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      She ran.

      It didn’t take the hunters long to find her.

      The sky gaped hollow. Stars like crimson gems tangled within a black oil moon.

      One by one, the others had burned before her, and now here—among the marshlands in the very heart—she knew she’d breathe her last. The pyres rushed sparks into the ink sky, and her boots sunk deep beneath the floodwater. Once vicious with overflowing streams and rivers, the landscape now lay stagnant. The stink of decay was everywhere, and she knew what it meant.

      An ending.

      The first beat swelled crooked within her heart, and she smiled red.
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Winter

        

      

    

    
      Dust-Caste Thora stepped from the shadows. White mist escaped her mouth as she blew on numb fingers. She ignored the dread threading through her belly.

      The whole world was on fire.

      The Gold House fortress gates rose ablaze with light—painted crimson and covered in murals of red bones. Flames licked the walls, turning the stone black, and smoke poured in spirals into the night sky as scorching arrows rained over the Gold House’s many wooden towers.

      Thora’s eyes streamed water—whether from stinging smoke or the bone chill of early winter, she didn’t know. She darted into the wide gravel yard of the inner quad. Usually, it was overflowing with Gold women draped in velvet, spending their days catering to the tastes of Sun-Noble elites within this greatest of entertainment houses. Tonight, the Gold House hummed with screaming instead.

      Panicked figures scurried across the open gravel—other Dust-Caste slaves like Thora, or hired mercenaries left behind by the fleeing leader of their Gold House. The abandoned warriors did their best to defend the entertainment house from the advancing Purge Officers, yet chaos reigned. As arrows flew like flaming stars overhead, murky silhouettes lurched through the dark, screaming orders or just screaming. Thora’s heart pounded like a drum.

      Pushing against the crush, she stumbled over the ravaged body of a Gold House watchman. His corpse lay aflame, black charcoal crackling and an arrow jutting from his spine. Long dead. Thora choked on his stench. No one doused the man and so he burned on, a beacon in the gloomy night.

      Desperate to get clear of the open quad with its rain of deadly arrows, Thora surged on. She swiped sweat from her forehead and pushed through the panicked crowd. She wasn’t a tall woman—her slight frame all poking bones and sharp angles—but Thora had never let that stop her. She could be strong as needed. She created a path with her elbows and shoulders, viciously shoving her way through.

      Beyond the Gold House walls, Purge Officers had set fire to the shantytown slum towers as they attempted to gain entry. Sent by the most powerful State Organ House in the Red Kingdom—Purge House—the Purge Officers in theory worked on behalf of the Red King. Though lately Thora had heard rumours circulating that even the Red King was afraid of Purge House’s growing power. Either way, despite their efforts—and vicious reputation—the Purge House hunters still hadn’t managed to force their way inside the vast Gold House.

      For an inner-city home of hollow love, the Gold House had impressive defences.

      Probably because it wasn’t quite the simple entertainment establishment it pretended to be. Which was why Thora was here, after all. Blood hummed in her ears and her tongue turned dry as dust.

      She was running out of time.

      Exposed on the vast inner quad, Thora dodged her way through the chaos toward the main Gold House entrance gates—the entire space awash in torchlight. Blazing arrows dropped from the sky. Most struck the Gold House towers, setting new fires and turning death-head murals of the Red King to charcoal. The murals showed the Red King painted with half his face flesh and the other half bone.

      Men braced the immense gates with shoulders and backs as Thora approached. Beyond the wall raged the horrors of battle. Warriors screamed. And died. Thora clamped her hands against her ears and forced herself to focus.

      She had a job to do.

      No moon shone in the deep night, inverted or otherwise, and the sky was suffocated by swirling smoke. Ignoring the acrid metal tang of spilled blood, Thora pushed through the Gold House mercenaries huddled by the inner gate. All towered over her, big men with braided hair in the Red Kingdom style, secured in knots at the nape of their necks. All were covered in death, with black gull bones and gold-embroidered death-heads stitched upon their boiled leather battle jackets. Such things were designed as reminders that the wearer would one day die and lie buried beneath the black soil, along with everyone else in the Red Kingdom.

      In death, all were equal. Even Dust-Caste slaves.

      Or so the teachings said.

      ‘What’s dead is dead and all shall die,’ muttered Thora, because those were the words one should say when thinking of the teachings within the Red Reform.

      Thora managed to wedge herself between the men. She ran a hand over the gate’s metal bolt. No one stopped her, though many warriors hovered nearby. It was a strange and bitter power, she supposed, to be small and insignificant enough to pass unnoticed, even when standing in the most important of places. The panicked men did not even spare her a glance. Thora grimaced.

      Across the quad, a cluster of Gold women peeked from the main tower. Even this late at night, all were dressed for entertaining in layers of red velvet, with copper headdresses and pushed-back masks. The exposed skin of their hands and faces was painted gold to display their profession, reflecting fire in the bleak winter night.

      Thora’s purpose was not to examine Gold women though, and so her fingers explored the gate bolt as she peered into the darkness above. Five Gold House bowmen had been shooting when she’d first arrived at the front quad. Only one remained. The Purge Officers beyond the gates had good aim.

      Another mercenary ran desperately by, veering close. Thora ignored him, as well as the howling that rung from outside the locked gates. Blood pounded through her body. Taking a deep, shuddering breath, she collapsed against the bolt and screamed hysterically, pointing toward the main Gold House building, a massive wooden tower with covered porches on every level. It spiralled into the sky, with strings of clinking desert-glass hanging from the awnings. Intricate wooden carvings of skulls covered every surface, painted red and black. The roof smoked.

      Thora slid toward the ground as she screamed, until her elbow was caught by one of the mercenaries. His face twisted with panic. ‘What’d you see, girl? What was it?’ Charcoal smudged his cheek.

      ‘Hunters,’ Thora babbled at him, tears streaming. It was what the lower castes called the dreaded Purge Officers. ‘And a masked Crimson Warrior leading them, no lie! Up there, on the roof. Already inside our walls, they were. Come to true burn us! Do something. Do something!’

      The man left her sobbing against the gates. Other mercenaries joined in his quest, and together they stormed across the quad, gathering more warriors as they advanced in the direction Thora’s finger had led them. Nowhere.

      The moment they disappeared into the depths of the main tower, Thora twisted toward the gate, leaving her cheeks wet as she worked. The first bolt slid easily, but the second was so stiff she had to push her entire weight against it. It barely moved. Stuck tight with rust. She grunted with effort.

      A shout rung from behind. A man’s voice. She tensed but ignored him, shoving against the bolt desperately. No time left.

      ‘Dust-Caste Thora?’

      At the sound of her name, Thora turned slowly, dread boiling in her chest. A man stood across the quad, drenched in firelight from an oil drum. He was far older than her. Far bigger too, with peppered blonde hair escaping in great hunks from his braids. Skulls were sewn with gold thread onto his collar, and swallow bones all the way from Bird Fortress lay wrapped around his throat, painted black. He held a copper-tin blade that gleamed.

      This man was someone she knew, a familiar face stretched into a mask of uncertainty. Thora had forgotten his name. Perhaps she’d never known it. He was a hired mercenary among many others at the Gold House, a free man of no importance, and he spent his time working in the quad. She’d spoken to him only a few times during her many moons spent as servant-slave in this home of hollow love.

      ‘What you doing?’ he called. ‘It’s dangerous as death near those gates, girl. The Red Hunters wait on the outside, see? You true can’t open…’

      The man trailed off and his expression changed. Understanding dawning.

      Thora’s whole body tensed. Smoke stung her throat.

      ‘Damned Dead Daughters, girl,’ the man swore. ‘You opening those gates, no? You planning to let those Purge Officers inside to hunt us all? A Blood Purge, that’s what you’re creating. They’ll burn us, true.’

      He still hesitated, even after knowing.

      But not for long. Lifting his sword, which shone bronze in the low light, he advanced. Thora hesitated with her back against the gate. Slowly she shook her head. A plea that did nothing. She knew him, but it wouldn’t stop him killing her.

      The mercenary crunched across the gravel quad; his hair dripping sweat despite the bone chill. Thora whipped back toward the bolt and her numb fingers scrabbled desperately to loosen it, to drag it open. She shoved her entire weight against it. The gate beneath thumped and bounced, something slamming into the wood from the other side.

      The bolt moved as the man lunged at her, no time to draw her knife. Thora glimpsed his figure advancing like a ghost. His sword slashed through the air but hit the gate as Thora shoved open the lock with a gasp and it swung inward, pushed hard from the other side. A battering ram of painted crimson surged through the open space, followed by brightly uniformed Purge Officers and a small bloody gaggle of Gold House defenders still fighting for their lives.

      Thora twisted to avoid being crushed by the swinging gates, catching sight of the Purge Officers’ quick work at killing. Purge House produced the best murderers in the Red Kingdom. They dressed their men in crimson battle coats and unleashed them to hunt in the name of the Red Reform. The remaining Gold House defenders were no match. They died savagely on the quad, blood trailing in the Purge Officers’ footsteps.

      Thora’s attention wrenched from the unfolding carnage as the advancing mercenary’s hand closed over her collarbone. He appeared desperate, and why not? There wasn’t a citizen in the Red Kingdom who didn’t fear Purge House and its officers.

      ‘You’ve true killed us all.’ His cheeks shone wet.

      Thora’s heartbeat jagged against her ribs, her throat raw. A scream caught on her tongue as her back slammed against stone. The man’s fingers bruised her flesh as he manoeuvred his sword in the confined space behind the moving gate. He knew her. And now he would end her life.

      She had no time to draw her blade, though she tried. This wasn’t how she’d imagined her ending. Thora wasn’t ready to die. All those teachings from the Philosopher’s book fled her mind. She couldn’t accept her death as she ought.

      A wail rose on her lips as the mercenary prepared to slide his copper-tin sword into her belly, gleaming metal poised to break skin and bone. Every muscle in Thora’s body froze, her mind turning blank. But instead of receiving a sword to the stomach, an errant arrowhead emerged through the soft flesh of the watchman’s throat, in one side and out the other. His blood sprayed across Thora’s face. It shocked them both, his eyes bulging. The bronze tip poked through the parted skin, awash in red. Blood stained the stone wall. Thora, too, dripped crimson.

      The man gaped and, for a suspended moment, he stared at Thora. Both had expected a different ending to their struggle. The man’s expression dimmed. He was dead before he hit the gravel, bird bones decorating his uniform clattering loudly as he fell.

      Thora dropped to her knees, gasping. She sucked in the crisp winter air tinged with acrid smoke that made her cough. Even so, the night tasted good. A surge of relief flooded her chest.

      She might only be a Dust-Caste slave, and in her kingdom’s eyes not much good for anything except working and then dying, but Thora was fiercely glad to be alive.

      She hadn’t achieved even half of what she dreamed of yet, and though her upper-sirs would laugh and call her foolish—if they even deigned to speak to her at all—Thora ached to prove herself. Opening the gate was a step in the right direction, but there was more work to be done this night.

      The battle had spilled into the torch-lit quad—arrows flew haphazardly, with chaos and screaming all around. Thora stayed hidden behind the gates with the dead man. Blood seeped wet across his leather armour as more Purge Officers charged through the entrance—the entrance Thora had made. Through the gap in the gate hinges, she glimpsed a silent Crimson Warrior and quickly shrank from the heavily masked figure.

      She wasn’t safe here. Purge Officers caught in the blood lust of battle might as easily poke a friend as an enemy with their copper-tin blades, after all.

      Peering at the body huddled at her feet, Thora swiped the watchman’s blood from her face. All the fire of her achievement opening the gate drained away and her stomach heaved. A seed of guilt flowered. She couldn’t remember his name. Couldn’t grasp it.

      But she had known him.

      A moment in the depths of the previous winter, as she’d sat on the Gold House porch wrapped warmly against the snow. This nameless man had offered her a clear, hard glass-sweet he’d bought for his own young daughter. Honey on her tongue. The first time Thora had ever tasted something so sweet.

      A kindness.

      Thora clenched her hands. She forced herself to avert her gaze from the corpse.

      What was to be gained from pity in the Red Kingdom? What’s dead was dead, was the teaching from the Red Reform, and this man was long gone. What care did he have now, whether Thora pitied him or not? She shook her head to clear it and then slipped from behind the gates, leaving the fallen man behind.

      She clung to the shadow of the Gold House wall and scanned the bloody, warring men across the quad. No escape routes from the walled compound presented themselves. The Purge Officers stopped everyone who attempted to pass, even the Gold women and Dust-Caste workers who huddled whimpering beside a sparking oil drum fire.

      Those Red Hunters wouldn’t listen to Thora if she attempted to explain she was on their side. They’d more likely call her a lying Dust-Caste slave and would probably accuse her of turning traitor against her former Gold House master to save herself.

      A thread of anger rose in Thora’s heart. After all she’d done here at the Gold House, after all she’d achieved, she would still only ever be what she was.

      A lowly Dust-Caste slave.

      Except … maybe this time it would be different. Her hopes sprung back, as they always did. Thora’s dreaming that couldn’t be quenched, no matter how hard she tried.

      She shook it off—no time for pondering—and slipped into the shadows. Thora climbed toward the battlement. No archers remained, all of them lying in bloody heaps in the gloom. Their bodies were flesh left as empty as the inverted moon on a hollow night.

      ‘What’s dead is dead and all shall die,’ Thora whispered as she stepped over the corpses toward the railing. The stone battlement was painted with death-heads of the Red King—a dark-skinned man shown with a face half flesh and half bone. More reminders that no matter a citizen’s station in life, all must end. Even the Red King was only mortal.

      Thora peered over the edge of the fortress across the burning slum towers. The night remained dark, low clouds filling the sky, with lightning and thunder rolling within. The scent of rain wafted from the Inland Sea.

      The great capital of the Red Kingdom glittered in silhouette—a hundred thousand towers. Beyond, behemoth pillars jutted into the sky. They rose higher than any other city structure, relics of an older time long forgotten, and supported nothing. Giant outlines against swirling black clouds. They gave the capital its name—City of Pillars. No one remembered what city it had been before. No one remembered why the pillars had been forged, either. The citizens simply lived in their shadow. And survived as best they could. Thora had never even been beyond the city’s walls.

      She scanned the Purge Officers who milled outside the Gold House gates among the rotted shacks of the tower slums.

      At the back, one figure sat proudly on a war horse. He wore an extravagant uniform to mark his status, the dyed crimson of his studded battle jacket so bright it shone through the gloom. His head was encased in a black leather helm, with a copper mask polished bright as one of the Daughters’ pyramid tombs and painted black as a death-giant’s heart. The helm was shaped like a bird’s skull, the beak hanging over the high investigator’s brow.

      Thora calculated.

      By now her superior officer, Diem, would have followed his fleeing Gold House targets all the way to the Inland Sea and the rusted dead armadas beyond. Diem was strong. And he was determined. Yet her superior officer was only one man.

      It would not be enough to arrest those lawbreakers. Diem needed help.

      He needed Thora to bring more men.

      Among the Gold House towers behind her, the fighting in the quad ebbed. The Purge Officers herded their prisoners to kneel before the gates—Dust-Caste slave men and women and Moon-Caste servants, too. It would be a long night while the hunters questioned everyone, performing Purge Trials as they went. The worst offenders would be burned according to the Red Reform, and all the rest would become Dust-Caste slaves along with whatever family they had left.

      Thora glanced again at the high investigator sitting on his war horse in the slums. A small group of officers surrounded him.

      He was the man she must speak with. He was from Investigation House—like Diem and Thora were—and had a small level of power over the growing might of Purge House, who were only present to burn out immoral behaviour and lack of adherence to the Red Reform.

      Thora shivered. She’d worked alongside them, but the Purge Officers still frightened her. They’d as soon burn as listen, and she didn’t want to try her luck with them tonight.

      The high investigator was the only one who might send reinforcements to the dock. Diem could not arrest those remaining lawbreakers on his own.

      A chill crept down her spine, filling her with unease. It was now or never.

      Dust-Caste Thora took a deep breath. ‘What’s dead is dead and all shall die,’ she murmured as she climbed over the battlements, melting into the gloom.
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        Fear death or do not fear death. It comes for you. Individual achievement and triumph are transitory. What’s dead is dead and all shall die. Your children shall die. Only the Red Kingdom is lasting. Citizens must obey this teaching.—Red Reform laws

        

      

      Dust-Caste Thora, slave of Investigation House within City of Pillars, stood before the grand desk in silence. Her head remained bowed. Shelves stacked with bound manuals and scrolls rose imposingly along the walls. Locked cabinets in every corner held the secrets of investigations conducted far and wide across the Red Kingdom—from the bitter lakes and black-lung death pits in the north all the way to the lush heartland with its towers built on stilts and vicious cycle of destructive river floods. The office doors remained closed tight, with muted sunlight filtering through a narrow desert-glass window.

      Diem stood at Thora’s side, dressed in his official Investigation House uniform, as Thora was. Yet unlike Thora, her superior officer stood tall, his chin raised and broad shoulders straight, despite his demotion. Still, his face hung with the hollows of exhaustion and his thick brows scrunched. Pale bird skulls stitched onto his uniform collar caused a stark contrast with his dark brown skin. The recent Purge Hunt on the Gold House hadn’t ended well for Diem, and so he was dressed as a low investigator as punishment.

      Together, they waited. Thora attempted to match Diem’s outward calm, but she was distracted by jittery nerves. The high investigator who’d summoned them remained seated at his grand desk, assessing with narrowed eyes. He was flanked by his scholar-assistant—a younger Moon-Caste man of middling status trained in numbers, organisation, and writing.

      The silence deepened, filling the room. Tension rose, filling Thora’s body.

      She could not guess why she and Diem had been called.

      It’d been many days since the Gold House Purge Hunt. Quiet slow days spent inside the high walls of Investigation House. Thora had provided her statements on the corruption she and Diem had untangled within the highest levels of the Gold House, and she’d written lists of all the high-ranking guests who’d been involved with the Gold House caretaker Leon Grassin. And the lawbreaker Leon Grassin would never again run an illegal operation—he’d been wiped from this earth in the most brutal of ways.

      After everything Thora and Diem had been through, Thora had expected that once she returned to Investigation House things might be … different. After all, last moon she’d been undercover at the greatest Gold House this city had to offer, making decisions and risking her life to close an impossible case.

      Now? Thora spent her days doing laundry in great steaming vats. Scrubbing towers and polishing the dark wood of porches. Chopping stringy greens in the kitchen tower. None of the investigators asked for help with their cases. No one noticed her.

      It’d taken far longer than it should—her heart still foolishly filled with wild hoping—for Thora to understand she’d faded into the background and returned to her original place. Despite her recent feats in the field, Thora would never be anything but a Dust-Caste worker.

      A lowly slave.

      Maybe a different Dust would have mourned that loss—those what-ifs—but instead, Thora had bitterness boiling inside her chest. At herself, for her naivety, and at the upper-sirs of Investigation House for not recognising she could do more than clean. Be more than a lowly Dust. Thora’s undercover work at the Gold House had tasted a little like freedom, but now all her upper-sirs had forgotten she existed, and she’d never taste it again.

      She forced herself to unclench her fists. To take deep breaths.

      After all, Diem remembered her. He’d written about her achievements throughout his reports on the case and tried his best to get her reassigned as his assistant investigator.

      And what could Thora ever hope for beyond that? An assistant investigator was someone recognised for their abilities and skill. Someone valued. Not a real investigator, true, but close enough. Or as close as Thora could ever dream of.

      Diem’s requests hadn’t got far. Maybe he was as naïve as Thora. After all, no Dust-Caste worker had ever been promoted to an assistant investigator before. Despite all that Thora had achieved, how capable she’d proved she could be, and despite her burning hopes, it seemed Thora would not be the first to break the mould.

      She should have known better.

      The silence in the office drew out and became almost unbearable. The high investigator continued to shuffle his paperwork as the younger scholar-assistant fussed over him.

      Thora stole a glance at Diem. He looked different now, clean-shaven and younger, with his hair braided back into a knot—more like his actual middle twenty years—despite the official black investigator uniform. His shoulders were covered in boiled leather scales, and the scabbard strapping for his copper-tin blade crisscrossed his chest. The weapon case lay empty behind his shoulder, because blades were forbidden in the upper tower offices. Thora swallowed. Too many past assassination attempts.

      Diem’s face remained impassive. If the high investigator made him nervous, Diem didn’t show it. And if his sudden demotion angered him, he hid it deep. But Thora was used to Diem’s keeping his thoughts to himself. The man wouldn’t speak unless he had something to say. Silence didn’t make him uncomfortable. Silence was his natural state.

      Thora peered at the polished wood floor, alone with her bitter nerves.

      It was Thora’s first visit to an upper office. She wasn’t sure what she’d expected, but the place was so packed with overflowing records it hardly left room for the death-prints that usually lined the walls of every tower in the capital. Apparently the high investigator didn’t need to be reminded of his mortality, nor the great words of the Philosopher. His office featured only two small death-prints: one featuring the Red King—a greying man with skin nearly as black as Diem’s—and the other a portrait of himself. Both were displayed in the traditional half style, flesh peeled back to reveal bone on one side of the face. Thora stole a glance at the real high investigator before them—a plump, pale man with a stern brow.

      Had he called Thora and Diem here to be thanked?

      It was true they’d been instrumental in gathering intelligence on the corruption at the Gold House. Without their actions on the night of the Purge Hunt, that lawbreaking organisation might still be selling slaves as stand-ins and skimming goods from the tithe of the people. They would still be bribing Sun-Nobles to turn a blind eye.

      And the lawbreaker Leon Grassin would still be alive.

      Thora shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot. She didn’t believe they’d been summoned for thanks. The room was too cold, the silence too long.

      Perhaps Diem’s demotion was only the first of many punishments he would receive for his transgression during the Purge Hunt. Perhaps she would be held culpable, too. After all, it’d been Thora’s idea to get Purge House involved, and though things had worked well enough in the end, her upper-sirs at Investigation House had no love for their rival Purge Hunting brothers. Although all State Organ Houses operated beneath the authority of the Red Palace, some—like Purge House—held more power than others, and that gnawed at the Investigation House upper-sirs’ pride more than they’d enjoy to admit.

      If Thora’s upper-sirs decided her actions during the hunt had been thoughtless, there were certainly many ways a Dust-Caste worker could be punished in the Red Kingdom. Thora had already witnessed most of them. She shivered.

      Finally, the high investigator pushed his paperwork aside. He cleared his throat. ‘State your names for our records. This meeting is official and will be recorded.’

      His cold stare sent prickles along Thora’s spine. She glanced at Diem, waiting for him to answer. He was above her in caste and station, so it was only right. However, it took an impatient gesture from the high investigator to compel Diem to speak.

      A small form of rebellion on Diem’s part, perhaps.

      ‘Low Investigator Diem Lakein, upper-sir,’ he said. ‘As you well know.’

      The sting in Diem’s rasped words pierced the room, lingering.

      ‘I am Dust-Caste Thora, upper-sir,’ Thora added quickly. No last name because slaves had none.

      Despite the high investigator’s claim, no one recorded their words. Instead, he stared with cold eyes. ‘And how long were you each embedded at the Gold House prior to the Purge Hunt night?’

      Thora hesitated, again expecting Diem to answer.

      He did not. She waited, gritting her teeth and growing just as irritated as the high investigator. Finally, Diem cleared his throat and answered in his slow way. ‘Six moons, upper-sir.’

      Thora added, ‘Thirteen moons, I was there true, upper-sir.’

      The high investigator studied them both. Narrowed eyes and a sharp tone laced with ice. ‘And do you feel well rested and recovered after returning to our towers?’

      Thora wasn’t sure what to make of that, glancing again at Diem. Were the high investigator’s cold words aimed at Diem alone? They had seemed designed to cut. Either way, Diem’s expression remained the same. He didn’t answer.

      Thora would have liked to answer in his stead, but it was not her place. She held her tongue. She knew what happened to Dust-Caste workers who were too bold.

      Lashings for words spoken out of turn.

      Cutting and carving for disobedience or lies.

      Burning for immoral behaviour, running, or causing physical harm to anyone Moon-Caste status or above. And, of course, no greater punishment existed beyond that of a burning, because when Purge House burned, they burned good and proper, and only black charcoal bones were left behind.

      The Red Reform was strict in its teachings, and anyone who spoke against it, or spoke of things forbidden, was led to a public pyre. If the crime was severe, it wouldn’t matter if the lawbreaker was Dust or Sun-Noble, they’d still burn.

      Or at least that was the theory. Thora had never seen a Sun-Noble burn.

      The high investigator exhaled slowly. ‘It seems we have need of your service again. A rural viceroy has requested urgent assistance from the capital. He has a rather … complex case. After careful consideration, I have recommended you both. I trust you will be capable of aiding this viceroy in solving his particular problem.’

      Thora froze. The high investigator had recommended her? Her heart soared. Though she focused on staying as still as possible, her mind tumbled like a storm. She was being given an opportunity to leave behind this endless cycle of washing and scrubbing? To complete a worthwhile task?

      Diem interrupted Thora’s inner excitement with a question. ‘Where does this viceroy govern, upper-sir? Which polity?’

      Thora hoped she would know it. She’d never travelled beyond City of Pillars and knew only a little about Moontown, which lay over the relic bridge on the other side of the Inland Sea—a vast expanse of salt water littered with half-sunk rusted armadas and ancient gun turrets. Everywhere else within the Red Kingdom remained a mystery to her. And beyond its borders was wholly unimaginable.

      The younger scholar-assistant stepped forward. ‘The polity the viceroy governs is far … and very dangerous.’ It was the first time he’d spoken. His black hair was wispy thin, and a certain amount of theatrics coloured his nasally tone.

      The high investigator impatiently waved the younger man away like he would an irritating insect. ‘By the eleven Dead Daughters,’ he swore. ‘Answer the investigator’s question! I have other matters to attend, so make it quick.’

      The scholar-assistant shrank. ‘Apologies, upper-sir.’ He turned to Diem and Thora, frowning, as if the reprimand was somehow their fault. ‘The polity in question is the Thousand Island Frontier. The man who has true requested aid is the viceroy of Death City.’

      Thora froze. Beside her, even Diem tensed.

      Death City?

      That island was wild. The last vestige of clinging humanity before the Black Silt Sea stole the world at the edges of the frozen south. Thora had heard those who ventured to Death City never returned. And even more disturbing? Rumour said the churning sea offshore hid the half-submerged body of a rotting death giant, buffeted by the endless southern waves.

      Thora risked a shocked glance at Diem. His dark eyes locked with hers. Though his face was impassive as ever, she knew him well enough to see the tightness in his jaw. The way his fingers clenched. He exhaled slowly and returned his attention frontward. Thora followed his lead and did the same.

      Silence settled over the room and its occupants. A million questions sat on the tip of Thora’s tongue, but she held them back with effort. The quiet stretched on.

      Too long.

      The high investigator’s voice cut cold as ice. ‘As I have made clear already, scholar-assistant, I do not have until sundown to complete this matter. Please proceed.’

      Immediately, the younger man darted from the room, his head bobbing manically all the while. Thora suspected the man endured a stressful working life, though her musings were cut short as the scholar-assistant returned leading a young woman dressed in the same black uniform as Thora’s. The girl’s face remained lowered. Thora recognised her from around the quad, but they’d never had cause for conversation.

      ‘This is Dust-Caste Effile from Investigation House’s Dust ranks,’ the scholar-assistant announced. He puffed his chest, perhaps searching for his feet after the repeated admonishments. ‘She’ll accompany you to the Thousand Island Frontier, reporting directly to Low Investigator Lakein.’

      Diem nodded his acceptance, while Thora curiously studied this new addition to their party. Dust-Caste Effile had a paler complexion than Thora’s, though she wore the same two long braids all unmarried women were compelled to have, regardless of their caste. Despite her down-turned mouth, the girl’s expression had a softness to it, with a round, sweet face. Dust-Caste Effile did not return Thora’s stare. Her focus remained on the floor.

      ‘Upper-sir,’ Diem said. ‘Then it’s two Dust-Caste women that’s true needed for this special case?’

      ‘Two Dust-Caste women were indeed requested by the viceroy of Death City. One for undercover work,’ the scholar-assistant motioned toward Dust-Caste Effile. ‘And the other to aid in the investigation and question the people his own men cannot.’

      Thora was satisfied. A delicate balance existed within the world, and therefore it was not possible for men to question mistresses of the Sun-Noble class, who must live segregated and masked. Difficult for soldiers to approach Moon-Caste women, either. A Dust-Caste woman like Thora, though, could pass through doorways soldiers couldn’t, while assisting an investigation.

      Thora glanced at Dust-Caste Effile. Her role, however, was still shrouded in mystery.

      ‘This Death City viceroy, he’s got no Dust-Caste women of his own, then? At the island’s Polity House?’ Diem asked the question boldly, and Thora was glad of it, because it would have been her own. When she found a thread, she felt compelled to pull it.

      It was the high investigator himself who answered. ‘The viceroy had a Dust-Caste worker,’ he said. ‘But no more.’

      Thora stifled her curiosity, as no explanation was given, and the high investigator’s tone halted any further questions on the topic. She shared a quick glance with the new girl Effile. The other woman stared back, sweat beading her forehead. Thora attempted a reassuring smile.

      Even Diem was not so bold as to push the high investigator any further. Or at least, not on that particular topic. Instead, he rolled his shoulders and asked, ‘Upper-sir, this case, what tricky pieces does it have for a viceroy to call all the way to the capital for Investigation House help?’

      The high investigator’s gaze ran coldly over Diem’s new low uniform. Finally, he stopped at the younger man’s hands, which were folded neatly before him. Diem’s fingers were scarred and his knuckles scabbed over. He was no stranger to violence. It showed on his flesh and had cost him his position. The high investigator’s brows drew close together with … disapproval? Disgust? Thora couldn’t say.

      The moment passed and still the high investigator said nothing further. He waved a hand at his wispy haired scholar-assistant, who hurriedly stepped forward to take over the briefing.

      ‘This should not be a difficult case,’ the man said, waving his hands dramatically. ‘Yet it is a delicate one. A young woman has disappeared from her Death City tower. A great deal of pressure has been placed on the viceroy and his local Polity House soldiers to recover her quickly.’

      The high investigator cleared his throat. ‘The girl is the daughter of a Sun-Noble master with connections to the Red Family.’

      Thora’s mouth dropped, though she quickly recovered her composure. Diem didn’t stir, even at this extraordinary news, though Effile gasped. The new girl and Thora shared another stunned glance.

      The Red Family?

      ‘Connections indeed,’ continued the scholar-assistant, eagerly pushing a wisp of black hair back into his braids. ‘This particular Sun-Noble’s uncle was a close friend of the prince when they were younger, and he has called in a favour, asking for this situation to be resolved quickly.’

      Diem lifted his head. ‘Which prince?’

      There were five in total.

      The high investigator’s lips tightened. ‘Which prince does not matter. That the Red Family is involved at all should be your main concern.’ He didn’t like Diem; it was being made clear. The high investigator didn’t bother to make as much clear about Thora or Effile. It was as if the two women were not even present.

      Thora was used to it. Yet a familiar pressure built within her chest all the same. Suffocation, creeping up her throat. She swallowed hard. Reminded herself it was safer if the high investigator didn’t notice her anyway. Still, she longed to ask her own questions about the case. Longed to ask, too, whether an excellent performance on her half might result in the promotion to assistant investigator that she dreamed of. She bit her lip and focused on the words being said instead. She was not fool enough to speak her mind.

      ‘The Red Family has a vested interest in the outcome of this case.’ The young scholar-assistant peered at his audience pointedly, and Thora understood enough to know this meant that pressure directly from the royal family had been applied not only to the Death City viceroy, but to the entirety of Investigation House and all its upper-sirs.

      A knock rapped on the closed tower door, and an older man dressed in the uniform of a middle investigator entered. It was like a candle being snuffed; the high investigator’s attention shifted from Thora, Diem, and Dust-Caste Effile completely and immediately. They were dismissed without another glance—albeit for the wispy haired scholar-assistant taking a further few hurried moments to brief them on travel arrangements while herding them toward the door.

      Thinking of arriving at faraway Death City made Thora dizzy. She sunk into imaginings of that treacherous tangle of jagged islands. A hum filled her head. Excitement? Or fear. It built and built inside her.

      Without thought, Thora blurted, ‘Did the Red Throne truly come carved from that Black Silt Sea?’ She’d heard the king’s seat was cut from the red bones of Death City’s giant. She found those rumours hard to believe, never having seen either a death giant or the red throne herself. The words jumped from her lips before she could hold them back. ‘Was the throne truly a gift they made in Death City for the old king?’

      The wispy haired scholar-assistant puffed his chest. ‘What is it you think the new Red King sits upon, then? If not the glorious red bones of a death giant? Of course, the throne was carved from—’

      His voice dwindled and he stopped walking, turning to stare at Thora as if only now realising who he spoke with. His lips drew so tight they turned bloodless. The young scholar-assistant slammed his hand in a severe crack against the wall. It shook a nearby shelf and rustled the scrolls piled upon it. Dust clouded the air with a musty scent and Thora flinched.

      ‘You speak so easily?’ His voice was a barely controlled whisper, white hot. ‘Here, in the high investigator’s tower?’

      Thora whipped her face to the ground.

      ‘You talk of our Red King as if the walls do not have ears wherever we walk. Some things are better left unsaid. Especially by one such as you.’

      Those words that remained unsaid cut deep.

      You are Dust. You are nothing. Never speak.

      Resentment flooded Thora’s belly. Behind the scholar-assistant, Effile cowered against the door. Diem bristled, but what could he do? The scholar-assistant outranked him. If things got out of hand, Thora worried Diem might say something foolish, but it didn’t come to that. The scholar-assistant scowled at Thora, then visibly dismissed her from his mind, turning to Diem and gesturing at the door.

      ‘I’m in a hurry, investigator. We’re done.’

      Thora hated making mistakes. And yet she’d allowed her joy at knowing she’d soon leave Investigation House’s stifling walls to turn her soft. She’d even mentioned the Red King, though everyone knew he’d stolen the throne ten years past. It was whispered constantly in the city streets, where a bit of gossip could buy a starving man a meal. No one ever tired of it. It was well known the new Red King had sat for the first time on his throne while his nephew—the rightful heir—drowned in blood on the floor at his feet. But gossip had sharp edges, and those who spoke too much and too loudly sometimes disappeared without a trace.

      Purge House saw to that.

      ‘What’s dead is dead and all shall die,’ Thora said to the scholar-assistant as they left the office, repeating those same words that were murmured throughout the city on a daily basis. They were written as a philosophy to live by in the last remaining book Truth of Death, but they acted now only as formality. They were also the only words a Dust-Caste worker like her had leave to say, but they’d lost all meaning these days.

      Thora didn’t care. She’d been born much too late to know how things used to be, before the words and before the Hundred Year Fall. The Red Reform had wiped all that away.

      ‘Yes, yes. Quite so,’ the scholar-assistant muttered as he ushered them from the grand tower office.

      It seemed he’d already forgotten his anger at Thora’s transgression, his attention turned to the next visitor who waited outside the room.

      Thora, though, would not forget.

      She never forgot anything.
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      Emerging from the inner tower staircase onto the vast quad, Thora stood blinking under the pale sunlight. She crossed her arms to combat the sharp wind. Investigation House was busy; Dust-Caste workers and officers bustled about their business, weaving in and out of the many wooden towers that lined the wide, stark space. Thora suspected some of the government workers who passed had their corvee tithe day, with their eyes smeared black with oil to mark it.

      She peered at the tower they’d emerged from—the grandest in the quad, and nestled right in the centre, at least forty levels high. Forty more levels inverted beneath the earth, too, or so the rumours said. The upper levels housed the most important offices, and the lowest inverted level was supposedly crammed with hidden things. Secrets from the Gold Age long passed, Thora had heard. Filled, too, it was said, with the slave papers of every Investigation House Dust-Caste worker like Thora.

      Thora liked those stories less, but either way, the central tower was impressive, with each level layered with a winding polished porch painted black, and carved bones and skulls criss-crossing every awning. Diem stood beside Thora in the shadow of the tower, his arms crossed. Nothing in his expression shed light on what he thought of their assignment.

      ‘I reckon it couldn’t be too important,’ Dust-Caste Effile blurted, reminding Thora of her existence.

      The young woman was a little taller than Thora, her hair in two pale blonde braids.

      Thora frowned. ‘What does that reckoning mean?’

      Effile hesitated, darting a glance at Diem’s blank face. She was clearly afraid of him. And she was right to be. Dark rumours swirled the quad about Diem these days, all of them centred on that night of the Gold House Purge Hunt and none of them good.

      Still, Thora grew impatient. ‘I’m asking what you mean by that reckoning? Say what you mean, Dust-Caste.’

      Effile hesitated a moment longer, waiting until Diem gave her permission to speak.

      ‘Well,’ she said slowly, ‘the high investigator … he said there’s some big old pressure to close the case, but I don’t see them sending their upper investigators, do you? Instead, it’s just us. A low investigator and two Dust-Caste. You don’t reckon that feels … strange?’

      Thora shrugged. ‘All that pressure comes only from one small connection in youth to the Red Family, no? So maybe it’s not so pressured, after all. It’s not like the missing girl or her uncle are true relatives of the prince, see? What’s the power in a used-up friendship from years ago?’

      ‘True enough.’ Yet Effile shook her head. ‘Though, it’s surely true enough, too, that if the missing girl can’t be found, it’ll mean the Death City viceroy will lose his position. That means those stakes have soared high.’

      ‘For the viceroy of Death City, maybe,’ Thora muttered. ‘I reckon our high investigator couldn’t care less what happens. Sending us to the Thousand Island Frontier is some formality true. Whether we manage to recover that missing girl or we don’t.’

      Thora turned to Diem for his opinion, and the low investigator nodded. He rasped, ‘The missing girl’s case seems polity related, I’d reckon. The news won’t travel.’

      Effile raised her brows. ‘Not travel … Low Investigator Lakein?’

      Thora noticed she would not meet Diem’s eye.

      ‘He’s just making true clear that this little regional polity case isn’t likely to cause public dissent here in the capital,’ Thora explained. ‘Even if that missing girl is lost forever, what people here among the pillars will care? Means the worst potential outcome is only some rural viceroy getting himself demoted.’ Thora grimaced. ‘Or perhaps exiled somewhere even worse than Death City, if that’s possible. Or … being burned up, I suppose. But even with all that pressure from the Red Family, none of it’ll make no difference to our high investigator. You’ll see, he won’t care how it goes.’

      ‘So, there you go.’ Effile chewed her lip. ‘Reckon that’s why he’s only bothering to send us three then. I’m starting to feel true sorry for this missing Sun-Noble mistress.’

      ‘Why?’ Thora’s tone proved sharper than she meant it to be. ‘Because it’s only lowly us been sent to help her?’ That stung, somehow.

      Effile tilted her head to the side. Finally, she beamed. ‘I've heard stories on you, Dust-Caste Thora.’ She leaned close and whispered, ‘The other Dust-Caste girls in the women’s tower all call you the battle axe.’

      Thora coughed. ‘They call me what?’ She was offended.

      ‘Because of your quick temper. Sharp and vicious as a blade, or so I’ve heard tell.’

      Effile strode across the gravel quad, and Thora hesitated a moment before following her, still annoyed. When she glanced back there was something different about Diem’s face. A twitch of his mouth. As if he might smile if he knew how.

      Effile chimed a low laugh, as if to soften her words into teasing. ‘Dust-Caste Thora, calm yourself up. Battle axe is a compliment true! You’re the battle axe who never backs down, no? All us girls know about that Gold House corruption case. You tore that place up from inside out. Even got a sun-chancellor arrested in a Purge Hunt, imagine that! And here I was reckoning the Red Family’s politic men from the court were all untouchable.’ Effile shrugged. ‘I’ve not done real work like you. I stay here at Investigation House and do petty chores most-like. Cleaning and cooking and sweeping. Laundry and more sweeping and cooking, besides. A little taste of investigating, but not so much.’ Effile stared at Thora as if with awe while she prattled. ‘Not real investigating, not like what you do.’

      Thora squirmed at the admiration in the other girl’s voice, but she still understood. Chores were what Dust-Caste slaves were for. And a grand sprawling tower compound such as Investigation House had many Dust-Caste men and women for that very purpose. Effile’s experiences of endless errands were the same as Thora’s.

      Except now Thora had been picked for this case in Death City, after all. Seemed her upper-sirs had finally noticed that Thora could be relied on during real investigations. They’d learned she would never break or bend.

      Thora grinned and made herself a silent vow.

      She’d never go back to how it once was.

      As their group walked alongside a tall spindly tower painted black—hung all over with clinking strings of desert-glass—Thora peered at Dust-Caste Effile more closely. Did the other woman feel the same as Thora about being Dust? Maybe for Effile, too, this trip to the Thousand Island Frontier was more than an unexpected case to solve—maybe for Effile it was an opportunity for a different future.

      ‘Tell me, when you’re not here in the quad cleaning and sweeping, then what?’ Thora found herself asking. ‘What you get up to, then?’

      Effile made an enthusiastic list on her fingers. ‘Once a while back, I questioned a sun-mistress about a family dispute she’d been witnessing. I eavesdropped at a small home of hollow love in Moontown and sneaked and watched while a murder suspect visited his favourite Gold woman there. I helped with two different metal-crime investigations. And I searched up on some adultery accusations among Moon-Caste women ... three times.’

      She peered at Thora, as if waiting for approval. Thora didn’t quite know what to say. She blinked. ‘How … good that is.’

      Effile beamed, and Thora breathed a sigh of relief. Apparently, she’d said the right thing.

      The three of them trudged toward the tower dormitories where they were housed—Diem trailing behind. The pale sunlight waned, and the air turned crisper by the moment. Investigators dressed in full raid gear bustled back and forth, their polished copper masks catching the last of the light.

      The scent of ash hung on the air, and Thora frowned. She hadn’t heard of any pyres to be sparked that evening. Or at least, her Investigation House upper-sirs hadn’t ordered her attend the plaza to witness any burnings. For small mercies, she was grateful.

      City of Pillars it was called now. This place. The old name had been stolen, like all of the relic names after the Hundred Year Fall had come and gone. The original city was lost, too, and now they lived in its ruins. Scavenging homes and building State Organ Houses inside wooden towers, all nestled among the ancient pillars that blocked out the sky.

      When Thora and the others had moved beyond the shadow of Investigation House’s inverted morgue tower—which had its first level above ground and then dug deep with each of its fifteen levels after—Effile spoke again. Her voice was louder now, braver. Perhaps she’d forgotten Diem was there.

      ‘Dust-Caste Thora, what you reckon then, about this missing girl? Could this sun-mistress have gone been kidnapped?’

      Already Thora searched for the answers, pulling at the threads and trying to discover the truth behind this new case. It was how she’d felt when she was first embedded at the capital’s great Gold House and understood her assignment would unearth a corruption case stretching all the way into the Red Palace to touch even its politic men. Mysteries excited her, and she burned to unravel them.

      Now again she found she was curious, already it chafed at her mind to understand more.

      They had stopped outside the gated quad of the Dust-Caste women’s dormitory tower, and Thora turned back and faced Diem. ‘How long you suspecting our girl’s been missing all up?’

      She waited while he calculated the length of time it might have taken for the initial message to arrive at City of Pillars. Diem had travelled far more widely than Thora, and she’d learned to trust his judgement during their time working together at the Gold House.

      ‘At least half a moon,’ he said eventually. He was grim now. He painted a grim picture, too, in his black investigator uniform with the boiled leather scales flapping in the wind and his copper-tin sword strapped behind his shoulder. He held a fur-lined winter helm near his hip, with the copper mask painted black. ‘Far more than half a moon by the time we arrive at the Thousand Island Frontier. We’ll be riding south through the salt flats and then taking a red ferry from island to grey island across the Black Silt Sea. Far to the wild frozen south.’ He turned his face to the waning light. ‘Let’s hope true we don’t cross a death giant out there in the wastes.’

      Thora shuddered. When the hollow nights came and the inverted moon shone black as a Daughter’s pyramid, they said the death giants rose from the waves and lumbered wherever they willed in the sea. Humankind were ants against each giant’s behemoth size, and the death giants cared not whether humans lived or died in their wake.

      Thora had never seen one. She’d never seen the ocean proper either, only the great expanse of the Inland Sea, though no death giant had stalked those waters for seven hundred years. Not since the Hundred Year Fall had ended.

      Thora turned back to Effile, determined to banish those maddening images of death giants from her mind and focus on the case at hand.

      ‘By the Dead Daughters, half a moon is a plenty long time to be missing in the freezing wastes.’ Thora set her mouth firmly. ‘Whether our missing girl’s been true kidnapped or not, after so long I reckon it might be proper to prepare ourselves to find a body.’

      Effile flinched, but Thora preferred the new girl not operate under false assumptions.

      A buried corpse was far easier to hide than a living, breathing woman. It didn’t take some lofty Crimson Warrior from Purge House to understand that much.
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      Diem sat soaked and miserable beneath his battle coat, guiding his spindly horse along the sand-ridged path. The high investigator truly couldn’t have cared whether the team he was sending to Death City solved this case or not, or surely he would’ve provided a healthier horse. Diem worried this one would collapse beneath his bulk, and so he often spent hours walking beside the beast instead of riding it, which slowed them.

      The road was lined with scraggly green sea-beets, growing wild from the churning mud of the black-pebbled coastline. The world smelled of wet earth and salt. Great gales blew in from the crashing sea and black gulls wheeled overhead, their cries harsh.

      They had finally left the salt fields behind that morning, which had been the coldest one yet since they’d begun their journey. Though Diem hated the fields for their suffering—the Dust-Caste workers who toiled them until death were little more than skin and bones—he still missed the way the ankle-deep pools reflected the sky. They’d turned the whole world into a kaleidoscope of swirling clouds and pale winter light. Surreally beautiful, in their own strange way.

      Now nothing remained to look at except the Red Spine on their right, with its soaring peaks frosted in snow. The mountain range was filled with enough valleys and caves to hide a thousand armies. And Diem had heard the rumours; Dust-Caste workers who escaped the salt fields joined small pockets of utopian society hidden within those hills. He liked the idea but wasn’t fool enough to believe it.

      Thora rode ahead on an old horse as unhealthy as Diem’s. Yet Thora was much smaller than he was, slight and wiry, and so didn’t seem to worry about her animal collapsing as Diem did. Or perhaps that was because Thora had never ridden before and was preoccupied with remaining in the saddle over anything else.

      At first, the sight of her so flustered had amused Diem. He was not at all used to seeing Thora in a situation she couldn’t control—the woman was small but fiercer than anyone else he knew, and even her Dust-Caste status didn’t seem to hold her back—yet even that small pleasure had faded after days of travel. Rain dribbled from the sky, and the ocean crashed onto the pebbled shore, black waves churning an endless wash of sound, almost loud enough to drown out the howl of the wind.

      Thora glanced over her shoulder, as if to check Diem still followed. From beneath her soaked hood, Diem glimpsed a flash of brown eyes and pale skin. Thora was still more hunched in her saddle than was necessary, but Diem made no comment. He didn’t smile when their gazes locked but nodded instead toward the lights becoming visible through the rain ahead. Effile, riding behind Diem, spotted it just as Thora did.

      ‘Gatetown?’ Effile’s voice was a bedraggled cry, as soaked as the rest of her.

      Diem didn’t bother to reply. The smoking wooden towers and stacked sea walls could be nothing else. This far down the spit, the world was a wasteland. At least the salt farms had some purpose. He rubbed the new growth clinging to his jaw. Out here nothing grew in the mud except wild sea-beets.

