had been a hit.

      Kersan met me at the door with the news that Erlat wasn’t in, but also told me where she was and that he was sure she would be pleased to see me. So I took myself off to a small and discreet bar not far into the Buzz proper. Not too bad, this one: it had actual carpet on the floor, even if was so stained I couldn’t tell the colour. Or maybe that was the “discreet” lighting that meant I had to grope my way to the bar to find a drink.

      I sat at the bar, tried to look into murky corners without seeming obvious about it, and wished Erlat had been at home instead.

      The place wasn’t full, unsurprisingly. They didn’t have much behind the bar that didn’t have a good chance of making me blind, even in a place as up-market as this. Shortages were really starting to bite. For most of us anyway – Ministry men still had money, food, probably whatever they wanted. They were conspicuous down here the same way a slug is conspicuous in your dinner. Chubby soft hands waved money, more money that I’d seen in months, perhaps even years. The girls – classy and tastefully dressed but still working, and still wanting to get themselves fed – clustered round them.

      A boom-shudder made the barman hang on to his glasses. One escaped and flew off a shelf to shatter on the floor. By the look of things, it wasn’t the first. One of the girls let out a little scream of surprise at the noise, but the drunken Ministry boys laughed and groped and promised them the world, promised them a way out of this, out of Mahala. The girls laughed in return but there was no mistaking the fear in their eyes – that this was the only way out they had, sucking up to smug pricks like this.

      The barman finished sweeping up the glass and came over. He checked me out, took in the imitation-Specials look with an air that said he didn’t believe it for a second, before he raised an eyebrow inviting me to state my drink. I considered my finances, and what he had behind the bar. Screw it, you only live once. “Whatever won’t kill me.”

      A conspiratorial wink, a quick check to make sure the Ministry boys weren’t watching, and the barman slid out a bottle. Something brown and rich-looking flowed into the glasses.

      “I’m shutting up after tonight,” he said, as though to thin air. “Got nothing left to sell any more. Except moonshine that’d take the varnish off the saints and martyrs, and this one bottle. Fed up with Ministry coming to rub our faces in it, even more than usual too. Been promising the girls everything – not just money, no, the chance to get out, the chance to live. They don’t actually follow through, naturally. They’re just using it for a chance at free girls. And the girls are desperate enough to take a gamble that they might come through. Some of them, anyway.”

      We raised a glass each, and I savoured the taste of real, good booze. It’d been a while. Then I saw where the barman was looking.

      A far dark corner. Erlat was sitting with a guy, Ministry perhaps because he was smooth and fat and smug as hell. He patted her hand and she laughed, and she looked like she meant it too. I turned back to my glass of heaven and left her to it.

      Erlat is… I find it hard to say what Erlat is, or was. One of the most beautiful women I’d never tried to take to bed. Not because of what she did for a living – I was no better and the only difference was I didn’t charge – but because of the way she had of unbalancing me, taking what I thought I knew about myself and the world around me and turning it on its head.

      After a second swig, the barman and I weren’t alone as Erlat joined us, but he knew his job well enough and went off to count the pieces of glass left on the floor or something.

      Erlat looked tired today, but still had the serene grace that I so admired in her. She’d seen more, endured more than I’ll ever have to and she took it all with barely a ripple in her calm – a smooth and polished piece of jade, reflecting you back at yourself.

      I often thought she was the strongest woman I knew. No, she didn’t have Jake’s swords or the ability to slice a man to ribbons, but it was there, none the less. A strength that sometimes was hidden, but was even stronger because of it. Which was why, when my brain wanted to rebel, run amok and perhaps eat me alive, it was Erlat I turned to.

      The basis of my and Erlat’s relationship was simple. No, I was not and never had been a customer. The thought of it made me itch, somehow, though she’d offered me freebies often enough, probably because it made her laugh when I stumbled out a “No thanks.” No, the basis of it all was that she could be herself with me, and I could be myself with her. We didn’t need to pretend, though we often did anyway.

      I never heard the black at Erlat’s house, I didn’t know why, but we weren’t at her house today, and she was – I don’t know. Perhaps seeing her somewhere else, seeing her laughing at someone else like she did with me… the black was bad, a constant seething in my head, and it wasn’t going away, it was getting worse.

      “Rojan, how surprising to see you in a bar.” Her mouth taunted me with an impish grin and she smoothed the dark hair elegantly coiled at the nape of her neck. “What brings you here?”

      I watched her client shrug an expensive-looking coat on and leave. He looked shifty, glancing all around before he braved the door.

      “You, naturally.”

      Her smile became strained. “Can I have some of that?”

      I handed over the glass and wondered what was wrong. Definitely something up. Erlat took a delicate sip, licked her lips at the taste and set the glass down. “Is he gone?”

      “Who, your friend? Yes, he’s gone.”

      A subtle alteration in her, the slight relaxation of her shoulders and her mouth didn’t look quite so set. “Good. Gives me the creeps, but luckily he’s just a talker, mostly anyway. Pays me to listen to him and laugh at his jokes. Pathetic, really. But I’m glad you came. It was you he was talking about today.”

      “Well, why not? I’m a popular man.”

      That got me a glare so I caught the barman’s eye and another glass appeared next to Erlat. The barman retired with his drink and kept an eye on the last few Ministry men down the end of the bar.

      Erlat poured herself a good slug of the booze. She seemed to be gathering herself for something, so I let her.

      “The Storad want you dead, you know that, of course? Of course. You stopped their previous plan, they don’t want you messing with this one. But that man, my creepy talker, isn’t Storad, and isn’t working for them either. But he still wants you dead or, if not dead, then in the hands of people you probably don’t want to be in the hands of. Good thing it’s dark in here or the evening could have ended before it’s begun.”

      “He can join the queue.” I suspected I sounded far more blasé than I felt, but people wanting me dead was getting old, though no less worrying. “What’s his reason?”

      One shoulder went up in a subtle shrug. “He’s not Storad; he’s Mishan. One of their ambassadors, as it happens. They’ve been coming in dribs and drabs, negotiations and so on. Ministry likes to keep them entertained, and we were hired. He’s got a fondness for my girls, me, so he’s kept on coming even though most of the rest are back the other side of their gate. This one is a liaison supposedly, between the Mishans and the Ministry. Trade, food, what we’re bartering, all that sort of thing. Including cardinals.”

      “We’re bartering cardinals? I don’t suppose we get much for them.”

      “For the Goddess’s sake!” Erlat slammed her glass on the bar, bringing a few drunkly interested looks from the Ministry boys down the other end. “Can’t you take this seriously? Me seriously? I’m trying to help you here, help us all, and all you’re doing is making fun.”

      I shut my eyes and tried not to see the things swimming there before I snapped them open again and nodded a sorry. “All right. Mishan liaison wants me, dead or not so dead. What for?”

      Erlat settled down again. “Some of the cardinals are, well, in talks shall we say? Not official ones either. One or two have already sneaked their families over, and they’re just waiting for the right time to run themselves, before the Storad get here. The Mishans want the best deal in return. Money, goods, guns – you name it, they’re trying to get the cardinals to pay it. But they aren’t forgetting that if the Storad win, the Mishans might well be next on the list of places and people for them to destroy. They’ve hated each other a long time, and until now Mahala has been the only thing that’s kept them from trying to rip each other’s throats out. How we made all that money, right? So one of the prices the Mishans are demanding in return for saving a few cardinal skins is you and Lise.”
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