      As he dismounted and allowed his horse to continue unburdened, Diem wondered whether the miserable souls who resided in Gatetown had tasted anything beyond sea-beets and salt fish. Here at the bottom of the world, he doubted it.

      As they neared the rickety towers, black crashing waves drove chunks of pale ice against the shore. It was clear too, that the town suffered from landslides. Half of it lay submerged beneath mud. A treacherous place to live, crushed as it was between the roaring Black Silt Sea and the peaks of the Red Spine, especially now the remaining spit of land had narrowed to the thinnest of corridors. No escaping the elements in Gatetown.

      The rain pounded on and on as Diem trudged through the mud toward the sea wall gate. Ahead, a town guardsman, who appeared more like a ragged beggar, blocked Thora’s path. The man peered up at Diem’s arrival and gave a toothy grin as the last of the day’s light—what light there had been—slid into the black sea. Diem hadn’t realised they’d travelled so long.

      ‘Aah,’ the guardsman said, sweeping an arm through the fading light. ‘Here he is. A grand investigator, come all the way from fancy City of Pillars.’

      Diem snorted. He supposed his bedraggled battle gear was indeed grand, soaked and muddied though it was, compared to anything he was likely to find beyond the gates the guardsman protected.

      Thora turned, frowning. She shoved her travelling hood from her face, and loose strands escaped her dark braids, plastered to her wet skin. Standing side by side, her head barely reached Diem’s shoulder.

      ‘This one won’t let me pass!’ She stabbed a finger at the guardsman.

      The man rolled his eyes. ‘Just waiting for your master, Dust, wasn’t I?’

      Thora bristled but said nothing, stepping behind Diem’s bulk—not for protection, knowing Thora, but more likely to leave him to deal with a fool she’d clearly decided she had no time for.

      The guardsman busily unlocked the gate behind him, still chattering. ‘Just in time you are, too, Mr Investigator Upper-Sir. The gates close at dusk and don’t open again until dawn.’ He wiggled his brows. ‘You never know what might crawl in from the vast sea during the long dark.’

      Effile had dismounted and joined them, and these words turned her pale. ‘From the sea, you said?’

      Thora sighed behind Diem.

      ‘Indeed!’ The toothy guardsman smirked, pausing as he shoved open the gate against a tide of mud. ‘Haven’t you heard about them monsters living deep in the Black Silt Sea, girl?’

      ‘We heard, we heard.’ Diem ran a frustrated hand over his braided hair. ‘Time to move faster, guardsman. When does the next red ferry leave?’

      ‘Monsters?’ Effile gaped.

      The guardsman did not move faster, much to Diem’s irritation. Instead, the man turned to Effile. ‘Right you are, girl. Monsters! You true don’t know about those creatures that rise from them dark waves? You not heard? Gobble up a pretty girl like you, they will. Not so much this other Dust one. She’s got murder in her eyes, she does. Spit her back out, they wou—’

      ‘By the eleven Dead Daughters!’ Thora’s voice sprung from behind Diem’s back. ‘You talking about them death giants, old man? Every fool in the city knows about those and knows enough to hear a lie in your words, too.’

      ‘What lie?’ The man staggered back with a hand over his heart.

      ‘The next ferry, guardsman,’ interjected Diem, attempting to bring proceedings back on track. He hadn’t much liked the man’s jab at Thora either, but they truly were in a hurry.

      Thora though, didn’t seem inclined to let it go and huffed loudly, which was unusual behaviour for most Dust-Caste workers but usual enough for Thora. Her boldness didn’t worry Diem like it might a different investigator. He was well used to her outspoken ways from their time undercover in the Gold House. Besides, Thora always chose her moments well, engaging only with free Moon-Caste men who didn’t know any better and so never scolded her as they rightfully could.

      Effile though, seemed less familiar with such bold conduct. The girl had a look of awe about her during Thora’s exchange—as if she found the other Dust an inspiration—which made Diem worry a little about Effile and her fresh ways. Seemed she’d never once been on a real case before. He already knew he could trust Thora in a pinch, but the new girl was an enigma. Diem grimaced and called, ‘And open the gate, guardsman, if you will.’

      He was ignored.

      ‘No death giant’s going to come on crawling from the black sea tonight,’ Thora said scornfully to the ragged Gatetown man. ‘You trying to give us a scare, no?’

      Effile heaved a sigh of relief as Diem tried one last time with the guardsman. Ignored again and irritated now, he shoved the man out of the way with a growl and continued opening the gate himself. His boots sunk deep into the mud.

      The guardsman locked onto Thora. ‘What you know, Dust? Nothing, I reckon!’

      ‘I know plenty, old man. Death giants only rise on hollow nights, and I don’t see no inverted moon tonight,’ Thora retorted. ‘And even if this night turned hollow real quick, no death giant has stepped foot on land since the Hundred Year Fall. So we’ll be true safe in Gatetown, I reckon, whether we walk on inside your sea walls or not.’

      With his hands on his hips, the guardsman turned to Diem. ‘Telling me what for, your Dust is!’

      Thora barked a laugh. ‘I’m not his Dust, fool, I’m Investigation House Dust, so it were. And he doesn’t true care what I say to you, mark my words.’ She was out of patience, clearly. Diem was not far behind, his own temper frayed, though he always hid it better than Thora ever bothered to.

      ‘The next red ferry,’ Diem growled again, as he heaved the gate open wide enough for the horses to pass through. ‘When does it leave, then?’

      ‘Plenty of time left for this night to turn hollow,’ the guardsman muttered under his breath at Thora. ‘And they aren’t no giants, by the way, those monsters are gods true. Remember it.’

      ‘The bloody ferry, I said!’ Diem snapped.

      The guardsman flinched and turned a bright grin on Diem. ‘Dangerous to ride the night ferry, Mr Investigator Upper-Sir. Wait until the morning, I would, if I was you. I know a nice tavern tower you can sleep in. Belongs to my cousin and—’

      Diem had had enough. He rolled his neck. No words passed his lips, but the threat was clear. A copper-tin sword lay strapped to his back—as the ragged guardsman could plainly see—and Diem had never been afraid to use it. He rasped, ‘The ferry.’

      ‘Alright, alright, Mr Investigator Upper-Sir, I was just playing but it’s done now. The night ferry leaves at dusk.’

      Diem whipped his face to the sky. White streaks of cloud still visible had already turned the darkest of blues over the churning ocean. Lights burned from Gatetown’s many haphazardly built towers, and, beyond the sea wall, the muddy streets lay dark and empty.

      ‘Reckon you lot are a bit late for that night ferry,’ the guardsman said with a chuckle.

      That didn’t last long. Diem grasped the back of the man’s neck and squeezed.

      ‘Reckon we better not be, for your sake.’

      Pressed tight against the gate, the man yelped. He wriggled and then, gasping, fell still. His fingers grappled against Diem’s arm. ‘Right, you are. Course. No bother. Not quite dusk yet, is it?’

      ‘Reckon you better run ahead and let the night ferry know we lot are coming, then.’ Diem let the man go with a vicious shove, and the guardsman tumbled into the mud.

      The toothy grin was gone. The bedraggled man nodded, already scrambling to get away. His feet slid in the mud as he turned and ran into the dark.

      Effile stared at Diem in the gathering twilight, her face leeched of colour. Diem didn’t have the energy to sooth her. If she feared him, so be it.

      ‘Let’s move.’ It sounded like an order, and so Effile obeyed with a flinch, scurrying ahead with her horse after the disappearing guardsman.

      Thora, however, barely glanced up as she guided the last two beasts through the sea wall. Diem hadn’t expected her to flinch, anyway. Thora had seen him do far worse than frighten some fool guardsman.

      She’d already seen him at his lowest, with blood dripping from his hands.

      And it was only sometimes—in the dead of a hollow night, perhaps, when the inverted moon rose and Diem dreamed those strange dreams—that he could admit to himself he wished that she hadn’t.
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      The guardsman held the ferry. And was rewarded with the task of keeping their horses until after the case was done. It was a job that paid well, so this time the man had no complaints.

      Diem climbed from the rotting jetty onto the night ferry. It was a sailboat and far smaller than he’d expected—a rolling, creaking thing of wood and bolted metal, with a sail cracking in the wind that seemed to take up the whole sky. Like everything else in the Red Kingdom, the boat was painted crimson.

      Diem had no idea why people loved the constant red reminder of the bloody past. Eleven Daughters died seven hundred years ago, and the whole world had overturned more than once since. And so what?

      ‘What difference does it make?’ Diem muttered to himself, settling on a wooden bench against the side of the boat. He unstrapped the broad sword at his back and placed the scabbard between his knees. The ferry was already filled with another group, a family, with far too many babes between them, and all with hunger in their eyes.

      Diem sighed. The Age of Blood was done, so it was. And these days the new Red King lived how he pleased. The court had long turned rotting and corrupt. The kingdom’s military was left to wane in neglect, and what royal funds still existed were poured into the capital city’s greatest power—Purge House. And all that House ever did was train silent Crimson Warriors and Red Hunters, who might as easily burn an innocent woman accused of touching the forbidden crooked beat as be directed to raid a corrupt Gold House. Those eleven Daughters were ash now and their sacrifice all but forgotten.

      Except for moments like this, when Diem was forced to remember. The sail-master had directed his three ferrymen to cast the red ferry from the shore, and a black desert-glass pyramid lurched into view, revealed to have lain hidden behind the rickety towers of Gatetown.

      As the ferry drew further from the jetty, the pyramid shimmered with the last of the twilight.

      Diem had forgotten it would be here, at the edge of the southern spit. This pyramid was larger than the previous two they'd passed in the salt fields. Or at least it seemed that way. The last two tombs had been further, glimpsed only as glimmering beacons in the distance. One had nestled at the base of the Red Spine, and the other on a cliff at the edge of the Inland Sea—with colossal half-submerged armadas jutting from the water beyond.

      Those two previous tombs had encased the remains of the Ninth and Second Daughters, respectively. And this new enormous desert-glass pyramid—being swallowed by the failing light—was the final resting place of the Eighth.

      How must it have felt? To witness your sisters hunted one by one. Sacrificed and burned. To know each would follow the other from oldest to youngest, until finally the next pyramid crafted would be your own.

      The Daughter entombed in Gatetown had watched seven of her sisters burn. And the hunt had not ended with her.

      Diem shivered and turned away, banishing all thoughts of pyramids and the Hundred Year Fall from his mind. Those old days were long gone, swallowed by the Age of Blood and the chaos that came with it. Besides, the eleven Daughters no longer lived to care if he felt sorry for them or not.

      ‘What’s dead is dead and all shall die,’ Diem murmured the ritual words low, so no one else would hear. Beside him, Thora shifted and stared. Not quiet enough, then.

      With a cough, Diem pulled his fur mantle closer around his throat. He grew still and blinked. ‘Who’s that, then?’

      Before him sat a bent old man, directly across the other side of the ferry. The man’s skin was nearly as dark as Diem’s, but his hair was pure powder white, long enough to blow comically in the wind.

      Thora shrugged. The sailboat groaned and creaked, and one of the younger babes wailed. A ferryman piped up as he strode this way and that through the family group, tying ropes and pulling levers across the ferry hull. ‘This old grandpapa, you asking? He’s with that family of passengers, course.’

      Diem frowned. ‘And why’s he staring at me, then?’

      The wizened old man grinned. He was missing more than a few teeth, and his eyes shone milky white. Blind.

      ‘Aah. Not staring, then,’ Diem said.

      ‘Pay me a pretty coin for a story, boy,’ the old man wheezed.

      Diem didn’t much like being called ‘boy’. He bristled in his seat. The soft rain had ceased but droplets still found their way past the fur-lined collar of his battle coat. He twisted as water trailed his spine like the tip of an icy knife. ‘Never asked for any story though, did I?’

      The old man’s face fell. ‘No coin for a story? But I can tell you about the world for a little coin, boy, and what a gift that would be.’

      The sail-master called out from his place at the back of the boat. ‘Indeed, he’s good at it, too, this old grandpapa. Been back and forth to Death City with us before, once or twice. Your lucky day it is! Ask and he’ll tell you fancy city folk a tale or two. Make you happy, that, won’t it?’

      ‘Reckon not, no.’ Diem turned his back on the unwanted passenger and spat over the side of the rocking sailboat. That’s when he noticed the grandpapa’s family glaring at him across the hull. Half-starved, and with a young, dishevelled ma and a pa wrestling two babes too small for walking. And another three children besides, only a bit older, and all of them thin as bones. Diem supposed those folks might’ve been hoping their grandpapa could earn a coin or two, and now Diem had dashed those dreams into the sea. A hard lot, they looked, and Diem decided he’d need to watch his back during the long nights on the ferry.

      The canvas sails crackled as the wind filled them tight, and the small boat reeled over the waves in a nauseating roll. Diem was going to be sick, he knew. Thora’s shoulder thudded softly against his back, her braids whipping in time with the soaring sail.

      Across from them, Effile sat with a canvas sheet raised to her chin. Her pale hair turned silver as the last of the light leeched from the horizon. One of the bone-thin children extricated himself from the huddle of his family and drew the old man closer with a tight grip on his grandpapa’s shoulder, glaring at Diem as he did. Diem sighed, and the world shrank smaller and smaller until—faster than should have been possible—all that remained was an erratically flickering circle of light spilling from the lantern tied against the mast.

      ‘Pay me a pretty coin for a story, boy,’ the old man tried again, calling to Diem. The whip-thin child shushed him, but his grandpapa was having none of it. ‘It’s a cold wild night, and I promise my story will be a good one, no? Keep you warm, it will.’

      Diem ignored him and instead asked the sail-master, ‘How do you navigate at night?’

      ‘You’ll see soon enough. The dark needs to come on thicker first.’

      Thora frowned. ‘The dark? Why’s that, then?’

      No one answered and the wind whipped the sail harder. As it caught, the ferry flew toward a rising wave of water. It appeared too high to Diem for breaching, but breach it they did, and well enough too. He began to relax, until the lantern flame caught his attention once more.

      He had to bellow above the howling wind. ‘That lantern there for navigating?’

      ‘Course not,’ one of the passing ferrymen answered. ‘Break the boat on a rusted war fort within the hour if we used that tiny thing to get us going.’

      Diem scowled at Thora, hissing, ‘Damned Eleven Daughters, they have a flame on a sailboat.’

      Though he tried, Diem couldn’t quite tear his focus from the lantern after that. From the burning wick within. It moved this way and that, leaving black charcoal singed onto the desert-glass of its casing. Dangerous, that. Would Diem rather burn or drown this night? It almost brought a twisted smile to his mouth. Almost, but not quite.

      He’d already burned once, long ago, and once was well enough.

      Drowning it would be, then.

      Diem opened the lantern’s desert-glass casing. He blew hard on the flame. It extinguished, sucking the golden light with it.

      The world turned black.
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      The Thousand Island Frontier was exactly as it had been named. More grey islands than could be counted—some no more than a ragged rock, others huge with soaring mountains lost in mist—scattered throughout the treacherous Black Silt Sea. Chunks of pearl-pale ice crunched against the ferry hull, and the wind howled like it was mourning the eleven Dead Daughters.

      Diem had been right. He was sick. For three days they’d been sailing, passing the rusted wreckage of relics from even earlier times than the Gold Age. Twisted metal and strange gun towers rose rust-red from the crashing sea. Weapons from a war so old no one remembered its name, nor who fought in it.

      They sailed between rows and rows of metal poles, all in a line and poking toward the sky. Pylons that were left over from relic bridges to nowhere, the sail-master had explained. Once, he reckoned, all the islands of the Frontier had been connected, long before the Gold Age arrived and enlightened the kingdom. Long before the Gold Age faded, too, and the darker times brought the tide of more recent blood-wars that followed. The grandpapa had disentangled himself from his huddled family group at that and offered to tell them all about it. Diem quickly refused, though it hadn’t escaped him how Effile’s head had risen eagerly at the prospect. Diem had to admit his own resolve was fading, too.

      What harm in a story, after all? It was true the Red Reform forbid all books and tales, but this wasn’t City of Pillars, and out here on the Black Silt Sea there was no Purge House to overhear nor burn them. Diem had travelled to the far reaches of the Red Kingdom before, up north instead of south, so he’d seen this once or twice. It was always the same. The further out he stepped from the centralised power of the Red Palace and Purge House in the capital, the less the citizens he met seemed to care for what they should or shouldn’t do.

      Diem might’ve been used to such things, but it was obvious Thora was not. She stared at the grandpapa who offered stories as if he might catch flames any moment for suggesting such a lawbreaking thing.

      As they travelled, they stopped occasionally on jagged islands to rest or stretch their legs. Thora and Effile played rhyming or wordplay games to pass the time, their heads bent together in the night. Their laughter broke the endless whistling of the wind, and Diem smiled to hear it. He’d never seen Thora this carefree. And he suspected things would change for the worse once they reached Death City, so he enjoyed witnessing her simple happiness while it lasted.

      It was on the fourth day that it happened. They were back in the red ferry, and afternoon was drawing almost to its end. The clouds swirled with what appeared to be snow.

      ‘Diem!’

      Thora’s tone caused Diem to whip toward her. Her voice hung somewhere between fear and awe.

      She was staring at the sky. The storm clouds had parted, and between them the beginning of a hollow night was forming.

      Diem gazed, mesmerised, as the dusk sky cracked open, a pinprick at first until an inky moon swelled across the sky. Blacker than the night.

      It was no true moon, because the real moon still rose in a crescent fingernail glowing to the East. This one was new and unnatural. Round as a full moon but behemoth and oil-black, filled with red glittering stars.

      The inverted moon grew wider, until it took up almost the whole horizon, half-blocked by the whipping red sail of the ferry.

      The sail-master’s expression was grim. ‘Better pay this old grandpapa for a pretty tale, investigator, like he asked of you. Tonight will be hollow, and out here on the Frontier, a hollow night means far more than it would in your fancy city. A little distraction is a pleasing thing, let me tell you plain.’

      Wordlessly, Diem paid the old man. Three coins, which was far more than he’d asked. It seemed useless to fight any longer, and instead he sat back. His side pressed against Thora, but he didn’t move away as he should.

      The grandpapa beamed, milky eyes open wide. Beside him, Effile flinched when the old man leaned toward Diem. His voice rasped. ‘You ever seen a death god, boy?’

      Thora became still. Though the question had been directed at Diem, it was she who answered. ‘A death god, you say, old man? Not a giant?’

      ‘A god,’ he affirmed with a toothy grin.

      Thora shook her head. ‘No. I’ve not.’

      Effile followed suit. ‘No.’

      Everyone on the red ferry—save the sail-master and ferrymen, who were busy keeping things afloat—all turned to Diem. Waiting for his answer. Even the hard-looking pa and his family. Diem frowned.

      ‘Once,’ he relented finally. ‘From a peak on the Red Spine far to the north. I was a soldier, see? Up there fighting the Cold War, and I saw a death giant in the ocean at a distance.’

      The grandpapa chuckled; the sound tugged by the wind. ‘Reckon tonight you’ll see one up close, boy.’

      With that, the old man began a tale—one he said he’d read as a child, back before Purge House lit their nightly bonfires and sent their hunters out to burn the books. Diem found the story—about a warrior searching for his true love—did indeed keep his mind from the sickness rolling in his belly. Kept his attention from the inverted moon burning overhead, too. And the prospect of what might come next, rising at any moment from the ocean.

      Time passed, and the old man told one tale after another. All were the old kind, relics from before Purge House’s Red Reform outlawed such frivolous things. He was brave to tell such tales before an investigator dressed in battle gear. Still, Diem found the stories helped. Slowly, the night descended, and the blue tears began.

      Diem had heard of the blue tears before this journey but never seen them. Like gems sparkling within the crashing waves at first, but soon the sea was glowing bright as moonlight, the ocean turning pale blue and burning brighter even than during daylight hours.

      The sail-master told them that navigating using blue tears to light the way was as easy as travelling during the day, and so the ferrymen took shifts to keep the boat sailing as long as they could, with barely any island stops at all.

      ‘Heard the tale of the Daughters, have you?’ the grandpapa finally rasped, distracting Diem from the glowing sea. ‘Reckon it’s my favourite, course, so let me tell you how it goes.’

      Diem already knew it. Everyone did. And he would have said so with scorn, except two of the family’s bone-thin children had crept closer along the hull to huddle at their grandpapa’s feet. Both watched the old man, mesmerised, as his tale began, and who was Diem to ruin their play? The world was dark enough, without the likes of him sucking from it further. So he sighed and held his tongue.

      ‘The Gold Age ended some eight hundred years ago,’ the grandpapa rambled.

      Diem rolled his eyes.

      ‘The first hollow night had arrived that summer, see,’ the old man said, ‘and with it came carnage and blood. The first inverted moon birthed a monster and it walked from the sea onto the land. A death god painted black and glowing red, it was. True bigger than the grandest palace, taller than the highest soaring pillar, and it cared not for us small citizens. It lumbered where it wished, and death followed in its footsteps.’

      Diem shifted on the hard wooden bench, crossing his arms. This tale was crimson and bloody, and not one he cared for. But everyone around him appeared enraptured, Thora included, and so he remained silent and listened as they did. The wind rose, spraying salt across his skin and battering the red ferry’s sail until it cracked like a whip.

      ‘As our ancestor citizens died,’ the grandpapa continued, ‘they rejected the old gods they’d once believed in. Rejected all gods, because none came to save them. The only thing they believed in now was death, and it was all they could see and taste around them.’

      The ferry lurched sickeningly over the waves. The ocean swelled wilder and the wind howled as the grandpapa rasped his story. ‘Across the land, citizens died screaming beneath the wandering feet of those first death gods. And thus, the High Priest of that old Gold Age, who’d spent a lifetime worshipping the original gods, rejected them as relics of a past age. He was renamed the Philosopher and he wrote the book Truth of Death, the last unburned book remaining.’

      ‘And it’s his words we still utter today,’ Effile murmured. ‘Though no one can remember his name.’ A wave slammed against the ferry and drenched her in spray, dripping from her pale braids. ‘What’s dead is dead and all shall die.’

      Her utterance of the old words was followed by an echo that rippled among the grandpapa’s family, or at least through those old enough to speak.

      ‘Just so,’ the old man said, seeming pleased. ‘What’s dead is dead and all shall die. Now, the queen in those days lamented the death of her people and the destruction of her land—’

      ‘Queen?’ Thora interrupted breathlessly. She and Effile shared a glance—wind sucking at their hair as the ferry pitched and rolled—and even Diem felt a prickle crawl up his spine at the word. In the versions of this tale he’d heard before, the Gold Age monarchs had always been kings. But perhaps Purge House had changed the history, as they so often did. A harsh spray of water drenched his skin and he tasted salt on his tongue.

      The grandpapa frowned, his features turning sharp. ‘Listen, no? And without interruptions, because you paid for my story, true enough.’

      No one dared say a word after that, though Diem huffed as the old man continued his tale. The inverted moon yawned immense and black in the sky as the wind howled with a vengeance.

      ‘The next queen mourned her people, too, and the king after that and so on and so on as the Hundred Year Fall began and waned.’ The old man flashed his gappy smile again, though it shone harsher than before. ‘Until the last king of that age watched his eldest daughter burn while she prayed within the relic church-tower at Moontown. A passing death god caused enough destruction to spark a fire inside.’

      Placing a hand on one of his grandchildren’s heads, the grandpapa said, ‘What do you lot reckon happened next, then?’

      No one spoke—perhaps all preoccupied with the lurching of the ferry as another enormous wave bore down on them—so Diem answered. He’d heard the story many times before. ‘The king built a black pyramid to entomb the body of his eldest daughter, dead from that accidental burning as she was.’ A chill stole down his spine. From the wet salt spray or the macabre tale, Diem couldn’t tell. ‘Right there in Moontown. The first pyramid, no?’

      ‘Just so, true enough,’ the old man replied with another sharp grin. He didn’t seem to mind the engulfing waves or wild wind, though his white hair tossed almost comically. Water dripped from his pointed chin. ‘And that eldest daughter was grieved by her father. Until that king noticed what many others already had, see? Where the woman had burned, the death gods no longer walked.’

      Silence followed this statement, as the wind howled and the inverted moon shone red as blood overhead. The sail-master and his men scurried back and forth across the hull, ignoring their passengers, and Diem shifted on his hard seat. He dragged his battle jacket closer at his throat. The air felt like ice.

      ‘Moontown was a haven safe from giants from the very moment of that daughter’s death and onward,’ the old man said. He lifted his chin. ‘What happened next, then, I wonder?’

      Diem scowled, but still answered. It was clear no one else was going to. ‘The hunts. The hunts came next.’

      With a loud crackling laugh, the grandpapa nodded. ‘True enough, so they did. Each Daughter was hunted and sacrificed by a burning—one by one—to those fearsome death gods.’

      Effile pitched in, her voice hoarse. ‘And black desert-glass pyramids were raised across the land wherever the Daughters burned.’ It was clear she’d also heard this tale many times before.

      The old man tilted his head in Effile’s direction. ‘And as the pyramids were raised, so the death gods returned to the sea, only to be seen rarely now, on a hollow night.’

      ‘Like this one,’ Diem finished. And as soon as he said it, everyone who wasn’t working to keep the ferry afloat, or blind, turned their faces to the inverted moon rising vast across the sky.

      ‘Thus ended the Hundred Year Fall,’ the grandpapa said into the growing quiet. All at once the wind had died, leaving a sudden, eerie silence. ‘And so began the Age of Blood.’ His face was half-swallowed by the night as the ferry rolled over the waves. The glow of blue tears on the swelling water burned so bright it took Diem a long time to register that something was different.

      Something had changed.

      The ocean far ahead had turned midnight black, swelling as dark as the gaping inverted moon.

      Thora turned panicked eyes toward Diem, mouth open but no words escaping, sucked away by the wind, which had surged back with a vengeance.

      Something rose from the emptiness of the ocean that was too big to be real, too behemoth to be possible. Black water poured from the shape of a mountain, lifting from the deep.

      The inverted moon took up the whole sky. Diem’s heart pounded against his ribs, his face drenched in sweat. Across the hull, one of the bone-thin children screamed.

      The thing in the sea was a monster.

      The creature rose bigger than the largest island sloping jagged from the night, and it rose fast, sending a tidal wave of glowing blue tears washing toward the ferry. Passengers slid back and forth across slicked benches, waves soaking over the boat’s sides, and the parents threw themselves over their children, grasping them with bone-thin arms. The ferry tipped and turned, and the sail-master screamed instructions to his men. His passengers were thrown ropes to tie themselves to the mast.

      Deep in the hull, Diem crouched and grasped the back of Thora's padded coat, preventing her from lurching too far into chaos. He dragged her against his chest, though she hardly seemed to notice. Her focus remained locked on the sky and reflected red stars from the inverted moon. Crimson shadows washed over the ferry, spilling into the hull, turning all the passengers red.

      Icy breath caught in Diem’s throat. He forgot how to move. How to be. Never had he felt so small. He clutched Thora’s arm, his fingers like a vice.

      The death giant soared, waterfalls of blue tears streaming from behemoth shoulders, a monster’s head too high to make out. It was not quite human shaped, not quite different enough either. A hooked spine curled over, shoulders taking up the whole sky and rising slowly.

      Strange lights emanated from its oil skin, glowing red like stars, pinpricks of eerie light. The giant looked alien, terrifying, surreal, and monstrous. It moved slow and swaying, bigger than the world, it looked … it looked—

      ‘Beautiful,’ Thora gasped.

      The back of her head pressed against Diem’s chest, and she was shaking. She lifted a hand toward the sky, drifting away from him, though he dragged her back. She hadn’t tied herself like the others, and the sea churned dangerously. It didn’t stop her hand stretching as if to touch the inverted moon.

      Her fingers caught nothing but air.

      She was right, though. Diem couldn’t tear his eyes away. The death giant was truly beautiful. A glowing mass of red and black, slow movements and hulking shadows. A monster that brought nothing but death, and yet was … mesmerising.

      Like a fever dream.

      ‘What’s dead is dead and all shall die,’ Effile chanted, over and over. Tears burned her cheeks, reflecting red, as the death giant swayed, blocking out the stars within the vast inverted moon.

      ‘What’s dead is dead and all shall die,’ the grandpapa repeated, ‘… and then live again.’

      Diem flinched at the sound of the old man’s voice, at those strange words he’d tacked on to the phrase they all used every day. Diem had forgotten all about him in the sudden shadow of the death giant’s arrival. The old grandpapa appeared the only one not caught in the death giant’s spell. His family all clearly were, the youngest still screaming.

      Thora stared at the grandpapa, as if struck. Something about her expression told Diem she’d heard those words before.

      Diem didn’t wonder for long. His attention was drawn by another massive wave bearing on the red ferry, which tossed all of them about within its hull. Effile screamed, huddled next to the bone-thin family. Thora though, made no sound at all, still wholly mesmerised by the shifting black sky to a point that she seemed to hardly notice how the ferry twisted dangerously on the swelling tidal waves. Diem clutched her jacket, and terror erupted inside his chest as a new wave washed over the edge of the ferry, the ocean surging all around. Drowning them. On the other end of the boat, the bone-thin papa shrieked and chanted the words at the sky. His children screamed, too, clutching at their mama as the waves threatened to suck them away.

      The death god moaned and creaked, the sound like scratching branches against desert-glass, but so deep it vibrated inside Diem’s skull. Everything lay awash in red.

      It took long moments for Diem to realise the monster was moving away from them, its behemoth shape melting bit by bit into the hollow night.

      It was the way with death giants, or so Diem had heard. They did not hunt or kill, they simply wandered. And anyone fool enough to be caught beneath those soaring monsters would likely die. To the giants, humans were perhaps nothing more than crawling insects. Tonight, their ferry had been lucky.

      Death had crept nearby but missed them in the waves.

      The world slowed.

      Red stars winked out one by one. Diem’s heartbeat slowed, too. He let go of Thora, who moved to trail her fingers through the pale glow of the calming ocean.

      Across the hull, the grandpapa rasped a cackling laugh. What teeth remained in his mouth glistened red in the shadow of the receding death giant. He turned toward Diem with milky eyes.

      ‘Welcome to the Red Kingdom, boy.’
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      The mountains ahead rose higher and higher. They closed in around the red ferry, their peaks lost in mist. Thora craned her neck at the passing slopes, white with snow.

      For the first time in days, the red ferry sailed on smooth waters. The passengers were rumpled, wet, and shivering from recent hours of falling sleet, but as they caught the last of the wind into the calm crescent bay of Death City Island, the world changed for the better. Gone were the rough, rolling seas and hunks of floating ice as big as towers. Gone, too, was the memory of the death giant and the hollow night. Or at least until Thora slept and dreamed of it again, as she had every night since seeing the monster in the waves.

      Within the shelter of the crescent bay—the tips of each end of the island creating only the narrowest of channels to pass through—the water shone like desert-glass, smooth and flat, and only broken by chunks of pearlescent ice floating in from the wilds. Shapes moved beneath the surface—the spiny pale forms of ice fish that lived in the deep, or so the sail-master informed them. If Thora ran her fingers over the surface of the water, she suspected it might feel like touching the smooth glass of a pyramid. She’d done that once a long time ago, when she was a child and knew no better. Instead, she drew both hands deep within her padded coat, flexing her numb fingertips. She wouldn’t touch.

      Glasswater Bay, the sail-master called it as he scurried across the hull with his ferrymen. It couldn’t be possible, yet Thora was sure the crescent shape of the bay stretched even wider than the Inland Sea. And like that other place, structures rose from the water: relics of a time now forgotten. Rusted gun turrets from the old wars jutted near the bay’s entrance, keeping watch like sentinels. Enormous black gulls—their wingspans far bigger than any Thora had ever seen—wheeled overhead and shrieked, the air filled with their cries.

      Diem and Effile stared, just as Thora did, as a mountain range rose sharp from the sea on one side of the island, the peaks covered in forest and snow, and the summit hidden by clinging mist. Until finally, the barren winter woods receded. Small plots of struggling farmland emerged along the foothills, low fields painstakingly carved into sloping ridges, their edges crowded by spindly trees.

      Haphazardly built wooden towers dotted the sharp rises, and trails of smoke rose into the sky. Valleys cut into the mountains toward one side of the island, deep gouges in the land filled with tower dwellings and the barest signs of life. Snowy peaks drew closer and closer. In Death City, the air smelt like rain.

      The red ferry drew alongside a curving jetty. The structure was rickety and groaned underfoot as Thora struggled from the sailboat onto some semblance of dry land. She shook out her padded coat and flicked ice from her braids as she waited for the others to follow. As she exhaled, her breath turned to mist. Effile was pale, but she returned the tight smile Thora offered as she climbed from the boat. Diem followed close behind, the jetty creaking under his bulk.

      ‘Where should we look for the local Polity House?’ Diem flicked another coin to the sail-master and, after a pause, gave another to the old grandpapa and his clan, too. The blind man grinned as his family crowded around to help him from the ferry.

      The sail-master pointed, turning a crooked finger along the stretching jetty toward a black-pebbled beach, and then up to the crescent tip of the island. Impossible cliffs lined the shore, carved through with an endless staircase and strange pulley system of ropes. A river of black water cascaded onto the pebbled seashore.

      Thora frowned. A long hike lay ahead. She took Effile’s arm and drew her along the jetty. Soon, they had left the ferry and its occupants far behind. The whirling black gulls followed them ashore, casting long shadows as they circled—harsh cries and the heavy beating of massive wings.

      At the beach, a cluster of spindly wooden icons greeted their party. Tall creatures with sharp teeth had been carved from tree trunks, painted red and stationed facing the bay. No wind. The air remained dead still. A smattering of the largest moths Thora had ever seen fluttered about the icons. Pale wings like snow. In the distance, soft sounds of life rang from the city high on the cliffs.

      ‘What are those poles?’ Effile whispered. She gripped Thora’s arm.

      Thora shrugged. She didn’t know what the icons were. In the great City of Pillars, all such things were outlawed. To worship or believe in anything except death often led to a pyre of burning wood. She eyed the creatures as they slipped by. Each had a human face and a menacing expression. The enormous pale moths clung to their carved teeth and sharp eyes. It seemed out here in Death City, the citizens kept to their own low ways. She shivered.

      ‘Protectors. To keep the death giants from the land.’ Diem’s deep voice rumbled from behind them. Thora turned. He stood staring across the curving pebbled beach. Black waves crashed against the shore and receded, almost mesmerising until she saw what had caught his attention.

      The tip of a polished black pyramid breached the waves, almost fully submerged. Thora remembered which Daughter this one belonged to, and her heart beat faster, a kind of tingling running through her blood.

      Diem trudged after them, sliding his broad figure between the line of protection icons. His gaze met Thora’s and, though he didn’t say the words aloud, she knew what they would be.

      Here lies the pyramid of the Eleventh Daughter.

      Thora’s ears hummed as waves swallowed the distant black tomb and released it once more. A line of strange trees rose from the waves at the base of the pyramid and trailed through the crashing surf to the pebble beach. The same dark-wood trees clung to the cliffs and then, at the top of the bluff, they spread out to create a whole forest. Those trees were different than all the rest. The leaves were black.

      Footsteps approached behind her.

      ‘The Eleventh Daughter, that is. Or at least half of her. In the pyramid, I mean. They say the rest is buried in Bird Fortress, no?’

      Thora whipped around and stared at Effile. She dared say such a thing? Her audacity was shocking. It was forbidden by the Red Reform to ever speak of the Eleventh Daughter. Yet Effile had.

      And nothing had happened.

      Except perhaps the swarm of pale moths—which fluttered now in their wake—beat their wings harder into a frenzy.

      Thora flicked a startled glance at Diem before she choked out, ‘How can you know all that?’

      Effile pulled her coat closer to her throat. ‘My ma whispered stories at night. Long ago.’

      Thora was struck. Effile was far braver, it seemed, than Thora had previously given her credit for. A thousand questions she tried hard to stifle bubbled within Thora’s chest. ‘What did your old ma tell you, then?’

      Effile raised her chin. For a moment her expression turned to flint. ‘My ma said that tales of the Eleventh Daughter got banned for one thing and one thing only.’

      Thora held her breath.

      The cloud of pale moths fluttered about Effile’s head now. ‘That girl ran,’ she said. ‘When the hunters came a-hunting, the Eleventh Daughter refused to die.’

      ‘But die she did,’ Thora murmured, turning back to the pyramid poking black from the sea. The tide had moved further in now, and the tip of the tomb barely caused a ripple. Soon it would be swallowed by the sea.

      ‘Just so,’ Effile agreed. She batted away a particularly large moth. ‘Die she did. With the crooked beat in her heart and the relic name of our kingdom on her tongue. Took it with her, she did. That old name. But a kingdom that burned its daughters deserved to lose something, I’d say.’

      ‘And lose something, we did,’ Thora said.

      Effile seemed different now from the sweet girl she’d been during the long journey. This was another side to her. And Thora was intrigued. ‘What do you know of the … crooked beat?’ Thora could barely bring herself to say those words, just as she couldn’t bear to speak of the Eleventh Daughter aloud. In City of Pillars, a woman would burn for far less. Even a groundless accusation was all it took for Purge Officers to light a fire. The barest hint of subversion led to death.

      It was safer to keep your head down and do what was expected. To stay quiet and unnoticed.

      All things Thora had trouble with.

      Effile beamed, as if she’d been waiting to be asked. The pale moths tumbled in a fever of beating white wings. ‘The crooked beat takes exactly what it gives, no? The Eleventh Daughter was burning anyway, so they say she offered the crooked beat her life, and in exchange, she stole all the relic names. The name of the very kingdom itself. Now our land is only named after blood.’ She shrugged. ‘What the weak Red Kings deserve, maybe.’

      Thora had to swallow her gasp, because Effile still wasn’t finished.

      ‘My question’s always been this though. Listen,’ she continued, ‘was the crooked beat just lying about already, willing to be harnessed that day, you reckon?’ Effile’s voice turned thoughtful. ‘Or maybe the Eleventh Daughter plucked the beat from her own heart and used it, then left it behind for the rest of us women after she was gone. What you reckon?’

      Thora had no words. She stared, mesmerised. A pale moth landed on her shoulder, rustling its velvet wings as strange formless dreams stirred in her mind. Memories? She could barely grasp them. Yet it seemed Effile had disturbed old recollections from long ago that lay half-forgotten in childhood. Perhaps such ideas about the crooked beat and the Eleventh Daughter were not wholly new to Thora. She remembered her papa tucking her into bed as a child and whispering strange, dangerous tales about that mysterious power. Such a long time ago that the memories wisped into smoke.

      ‘Reckon those are hazardous stories your mama gave you.’ Diem paused at Thora’s side. He brushed the large moth off her shoulder, and it fluttered away with all the others, caught on the salt wind. ‘Cost a life or two, they could, if you told the wrong person.’

      It didn’t sound like an admonishment. More like a warning.

      Effile smiled, seemingly unperturbed. Her pale blonde braids still hung with shards of glistening ice. ‘In the Red Kingdom,’ she agreed, ‘even the walls have ears.’
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      Death City was far larger than Thora had expected. It sprawled into the crooked valleys between mountain peaks and rolled to the edges of the cliffs. The city’s towers were built clinging above the surface of the Black Silt Sea. Layer upon layer of the wooden buildings rose with the steep foothills. A harsh wind carried ice from the coast, and Thora blew on her numb fingers. Her coat whipped around her body.

      The higher into Death City they ventured, the closer the dwellings huddled together. Clusters of tiny marsupial-rodents skittered and hopped between the towers—flashes of needle teeth and matted fur. Soon, the oily smell of cooking meat filled the muddy spaces between a chaotic mass of market stalls. A small rundown tavern tower spilled wooden tables across the road, from where it rose high into a multi-storied structure, almost blocking out the clouds. A few Moon-Caste men were already drinking sour-sweet, lost in their bone-cups, with flushed cheeks.

      Thora and the others had covered their uniforms with coats—threadbare and frayed—to hide all traces of mainland life. Passing unnoticed in a new place was better than drawing attention. Or so Diem had said. He strode with his face fixed ahead, never wavering at the odd scents and sights of the bustling streets. Effile proved less disciplined, taken by the simmering stew and frying sea-beet fritters that hissed steam. They passed baskets of salted fish, and Thora dawdled by a stall covered in pink rhubarb cakes. To her, everything looked strange and new.

      The market bustled with traders and wares—rolls of sturdy leather and cat fur pelts, copper-tin ready to be shaped into razor weapons, and even scraps of rusted iron, presumably scavenged from the old war forts in the wild sea. The true-iron gave Thora pause. In the capital, it was not legal for metal to be traded freely like this. By rights of their birth, the rusted true-iron relics belonged to the Sun-Noble class only, and it was not to be bought and sold by the lower castes. Nor forged, neither. Few forges across the Red Kingdom worked with true-iron. But it seemed that here in Death City, they did things differently.

      Thora shook off her surprise, distracted by prettier things on display in the market. Sweet scents wafted from a stall selling women's oddities. Thora lingered as the merchant called out his wares: gold skin paint and copper headdresses, polished masks and carved wooden combs. And stitched velvet winter hats, lined with dyed cat fur.

      Odd to find such a beautiful thing as those velvet winter hats, so far at the edge of the world. Thora ran her fingers over the ridged embroidery on a black one. Intricate patterns of bones stitched in crimson thread. She closed her eyes and imagined wearing it.

      The illusion soon shattered. Thora was Dust and—other than Gold women—all Dust-Caste workers were forbidden from wearing anything beyond the uniform of their master’s tower. In her case, the plain black and severe long-sleeved tunic of Investigation House. She sighed.

      Her dreaming banished, she found Diem watching her wandering fingers. She quickly turned away. Pretty things were not meant for her. She didn’t need him to remind her.

      The people on the streets paid the travellers no mind. Death City teemed with stranger sights: miners from the Black Silt Sea with harnesses clanking at their waists, or whale blubber merchants who wore full furs and toothy red masks that turned them into walking beasts. Even rhubarb and sea-beet farmers dressed all in faded red. Most citizens wore the crimson, Thora noticed. All kept their hair long and loose, even the men, and threaded through with delicate red and black bones, or driftwood polished smooth and pale from the sea. More than a few unsavoury faces looked like trouble.

      It seemed Death City was a teeming metropolis, used to a vast flow of comings and goings from across the Frontier, and Thora imagined they must get thousands of traders here.

      When she asked, Diem explained it was a centre of commerce, the biggest city and safest harbour in the whole of the Thousand Island Frontier, and a hub for buying and selling between the islands.

      Beyond the market they slipped between a row of cramped towers. The buildings rose high but leaned against each other, planks of wood mixed with branches hammered into the semblance of a structure. Wooden porches stretched around each tower they passed, desert-glass clinking from strings hanging from awnings, and death-prints flapping in the wind. Half-human, half-skull faces were carved into wooden support beams, or painted on black tower walls. Everywhere they turned, it was the same reminders of death as in the capital. Yet here in Death City, instead of images of the Red King, the death-prints showed a young, brown-skinned woman, half dead, half alive.

      The Eleventh Daughter.

      Thora peered at the death-prints as they passed each small tower and its yard of mud. Chickens and dogs scratched in the dirt. The sound of strange singing wafted from somewhere nearby.

      A curious child stepped outside one of the ramshackle towers. Drifting onto the road, he stared at Diem, his bare feet sinking deep into the mud. A swarm of marsupial-rodents scurried into the shadows. Like Effile and Thora, the child had a threadbare cloth wrapped around the top of his head, secured beneath his chin for warmth. Unlike Effile and Thora, his face was smeared with dirt and his belly swollen. Thora had seen that before in the city slums of the capital. A dangerous sign of a short life on this earth.

      Effile smiled but the child did not return it.

      ‘What’s dead is dead and all shall die,’ Thora whispered.

      No one answered.
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      It was late in the day when they finally arrived at the high gates of the regional Polity House. Weak sun slanted through bare trees, and the sky was already turning a dusky blue. Surrounded by the tallest of peaks, it seemed the days would be shorter than on the mainland. The mountains blocked the setting sun, and it grew dark all at once; one moment Thora was bathed in pale light and the next it was as if a shadow had fallen across the whole of Death City Island, the air growing sharper.

      The winding road was muddy and led Thora and the others all the way up a steep foothill to a cliff overlooking Death City and the sea. The whole of the crescent bay stretched out before them, sinking into the shadow of night. The view extended over the pointed tip of the island spit, revealing a wilder stretch of the Black Silt Sea beyond. This was the true south, where no one ventured. They said ice countries could be found out there. The wild wind touched cold fingers to the back of Thora’s neck.

      It was too dark to make out properly, but from the crashing black sea—which was already beginning to glow softly with the nightly blue tears—she could make out a colossal shape rising from the waves. Curved pillars like towers, soaring higher than the tallest peak on Death City Island. Lights bobbing at their tips, almost lost in the gathering gloom.

      Flickering torches flared suddenly from oil drums, startling Thora’s attention from the wild sea and back to the looming gates of Polity House. Soldiers waited outside beginning their night watch. Diem climbed the stone steps, and Thora did the same, only much slower. Her muscles ached, and she grimaced. Rubbing her hands together, she waited for Diem to explain their purpose to the two soldiers. Soon, one man disappeared inside the gate, which loomed with the intricate shapes of carved bones across every surface. More than one death-head leered back at Thora. These were not of the Eleventh Daughter, because each wore a crown like the Red King, though the faces were blurred with salt rot and age. Even if Polity House was the regional seat of power on the Frontier, designed to represent the faraway capital and Red Palace interests, it seemed to Thora that the House was a bit neglected—a lonely outpost of the mainland surrounded by strange, wild lands. She couldn’t imagine the Death City viceroy could hold much power all the way out here. She turned away.

      Effile hovered by Thora’s side, looking much how Thora felt. The girl had dark shadows in the hollows of her cheeks, and her long, braided hair hung limp and escaping about her face. It seemed she might drop where she stood. Thora placed a hand upon Effile’s shoulder and squeezed reassuringly, though the truth told a different story. Thora had also never been so far from home.

      Soon enough, Diem gestured for the two Dust-Caste workers to follow him inside. They entered the vast quad behind the high stone walls. Polity House was formed from a series of smaller wooden towers—only slightly less rickety than those lining the streets within Death City—clustered close together around the biggest at the centre, which rose at least seven stories into the night sky. It looked lonely, with nothing surrounding it but windswept peaks and empty black sky. A forest of tangled thorn trees crowded Polity House’s enclosure walls, which were built high and lined with broken desert-glass. Beyond the stone enclosure—each wall painted with images of red death-giant bones—the forest was black and filled with shadow. Strange noises crept between the trees. Harsh bird calls. Snapping branches. And, Thora was sure, the distant howl of winter tigers.

      She’d heard the rumours back in City of Pillars. People claimed winter tigers roamed the grey islands of the Frontier. Thora hadn’t believed it until now. She shivered.

      All three bedraggled travellers were ushered into the main tower in the centre of the quad. This was the viceroy’s quarters. The bottom levels seemed to be official offices, so the higher floors must be reserved for his private use. Despite Thora’s exhaustion, she was still aware enough to feel pleased when she and Effile were not immediately dismissed from this initial meeting. And even more pleased when they entered the viceroy’s main office—a vast round room that took up the entire ground level of his tower and was filled to overflowing with paperwork, desks, and lush tapestry death-prints—to find steaming bowls of hot sea-beet stew and salted fish waiting on a wooden table. Flickering candles lit the dim room.

      The viceroy himself stood to greet the visitors, though he focused only on Diem, who he addressed formally as Low Investigator Lakein. The older man commented again and again how appreciative he was of Investigation House sending aid so quickly and how hopeful he was that Diem could solve this case. The words left him in one fast flush of air, and the viceroy gripped the back of his chair as if the wooden frame might attempt escape. He was all limbs, like a stick-insect, with dark brown skin and braided hair that escaped in a mess from the ribbon that bound it, tight at the base of his skull. His face was nothing but sharp bones, a sharp nose, too, and slicing cheekbones. He gestured uncertainly at Diem.

      ‘Please, Investigator Lakein. Sit.’

      Effile and Thora immediately dropped into chairs and began to ravenously eat. Thora glanced at Diem between spoonfuls of stringy beet soup—the broth oily on her tongue—but he remained sitting straight-backed, as if the meal laid before him was not at all tempting. At this moment, Low Investigator Lakein was no weary traveller, he was an official state representative sent by the capital to resolve this viceroy’s problem. Thora could almost see the weight of it settling across Diem’s shoulders, though his expression never changed.

      Despite what Diem had done at the end of their last shared case—that night of the desperate Purge Hunt on the Gold House, which had ended in blood—and, despite the demotion he’d received for that one act of brutality, Diem was still an Investigation House man, through and through. And he would represent Investigation House as he should.

      As Thora ate, she discreetly scanned the sharp angles of the viceroy’s face. She guessed him to be in his early fifties: though his face was smooth of creases, his scraggly beard was streaked with grey. The man resolutely ignored Effile and Thora, lowly Dust-Caste workers as they were, so Thora’s attention was free to roam the embroidery of his office uniform—red thread on a black military-style tunic, stitched into bone shapes and death-heads. The viceroy’s hair was braided in the mainland style, though the other soldiers outside had worn their hair long and tangled, or woven through with small black bones.

      The viceroy himself was a mainland man, sent as representative of the Red Palace to tame these wild islands. But the soldiers he worked with were not the same as him. Judging from their choice of styling, Polity House employed local Death City citizens.

      The viceroy lifted a bone-cup of sour-sweet to his thin lips. In Thora’s opinion he appeared worn out and tired beyond his middling years.

      She wanted to ask how long he’d held this position on the Frontier and if it was a job hard fought for—something he’d yearned for—that now threatened to slip between his fingers, all because of one missing girl.

      But Thora did not ask.

      Even in Death City where everything seemed different, she suspected the punishment for a slave speaking out of turn remained the same. She grimaced and, unexpectantly, felt a twinge of pity for the worn-out viceroy. Thora felt certain the missing girl must be dead. They’d find no happy ending here.

      Despite the warm room and the hot broth in her belly, Thora’s body chilled.

      ‘I am grateful you’ve arrived so quickly,’ the viceroy was saying to Diem. Despite Investigator Lakein’s lower ranking, the viceroy still treated him with great respect, as if he were a saviour. Perhaps he treated Investigator Lakein so because the whispers of what Diem did during the Purge Hunt had not yet breached the walls of the capital and travelled this far south. Or perhaps it was because the older man was desperate. He could easily lose his job over this case and, if the missing girl's family was as connected as they said, the viceroy could suffer far worse—exile to Crescent Island maybe—that wasteland of politic men prisoners and unwanted noblemen—where he would serve out the rest of his days in utter disgrace.

      Or his failure could end in death. Depending on how unsolvable this case was. Or how incompetent the Red Palace decided the viceroy’s term in office had been.

      Again, that surge of pity rolled in Thora’s belly. She shook it off, uncertain why it should matter to her, whatever happened to this old man who was steadfastly ignoring her.

      ‘Viceroy Bearin.’ Diem cleared his throat, and candlelight flickered across his grim features. ‘Please go full ahead and tell us the series of events in true order, so we can clearly understand your situation.’

      ‘Of course, yes of course.’ The viceroy straightened, massaging his temples. Sweat beaded at his hairline. ‘Please eat, I will tell you as you eat. Please, Investigator Lakein. Eat.’

      It was only now that Diem finally relented, taking the heated sour-sweet into his hands to warm his fingers. Thora had already scooped her bowl clean. She peered at the empty dishes and glanced at Effile, who clearly had no time for guilt. Her face was still bent low to her meal.

      ‘It began at the dawn of winter.’ The viceroy’s deep voice drew Thora’s attention. ‘Sun-Master Jolyen Sandin is a local Sun-Noble. He reported his daughter had gone missing overnight. He came here in the morning to request our assistance, and we sent out a search par—’

      ‘What of the girl’s belongings, then? Were any missing?’

      Viceroy Bearin bristled at Diem’s interruption. Clearing his throat awkwardly, he said, ‘I am not certain. Sun-Master Jolyen Sandin did not clarify whether his daughter’s belongings were—’

      ‘So, she disappeared all alone, then?’ Diem furrowed his brow. ‘No one heard a thing? No one round to witness it?’

      ‘No witnesses,’ the viceroy confirmed. ‘Yet it was difficult to interview the workers within Sun-Master Sandin’s tower estate. He would not allow us to take statements from his servants. My men could speak only with selected Moon-Caste workers while in Jolyen Sandin’s presence.’

      Interesting.

      Thora leaned across the table. She felt the case tugging at her already. She’d always been like that, ever since she was a child. Curious. She liked to take things apart to understand them better. Liked to untangle knots others had long given up on. It had always been Thora’s way.

      Beside her, Diem frowned. ‘You saying this Sun-Master Sandin came to you and requested you locate his precious little daughter but then wouldn’t allow you any speaking with potential witnesses? And he didn’t bother telling you whether or not his girl had taken belongings off with her like she planned her leaving, or whether her room was left askew as if she hadn’t?’

      Slowly the viceroy nodded.

      Diem shared a look with Thora, his brows raised, before continuing, ‘And you got some theories yourself, Viceroy Bearin? Or a suspect at all?’

      The viceroy clenched his fists on the table. ‘No, I am blocked at every turn. Sun-Master Sandin asked me to find his daughter, yet he forbade the people on the island to speak with me, threatening those who live on his land with a higher tallage if they do. Jolyen Sandin owns all of the farmable land here on Death City. Many of the people who work it or trade blubber along the coastline belong to him. He owns half the market as well. And a tavern tower or two, down in the city. A Gold House even, or so the rumours say. He’s a powerful, influential man, and he’s making it true difficult for us to investigate anything much at all.’

      Diem tilted his head, thoughtful. ‘Yet he still went and ordered you find his missing daughter urgent-like?’

      Viceroy Bearin’s lips pressed hard together. ‘Indeed. He urges me to send soldiers up into the peaks to search for the girl. He asked me to request more men from the capital, for larger search parties. And he applies pressure on our Polity House to find her, pressure all the way from the capital, mind you, yet he still refuses to answer my questions and forbids the people beneath him to aid my investigation. People here in Death City already feel distrustful enough toward us mainland types at Polity House, and none of what Sun-Master Sandin is doing helps much with that, either.’

      ‘Strange enough, all that,’ Diem quietly commented.

      ‘Yes, Investigator Lakein, strange indeed! I cannot understand what he wants from me.’

      ‘How old is Jolyen Sandin’s missing daughter, then?’ Diem asked.

      ‘This now is her sixteenth winter passing.’

      Thora sat still, listening hard and holding her tongue, because she didn’t want to be sent away from this initial briefing. Sixteenth winter? Not so different from her own passing nineteenth.

      She risked a glance at Diem, and whispered, ‘Yet this little sun-mistress girl is still not married? Surprising, that, no?’

      Diem’s mouth tightened in agreement. Sun-Nobles married their daughters off young, after all, in advantageous matches designed to unite powerful clans and form political empires. For what other use could a Sun-Noble daughter have within the Red Kingdom? A young woman like that was placed too high to work and banned besides from doing any work that mattered.

      Thora pretended she didn’t notice how the viceroy had focused in on her, frowning deeply. A charged moment hung in the air between them, though in the end he only cleared his throat and turned pointedly back to Diem, as if it had been the investigator and not his Dust who’d asked the question he was choosing to respond to.

      ‘Yes, the girl is still unmarried. She was soon to be matched with a powerful clan from a nearby island. There’s a small port city there, not half as large as Death City, mind, but the family that owns the town—as Sun-Master Jolyen Sandin owns this one—were showing great interest in a marriage pact.’

      Thora pressed her luck, emboldened that the viceroy hadn’t immediately demanded she be punished for speaking up. Perhaps Death City truly was different from the mainland? Perhaps they treated their Dust differently here? She smiled politely at the viceroy. ‘And what do you suppose Sun-Master Sandin—rich as he may already be—was hoping to gain from an arranged union like that one?’

      Effile’s face shone with open admiration, but Thora didn’t care if the other woman was once more thinking of the battle axe. Thora knew how to do her job, if only someone would let her, and she knew how to do it well. And perhaps if she could show this Viceroy Bearin how much she could do, he’d write Thora into his reports to Investigation House once the case was done. And maybe this time, when she went back home, her upper-sirs might finally recognise her worth, and she’d no longer have to serve sour-sweet to the investigators or wash their clothes.

      The viceroy drew a deep shuddering breath and, while Thora waited eagerly—filled with reckless hoping—the man turned to Diem and said, ‘Investigator Lakein, I expect you will agree it’s time for these Dust-Caste workers to retire for the evening?’

      Thora’s heart sparked bitter. It was not her right to feel resentment, yet it flooded her chest all the same. She’d been a fool dreaming. As she always was.

      The viceroy’s hands shook, as if he held himself back from reacting quite as he might have liked—perhaps so as not to cause offence to Diem, who he saw as his saviour in this complicated situation. Still, it seemed some things could not be tolerated, even to appease his guest. The viceroy flashed a cold, controlled smile. ‘I will have one of my men escort these Dust-Caste workers to their—’

      ‘They can stay.’

      Viceroy Bearin gaped at Diem uncertainly. ‘Investigator Lakein?’

      ‘We’ve come a long way, Viceroy Bearin, and seen far more than we might’ve enjoyed to, just to help you in settling this issue. And settle it we will, before it’s your career or your head you find facing the consequences.’ Diem’s dark eyes were hard.

      ‘But it’s just not done! As you know, she—’

      ‘These are extraordinary circumstances, no?’ Diem lifted his chin in challenge. ‘Yet you don’t wish to accept what aid we three offer?’

      The viceroy flinched at Diem’s blunt words. He was not yet used to the younger man’s direct ways. Thora didn’t smile though, not even when the viceroy finally nodded in stunned defeat. That spark blazed on in her chest instead, fanning flames. Diem meant well and always did right by her, but Thora didn’t want to be spoken for. Things had changed since the Gold House case. She used to be able to control her anger better. These days, she found herself aching for more than she had, more often than she used to.

      Diem gestured for her to continue, but Thora said nothing. Tense silence drew out as they waited for the viceroy to answer her original question.

      The man did eventually, though it was still Investigator Lakein that he addressed, making it clear he was no longer sure he liked the younger man as much as he had before. ‘I … I have heard the marriage will secure a better trade route to the mainland for Jolyen Sandin. That is what he hopes to gain from such an alliance.’

      Diem gestured for him to go on, leaning over his bowl. Effile sat straight in her chair.

      ‘Well, right now,’ said the viceroy, ‘sailing out of Death City’s crescent bay, the red ferries carrying blubber and bone must all pass through a maze of sandbars and war forts, not to mention the treacherous grey islands, in order to reach the mainland. But from this merchant family’s port on their nearby island, there’s rumours of a more direct route.’ He raised his thick brows. ‘Takes a day and a night and is as straight as an arrow via the open sea. But the route can’t be reached direct from here, because of the sand bars. Goods need to pass over that merchant clan’s island by foot or cart.’

      Diem pushed his bowl away. ‘So, it’s a marriage alliance that comes with a trade route to the mainland and one that would make Sun-Master Sandin a very rich man.’

      Viceroy Bearin quickly corrected him. ‘Or, rather, a richer man than he already is.’

      In the growing silence, Thora and Effile shared a glance. Clearly, they were both thinking the same thing. Thora leaned toward Diem and said quietly, ‘Merchants? Unusual, no?’

      Diem nodded. ‘Just so. Another surprise, I reckon.’ He faced the viceroy. ‘You true saying a man as high as Jolyen Sandin will be pleased to marry his sun-mistress daughter off to a clan of mere Moon-Caste merchants? Illegal that, I reckon. Reaching between the castes for a bonded marriage?’

      ‘Well … some might say the Red Reform laws don’t run so strict, for a certain kind of man.’

      Diem snorted. ‘For Sun-Nobles, you meaning, Viceroy? One law for us and another for them, you’re telling me? And don’t I know it.’

      Thora frowned. Viceroy Bearin himself must surely be of the Sun-Noble class to hold such a position ruling over a regional polity, but it seemed clear his lineage was not from some illustrious clan. Otherwise, surely, he’d have been assigned a less wild polity. Or stayed in the capital. Even among Sun-Nobles, it seemed a hierarchy existed. Thora had never had reason to think on it before.

      The viceroy cleared his throat, running a twitching hand over his beard. ‘Yes, well, out here on the Frontier I suspect Sun-Master Sandin shall do as he likes, Red Reform or no. If bonded marriage is what he wants for his daughter, the citizens rumour that he shall have it. And rumour, too, that the black sail trade has the means of raising a Moon-Caste man up to Sun-Noble status—with all the correct paperwork—if only he’s got enough money and a good family name to back him up.’

      Diem’s mouth tightened. ‘A good family name?’

      ‘Well, the merchant groom could transform into a distant Sandin cousin, no? With a little coin shifted in the right direction. But it’s true, either way, the merchant clan in question are not of the old Sun-Noble blood, and there are even … rumours that perhaps they were once a Dust-Caste family generations ago …’

      Thora’s eyes widened. Her tongue turned dry, and she could barely speak. ‘Dust-Caste?’ she choked. ‘But you say they are Dust-Caste no longer?’

      Impossible.

      Slavery was hereditary. Thora’s papa had been Dust and so she was Dust, too.

      In the old days of the Gold Age, she’d heard it used to be different. Slavery for one lifetime used as punishment for terrible crimes only. Back then, it didn’t pass to family members of lawbreakers, and it was not a status to be inherited.

      Yet the Red Reform was clear. So, being Dust was Thora’s heritage, the only thing she had left of her papa—a man who’d taught her to believe she was worth something more than her lowly caste allowed. Despite his dreams for Thora, her papa had lived only a short brutal life—born Dust and died Dust, too. Like every other Dust-Caste worker Thora knew.

      And yet …

      ‘Those Dust-Caste citizens were truly turned into free men and women?’ Thora said in awe. ‘Raised to Moon-Caste?’

      The viceroy paused, assessing Thora more closely. Finally, he nodded. ‘Indeed, they are no longer Dust-Caste workers. It seems even tainted blood cannot sway a man like Jolyen Sandin when it comes to the fortune he could make through this open sea trade route.’

      Diem snorted. ‘Coin trumps the old blood, as it always does. Damned Dead-Daughter kingdom that it is.’

      The viceroy flinched, but Thora ignored both men, still lost in the tumbled chaos of her thoughts. Dust being made free? Her world had come unstuck. What she knew to be true was no longer so. It turned her breath shallow.

      She wished her papa had lived to hear it, too.

      But Thora’s many desperate questions on the topic would have to be held for another day. The conversation had moved on.

      ‘Tell me, Viceroy,’ Diem said, ‘what are the citizens of Death City reckoning about the missing girl’s disappearance?’

      Thora forced her thoughts back to the case at hand, because she was also curious to know.

      The viceroy shifted in his chair. ‘Well, the citizens here follow the low ways, of course. It turns them superstitious.’

      ‘The low ways,’ Diem repeated, like an echo.

      ‘Of course. Death City is steeped in the low ways. There are mass paths winding in every direction across this island. Hidden church-towers of worship in the forest, most dilapidated and unused, though some, I have heard, still in practice. Though of course we make it clear that such … worship is to be forbidden as Purge House wishes. But these are a superstitious people, indeed, and the corpse of that death giant off coast does nothing to temper it. Nor does the Bloody Harvest, either. And … well, Purge House is far away.’

      The viceroy lowered his voice to a whisper and said the next words as if they caused him pain. ‘They use the crooked beat out here in all things. Women practice it openly and citizens see practitioners for favours. A cure-all here. A grudge curse there. And of course … there is the … Eleventh Daughter.’ He coughed loudly, as if to cover the fact that he had spoken her name aloud, followed quickly by a muttered, ‘What’s dead is dead and all shall die.’ Presumably to display that he was not at all swayed by these low ways of Death City.

      Diem repeated the words back to the viceroy in a reassuring voice. ‘What’s dead is dead and all shall die.’ He clearly wanted the older man to know that he was no Purge Officer, come to find the viceroy’s weakness. Diem was here to solve the case, and so the truth must be told. The viceroy would not be judged for it. Diem gestured for the older man to continue. ‘What else?’

      The viceroy pressed a hand against his forehead, as if his temples ached. ‘Well, the Thousand Island Frontier has its own history and its own set of rules, of course. They do not adhere to the same laws as the mainland. No one here even works the corvee tithe!’

      Thora exchanged a glance with Diem. The corvee tithe was one labour day in every ten, given by all Moon-Caste men and women to the Red King. People all across the Red Kingdom would mark their faces with black oil in a strip across their eyes to show their business, and report to their nearest Polity House to perform unpaid labour. Only the Sun-Nobles were exempt. And the Dust-Caste workers, of course, because each day they lived was an unpaid labour day.

      Diem cleared his throat, as if attempting to cover his surprise. It seemed that here on Death City Island, he wouldn’t be expected to fulfil his usual corvee tithe days, nor disturb the progress of their investigation. A welcome, yet unexpected, boon. ‘Go on,’ he said to the older man.

      ‘Well, I suppose if I am to speak plain … it is true that the past viceroys, like myself, who are assigned to Death City have become more custodian than ruler these days. Or at least, that is how it’s been, ever since the Great Slave Calamity. And so, I do what I can to temper the low ways and introduce the teachings within Truth of Death. But most of the low ways have settled in deep. So, I am forced to … let them go.’

      Thora’s control over her curiosity was shattering, wild questions and thoughts escaping in every direction. She desperately wanted to know what this Great Slave Calamity could be and wished also to ask more questions about the death-giant corpse submerged beneath the Black Silt Sea. Instead, it was a different question that slipped unbidden from her lips. ‘What do the people worship in those hidden church-towers, then?’

      She asked because on the mainland it was forbidden to worship, forbidden to harbour any belief in anything except what you could see. The Sun-Noble class, particularly, lived strictly by the teachings found within the great Philosopher’s book, Truth of Death, and they believed only in legacy. Their family’s legacy, and their own.

      But here, it seemed, the citizens thought differently.

      ‘They worship the death giants,’ the viceroy admitted. He seemed to have grudgingly accepted Thora’s presence, which she felt was a small victory. ‘They call them gods.’

      Thora grew still, images rising in her mind of the monster that rose among the islands on their journey through the Frontier. The grandpapa on the red ferry had called the creature a god, too. And seeing it with her own eyes, it was hard to disagree.

      Whatever death giants were, they were not meant to be understood by humans.

      The viceroy’s voice lowered once more. Thora did not hear what he said. Diem clearly didn’t either, because he asked the older man to repeat it.

      ‘The Eleventh Daughter!’ Too loud now. ‘They worship the Eleventh Daughter and her crooked beat.’

      Silence filled the room, and the viceroy’s throat flushed. Thora sat rigid; her muscles tensed. Twice in one day she’d heard the forbidden Eleventh Daughter spoken of. And twice over, no consequences had struck her down.

      The viceroy appeared as shocked by his own outburst as all the rest. Rubbing his hands over his bony face, he kept his head lowered and refused to meet Diem’s eye. Which gave Thora an opportunity to study him. Diem, too, it appeared, had the same idea, because her superior officer stared hard at the viceroy. Drawing in a sharp breath, Diem readied himself to speak. Someone else got in first.

      ‘What is her name?’

      The voice broke the quiet.

      Everyone at the table turned to Effile. Thora was too lost in wild imaginings about the Eleventh Daughter to understand the question at first. Effile had been so quiet Thora had forgotten she was in the room.

      ‘The missing girl. I’m asking what’s her name?’ Effile lifted her chin. She sat at the far end of the table beyond the flame-light and looked small and young. Her face was half-blurred by shadow, and a tapestry streaked through with crimson rose huge behind her, showing a stitched human shape wearing a viceroy’s uniform—half alive, half dead.

      The room was still.

      ‘Shea Sandin,’ the viceroy finally answered. ‘The missing girl’s name is Shea Sandin.’

      Silence hung within the tower office as Thora tasted the girl's name on her tongue. As she began to picture her as a woman instead of a story. All thought of gods and superstition ebbed. Thora rubbed her chilled hands together to warm them.

      ‘Viceroy Bearin,’ she said. ‘The high investigator told us you specifically requested two Dust-Caste workers who were women. Said you needed us, that true?’

      The man cleared his throat. ‘Yes. It’s true I did.’ He glanced from Thora to Effile and then back again. ‘I requested both of you.’

      Thora waited expectantly as the viceroy sweated. He curled his fingers into fists again.

      Something was wrong.

      ‘I need one of you to help me question the citizens of Death City,’ he said eventually. ‘So they will not know they are being questioned. I need you to visit the city’s Gold Houses and find what rumours have sprung up since the young sun-mistress’s disappearance.’

      Thora nodded. All of that was normal work for her.

      ‘And the other Dust-Caste worker?’ It was Diem who asked. He sat back, his arms folded across his chest and his face falling into shadow.

      ‘The other must gain work at the Sandin tower. As a servant.’

      ‘At Jolyen Sandin’s tower?’ Thora turned to Effile. The girl’s cheeks were ashen.

      ‘Yes. Heavily armed mercenaries stand at his gates both day and night.’

      ‘Is that unusual?’ Diem again.

      ‘Of course. There is no need. Jolyen Sandin owns half this town, and it may seem a rough place to outsiders, but Death City knows who owns it. The people are deathly afraid of the Sandins, and no one—no matter how coarse—would dare to cross a Sun-Noble, even out here on the Frontier. The punishment is … more than any are willing to pay.’

      Thora knew exactly what the punishment was. She worked for Investigation House, after all. Death by burning for the perpetrator, and slavery for every other person related to them by blood or bonded marriage. And Dust-Caste status, once achieved, lasted forever. Every subsequent generation born would be Dust and never know the taste of freedom.

      A high price, indeed.

      ‘Jolyen Sandin knows well that none here on Death City Island will ever dare to move against him,’ the viceroy continued. ‘He used to only have the one man, a gatekeeper. But now … Sun-Master Sandin hired new warriors recently, private mercenaries. It’s unusual, believe me. I must know why.’

      Thora’s shoulders tensed. ‘And with one of us Dust-Caste workers inside Jolyen Sandin’s tower, you reckon we’ll get a chance to ask a question or two about the night his Shea Sandin disappeared.’

      Viceroy Bearin was clearly relieved no one was fighting his suggestion. Though Thora was not ready to let him relax entirely.

      ‘Our high investigator mentioned you had your own Dust-Caste woman here at Polity House, but now, it seems, you’ve got none.’ Thora paused, staring at him steadily. ‘Wherever did your Dust disappear to, Viceroy Bearin?’

      Diem shifted his position, waiting, but saying nothing.

      The viceroy wiped a hand across his damp forehead and touched his scraggly beard. He twisted it between his fingers. ‘Yes. We had one Dust-Caste worker here, it’s true. She was from the mainland, like yourselves. Had arrived to help keep Polity House. We’d requested it, you see.’

      ‘What happened to her?’ Effile’s voice shook.

      ‘Well, I did place her within Sun-Master Sandin’s tower not even four days after Shea Sandin’s disappearance. I did it when I first realised that Jolyen Sandin was in fact causing trouble just to block my investigation. I was … desperate, and the Dust-Caste girl had only recently arrived to be with her mama after years away with a family in the capital. She was a young woman no one in Death City knew, fresh to these shores. I sent her to work at the Sandin tower and, at first, she reported back as arranged. Every day without fail.’

      He stopped speaking.

      ‘Until...?’ Thora prompted. Her heart hammered inside her chest, a prickle of unease creeping up her spine. She glanced at Effile who had turned pale as a ghost.

      ‘Until she stopped.’ Viceroy Bearin would not meet Thora’s gaze. He scraped back his chair and stood. Turned away from her. ‘My men no longer heard from her. No one could find her. No one knew anyone who’d spoken with her. Like Shea Sandin, my Dust-Caste worker simply... disappeared.’
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      ‘It’s too dangerous is what I’m telling you.’ Thora grimaced in the inky dark. ‘You can’t go.’

      ‘Yet, you will? The high investigator assigned this task to me!’

      ‘Effile!’

      It was difficult to make out the other woman’s expression in the gloom, but Thora heard the fire in Effile’s voice. Frustrated and getting nowhere, Thora lowered her voice to a hiss. ‘What does it matter which of us Dust-Caste workers goes off to live in Jolyen Sandin’s Dead-Daughter tower? As long as one of us fulfills the order, the high investigator won’t have naught to say on it. Won’t hear of it, neither.’

      ‘That’s well wrong, Thora. It should be me.’ Effile’s voice snapped bitter in the dark. ‘You know it’s true. It’s my task. It was assigned to me.’

      Effile, it appeared, would not be moved, though her argument had lost any hint of rationality. Thora could not make her out.

      The two sat huddled in the tiny women’s dormitory they’d been assigned, tucked in a miniature tower of only two storeys at the back of Polity House. Only one crimson wall separated their quarters from the tangled web of forest beyond. A drawn-out howl broke the silent night, as if winter tigers called to each other. Thora grew still, listening. She imagined the trees drawing closer—as if the forest would spill into their quad and swallow them up.

      Maybe that would even be preferable. Effile was inexperienced, after all, and anything might happen to her while operating undercover in a place as dangerous as the Sandin tower. Abduction. Murder. Torture? A chill crawled up Thora’s spine.

      ‘I saw you, I did,’ she said quietly, ignoring the creeping forest sounds. ‘Before, when we were in the viceroy’s tower office. You were true afraid.’

      Effile shook her head. She was nothing more than a murky shadow. ‘I was not.’

      ‘You’re right to be afraid, you are. This is dangerous work and not any sort of game.’ Thora grasped the other girl’s hand in the darkness. ‘I’m the one who’s got most experience in sneaking round and pretending to be someone else, and you know it. So let me do it, then.’

      Effile yanked herself free, and Thora knew immediately that her words were a mistake.

      ‘You’re so sure I’ll fail,’ Effile hissed. ‘Thora the battle axe, ready to do anything if it gets you some grand old recognition!’

      Her words stung, and Thora sank back, wounded.

      Silence filled the room.

      ‘You know that’s not what’s true,’ she whispered. Surely Effile felt the same as her? Desperate for something else to fill her days. Aching for a world brighter than the one she inhabited. What was wrong with a bit of pride in all that? If it pushed Thora somewhere new?

      But Effile said nothing.

      ‘We’ve become fast friends, haven’t we?’ Thora took Effile’s hand. The long days they’d spent together on the red ferry had felt like friendship. ‘Friends look out hard for friends. That’s what I’m trying to do for you.’

      Effile dragged her fingers from Thora’s grip. ‘What friends? I hardly know you true.’

      Thora slid further from the girl and her harsh words. She stood and pulled scratchy blankets from their place in a chest against the wall, throwing Effile’s to her harder than she should. The material smelled musty.

      She lowered herself onto the shared sleeping pallet. Thora wrapped herself in her stale blanket, dragging it high around her shoulders. Both women sunk into silence, the night deepening around them. Sunset seemed a distant dream and the evening had drawn long. It was late.

      Effile tossed and turned, sighing, and finally shifted her body on the pallet until only the barest of spaces remained between them.

      ‘I’m true sorry, Thora,’ she said. ‘I didn’t mean nothing by it. Those were just … words. And not even true ones. I’m sorry.’

      Thora rolled away, turning her back.

      ‘I just... Thora, I’ve got a need to prove that it’s me who can do this.’

      Thora remained silent, though Effile’s words made sense. That ache to prove a person’s worth was a drive she could well understand.

      Effile added pitiably into the dark, ‘It’s because no one ever believed I could do naught, see?’

      Thora turned slightly. No starlight seeped through the desert-glass panes. They were closed in and alone. Shadow crept over Effile’s face.

      ‘Let me do this, Thora.’

      Thora heaved herself into a seated position, shuddering against the cold. ‘Are you Dead-Daughter certain it’s what you want true? Pretending to be someone else is no game.’

      Effile’s outline nodded.

      A sense of dread spread through Thora’s body. ‘It’s not easy as all that, Effile. I’m meaning... it’s not that I don’t believe in you true, it’s only... during the Gold House case, I was full surrounded by people the whole time, see, but every moment was … unreal. You understand?’

      Effile said nothing.

      ‘Every interaction was full fabricated.’ It was difficult for Thora to find the words to explain. But she needed Effile to understand. ‘Filled with lies. At times it was... difficult. To remember who I true was, is what I’m meaning. Felt a lot like losing yourself, no? Or fading off and away.’

      Thora thought of laughter in the snow, an expensive glass-sweet freely given by a man who loved his daughter, that same man who’d tried to kill Thora in the end but had been killed in turn. All that blood spilled. Senseless. None of it had been real. In that place only Diem had been true.

      Or perhaps everyone around Thora and Diem had been real, and it was only them who were not. They’d been ghosts. The only ones who were pretending.

      And yet … in all that, Thora had to admit that she’d still found a little freedom, too. A taste of it that had escaped her ever since that case ended, and she’d been forced to return to her old life at Investigation House.

      She sighed. It was complicated. All she knew for certain was that she felt afraid.

      For Effile.

      ‘I don’t have the words to explain all this to you,’ Thora said.

      Effile shifted in the darkness, settling into a crumpled mound of blanket. ‘I can handle all this. I know what I’m doing, no?’

      Thora closed her eyes. Effile hadn’t understood what Thora had told her.

      ‘This place is well different to City of Pillars, Effile. It’s spiky here when we don’t know their ways. Death City makes us vulnerable.’

      A snort. ‘We’re Dust, Thora, you and I. We’re true vulnerable no matter where we go. Besides, I’m not weak as all that. I’ve got it, you know.’

      Thora frowned. ‘Got what?’

      Effile’s teeth glimmered as she grinned. ‘The crooked beat lives inside me, I know it, even if I don’t know how to use it. As it lived inside my ma. And my grandnannie before. My ma told me I had it true. And I can feel it humming since coming here.’

      Thora flinched. It was forbidden to speak of. Women accused of touching the crooked beat burned often before the Red Palace gates—great pyres with flames that almost touched the sky. Screams and smoke is what Thora remembered. The stink clung within her hair and clothes. She’d had to scrub her skin for days. And when she’d finally felt clean once more, the high investigator had ordered her back to the plaza to watch again. More fires. More smoke. More screams.

      Thora knew it was meant as a lesson—it was Purge House reminding her to be careful. She breathed heavily, peering at Effile through the dark. It seemed the other girl had not learned the same lessons Thora had.

      ‘You’ve got … the crooked beat? I don’t understand.’ Thora’s voice wavered. She didn’t know how to speak of curse-work dangerous as this. The only thing more taboo within the capital would be mentioning the Eleventh Daughter. And Effile had done that, too.

      Effile turned away, busily smoothing her blankets. ‘It isn’t how they say it is. The crooked beat is just some tool. That’s what my ma says. It’s not evil. Not good neither. But it was given to us when the first inverted moon rose, or maybe when the Eleventh Daughter dragged it from her burning heart, and either way, why shouldn’t it be used? Just like a copper-tin sword. It can be for good or bad. If you cultivate it. And you learn how.’

      ‘It wasn’t given to all of us,’ Thora whispered. Her stomach churned, queasy with unease, and yet she couldn’t tear herself away. She wanted to know more.

      Effile shifted, only a glimmer of movement. ‘You’re wrong. It was true given to all of us. All women got a streak of it buried deep in their hearts. That’s what my ma told me. Maybe just small. Or maybe big. Just that some ignore it, is all.’ It sounded like an accusation. ‘Let me go into the Sandin tower, Thora. It’s what I’ve been sent here to do. You cannot steal my glory.’

      Thora’s mouth turned into a hard line. ‘There’s no glory in this to gain, Effile.’

      ‘There is. They call you battle axe, don’t they? When was the last time you were called to scrub a floor at Investigation House, then? When did you last serve an investigator late at night all alone?’

      Thora pressed a hand against her temple. She’d been scrubbing floors before she left for Death City, though her pride smarted to say so. She was embarrassed to admit how much she liked the picture Effile painted. As if Thora was special. As if she were more than just Dust. So, she didn’t bother to correct Effile’s misunderstanding, and Thora told herself it was only because Effile wasn’t listening anyway. ‘There’ll be no reward for you, Effile. You do this, you either live or you die. That’s all.’

      The girl shifted eagerly. ‘And I’m ready for it. What’s dead is dead and all shall die. This is what I want to do, Thora. You cannot stop me.’

      ‘What’s dead is dead and all shall die,’ Thora softly repeated. How strange, that Effile could chant the Philosopher’s words—abide by the same teachings Purge House demanded—and yet still dream of practicing the crooked beat secretly in the shadows. Effile both wanted to break free and to impress. The girl was a mess of contradictions.

      Like Thora herself, she supposed.

      Thora hesitated for a long time, but she saw no option except to relent.

      ‘You do this, Effile, under these spiky circumstances, then you do it my way, no?’

      ‘Yes. And?’ Effile giggled, though it sounded more like nerves than happiness. Darkness consumed Effile's face, so Thora had no way to confirm her assumption.

      ‘And what?’ Thora snapped.

      ‘We’re friends. Course we are.’

      That made Thora smile. She climbed to her feet and stepped across the hard pallet through the gloom.

      ‘Where you going?’

      Thora squinted at Effile’s huddled form. ‘To speak with Diem.’

      ‘Now?’ A suggestion hung within Effile’s voice, but Thora ignored it. Let the girl think what she would. The relationship between Thora and Diem was indeed an odd one, but he wasn’t the type of investigator to order her into his bed during the deep night, unlike some of the other officers back home. All the female Dust-Caste workers shared whispers about those men, so as to better avoid being near one alone in the night. Diem, on the other hand, had never been whispered about to Thora’s knowledge. And he’d never ordered nor expected anything of Thora, besides. Never asked her for anything either.

      Effile grinned in the dark, still with the gleam in her eye, but Thora didn’t like to ponder on all that. It gave her a hollow feeling in her chest to think Diem kind, so she banished those thoughts far away. Diem’s rank was so far above hers as to place oceans between them anyhow, and Purge House was clear about the results of transgressions between the castes.

      Anyone foolish enough to overstep their boundaries was destined to end up charcoal bones left smoking on the vast plaza’s flagstones.

      And Thora wasn’t yet ready to die.

      Stepping clumsily over Effile, she dropped to the cold floor and strode toward the doors. She shrugged into her coat to fight the chill. ‘Go to sleep.’

      Outside it was even worse. The air bit, sharp like the blade of a sword. Everything was damp. Thora pushed her numb feet into worn leather boots and descended the tower stairs two at a time. They moaned beneath her weight.

      Snow shone pale in the almost black of night, clinging to the corners of the towers. Inky shadows twitched and scratched, and Thora hoped it was only marsupial-rodents clustered in the dark. She straightened her shoulders.

      Diem had told her where to find him: a guest tower at the back of Polity House. Thora had to creep past the soldier quarters, careful to move as soundlessly as a thief in the night. Light still spilled from the viceroy’s private tower levels, positioned high in the sky like a floating beacon. So late at night, yet the man still did not sleep. Until this case was solved, and his future safely secured, perhaps he didn’t intend to.

      Smatterings of enormous pale moths flickered in the dark, drifting here and there across the quad. It seemed they were everywhere on the island.

      Thora climbed the stairs to the fourth level of the guest tower and crouched on the creaking porch outside his door. The tower was painted black, with the eerie shapes of red bones drawn around the door like a frame. The ice wind whistled by her ears as she knocked quietly, sending strings of hanging desert-glass clinking. A fingernail moon crept between the clouds and revealed the southern tip of the island edging into the wild sea.

      Once. Twice. She called his name softly.

      Movement stirred inside his quarters, and Thora settled back, huddling close to the porch barrier as the door slowly creaked open. He padded out, a silent giant in the dark, and slid the door closed to keep whatever heat remained inside. He did not ask why Thora was there, only leaned against the barrier next to her. If he was cold in his light sleeping clothes, he did not show it. Staring across the tower rooftops of Death City and over the wild Black Silt Sea beyond, he asked, ‘What you both decided, then?’

      Straight to the point, as always.

      ‘She wants to go.’ Thora threw up her hands. ‘Won’t be persuaded otherwise.’

      Diem nodded, as if that was to be expected. Perhaps he already knew Effile and her nature far better than Thora did, for all her claims of friendship.

      It was something Diem was good at. He noticed things others did not. It was why she’d so often relied on his judgement during the Gold House corruption case. Why she trusted him now, even after seeing what he’d done that night of the Purge Hunt.

      Thora frowned. ‘It’s keeping her safe I’m feeling worried on. And you, Diem?’

      She shouldn’t use his name like that, should address him only as Investigator Lakein, but their time working together undercover had long since stripped them bare of decorum and barriers. They’d met under extraordinary and strained circumstances, during a case in which they’d been forced to rely on each other wholly to survive, no matter the difference between their castes. Those old habits had carried over after they were finished with the Gold House case, whether they should have or not. So now they were what they were. Unusual and strange. Diem allowed her to talk straight with him, and so she did, even though she was Dust-Caste and he was a free man.

      Thora sighed. This only occurred in private, of course, lest they catch the attention of Purge House whose second book within the Red Reform—Morality Policies—had plenty to say on moral behaviour between the castes.

      Still, Thora talked, despite the risks. ‘No one here at Polity House can know about Effile, besides who already do. It must be kept true quiet with a trusted few that she’s here in Death City at all, let alone that she’s off inside the Sandin tower.’

      Diem rubbed a hand over his chin, frowning. ‘Viceroy Bearin is true certain his men are trustworthy.’

      Thora snorted. ‘Are you?’

      Diem inclined his head, only a silhouette in the night. His hair was loose like the men in Death City wore theirs, tangled about his head with no braids tonight. He said nothing. Conceding her point.

      ‘What about the soldiers, then, those ones who were greeting us tonight at the gate?’ Thora pressed. ‘I’m remembering three standing together by the oil drums. They all saw Effile, no? They know she’s here now.’

      ‘Viceroy Bearin sent two north on the red ferry back to Gatetown. Sent them with a message of our safe arrival all the way to City of Pillars.’

      ‘Already?’

      ‘He was true prepared. Put some thought into it, he had.’

      ‘Mmmh, good. Keep them busy, that journey will.’ Thora shivered, dragging her coat tighter. Burrowing down. She ignored the sparking memory of the death giant rising from the sea, that red glow emanating from within its oily black skin. ‘And what of the third soldier, then?’

      ‘The viceroy’s gone ahead and true vouched for the third man.’

      Thora remained uncertain. ‘And what do you reckon?’

      Diem shifted on the polished porch. Across the flat bay, moonlight shone through the clouds. Snow fell softly all around. The Eleventh Daughter’s pyramid was nowhere to be seen, submerged deep, but the line of strange dark-wood trees—growing out of the ocean and trailing up the shore—made the tomb’s hidden location easy to find. Diem finally said, ‘I reckon we’ll need the help.’

      Thora sighed but could not disagree. ‘Then who else holds knowledge that Effile is here?’

      ‘No one else on Death City Island, is what I’m told. Just Viceroy Bearin and this one little soldier he vouched for. Until dawn at least, when the quad will be bustling.’

      ‘So, we’ve got until first light to move her elsewhere, then. Somewhere safe and quiet-like. Effile can wait out of sight until Viceroy Bearin makes those arrangements to get her inside Jolyen Sandin’s tower?’

      ‘Just so,’ Diem agreed.

      Thora rubbed a hand across her face, weary. It was late and the day would begin anew in only a few short hours. She followed Diem’s gaze out over the water. The bay was as still as the surface of a black pyramid, though on the other side of the pointed spit of land, the Black Silt Sea proper was wild with heaving waves and chunks of frosted ice. As high as they were, the wind held more than a touch of that same frost.

      Something flickered out there in the wild deep. A hint of strange, curved towers rising from the soft glow of blue tears over the water. Thora squinted but could not make it out. Lights faded in and out at the tips of eerie pillars. ‘Do you reckon you can trust him, then?’

      ‘Viceroy Bearin?’

      ‘Mmmh.’

      Diem grew silent, chewing his lip. Thora could almost see the stick-insect figure of the viceroy being picked apart and put back together behind Diem’s black eyes. Finally, he nodded.

      It was enough for Thora. Diem watched and he listened. And she’d long since learned to trust his judgement.

      She shivered, the chill air biting sharp at her skin. ‘And how’s Viceroy Bearin planning on getting Effile into that Sun-Noble tower, anyway? It won’t be too easy, that.’

      ‘He tells me there’s a contact in one of the field towns over in the valleys.’ Diem’s voice pitched low. ‘A man he bribes well and often enough, who works in a small-town Gold House near the sea-beet fields.’

      Thora wrinkled her nose. It sounded crooked.

      ‘This man who works the Gold House reckons that Sun-Master Sandin’s servants came asking for extra help in recent times,’ Diem said. ‘He reckons he can recommend Effile. Says he’s recommended trusty servants before, so he’s onside with the Sandin household members. They trust him true.’

      ‘And last time? How did the viceroy do it with that missing Dust-Caste girl? How did she go into the tower?’

      ‘A different way.’ Diem sounded certain. ‘That girl was fresh new to Death City. But she had family here. A mama, and an aunt in the village. The aunt recommended the girl to Sun-Master Sandin’s head servant. Seems the aunt didn't even know why the girl was in Death City. Didn’t know she’d been sent to work at Polity House. Thought her niece was from a Sun-Noble tower in the capital, just a mainland Dust-Caste worker looking for a position.’

      Thora was as satisfied as she could be, under the present circumstances.

      A missing Dust-Caste girl and a missing sun-mistress.

      A quiet island tower guarded day and night by heavily armed mercenaries.

      And a rich, powerful father who desperately used his connection with the Red Palace to request an investigation that he then blocked at every turn.

      Thora felt the pieces tugging as the wind picked up. Like threads, they wrapped around her heart and dug deep. In the distance, howls rung out, carried down the mountain peaks along with the whistling wind. Thora vigorously rubbed her hands together.

      ‘Go back to your tower, then,’ Diem said firmly. ‘I’ll tell the viceroy what must be done in keeping Effile safe. You get warm.’

      Strings of desert-glass clinked as bare branches scratched the porch. Somehow it reminded Thora of the sound of the death giant towering above the sea. She had been frozen by fear, unable to move or blink. Mesmerised.

      She’d felt small and powerless. Adrift on the Black Silt Sea.

      But here in Death City, she had a job to do. And a missing woman to find. She was not powerless anymore.

      She stepped lightly across the creaking porch toward the winding stairs. The splintered banister was painted with the form of long red bones, chipped paint peeling. Death-giant bones? She paused and glanced once more at the wild distant ocean. ‘Diem … do you see those towers out there? In the far-off sea? Can you make them out?’

      He didn’t even raise his head. ‘I can.’

      ‘What are they, then? Those wavering lights.’

      ‘Men.’ Diem’s voice was scratchy. He was tired. But he made no move to end the conversation. With Thora, he had all the patience in the world. This was something else she knew about Diem. The other investigators in the capital had none for her, so she knew the difference. It made that hollow in her chest ache, if she thought on it too hard, so she didn’t like to.

      ‘Those aren’t towers,’ he said. ‘They’re ribs. The body of a death giant lies beneath those waves. And the lights are the miners. They carve pieces from the red bones. And dive for the giant’s heart.’

      Thora stared out across the sea. The towers were no longer visible. The clouds had descended once more, and snow fell heavier. The night had swallowed the strange vision. Swallowed the bay and the moonlight, too. She breathed slow. ‘How can they dive for it, when the people here believe it’s a god? What, they’ll just carve it up? Like that?’

      Diem said nothing, though he drifted to her side. Thora had to crane her neck to see his face in the shadows. Moments passed before he shrugged. ‘Coin makes all men forget their faith, no?’

      He said such bitter things sometimes, when they were alone. It made her want to offer words of comfort, but she did not. Despite the strange trust they shared, sometimes Thora still felt as if a barrier rose between them. Occasionally, Diem seemed far away indeed, and whatever swirled within his mind remained veiled to Thora. She often couldn’t understand him.

      Like that bloody night of the Gold House Purge Hunt and what he’d done there.

      Blood dripping from his hands.

      Besides, understanding or no, it was not Thora’s place to console Diem. The Red Reform said as much and had made it so.

      But he was not finished. ‘The viceroy reckons more than half those little miners out there will die in the wild deep. Most dangerous job in the Red Kingdom, he said.’

      ‘Mining the heart of a god,’ Thora murmured, horrified. ‘What must it look like?’

      Diem looked down at her, brows raised. ‘The bones? They’re red as blood, aren’t they? The king’s throne is carved from such.’

      ‘True enough, I’ve seen death-giant bones before.’ Thora shook her head. ‘I meant the heart. What does a god’s heart look like, Diem?’

      He watched her in that unnerving way of his, head bent low as if taking her measure. ‘I heard no one ever reaches it when diving. One piece they found; hundreds of years ago, washed up on the shore is all. And they carved it into a crown and the Red King wears it still today.’

      ‘You didn’t answer my question true.’ Thora smiled up at him. ‘You don’t know what it looks like.’

      ‘I know,’ he said. ‘Though I never saw one. But I read it once. In a book before the burnings. It said a death god’s heart is as black as the inverted moon. And filled with as many red stars as a hollow night.’

      ‘What’s dead is dead and all shall die,’ Thora muttered. For that was what everyone said next, whenever such topics came up at Investigation House, though she couldn’t have said why. Only she’d been saying the words her whole life. She moved from Diem’s side and suddenly felt cold.

      ‘What’s dead is dead and all shall die,’ Diem repeated.

      He followed as she padded to the staircase. Thora was guilty, leaving him to organise everything alone. She hesitated, but Diem lifted his chin, black eyes glimmering. ‘Go rest.’

      Thora relented. ‘You’ll wake us, then, when it’s time to take Effile out to her hidey-hole?’

      ‘I will. Well before first light that’ll be.’

      Thora nodded, grateful for the opportunity to sleep, something Diem would get little of. She turned from the porch and trailed the winding steps toward the quad, tracing her hand along that painted banister of red death-giant bone. She glanced back. Diem remained on the tower porch, his silhouette ghostly.

      Pale moths fluttered all around.
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        Citizens of the Red Kingdom must attend all summons to witness the great pyres burn, in order to learn the lessons Purge House teaches.—Red Reform laws

        

      

      It was mid-morning. Diem and Thora trudged between leaning tavern towers toward the main road of Death City, following as it twisted through the outskirts of town. The ground was covered in black ice, and dirty puddles lay half frozen by frosted crusts. Curious stone markers poked from yellow grass, but Thora couldn’t make out the carvings on their surface. Symbols of some kind. They passed men with hard faces and tangled hair and women dressed all in crimson with leathery cheeks ravaged by windburn. Gaunt children swarmed by in rags.

      No one looked at Thora and Diem. No one was curious. Weighed beneath their loads, the citizens remained focused on the pockmarked road as they carefully picked their way over slush puddles. A figure pushed a cart that stunk of overripe meat. He wore full furs, white and shaggy, and a mask that grinned red and sharp-toothed at Thora. A smattering of black gulls shrieked and fought as they followed the cart, diving for scraps and tearing each other bloody.

      Thora was deeply exhausted. Her feet were numb, her lids sliding shut. She struggled to carry the burden strapped to her back, a wooden carry-box with cloth straps bound across her shoulders. Thora wore clothes like the Death City citizens—threadbare and worn and dyed a luminous shade of crimson. It was a disguise of sorts, and she’d wrapped a frayed strip of cloth over her ears and knotted the loose ends beneath her chin for warmth. Mist spilled into the air with every laboured breath.

      Thora would have asked Diem to carry her load if he did not already have one of his own. He strode ahead with his back straight, sword case in hand and his own wooden carry-box strapped tight to his shoulders. Occasionally he returned to help Thora when the path grew too steep or slippery. He would say nothing as he grasped her elbow and guided her steps over the sliding wet earth.

      Diem was dressed in a rough-spun warrior’s tunic with a boiled leather vest strapped tight across his chest. The sharp lines of his jaw had remained unshaven since they’d left Investigation House, and he had more than the beginnings of a beard. His only concession to the mainland ways was that he’d braided his hair again, bound tight at the nape of his neck. His transformation back into a mercenary reminded Thora of how he’d looked when they’d first met in the Gold House.

      Back then, Diem had arrived just in time.

      Thora had spent moons alone within the sprawling compound of the greatest Gold House in the capital. She’d acted as spy and passed messages and whispers back to Investigation House. She had lied to and conspired against the people all around her. Thora had been losing herself. Turning into a ghost. And she’d been making risky plans that no one would listen to.

      Until Middle Investigator Diem Lakein had come. He’d been solid and alive, and he’d listened. And he’d taken the risks alongside her, trusting Thora’s ideas and judgement in a way no upper officer at Investigation House ever had before.

      Thora owed him for that. She glanced at him as he trudged through the mud at her side. Diem caught her looking and raised his brows, but Thora only shook her head.

      Some things were better left unsaid.

      The day had drawn on by the time they arrived at Death City’s best Gold House. It was nestled high at the far reaches of the sprawling town, clinging to the rising peaks with its roof dusted in snow. Thora paused at the top of the steep stone steps—the view extraordinary. Panting, she doubled over after their long climb. Diem reached the top just behind her, less winded than she was, and together they soaked in the view.

      The sky hung low and filled with clouds, stretching over hidden valleys of winter-bare forests and squalid towers crowded in Death City. Trails of cooking fires rose lazily through the haze and, beyond it all, the crescent bay stretched wider than Thora could believe. The black water still looked like glass, despite the rushing wind rattling the desert-glass and bells strung about the home of hollow love. Thora searched for the pyramid, but it must have lain deep beneath the rising tide.

      Thora crouched beneath the chiming Gold House bells to catch her breath as bright red streamers threaded through with desert-glass clattered wildly. She was not at all recovered from the late night and early morning. Yet the sacrifice of sleep had been well rewarded, because Effile had been safely removed from Polity House well before dawn, with none the wiser. Diem had taken her under the cover of night to a safehouse designated by the viceroy, where she would remain until her time arrived to enter the Sandin tower. She was gone long before the soldiers and officials had arrived at the office to begin their day of work. Just as it had to be.

      Thora peered down the steep staircase they’d climbed. It was carved into the cliff face itself and appeared to be floating in air, nothing but space and sky to either side. A dangerous climb when lugging a heavy carry-box. How many men might have plunged to their deaths on their way back to Death City after visiting this home of hollow love? It was not a safe path for drunk men.

      Diem caught her staring at the staircase. ‘Viceroy Bearin told me the steps were carved by slaves from all round the island. The Gold House and this staircase were both gifts for some ancient viceroy who freed them.’

      The words sunk like a knife into her belly. Had she misheard? Surely. Thora whipped toward him. ‘Freed … the slaves?’

      Diem watched her carefully. ‘There’s no Dust-Caste slaves out here on the Thousand Island Frontier, Thora.’ He gestured with his chin toward her. ‘Or at least, barely one or two.’

      Wild winds swirled Thora’s braids about her face. She slowly stood, dizziness swarming the edges of her mind. ‘No Dust? At all?’

      ‘Some old viceroy freed them all. You heard it—the Great Slave Calamity, no? Declared this whole chain of islands true independent from the mainland, he did. Went and declared himself King of the Frontier, too. A Death King, is what he said, because he owned the only giant corpse in the whole world.’ Diem crouched over his carry-box, readjusting the straps.

      ‘What … what happened to him?’

      ‘Didn’t last, course. Some past Red King sent a little army of masked Crimson Warriors to purge that viceroy out, no? But the slave papers at Polity House were already burned, so it was full too late to sort out the Moon-Caste citizens from the Dust-Caste slaves.’

      Thora choked. ‘Burned? That viceroy … he burned all the slave papers?’

      ‘Just so, as I said. Slaves all went and built this place as a gift to thank him, see? And when those Purge Officers came to hunt him, those same slaves scattered on the wind and left the viceroy to die alone.’

      Thora snorted. ‘A fine story. With an uplifting end.’ In truth, she was shaken. Her own slave papers were housed in the capital, deep within the vaults of Investigation House. What would she do if her papers burned? Where would she go if she were free to choose her own destination?

      Diem stared at her. Was that what he wondered, too? The look in his black eyes unbalanced her, sparking that hollow ache inside her chest again. She threw him a savage grin. No point in either of them caring.

      Thora’s papers would not burn.

      Some things ran too deep to rail against. Thora had already changed her path. She was here in Death City investigating a case, wasn’t she? Not back cleaning and scrubbing Investigation House in City of Pillars. It was an improvement that she’d worked hard for, but Thora was not fool enough to expect burned papers. She knew how Dust-Caste worker lives ran. All of them. And if a child was ever unfortunate enough to be born to her, then that baby’s name would be added to Thora’s papers, too. At least until they were old enough to be given papers of their own. And then Investigation House would gain one more Dust to clean their offices and feed their investigators.

      Thora inclined her head toward the clattering desert-glass of the home of hollow love behind them. ‘You telling me those Gold ones in there are free women, too? Chose the Gold life themself, did they?’

      Diem heaved the carry-box onto his back. ‘They did. Or I’m supposing they did.’ He shrugged under his load. ‘Worse ways to make a living in Death City.’

      ‘Just so.’ Thora imagined he was right. ‘But who does all the rest of the work, then? Who’s acting the part of House-Dust and labourers? Or cleaners and cookers? They got no Dust-Caste workers out here, no?’

      ‘Free men and women, I’m guessing,’ Diem answered. ‘Get a little coin for their time, all of them.’

      It seemed unreal to Thora.

      The entire Frontier free of Dust. She’d never have even dreamed of such a thing.

      It took her breath away.
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      While Diem headed round the back of the Gold House to beg food from the kitchens as an excuse to learn whatever he could from the workers, Thora climbed the final stone staircase to the entrance. It was a tower unlike any other in Death City. Tall and built in layers with ornate porches, with the whole thing coloured a sparkling gold. Fancy as many of the homes of hollow love she’d seen in City of Pillars. Though when Thora chipped one of the shimmering pillars with a fingernail, paint flecked off revealing splintered wood underneath.

      ‘No Dust out here on this damned Dead-Daughter Frontier?’ She scoffed. So what? The Gold House was still painted gold. And the Gold women were still waiting within its depths for wealthy men with coin all the same. Papers or no papers, the Red Kingdom would not change.

      Thora spoke softly to the employed warriors guarding the front crimson doors. She showed them the carry-box she’d heaved onto the vast polished porch, and they didn’t need more convincing than that to allow her inside.

      She entered the gloomy hallways and was ushered by a servant—after another exhausting climb—into a large room on the eighth floor of the tower. The windows had been folded back to the wild winds, and the view was striking. Chimes and streamers whirled erratically, but the design of the tower had the gale glancing off the cliffs instead of entering the room. The space was decorated with brightly coloured ornaments, long twisting strings of sparkling desert-glass, and pebbles like gems. They hung from the ceiling in waves, working as dividers between different spaces around the room. Scenes of a gold churning ocean filled with red death-giant bones coloured the walls, and the space felt warm despite the weather, crowded as it was with women in crimson layered furs and velvet. Laughter echoed through the tower as Thora was instructed to set up near a glossy pallet of cushions.

      The Gold women ignored her as Thora placed her carry-box in the corner, yet when she cracked open the lid, one young woman approached as if drawn by a flame. Unhidden wonder bloomed across her face as Thora carefully arranged the gleaming copper headdresses and rings stacked inside her box. The young woman’s skin was painted gold from head to toe, though it appeared it had originally been the darkest of browns where her fingers were slightly smudged. She was wrapped in dyed cat furs, and small black beads—which looked like beach pebbles—hung in swathes around her neck. Although the woman’s gems were merely rocks, and the paint she wore was likely mixed with water—unlike the gold used in City of Pillars—Thora still doubted even the Red King’s bonded marriage partner would look so extravagant. The woman’s hair was braided high on her head and adorned with a crescent headdress of copper suns and black pebbles. Thora was well used to Gold Houses, so she did not waste time comparing the woman’s carefully arranged velvet against her own ragged, threadbare clothes.

      The young woman offered Thora a shy smile, and by the time Thora had finished laying out her wares, she’d already attracted a small crowd. She could not help but wonder about the lives of these women. Death City seemed as harsh a place as any other Thora had known. Harsher in some ways than the capital, though it seemed these women’s slave papers had all been burned. Yet even if it was their own choice to sell their bodies and their conversation, living here on the cliffs above Death City, Thora still imagined it to be an isolated life. The women must be bored. Hungry for news.

      Most of all, she hoped they’d have gossip to share.

      One girl touched a pendant in Thora’s box. It was made from a string of black pearls knotted together with bright red string. She held the necklace against her chest, curiously glancing at Thora.

      ‘Where’d you travel in from, then, little peddler?’

      Thora spread her hands wide, ready to spin tales. She grinned. ‘All over the Red Kingdom I’ve been, from east to west and across, ocean to ocean true.’

      Already the girls were captivated, but Thora added an even greater hook. ‘Most recently, my brother and I travelled through the very heartbeat of the kingdom. You know where that is, then?’

      ‘City of Pillars. The capital,’ blurted the first woman to have shown interest in Thora’s wares, the one who smiled so shyly. Her expression shone with excitement.

      ‘Just so. That fancy capital itself.’ Thora smoothed her windswept braids, and chuckled. ‘You got a desire to hear what stories swirl round those tower streets these days?’

      The girl nodded eagerly. The other woman, who was only slightly older and had red hair braided into knots like a crown over her head, replaced the pendant she’d been holding back into the box. She took a gleaming headdress next, shaped like a moon and studded with pearls. They were not real pearls of course, but Thora didn’t mention it. The headdress itself was tin, not copper, and she didn’t mention that either.

      The red-haired girl lifted the headdress to admire against another friend's hair. Five women of varying ages crowded around Thora now, all of them painted gold and drenched in perfume, two hanging rapturously on Thora’s words and the others only pretending not to care. They didn’t fool Thora. They shifted closer each time she lowered her voice.

      ‘But I’ve a problem, see?’ Thora said pitiably. ‘I only deal in pretty gems, and surely must earn a living true. I can’t be sharing my fancy news with you all for naught.’

      One of the girls whined, ‘Why not, then? Go on, tell us about that grand City of Pillars.’

      ‘But if I’m trading my little stories for naught, then what am I to live on true?’

      The same girl whimpered. ‘What you want to trade, then?’

      Thora pretended to think.

      ‘A story for a story, how about? And a meal, besides. How’s that for fair?’

      The girls all glanced at each other with satisfaction, the red-haired woman even pleased enough with the arrangement to offer a cup of warmed sour-sweet for free. Thora let them play with the box of trinkets as she began her story, one that truly had been popular in the capital once. It was a crock of lies made up by Purge House, of course, but it would serve her purpose nonetheless.

      ‘Let’s see then … tell me, go on, but here on Death City Island, where it snows all year round, how headstrong are the women, then?’

      The girls all looked at each other blankly.

      Thora smiled. ‘In the capital there’s a spiky rumour about a Moon-Caste husband who asked his wife daily to save their meagre coins. Want to hear it, then?’

      The girls all nodded.

      ‘Well, it goes like this. She wasn’t listening to him, see? That wife, I mean. No matter how loud her husband shouted. Headstrong, she was, or so Purge House says. So, it goes like this … each day while her husband worked diligently like the good moral man he was—never once complaining about his circumstances, mind—the wife went to market and bought an expensive rhubarb pie. She gobbled the whole thing up—all by herself, course—and never shared it once with her good moral man husband, nor indeed his elderly papa neither, who lived alongside them in their little tower. But one day, that same elderly papa became true sick. The black lung, is what I heard. Dead-Daughter, won’t that black lung take us all in the end? Well, this old papa, he was so close to death, they say he could taste it, no?’

      Thora paused for a beat, and the girls eagerly urged her onward. Satisfaction hummed within her chest as she lifted her hands to ward them off. It was strange, she hadn’t heard this particular story since childhood, but it came back to her clear as day. Her papa had never liked this one, back when he was still alive. The tales he’d whispered to Thora were much darker and stranger. But where had he learned such dangerous stories? They certainly hadn’t come from Purge House.

      Death City stirred old memories, it seemed.

      ‘Alright, alright,’ she said to the Gold women. ‘I hear you. The rest of the story goes along like this: the good husband gave his wife two coins, see? One to buy a rhubarb pie for his old papa, and the other to buy medicine to save his old papa’s life. Now this is how you know it’s just a little story, see? No one what gets black lung comes out the other side after sucking on some medicine, right? But never mind, tell me, what do you reckon that wicked wife did? She disobeyed her husband, course, and went off and bought herself another rhubarb pie. The other coin, she gone lost and could not find again. Well, so distraught was she at this maddening loss, that she couldn’t stomach her pie, and so instead of eating it straight off at market, she brought it home to rest on the table. What did she know, her pa-in-law had stolen that missing coin, because he was well aware of how that wife was squandering his good son’s earnings. And he hid that coin in her pie, because he knew not where else to put it.’

      The girls giggled, and Thora continued, the story drawing to its bloody end.

      ‘So sad for that wicked wife, she soon regained her appetite, not at all caring that the elderly man was close to death’s door with the dreaded black lung. Coughing up blood, he was, but what’s that to her? And what do you know? She ate that coin whole along with her pie and felt so sick that she gone died right there on the tower floor. When her husband came home, he split her open and retrieved his last coin. With it, he bought his papa medicine, and the old man was soon hale and well once more. From the black lung! Can you imagine? And anyway, all that besides, the man gone remarried a far better wife, who always listened when he spoke and loved the elderly man as a good moral daughter-in-law should. Or so says Purge House when their hunters run through the fancy city streets telling this tale to whomever will stop to listen. Reckon they’ve outlawed all stories, or so they say, but their own are true fine. Now … what you all make of that slight fable?’

      Thora paused. The girls rolled their eyes, two even falling into each other in a great show of tedium. Clearly such pious life lessons, as spread by Purge House, were not at all what they’d been hoping for.

      Thora laughed despite herself. ‘Too right, too right. Dreary, no? Perhaps you might be preferring something more... spiky?’

      Now they were interested.

      She leaned closer. ‘Have you been hearing this one before, then? Maybe in tiny whispers from other mainland travellers? This one’s about the biggest scandal to occur in City of Pillars all year! And true outlawed by Purge House to ever speak on it, no?’

      The girls shook their heads.

      ‘Aah, well. A treat I’ve got for you, then, with this most popular tale of all, about the richest man in the capital. A man who had everything in the world and lost it all. You listening?’

      ‘Yes! Go on and tell us that one.’ The red-haired girl’s voice rung even louder than the others.

      Thora paused and sipped her warm sour-sweet. They’d delivered her a watery stew of floating rhubarb, oil swirling in patterns on the surface. She drank straight from the bone-bowl, taking her time. The room was warm, after all, and the journey from Polity House had been long. She’d take respite where she could. Thora smiled. Nowhere was as fruitful a place to rest as a Gold House—always they nestled at the epicentre of every community—the place where all news and rumours came and went, and where any story that mattered could be found.

      And the true reason these women hadn’t already heard the tale Thora was about to spin, was because she’d made it up.

      She waved them huddle closer. ‘This popular and forbidden story begins many a year ago, with a young man lost during the vicious flood cycle in the heartland. There he meets a traveller, a stranger who offers him true riches beyond his imagination. A title and a fancy tower in the lush heartland, and a carved pillar house in the capital besides. Everything he ever wanted. All the young man should offer in return is a little gift of his most precious possession.’

      The girls hung on Thora’s words like small children.

      ‘Now, this young man was from the shadow-underclass, see? Now that means he came from a destitute Sun-Noble clan, and I’m doubting you got many of those out here on the Frontier, so I’m happy to explain. He was true down on his luck, and with no home and no prospects. And no parents left alive, besides. The last of his clan, he was. His most precious possession was a beautiful true-iron sword his papa had given him long before he died. Even so, the young man vowed to part with it if he could regain his clan’s lost riches and ranking, though this sword made from the old iron was all that remained of his clan’s legacy. Still, he made a pact with that stranger.’

      ‘Who was the stranger?’ a girl asked who hadn’t spoken before.

      Thora shrugged. ‘Some reckon he was a pauper. Others that he was a king what crawled out of an inverted moon.’ She shook her head to show this didn’t matter. ‘Whatever he was and wherever he came from, this stranger was true for his word. The young man true received all he was promised. He lived in a tall tower, rich and content. Took his winters in the capital inside one of the biggest pillars left behind by the Gold Age. He took a wife, a lovely girl with red lips and pink blushing cheeks, who was moral as they come.’

      The girls glanced at each other, almost nervous. ‘And the stranger?’

      ‘The stranger disappears, no? And the young man's precious true-iron sword hangs in his pillar house for years and years, waiting to be claimed. But no one ever comes a knocking.’

      Thora took another sip of her cooling sour-sweet, the liquor fizzing on her tongue. None of the girls were interested in the trinket box now, all their attention focused solely on her.

      ‘Many, many years after that first meeting, the stranger returns. The young man is well old now. And the richest man in City of Pillars, besides.’ She paused dramatically, sweeping her gaze from one girl to another. ‘I saw him once, I did, walking through the market. It was just before it happened. Before tragedy gone struck that man hard.’

      ‘He lost his riches,’ the red-haired girl guessed.

      ‘No, a true worse fate fell on him and his tower.’ Thora glanced around as if to check for eavesdroppers, then whispered, ‘His lovely daughter disappeared, so she did. Gone in the night without a trace.’

      The girls turned to each other, whispering, faces filling with uncertainty. Murmurs of ‘What’s dead is dead and all shall die’ echoed between them, though the words had a little extra here in Death City. Some women added ‘and then live again’. A shiver climbed Thora’s spine. Another brush with the Thousand Island Frontier’s superstitious low ways.

      That old grandpapa had said similar words on the red ferry during the journey to Death City. And the words struck her then as they did now.

      The barest tendrils of memory.

      She’d heard those words before. Her papa had murmured them, once or twice, when she was young.

      ‘What happened to her, then?’ the shy girl finally asked, dragging Thora from her whirling memories. ‘The daughter who went missing?’ The others remained silent.

      Thora drunk deep from her bone-cup. The liquor had a tinge of rhubarb to flavour the sour beet taste. ‘No one knows true. The young woman disappeared from her bed in the middle of the night; one moment she was there, and the next she was simply... gone.’

      She remained silent, drinking in their reactions, examining their faces for the slightest change in expression.

      ‘And Dead-Daughter worse,’ Thora added finally, ‘the girl was to be married to a young man of a powerful family. The most handsomest face in the capital, he had, and the boy was true heartbroken that his future bride was taken away. But no one’s found her, still, to this day.’

      She paused. ‘What do you lot suppose happened to the missing girl, then?’

      ‘It was the stranger,’ the red-haired girl boldly announced. ‘After so many years, of course the true-iron sword was no longer the Sun-Noble’s most prized possession, instead it was his pretty daughter he loved best. So, the stranger took her true as payment.’

      ‘No,’ another girl interrupted, one sitting behind who’d so far barely spoken. She squeezed into the inner circle. Her face was obscured by a polished copper mask. ‘The girl probably ran away.’

      ‘What makes you reckon so?’ Thora asked lightly.

      The masked woman flicked her loose hair. ‘If she was soon enough to be married, maybe she was afraid-like. Maybe she wasn’t as true fond of her betrothed as everyone thought she was.’

      Thora stayed silent, listening to their chatter.

      Waiting.

      ‘Maybe the stranger visited our island, too,’ the red-haired girl whispered. She glanced sidelong at the shy one who nodded.

      ‘Dead Daughters!’ she said. ‘You reckon that stranger came here and took—’

      ‘I do true. Maybe Sun-Master Sandin made a deal or two with some stranger himself. And we all saw how that one shook out. Daughter vanished in the night! So why not?’ The red-head’s voice dropped. ‘On the north side of the highest mountain... could that be the stranger, then, come back to collect his debt from Sun-Master Sandin?’

      Thora interrupted quickly, before they got too carried away and forgot they owed her a story.

      ‘What’s it you speak of, then? A mountain?’

      ‘The north face of the mountain. They say a ghost lives up there, they do. My mama told me it steals little girls who disobey.’

      ‘I heard so, too,’ the masked girl interjected. ‘A demon ghost, it is!’

      The shy girl’s expression clouded over. ‘Not true. A demon couldn't have stolen Sun-Master Sandin’s daughter.’

      Thora raised her brows, feigning a mild curiosity. ‘Why’s that, then?’

      ‘Because the girl true ran away.’

      The masked woman pushed closer. ‘Just so. That’s what I said, no?’ She curled her black hair around her fingertips. ‘That girl had a midnight man.’

      The shy girl added, ‘But she couldn’t marry him, course, despite all those midnight meetings.’

      Thora kept her face carefully blank. ‘What a sad tale. And why couldn’t she marry him, then?’

      ‘He was poor. His family used to be Dust-Caste before the Great Slave Calamity.’

      Two of the women giggled but Thora ignored them. ‘I wonder who he is, then? This man who was midnight meeting with the Sandin daughter?’

      The Gold women all shook their heads.

      Thora forced a friendly laugh. ‘Come now! If none of you know who he is, then how you so true certain that Jolyen Sandin’s daughter went off and eloped with a midnight man?’ She smiled to lessen the urgency within her words.

      ‘Well, I was hearing it told that way from a red bone-miner,’ the shy girl mused, a finger raised to her gold lips. ‘He reckoned he knew a man who knew a man who helped that sun-mistress’s nannie make the arrangements true! See, and why would he have made all that up?’

      ‘Just so, too right. But … her nannie?’ Thora was surprised. She’d heard nothing from the viceroy about Shea Sandin having any nannie.

      The masked woman waved her hand dismissively. ‘The nannie’s gone now too, course. Both of them gone disappeared in the dead of night to meet the girl's midnight man.’

      Thora stilled, working hard not to appear overly invested. ‘Both of them disappeared? The nannie, too?’

      The red-haired woman sighed as if she could think of nothing more romantic. ‘The sun-mistress’s lowly midnight man must have stolen the girl off this Dead-Daughter island to marry her.’ She smiled wistfully. ‘Perhaps they caught a red ferry northbound for Gatetown, or maybe he smuggled her right out of the Red Kingdom to Bilik Paean or Apata.’

      Perhaps. Perhaps not. Bilik Paean lay to the west, far over the sea, and was not at all simple to reach. To travel beyond the Red Kingdom’s borders was illegal besides, under the Red Reform laws, and the punishment was severe. Apata felt even more distant. That vast empire lay further from the frozen wasteland of the Frontier than Thora’s imagination could travel. Further north than her mind stretched. All of it sounded unlikely.

      Yet Thora latched onto one thread that tugged her insides. A truth within the story.

      ‘This nannie,’ she asked breathlessly, hoping her enthusiasm would only appear as if she were thoroughly caught in the drama of their sordid tale. ‘You can’t be saying she gone disappeared, too? Not on the same night as Sun-Master Sandin’s daughter?’

      The Gold women all nodded, their painted skin gleaming in the pale light. This seemed to be the one thing they could all agree on.

      Thora exclaimed, ‘What a tale! And yet … so many tales remain just that. Stories, no? Tell me, how’s it you all feel so true certain this tale is real?’

      The masked woman shrugged. ‘I heard it true from the cousin of a servant working here at the Gold House. And he reckoned he overheard it from Sun-Master Sandin’s cook himself. The girl and the nannie, they both disappeared the same in the dead of night. That's what he reckoned.’

      Another woman chimed in, who had remained silent until now. ‘True enough. I heard that story told same. But from a guest who visited me.’

      Thora thought suddenly of Effile as the Gold women talked, their scattered conversation filled with ghosts and demons and threaded through by romantic half-truths and obvious rumour.

      Soon Effile would be embedded inside the Sandin tower. No one knew for certain when she’d be able to make her first report. Thora only hoped it was soon. She hoped Effile would arrive to the tower safely and without suspicion. For it would be Dust-Caste Effile that could separate the truth from all these whispers.

      Thora filed away the threads she’d gathered. A missing girl. And a sympathetic nannie. A demon that lived on the north mountain. A ghost who ate children. And a lowly man involved in midnight meetings, who was far beneath Shea Sandin’s Sun-Noble status. A midnight man who might have wished to smuggle his woman out of Death City.

      A love story. Or a ghost story.

      The threads tugged at Thora’s chest, growing stronger.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Citizens are forbidden from securing the services of a practitioner of the crooked beat. Punishment is death by pyre burning for both client and practitioner.—Red Reform laws

        

      

      Thora learned that Diem had much less luck at the Gold House than she had, and by the time they both trudged all the way back through sprawling Death City, it was growing late. Pinprick stars peppered the sky, and mountain peaks cast long shadows over the last stretch of grassy hill toward Polity House.

      Torches flickered at the gates, and two new soldiers waited outside. Their frozen hands gripped unsheathed swords. Diem greeted them. As Thora and Diem stepped into the quad, Viceroy Bearin’s long-limbed form immediately appeared, as if he’d been waiting for their return.

      ‘Investigator Lakein. Please, come inside my tower.’

      Diem said nothing, just inclined his head to show that Thora should follow. Viceroy Bearin did not protest—despite a tightening of his jaw beneath his greying beard—so Thora trailed behind the men toward the biggest official tower in the quad. The crimson door opened as they approached, and warm light pooled onto the wooden porch. A red-headed man, who Thora didn’t recognise, moved politely from the open office.

      Thora’s steps faltered as exhaustion robbed her of all remaining energy, but she forced herself to focus. She stood close behind Diem as they were introduced to the room's three new occupants. One was the man who’d been in the doorway. In his mid-forties—by Thora’s guess—he was introduced as Scholar-Assistant Poplarin. He sat at the long wooden table. His red hair was worn long and loose in the Death City style, though cut through by a blunt fringe, his pale complexion peppered by freckles the colour of rust. His face held the same weary shadows as Viceroy Bearin’s. This case was clearly taking its toll.

      The other two men appeared much younger, probably early to mid-twenties, both of them soldiers employed by Polity House and dressed in warrior uniforms of black boiled leather layered over red tunics. Their hands gripped sheathed, copper-tin swords. The first man, introduced as Soldier Honnan Skyin, grinned at Thora. A charming smile, all teeth, though each of them was red as blood, and he seemed to be chewing something vigorously. She recognised him from their first night in Death City—one of the men who had let them inside the gates when they’d first arrived. Soldier Honnan Skyin was pale skinned, with pitch black hair and eyes. Thora assessed the young man’s easy smile carefully. Clearly this was the soldier that Viceroy Bearin had trusted with the truth of Effile’s identity and location. An ally perhaps? She was uncertain.

      The other man, Soldier Carpin—no first name given—had a round face, dark brown skin, and a thoroughly exhausted air. He kept stifling yawns. Whatever he’d been doing all day, could it have been as taxing as Thora’s walk to the Gold House and back? She sagged with relief—finally able to take the weight off her swollen, aching feet—when Viceroy Bearin invited everyone to take a seat at the long table. The viceroy sat, too, folding his long limbs into a high-backed chair, which was carved with leering death-heads in the traditional style of half flesh and half bone. Bulky cabinets overflowing with maps and paperwork loomed from the shadows behind him.

      ‘I wish to know how your investigation fared today at the Gold House.’ A sharp knock rung from the door and the viceroy called, ‘Come inside!’

      An older woman entered, manoeuvring her large frame through the doorway with a tray in her hands. Simmering bowls of blubber stew sent plumes of steam into the cool air. Thora salivated at the briny aroma—she hadn’t eaten since the Gold House. The stew was gluggy with sea-beets and greens, with an oily sheen.

      The woman placed a bowl before Thora, who also accepted the sour-sweet the woman poured into a waiting bone-cup. Thora wrapped her hands around the warmed liquor as stew was placed before Diem and the two soldiers as well. Soon the cook bustled from the room.

      Silence stretched as they ate, until finally Scholar-Assistant Poplarin cleared his throat. He glanced at the viceroy for permission and turned to Diem, swallowing hard. ‘Investigator Lakein, have you learned anything new since your arrival?’

      Diem nodded curtly, laying aside his wooden spoon and making Thora frown at the scholar-assistant. The man should’ve allowed Diem to eat before interrogating him. Though as always, if Diem agreed with her, he didn’t show it. Instead, he calmly asked, ‘Is it true that Shea Sandin’s nannie also disappeared on the same night?’

      Poplarin’s face reddened, and both Carpin and Soldier Skyin were suddenly busy fidgeting with their collar and spoon respectively. A flush crept up the viceroy’s throat. ‘Not to my knowledge... Scholar-Assistant Poplarin?’

      The scholar-assistant fussed with his long red hair, glancing nervously at the two younger soldiers, both of whom slowly shook their heads.

      The viceroy’s voice rose like a sudden crack of thunder. ‘Well, will someone find out? Surely someone on this damn Dead-Daughter island is willing to confirm it! How can none of you know?’

      Soldier Honnan Skyin stopped eating and carefully replaced his spoon on the table, his easy smiles long gone. Soldier Carpin peered at his hands and said nothing. Behind him, a tapestry of faded death-prints loomed; red and black velvet woven through with gold thread to form strange, shifting skeletons and grinning skulls, long faded.

      The viceroy sighed in frustration. ‘What else did you learn, investigator?’

      ‘Reckon a rumour is true circulating Death City saying the girl eloped with her midnight man.’ Diem shifted in his seat, rolling his shoulders. ‘Some lowly boy who comes from a family of former Dust-Caste workers, or so we’ve been hearing.’

      Tense silence filled the room. Until Scholar-Assistant Poplarin broke it, his voice an indignant explosion in the quiet. ‘A former Dust-Caste boy? That’s true impossible. How could the sun-mistress have ever met such a lowly man?’

      Soldier Carpin rubbed his temples as if to force himself awake. ‘In the market, no? I heard she used to walk here and there often enough in the market. So it’s true possible.’

      Diem focused in on Soldier Carpin. ‘And who accompanied Shea Sandin on her little wanders, then? Running about by herself, was she? A girl of Sun-Noble class?’

      No one answered, so Diem jutted his chin, peering at the men coldly. ‘A nannie, maybe, no? A sun-mistress doesn’t walk about by herself, unless things are true different here on Death City Island from the mainland.’

      ‘No. Just so. Not different enough for that.’ Soldier Carpin shifted in his chair uncomfortably. ‘I’ll find out true.’

      Diem’s voice remained laced with ice. ‘Do that. And if there was some nannie, find out when and who last sighted the woman.’

      Soldier Carpin sat straighter. ‘Yes, Investigator Lakein.’

      Diem glanced at Thora, but she only shrugged, leaving him to organise everyone. He was good at it, and it appeared that already the others listened intently to every word that fell from his mouth. Not that he gave them a choice. In Thora’s experience, Diem had always treated everyone the same, back at Investigation House and here with these men. He didn’t tolerate mistakes; he didn’t tolerate insubordinate behaviour. He was hard and efficient. And he cut to the core of things with no time for soft feelings.

      Thora continued eating her oily stew as Diem turned to Scholar-Assistant Poplarin next.

      ‘From you, I want to see all witness statements you got on record about Shea Sandin’s disappearance,’ he ordered. ‘Including a true written account of Jolyen Sandin’s initial request to investigate his daughter’s whereabouts. And Soldier Skyin?’

      ‘Yes, investigator?’

      ‘I believe Viceroy Bearin’s already given you instructions?’

      ‘He has true.’

      Honnan Skyin appeared sincere enough, and Thora hoped the others had made the right judgement trusting him with Effile’s care. But Diem seemed satisfied anyway, and he turned to Viceroy Bearin. ‘Send whatever men you got on hand into those mountains. If Shea Sandin is dead and her body dumped, I reckon we want know about it true.’

      ‘How many … men? The mountain ranges on the island extend over every inch of this Dead-Daughter place.’

      ‘As many as you got, Viceroy. If you need more, go on and hire them from Death City. Do whatever you need to.’

      ‘It will certainly be difficult in this weather … but I’ll personally oversee it.’ The viceroy’s bony face set hard in determination. Thora understood his sentiments. When Diem was like this, people wished to please him. Or they were afraid to not please him. Either way he got the result he wanted.

      Diem did not reply, turning back to his cooling meal. He had nothing more to say and so would not waste his breath. Silence fell across the room.

      Thora took a sip of her sour-sweet. The liquor burned her throat, setting a fire inside her chest. She took another gulp. When the others were becoming comfortable, visibly sinking into their chairs and, in the case of Soldier Carpin, lids fluttering shut, Thora said, ‘I’ve been wondering on whether you got any similar cases? In the past, like? Any old disappearances or murders in Death City before?’

      An uncomfortable silence followed her question, the men glancing uncertainly at the viceroy whose expression hardened. He said nothing, though, perhaps still smarting from Diem’s admonishment the evening before, so finally Scholar-Assistant Poplarin focused on Diem as he stammered an answer.

      ‘W-well there was indeed... many bad deaths last year. The black lung raged, see? And among all that our Honnan Skyin found a killer. That one was the worst we ever had, but otherwise … many deaths and murders, but more general-like and usual, and none so nefarious as that case last year. Babes, that one was.’

      ‘I’m talking women, not babes,’ Thora said into the growing quiet, though she shivered at the thought. ‘Disappearances or murders or otherwise. Cases similar to Shea Sandin, no?’

      ‘Course, course,’ Poplarin murmured. He seemed less surprised than the viceroy had at Thora’s outspokenness. Perhaps because he was a true Death City man? If one was born and raised surrounded by former Dust-Caste families and the wilder ways of the Frontier, Thora imagined it must be less concerning seeing a mainland Dust with permission to speak. Or perhaps this was usual procedure among the Death City citizens.

      Thora smiled. Death City may be a little wild, but she was warming to it. She nodded encouragingly at the man. ‘Go on, Scholar-Assistant Poplarin.’

      ‘Well … if we’re speaking of women, we did have a young woman die last year, true enough. But in the end, after the investigation took place, well, it was determined by everyone to have clearly been a... a suicide. And, of course, we have murders of passion, or those who’ve indulged in too much sour-sweet, no? We’ve had some land disputes, too, course, and many mining accidents and the like, as well as one or two issues with adultery, though we don’t come down so hard on those like Purge House does in the capital. No burnings or pyres out here, course. No drownings for the Bloody Harvest, neither. Or at least, not anymore.’

      He laughed nervously. When no one else joined in, Poplarin turned even paler under his dusting of freckles, hurrying to continue. ‘Well, we do get quite a few metal crimes, as you might imagine. All our copper-tin for weapons and tools is imported from the big mines in the Red Spine, and none of it comes cheap out here on the Frontier, so there’s always some issues there. And though of course it’s not legal to sell the scrounged true-iron from the war forts, it does get rather difficult to stop it. We have no true-iron forge on the island, though, so it doesn’t get far anyway. So, I do admit, metal crimes can indeed be a bit of a … problem.’

      Thora wrinkled her nose. Metal crimes were a problem no matter where you went in the Red Kingdom, so that was nothing new. True-iron was meant to be used only by the Sun-Noble class, and on the mainland the metal crimes revolved around those coveted true-iron weapons the noble sons wore. With no iron sources in the Red Kingdom, Sun-Noble weapons were forged from scraps of dead armada and war fort, or, even better, from iron imported from the great and civilised nation of Apata, in the limited trade that land allowed.

      The scarcity came about back when the Age of Blood was first done and warring outlawed, with most iron weapons in the Red Kingdom thrown into the sea. Meant true-iron was something special these days, to be craved almost as much as red death-giant bone.

      ‘B-but truly,’ Scholar-Assistant Poplarin stammered, ‘all our past metal crimes were quite successfully … resolved.’ He paused, fidgeting with his hair.

      Diem said nothing, though his attention never left Viceroy Bearin. After an awkward silence the viceroy was compelled to comment, ‘It’s true. Here in Death City, we have had no similar missing person cases. Not during my term, at least.’ He peered around the table. ‘I do not believe any of us have experienced a situation quite like this. With a … a Sun-Noble family involved, I mean.’

      Deep frown lines creased his bony features, and his fingers twisted endlessly at his wiry grey beard. He already knew his future. Thora could see the knowledge of what was coming on his lined face. He foresaw a demotion. And an exile. An unsolved case and a scapegoat.

      Despite his precarious situation, it was clear that Viceroy Bearin was no fool.

      Once again, Thora felt a pang of pity.

      These Death City citizens were out of their depth.
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      The winter night hit Thora like a wave of ice water as she stepped from the porch stairs onto the quad. Soldier Carpin scurried into the night, still yawning. He’d used her departure from the office to make his own excuses, too, and presumably was heading off now to enjoy a night's rest.

      Thora folded her arms to combat the raw wind. The trinket carry-box waited at the edge of the porch, and she slowly heaved it onto her shoulders, making a slow start toward the women’s tower. It would be empty now, except for her.

      Before Thora could get far, footsteps crunched on gravel behind her, growing louder. Blood humming in her ears, Thora’s hand slid beneath her coat for her knife. She turned and found Soldier Skyin panting as if he’d hurried to catch her. His teeth glittered red in the dark as he grinned. Thora tucked her blade away before he saw it.

      ‘Dust-Caste Thora, I had a feeling you might be pleased in knowing how your Dust-Caste Effile has reached her destination safely, no? Viceroy Bearin entrusted me with her travel arrangements. Our contacts are planning to bring her into the Sandin tower early tomorrow morning.’

      Thora blinked, taken aback. Soldier Skyin had thought to tell her this news, when she’d long grown used to being overlooked by the officers she worked with.

      ‘Th-thank you,’ she stammered.

      She attempted a smile, because Diem believed the viceroy could be trusted, and in turn Viceroy Bearin had made it clear he trusted this Soldier Honnan Skyin. The young man was a true Death City citizen, it was clear, with his long wild hair strung through with bird bones and that red grin curling his mouth. People on the Frontier were certainly different from the mainland, but it was good if loyal local citizens existed for her and Diem to rely on.

      ‘Dust-Caste Effile tasked me with passing along the little message that she’s faring true well,’ Soldier Skyin continued, standing at a respectful distance, half hidden by the shadows.

      Thora dropped the trinket carry-box to the ground with a thud. ‘And I’m thanking you for it, Soldier Skyin. Tell me, how’s it work to get in contact with her now, after she’s all settled and ready to report?’

      He grinned, showing those red teeth. ‘I’ve got a true assignment to watch the Sandin tower. We’ve got an agreed window of time each evening and she’ll signal bright if she’s ready.’

      ‘How’s that?’

      ‘A code using flame-light. When she wants to meet, we’ll proper know it.’ Soldier Skyin hesitated. ‘Viceroy Bearin’s not told the others here at Polity House. He’s keeping things real quiet-like.’

      ‘Just so. Seems the viceroy trusts you a great deal, then?’

      Thora paused, inviting him to tell her more. She was curious because that was how she always was, reaching for her threads, tugging at the pieces.

      ‘Indeed,’ Soldier Skyin agreed easily, something like pride glimmering in his expression. ‘My pa was Viceroy Bearin’s head Dust-Caste worker, way back in City of Pillars.’

      Thora hid her surprise. ‘You not a Death City man?’

      ‘Not a true one I reckon, though these days I reckon it’s getting harder to tell, no?’ He chuckled, then shrugged. ‘Grew up in the viceroy’s tower in City of Pillars, I did. Back when he was a Red Palace politic man.’

      ‘So … the viceroy’s your benefactor,’ Thora pressed.

      ‘Just so. It’s the viceroy himself who gave me a chance to take on the martial examination. Now I can work as a soldier, see? Gave me lessons in war-craft, too, he did. That’s how he knows I’m loyal as they come. Owe him, I reckon.’ Soldier Skyin stepped from the shadows and smiled proudly, his expression open and his eyes clear.

      Soldier Honnan Skyin was simple and straightforward. He didn’t understand the layers within her words. He told her all, even when she didn’t ask.

      He was too trusting for this line of work, yet she found herself warming to him all the same. The young man’s respect for the viceroy was obvious.

      He added, ‘Without Viceroy Bearin I’d be nothing but what I was, just some Dust-Caste slave, like my pa before. Dust for the rest of my life.’

      Like you.

      The words were left unsaid, but Thora heard them, nonetheless. She didn’t hold it against the man, because she was still struggling to understand what he’d said. Her body turned cold and slow.

      ‘You say the viceroy freed you, then? You are … no longer Dust?’ It was impossible to believe.

      ‘Just so. Happened a few years after he brought me out onto the Frontier to work for him. He changed his mind, he did, and burned my papers. Said there were no other Dust here in Death City, what with that Great Slave Calamity and all, so it felt true wrong for me to be the only one.’ The young soldier grinned, and a strange, bitter envy stirred within Thora’s heart.

      She’d never known of a Dust-Caste worker who’d become free. She didn’t believe it to be possible in City of Pillars, though that place claimed to be the Red Kingdom’s heart of civilisation and enlightenment. Death City had shown her something new, and she wasn’t sure that she was pleased to know it.

      Some things were better left unsaid. Some stones should be left unturned.

      Distant animal howls drifted from the mountain above Polity House, faint echoes carried on the wind. Thora closed her eyes. She swayed; hands pressed against her stomach as a cold sweat crept along her spine. It was a shock, to hear such things spoken aloud and so easily. Honnan Skyin’s story carved deep into her heart and made her ache like never before.

      By the time Thora had recovered, the free man, Soldier Skyin, had turned to the source of the sound. Of course, nothing could be seen beyond Polity House’s painted stone walls—only deep night enveloping the world beyond the quad’s burning oil drums.

      ‘Are they winter tigers?’ Thora’s voice shook, and Soldier Skyin probably believed her afraid. Soldier Skyin could not know that the things that scared Thora were more complicated than mere winter tigers. Once a woman knew that slave papers could be burned, it was hard to unknow this fact. She could not guess where this knowing would lead.

      ‘Just so,’ Honnan Skyin answered. ‘Winter tigers live on the north mountain, though I’ve heard packs venture to the edges of Death City when the winter gets harsh enough. The old hunger drives them, or so the crimson citizens here say. Reckon I’ve never seen one.’

      Thora gazed into the night, listening to the whistling wind. Something clicked inside her mind. Two threads coming together. She pushed all thoughts of slave papers from her head. ‘The north mountain is up there? The north face of the mountain?’

      Soldier Skyin stepped to her side and pointed over the wall into the dark. ‘Just so. Right over there.’

      ‘I heard a ghost lives on that mountain.’

      Honnan snickered. ‘And where’d you hear that, then?’

      Now it was Thora’s turn to smile. ‘At the Gold House, true enough. Not the most reliable source, I’ll admit, but a grain of truth can be found in most stories, no?’

      ‘Aah. Well, if you ask my grandnannie, she’ll tell you true that the north mountain is home to a demon, not a ghost. She says it’s got some evil in the heart of it, that place. But she’d also tell you that ungrateful children will get gobbled up by ghosts. Even when those ungrateful children have grown full and proper into men.’ He huffed.

      Thora laughed lightly, frost escaping her lips. ‘And how’s it your grandnannie knows so much about Death City ghosts? Here I was reckoning you were from the mainland?’

      ‘Aah, see, she knows too much because she’s old and does nothing these days except listen to Death City superstition. Both of us came with Viceroy Bearin to the Frontier when he began his term. She came to cook, but her health failed her. But see, my grandnannie was always superstitious-like. In the capital, let me say plain, there was also a mountain she quite disliked true.’ He grinned.

      A swarm of marsupial-rodents burst from the tower shadows and scurried across the gravel, making Thora jump. Soldier Skyin didn’t blink, clearly well used to such things.

      After a moment of silence, Thora said, ‘I’ll be pleased to be getting further news of Dust-Caste Effile, when the time comes round.’ She heaved her carry-box from the ground, indicating that she would retire. ‘Goodnight, Soldier Skyin.’

      She was already walking away when he called after her. ‘What you reckon happened to her, then? To Shea Sandin?’

      Thora turned back. Torches flared alongside the painted wall, revealing red skulls and bones, all in a row. She tilted her head, that curiosity stirring in her chest. ‘Did you know her, Soldier Skyin?’

      The young man only shook his head, almost wistful. ‘Course not.’ The look on his face reminded Thora that despite being free he was still a lowly man, with no reason to interact with a woman of Shea Sandin’s Sun-Noble status.

      The same as Thora was too lowly for the viceroy to want to take seriously.

      Except sometimes, when she was following the threads of an investigation—when the pieces were unfolding before her—it became possible to forget she was Dust.

      ‘I saw her once, I did,’ Soldier Skyin admitted. ‘In the market among the towers. Wearing a copper mask, she was, but raised it a little while she was peeking at a stall of wares.’

      ‘What was she true like?’

      He shrugged. ‘Pretty.’ A sudden huff escaped his mouth in a hiss of frosted breath. Embarrassed.

      Thora could not help herself, the easy comradery she’d felt with Honnan Skyin mere moments ago was gone. She began pulling threads. ‘And how’d you get so certain the girl you saw was Shea Sandin, then?’

      ‘I was with my grandnannie, wasn’t I? She knew who Shea Sandin was. Knows everyone, that wily old woman does.’

      ‘So who was it then, who walked alongside Shea Sandin?’

      Soldier Skyin was taken aback, only now realising that he was being interrogated. He stammered, ‘I—I’m not true certain. It was only a mere moment... I reckon... maybe... an older servant woman?’

      He shifted uncomfortably as his cheeks flushed. ‘Aah … you reckon it was Shea Sandin’s nannie I saw?’

      ‘Could be.’

      Thora paused, entertaining the idea that Honnan Skyin could be Shea Sandin’s rumoured lowly midnight man, if such a one even existed. Yet immediately she dismissed the idea. Soldier Skyin’s words rung true, the wistfulness within his voice told of a distant admiration only. Perhaps he had indeed liked her when he’d caught a glimpse of this Shea Sandin. But Thora couldn’t believe from his embarrassment and stammering that he had known her.

      ‘Thank you, Soldier Skyin.’ She made sure to smile as she bid him goodnight, hoping to lessen the young man’s embarrassment. She thanked him again for sharing his news of Dust-Caste Effile and for the time he’d given her.

      Soldier Skyin had given Thora something else, too.

      A picture.

      An image. Running through her mind.

      It was dark and cold within her small room in the women’s tower. And empty. Thora lit an oil lantern as the wind howled. Or perhaps it was the hungry winter tigers, starvation driving them ever closer down the mountainside. She did not know.

      As she readied herself for sleep in that painted room—red bones shifting across the walls in the dark—Thora imagined Shea Sandin.

      The girl walked through the market under warm sunlight. Thora saw her face beneath her polished copper mask. Pretty. And so young. Thin, soft hands sliding over trinkets.

      Thora imagined her smiling.
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        Dust-Caste status is hereditary, and all children born to a slave will remain a slave throughout their lifetime, passing on this status through each generation. Dust-Caste children will appear on the mother’s slave papers, until they come of age to have their own record.—Red Reform laws

        

      

      Sharp tapping broke into Thora’s dreams. She stirred, shifting beneath her padded blanket. It was deep night, and her room was shrouded in darkness.

      Five days had passed since they’d first arrived at Death City, yet she was still unused to the sounds the night made. Those endless howls. The way the trees creaked and scratched. Every night she slept only fitfully, half awake and half dreaming.

      The rapping began again, and Thora startled fully awake as her door crashed open and revealed a hulking giant lurking in the frame. For a moment she shrank back, afraid, small, and alone without a weapon in reach. Yet the shadow came no closer. Instead, Diem’s deep voice rasped from the darkness.

      ‘Thora. They true found a body.’

      ‘A body? Who …?’ The words died on her lips as she pushed the blanket back, untangling herself from sleep. ‘Found a body where?’

      ‘In the mountains. Go on and get dressed. I'll be waiting on the outside.’

      With that Thora’s door closed again. She fumbled for her day clothes, changing from her sleeping dress into a threadbare Investigation House uniform and padded coat. Wrapping a scarf around her throat, she placed another over her head and ears, doing a bad job of hurriedly tying her hair into the two braids expected for unmarried women out in public. They tumbled, half-done, down her back. She didn’t care.

      Thora panted by the time she emerged onto the creaking windswept porch, momentarily unfocused in the bright torchlight that flared from the quad. The night air invaded her coat, and Thora sucked in her breath. It turned white as mist.

      Snow fell, coming into the porch at an angle with the wind. Wet. Almost sleet. It settled on Thora’s hair and headscarf as she struggled with her boots. She took the steps down to the quad two at a time, calling for Diem. ‘Is it close to morning, then?’

      ‘Not yet. Late is what it is.’

      He stood waiting in the dark, with his back to Thora and his arms crossed. He faced the north mountain. Or, at least, where the north mountain would be if the sky was not so obstructed by cloud.

      Shouting erupted from the front quad of Polity House, and burning lights bounced around the main tower. Pale moths drifted between hurtling figures, as men wearing the soldier uniform of the viceroy’s guard rushed by. The moths tumbled and crashed in their wake.

      The soldiers had been busy, these last few days, as Diem and Thora had been, too. And, it seemed, after days of scouring the mountains and forest behind Death City, the soldiers had finally found what they were looking for.

      A body.

      Thora fell into step beside Diem.

      ‘Tell me true,’ she said. They strode toward the front quad, passing bleary-eyed soldiers and flaring torches.

      Diem bent low and spoke quiet. ‘Three soldiers didn't return to Polity House at the end of last daylight. Seems they’d found a body half buried and were spending the last of the sun trying to excavate it. The earth is frozen, it is. Too hard for good digging. So instead, they sent a man back to inform the viceroy just now. He and Soldier Skyin have already gone up.’

      Thora turned breathless trying to keep pace with Diem’s long strides. Blood tingled beneath her skin. She could not stop herself. She grasped Diem’s arm and drew him to a halt. Her fingers dug into his battle uniform. ‘Is it her, then? Is it Shea Sandin?’

      He hesitated, then nodded. ‘Most likely. It’s been confirmed true by one of the soldiers who found her.’

      Thora was unexpectedly hurt by these words, falling behind as Diem strode again toward the main gates of Polity House. She shook her head mockingly, feeling foolish.

      Thora had always understood that Shea Sandin would be dead. Yet somehow, she realised now that she’d still wished... something. She didn’t know what. Just something else.

      She should have known better.

      Horses waited outside Polity House along with Soldier Carpin. The man’s round face appeared as tired as ever, deep bruises beneath each eye and his loose hair a tumble over his shoulders. He said he’d guide them to the edge of the forest. The rest of the way they would have to go on foot. The mountain pass was much too steep and the trees too dense for horses.

      Once mounted and riding, none of them spoke, though Thora’s head buzzed with questions. Only the animals’ hooves on the stony road broke the deep quiet, and their snorts and huffs, which rose in white plumes.

      Thora couldn’t help but feel bitter. Angry even. It surprised her. She pulled the worn material of her scarf tighter around her neck and wrapped it carefully over her mouth and nose. Frost had melted into her eyelashes. Perhaps the bitterness stemmed from the past few days they’d spent huddled in the marketplace, both Diem and Thora taking turns exposed to the cold. They had sold their trinkets and gathered rumours from anyone who cared to stop. And for all that, they’d gained nothing new. Nothing they hadn’t already known. Wasted time.

      Shea Sandin’s nannie was indeed missing.

      And Death City was alive with the undisputed certainty that Shea Sandin was nothing but a foolish Sun-Noble girl who’d allowed herself to be sullied by the son of a servant. The people spat whenever they said her name. Shea Sandin was the opposite to what a Sun-Noble daughter should be. She was not pious, she was not pure. Her papa must surely be filled with shame.

      The people swarming Death City’s streets had said with scorn that Shea Sandin’s midnight man must have carried her over the mountains and sea, beyond the far-flung borders of the Thousand Island Frontier.

      Untrue.

      Shea Sandin had spent almost a moon lying dead on the mountainside, frozen and alone.

      Somehow that hurt Thora far more than she’d expected.
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      The way to the forest edge was dark and winding. They rode through the steep foothills into Death City proper, the sweeping view of water and peaks giving way to muddy lanes and creeping towers. Sleet fell relentlessly from the sky, turning the roads to black mush, and they travelled past the grand stone slave-built staircase that led to the clifftop Gold House, and further still to the edges of Death City, where the towers clung on spindly stilts to the cliff.

      Their party threaded through quiet roads, and then finally a deserted valley of fields toward the river. They followed the dark water until the peaks became lost in mist. Marsupial-rodents hopped and skittered through the dark.

      It now seemed to Thora that Effile’s successful placement into the Sandin tower would be for nothing. Perhaps Sun-Master Sandin truly had nothing to hide. Maybe he’d hired those mercenaries simply to help find his missing daughter. Perhaps those men guarded his tower gate to keep the people of Death City out so that Sun-Master Sandin need not listen to the appalling rumours that ran rampant through his community.

      Thora shivered. Yet the story could not truly end with Shea Sandin’s body unearthed from the mountains. There were other threads to this tapestry, pieces that did not yet fit. A young Dust-Caste worker girl had disappeared from the face of the earth after being sent as spy to the Sandin tower. A nannie was gone, too. And Sun-Master Sandin’s desire to block every channel of investigation—all while calling in favours from the Red Family in the capital to push it ahead—was a mystery still to be resolved.

      Thora felt the threads of it stirring, felt the pathways unfurl and spread alongside the questions. She was not ready to let this go. The case might end with Shea Sandin’s death, but a mystery still existed within Death City.

      She hated herself for the relief she felt, but the truth was that Thora wasn’t ready to go home. She wasn’t ready to revert back to being a Dust who only scrubbed and cleaned. She hadn’t had a chance yet to make any kind of good impression on the viceroy and, so far, this Death City case had done naught to prove she was good enough at her job to be considered for something better upon her return to the capital.

      She forced those desperate thoughts from her mind. Now was not the time to be dreaming of some elusive promotion.

      The small party followed the curve of the river in silence. Thora was transfixed by the black ice that bobbed in chunks across the water’s surface and by the glow of pale trees creeping alongside the bank. The snow fell harder. Thora’s hair grew wet. When they’d ventured deeper into the ridges of the hills, they stopped at the edge of a steep rise covered in forest.

      Diem had to help Thora slide from her saddle, because her hands and feet had numbed and become clumsy. As he lifted her, his bristles scratched against Thora’s skin. Her boots sunk into the snow, and it was cold again when he stepped away, that hollow in her chest aching. She frowned and flexed her fingers, letting the blood flow as she focused on Soldier Carpin showing them the way.

      ‘Is this the north mountain?’ Thora asked.

      The soldier only blinked at her blankly, then shook his head. ‘No, I reckon the north mountain lies far behind Polity House, it does.’ He pointed back where they had come from. ‘Why’d you ask me it, Dust-Caste Thora?’

      Thora said nothing, not wanting to share any half-formed theories quite yet and followed Soldier Carpin into the forest in silence. Diem stayed close behind. It was like stepping into another world.

      Carpin lit a torch of dancing flames, which cast eerie shapes across the snow and finger-like branches. And, hidden in the depths, those strange black trees that seemed to have trailed all the way to the peak of the island from the rolling surf.

      The black pyramid trees.

      Thora examined a cut within a branch, which leaked sap onto the snow at her feet. Blood red, it was, and glowing in the firelight. She touched cold fingers against the trunk in reverence.

      Ahead, Soldier Carpin paused. His breath fogged white about his lips. ‘Those are blood-wood trees, Dust-Caste Thora. They say when half of the Eleventh Daughter was buried here in her pyramid, some seven hundred years ago, there were seeds mixed in with her burned bones. And those little seeds grew even in the salt water. Grew up the cliffs, they did, all the way into the heart of our island. People reckon those blood-woods will right take over Death City someday. See how they bleed? And they grow even if you cut the roots clean off. Immortal, those ones. They don’t die.’ The man lowered his head as if with respect. ‘Just like the Eleventh Daughter.’

      Diem’s voice was flat and cold. ‘The Eleventh Daughter true died a long time ago, soldier. Dead and long gone, she is.’

      ‘Maybe,’ came the reply. ‘Maybe not. You are dead. You live. You are dead again. Who can say what comes first or last?’

      No path existed anymore, but Soldier Carpin moved purposefully, and though Thora was struck by his strange words, she had no time to linger wondering. She trudged behind him along a steep incline, climbing higher into the night forest. The falling snow grew heavier, until Thora was drenched. Diem stayed close, shaking ice from the fur collar of his battle coat.

      They sunk into silence after that and, as Thora trudged, time slowed. Endless marching in the dark. Trees and burning lungs and wet snow. Night birds called from the dark as pale red eyes peered between the trees, making Thora shiver. The creatures were surely nothing more than owls, but their eyes shimmered with reflective light almost like an inverted moon. Like stars in the deep.

      As she trudged, Thora found herself imagining it had all happened differently. Imagining that the guards had never found it. Instead, they’d walked right by Shea Sandin’s body. And then, when darkness fell and the snow crept across her skin, Shea was buried and hidden for the whole of the winter. Nothing to find until the first thaw of spring.

      It was a miracle her body had been discovered. Thora reminded herself how lucky they’d been. She focused on it as she climbed, as the exhaustion and cold set deep inside her bones. They were lucky.

      Shea Sandin was so lucky.
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      They stopped and rested twice on the steep hike through the snow, and Thora caught Diem’s black eyes following her through the dark. The muscles in his jaw tensed tight. She forcibly calmed her laboured breathing and heaving chest, because she didn’t like him to think she wasn’t strong enough or that she shouldn’t have come. Despite her trust in him, she preferred he didn’t see her weakness. Or at least, not any more of it than he already had during the corrupt Gold House case. Besides, Thora’s calves might burn from the strain of climbing and her toes ache from the cold, but it was still better than swollen knuckles from doing endless laundry and chores back at Investigation House. At least she was accomplishing something of worth out here on the frozen Frontier.

      For the rest of the hike Thora avoided Diem’s stare, hungry winter tigers and vicious beasts plaguing her mind. Finally, lights twinkled ahead through the trees. Torches burned in the vast night. A clearing lurched into view. Men crowded close together, all dressed in the soldier uniform of Polity House. Tangled blood-wood trees penned them in as a soldier attempted to break the hard ground with a branch.

      Pale moths flitted between the trees, so many that Thora used her hands to brush them aside. Crushed insect bodies dotted the ground. Further back, other soldiers stood dishevelled and worn, huddled together for warmth and to avoid the marsupial-rodents that swarmed beyond the torchlight.

      Soldier Honnan Skyin spotted the newcomers as they approached, and a strange look flared in his eye as he slid down the incline to meet them. A stream of pale moths fluttered in his wake. He clapped Carpin on the shoulder and then, as he passed close by Thora, bent to hiss fast words, ‘It’s not her true. That body isn’t Shea Sandin.’

      He moved on to speak with Diem down the incline, leaving Thora staring after him.

      Viceroy Bearin called loudly for Investigator Diem Lakein and because Diem was busy, Thora roused herself to struggle those last few steps to the viceroy’s side instead. In the centre of the crowding soldiers, a wound gaped within the black earth. Thora couldn’t see inside, but surely it was where the body must lie. The pale moths congregated there, as if drawn to the broken ground. They tumbled like a storm above the hole. It was hard to tear her concentration away.

      The viceroy though, appeared uninterested in the gaping grave. His attention kept wandering back down the mountainside the way they’d come. The man’s dark skin gleamed with sweat and his mouth twisted tight. The way he stood peering at Thora—all long, agitated limbs—reminded her once more of a stick-insect. The fact that he was in distress became even more obvious when he spoke to Thora directly, even meeting her eyes, and never once demanding that Investigator Lakein join them. For some reason, this sudden change chilled Thora, filling her with dread.

      ‘Sun-Master Sandin is on his way,’ he informed her, wrapping his thin arms around his chest for warmth. ‘One of my Dead-Daughter fool soldiers must have gone straight to him as soon as we unearthed the body!’

      ‘What you mean? Jolyen Sandin’s coming here? Now?’

      Viceroy Bearin confirmed it with a curt nod, his cheeks flushed. ‘My man I had watching his house came ahead. He must have passed you on the mountainside. He believes Sun-Master Sandin could arrive any moment.’

      Diem joined their group, towering over both and brushing moths from his braids. The viceroy explained that one of his soldiers must be a spy for Sun-Master Sandin. Yet Thora was still fixated on the viceroy’s earlier words.

      It was inconceivable for a man like Sun-Master Sandin to venture to a place like this. He was more powerful than any other in Death City—richer, more influential. And a Sun-Noble master like that waited in his warm tower for others to climb the frozen mountain and return his daughter's body to his side. He did not come to retrieve her himself.

      Thora glanced at Diem. Firelight from the torches danced across his face, which was forming a fiercer frown with every word the viceroy said.

      An important marriage had been ruined by Shea Sandin’s disappearance, and the viceroy’s investigation had been blocked by her father at every turn. Thora ran the threads of the mystery through her mind. Nothing they had so far led her to believe that Sun-Master Sandin was the kind of man to brave a winter night to climb a mountain in the dark. Thora hadn’t expected he would even allow more lowly men to see a Sun-Noble dishevelled by snow or soaked through with mud and rain.

      To Thora, it could mean only one thing.

      It was so simple, yet she had never expected it.

      Diem moved close by her side, lowering his head to murmur in hushed tones. ‘What you reckon about this? Him coming up here?’

      Thora’s hands were numb. Her chest numb, too. ‘I’m reckoning … truly that Sun-Master Jolyen Sandin loves his daughter, Diem.’ As simple as that. ‘He loves her.’

      Diem said nothing, and Thora didn’t know if he agreed or not, because right then the gathering soldiers called for their attention. They crowded around the gaping hole in the ground and lit the way with flaming torches. Light seeped into the dark, catching the frenzied beating of white wings.

      And revealing her body.

      ‘What’s dead is dead and all shall die,’ Thora whispered without thought. No one else repeated the words.

      Flickering flames danced across blue-tinged skin. Black dirt caked the inside of her open mouth. Her hair was frozen stiff and her eyes wide open, staring at the sky. Glassy and unmoving. Moths clung to her skin, wings vibrating and twitching.

      Yet it was her hands that did it.

      Her frozen fingers curled in on themselves like claws and Thora was thrown by the sight in a way she couldn’t quite explain. Her chest felt like rock. She was left blinking in the sudden flare of torchlight. So bright, after all that endless night.

      Thora had seen bodies before. She’d seen young girls dead before. In the capital, it was her job to help examine female victims brought into Investigation House’s inverted morgue. And she’d watched the pyre burnings of women accused of using the crooked beat. She had long since grown used to dead bodies.

      Yet Thora had never seen a grave lonely as this one, and somehow that single thought sunk deep into her bones.

      The shape of the girl’s hands reminded her of a man who’d offered Thora a glass-sweet in the snow. A gift and a kindness. His hands had been flushed with pumping blood and life.

      The fingers before Thora were curling blue with cold.

      She took a staggered step back. She did not mean to. A wave of moths took to the sky in a storm of frenzied fluttering.

      Her body slammed against someone else's—Diem—who hovered too close behind. His hands dropped firmly onto her shoulders. Thora wanted to break away, to prove she was strong enough to witness such horror and still be who she had to be, except Diem’s fingers gripped her tight, digging in and holding her in place. So, she stayed leaning against him as the girl was pulled from the ground, her body so stiff it was as if she’d been carved from wood. Thora’s chest rose in shallow gasps.

      Thora stared at the frozen corpse but imagined her living.

      Like Diem lived behind her. His breath warm against the top of her head.

      The dead girl was dressed in common Death City crimson, like any woman from those muddy streets, and Soldier Skyin’s words rung inside Thora’s head.

      Over and over.

      It’s not her true. That body isn’t Shea Sandin.
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        Citizens are forbidden to worship. All gods are false. Punishment is death by pyre burning.—Red Reform laws

        

      

      Diem brushed another moth from his battle jacket and frowned.

      No one knew who the dead girl was.

      She was an enigma. A mystery. A body alone in the dark forest.

      Soldier Honnan Skyin remained adamant that this was not the body of Shea Sandin. He insisted that he’d glimpsed the Sun-Noble girl in the market once, and that her features were completely different. He repeated it so many times that Diem was beginning to grow impatient, yet he didn’t bother quieting the soldier. He knew enough to listen when other people spoke. You never knew what you might learn.

      And so, Diem listened as Skyin told the group that the Sandin girl was taller and older than the one who lay before them. The other soldiers were less certain. Thora stepped away from Diem’s hold on her shoulders—throwing a glance at him—and his hands turned cold in her absence. He balled his fingers into fists and Thora asked about the missing Polity House Dust-Caste worker—that girl who’d disappeared from within the Sandin tower. But Carpin argued this one was much too young to be that missing Dust either.

      No one knew anything for certain.

      So, the girl lay before them unnamed. Pale moths twitched and clung to her frozen skin.

      One of her arms was mauled where some beast had discovered its prize and begun to dig her up from her shallow grave, only to be startled away by the roaming Polity House soldiers.

      Diem turned away as he readied himself for what would come next. It had thrown him, to see Thora so unbalanced. She’d recovered now, her features set to stone. He knew how much she wished to be seen as strong, so he didn’t ask how she fared, faced with such a sight that had turned many of the soldiers about them pale and queasy. Turned Diem queasy too, though he’d seen more than his fair share of death.

      He’d fought the Cold War, after all.

      Still, he had to forcibly harden his heart as he crouched low in the torchlight to examine the body. It took long moments to clear the dead girl of those clinging insects. Fluttering wings spiralled into the dark sky. ‘No signs of rot,’ he said aloud. ‘No decay.’ Her flesh had frozen, preserved and whole.

      ‘B-but I’m telling you, the only missing person report filed this winter has been for Shea Sandin,’ Poplarin stammered. It was clear who he believed the body was. The man kept fussing with that long red hair of his and kept glaring over at Skyin. ‘There’s been no one else! This couldn’t possibly be anyone else.’

      The men gathered in silence as Diem worked. He ignored the haunting bird calls from the forest, as well as those pale red eyes peering between the trees—nothing more than night owls, surely. Still, he felt uneasy. Thora sank to a crouch at his side. Diem pointed to the dead girl’s frozen hands. ‘Would a sun-mistress true have nails like that?’

      Poplarin leaned over the grave, his eyes bulging. ‘Like what?’

      ‘Broken,’ Diem supplied.

      Thora crouched closer at Diem’s side, nodding. ‘He’s right, see? Dirty and bitten down. Reckon our Shea Sandin would have prettier nails than that, living in a fancy tower as she does.’ Thora lifted her own hands to examine them. Her nails were bitten down, too, with dirt caught in the creases. A working woman’s hands.

      Diem lifted his head and pointedly looked at Poplarin. ‘Reckon this body isn’t Shea, true.’

      ‘It’s her,’ Poplarin insisted. ‘Course, it’s her!’

      Diem shrugged. Carefully, he checked the girl’s skin for wounds and examined her for signs of a struggle. When he’d seen enough, he peered about the scene. He found nothing to explain who’d left the girl there, half buried in the frozen earth. If any signs of a struggle had existed, they were long gone now. The snow churned into mud from soldier boots.

      A small stained pack had been buried with her, and once opened, it revealed a tin bottle filled with water, long since turned to ice. Four frozen sea-beet cakes and also a threadbare change of clothes.

      This girl had been going somewhere.

      Diem exchanged a look with Thora, and she nodded. But it was all Diem could find. Nothing else was left that had not been hers to begin with. Nothing that may have belonged to the person who’d buried her. No evidence to reveal whether the girl had climbed this high mountain by herself, or if she’d been brought here against her will.

      The swarming pale moths had all mysteriously disappeared, as if they were never there, save for their crushed bodies littering the ground. Snow fell from the sky. Soon, everything would be swallowed.

      Diem stood back. It was Thora’s turn now.

      She crouched in the gathering snowfall to examine the body. Her braids hung dishevelled and dripping water, and Thora’s cheeks flushed pink. Diem noticed how she averted her eyes from the girl’s curled fingers, which had created nightmare shapes in the dark. She’d also bitten her lip so hard it was stained with blood.

      Thora’s sharp intake of breath as she examined the body, the blood on her mouth, it made Diem think of that room within the Gold House. The image of it wormed its way inside his head, though he would have done anything to cut it loose. Gouge it out. But there it was again. Unearthed from his memory.

      That man had grinned his cold wet smile before slipping inside the room and shutting the door. The Gold House’s caretaker, Leon Grassin, had followed, after asking Diem to wait outside. So wait Diem had. Because it had been his life—and far worse, Thora’s—at risk should his role as an undercover investigator be discovered. So, Diem waited. And did nothing.

      That moment had played through Diem’s head so many times it’d run track lines into his skull. When the hollow nights came and the inverted moon rose, he never dreamed of the Cold War or the teeming copper mines they’d fought for. Never of the Red Spine or the mass graves he’d dug there, either. He wished he could dream of the Cold War. Instead, it was only that door inside the Gold House that emerged from the dark.

      And sometimes, on good nights, when he got more than he deserved, he dreamed of Thora. Those images calmed him, and Diem managed to claw himself from the depths he’d sunk to.

      He glanced at her now, coming back to himself. He had to take a lurching step from the open grave to lean against a blood-wood tree. His hand came away bloody.

      Perhaps it was because the girl who lay before them was so young, at Diem’s guess only fourteen winters passed. It must be why the memories of the Gold House were flooding in.

      Heart hard once more—turned to stone, rock, metal—Diem forced himself to crouch at Thora’s side as she rolled the worn sleeves of the girl’s dress back. Bruises stained the corpse’s arms, though the animal bites made it difficult to tell on one. The other was clearly bruised, though. The marks had set in deep, clearly spread beneath her skin before the flesh had frozen.

      Thora raised her brows at Diem. He was glad she hadn’t looked at him before. He hated to think what she might’ve seen on his face. Even if the whole world shook and collapsed around them, Diem wanted to remain steady for Thora. It was the least he could do, even if it was only a charade. In truth, the things Diem dreamed of could get Thora burned by Purge House and he knew it.

      In the Red Kingdom, strict divides cut deep between the castes. Some chasms were too treacherous to cross and the consequences far too severe. And yet …

      When the hollow nights came, Diem still dreamed.

      He rubbed both hands across his face, banishing such dangerous, foolish thoughts. Banishing the craving he had for warmth, too. He forced himself to look at the dead girl’s face.

      ‘I reckon these bruises here were made prior to her death true,’ Thora explained for the benefit of the other men. Scratching noises wafted from the dark beyond the torchlight. Marsupial-rodents? Waiting for the body to be unattended a moment?

      Diem shuddered.

      ‘Damned Dead Daughters.’ The viceroy’s expression did not change, but shadows dug into his skin, and his mouth grew hard. Thora’s words had insinuated what many had already guessed.

      Diem still said it out loud anyway, his voice gruff. ‘There was a true struggle here, I reckon. No rightful death, this one.’

      The girl’s clothes beneath the clinging dirt were brightly coloured, and her worn skirt burned red like fire, though it was dimmed behind a layer of seeping snow. Beside him, Thora spoke out loud as if thinking things through.

      ‘Her clothes are not fine, by any means, but still I reckon she must’ve cared for them with passion, this one. Here, see? She’s been true careful to repair that worn material with the stitching just so. See how it always remains hidden beneath the hem? Careful to present her best, this girl.’

      ‘And what does that all mean?’ Poplarin’s face was pale and slicked with sweat. Diem noticed no one—not even the viceroy—was in the mood to admonish Thora for speaking this night. It seemed to him that these Death City men were grateful—now—for anyone at all to help solve their problems. He scowled.

      It was the way of the world. Kindness and respect came only when it suited the deliverer, never before. Diem rolled his neck with a grimace and turned from the body to listen to Thora.

      ‘Just telling what I’m seeing, is all.’ She paused before searching the gravesite once more, frowning. ‘Where’s her sash belt, then? The women who dress in crimson in Death City all have them, no?’

      She peered at the local men, and finally Poplarin nodded uncertainly. ‘Well, yes. It is part of the crimson set. A sash belt that runs like this.’ The man demonstrated against his own trim waist, his long rust-coloured hair catching the firelight. He was leeched of colour beneath his many freckles.

      ‘Well, there’s nought sash belt round here,’ Thora said. ‘Strange that, for a girl who took such care on her appearance, to go and leave it behind.’

      Diem scanned the mud further afield but found nothing. The sash belt was gone, either lost on the journey or never worn at all. No way to be certain.

      ‘A thread cut loose,’ Thora muttered from her crouch. ‘Damned Dead-Daughter island, this one.’

      Diem felt calmer now. Thora was in control. Going through the motions. It was a gruesome scene, but he’d witnessed many gruesome scenes before. He would live through this, as he had all the others.

      He pushed the Gold House room from his mind. Locked those terrible thoughts of Thora burning, too. Everything was fine and he was in control.

      Diem obeyed when Thora made all the men turn their backs for her next examination. She said she didn’t want any witnesses, which was just like her, driven to protect the dignity of someone who was long gone and cared nothing for the earthly world any longer. It was rare moments like this, spent with Thora, that Diem felt the heavy darkness in his chest recede. Not everything forged in this Dead-Daughter Red Kingdom was always so red.

      He turned with the others to face the blood-wood forest, a twisted wall of silent branches.

      ‘Maybe it was a sacrifice,’ Poplarin blurted. ‘Maybe a woman practicing the crooked beat was laying down some weighty curse-work, no? Or worshipping the Eleventh Daughter? Maybe a practitioner needed a death of equal value. Give and take, isn’t that true? The First Law and all. What could a practitioner true gain from using a dead girl’s heart? A lot, I’d say.’

      The idea made Diem grim. Not because it wasn’t possible—in a place such as Death City, where everyone breathed superstition, it paid to consider all options—but because the scholar-assistant’s words could spark a Purge Hunt. Or at least, if this was City of Pillars they would have. And Diem had witnessed enough Purge Hunts to know that a woman accused of touching the crooked beat was never offered fair trial.

      Thora’s voice rang out sharply behind them. ‘No one used this little girl’s heart for any curse-work, Scholar-Assistant Poplarin; it’s still here, isn’t it?’

      The viceroy shifted his long limbs as he chimed in, ‘And the unfortunate truth of Death City superstition, of course, is that a sacrifice would never happen near the peaks. It would have to be a drowning. That was how it used to be done, in the old days, when the Bloody Harvest was looming, as it is. Isn’t that right, Soldier Carpin?’

      The younger soldier agreed silently, and his normally tired face was sharp. The man appeared spooked. Diem supposed it was only right if he were. Talk of sacrifice would cut deeper into the heart of a local man who’d grown up hearing all the low stories and believing all the low ways.

      ‘You can turn this way again, as it were and if you want,’ Thora said.

      When Diem did, he found her staring down at the body unearthed from the snow. The girl’s lids were closed now, ice dusting her lashes. ‘I looked, but I found nothing,’ Thora said. ‘No signs. I checked for bruising on her legs, and I checked … all the rest. No man hurt her in that way. There’re only these bruises on the girl’s arms. As you see true.’ Thora crouched to point. ‘And, course, on her neck. You’ll see plainly how it’s twisted and broke.’

      Bone indeed pressed against the throat where it should not. Clearly, it was what had killed her.

      ‘So maybe she died from a tumble, then,’ Skyin said hopefully. ‘An accident or the like?’

      ‘Not likely.’ Diem glanced into the darkness, grimacing. Though the mountain side was sloped, no rocks or cliff existed to fall from, no steep loose earth to slide across. Only crowded trees and this small clearing. And a shallow grave someone had dug for her. ‘Reckon our victim didn’t bury herself under all this hard ground, Soldier Skyin.’

      The viceroy had moved from the grim scene, and he gestured for Diem to follow. After waiting a moment for Thora to catch up—though he knew it wouldn’t please the viceroy much—Diem followed. He wanted to hear what Thora had to say anyway, so ignored the man’s frown. Viceroy Bearin sighed but didn’t tell Thora to leave. Which Diem supposed was some sort of progress.

      ‘Well, what do you think, Investigator Lakein?’

      Diem remained quiet, nodding at Thora to go first. He was curious about her thoughts and liked to listen before making his own conclusions.

      ‘Looks like this little girl was buried here some point during this moon, I reckon,’ Thora said. ‘Couldn’t have got here any earlier, so maybe just before that cutting winter cold set in for your harsh season.’

      ‘How can you be so sure she wasn’t here longer than a moon?’

      ‘No decay,’ Diem interjected.

      Thora added, ‘If she’d been here long before that cold set in to true freeze her, there’d be more signs of that early rot, no?’

      ‘Mmmh. What else?’

      ‘Well, that depends,’ she continued. ‘If this one’s truly not Shea Sandin, as your Honnan Skyin likes to claim with certainty, then that means it’s well feasible this girl’s death could have occurred round the same time as Shea Sandin’s disappearance. These instances might be true connected. Or they might not. Who’s to say? Except I do reckon there’s plenty enough signs here of a struggle, which means one thing only, course. This death was true no accident.’

      The viceroy’s eyes bulged. ‘How can you be sure of that?’ His voice snapped. ‘The girl carried a pack! She must have been travelling through these mountains, perhaps even running away.’

      Thora glanced back at the lonely grave. ‘True enough … yet those bruises blooming strong on her arms suggest another person was here, too. See how they’re still coloured reddish? Usually takes about a day to turn them black or purple. Means those bruises didn’t get much time to form before she died. Maybe inflicted a few hours before she died? And though I can’t be certain if only taking her bruising into account, let me say plain that it wasn’t this little dead girl who dug her own grave, Viceroy Bearin, as our low investigator pointed out before.’

      The viceroy sighed heavily. ‘As you say. So, it is murder then.’

      ‘That’s certainly what I’m reckoning true.’ Thora glanced at Diem. ‘You?’

      He nodded but wasn’t in the mood to offer more than that.

      She hesitated, brows knitting together. Seemed Thora still wasn’t sure where she stood with the viceroy, judging from the wringing of her hands, but either way, she still lifted her chin and forged ahead. ‘Viceroy Bearin, what’s your plan for those men you already sent a searching through these hills? I hope you won’t be calling off their searching?’

      The man blinked, scowled, but again didn’t tell Thora off for speaking. Torchlight flickered across his face. ‘No … There is still a possibility that Shea Sandin … is out here. Somewhere. We will wait. We cannot ignore that chance.’

      Thora appeared pleased. ‘Good enough. Viceroy Bearin, when you send your men out tomorrow, will you check on something for me? What’s over the north face of the mountain beyond that clifftop Gold House? I have a hankering to know what’s out there.’

      The viceroy narrowed his eyes. ‘Why? What have you heard?’

      ‘Nought but rumours, so far. People in your city aren’t fond of the mountain, or so it seems. Talk of ghosts and demons, and nothing much beyond superstition and low-focused ways. I’m doubting it means much at all, but still reckon it’s worth looking into true?’

      The viceroy glanced at Diem who agreed with the change. It was a good idea, and with so little to go on, anything could make a difference.
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      They huddled in silence by the fire the soldiers had managed to build. The snow surrounding it sizzled, and smoke curled into the sky a strange pale red. Soldier Skyin caught Diem staring at it and shrugged. ‘It’s the blood-wood. It burns crimson.’

      Diem turned away. He hated the colour red. He didn’t look back at the fire until the viceroy told Thora she should descend the mountain. Of course, that caused her some distress. She said as much to the viceroy, which is when Diem stepped in.

      ‘Dust-Caste Thora will stay,’ he told the viceroy. He wouldn’t have had to say it if the Red Kingdom was not so red. If it was still the old days prior to the Hundred Year Fall. Diem had read the books hidden in the vaults at Investigation House. He knew the histories of the Gold Age. Back then, people were not born as Dust. They were punished with one lifetime of slavery for severe crimes. But it never passed through to their brothers and sisters, aunts and uncles and grandnannies, as it did now. It had not passed to their children. Or their children’s children.

      In the Gold Age, you lived the Dust life for only one generation, and then your children were born free. Back then, a woman like Thora could’ve risen high in government and become a leader, if she’d wanted to. In the Gold Age, they’d even had queens.

      Diem grimaced. Investigation House had been visited by the Crimson Warriors in a Purge Hunt soon after he’d found that book. The former high investigator had been removed and burned, his family turned to Dust. And Diem had stood in the plaza as the new high investigator piled a mountain of hidden books from deep within Investigation House’s vaults and set them all on fire. Diem had known in that moment that in only another generation or two, the citizens of the Red Kingdom would not know even what he knew about the past.

      That was how things were truly lost. Some other woman like Thora, born into a distant future, would never know that queens had once walked this land.

      That was a few moons before Diem had been assigned to the Gold House case. A few moons before he’d met Thora.

      The ice wind rose to a howling gale. She was not grateful to Diem that he’d stepped in on her behalf, as he’d known she wouldn’t be. She didn’t say it, but he always knew. Could spot that bitterness in the set of her mouth. To him, it felt like the chasm between their castes opened wider.

      The viceroy sniffed but said nothing more. So Thora stayed.

      The small red fire spat and steamed and would not flare big, offering not much warmth at all. Everyone huddled around it anyway. And they waited.

      When he finally came, he was heaving and soaked through with sleet. Just like everyone else in the clearing. Yet unlike all the rest, Sun-Master Sandin wore a fur hat the colour of a winter tiger pelt, and his padded tunic was embroidered through with small black bird bones and pearls. Hardly mountain climbing clothes. The man was short and portly, with brown skin and a ruddy complexion. The climb couldn’t have been easy. His brow was slicked with sweat, his chest heaving. White hair and white beard, the man was old.

      Interesting that he’d come all this way.

      Jolyen Sandin was followed by three servants bearing sparking torches. One of them was a hard-looking, bulky man with loose pale hair and green eyes, and he stayed close to his master’s side to support the Sun-Noble’s substantial frame.

      When Viceroy Bearin attempted to approach, Sandin held up his hand. He didn’t even glance at the crowd of soldiers, nor at Diem or Thora. There would be no conversation. Not yet. The man waited within the twisted trees as his servant crouched beside the dead girl. The servant’s hands trailed her shoulder to the crook of her elbow. Rubbing dirt from her skin, he finally shook his head. ‘Nought birthing mark, Sun-Master. This here is some other little girl.’

      Jolyen Sandin was uncertain, sucking in air. ‘Are you positive, Buto? Check again. Again!’

      ‘It’s not her, Sun-Master. Of this, I’m true certain. No birthing mark at all. And more besides, this isn’t her face.’

      Diem studied the father as he staggered through the shadows. Thora watched, too. Soon, Sandin was confronted with the girl’s corpse laid out across the frozen earth. What Diem witnessed in his expression did not at all surprise him.

      Raw relief flooded Jolyen Sandin’s face when he saw for himself the dead girl's twisted hands and stiff body. It was not his daughter—it was someone else's. No pity for the dead girl touched his features, but Diem couldn’t blame him. The man was a Sun-Noble. A Red Lord. And the dead girl was surely Moon-Caste. Maybe a servant. Someone who didn’t belong to Jolyen Sandin and was not his own flesh and blood. To Sandin, the dead girl was no one.

      The man pressed his hands over his sweat-slicked skin. Whispered words escaped alongside his steaming breath. Were they prayers?

      His business done, Sun-Master Sandin turned to leave. He didn’t bother speaking with the viceroy, an insult that was not lost on Viceroy Bearin or his soldiers. As he left, though, he paused long enough to place a grateful hand on one soldier’s shoulder. It was not a man that Diem recognised or had spoken with, but he certainly noticed him now. As did the viceroy.

      The Sun-Noble was so relieved that it was not his daughter lying in a shallow grave that he didn’t realise he’d given himself away. Now he’d lost his chance of ever being alerted to the comings and goings within Polity House in such a way again.

      Sandin and his retainers struggled down the mountainside and, as a sickly grey dawn broke, Viceroy Bearin placed a soldier from his ranks under arrest for spying. Then he organised the dead girl's transportation back to Polity House.

      Diem and Thora departed with Carpin ahead of the main procession, leaving the other soldiers and Poplarin trailing down the mountainside behind them as an escort for the body.

      Soldier Carpin did not speak, leading the way while focused only on his own feet. Diem trailed a few steps behind through the dim morning light, winding between blood-wood trees with Thora at his side. She was far shorter than he and struggled where the snow had grown deep overnight. She spoke in hushed whispers, so Carpin would not overhear.

      ‘Diem. What you make of all this?’ Her face was only shadow and sharp lines in the gloom beneath the canopy.

      He hesitated. ‘Murky and spiky, I reckon, and I can’t make out anything much at this point. You?’

      She drew closer to his side. ‘Same. Except I keep on wondering … if that dead girl was true attempting to leave Death City on foot, then where was she heading off to?’

      ‘The viceroy reckoned there was a smaller port city on the far side of the island, no? Red ferries leave from both sides?’

      ‘Just so. Makes me reckon it’s true possible the girl chose to come this way herself. No one would’ve seen her. Maybe she was running off from something.’ Thora gestured back into the forest. ‘And from up here she could’ve travelled straight over to the north face of that mountain, out of this valley and off into the next. Round and round toward the far coast, if a girl wanted. That’s sure the quickest route out of Death City, no? Other than a red ferry from Glasswater Bay. All of it could be managed easy enough on foot.’

      Diem nodded. It was all possible. ‘She carried supplies.’

      ‘True enough.’

      ‘Maybe her killer escaped off that same way, after burying her true.’

      ‘Just so,’ Thora agreed. ‘Meaning he’s long gone. Leaves us where we started.’

      ‘Worse than when we started,’ Diem hissed. ‘Shea Sandin’s still missing true, and now we’ve got a damned Dead-Daughter murder on our hands, connected or not.’ The bitterness that laced his words surprised even him. At his side, Thora flinched. And then her expression changed. The sharp lines of her mouth grew tighter.

      ‘Diem, you ever seen the like of that one up there? Something so … lonely, I’m meaning.’

      He was quiet as they walked. And didn’t know how to answer. Quiet for so long that Thora’s hand darted out to grip his arm. Stopping him dead in the snow. He didn’t know what she hoped he would say. So he said the truth. Because it was all he had to offer.

      ‘I have.’ His brows drew close together, his mouth becoming hard. He didn’t meet her gaze. In his head he saw that room in the Gold House. And again, he stood at the door and let it happen. ‘And far worse besides. Over and over.’

      Thora blinked. And let go of his arm.

      Diem walked on, taking calming breaths, and when Thora joined him again, she kept stealing glances as they trudged through the snow. Finally, he took pity on her. ‘And you, Thora? What you seen?’

      She shook her head curtly. ‘No, I’ve not, I reckon. Not like that, anyhow. Witnessed plenty of burnings, I have, bonfires in the plaza and all that, but never a little girl left so lonely. Gives me a spiky ache in the heart to think on it.’

      ‘So don’t,’ Diem said firmly. ‘Don’t think on it.’

      Wipe it clean. Dwelling on the old things only drowns a man. He swallowed that old memory of the Gold House and shoved this new one deep beside it. He snorted, wondering how long that would last.

      Silence settled across the rest of their journey down the slopes, and they remained quiet even as they emerged onto the valley floor. Dawning sun crept over the ranges, slicing the sky. The black iced river that snaked the length of the valley glowed under a small window of light. As they mounted their stamping horses, Diem glanced back at the mountain where the girl had been unearthed. It was shrouded in mist.

      The peak was hidden from view, and the window of light long gone.
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      Back at the enclosure, Diem left Thora alone at the gates of Polity House. She would wait for the procession of men to bring back the dead girl's body. He didn’t wait with her. Instead, he entered the quad, his boots crunching across the dusting of snow clinging to the gravel, and found the small kitchen tower hidden behind the viceroy’s main office building. The bottom level was empty of life, but the large hearth in the centre flamed, surrounded by cooking pots and black-singed pans. He crouched and warmed his numb hands.

      When his fingers bent again as they should, Diem went searching. One by one he opened the metal tubs and baskets lining the walls and peered beneath the woven lids crowded on the shelves. One tub was filled with flour, and another with wild sea-beet and dried rhubarb stalks. He fried small rhubarb fritters on a wide metal pan above the hearth and squished the small mounds with his fingers when they needed turning. The fritters soon sizzled and popped on the hot metal. Tangy and sweet.

      Slowly the heat seeped within his bones, and Diem almost managed to forget the grave on the mountainside. That room inside the Gold House.

      Almost.

      The kitchen reminded him of the one from his youth, after his uncle had taken him in. It looked much like their forge tower, where Diem had been apprenticed for a time. That tower had been small and filled with heat. Summers in Open Port West, the fortress city where he’d grown up, were blisteringly hot, and the tower had always been damp with sweat. He’d toiled beside his uncle’s other workers, and his smaller hands had been quick as he’d learned how to cut and fan and form just as skilfully. Working to earn his place in the tower he’d been lucky enough to escape to.

      Diem peered at his hands now, no longer small or thin as a child’s. His flesh was chapped from the cold, his nails ragged and bitten. And they were no longer the hands of a lowly forger. These hands belonged to Investigation House.

      Had it been the right choice to give himself over to a State Organ House? Lately, Diem felt uncertain.

      It’d been a hard life, back then, filled with poverty and uncertainty. And he hadn’t held power or rank as he did now.

      But the forge tower had no rooms hidden behind closed doors that he dreaded to open. No snowy mountainside graves.

      No Thora, either.

      He sighed, pushing the swirling images deep. Life was what it was. He was an Investigation House man, because when he returned from the Cold War, that was what he’d applied to be. Perhaps his office was barely a step above the brutality of Purge House and its Crimson Warriors, but it was what he’d chosen. So, he would remain focused and sharp. And would not forget his duty, nor become lost within nightmares as he had during the Gold House Purge Hunt. Nor foolish dreams of some wishful future that could never be, as he sometimes did on a hollow night.

      He had a job to do and so he would finish it well.

      Taking a deep breath of chill morning air, Diem carried the steaming fritters to Thora at the gates. They stood together eating in silence as dawn broke over the mountain ranges, light spilling across Glasswater Bay and shimmering over the bones of a god that thrust from the wild Black Silt Sea. It was almost peaceful, a moment of calm snatched after the long, hard night.

      Until Soldier Skyin arrived.

      He sagged with exhaustion yet still seemed relieved to see both of them. He gestured for Thora to step aside so he could speak with her, clearly not wishing the other soldiers protecting the gates to overhear. Diem followed. And he listened.

      ‘Last night... chaotic enough to make me lose my mind, that was. I never told you true, but Dust-Caste Effile has gone and lit her candle. She’s ready to meet you, Dust-Caste Thora.’

      Thora blinked, her mouth filled with rhubarb fritter. Her eyes met Diem’s. ‘When?’

      ‘Now, true enough. Leaving this moment if you’re to reach her in time.’
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        Bonded marriage or union between castes is forbidden. Any Dust-Caste worker in violation of this law—which is further outlined within the second book of the Red Reform, titled Morality Policies—will be referred to Purge House for trial and, if convicted, death by pyre burning.—Red Reform laws

        

      

      Thora peered at Dust-Caste Effile over the mossy stone wall. Only her eyes were visible, and they shone blue as the sky on a clear day. Darted this way and that, too, making it obvious she was nervous. It was still early, with dappled morning light dancing from the swaying canopy. Thora’s breath misted white.

      The two women met at the back of Sun-Master Sandin’s extravagant tower residence, where his painted stone walls pressed into the sloping mountains and hid sprawling gardens and numerous buildings, all circling around the tallest tower as it rose like a spear into the cloudy sky.

      Outside the Sandin enclosure, the forest rose twisted from generations of bleak winters, with fallen trunks collapsed against the garden walls. The two Investigation House Dust were hidden beneath a canopy of tangled briars, beside a crumbling shack of wood and brick, which lay on the outside of the walls. Abandoned. Thora suspected that no one had walked this way for a long time.

      It was the perfect place for a meeting, hidden from the main towers of Jolyen Sandin’s estate, and deserted. Thora huddled against the cold rock of the wall and shifted to gain purchase on the loose planks of wood she’d climbed upon. The collapsed shack acted as a ladder to gain access to a view over the high wall. Her fingers dug deep into the rough crevices within the rock, and she had to push through the thorny briars to see clearly.

      Dust-Caste Effile peered back. ‘You been well and good, Thora?’

      ‘I have enough. And you?’ Thora grasped Effile’s hand over the cold stone wall. She didn’t tell the other girl the truth—that her lids were heavy enough to sleep where she stood, and her body battled both exhaustion and the sharpest of nightmares.

      Effile’s brow crinkled. A smile. Yet she glanced over her shoulder, the expression fading. ‘I don’t know how long we’ve got for speaking true.’

      Thora nodded. ‘Quicken up, then. Come now, tell me what’s what.’

      Effile grinned, different this time from the tired one from before. This one was proud and fierce. Her words were a rush of urgent whispers. ‘I’ve learned a good deal, Thora. The servants here have loose tongues between them. I’m hearing that Shea Sandin disappeared in the dead night alongside her old servant, a woman who’d cared for the sun-mistress since the little girl’s birth. Neither one been seen since.’

      Thora dipped her head. ‘The nannie. I’ve heard rumours of her true, but no crimson citizen round here is brave enough to confirm it for Polity House as you just have.’

      ‘Just so. That’s because the sun-master scares them good and proper. The people on this island, I’m meaning. He reckons he’ll raise the tithe on his land and towers, if he ever hears of any citizen willing to speak true with the viceroy.’

      ‘Why? What can Jolyen Sandin possibly gain from all this mad stalling of our investigation?’ Thora shifted her position on a loose plank. It was damp with snow and her legs shook from stretching for so long. ‘I saw his face, Effile. That Sun-Master Sandin loves his daughter true. I reckon he’s sincere in wanting to find his girl, judging from how he was. Which is why I just can’t understand his actions.’

      Effile only shrugged. It seemed she did not care to guess. ‘There’s more. Everyone here is true certain that Shea Sandin ran away to meet a midnight man she was keeping secret.’ Effile attempted to pull herself closer over the wall. Her expression shone with pride at passing along these scraps, as if this were a game that she was winning. Thora thought it was only Effile that was playing though. ‘Thora, there was nought sign of any struggle in her tower on the night the sun-mistress disappeared, and some of her personal lady servants reported pieces from their clothing going missing. So what’s that tell you, then?’

      Effile did not wait for an answer.

      ‘Means the sun-mistress wore a disguise that night, true! Shea Sandin was dressed as a crimson citizen from Death City! I reckon she ran off true, like they say.’

      Thora could not stop the smile that stretched across her face. ‘Now that, Effile, is something new, and interesting besides. A disguise! Good news, too, I reckon, and maybe means our missing Shea Sandin still lives, if she ran off and was not stolen!’ The hope that crashed inside her chest worried Thora. She remembered how she’d felt trudging up the mountain to view the unearthed body. And what she’d thought to herself as she walked.

      She should have known better.

      Yet, it was impossible to temper the feeling that something good was happening at last.

      ‘And that’s not all I know,’ Effile said. ‘I overheard the sun-master speaking with his head servant true. His name’s Buto Roomin. You know, the one who’s the leader of his private guards? Tall, blonde, and big, that man, and frightening true. I found out why the sun-master has warriors posted at his tower gates both day and night. It’s because he fears well for his own life. He’s got a worry that someone’s out to kill him!’

      Thora paused. ‘Who? Who is it he’s a-feared of?’

      ‘Now that’s something I’ve got no reckoning on. Except it feels strange, because I also overheard something else to give you pause. Seems that when the sun-master first found out that only one investigator and one Dust-Caste worker had been sent from the capital—you and Low Investigator Lakein, obviously—well he got furious fast. I heard he’d been hoping for more. Many more. Supposedly he said something like … the mountains should be crawling with investigators. Strange that, no?’

      Thora agreed. She could make neither heads nor tails from it. ‘Strange is true.’

      ‘One last gossip I’ve got now, though I can’t reckon this one’ll have bearing on the case. One of the servants swears he spied a crying ghost at our tower gates the night after Shea Sandin disappeared. The servant reckons this ghost was wearing a red dress, though he couldn’t see no face.’

      Thora hesitated, letting that piece of news seep in. ‘A ghost, he says? Why’d he reckon that?’

      ‘Why not? He believes in ghosts true, and much stranger things beside. Seems they all do here. So, the servant reckons it was an omen true and a bad one at that. He said the ghost came to warn us. She was weeping, is how he tells it. Seems there’s tales been running through the city for generations about sad ghosts in red. Like I said, an omen of what’s to come.’

      Effile half laughed, as if the man was a fool, yet fear flared within her eyes. Effile was superstitious in her own way. She trusted in the crooked beat. Spoke of the Eleventh Daughter with no regards for the law and even chanted the words from the great book Truth of Death. It now seemed she believed in ghosts, too, because this reported sighting had clearly made her nervous.

      The two women lapsed into silence, and Thora realised she was half expecting to be interrupted or discovered at any moment. Her body hummed with tension. Effile kept glancing into the unkempt winter garden behind her.

      Yet nothing happened. The garden remained quiet.

      No sounds broke the silence except the soft whooshing of the wind through the branches, the creaking of tree trunks, and the falling needles. Until the shrieks from a passing flock of black gulls pierced the calm as they soared high above the treetops and towers.

      Effile giggled, an outpouring of nervous energy finally overflowing. She took Thora’s hand again over the wall, and the cold stone bit against Thora’s bare wrist as Effile squeezed her fingers.

      ‘You look tired true,’ Effile whispered.

      ‘Just so. More than a little, I’d say. We had a spiky night.’

      ‘I know it. I’ve heard the rumours.’

      When Thora raised her brows, Effile only shrugged. ‘It’s a small island, this one, and word spreads as fast as the tide. By mid-morning, I reckon everyone in the city’ll know what you lot found up there in the peaks. Mark my words on it.’

      Thora was not overly surprised. Even in the vast, tangled web of City of Pillars, news travelled fast. It seemed that everywhere you went, it was the one thing all people had in common. They talked.

      Thora winced. ‘Well, maybe a rumour or two will aid us true. We know nothing about this girl we found, and a name would be a nice thing. All we know for certain is that the dead girl isn’t Shea Sandin, but that’s not too much to go on.’

      ‘Maybe someone in the city’ll hear the news and come a visiting. Might be a relative today travelling up the hill to claim the body.’

      ‘Just so.’ Thora paused. ‘And you, Effile, how you found all this? Staying safe and rested inside this tower, are you?’

      ‘Not safe from work. Nor rested, no.’ Effile held her fingers up. They were red raw with blisters and cracked skin crowding her nails, and swollen knuckles. ‘Aches like a Dead-Daughter pyre is burning my hands, this one does. And it’s all from washing clothes and bedding in that bloody ice river. A terrible job, true.’

      ‘For that, I’m well sorry.’ And Thora meant it.

      Effile flashed a hopeful grin. ‘And you? You work like this during your old Gold House case, then? Tell me this is my pathway true to becoming a battle axe just as you did, no?’

      Thora snorted. ‘Battle axe? No. But let me tell you plain, my back ached at the Gold House from carrying water from the well. It was Dead-Daughter far away.’

      Effile’s smile grew wider. ‘That’s my task, too! Except from the river.’ She paused, and then asked seriously, ‘I don’t suppose you’ve got any sour-sweet on you, by a chance? Or that red baccy Soldier Skyin’s always chewing. I could well do with some warming up.’ She erupted into giggles.

      Thora did not join in her laughter. Honestly, she agreed with Effile. Sour-sweet would warm her frozen body from the inside out and thaw her bones.

      She sighed. ‘What’s the Sandin tower like, anyhow?’

      ‘Large. And filled to bustling with people. Servants all round, and the sun-master with his own personal guards, too. Everything’s always in a rush and a hustle, even with the daughter of the house gone away.’

      ‘And Shea Sandin’s mama? What of her, then?’

      Effile shook her head. ‘The black lung snuck through Death City last year, and it ranged younger than usual, so I’m told. Took half the city with it when it left. Still lingers now, course, but only for those old folks it was meant for, so no matter. Be glad we weren’t sent here last year, Thora.’

      Thora nodded. She hadn’t known that about Shea Sandin’s mama. She rubbed her temple with her palm. ‘Effile, I’m true sorry, but I reckon I need to go back.’

      ‘I know it.’ The other girl was almost wistful. As if to keep the conversation going, she asked, ‘And Low Investigator Lakein, then? How’s he been faring on the island?’

      ‘Diem? Good.’ Thora hesitated and then added, ‘He’s tired, I reckon.’

      Effile frowned. ‘Do those people at Polity House know about … all that he did during the Purge Hunt night? At the Gold House during your case, I’m meaning.’

      Thora dropped her gaze. She hadn’t realised that Effile had known about it, but she supposed she should’ve. The rumours had burned through the dormitories of Investigation House like fire. Everyone in City of Pillars who cared at all, had known. And they had whispered of it plenty. ‘I couldn’t say,’ Thora answered slowly. ‘I reckon not.’

      ‘Good. It’ll be true easier if they don’t. Even all the way out here in Death City, soldiers feel strong on such things. There’s a code, no? And a brotherhood between them, maybe. And you must be true careful, too, Thora.’

      Thora hesitated, hoping Effile would not say what she thought she would. ‘Careful of what, then?’

      ‘Of Low Investigator Lakein, course.’

      Thora bit her lip. ‘Careful? Diem isn’t … there’s naught to be careful of, Effile. You remember how he was when it was us travelling together from here to there, sailing night and day on that red ferry. There was nothing from him to be careful on. Only rumour and sharp gossip, is what it seems to me.’

      ‘What happened at that Gold House weren’t no rumour, Thora, and you know it true. But yes, course I remember it. He was … not spiky nor wrong while we were a travelling, I reckon.’

      Thora was grateful to hear Effile say it. ‘You also better be careful, Effile. While you stay on inside this big fancy tower, no? Trust no one else, only myself and Diem. Only Soldier Honnan Skyin, then.’ She smiled encouragingly.

      Effile was about to leave when Thora changed her mind and called her friend back. ‘You’ve done a good enough job, Effile, I’d say. Should be true proud, too. And those ones what didn’t believe in you back on the mainland … well, you’ve already proved all well wrong.’

      Effile grinned and said the words with a final wave, ‘What’s dead is dead and all shall die.’

      Thora’s final view of Effile’s face was a good one. The girl’s mouth was curved into a pleased smile. She disappeared deep into the undergrowth of Sun-Master Sandin’s gardens.

      ‘What’s dead is dead and all shall die,’ Thora murmured.

      By the time Thora had returned to Polity House, she realised that Effile had been right. Word had spread like wildfire, and the whole of Death City knew about the girl they’d found lying frozen in the mountain.

      Before the sun had risen to midday, someone came to claim her body.
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        Dust-Caste workers are divided into the following two groups: state-owned slaves, privately owned slaves.—Red Reform laws

        

      

      Thora stood outside the squat tower; her feet planted in the muddy ground of the tiny front quad. The structure was only two storeys tall and the porch so small it would be hard to stand two people on it. A low crumbling wall of piled rocks surrounded the enclosure, separating it from the alleyways of the Death City slum. Marsupial-rodents darted through the quad, so many hopping and scattering every which way that Thora had to watch her step.

      Behind the line of squalid dwellings, the black ice river crept along the cliff edge where the mountains rose jagged into cloud. Even this far into the labyrinth slums of Death City, the air tasted of salt, and enormous black gulls perched on every tower rooftop. Shrieking and chittering, the giant birds gazed at Thora with piercing black eyes.

      It was an old tower, the wooden doors to the ground floor kitchen practically rotted through, with dampness infecting the planks. Dark mould stains clung to the slated walls alongside crude images of skeletons and death-heads in dribbled black paint. Thora’s heart beat hard as she swung open the kitchen door and peered into the shadowed depths. Above her head, strings of desert-glass chimed like bells.

      She wasn’t certain what to expect exactly, except Honnan had told her to be careful. It seemed this tower’s occupant was well known around Death City’s slums.

      What Thora found inside was an old woman crouched before a low furnace. She was poking at the weak flames with a stick. Pale moths drifted through the gloomy shadows, their white velvet wings flickering in the dark. The woman didn’t seem to notice their presence, even when one landed on her bare throat.

      The woman’s back was bent deeply, and her head lowered. A crawling sadness filled the musty space, somehow mixing with the smoky stink of wet wood burning. Singe marks rose above the hearth from years of cooking fires, and faded tapestries lined the walls, displaying a young woman in half and half, flesh peeled to expose bone. Thora stared. Death-prints of the Eleventh Daughter?

      ‘Osla,’ Thora called the woman’s name softly. The moths stirred. Wings flickering.

      As the woman glanced up, Thora realised Osla was not so old, after all. Clear eyes shone through a face aged well before her time, brown skin weathered from the cold, and her cheeks gaunt from too many bitter winters and too much physical work. And, Thora suspected, too many days with not enough food. This woman was not old. She was poor.

      ‘Just so.’ Her voice was empty of all emotion. ‘I am Osla.’

      Thora stepped inside the damp kitchen. Her boots scuffed across the dirt floor as she sunk into a crouch and warmed her numb fingers by the furnace.

      ‘Osla, they tell me the girl we found in those deep mountains was your little daughter.’

      The woman turned away. ‘I already told the viceroy everything, didn’t I? Went and identified my girl. What’s left to say with you?’ She poked at the dwindling fire. Her movements were slow, as if she was underwater.

      Osla placed more damp firewood in the hearth, looking like a ghost that walked. All the colour had leaked from the woman. Her dark skin was bleached grey. The pale moths drifting above her head fluttered and whirred.

      ‘I’d reckon there’s more to speak on yet,’ Thora countered. ‘I’m wanting to find who did this to your girl, and I’m here to listen to what you’ve got to say on it. There’s much left to ponder.’ Thora grasped Osla’s arm, forcing her to cease that incessant doing of things. ‘And I’m wanting to help you true.’

      Osla’s eyes were big and black. Empty. An insect landed in her loose hair, which was all strung through with black swallow bones. The moth quivered its velvet wings.

      ‘Tell me, Osla, why didn’t you report your daughter missing quick, all that time ago?’

      The woman went back to poking her fire. The moth stayed clinging to her dark wiry curls. ‘My daughter ran away, no? She always told me she would. She hates this old tower. Says it’s rotted true to the core.’

      ‘She didn’t like living here?’

      The dead girl’s ma blinked. ‘Would you, then?’

      Thora stopped herself from glancing at the damp mould spreading on the walls and the dirt floor. Her stomach churned but she said nothing.

      Osla cleared her throat, and for a moment, her hard face crumpled as if she would collapse into shattered pieces. Then it was gone. ‘I couldn’t give that girl enough. Course she says she wants to go. You blaming her?’

      ‘Reckon you can tell me when you first knew your girl was gone, then? What day was that?’

      ‘A moon ago … Or less than, maybe. My daughter works in the market serving at that big old tavern tower. She didn’t come home one day. She always came home before, but then she didn’t. Reckon I knew what she wanted, though—to be far from here—so I imagined... and... I never searched for her true.’

      The woman choked, and Thora placed cold hands on Osla’s face, hoping to force the older woman’s mind to focus. It was cruel, but Thora had no time left for Osla’s nightmares. She would be harsh to solve this case. Her fingers brushed the velvet wings of the moth still tangled in Osla’s hair. It took flight, pale wings trembling.

      ‘Listen true, Osla. I was sent here to your island for a reason, see?’ Thora leaned close. ‘I’m here to find Sun-Master Sandin’s daughter, Shea Sandin. She gone disappeared, did you know?’

      The woman nodded, confusion leaking into her strained expression.

      ‘Tell me, then, Osla, and cast your mind back to when your daughter disappeared. Was it close to the same time Shea Sandin went missing? Think carefully now, I need to know true.’

      The woman’s attention flickered across Thora’s face.

      ‘I don’t know... maybe... I reckon, yes, I reckon so. In the market, when I went to find my daughter at the tavern tower the next morning, I heard... rumours blooming that something bad happened to Sun-Master Sandin’s daughter during the night... she ran off, too. Isn’t that right?’

      ‘Maybe,’ Thora said, still firmly holding onto Osla’s face. ‘Maybe not. Tell me why you weren’t a-feared for your girl's life when you believed she’d run away? The road to anywhere is dangerous for a little woman travelling alone, I’d reckon. Maybe more so on the Thousand Island Frontier, true? So why’d you not chase after her?’

      Tears wet Osla’s cheeks. ‘Her older brother... my son. His name is Misha. I thought... I was so certain...’

      ‘Tell me bout your son.’

      ‘He’s a trader, he is. Travels all over the Red Kingdom, up and down selling his Death City wares. The further Misha goes, the more he’ll be making. Been all the way to Bird Fortress and back, my son has.’ Osla drew a deep breath. The corners of her tower kitchen swelled with shadows and scratching noises. Small claws and sharp teeth. Marsupial-rodents. The woman didn’t appear to notice. ‘And my daughter, she true adores him, idolises my boy more than he deserves. He was here recently, see? Misha stayed moons longer than usual. And she was telling me that when her brother went off again, this time she’d be running after him. Told me she’d one day disappear because I said no, and so … I was so certain-like. Misha left on his way, and then my girl left, too.’

      ‘You reckoned they were together, then?’

      ‘Wrong, I was. They’re not together now.’

      Thora paused. ‘How often does your boy come home after all his wandering, then?’

      ‘Once a year, least. My son comes running home to see me. To see his... sister.’

      ‘And what’s it your son peddles round our vast Red Kingdom?’ Thora let the woman go, because Osla was swaying now, slumping, hands to her face. A swirl of pale moths circled above her head. So many as if from nowhere. Thora tried to ignore them.

      ‘My son peddles women's things,’ Osla whispered. ‘Pretty bits and bobs. Trinkets here and there made from whale bone mostly, but a bit of the giant’s red, too. Sometimes, if he’s been a lucky finder. Strings of beads and bone combs. Things I could never buy for my daughter. But Misha would bring his sister things. Expensive bits. Pretty gifts. She loved him for it.’

      The woman collapsed into sobs.

      ‘Where’s your son now, Osla?’

      Folding into herself, Osla became smaller and frailer until almost nothing remained.

      ‘I don’t know where he is.’ Her body shook. ‘He left for City of Pillars on the same night my daughter went missing, see? That’s why I was so certain-like she’d followed after. I don’t know where my son is. Off on his usual way, no?’

      Thora let the woman cry and placed a hand on Osla’s shoulder. Muffled sounds echoed from beyond the gloomy kitchen, footsteps approaching, and the wooden doors creaked open. Soldier Skyin peered inside. Osla didn’t even look up, lost within her nightmare, and Thora waved him away impatiently, not yet finished. The cries of gulls sounded in the distance.

      Only when Osla had sobbed herself dry—and was gazing blankly at the flames dancing inside the furnace—did Thora ask for the route her son usually travelled. And then they sat quietly as the fire crackled and sparked merrily, as if the tower was not filled with the scent of death. The air grew still. Pale moths landed on walls and tables, velvet wings twitching.

      ‘I would’ve died for her,’ Osla said. Her voice was flat. ‘By the Eleventh Daughter, I would have. But by the time I knew my girl was true dead, by the time I believed it, I’d already seen the body. What is seen cannot be unseen. What I know cannot be unknown. Even if I’d offered the greatest of all sacrifices, I couldn’t have ever changed this.’

      It sounded almost like she was pleading for Thora to believe her. A creeping heat moved up Thora’s spine. ‘What sacrifice you speaking of, then?’

      Osla sounded as if she was chanting, and her lashes fluttered closed. On the walls, the moths stirred. ‘If I could’ve unknown her death, while things were still hanging unmade in the balance, then I would’ve offered my own life to the crooked beat, could’ve stopped all this, true enough. But it’s not what’s most precious to me, my life, is it? So it couldn’t have ever worked anyhow. I know it true. My little life is worthless, how could it be offered in exchange for a daughter? The only thing I covet as much as my daughter is Misha. And I cannot sacrifice him, true. It’s the end of the road for me. The crooked beat cannot change this. What’s done is done. What’s alive is now dead.’

      ‘You … you’re a practitioner.’ Thora was struck. In City of Pillars, Osla would be dragged to the palace gates and led onto one of the pyres in the plaza.

      She had to remind herself this was not the mainland.

      This was Death City, and things were done differently here.

      Thora moved onto her knees by the woman’s side. Resting a hand on Osla’s arm, she asked, ‘I heard our soldiers rumouring that your daughter’s death was some grand sacrifice to your crooked beat. That possible?’

      ‘Damned-Daughter fools, those ones,’ Osla spat. ‘They stir spiky gossip to kick up the old fears. Well, I saw my daughter’s body, see? She weren’t no sacrifice.’

      Thora nodded. As she’d thought. She climbed to her feet. ‘I’ll try my best to find the reason behind her death, Osla, and I’m speaking true when I say I’ll do what I can.’

      Osla blinked at her, as if seeing Thora for the first time. ‘Who you be, girl?’

      ‘I am Dust. I’m no one.’

      The woman chortled. ‘No. I don’t reckon so. You’re someone, you are.’ She stood, swaying on dirty bare feet. The moths launched from her tower walls all at once in sudden frenzied activity, a storm of pale insects that filled the kitchen with fluttering wings. ‘Can you hear it?’

      Thora flinched as Osla slapped her palm against Thora’s chest.

      ‘Beat,’ Osla hissed. ‘Beat, beat.’ The moths circled Thora in their frenzy now, perching on her hair and clothes.

      Osla sunk into the gloom of the kitchen as she chanted words loud. ‘It lives inside you. As it lives inside us all. It lives inside you. As it lives inside us all.’

      Thora stumbled back, her boots catching on the splintered boards and her hand pressed against her heart. She didn’t mean to, but her own chant had risen to her lips before she’d thought to stop it. Like a prayer. ‘What’s dead is dead and all shall die.’

      A bitter laugh bubbled from Osla. ‘Death will not save you, girl! You were dead. Now you live. One day you will be dead again. Then you will live. There’s no end nor beginning, girl. Just goes round and round in circles, it does.’

      Thora’s back slammed into the tower doors—a cascade of fluttering moths all around—and she turned to push outside. She burst into the weak sunshine and threw herself down the stairs. Her boots scuffed against uneven wood, and she went sprawling onto the mud in the narrow quad. All the air was sucked from her lungs.

      Soldier Skyin stood leaning against the yard posts. He didn’t move, despite Thora’s fall. Instead, chewing his baccy, he drawled, ‘What you doing down there, Dust-Caste Thora?’

      She glared as she peeled herself from the mud. ‘Nothing, I reckon.’ Osla’s tower door was closed up tight. In truth, she didn’t wish for Honnan Skyin to know how deeply the woman had frightened her. Thora had believed herself brave. She’d believed herself ready to do whatever she must. She savagely flicked one last pale moth from her braids, flinching when the insect body was accidentally crushed between her muddy fingers.

      Her breath escaped in shallow bursts as she faced the truth.

      Thora was in over her head, too drenched in mainland ways to handle such casual talk of the Eleventh Daughter or the crooked beat.

      Circling the fence post, Soldier Skyin paused and then offered her a hand. Thora took it and was hoisted from the mud. Her already threadbare skirts were stained beyond recognition.

      ‘What’d she tell you, then, Dust-Caste Thora? Anything new and good?’ He frowned. ‘Heard you were a battle axe, I did, but you flew on out fast enough, with a look of fear in your eye, no?’

      Thora scowled. Clearly Effile had been telling tales. She ignored the jab, though it stung. ‘Osla parted with a few new scraps, is what I heard in there.’ She hesitated, still flapping her muddy skirts. They had moved into the thin winding alleys of the slums, and the crowded towers blocked out the pale sunlight. ‘Did you know that Osla is a … a practitioner?’

      ‘Course. Reckon there’s plenty enough of them here in Death City to make it not worth much saying. Neither here nor there, a bit of news like that, see? But Dust-Caste Thora, I’ll warn you now, it’s a dangerous game to dabble with that crooked beat, so don’t find yourself too tempted. I’ve seen enough try. They always lose more than what they gain.’ Skyin ran a hand through his tangled hair. ‘Curse-work takes grand sacrifice, and no good practitioner will make the sacrifice herself. It’s the client that’s got to lose something in order to gain that other something of equal value, you hear me? Don’t you even know about the First Law?’

      Thora spat, tasting mud on her tongue. ‘No. I’ve got no knowledge about your fancy First Law, but I’ve heard plenty enough about the Red Reform, let me tell you. And I’ve watched a pyre or two burning in the plaza. So say plain, Soldier Skyin. How’s it that so many practitioners thrive out here on the Thousand Island Frontier, when in all the great mainland cities, even a woman who doesn’t true practice might get burned for touching the crooked beat?’

      ‘This is Death City, Dust-Caste Thora. That’s about all you need to know. Everything’s true different out here.’ He shrugged. ‘You get used to it.’

      But Thora couldn’t let it go. ‘I reckon there’s no way Purge House on the mainland hasn’t heard spiky rumours about all this. Why’re they not coming in storming and raging and burning, no? Why’re they leaving Death City be?’

      Honnan laughed. ‘Reckon your old mainland Purge House might not be as all powerful as they claiming, no? Maybe they reckon if they came out here onto the Frontier to stir a bit of trouble, they wouldn’t be getting home again after? Or, at least, not without some sacrifice. Even Purge House got some things to be afraid of, is what I think.’ As he finished, his grin turned sharp as a blade.

      Thora stared at him, shocked. Growing up in City of Pillars, Purge House had always been the dominant power—the centre of everything. Even the Red Palace struggled against Purge House’s mighty weight. Yet City of Pillars was far from the Thousand Island Frontier. And now she thought on it, Thora suspected that even the strongest powers might struggle to strictly govern the furthest reaches of their lands.

      She sighed. Now that her heart was slowing, a bone-deep weariness crept inside her body, gnawing like the cold. She gazed around at the winding slums of Death City—bustling with the strangest people dressed in furs and copper masks—and at the leaning wooden towers that rose so narrow and spindly beside the road. Tiny rodents crept over the mud. It was a harsh place to eke out a living. So many of the homes looked more like hovels. A miner walked by, wearing a clanking harness, on his way to the jetty. Was he off to chip small chunks from the bones of the death giant? Or would he dive for the heart? And what did it mean that the crooked beat had only wound its way into the world after the Eleventh Daughter burned, almost seven hundred years before? It seemed that more than death giants had slipped into the world after the first inverted moon came.

      Seemed to Thora, too, that far more mystery existed within the world than Purge House liked to let on.

      Her mind wandered back to Osla and that damp, rotting kitchen. Thora glanced at her own hands. Images sparked. Osla’s daughter lying in the snow. Those blue fingers curled like claws in the night forest, her body left all alone.

      Thora marched fast, in a great hurry to leave Osla’s squalid tower far behind. Honnan Skyin’s voice followed her.

      ‘Do you reckon she’ll be alright, then? Osla, I’m meaning. Alright to be left all alone?’ He caught up as Thora left the warren of city slums and strode into the chaotic market. Soldier Skyin fell into step beside her, with mist escaping his lips in clouds.

      ‘I doubt it,’ Thora said.

      Soldier Skyin frowned. He must’ve heard the bitterness in Thora’s voice. ‘It’ll all be fine, Dust-Caste Thora, for certain we’ll unravel this. Find those ones responsible for this murder. And find Shea Sandin, too, don’t you reckon?’

      Thora peered at him. ‘You sound so true certain, Soldier Skyin.’

      ‘I am true certain. Viceroy Bearin has enough faith in your abilities. He tells me so.’

      ‘Viceroy Bearin has faith in Low Investigator Lakein,’ Thora corrected.

      The young soldier grinned, unembarrassed. His teeth glittered red, as if stained with blood, which ruined the charm of it. ‘Well, that’s true enough. The viceroy believes Investigator Lakein’s not the kind of man to give things up.’

      This made Thora smile. ‘And the viceroy is right on that. Diem Lakein does not give anything up.’

      With some hesitation, Soldier Skyin said, ‘Your Investigator Lakein … well he’s true experienced and competent, as I’m sure you’ll say plain, but he’s also... well, I’ve been hearing a thing or two on it, see? And seems he’s a bit dirtier than most, is all I’ll say.’ Honnan spat red onto the snow.

      Thora halted, her stomach dropping. ‘What you mean?’

      ‘Well, he’s no good man, is he? Maybe there’s a reason for it, maybe not, just that many of our soldiers are a bit … spiky about him true.’

      Thora moved again, slowly, almost losing her footing on the wet path. ‘You reckon your soldiers don’t like him true?’

      Honnan was oblivious to her discomfort. ‘Course. Isn’t that clear enough? What with all their whispering and keeping well out of his spiky way.’

      Thora chewed her lip. She hated hearing such things about Diem. He was harsh, true, but a good man, still. Honnan was wrong to say otherwise. She glared at him but said nothing. What could she say anyway? She was merely Dust and Diem didn’t need a slave to protect him.

      ‘Surely, Dust-Caste Thora, you’ve heard the … rumours surrounding the man? Those little whispers been raging all through Death City for a bit now, I’d say. Soldiers reckon the viceroy’s gone brought a bad man to the Thousand Island Frontier—no heart nor brotherly code that one—so course there’ll be talk. Here in Death City, we’ve experienced a nefarious time or more, soldiers falling like flies, see? Harsh enough as it is for the regular citizens, who like us Polity House types sometimes and other times not, so we’ve got no room for a man of our own to do what he’s done. Here in Death City, us soldiers stick together, is all I’m meaning. No turning against a brother, see?’

      ‘You shouldn’t listen to rumours, Soldier Skyin,’ Thora said, her voice barely controlled. ‘That’s beneath you, no?’

      ‘True enough. Yet true also that your man was demoted, is that not so? He was a middle investigator before and now he is low. Don’t it seem, then, that the little whispers might be true? And if they are, none of us will feel good on it. We got our own ways among the Houses, even us rural types, no? Some things just aren’t done.’

      Thora shook her head, skin prickling beneath her uniform. ‘If Diem’s gone and acted spiky toward your soldiers, there’s probably a real reason behind it. Maybe your men got trouble staying focused on the jobs he sets for them, see? Besides, I trust him. As should you.’

      Soldier Skyin pulled dried leaves from his uniform and placed them onto his tongue. ‘Reckon I trust him well enough for all this. Just saying what I’ve heard, is all.’

      He was clearly unaware how his words had twisted Thora’s gut, because now he seemed almost disinterested by the conversation he’d started. Honnan walked away, as if he didn’t mind at all what Diem had or hadn’t done.

      Thora scowled daggers into the soldier’s back as Honnan struggled ahead up the sloping hill toward Polity House. She followed, muttering beneath her breath. ‘Diem’s no bad man, besides. He’s a good man true.’

      But Soldier Skyin was too far ahead and did not hear.
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        Relic structures, and the true-iron they are formed from, belong only to the Red Palace. Sun-Nobles may purchase weaponry or goods forged with true-iron. Any lower status individuals found harbouring true-iron without permission will be punished in accordance with Law House regulations.—Red Reform laws

        

      

      In the evening the world grew dark, and still Thora could not sleep. She tossed and turned in her tower as winter tiger howls drifted from the peaks behind Polity House. She couldn’t imagine why a young girl would travel alone with a small pack into those mountains by choice. Instead of sleep, winter tigers invaded Thora’s mind—hunting and stalking—though it was not a tiger that killed the girl.

      She sat in the darkness, shivering with cold. On nights like this, Thora’s mind moved too quickly, with facts and ideas and memories tearing her insides like the lightning storms that enveloped the far north in the autumn. She clutched at threads—a missing sun-mistress, a dead tavern girl, beat, beat, beat—but could not tie them together, and the loose ends raged inside her head. Thora’s numb fingers wouldn’t uncurl from the fists they’d become.

      With a sigh, she faced the truth. Sleep would not come. Lying in the dormitory tower was a waste of time.

      Climbing to her feet, Thora dragged her padded jacket on and smoothed back her long braids. She stepped into the sharp night air, and shivers crept like ice fingers beneath her sleeping clothes and spread across her skin. Pulling on her boots on the windswept porch, she paced down the creaking stairs and through the quad. Aimless, she slipped by a row of dark towers. The place was deserted. No soldiers anywhere. Pale red eyes peered from the shadows, and Thora shivered. It was as if the night owls from the mountains had followed her to Polity House and watched everything she did. It didn’t feel safe. Their burning red eyes pierced the dark like stars as they called to each other.

      Thora crept by a set of oil drums filled with raging fire. The flames crackled and popped, with sparks flying into the night sky. Flickering light danced across Polity House’s high painted walls, making the images of skeletons dance.

      Thora drifted toward the viceroy’s tower, light still filtering from the lowest level. She was not the only one having trouble sleeping, it seemed. Low voices drifted from the tower alongside the clatter of desert-glass chimes, and Thora recognised one.

      Diem.

      She peeked inside the office. Scholar-Assistant Poplarin huddled by Diem, both men poring over piles of dusty government records. Massive leatherbound books—all dyed crimson—were strewn across every space available and cascaded from the long wooden table taking centrepiece in the room. The viceroy himself was nowhere in sight.

      As Thora opened the door and stepped inside, Scholar-Assistant Poplarin continued whispering furiously to Diem, his voice low and his hands fluttering. The older man’s pale freckled skin had turned clammy under the dim candlelight. Neither noticed Thora’s entrance. She cleared her throat.

      ‘What you both looking at, then?’ She nodded respectfully at the scholar-assistant. ‘It’s full late.’

      Scholar-Assistant Poplarin jerked in surprise, but Diem’s expression didn’t change. His black eyes flicked across Thora’s sleeping shift, which poked from beneath the padded coat, but she ignored him. This was not Investigation House in City of Pillars. No one cared out here on the Frontier about decorum and manners, and she’d seen the cook roaming the quad wearing the same at night plenty of times. So why not Thora, too? This was Death City—where women openly practised the crooked beat and referred to the Eleventh Daughter out loud. No Purge Officers existed to care about her chastity or morality, and Purge House’s absence made her bold. She stepped toward the table. ‘What you reading there?’

      Scholar-Assistant Poplarin pushed quickly to his feet. ‘Dust-Caste Thora, I hope you can forgive me. I do not... I have no experience with a case such as this one, and it may be true I didn’t complete my work... thoroughly... yet I hope you can understand that I meant no harm—’

      The words died on his lips as Diem lifted an impatient hand for silence. He gestured toward the doors, and effectively dismissed the older man without another word.

      Scholar-Assistant Poplarin scuttled past Thora as quickly as he could, visibly relieved to escape. Judging from his agitated hands and sweat-drenched brow beneath that blunt reddish fringe, the scholar-assistant might be one of those men Soldier Skyin had spoken of—who didn’t enjoy working with Diem.

      Thora frowned as the painted bone door to the tower clicked shut. ‘What’d you do to Scholar-Assistant Poplarin, then? Gave him a fright, you did.’

      Diem said nothing and continued to scowl at the record book beneath his hands. He furiously flicked through the scrawled pages. After a moment Thora drifted round the table to settle in a wooden chair at his side.

      When Diem still didn’t look up, she studied him in the candlelight. He looked different, though Thora couldn’t put a finger on why. The growth of an unshaven beard dusted his jaw, and dark shadows hung in the hollows of his cheeks. But she’d seen both of those before. The sharp angles of his face hadn’t changed. And his mouth was drawn tight, as it always was.

      Tilting her head, Thora tried to see Diem as others might—a fierce and driven man not afraid to push and push to gain the answers he sought.

      She settled back, drawing her knees up and wrapping her arms around her legs. Huddling beneath her coat, she watched him.

      ‘Diem. What you looking at? Are those case records?’

      He lifted a hand to his face, clearly bone weary. His breath escaped in a hiss.

      ‘Poplarin is a bloody Dead-Daughter fool! He never checked Death City’s past records when I ordered it. You remember, he reckoned there’d been no similar cases? Lying through his bloody teeth, that one was.’

      Thora sat straighter, unable to stop herself grasping the crimson book of records from beneath Diem’s hands. She dragged it closer and flicked at random through the pages, as he stood and moved to her side. Leaning over, he found a page and pointed. ‘Here, this entry here. Look at it true. Eight years ago, some young woman goes missing from a rhubarb field. No trace left. They never found her, nor her body. That’s it. Closed record. Case over.’ He leaned across Thora, dragged forward another record book, and opened it to a different entry.

      ‘And that exact same year in winter, another girl. She was working the Bloody Harvest on the far side of the coast with her mama. Wandered off. Never found. Case closed. Written here that the girl must’ve fallen into the sea like some kind of Dead-Daughter fool, but I’m doubting the accuracy of Poplarin’s records on this one, too. The man’s a true clown, no doubt.’

      ‘How many, then?’ The jumble in Thora’s head swirled again, the lightning storm building in force and scraping at her insides. ‘How many girls?’

      ‘Going back twelve years... at least five obvious ones, I reckon. From Death City itself but all across the island. All disappeared with no trace left. How’s that for strange?’

      ‘Five?’

      He nodded. ‘But now, go on and look here as well, there’s also entries of reported runaways. All girls, these ones, too. See?’

      Thora read the statement he’d pointed to. Five years ago. A Gold woman had disappeared into the night and was never seen again. And in another record book, a servant girl disappeared, a suspected runaway. A bitter laugh escaped Thora’s mouth. Such disappearances would’ve barely been worth recording. All these women were of low status. Servants or Gold women, or girls living in poverty. The records were dutifully made in Polity House’s books and investigations launched, but it was clear from the haphazard entries that what investigations had occurred were only short and half-hearted.

      Diem shifted closer, drawing Thora’s attention to a newer book, which he dropped heavily onto the existing pile. ‘And this woman, just last year. Reported in the records as a suicide, it was. A drowning.’

      ‘I remember Scholar-Assistant Poplarin talking on it true.’

      ‘Well, there was no body, was there? How’s it they ruled it a suicide, then, if there was never a body? Drowning, they wrote! Conjecture true and nothing more. The girl gone disappeared, is what I reckon. Like all the rest.’

      Thora stared up at him. ‘There were no bodies for … any of them?’

      ‘None.’ Diem shoved the crimson record books as if tired of them. One teetered on the edge of the table and fell with a harsh thump to the floor. He didn’t bother picking it up, instead he returned to his chair.

      ‘What you thinking, Diem?’

      ‘Don’t know.’

      ‘Any similarities between them, then? All these women?’

      ‘All of them were young enough. But all had reached puberty true.’

      ‘So none were children, is what you’re telling me. All women grown. What else?’

      Diem flexed his fingers, moving as if to keep the blood flowing. ‘All came from destitute families, I’d say. Poor crimson citizens in Death City’s slums. Or girl farmers in the fields or along the rocky shore. Merchant families down on their luck or tavern-keepers. Servants and entertainment troupes. Plenty of Gold women. Some of the women who disappeared, seems to me they had no families at all. And these are only the cases Polity House bothered to record.’ He glanced across at Thora meaningfully. ‘None of those disappeared girls had themselves an influential papa like Shea Sandin does.’

      Silence fell between them as this information sunk in. Diem broke it.

      ‘In all these older cases, the girls came from poverty, see? So what’s that mean?’ He didn’t wait for an answer. ‘Means there was no pressure on Polity House for any resolution, no? Those investigations lasted only days. If that.’

      Thora saw blank glassy eyes in her mind. That girl frozen in the forest and staring at the night sky. Cold claw hands, blue, nails caked with dirt.

      ‘No one searched for them. That’s what you’re saying,’ she whispered.

      Diem said nothing.

      ‘How’s it that Viceroy Bearin knew nothing on all this? Thought the man was on our side, I did.’

      Again, Diem didn’t answer, running both hands over his brow.

      ‘Well, what about the soldiers, then? Carpin and Honnan Skyin? Or even those crimson citizens down in Death City? Surely everyone on this island knows! They like to gossip enough, so there’d be rumours, people would remember, they’d all be …’ Her words broke off.

      Diem’s attention flicked to Thora’s face. ‘What’s it?’

      She almost laughed, bitterness searing through the swirl of threads inside her mind and stopping everything dead. ‘Bloody Eleven Dead Daughters, Diem, I’m a fool true. I did hear on this. Heard plenty of rumours, I reckon. At the clifftop Gold House. Those women up there spoke a plenty of the ghost with no face what lives on the north face of the mountain. They said it steals little girls true, but I reckoned it was just... a tale.’

      Thora forced a mocking smile, the corner of her mouth barely lifting. Enough to hide how she felt. It had been a failing. A mistake. She'd ignored a thread that was right in front of her, and she had not pulled it to see where it led. It might have brought them to the north side of the mountain. Toward a faceless ghost. She should have asked the viceroy to send his soldiers up sooner.

      Clawed hands, stiff body half buried in dirt and snow.

      Thora would make up for it. She would do better.

      She willed it to be so. And if she didn’t do better, Viceroy Bearin would never report favourably on her to Investigation House. And without a successful case behind her, Thora saw her future stretching out clear as desert-glass—a life of scrubbing steaming vats in the kitchen tower, of washing laundry and endless stitching. Of answering the demands any investigator might have. Her throat closed over; her head pounded. She was suffocating in this vast tower office.

      ‘We need to go up there,’ she gasped. ‘To that mountain. If there’s something to see, I want to be there.’

      Diem nodded. He was hunched over the record books and appeared oblivious to Thora’s reaction. She was glad. She couldn’t be certain why, but it mattered to her more than a little that she saved herself from her low Dust life and that Diem saw her do it.

      That hollow in her chest ached once more, as it always did when she looked at him. Thora turned away and steadied her breathing.

      ‘I agree,’ he said. ‘And I’ll organise a trip to the north mountain true. But Thora, you know Viceroy Bearin has gone and found that Misha boy. Osla’s son, see? He’s got to be dealt with first.’

      ‘The dead girl's brother?’ That jerked Thora from her tumbled thoughts. ‘Already? No. I didn’t know.’

      Diem’s brow furrowed. ‘I asked the viceroy to tell you.’

      Thora said nothing. Diem shouldn’t have expected Viceroy Bearin to pass on news to a lowly Dust-Caste worker like he was some kind of messenger boy. It was obvious the viceroy would not have complied. She shrugged off her disappointment. It was a foolish thing to be stung by.

      ‘It doesn’t matter,’ Diem said finally. ‘The viceroy’s men are bringing the boy, Misha, round from the other side of the island. I’m told the party will be here safe and sound by dawn.’

      Thora paused and allowed this new information to soak in, letting it merge with the roaring lightning storm of her mind. ‘And where’s this brother been hiding, then?’

      ‘Found him drunk and senseless at a small home of hollow love, round the island in some nameless village on the far coast. The head Gold woman there reckoned he’d been staying at her place too long, drinking himself to death and spending all his coin on her women. Had run out, he had. So she reported him true, which was a lucky thing for us. Misha had been dishing out pretty trinkets to anyone who passed him by, is what I heard, spending everything he had. A mess of a man, it sounds to me.’

      Thora frowned. ‘He didn’t get so far, this Misha. His mama was certain-like he’d be far-off by now. She reckoned her son had travelled way off to the mainland, far from the Thousand Island Frontier. Misha know the news on his sister’s death?’

      ‘Of that, I can’t be true certain. We’ve told him naught, at least.’

      Thora hesitated. ‘Osla, his mama … When I visited her house, she was... she seemed...’

      She faltered, uncertain what it was she meant to say. Diem remained quiet, sitting with his arms folded and staring at Thora in that unnerving way of his. He said nothing and the flame-light danced across his skin.

      ‘I hardly know.’ She shook her head. ‘Seeing that little girl up there in the peaks...’ Thora smiled at him, cheeks hot, self-conscious. This feeling reminded her of the Gold House case, how she’d been so certain she was fading away in that place toward the end. ‘I’m hardly feeling like myself, Diem.’

      He didn’t move, black eyes on hers. ‘You’re always yourself, Thora. Whether you pretending to be someone else or not. You’re true the same.’

      She blinked and then, after a long moment, dropped her gaze. Her cheeks were still flushed and that hollow in her chest ached anew.

      A Dust-Caste worker and a free man. They were a strange combination with a divide like a wall between them. Thora didn’t like to think on it all too hard, yet she was glad if Diem thought she wasn’t fading. She did feel like she was changing, though—Death City was changing her—and it was a dangerous thing to change too much.

      After all, how would she go back home and be satisfied if she changed this hard?

      Yet these stories they unravelled took pieces of her with them, and with each case Thora became smaller and smaller. Less like the old Thora with each passing day.

      Had Diem felt the same after the Gold House corruption case ended? Had he lost himself inside that place and become someone new, like Thora had, during those six moons he was with her? Or was it before that? She suspected there had been other cases for Diem. Other people he’d pretended to be. Other moons, and, perhaps, even years when he was not himself.

      Perhaps that was why he’d done what he did back then. On the night of the Purge Hunt. When he’d looked up from that body with rage in his eyes and blood dripping from his hands.

      Thora realised finally what it was that’d been different about Diem lately, ever since they’d arrived at Death City. Or perhaps, ever since the Gold House corruption case had ended. He’d always had a bitterness about him, in the way he spoke about the world. It was not new. Diem had always been far more cynical than she was. But something new stirred within that bitterness now, a worn exhaustion that clung to his every movement. Though his bulk and muscle hadn’t changed, he seemed frailer somehow.

      She’d never seen him like this before. It worried her.

      But Thora said nothing about her fears. And they sat together in silence, as they so often had back at the Gold House, and they worked. Thora scoured the crimson books until her head hurt. And the night drew on. Beside her, Diem fell asleep sprawled across the polity records. Pausing in her work, Thora lifted a hand to his face, her fingers hovering above his brow. She hoped he didn’t dream of frozen girls or glass-sweets, like she did. Or little pieces of himself floating into the mountains and drifting on winds that carried the howls of winter tigers. Thora hoped he dreamed bright dreams.

      She didn’t dare to touch him.

      She dropped her hand.

      And turned to the sound of the tower door opening with a clatter. Soldier Honnan Skyin poked his head inside as Diem sat and blinked. Thora felt Diem’s focus burning into her back, and she purposely didn’t turn, staring at the door.

      ‘What you both doing?’ Skyin’s features were alive with excitement, and he grinned that red smile of his. Behind him, the night crowded close. ‘It’ll begin real soon, I reckon. Hurry up, then!’

      Diem’s voice was scratchy with exhaustion. ‘What’ll begin?’

      Soldier Skyin was already gone, though his voice travelled.

      ‘The sacrifice, course! Tonight, Death City’s going to burn the Eleventh Daughter.’
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      Diem followed Honnan Skyin down the steepest staircase he’d ever walked. It scraped along the cliff’s edge, clinging somehow to the sharp jagged rock and, all along its length, the citizens of Death City descended to the black-pebbled beach. Even from so high, the crashing of the surf was deafening. Lights bobbed on the shore. The tide must be out, because citizens lit fires where Diem was certain there’d been water when last he’d looked from Polity House.

      ‘What’s all this, then?’ Thora’s voice was strained as she attempted to be heard above the din of citizens and the rolling sea. Songs threaded alongside the wind as gulls cried from the beach. Songs … or prayers.

      Such things were forbidden in City of Pillars.

      Diem released his breath and pushed the weight in his chest away. Always he felt as if something terrible was about to happen, at any moment. Living under a shadow of fear. But he reminded himself again that no one was going to be arrested nor burned this night. This was not the mainland, and no Purge House existed here.

      This was Death City. And he didn’t need to keep looking over his shoulder for creeping Red Hunters.

      Honnan Skyin laughed. His black hair tumbled wild in the whipping gale, and his tunic was dyed crimson. ‘It’s the Bloody Harvest, no? Look, at least half of Death City has come down to the shore to watch.’ He pointed at the dark peaks crowding the sky. ‘And you see those lights up there? Marking the mass paths, the citizens are.’

      And so they were, lit bright and twisting everywhere all along the island.

      ‘Like veins,’ Thora said. Awe flooded her voice.

      Diem should have been minding his feet on the uneven stone steps, but his attention kept wandering to the vast black water bay instead. The night still swallowed its edges—no moonlight at all—but he’d been dreaming lately of death giants and half-expected to see an inverted moon rise to eat the sky. Beyond the swell of the growing crowd, the Eleventh Daughter’s black pyramid glimmered on the shore.

      He stepped onto the beach, his boots crunching over pebbles. Thora stayed close to his side as the other crimson citizens from the staircase spread out, melting into the dark.

      Skyin himself disappeared in mere moments, though Diem caught a final glimpse of the man pushing through the gathered citizens to an old woman. He clasped her arm and they stared at the clouded sky before the crowd swallowed them.

      Honnan Skyin’s grandnannie perhaps?

      Diem snorted. Skyin was not of Death City. He’d come from City of Pillars, as Diem and Thora had. Yet the young soldier wore his hair like the citizens of Death City, and he looked as wild. The man had sunk deep into the low ways of this superstitious place. And Diem understood it. Death City had burned Skyin’s Dust papers, and he was Dust no more.

      How could a man ever leave a place that had given him such a gift?

      What would Honnan Skyin do when the viceroy’s term on the Thousand Island Frontier was up? Diem felt curious. Would Skyin follow the viceroy who’d freed him all the way back to the mainland? Or would he stay on in Death City alone. Build a life here?

      Diem knew what choice he would make, if such a choice was his.

      His throat closed up, no air flowing through his lungs. A feeling like suffocation strangled him, though the wind cut through his battle coat and the waves crashed loud against the pebbled shore. Was it possible to drown on land? It shouldn’t be, with all the wild space around him, but Diem was sick of death. Of bodies and blood. He wanted to retreat to his old forge tower in Open Port West. He wanted to close himself up and shut himself down and never see another burning pyre or masked Crimson Warrior. Perhaps he could catch a black sail trade ferry all the way to Bilik Paean and leave the Red Kingdom to its vicious red ways.

      Ahead, the water in the bay glowed pale with the blue tears. A windswept sight was slowly revealed in their wake. An effigy of a woman wearing a black spiked crown. Carved of wood and burning, where she was lodged deep into the sand beside the towering exposed black pyramid. Its glass surface reflected the flames. The Eleventh Daughter burned as the pale glowing tide rose, licking at her heels. And all around, the citizens of Death City waited, their voices mixing with the wind as they sang and chanted. Songs Diem didn’t recognise, almost like wailing. Music was forbidden on the mainland unless it was as a reminder of the inevitable death all would experience, as dictated by Purge House. But songs like this, almost a howl and filled with more to remind Diem of life than death, would’ve attracted a burning and a pyre quick smart. Here, the songs were free to roam where they willed. The sound filled him with a wanting so deep it scared him.

      Diem glanced down at Thora by his side. Bilik Paean was a distant dream. Unattainable. That was the truth he didn’t like to think of.

      It cost more coin than an investigator like Diem could make in ten years to free a government Dust-Caste worker from service. Especially a woman trained by Investigation House. Educated Dust were the most expensive of all.

      If he loved her less, it wouldn’t have mattered quite so much. But he was locked in place because Thora was.

      He couldn’t help the dreams forming in his mind, nonetheless. Though they were madness.

      The Eleventh Daughter burned—flames sparking high—as she had once burned seven hundred years ago, screaming curses from her pyre. This time, she burned silent.

      Thora ambled along the pebbled beach onto the wet sand, as if drawn by a string, and Diem followed. Her braids whipped in the wind, and her skin reflected red in the face of the roaring flames. The Eleventh Daughter’s features were still visible—painted gold instead of red, with tears of wood carved dripping on her cheeks. Her spiked crown was as black as a death giant’s heart. Thora stretched her fingers toward the flames, as if she wished to touch them. They were too far. She dropped her hand. And stepped back as the pale glowing tide rose to wash the sand from the bottom of the towering glass pyramid.

      She turned, moving further from the flames and salt water onto the black pebbles. ‘They speak of the Eleventh Daughter so true easy here, Diem. Like she’s some fancy goddess. Honnan reckons those mass paths threading about the island hide church-towers dedicated to her and that wild crooked beat.’ Thora shook her head. ‘You imagine if Purge House was here? What would they do?’

      Diem dropped heavily onto the black pebbles, shifting his shoulders beneath his bulky battle coat. ‘Burn everything. That’s what they’d do, true.’ He couldn’t keep the bitterness from his voice. He didn’t try very hard.

      She settled at his side. Not too close. ‘Why don’t they, then? Burn this place, I’m meaning. They true not strong enough, as Honnan tells me? Even after they’ve gone burned everything else in our damned Red Kingdom?’

      Diem shrugged. ‘Maybe they’re not strong enough to reach so far. Or maybe there’s too much that’s precious out here on Death City Island, I reckon. Think on it. Those death-giant bones and the Bloody Harvest. Even wild rhubarb grows on every grey rock in the Dead-Daughter sea. If Death City was purged, I wonder who’d risk their lives to farm the whales and dive for the heart? Expensive to ship a horde of Dust-Caste workers out this way, no? And take them from where, besides?’

      ‘Hypocrites.’ Thora spat. Then she laughed. The sound was wild. ‘Even those zealot Crimson Warriors lose their desire to purge when there’s coin to collect.’

      ‘Welcome to the Red Kingdom,’ Diem said darkly, his mind wandering back to that night on the red ferry. The grandpapa’s wailing voice and the death giant wading through the deep. He banished both. ‘Besides, like that Honnan Skyin says, maybe Purge House don’t have as many Purge Officers as it would take. And out here, I reckon, the citizens already tasted freedom. I think they’d fight vicious to keep it, true enough.’ Diem took a deep breath. ‘Thora … you ever thought of leaving the Red Kingdom true? Of going off somewhere else, like … Bilik Paean?’

      A dream.

      Impossible.

      Diem’s body grew still, and he couldn’t believe he’d asked it. And yet … it wouldn’t be so difficult from the Thousand Island Frontier. This place was wild, and people did as they pleased. A few coins here and there could surely buy a passage via the black sail trade to anywhere.

      Except Thora laughed, throwing her head back. She didn’t look quite herself in the dark. The wild night had infected them both. Exhaustion had, too. And the gravesite on the mountain maybe, taking its toll.

      Lights bobbed along the shore. Other fires sprung around the bay. The citizens of Death City sang and drank or chanted and worshipped. Did as they pleased. There were no masked Crimson Warriors to fear.

      ‘Bilik Paean,’ Thora said softly as her desperate, cracking mirth drained away. A wild wind whipped her skirts and she dragged them closer. ‘They’d send Dust-Hunters after me, you know they would. They’d burn me, Diem. No one ever leaves the Red Kingdom. You know it same as I.’ She wouldn’t look at him and her voice shivered. ‘Besides, I reckon Bilik Paean is a nation with a fondness for war, no? Battle-lords on every hill, is what I heard, and all of them staking out their territory and killing each other bloody. A war machine, that nation is, razor-sharp and deadly, but focused inward.’ She turned away and her voice sounded choked. ‘Maybe we’re better here.’

      Diem didn’t want to hear it. He stared at the sky. Something stirred. A flat rippling darkness coiling behind the cloud cover. He should’ve known this night would be hollow. He’d had those same dreams, after all, in the snatched moments of sleep back at Polity House. Nightmares of fire, as he always did, but the good dreams, too. Of the Gold Age and how things used to be.

      Of Thora.

      ‘There’s no Dust in Bilik Paean.’ He felt strangely desperate to make her listen. ‘Slavery’s been full outlawed there.’

      A sharp intake of breath. And a pause before she spoke. Her voice was small. ‘Bilik Paean is far away, Diem.’

      Did she do it on purpose? Turn so he couldn’t see her face in the dark? If she did, was it because she already knew what lay inside his heart? What he wanted to ask her? Yet, he still couldn’t let it go.

      ‘They say Bilik Paean is true united now.’ He spoke slow, choosing his words carefully. ‘Ruled by one single leader. A woman general who calls herself a god-king. Over there, they’ve got positions for everyone who wants them, I heard. In whatever work they choose. Over there, a woman could even be a politic worker, nothing to hold her back.’

      ‘How’d you know all that, then?’ She shook her head, as if she didn’t believe him, but Diem still caught the spark of hope within her eyes.

      Emboldened, he said, ‘Our men brought in a collection of flyers from the coast to burn at Investigation House. Called them propaganda. Said Bilik Paean ferries had been unloading them on towns and villages up and down the west coast along the Red Spine. The flyers said Bilik Paean got itself a god-king and was open to anyone who’d had enough of our Red Kingdom’s red ways.’

      ‘No.’ Thora paused. ‘I meant … how’d you know true they got no Dust in Bilik Paean?’

      Diem’s mouth curled at the corner. Not quite enough to be a smile. ‘Read it in a book once.’

      ‘Where? What book?’

      ‘At Investigation House. From the vaults.’

      Thora peered at him as the clouds opened and revealed an inverted moon shimmering with red burning stars. The whole bay burned crimson beneath its strange flickering light. The chanting grew louder. A wail now. ‘I never read no book like that,’ Thora murmured. ‘Never read about no Great Slave Calamity in Death City neither. Where’s all that recorded, then?’

      ‘Nowhere. Course not.’ Diem shifted as the smooth water rippled on the bay. The surface reflected red. ‘All those old history books burned, didn’t they? Biggest pyre I ever saw in the plaza, that one was. Sparks rising all the way to touch the inverted moon.’ He gestured above, and Thora lifted her head to the sky. She was as crimson as those Purge House hunters tonight, burning red.

      ‘Death City is a good place,’ Diem said finally. He didn’t say the next words, though he wanted to.

      A good place to lose ourselves.

      To disappear where the Dust-Hunters might never find you. To secure a black sail trade ferry to take you anywhere you wanted.

      Thora snorted. She struggled to her feet, her braids snapping in the rushing salt wind. She stood over him.

      ‘Death City’s got no answers, Diem.’ She gestured at the effigy of the Eleventh Daughter. It was alight with flames. A figure collapsing into sparks. The salt water beneath hissed as the wood fell, bubbled, and glowed with glimmering blue tears as the goddess sunk beneath the waves. ‘Maybe they’re all free citizens here, but their ways are still low. They used to drown a real woman, did you know it? Here in Death City. Every two years during the Bloody Harvest time. Went willingly, she did. That’s what Soldier Skyin told me. On our way down those steps he said were built by slaves.’

      She grinned at him, and her teeth glimmered in the dark. ‘This place, just as brutal as the next, no?’

      The sky opened. Red stars falling. The ocean churned, far out near the channel into the bay, where it was almost impossible to see.

      A monster rose from the pale glow of the water, far-off in the dark. Only shadows.

      All at once, the bay came alive with movement. The whales had come, as they did during the Bloody Harvest every second year. Diem had heard the stories, back in City of Pillars, where they ate blubber stew from the Frontier and sucked marrow from hollow bones traded all the way from the great walled northern city of Bird Fortress. Now the black oil shapes of massive whales sliced through the water. Enormous, writhing marine beasts surging toward the shore. Come to hurl themselves upon the black-pebbled beach.

      Come to die.

      From the clifftops, a wild cloud of beating wings appeared, riding the wind in a chaotic fray toward the water. Insects. More than Diem could wrap his mind around. So many pale moths swirled down over the beach that they almost turned the cliffs white. Their wings reflected the red stars of the inverted moon.

      Thora swayed in the wind. In awe. ‘Don’t you reckon that’s plenty strange? The Bloody Harvest, I’m meaning.’ She stared at the black pyramid. It mirrored the sky on its glassy surface as the tide rose higher, lapping at its base. ‘Here, where half the Eleventh Daughter lies, and up there in Bird Fortress, where the rest of her is. You were up there, weren’t you, Diem? When the flocks came?’

      ‘I was.’ After he’d been conscripted, he’d stayed at Bird Fortress for a time, before being shipped into the far north-western reaches of the Red Spine to fight the Cold War. A tidal wave of birds had come that year. Dashed themselves against every wall and spire in the city and fallen like rain.

      The whales and the birds. The two most precious harvests that sustained the Red Kingdom. Blubber, bones, feathers, and meat. All gifts from the Eleventh Daughter, it seemed, for they occurred only where her two pyramid tombs lay.

      ‘I don’t understand why we’re full forbidden to speak of her on the mainland.’ Thora touched her fingers to her heart. ‘I can feel it, you know. Beneath my skin. The crooked beat.’

      The storm of pale moths surged around them, aiming for the water and the whales, it seemed. Diem shivered. Aiming for the spilled blood of the harvest, more like.

      Tensing, he stood slowly until he towered above her. ‘Be careful, Thora. That old beat is true dangerous. It takes far more than it gives.’ He’d heard the stories.

      ‘Does it? Purge House tell you that, did it? Them Crimson Warriors?’ She lifted her chin in challenge. ‘Why the mass paths, then? Why this night to honour her? The crooked beat lives on this island. And the women here use it. And they gain from it. Look.’ She swept her hand toward the bay. Fins and flippers sliced through the black mirror water, driving in droves toward the shore. In the far distance near the mouth of the black bay, a giant hummed and groaned, blocking out the red sky. ‘The whales die to give us life. Their blubber and bones to feed us. What is that, if not the crooked beat at work? The Eleventh Daughter did that for her kingdom. She worked it through her practice. A final gift.’

      Diem rolled his shoulders. ‘Maybe intended as a gift. Maybe a curse. Don’t forget the Eleventh Daughter also stole our relic names. A whole generation what forgot who they were. A whole nation with no nation name. What dangerous power is that?’

      Thora was growing angry; he could see it. Behind her, the distant glimpse of a monster disappeared around the furthest edges of the bay—oil skin shimmering with cascading waterfalls and red glowing lights like stars moving across its heaving mountainous form, far bigger than an island. The death god had risen.

      Thora’s chest heaved, mouth turning into a snarl. ‘And what good is a name, then? Who cares that our country lost it? That Eleventh Daughter took all those useless relic names and took the citizen’s names too, but she gave more than she stole, no? Losing a few names makes no difference.’

      ‘Wrong, Thora. The Gold Age relic name would’ve been better. It would’ve been … different. A name like Red Kingdom can only ever be crimson and burning. They say we long left the Age of Blood behind us, but I don’t see it. Everything’s still red and bloody, just as it was then. Be careful of Death City, Thora. Everything here’s not bright like it seems.’ He winced. He hadn’t meant to sound so patronising.

      But he’d heard the stories. And he was worried.

      Fire bloomed within Thora’s eyes, and behind her, the huge whales heaved against the pebbled shore. A backdrop of wild, flickering wings as pale moths amassed where the killing would soon begin. Thora hissed up at him, her voice filled with hurt. ‘I walked that mountainside, same as you. I saw that little girl’s gravesite true. I’m not fooled by any brightness. But you said Death City is a good place. A hypocrite, the same as all the rest! You were the one who wanted to stay, Diem!’

      A shiver ran up his spine. So, she’d known what he’d been trying to ask. Had known how to read the spaces between his words. Got it different but close enough. Here or Bilik Paean, anywhere was better than City of Pillars and the burning plaza. But he was certain he knew it then. What her answer would be.

      Thora would surely say no.

      To Bilik Paean. Or a life here, on the Thousand Island Frontier.

      With him.

      Diem lowered his gaze, tensed but said nothing as Thora backed away. He’d been a fool to hope for … anything. He rasped a bitter laugh. What woman would risk a pyre for him?

      What did he have to offer in return for such sacrifice?

      Nought to his name and with bloody hands, besides.

      Thora’s braids were coming loose and tangled. She lifted her face to the sky, and the wind whipped words from her mouth, ‘What’s dead is dead and all shall die.’

      She turned her back on him, moving like liquid through the dark toward the stone steps and the cliffs, trailing pale moths in her wake. She would leave this shore. Leave him behind as the whales died in the dark and the Death City harvesters moved to the water in droves. Other crimson workers set off in small wooden sail boats to visit the surrounding islands and shore. None seemed to fear the inverted moon soaring above, nor the shadow of the death god that had melted beyond this safe bay. Two years’ worth of whales had surged onto the shore, waiting to be carved up. Life to sustain the island and sell on to the mainland. Plenty to eat and share, for a time, as they waited until the next Bloody Harvest.

      Diem stood on the beach. Alone. The chill sunk deep into his bones.

      Tomorrow would be a big day, with plenty to do. A suspect to question and a murder to solve. Diem might stop by the night markets on his way back to Polity House. And then he would crash upon his pallet in the tower and sleep until the soldiers brought the suspect in at dawn. And he’d do his best to forget the sight of those swarming insects covering each whale carcass, the butchered flesh quivering beneath pale wings.

      The Eleventh Daughter was hidden under the waves now, no sign she’d ever burned at all. He couldn’t see Soldier Skyin or his grandnannie among the converging citizens. He didn’t want to linger. Soon, the beach would be awash with blood.

      He paced toward the cliffs. Away from the swarming people and dying whales on the shore. Everyone he passed was dressed in crimson—men and women alike—for the harvest was bloody work, and soon they’d all be smeared red.

      As he climbed the endless stone staircase back to Death City, Diem tried to remember if Honnan Skyin had been wearing crimson, too.
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        Moon-caste men and women are free. As such, they must pay a quarterly tax tithe to the Red Palace for this privilege. Tax amounts—to be paid in metal-wealth, salt-wealth, grain-wealth, handicrafts etc.—are set by each region or city’s Polity House. Once collated across the Red Kingdom, the tithe must be submitted to the Red Palace.—Red Reform laws

        

      

      Viceroy Bearin and Scholar-Assistant Poplarin both hovered nearby within the prison tower. It was small, only two levels, and like all prisons, it was inverted—the first level above ground and the next digging beneath. No natural light filtered into the inverted prison level. Only dim lanterns encased by desert-glass, designed to keep any sparking flame from catching alight on the dried rhubarb leaves strewn across the floor. It appeared no one had cleaned the place for moons, and it was damp and grimy. The most care it had was a new layer of dried leaves to cover the old.

      Thora stood at the foot of the stairs. Diem was preparing to question Osla’s son, and so she leaned against the wall with her arms folded for warmth—keeping out of Viceroy Bearin’s way.

      It was almost midday, not that it showed below the ground. Thora was tired after the strange night of the Bloody Harvest on the shore, and still found it difficult to look Diem directly in the face. He thought this strange island was blinding her to its horrors. He thought her to be foolish as a child who might believe every tempting, bright rumour they heard. In one breath, he spoke of the future as if her pathway was not already locked in straight—as if Thora’s fate was hers to choose, if only she would reach out and take it—then he warned her of overstepping boundaries in the same way a Purge Officer might.

      Thora didn’t need Bilik Paean or woman generals. And she didn’t need to be saved by Diem, nor anyone else. She knew the risk of the Dust-Hunters. She’d seen for herself what happened to runaway slaves.

      Burned to charcoal bones and ash.

      That would never be her.

      So she ignored Diem when he glanced her way, and instead focused on her bubbling frustration that it’d taken so long for the viceroy’s soldiers to bring the prisoner to Polity House. The later they finished interrogating this young man, the later their party would leave for the north face of the mountain. And slowly, the day was wearing on.

      Despite the strange shift between her and Diem, they were a team and had a job to do. So, when he next glanced her way, she nodded back, all business.

      Diem had settled himself across from the prisoner on a bench. The boards beneath his boots were mouldy from the rising wet of the prison floor. The young prisoner was not inside a cell. Not yet. As far as they knew he’d done nothing worse than become utterly intoxicated while spending every last coin to his name on Gold women and sour-sweet. All while his younger sister lay dead and half buried on a mountain above Death City.

      ‘Misha. That’s your name, no?’ Diem’s voice was steady. If his argument with Thora on the dark shore bothered him, he didn’t show it. His face was a mask. No emotion. ‘You Osla’s son, then?’

      The young man agreed, clouded with confusion and the after-effects of alcohol, which seemed to only now be wearing off. He looked terrible—mouth drawn back in fear and sweat-slicked skin. His tightly curled hair was wild and big, and one of his eyes was bulging and swollen black. Courtesy of Viceroy Bearin’s men, Thora assumed.

      ‘I’m about to ask you some little questions, Misha, and if you answer me true and quick, this will be a far better thing for both you and me. Understand true?’

      For a moment it seemed as if the young man would retch. Instead, he glanced behind his shoulder at the cell. Thora couldn’t see clearly from where she was standing, as only Diem’s broad back was visible beneath his bulky battle uniform, but she was certain some threat passed between the two men. Diem could be vicious when he wanted.

      ‘I understand true … upper-sir.’ The prisoner’s voice shook.

      ‘Tell me how you know Shea Sandin then,’ Diem ordered. The others in the tower all waited, a collective breath held, and a change in their bodies. Rising tension.

      ‘Shea Sandin?’ Misha’s face flooded with emotion. His black hair flopped sweat-soaked over his brow. He would surely have been pretty had he not been so afraid. ‘I know her from the market, I reckon. Sold her fancy things, once or twice.’

      ‘And did you ever give her anything? Gifts or the like?’

      Misha was taken aback. ‘Why? Why would I give her anything?’

      Diem remained silent, waiting. He shifted on the wooden bench, dragging it closer to the prisoner. Making his body bigger, more intimidating.

      The young man flinched. He lowered his head as if to protect his swollen face. ‘Reckon I might’ve, once or twice true. You work for her pa? For Sun-Master Sandin? That why you arrested me? What’ll you do to me, then?’

      ‘What’s got you suspecting I’m a Sandin man, then?’

      ‘I... I don’t know, true.’

      Diem gestured to Viceroy Bearin. ‘I’m here on behalf of Investigation House in City of Pillars. And I’m here representing Death City’s viceroy true. I’m no Sandin man. What you make of that, then?’

      ‘Investigation House? From … the mainland? I don’t … why am I here? What you want?’

      ‘What’d you do to Shea Sandin, Misha?’

      ‘Do … to her?’

      Viceroy Bearin tread from the gloomy staircase into the tower proper, his long stick-insect limbs unfolding. Shadow covered half his face, but it didn’t hide his explosive anger. ‘You fool! You killed her. You killed Shea Sandin and buried her to hide your bloody Dead-Daughter crime. Where is she? Where did you hide her body?’

      The prisoner fell back, mouth wide, and a tiny, matted, marsupial-rodent burst from the dried leaves he disturbed. ‘K... kill her? What you...? I never... even touched her. By the Eleventh Daughter, why’re you asking me this?’

      Silence.

      ‘Please,’ Misha whimpered. ‘Please tell me, why’d you ask such a bad thing?’

      For a moment Thora expected Viceroy Bearin to scream at the younger man, but the seconds passed, and he bit his tongue, a look passing between him and Diem.

      It appeared Soldier Skyin had been right. The viceroy did indeed trust Low Investigator Lakein to solve this problem for him. The older man turned and stalked from the tower, his boots thumping up the stairs to the ground level. Scholar-Assistant Poplarin followed in a fuss at his heel.

      When they were gone, Diem leaned closer to the prisoner. ‘The viceroy reckons we should torture you until you confess. Gave me permission to do what I like here in the dark. What you think of that, then? He’s a man that believes true that you’ve gone and killed Shea Sandin and buried her body in the mountains.’

      ‘No, no, please. Shea? Why would I do it, please, I never did that, true!’

      Misha was sobbing now, tears and sweat mixing on his cheeks. He wiped the mess yet only smeared it further. Nothing about him was pretty anymore. ‘Please … believe in me, I’d never hurt that girl.’

      ‘Tell me why you’d never hurt her, then.’

      Misha was silent and then finally he whispered, ‘Because I love her.’

      Diem nodded, unsurprised. ‘Now, tell me why you shivered all a-feared when you thought me a Sandin man.’

      ‘I … I reckoned her papa must’ve known what us two were planning.’ Sweat dribbled on Misha’s brow, making him blink rapidly. ‘That’s why Shea never arrived, isn’t it?’ He smiled bright, as if hope was dawning. ‘I thought Shea gone changed her mind about me! I reckoned it was true impossible she’d come. But he stopped her, didn't he? That’s what happened true.’ He kept mumbling to himself, half-laughing beneath his ragged breath, until Diem finally held up his hand for silence.

      ‘No. That’s not what happened, sad but true. We reckon Shea Sandin was sure planning on meeting you. She stole crimson clothes from her tower maids. Then Shea and her nannie disappeared in the dead of night. Off to meet you, I’d say.’

      Misha’s eyes widened. ‘But... I never saw her. Shea true never arrived.’

      ‘No? That girl’s been missing for a full moon and a little more. You not heard?’

      ‘Missing?’ Misha pushed himself to his feet, but his knees gave out. His body collapsed onto the dirty leaves, and his expression twisted. ‘Where is she, then? Where’d Shea go?’

      ‘We’re hankering to know the same, Misha.’ Diem remained calm, unmoved by the younger man's display of emotion.

      ‘And Sun-Master Sandin? Her papa?’ Misha swayed. He feared the Sun-Noble, it was plain. And rightly so. Many had burned for far less than Misha had attempted. His crimes were clear and written in the Red Reform for all to know. Union between castes was forbidden.

      ‘If Jolyen Sandin was ever aware his daughter wished to elope off with a lowly Moon-Caste peddler, he’s told Polity House naught on it,’ Diem answered. ‘But I’d say that if he does know, you can rest easy he’s not aware of your identity, as it were.’

      ‘How... how you so true certain?’

      Diem leaned closer. ‘Because if that Sun-Noble knew, I reckon you’d be well dead by now, no?’

      Misha cowered, crying again. Dirt streaked his cheeks, and his wild tumble of hair touched the floor. Thora turned away. A dim grey light filtered down the staircase from the ground floor of the tower. Soldier’s boots thudded through the office as they moved about their business. In the dark of the inverted prison, Diem compelled their prisoner to tell him everything, to relive every event leading up to and beyond the night of Shea Sandin’s disappearance. But nothing new revealed itself in Misha’s statement. He loved her. She loved him. They’d planned a future, chose a meeting place. And Misha had waited.

      And Shea Sandin never came.

      Finally, Diem’s grim voice said, ‘Misha, tell me, how long since you’ve seen your sister, then?’

      ‘My sister?’ The young man blinked in surprise. ‘Awhile. Since before all this. She’s at home, she is, with our ma.’ He swayed, seeming as if he might drop where he knelt, exhaustion dragging his body toward the ground. He murmured Shea’s name, Diem’s mention of his young sister already dismissed and forgotten.

      Diem must have seen things the same as Thora, because he ordered Misha to rest before standing and taking Thora aside, leading her up the prison stairs and out of the tower into the dim daylight. Dark clouds hung low. He readjusted the leather straps running across his chest, sliding his sword case in against his back. ‘What you make of him, then?’

      Thora answered without hesitation. ‘I reckon he speaks truth. Not a good enough actor that boy, for certain. Seems like he’d got no knowledge on his sister, and I can’t believe he knows what happened to Shea Sandin, neither.’ The vast gravel quad stretched out around them. They were alone, wind sweeping the open space. Thora shrugged. ‘And if he did know a thing or two, I have the feeling Misha would tell us true, no hesitation.’

      After all, he’d already admitted to a serious crime. To venture between the barrier of caste was forbidden. It was written within the Red Reform during the Age of Blood, those laws that were designed to deliver peace to a ravaged nation with no relic name left.

      Thora exhaled slow, her breath misting. Misha was a true fool to let it go so far. The Red Kingdom was a land filled with familiar grooves, like channels of water carved into a farming field. It was impossible to lift from the pathways a birthright set out. Sun-Noble daughter or Moon-Caste peddler, Red King high upon his red throne, or a Low Investigator and a Dust-Caste slave—all were what they’d been born to be. There was no escape.

      She glanced at Diem, whose thunderous expression matched the overcast sky.

      It seemed Misha didn’t know this simple rule.

      Diem rubbed both hands over his face, digging his thumbs into his temples. ‘Back to the beginning, then, no? Round and round in circles we go.’ Polity House soldiers scurried back and forth about their business at the edges of the quad, but no one approached.

      Thora sighed. She felt as frustrated by their lack of progress as Diem clearly did but still, against her better judgement, a small part of her could almost see them together. Misha and Shea. She almost wished it might’ve been true. As a briny wind tussled her braids, Thora imagined the young couple making it across those mountains to the ocean, to a waiting red ferry. Imagined them fleeing to the mainland, and then … beyond. To Bilik Paean—the warring state—or to Apata, that distant beacon of culture and civilisation. Just … away.

      Diem was oblivious to her wild imaginings. Hands on his hips, he huffed. ‘We agree on it, then. Misha knows naught and much less than I’d like.’ He cursed beneath his breath. ‘Bloody Dead-Daughter crimson island, this one is.’

      Thora was silent, attempting to tie the threads together as she paced back and forth before Diem. ‘What you supposing happened that night, then? The night Shea Sandin disappeared?’

      Diem ran a hand over his braids. ‘Too big a coincidence not to all be connected somehow, I’d say. Misha’s younger sister lies dead in our morgue tower. Misha’s midnight woman, Shea Sandin, still missing and gone. There’s something tying these bits together, you agree?’

      She nodded. ‘I reckon so. My guess is that Misha’s young sister followed him that night, when he was off to meet Shea Sandin. We know the girl was planning to leave the island with him, but I’m reckoning Misha knew naught about his sister’s grand ideas. Maybe she didn’t tell him, worried enough that Misha wouldn’t let her come if he’d known true?’ Black gulls wheeled overhead, their shrieks breaking the island’s calm. Thora shivered in the cold. The air tasted of salt. ‘So, let’s say Misha’s sister followed along after him secretly. It’s no stretch to guess that somehow these two running girls met each other on the roadside, maybe long before either reached Misha. And when those two girls met … something happened.’

      Here Thora faltered, unable to guess the rest of that night’s events. She halted her pacing before Diem and peered up at him. ‘Also, I keep pondering on Shea’s nannie. Plays on my mind, that one does. Where’s she gone?’

      Diem scowled. ‘Just what I’d true like to know. What plans should we have for Misha after that clown Poplarin records his statement, then?’

      Thora blinked. She hadn’t expected him to consult her on such an official matter. It should really have been a question for the viceroy. She hesitated. ‘Can we not let Misha go on home? Keep things quiet-like and change his statement just a little? Keep out the bit on him being Shea’s midnight man, maybe?’

      It was a foolish thing to say, but the alternative was charging the young man as a breaker of the Red Reform laws and, in the absence of Purge House, delivering him straight to Sun-Master Sandin for retribution to meet the Sun-Noble’s satisfaction.

      Misha wouldn’t walk away from that.

      Thora predicted that Diem would protest yet he surprised her. ‘We can try a scheme like that, why not? For now, at least.’ But this time it was him who hesitated. His jaw tightened as he leaned closer. ‘But, Thora, I reckon this is just one small island and people are going to talk true. And we know already that Sun-Master Sandin has his ear close to the ground. When he learns about Misha there won’t be much we can do, and I’m sorry for it.’

      ‘I reckon we could still try.’ Thora felt desperate. ‘Maybe Misha could leave the island … for a short while.’

      Diem shrugged. Black gulls shrieked so loud that she could barely hear him as he said, ‘Just so. If he’s willing to leave his old grieving mama behind.’

      Thora bit her lip, lost in thought. What else could they do for the young man? To let him go was against the Red Reform, but she couldn’t bear the alternative.

      Diem sighed. ‘Wait for me outside the front gate, then. I’ve organised for Soldier Carpin to lead us up to your north mountain this afternoon.’

      Thora peered at the sky. Grey clouds gathered across the valley. ‘Now? It’s getting true late. Be dark before ever we return.’

      ‘You preferring to wait?’ Diem raised his brows, a challenge, and Thora glared back. He knew how to make anyone do exactly as he wanted.

      ‘No.’ She deflated. ‘I don’t want to wait true.’

      ‘Good. Because Carpin took his little team to search that north face, and they found a deserted church-tower up there. The other men are too afraid to go back, but he’s agreed to take us.’

      ‘They’re afraid? Why?’

      ‘Say the place is a bad place, no? Filled with rot or something like. The rumour is that a ghost lives up there. A man without a face.’

      ‘A man without … a face?’ Thora slowly repeated the words, and a chill stole along her spine. She’d heard those words before, at the clifftop Gold House. And maybe earlier too, in her papa’s gentle voice. She glanced at the overcast sky. ‘Just so. I’ll wait out the front gates. What’ll you do, then?’

      ‘I’ll go back inside and tell this boy what happened to his sister.’

      She nodded, not envying Diem such a terrible task. Thora’s mind wandered back to Misha’s mama, sitting crumpled and alone inside her dark, damp tower.

      She turned to leave, intending to run to her tower and layer on every piece of winter clothing she owned, ready for their journey up the mountain. The snow was heavier toward the peaks, and Thora didn’t know how far they’d need to travel through that icy forest.

      She’d already begun to walk away when he called her name.

      ‘Thora. Wait up for me.’

      Diem jogged to her side, his body blocking the weak sun and covering Thora in shadow. ‘Here. For you. For the mountain.’ He pushed material into her hands, soft and velvety beneath Thora’s chill fingers. And then he was gone, striding back toward the prison tower. She stared at his broad back. Then looked down at what he’d handed her.

      A winter hat. Lined with soft cat fur, black velvet on the outside, shaped to sit low across a woman's forehead and cover her ears. Soft fur against skin. Not a scrap of red upon it.

      Thora peered at the gift for a long time. It was beautiful, but not something for a Dust-Caste woman to wear, no matter how cold it became in Death City, no matter how far across the vast Thousand Island Frontier she had travelled. She ran her fingers over the soft fur. It was a winter hat embroidered for a sun-mistress.

      That hollow in her chest ached as she looked at the soft velvet in her hands, and those stinging words they’d shared on the beach the night before bloomed again in her mind.

      Since the Gold House corruption case, Thora had only one dream. Prove herself and be raised above the lowliest of Dust-Caste workers at Investigation House. Prove herself to those upper-sirs and become something more than what she was.

      Since arriving to Death City though, Thora’s dreams felt clouded. Like wisps of mist or smoke escaping her grasping fingertips. Changing. Morphing into something new.

      She didn’t want to think on what that meant. She already knew how it would end.

      With a burning.

      Thora hesitated in the quad long after Diem had gone. Instead of heading back to the women’s tower, she crept back to the prison entrance. The door gaped like the mouth of a cave. It led deep into shadow. Inside, she took a few steps down the winding staircase and peered into the dark.

      Diem and Misha huddled together. Thora couldn’t hear what Diem said to the prisoner, but he knelt in the dirty leaves next to Misha. He placed his hand on the younger man's shoulder.

      Misha sobbed, his fingers clasped over his face, and his head bowed low against the ground.
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        It may be considered appropriate retribution for a Sun-Noble to punish their own privately owned Dust-Caste worker with death, depending on the severity of the Dust-Caste worker’s crime. In such circumstances, the slave’s death will be considered a private clan matter, and Investigation House will have no jurisdiction to class the death as murder. This will protect the privacy and inherited rights of Sun-Nobles.—Red Reform laws

        

      

      Thora steadfastly ignored the faltering light as Soldier Carpin led them into the mountains. Long shadows crawled across the forest from the towering peaks. The mountains clustered close this side of the island and hemmed them in on all sides. It was not the time of day to travel deep into the spaces between the ranges. Yet they were doing it anyway.

      Soldier Carpin fidgeted with the red embroidery that lined the collar of his uniform, appearing agitated. He kept glancing behind them from his position at the head of the party, his focus flicking across bare trees and between the rock shadows that shifted slow across the black earth. Perhaps he was afraid of winter tigers. Thora had heard the beasts wandered the isolated peaks throughout the Thousand Island Frontier. She shivered but did not ask, following Carpin higher into the slopes.

      Three other Polity House soldiers trailed close behind, with Diem at the rear. The soldiers clasped unlit torches, ready to ward off wandering tigers, and they furiously whispered among themselves. Particular words were repeated often—ghost and demon, mostly. Fear hung about the men like a cloud, broken only by the steam of their breath.

      The party struggled higher as the snow set in. It crept at the edges of large boulders and twisted shrubs and clung to the winter trees. The landscape changed as they neared the north face of the mountain—the highest peak on the island—and the snow deepened, turning crisp and white. It was clean, like freshly pressed cloth, no longer marred by the dirt and mud of Death City. Thora blew warm air on her numb fingertips and brushed back a loose strand of hair come undone from her braids. Her head remained bare—her new winter hat left behind in her tower—and she avoided Diem’s eyes. She wrapped a worn scarf over her head and tied it tight beneath her chin.

      ‘Here it is,’ Carpin shouted. ‘I’ve found it.’

      A mass path twisted between the trees, barely visible in the snow. It prickled at Thora’s memory—late night whispers with her papa when she was young. She remembered more of him these days. Things she’d thought were lost. He’d told her that mass paths like this—that led to hidden church-towers—had sprung up everywhere after the Red Reform outlawed worship of the old Gold Age gods. Yet Purge House had attended to its duties vigorously on the mainland, and Thora had never seen a real mass path until now. This one barely warranted the name. Overgrown and half hidden between the trees.

      Yet as she walked the pathway behind Carpin, the other Polity House soldiers and Diem trailing further behind, something strange stirred the air. A feeling running through this place and a tingle on her skin. What might it feel like to worship a god—to place her faith in something beyond Purge House and the weak, old Red King—and to believe it enough to walk the mass paths and risk a burning pyre?

      Still, Thora suspected such things were not to her taste. Thora had already seen a god, after all. Rising from the waves of the Black Silt Sea.

      She held the image in her mind. A creature that soared higher than a mountain peak. The vibrations of its slow movements caught within her chest. But when she focused too close, her mind slid elsewhere. The death giant was too immense for her to know, too strange for her to understand where it ended or began. It was beyond her.

      She could believe it to be a god. What she had seen. But Thora would not worship it. It would be the same as worshipping Purge House, like giving your faith to something greater than you that had no care on whether you lived or died.

      Just a few steps ahead, Soldier Carpin abruptly stopped. In an attempt to avoid slamming into him, Thora stumbled, slipping in the snow and barely catching herself from ploughing into the ground. With her heart pounding, she glanced over her shoulder, relieved the rest of the party had fallen far enough behind to have missed her near fall. Especially Diem. She didn’t want him thinking she couldn’t handle a hike like this.

      Thora smoothed her uniform coat and met two black eyes peering down at her. Carpin frowned and pointed ahead to a small rock beside the path. It was thin and long and lodged upright in the frozen earth. Thora had seen them before, down in the city and dotted along the shoreline.

      ‘A hunger stone,’ he said.

      Thora squinted. ‘It’s got markings on it.’

      ‘What’s dead is dead will live again. Then die once more,’ the man said. ‘It’s here to mark the rising tide.’

      ‘Here? At the top of the highest peak on the island?’ She found herself smiling. But Soldier Carpin didn’t return it.

      ‘This island was not always here, Dust-Caste Thora. In the beginning it was only the Black Silt Sea, I’d say. Water in every direction and the frozen south. But eventually this place became land, or so they teach us as we walk these mass paths as children. My great grandnannie said this land here is sinking now. Things rise and they fall. We humans scurry across our island and fight our small fights. But one day the tide will rise all the way to this very peak and swallow us up. We’ll belong to the death gods then.’

      Thora didn’t know what to say. She shivered, recalling the hunger stones she’d seen spread throughout the tangled web of alleys within Death City. Marking every corner. On the cliffs, too. She’d seen them in the dark.

      In the end, she was saved from saying anything. Carpin gripped her arm and held up a hand for absolute silence, pointing into the dense foliage. His breathing turned heavy.

      A flash of movement.

      Something stalked like liquid between the trees. Pale fur and red eyes. Fangs as big as Thora’s fingers and a bloody maw. Too many rows of teeth. Thora staggered back, the air sucked from her lungs. Carpin held her arm tight so she couldn’t move.

      A winter tiger?

      The creature’s lithe form slid through the forest like a ghost, making not a sound. Thora and Carpin watched, frozen still. Thora’s heart beat like a drum. Not once did the giant beast turn their way, focused only on the path it forged, but its massive mouth dripped blood onto the pale snow and muscles rippled beneath its matted fur. It was far bigger than Thora had ever imagined winter tigers could be. More powerful, too.

      ‘It’s full and fed,’ murmured Carpin. Relief coloured his voice. ‘Or else we’d be in trouble, you and me. Die by the fang today, we would.’

      The creature melted into the dense forest and twisted branches. Not a sound.

      ‘How can you tell it’s a full and fed tiger?’ Thora kept her voice low, still staring where the creature had disappeared. No movement. Only the swaying leaves.

      ‘Blood on its face and no attack, is how I true tell,’ Carpin answered. He let go of Thora’s arm and rolled his shoulders, as if ridding himself of tension. ‘We’d be dead if it were hungry, no?’

      Indeed, Thora had heard tales of Death City crimson citizens being dragged off into the trees. Attacked on pebbled beaches. She shivered. But such occurrences seemed to happen rarely. ‘What those winter tigers eat out here in this wasteland then, to be so satiated?’

      Carpin shrugged. ‘Reckon there’s beasts that live in this forest we barely know on, vast mountains we got here and deep, dark spaces. But if not, we got the whales on the pebbled shore. Or maybe the winter tigers eat each other, no?’

      Thora had nothing to say to that and focused instead on the mass path along the way they’d come, worried about Diem and the others. Had the bloody maw on that winter tiger dripped fresh? She wasn’t sure.

      To distract herself, she nodded at the strange stone Carpin had pointed out earlier. ‘Why’re those called hunger stones, then?’

      ‘Because the sea is destined to eat them true.’ Soldier Carpin wiped sweat from his hairline. He shrugged, his gaze locked on the stone. ‘We lost three already in my lifetime. Eight in my grandnannie’s time on this earth.’ He hesitated. The others in their party were catching up. It seemed this short, unexpected rest was almost over. Soldier Carpin leaned close. ‘You are Dust, girl, but there’re no Dust in Death City, not since the Great Slave Rebellion in my old grandnannie’s time.’

      Rebellion?

      Seemed Death City locals called the Great Slave Calamity something different than Polity House did. Thora’s throat went dry. She swallowed hard, nodding. ‘I know it true. I know full well what I am.’

      Carpin lowered his voice, an intensity sparking in his eyes that made Thora flinch. ‘But I’d say that everyone here was Dust once, girl. A few generations back, see? And now we’re all free men and women. And we’d die before becoming Dust once more.’

      Thora swayed, and her chest felt like it was weighed by a rock. Her voice wavered. ‘Why you telling me all this?’

      The man grinned, revealing gleaming teeth. His black hair was long and tangled in curls, draping over his Polity House uniform. ‘To give you hope, Dust-Caste Thora. I’ve heard that on the mainland, there’s none left.’

      She stared at him.

      ‘What’s dead is dead will live again. Then die once more.’ His smile vanished. ‘What is free, will be enslaved. But will be free once more.’

      Thora flinched. ‘What’s that? Rebellion?’

      Soldier Carpin chuckled as Diem climbed toward them. White mist spilled from his lips.

      ‘Not likely, Dust-Caste Thora. We live small lives here in Death City. But I’ve walked the mass paths, and my great grandnannie has touched the crooked beat. She taught me that what is gone will come again. In your lifetime, if you’re lucky. In a hundred of your lifetimes if you’re not. You will die. And live and die. And one day, you will be free.’

      Soldier Carpin smiled again. ‘My grandnannie was born a Dust-Caste worker, she was. On these shores, before her slave papers burned. Now she is dead. But before she was dead, she was free.’

      With that, he crossed the ridge of the mountain onto the north face, disappearing over the rise ahead. Thora’s heart pounded hard.

      What’s dead is dead will live again. Then die once more.

      She’d heard those words long before she ever came to Death City—her papa’s gentle voice in the deep night—but been too young to understand what they meant. Her attention drifted to the winding black river in the valley. Dirty grey smoke rose from a thousand tower kitchen fires over the pointed spires of Death City. She scanned Glasswater Bay for the tip of the pyramid. She couldn’t find it. This far, the water appeared tinged crimson from the Bloody Harvest, broken only by the jutting towers of rusted gun-metal from the old wars no one remembered. The blood-wood trees were all around her, swaying in the forest on either side of the mass path. Black leaves rustling.

      Death City was steeped in the Eleventh Daughter’s touch. Her crooked beat seeped into everything. Thora imagined the mass paths as blood lines, carrying power across the island. She shook her head at her own foolishness. Diem had told her to be careful of Death City. But the landscape tingled beneath her skin, and it was hard not to be swayed by all this talk of freedom.

      In City of Pillars, Dust-Caste Thora had not once dreamed of freedom. Back at home, to dream of such an unattainable thing would have been to die a little death, each dream driving her one step closer to misery. But out here … things were different. Dreaming felt so close she might touch it. A sharp salt wind rolled in from the bloody ocean and whipped her braids about her face, and Thora imagined a different sort of fire to the burning pyres in the plaza. This one was smaller. Controlled.

      And her slave papers curled black within its dancing flames.

      ‘What’s dead is dead and all shall die,’ she whispered beneath her breath. True enough, she supposed, though it would be nice to taste true freedom first.

      Thora moved over the ridge to the other side, certain she felt the crooked beat tingling across her skin.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Their hike was long. Thora followed Diem without speaking, trudging through the snow and hiding her cold fingers beneath her arms to keep warm. He glanced back often, his dark skin almost blue with cold. Despite the ice hanging in the air, Diem’s forehead was slick with sweat. A frown held tight to his face, never letting go—hard mouth, hard fingers. He wore full battle gear, with the boiled leather scales and studded jacket. Unshaven for days. And, as always, his copper-tin sword was strapped tight to his back. Thora dragged her eyes away, ignoring the strange churning in her belly that rose every time she glanced his way. Death City was a strange place and it made her dwell on things she shouldn’t. She forced herself to focus instead on the other Polity House soldiers. What she saw though, she didn’t much like.

      Whenever Low Investigator Lakein drew too near the soldiers ahead, they quickly dropped into silence, sending furtive looks his way. Leaving only echoes of their whispered words drifting in the cold air.

      Killer.

      Lawbreaker.

      Murderer.

      Thora shivered. She said nothing to anyone and followed quietly, enveloped in silence as they moved downward, following the mass path as it trailed along a natural slope of the hill toward a new valley. This side of the peak held no humans or visible life. When Thora caught glimpses of the valley floor between the trees, no kitchen fires burned, no plumes of smoking grey clouds rose into the horizon. Only empty space and forest stretched out before her, all the way to the cliff-lined shore. To the wild Black Silt Sea beyond. They continued trudging the steep slope and, for a moment, ribs rose visible from the waves in the distance.

      Red death-giant bones.

      Taller than the highest tower in City of Pillars. The corpse of a god, half-submerged beyond the farthest mountain.

      Soldier Carpin held up an arm, effectively halting their small party. When Thora peered to the horizon again, her glimpse of the death giant was gone, replaced now by grey forest and sky. She pressed a numb hand against the bark of a tree, head bowed to let the air creep back inside her lungs. The climb had been hard.

      ‘You need to creep a little onward, through there,’ Soldier Carpin announced, and when Thora followed his pointed hand, a grove of blood-wood trees rose ahead, a splash of deep black and dripping red against the bleak winter white.

      ‘Your abandoned church-tower is through that place?’ A scowl carved deep into Diem’s face, turning his expression fierce. Maybe he used that vicious mask to hide his fear. After all, the air felt strange in this part of the mountain.

      Thora didn’t believe the citizen’s stories of the demon who lived in the church-tower, who was a ghost with no face. Death City was a superstitious place, filled to overflowing with the low ways. Yet she couldn’t help feeling unsettled all the same.

      She turned to Soldier Carpin. ‘You won’t take us?’

      The man shook his head.

      The other soldiers wouldn’t make eye contact, examining the ground.

      ‘Fine,’ Diem snapped. His temper was short now, his patience long gone. He turned to Thora and his hard expression softened. ‘You ready, then?’

      Thora took a deep breath and nodded, though truthfully, she was anything but ready. A cold fear wrapped around her body like ice as she forged along the overgrown mass path. She pushed the terror away. They had no time to waste as the afternoon wore on. As the sun slowly slipped away. Besides, ghosts with no faces were not real. It was simply a story spun to frighten children.

      Yet a kernel of truth lay in every story.

      Thora shuddered. Approaching the copse of blood-wood trees, she slid her body carefully between the tangled branches. No trail unfolded here; the mass path ended at the edge of the grove. Severed. Diem followed with difficulty, cracking branches as he forced his bulk through spaces that were too small. Soon his black battle gear dripped red as if with blood, a great streak smeared across his cheekbone. Thora didn’t say anything.

      Frost caught in each groove of the trunks and piled onto thin branches. A canopy of white clung to the rustling black leaves. Thora pushed a branch aside and showered herself with snow. Ice crept beneath her padded uniform coat and along her neck, the damp slicking her clothes wet against her back. She shivered. The snow where they had trudged was churned with blood-red sap.

      ‘Careful,’ Diem warned but it was too late. Thora lost her footing in the deep snow and grappled for the black branches. She swore loudly as Diem dragged her upright, his hand tight on her upper arm. Carefully, he readjusted the scarf wrapped around her head. His sap-smeared fingers were slow as he dusted snow from her hair.

      Diem didn’t ask why Thora hadn’t worn the winter hat he’d gifted her, though she noticed his gaze lingering on her exposed hair. Thora was glad. She turned away, the strangeness of the blood-wood tangle seeping deep inside her body, and Diem’s lingering hands causing her skin to burn.

      She’d left the hat crumpled in her tower room. It frightened her, provoking a sickening combination of hollow aching and fear of burning every time she looked at it. She wished he’d never gifted it to her at all. Wished he’d never spoken of Bilik Paean on the black-pebbled beach, either, stoking those foolish ideas of freedom that Death City had already sparked.

      Thora wanted things to remain how they used to be, back during the Gold House corruption case. She’d had no expectations or hollow ache then. Things had been bitter enough, as they were still, yet life had also been neat and simple. No loose nor tangled threads.

      The rest was far too big for her to think on, and she forced her mind away, back onto their case.

      Mist rose as they pushed deeper into the blood-wood trees. Clouds hung white in the air, and a soft haze blinded her. The grove shivered as if in anticipation.

      Nervous, Thora moved closer to Diem. Here the blood-wood branches bent low beneath the weight of snow. She shrank back lest she disturbed them. It felt as if they grasped inward, as if the leaves themselves were swaying closer. Her hands dripped red from grasping at twigs that scratched her face.

      Harsh bird cries broke the silence, the caws of black gulls. Thora was certain she glimpsed one through the mist. But when they drew closer the bird was gone. Her heart staggered against her chest as the stories her papa told her when she was still a child came back in full force.

      Tales of creatures that slipped into the city from the Red Spine or the salt wastes. Or crawled from the bitter lakes far to the north. Or even wriggled from the great black-lung pits near the Inland Sea. Creatures with faces that lay smooth and featureless. No eyes, no nose, no mouth. He’d told Thora they were ghosts of the Red Kingdom’s long forgotten gods. Their names gone after the Hundred Year Fall ended when the Eleventh Daughter had stolen all the relic names. Their faces were forgotten, too. Gods with no one left to mourn their passing.

      If you saw one, he had warned, it meant that you would die.

      A ghost with no face.

      Thora’s papa had lived in City of Pillars his whole life. But he was steeped in the low ways, as Death City was. It was only that Thora had forgotten, because he’d been gone so long.

      What is dead will live again.

      He was living in her mind these days.

      ‘Diem.’ She gasped. Thora pressed her head with numb hands, trying to calm herself. Foolish. Childish. She was from Investigation House, a seasoned assistant investigator in everything except name, and not some frightened little girl.

      Diem hesitated, his dark skin dusted with ice. ‘You fine, Thora?’

      She took sucking breaths of mist and set her mouth into a firm line. ‘I am. Just so. Keep going. I reckon I’m seeing the edges of this bloody Dead-Daughter forest. It opens out.’

      And so it did.

      Into a circular clearing of mud and grime that housed a ruined tower in the middle. It was five whole stories, yet the top three had collapsed inward, so no spire rose above the crowding canopy of blood-wood trees. A steep slope of black earth jutted behind the tower, until it met with the winter forest again. Light snow fell steadily but the ground was carved up fresh, chunks of frozen mud pushed into the shape of deep footprints.

      ‘Diem.’

      Thora pointed with her chin at the footprints, keeping one eye on the rotting tower ahead. It didn’t look like any church-tower she’d ever imagined. This one was strung with desert-glass of all colours, but the air was dead still, so though the strings wound between the trees and tower, they made not a sound. The ruined church-tower was painted black and red, faded death-heads everywhere—even painted onto the surrounding blood-wood trees. Hundreds of watchful faces.

      ‘Soldier Carpin was true here early yesterday with his men. Tramping about this place.’ Diem’s voice was low. ‘These footprints could be his.’

      Thora slowly shook her head, crouching to point deliberately at the shape one foot had made. The mud was indented with small holes like studs. None of the viceroy’s soldiers wore boots like that.

      The footprints belonged to someone else.

      Diem used his hands to communicate now, like they’d been taught back at Investigation House. He twisted his fingers, pointing to Thora and then to the hut. She nodded and darted across the frozen mud, leaping over a fallen branch to gain higher ground. Circling the tower, Thora approached the collapsed structure from behind.

      The aches in her body were long forgotten, the cold gone. She was quick and her movements calculated, every footfall precisely as she meant it to be.

      As Thora rounded the back of the tower, the smell of damp wood and dried rhubarb leaves filled her nose. Sour.

      And something else. The smell of rot.

      Animal or human, she couldn’t tell.

      Thora’s fingers trailed across the back wall of the tower, and painted death-heads crumbled beneath her touch. Black wet splinters disintegrated onto the cold earth, soaking into the snow. She kept one eye on the tower and the other trained on the blood-woods up the slope.

      The back of the tower had no door. No windows either. But a rotted board had been broken through where a kitchen might be. A space big enough for a person to push through.

      Thora drew closer with a frown, examining the opening, and then the silence was shattered by Diem’s deep voice. He yelled her name like a crack of thunder.

      Spinning to follow the sound, Thora stumbled against the damp tower wall. Blood pounded in her ears and hammered at her throat.

      She froze.

      Higher up the ridge was a face—one of many painted death-heads on the blood-wood trees. Yet this one caught Thora’s attention.

      Peering from a tangle of black leaves, as if caught between the branches of the blood-woods. Not a painted death-head of peeled back flesh and bone like all the others. This one was real and living.

      And it moved.

      Blue eyes and a wide-open mouth. Pale skin.

      Staring at her.

      Abruptly, it was gone, leaving only the crackle of fleeing footsteps smashing into branches and the sounds of snapping from within the trees. Thora screamed out to Diem.

      She thought she did.

      But already she’d thrown herself up the slope in pursuit, with her hands pressed against frozen mud to gain traction. At the top of the rise, she launched to her feet and sprinted upright again, flying through the forest. She twisted and dodged the blood-wood trees.

      A flash of colour ahead. The back of a dark blue padded coat. A man disappeared between the trees.

      Thora followed and already she could tell she was faster than him. She’d catch him despite his immense head start. The falling snow turned wet like sleet, soaking into her clothes. Soon the ground would melt, too, each step wetter than the last.

      ‘Stop!’ Thora screamed. ‘In the name of Investigation House, you stop right now!’

      The man did not stop.

      It meant taking a terrible risk, the risk of losing the first real suspect they’d come across, but Thora took it. She darted left into the tangled trees and bracken to disappear low, still running fast. And she was right, the man veered left too, ever so slightly. Thora had seen it. She ran low and fast, her chest heaving as the chill air stabbed her lungs. The man crashed through the forest, panting heavier than Thora was, with his body clumsier. He struggled to keep his pace. And Thora gained ground.

      Drawing the knife from beneath her padded clothes—a long, thin blade of copper-tin—Thora slipped it from its small case. She twisted the hilt so it sat comfortable and loose between her practised fingers. And then she launched herself from the trees at the running man, slamming against his body with all her strength so they both went flying. His flesh softened Thora’s fall, but a bone-crunching crack sounded as his chin hit the ground. He flung himself onto his back. Blood poured from between smashed lips.

      They were a mess of lunging arms and furious grunts, rolling in the snow as Thora pushed back with her legs to get a higher purchase. She caught a glimpse of wild blue eyes and tangled hair. He stretched desperately for a wooden staff, which had been tossed aside in their struggles. Every time he drew near it, Thora pulled him back, until finally his blood-covered hands closed around her throat. He flipped her onto her back and squeezed. Bigger than her. His weight crushed her chest, pinning her.

      Thora choked. Gasping, with lights popping in her head. Her dagger slashed wildly, missing the assailant every time, ineffectual. Useless. Except the man changed his grip, loosening for the smallest of moments to reposition and hold her better. Thora was flat on her back, the man straddling her. Wet snow seeped into her clothes. And for that moment, the world snapped into focus, and Thora sunk her small blade into his chest above his breast, cutting deep and savagely twisting.

      Bellowing, the man tore himself away. Thora’s hand still held the knife tight, and the small blade ripped from his body in a spray of red, like fine dust settling across her face. His hands scrabbled in the loose dirt and closed around his discarded staff, thrusting it brutally toward Thora’s face. She lunged beyond its reach, only to slam her jaw against a rock half hidden in the muddy snow.

      An explosion of pain.

      She gasped. But still staggered to her feet. Thora was forced to lean against a tree to suck in air as she searched for the suspect … and waited for his next attack.

      It didn’t come.

      The man lurched off into the trees, limping and trailing blood in the snow. A line of shocking red against the white. Thora meant to follow, she tried to. Instead, she sank to her knees, her hands clasping the bruised flesh of her throat. Forehead to earth, she worked hard to draw air into her bruised windpipe and blinked away the black spots that danced at the corners of her vision.

      The forest grew quiet. No sound except the wind rushing through the trees, the wet drip of snow.

      Slowly Thora returned to herself. The only sign the suspect had been present was the leftover blood. The snow was crimson.

      The suspect was long gone.

      Thora cursed as she pushed to her feet and staggered back toward Diem and the dilapidated church-tower. Her memory played out the sound of Diem’s voice when he’d called her, urgent and tight.

      He’d shouted her name. Because something was wrong?

      Thora moved quickly as the worry seeped in. Her body forgot the pain, locking it away for later. She broke into a wild run.

      ‘Diem. Diem!’ Her voice cracked, her throat rasping.

      Bursting from the tangle of blood-wood branches above the rotten tower, Thora tore down the slope. She slid in a storm of snow and dirt and slammed her hands against the rotting wood of the back wall. The whole church-tower shuddered from the impact.

      ‘Diem,’ she rasped, fear fully taking hold. No sound came from inside the tower. Only silence. The man Thora had fought was a distraction. The real battle had taken place here inside the church-tower where she’d left her investigator all alone. She rasped his name, voice scraping as she staggered onto the rotting porch. Her boot almost sunk into the wood as it gave way beneath her.

      ‘Diem!’

      Thora shoved through the remnants of the rotting wall, into the dark space within. The overwhelming stench of damp and mould stole her breath, and she clasped her hand over her nose. A huddled form in the centre of the room caught her attention. A black silhouette in the gloom.

      Diem.

      Thora's heart stopped.

      He barely moved as Thora edged slowly around, angling herself to see what was in his arms held so carefully.

      A girl. A young woman.

      He glanced up to face her, black eyes wild.

      The girl was dressed in the threadbare clothes of a lowly Moon-Caste crimson citizen. Her feet were bare, and they weakly kicked against Diem’s grip. Something strange and clumsy marked her movements, and spittle slid from her lips. Her focus flicked about too fast—onto the roof, the floor, over the walls. On nothing at all.

      Thora couldn’t understand what she was seeing. Until Diem carefully raised the girl’s arm and pulled back her sleeve. A small birthmark stained her inner elbow. A tiny delicate shape.

      ‘No,’ Thora rasped.

      Shea Sandin was dead. Of course, she was dead.

      They all knew it. Had known it for a moon at least. She was buried somewhere in these mountains. The girl was dead. Thora sunk to her knees on the mouldy floorboards.

      And yet …

      Diem peered back unblinking, his expression beyond tired. Bone weary and exhausted.

      ‘Yes,’ was all he said.
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      They’d found Shea Sandin. Or whatever was left of her to find.

      Thora sat on the porch of the rotting church-tower. It was better than the smell inside, where they’d left Shea Sandin covered in stinking blankets. Diem sat close beside Thora, the warmth of his body like fire against her side. His head lowered, and his hands folded beneath his arms to keep warm.

      Thora didn’t care about the wet, she was numb to it, and sat directly beneath the falling sleet on the damp porch. Icy pathways trickled beneath her clothes. She was frozen, her fingers and toes stiff. Her throat ached. Losing pieces of herself to the snow.

      She didn’t care. She felt nothing.

      Thora nudged Diem gently with her shoulder. He stared ahead, his expression flat. Blank. For a moment she imagined he was the same as Shea Sandin. His eyes were open, yet he did not see.

      ‘She was alive, then.’ Thora rasped the words loud to rouse him. He was frightening her—that emptiness echoing from his body was so unlike his normal self. ‘Diem. Diem! All this time, Shea Sandin was alive true.’ She glanced at the painted death-heads watching them from every blood-wood tree. It was growing dark. ‘I didn’t expect some mad miracle like this.’

      Diem jerked, as if awakening from a dream. He peered at her and blinked. ‘Thora?’ Then his eyes bulged, and he reached for her face, swiping his rough fingers across her chin. They came back bloody.

      Diem sharp features flooded with raw fear. ‘Thora! You hurt?’

      ‘No.’

      Pushing back the hair that had escaped her braids, Diem touched her throat anyway. Thora reached up, too. Her skin was stained with blood. Crimson and wet. Diem’s careful fingers made her shiver and she pushed him away.

      ‘Not mine, that,’ she rasped, before he could ask. His expression remained twisted—jaw tight. Thora ignored him, exploring her swollen throat and finding bruises already blooming. She coughed and that hurt, too. ‘A stranger’s blood, mostly, but half is sap from those Dead-Daughter blood-wood trees. All mixed together, I reckon. Looks far worse than what it is.’

      Diem’s expression turned carefully blank once more. ‘Fine, then.’ A pause. ‘Carpin reckoned he searched this church-tower yesterday.’

      Thora’s voice rasped quiet. ‘But he didn’t find our girl.’

      ‘Means she wasn’t here yesterday, no?’

      Threads twisted in Thora’s mind. Yet she said nothing. It seemed their small interlude was over anyway. Diem stood. ‘If that man you fought survives his wounds, he’ll come back with others true. I reckon it’s time to take our Shea Sandin home.’

      ‘And this place? Someone needs to have a search through the church-tower true, and check for anything precious left behind, no?’

      ‘What time for all that, Thora? I’ll try to calm the girl down, and you do what you can with a little look in the meantime. But quick-like. And then we go off.’

      Thora nodded as Diem crouched low to re-enter the dark tower. Wiping the caked mud from her black uniform, she stood and paced slowly around the building, her attention trained on the ground despite the gathering darkness. She crept inside the kitchen. It was filled with the scent of rotting flesh. Her heart thudding hard, Thora searched the gloomy space. But she found only a decaying marsupial-rodent squeezed behind the unlit hearth. And plenty of live ones, too, hopping and skittering over the damp wood. Nothing important remained, only an empty broken room.

      Inside the main level of the church-tower where Shea Sandin lay with Diem crouched by her side, Thora found a woven rope curled in long winding lengths. It wasn’t damp like everything else, instead it was dry and strong. When she sniffed it, it smelled clean, like straw and storage and animals. It was dyed crimson.

      Thora left it on the floor, coiled like a red snake in the darkness.

      Blankets were piled in one corner, musty and damp, but not beyond use. And out the back, Thora found the bones of birds, thin and hollow and half buried. She sunk her fingers into the snowy sludge, trying to find anything discarded, and searched until her hands were black with muck. Her fingers touched something soft, and she extricated a long sash belt, which was caked with dirt and snow. It used to be crimson. She could still see the colour beneath the grime.

      It was the kind of sash belt a young girl might wear, folded about her waist with its tassels left loose to sway and tumble as she walked. Thora turned the material over in her hands, examining it closely, and tucked it beneath her coat. It felt cold against her heart.

      ‘Thora.’ Diem’s voice rose from the front of the tower. ‘Time to go.’

      Thora stood and took one last look around the abandoned church-tower—creeping blood-woods and leering painted faces. The snow beneath her feet was stained red with sap. Finding nothing else, she slipped around the side to meet Diem, and helped him heave the silent girl over his shoulder. Her head lolled to the side, drool wetting her already stained chin. She was lost within her mind.

      A true ghost.

      A knot formed inside Thora’s chest, pulled so tight she wasn’t sure her heart would ever unravel. What had Shea Sandin endured up here in the mountains? Where had she been all this time? And with whom? Thora couldn’t bear to dwell on it.

      Instead, she imagined Shea with Misha, before all this.

      In the market. Hidden smiles.

      As Diem pushed into the blood-wood grove, Thora moved to take Shea’s flailing hand, holding it tightly in her own. The girl didn’t seem to notice.

      The struggle through the tangled trees was exhausting, more so for Diem who carried Shea high over his shoulder. Thora urged him to stop and rest, but it was only when he nearly lost his footing that he finally relented and allowed Thora to help lower the girl to the ground. They placed her head in Thora’s lap, and Thora ran her fingers over the girl’s damp hair, smoothing the matted strands as Shea gazed at the darkening sky with an empty expression. She must have been beautiful once, this girl, with her black hair and red lips.

      No bird shrieks pierced the quiet this time. Only the white mist. And the sound of sleet turning into rain, pattering onto the leafy canopy to melt the snow. It dripped down the black branches. Melting everything. Droplets of red splattered over Shea’s blank face.

      ‘Diem?’

      He was crouched at Thora’s side, his head lowered between his knees. ‘Mmmh?’

      ‘What do you reckon they did to her in that church-tower, then?’ Thora pulled Shea Sandin’s stained sleeve back from her wrist, revealing raw flesh scraped red.

      Red rope, coiled like a snake.

      Diem bowed his head once more and closed his eyes. He appeared as sick as Thora herself felt. ‘You want to check, then?’

      Thora nodded. ‘Yes. Gentle and quick-like.’ She slid from beneath Shea Sandin’s head and circled around to kneel beside her feet. She hesitated, telling the girl quietly what she was about to do, as if asking for permission. Shea did not give it, but neither did her expression change. It was clear she hadn’t heard Thora’s words. Perhaps she didn’t realise that Thora and Diem were present at all. Quickly, Thora checked beneath the girl’s underclothes for marks on her thighs, higher. ‘Nought. No signs.’

      She was relieved, a loosening of tension that sunk deep inside her chest. Diem, too, let out his breath. But all he said was, ‘Reckon we’ll go on, then.’

      And so they did, lifting Shea Sandin high onto Diem’s shoulder, both of them trying to ignore the way her attention roamed everywhere but never focused. Shea’s lips had turned blue, so Thora ripped apart her mud-stained uniform and tore strips to wrap around the girl’s bare feet and hands. She took off her own head scarf and placed it across Shea’s brow and tied it under her chin.

      And then they trudged, pushing through the blood-wood forest.
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      Thora emerged first into the clearing, and the waiting soldiers scrambled to their feet. Their faces twisted with fear and mouths gaped. Slowly they backed away. Thora didn’t blame them, caked as she was in dirt and blood, her clothes torn and dripping red. One of the soldiers even spat, ‘Ghost!’ and half turned, as if he would scuttle off into the trees. Except at that moment Diem appeared behind her, with Shea Sandin lolling lifeless in his arms. The two of them painted a harsh picture, his face streaked with sap dark as blood, and her no better.

      A collective gasp rolled around the gathering, though Soldier Carpin moved to Diem’s side. He helped heave the damaged young woman to the ground, allowing Diem to rest.

      The whispers were clinging to Shea Sandin now.

      Ghost.

      Spirit.

      Demon.

      With every moment they lingered in the clearing, the soldiers’ chatter became louder. They glanced toward Shea and whispered furiously. Unease threaded through Thora’s belly.

      When they had all readied themselves to leave once more, two of the soldiers refused to even touch the girl, as if she was tainted. As Diem stepped menacingly toward them, with his fists curled and jaw tight, Soldier Carpin ordered the two offending men to travel quickly ahead and carry a message to the viceroy. The soldiers were relieved to be away and scurried into the trees.

      Thora was handed a blazing torch to light their way, though the bright flames barely made a difference in the gathering twilight, only casting shadows. Night fell as they trekked back along the winding mass path. Shadows sunk deep, swallowing them. Thora’s torch flickered and smoked in the rain, weak yellow light probing the night forest. The night became a barrier, as if every step forward was a raging battle against the twisting dark, as if the mass path they followed would never end. The pale red eyes of night owls hung on every branch, their soft calls sending chills along Thora’s spine.

      Thora’s legs grew as heavy as her eyelids, and she stumbled more than once, finding herself in the snow. Exhaustion made her knees shake as she forced herself up to hike once more, her mouth gasping white mist.

      Abruptly their small party broke through the forest onto a valley floor, and for a moment Thora’s head spun at the wide-open spaces and low sky. The embers of fading light had silhouetted the mountain peaks—behemoths outlined in deep blue. After the claustrophobia of the forest, the valley felt vast. Firelight twinkled from small distant towers dotting the rhubarb fields.

      Scholar-Assistant Poplarin waited with Honnan Skyin and other uniformed soldiers from Polity House. Their faces were strained. Everyone focused only on the girl supported between Diem and Soldier Carpin, disbelief written in every expression.

      They’d all believed Shea Sandin was dead.

      The newly arrived men had brought a cart. The splintered wooden tray was piled high with blankets and furs. A waiting bed. The two jittery soldiers that had been sent ahead to warn Polity House hovered behind the main party. They kept well away from Shea Sandin.

      The girl was lowered onto the cart tray. As her head was laid against the soft furs, Shea’s mouth widened. She lifted her hands as if to touch the skins, but her fingers were clumsy and slow. She only groped air.

      Before they wrapped her, Diem pushed Thora into the cart beside the girl. ‘Keep her warm,’ he said. His hand lingered at Thora’s back.

      Diem told the others that Shea Sandin needed the warmth of a human body to heat the small space between the layers and, as Thora was the only woman present, it was her duty. Still, Thora caught the way Diem’s eyes traced the bruised flesh of her throat. She had worried him. And he had forgotten, as he so often did lately, that she was Dust and it wasn’t his place to offer her protection.

      Still, she didn’t protest, ashamed at her weakness, as she crawled into the soft space beside Shea’s cold body and wrapped her numb limbs around the girl as the furs were lifted over their heads to plunge them both into darkness.

      Thora’s breath turned hot and damp.

      Shea shifted constantly, agitated and slow. Thora whispered comfort into her ear, though she knew that Shea didn’t hear. She continued anyway, holding the girl tightly until their wet clothes became warm. It was raining hard now, the patter loud against the upturned animal skins. Thora lay still, the weight of the cart shifting violently back and forth as they rumbled over uneven city roads. Her fingers and toes burned as the cold retreated.

      When they finally arrived at Polity House, Thora crawled out of the heated haven, her body still shaking and weak with exhaustion. The lack of sleep had truly caught up with her now. Muddy pools splashed beneath her boots as she climbed from the cart in the quad. The rain remained steady.

      Diem lifted Shea into his arms, furs and all, and they were led away by the soldiers to some other part of the quad. A trail of men followed in their wake, all talking at once, shouting and ordering and filling Thora’s ears with noise.

      She retreated through the rain back to the viceroy’s tallest tower, shivering on the edge of the lowest level’s porch. Scholar-Assistant Poplarin appeared from within the viceroy’s office and placed a padded blanket across Thora’s shoulders. She nodded gratefully until he too disappeared into the gloom, leaving her alone.

      Thora’s hands shook. Polity House was quiet. The off-duty soldiers would have travelled down the hill to overnight in Death City with their families, and the remaining few on duty were busy guarding the gates and dealing with Shea Sandin’s unexpected appearance. The quad felt empty of life. Rain trickled from the layered tower roof and ran in rivers down the wooden pillars. Pools of muddy water stretched across the quad, and Thora kicked off her wet boots. She slid back on the dry porch to find warmth.

      The quest for heat took her all the way inside the viceroy’s empty office, and she knelt exhausted on the floor before the flaming stove, searching with tingling fingers for the warmest place. None was truly better than any other, but Thora chose and pressed her cheek against the polished floor. The wood was warmer than her skin, and the great fire roared and crackled before her. Heat emanating in waves. Still covered in the quilted blanket, she closed her eyes and soaked in the warmth.

      She lay still a long time, perhaps even dozed a little, until a creak at the doorway startled her, and Thora glanced up as Viceroy Bearin entered the room. She should stand, should lower her gaze respectfully, should do something, but she could not. The most Thora managed was to heave her aching body upright into a seated position. A poor show of manners. She wrapped the blanket tighter against her shoulders.

      ‘Viceroy Bearin,’ she rasped. Her voice sounded strange.

      ‘What’s dead is dead and all shall die,’ he said, as if it were a greeting, but Thora had come too close this night and didn’t need reminding. She didn’t return the words.

      ‘We called a scholar-surgeon,’ he continued briskly. He acted as if it were normal for them to be speaking together on such important matters. As if he’d forgotten that he’d previously believed her to be far beneath his notice. ‘He has them warming her up. The scholar-surgeon’s worried about her feet, though. Her toes turned black.’

      ‘And her mind, then?’

      The viceroy paused. ‘Shea Sandin is no longer herself. That is clear.’

      ‘She still won’t speak true?’

      ‘No. Not a word.’

      Thora pressed carefully at her bruised jaw, twisting until she could lean her back against the wall. Sounds rose from outside the tower, like a wailing. Singing. ‘What’s that noise, then?’

      ‘Death songs for the girl. I believe our cook came in from the city.’

      Thora’s brows raised. ‘Death songs? Shea Sandin’s not dead, though.’

      The viceroy shrugged. ‘Death City has its own low ways, Dust-Caste Thora. No point trying to understand it.’ He crouched before her—folding his insect limbs like a resting spider—and looked at her directly, no longer pretending he could not see. A fire burned within his eyes as he spoke. ‘Your Low Investigator Lakein said you fought a man in the mountains.’

      ‘Just so.’ It felt like a lifetime ago. A dream. Thora touched her throat, running her fingers over the bruised flesh. ‘A man was watching the abandoned church-tower.’

      ‘Would you recognise this man, if you saw him again?’

      She thought for a moment. Thick lips. High cheekbones. Pale skin and a soft chinless face. Round blue eyes. She would remember.

      ‘Yes. I’m certain of it.’ Her rasping voice caught in her throat, and she coughed.

      A spark flared in the viceroy’s dark eyes. He flashed a savage smile. ‘And if I brought in an artist from Death City, do you believe you could describe the man’s face to him?’

      She nodded.

      ‘Good. I’ll bring someone at first light. We’ll create posters and send horsemen to carry them across the whole island by nightfall. We’ll flush him out.’

      Fire blazed within his expression, so Thora was nervous as she shook her head. ‘Viceroy Bearin, I reckon I’m sorry true, but I must see Dust-Caste Effile at first light. It’s our scheduled meeting time.’

      ‘This is more important.’

      ‘Someone must be there to meet with her,’ Thora insisted. ‘It’s what was agreed.’

      The viceroy frowned, but Thora refused to turn away. She was grateful that he now spoke with her as if she was part of their investigation, and not an ignored Dust-Caste worker to be ordered this way and that. She was grateful that he now met her eyes. But no matter how much she liked this new attention from the viceroy, on this topic she would not bend.

      The viceroy’s expression turned thoughtful, surprising Thora. ‘Perhaps Soldier Honnan Skyin could go to the scheduled meeting instead?’

      Thora agreed carefully, pleased that he would ask her opinion. Pleased, too, that he seemed to trust her enough to ask for her help with the wanted posters instead of directing orders at her via Diem.

      The older man got up to go.

      ‘Wait, Viceroy Bearin. Please …’ Thora paused and coughed again before continuing. ‘I reckon you could ask your men to check with every scholar-surgeon up and down the island.’

      He stopped and waited, and Thora was encouraged by his silence to continue.

      ‘Tell your soldiers to ask the scholar-surgeons if a man has visited. I cut him deep, see? From here to here.’ She demonstrated on her own chest. ‘If he didn’t die on the way down the mountain, he’ll need a surgeon’s attention, I reckon. And he’ll need it true soon.’

      ‘Good. I’ll send them.’

      Thora pushed her luck. ‘And Viceroy Bearin, ask your soldiers to check with practitioners, as well. If a man was desperate enough, he may’ve asked a woman who practices the crooked beat to stitch him, instead of finding some scholar-surgeon. Reckon he might even think it was safer that way, or that we wouldn't think to check with any practitioners round the place.’

      He hesitated. ‘A sound theory. I’ll organise it and send my men out at first light.’

      Viceroy Bearin’s expression had changed. Thora could see it. He believed they were closing in and finally drawing closer to the truth.

      Thora was not sure yet if she agreed. The threads still waited beyond her grasp. But tonight, she was too tired to examine them.

      Once he was gone, Thora lay back on the warm floor before the fire, letting the rising heat relax her body. Her muscles uncoiled as rain pattered on the porch roof. She’d closed her eyes when the tower door swung open again. A long moment passed where she couldn’t be bothered moving at all, until Diem called her name sharply. ‘Thora!’

      She sat quickly, startled, and he stopped mid-stride, already halfway across the room toward her. Immediately he blinked back whatever had been brewing.

      ‘Why you lying on the floor, then? Thought you were Damned Daughters dead, I did!’

      He stared at her, and his wounded expression reminded her of the velvet winter hat that lay discarded within her tower, tangled in her blankets atop her pallet. It was a thread she was much too afraid to follow. It led nowhere and she knew it. Or direct to a pyre, at worst.

      So, she looked away.

      Beneath her blanket, Thora touched a hand lightly to her throat, voice still rasping. ‘It’s true warm on the floor. What’s going on out there? I heard a ruckus.’

      Diem hesitated, expelling his breath slowly before he answered. ‘It’s Jolyen Sandin. The soldiers at the tower gate say he’s arrived at the end of the road. He’ll reach Polity House any moment.’

      Sun-Master Sandin?

      Thora climbed to her feet agonisingly slowly, aches set in deep now. ‘I’ll come with you, then. I want to watch him arrive. Want to see his face, I do.’

      ‘His face?’

      She shrugged. Jolyen Sandin was a mystery to unravel. And she was interested.

      Thora followed Diem outside. Rain thundered, and she couldn’t bring herself to venture into the haze. Diem planted himself at the edge of the porch, feet wide, with his arms folded across his chest. She stepped into place beside him, protected from the downpour by the awning—hung with clattering strings of desert-glass—and by his hulking body. Warmth radiated from him, a barrier between Thora and the howling storm. She swayed a little closer.

      Diem was right, it took only moments for Sun-Master Sandin to arrive. The man entered the quad on the back of a grand horse, which stamped and snorted in the rain as he pulled the beast to a halt. The Sun-Noble had retainers with him, of course, and Thora recognised his right-hand man from the mountain. He was the one who’d checked the body of the frozen girl for a birthmark. This man, with his tangled pale hair drenched through and warrior’s body, must be Sun-Master Sandin’s head servant or, now she remembered Dust-Caste Effile saying, the leader of the Sun-Noble’s personal mercenary force. A title like that suited his bulk.

      In his haste to dismount, Jolyen Sandin almost fell from his saddle. He was wet and sodden through, not caring how his expensive leather shoes disappeared into the muddy puddles of the quad. He didn’t even notice Thora and Diem. The wind picked up, blowing winter across the porch. Thora couldn’t help but lean closer to Diem, using his body as a shield. Warmth crept into her side where it pressed against his, a small sense of comfort in the midst of such a bitter night. She felt weak to claim it for her own, but she was unable to tear herself away.

      Sun-Master Sandin hurried across the quad and was ushered away through the rain by the viceroy and Scholar-Assistant Poplarin. With his hair dripping wet, Soldier Carpin followed behind.

      The quad quieted. ‘What do you reckon, then?’ Thora rasped. ‘Sun-Master Sandin seems a whole lot distraught.’

      Diem tensed, a muscle pulsing in his jaw. ‘I don’t like him.’

      She nodded. ‘He’s been... strangely difficult when it comes to the investigation, true, but you cannot deny the expression on Jolyen Sandin’s face each time he’s been confronted with finding his daughter. He loves her. It’s clear.’

      Diem made a strange sound, deep within his throat. Almost a laugh but not quite. ‘If a man loves his child, you reckon it makes him a good man?’

      Craning her neck, Thora studied Diem’s blank face. ‘It doesn’t, then?’

      ‘A man can be many things, Thora, and one does not necessarily lead true to the other.’

      Wind wailed across the quad, rain smashing against the tower roof as the desert-glass rattled, and painted bones wavered in the firelight along the walls. Diem remained a dark deep well, and Thora could not see the bottom.

      The bitterness behind his words. The scars on his knuckles. She wanted to understand, but he offered no more words, and after a time Thora turned away and sighed. ‘Then you reckon Sun-Master Sandin is involved in all this somehow?’

      Part of her wished that he was not. Part of her wanted him to simply be a doting papa hoping for his daughter to come back home.

      But it was not meant to be.

      ‘He may love his daughter true,’ Diem said firmly. ‘But he’s involved.’

      Thora accepted his judgement. It was, after all, true that a Polity House Dust-Caste girl had disappeared from the Sandin tower, never to be seen again. Too many threads around Sun-Master Sandin made no sense.

      The viceroy and Jolyen Sandin appeared through the rain, trailed by the Sun-Noble’s personal mercenary, who carried a large bundle of furs in his arms.

      Shea Sandin.

      Thora lurched forward but Diem grasped her arm.

      ‘It’s well too late,’ he said as the mercenary waved more of the Sun-Noble’s private forces inside Polity House’s gates. They came with a horse that dragged an enclosed carriage—small, gilt, and low to the ground. It was the kind that rolled on wheels, which wealthy Sun-Noble women used to travel safely and in comfort through the streets. Confined. Segregated. Unseen.

      The bundle of furs that was Shea Sandin, was placed carefully within the carriage while Viceroy Bearin and Jolyen Sandin argued. The two men raged at each other in a war of spiteful words. The differences between them might have been comical under any other circumstances: Bearin with his long-limbed insect body, and the Sun-Noble puffed up, portly and squat. Complete opposites in every way. Thora only heard scraps of their argument above the rain.

      ‘Her papa came to take his girl home.’ Diem let go of her arm. There was clearly nothing any of them could do.

      ‘Will Sun-Master Sandin still let us question her? Examine her?’

      ‘That I don’t know.’ Diem peered down at Thora. ‘Either way, it’s not our biggest problem, I’d say.’

      Thora frowned. ‘Our biggest problem?’ Threads curled beyond her fingertips, and dread sunk deep inside her chest. Something was wrong. ‘What’s it? What’s happened?’

      Sun-Master Sandin and his mercenaries climbed back onto their horses, finally leaving through the downpour and taking Shea Sandin with them.

      Diem’s gaze followed, his expression turning hard. ‘None of us told Jolyen Sandin that his daughter was here.’

      Thora sucked in her breath and grew still. Her hands clenched into fists. She didn’t need to ask him what that meant.

      It seemed Sun-Master Sandin still kept a spy at Polity House.
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      The face was drawn in inky strokes, its eyes painted wide and deep. Diem leaned against a wooden pillar on the porch and waited as Thora held the loose sheet of paper aloft, considering the likeness. He grimaced at her next words. Not quite right, apparently. But it would have to do.

      They were running out of time.

      Diem took the drawing, squinting at it as the artist retreated into the viceroy’s office to make copies with his team. Settling himself on the porch at Thora’s side, Diem stared at the poster in the low light of morning.

      ‘My papa told me ghosts look just as people do.’ She gazed into the distance. Thora appeared paler today, the bruises stark against her skin. She looked like a ghost herself.

      Her words made Diem’s mind wander back to the mountains and that shell of Shea Sandin they’d found. He shook away the images of her clutching hands and frozen feet. Diem angled the paper again, peering closer at the man painted on its surface. He didn’t look like anything much. A broad face and high cheekbones. Pale skin.

      ‘I reckon men are more frightening than ghosts,’ Diem muttered.

      ‘Just so.’ Thora lifted her face to the weak sun, lashes fluttering shut. ‘And there are men a plenty on this island.’

      She didn’t look too well to Diem. But he held himself back from saying so out loud. They’d returned to a tentative peace these last few hours, and he didn’t wish to break it. He knew Thora didn’t like it when he worried for her. Though when she winced, touching the bruises that flowered like paint across her throat, he couldn’t help himself. Diem placed his sword on the polished wood and carefully peeled Thora’s high uniform collar from her neck.

      ‘Looks worse now than what it did,’ he said with a frown. The bruises blossomed like handprints, turning his belly sour. She’d come closer to death than he cared to think.

      Thora coughed. ‘Coming along nicely, so Honnan Skyin tells me.’

      ‘Did you sleep, then?’

      Thora snorted.

      He shouldn’t have bothered asking. He knew she hadn’t because he hadn’t either. An hour or two at best before the artist arrived to draw the face of Shea Sandin’s kidnapper. Diem kicked his heels against the scuffed tower porch. Soon the artist would finish his copies, and the posters would be given over to Polity House horsemen to ride across the island to show the citizens. Soon the quad would be filled with bustling soldiers from Death City and the next town over, ready to help search for the lawbreaker.

      A chill wind carried the briny scent of the ocean as a group of pale moths fluttered across the vast quad. Diem rubbed his temples. What little sleep he’d stolen hadn’t been peaceful. Dreaming those old dreams of fire, and the new ones, too—just as bad, only different. He liked the dreams of the Gold Age better, curling fancies though they were.

      Thora broke into his thoughts, asking, ‘Did the viceroy secure permission for us to question Shea Sandin?’

      Diem sighed. Dead Daughters, but he was tired. ‘Jolyen Sandin agreed, so he did. Sundown. But only you can see her, is what I’m told.’ It was a condition to be expected, though it still irritated Diem. He didn’t much like the idea of Thora going alone.

      Yet she nodded, apparently satisfied enough. ‘Good. What’ll you do until then, to pass your time? How do things fare?’

      Pinching his cheek in an attempt to stay awake, Diem said, ‘Viceroy Bearin is keeping plenty busy organising search parties to look for our wounded suspect.’

      As if to mark his words, a group of soldiers scurried across the quad. All wore their long hair loose in the Death City style and were covered in embroidered death-heads and clacking animal bones. A wild bunch but doing their job well enough. Diem gestured after them. ‘As you see, the viceroy’s got all that in hand, so there’s naught for me to interfere in. Reckon I’ll follow Poplarin and Skyin off into Death City. They’ll question some scholar-surgeons, or so I’m told.’ He hesitated. ‘And a practitioner, maybe.’

      Thora perked. ‘A practitioner? Polity House knows the woman practices the crooked beat? Who is she?’

      Diem said nothing. It was hard to get used to how different things were out here on the Thousand Island Frontier. Back on the mainland, Thora would never have dared utter even a word about the crooked beat, yet now she spoke about it openly. With longing in her voice even, which gave Diem a fright or two. Some mysteries were better left alone. Especially ones that held power. The Frontier truly felt like another world. Almost as distant as Bilik Paean and just as unfamiliar.

      ‘I’ll follow along,’ Thora said eagerly. ‘I have a hankering to speak with someone learned about that wound I inflicted. Maybe the man bled out in the mountains, see? I need to be there to hear it true for myself.’

      Diem said nothing. He knew why she really wanted to go. Thora wanted to meet a practitioner. And not necessarily because of the case, either. He suspected Thora just wanted to witness someone who touched the crooked beat. He hardly blamed her. On the mainland there were not so many practitioners left, after all. Purge House had done their work well and burned every practitioner they rooted out, and many more innocent women besides.

      Diem sighed. He peered above Polity House’s painted crimson walls at the rising mountains, peaks shrouded in mist. The ranges were quiet today, the winter tigers gone elsewhere. Only the black gulls remained, gathering in a swarm above Polity House and shrieking their endless harsh cries.

      Diem peered at his scarred hands. ‘Thora … you ever ponder about the Gold House case? About your time working undercover like?’

      She answered too quickly. ‘No.’

      A lie. Diem could tell. They’d been working together long enough. Pale moths fluttered by, and he waved them away, almost catching one in his hand. The white wings were bigger than his palm. He pressed her, though he couldn’t say why. ‘Six moons passing is a long enough time to pretend to be someone else.’

      ‘Thirteen moons,’ she corrected him. Her shoulders tensed. ‘I was there thirteen moons true.’

      Diem peered sideways at her. ‘Thirteen moons,’ he agreed. ‘I ponder on it sometimes. That case.’

      ‘What’s it you’re pondering?’ She bit her lip.

      He didn’t answer, though he’d known she would ask. Had wanted her to, even, hadn’t he? Why else had he raised this topic and caused the Gold House door to burn within his mind? He shook his head and kept that door closed tight, though he could feel it throbbing. Like a heartbeat. The pale moths fluttered about his face, wings soft against his skin. He knew what omens insects like that represented.

      Death.

      The old tales swore the moths were drawn to it. A portent of what would come to pass.

      Who had told him that? His uncle? He couldn’t remember.

      Diem squinted in the weak sunlight and turned his expression carefully blank. He focused only on the mountains and his uneven breathing. He swept the pale moths aside and this time they did not return. In the end, he hadn’t truly wanted her to ask.

      Some things were better left unsaid.

      Diem was not a good man. He knew it deep in his bones. But Thora didn’t. She trusted him. So eventually, to deflect, he asked, ‘What did you reckon on it, then? Your time in the Gold House.’

      ‘Only that … it wasn’t how I thought it’d be, true.’ The sun danced across Thora’s skin. She shivered. ‘There was a man, Diem. In that Gold House. I watched him die, I did.’

      He frowned. This was a new story she’d never told him before. Something in her strained expression told him it was an important one, too. ‘You kill him?’

      ‘I didn’t.’

      Diem shrugged. He couldn’t understand. ‘Men die all the time, true.’ He had to stifle a bitter laugh. After all, isn’t that how death omens like the pale moths worked? A practitioner of the crooked beat could scare a man silly swearing a moth represented his approaching death, but all living things had to die eventually. There was no escaping it. Which meant a practitioner could never be wrong. Wait long enough and death would always come. He snorted.

      Diem wouldn’t waste time on omens nor the crooked beat. All of it was Dead-Daughter crock anyway. And what power could the crooked beat truly hold? None that he’d ever seen. Just superstitious whisperings of the low ways and old times, long past.

      Shouts echoed across the quad from a group of passing soldiers, and Diem shifted his weight on the creaking wooden porch, splinters scraping beneath his fingers. He stole a glance at Thora.

      She stared at him. Had maybe been watching a while. It was clear something played on her mind because she took a deep breath. ‘Do you regret it?’

      ‘Regret what?’ Diem closed his eyes. Pretending.

      ‘What you did during the Purge Hunt. Diem, I … sometimes I true wonder if you regret it.’

      He remained silent a long time. The only sound was the whistle of the salt wind sweeping from the sea and the shouts of nearby soldiers. Diem had done this. He’d gone and raised the issue of the Gold House, but now that closed door pressed against his lungs, suffocating him. It’d been a mistake to think he was ready to speak to Thora about what had happened.

      And he knew well what she was like. Burning with curiosity about all things. It must’ve been an effort to hold herself back until now.

      ‘You didn’t know true that he’d walk free,’ Thora said eventually, and Diem inhaled sharply, relieved.

      Even now, it seemed she didn’t dare speak of what lay at the heart of the matter. Two bodies had lain at his feet that night, but Thora was still choosing to focus on only one of them.

      The other murder lay between them, heavy and unspoken.

      ‘It’s a thread loose I can’t connect,’ she continued softy. ‘That caretaker of the Gold House. Leon Grassin. You didn’t know for true certain that Leon Grassin would walk free, Diem. He would’ve been tried by Purge House. Convicted and burned on a pyre. You couldn’t have known otherwise.’

      ‘I did know.’

      ‘How? How could you have true known?’

      Diem turned his head so she couldn’t see his face, squinting against the white glare of the sun. That closed door throbbed inside his chest. ‘It’s the world we live in, Thora. It’s the way things are, true enough. The way they’ve always been, no?’ He shifted and stared at her. ‘All that we did to arrest him, see? You were there thirteen moons, Thora. But they would’ve let that bad man walk free.’

      He lapsed into silence, feeling Thora’s gaze bore into him as the black gulls screeched overhead, their wild flock dispersing in a flurry of massive beating wings. After a long while she shifted closer across the splintered porch. The words left her in a rush, as if she’d been bottling the question a long time.

      ‘Then what’d you see in the Gold House, Diem? What did that Leon Grassin and the … the other one … what did they do to make you so spiky you snapped apart and hurt … him like that?’

      Diem’s jaw tightened. The door gaped within his mind. His hand on the grainy wood, which was painted gold. Push it open or walk away.

      He couldn’t say a word.

      Across the quad the gathering of pale moths twitched and fluttered, their wings catching on a breeze that made them tumble into chaos.

      Thora turned her face to the rising peaks, calm, as if she’d already known he wouldn’t tell her.

      Poplarin hurried by, breaking the spell as he moved toward the Polity House gates. He noticed them sitting on the office porch and offered a tight smile before scurrying away. It didn’t reach his eyes. He didn’t like Diem much. Like so many others. Both in Death City and back in the capital.

      Rumours spread fast. Even quicker when they were true.

      Diem had overheard the soldiers talking in their Polity House dormitory tower. Whispers of his demotion back in City of Pillars. How his hands had dripped blood. And, mostly, about how the dead man smashed to pulp at his feet had been wearing a uniform. Unsanctioned violence in a direction that went against every unspoken code of Investigation House. Diem wasn’t sure how the rumours had arrived at Death City, though he suspected that Effile may have whispered something to Honnan Skyin.

      It didn’t matter. Diem didn’t care what others thought of him.

      Thora climbed to her feet to follow after Poplarin. The man was off to visit the scholar-surgeon who’d tended Shea Sandin the night before, to see if he’d had any wounded patients arrive in the night.

      Diem stood and fastened his copper-tin sword. He nodded as both Skyin and Carpin came past, heading toward the front gates. He gestured with his chin. ‘Thora, you can follow Poplarin if you want to, but Skyin will meet with the practitioner.’

      ‘Aah. Then I’ll follow Honnan Skyin, then.’ Thora shot a smile at Diem, as if their strained conversation was forgotten.

      He knew it wasn’t though. Knew her curiosity would be burning a hole in her mind.

      Diem trailed behind her. Thora’s long braids bounced on her back. When he’d told himself earlier that he didn’t care what others thought of him, of course it’d been a lie. With a sigh, Diem hurried to catch up.

      He would always care what Thora thought.
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      Outside Polity House, the day had grown crisp. Sunlight streamed onto muddy pathways, slipping between clouds of shrouded mist. Diem followed the main road, avoiding the sludge as best he could. He and Thora caught up with Poplarin and the two soldiers at the edge of Death City, where the big blood-wood trees grew. They’d already parted ways, Poplarin off to follow the main road into the heart of Death City and the two younger men striding into a tangled copse of blood-woods, which clung along a cliff edge near the sea. Following a mass path, they were, winding and overgrown with reeds, near to where the ice river fell in a waterfall over the open bay. Thora called for the two soldiers to wait.

      ‘You visiting a practitioner, then?’ she asked them, panting.

      ‘Just so.’ Skyin gestured respectfully at Diem. ‘You both coming along to look at her, then?’

      ‘Look,’ Thora agreed. ‘And ask a few questions of my own besides.’

      Diem fell into step beside the men. He wished Carpin was elsewhere so they could speak openly with Skyin about his morning visit with Effile. He caught Thora’s glance and knew she shared his frustration. Diem was about to draw Carpin aside to give the others space for secret talking, when Skyin said almost too pointedly, ‘There’s been no news from anyone this morning. I went to see my grandnannie in the market, I did, as arranged, course, but she never showed up.’

      Diem glanced at him sharply.

      Effile hadn’t shown for the scheduled meeting?

      Carpin seemed interested, too, so Skyin quickly deflected him, ‘Aah, I went to see my grandnannie to hear whatever rumours are raging about Shea Sandin today. If anyone was talking in Death City, my grandnannie would know it. Except, she wasn’t there as I expected.’

      Thora’s breath had turned shallow. Diem met her eye. Surely, they both worried the same. If Effile hadn’t appeared at the appointed meeting place, did it mean she’d been discovered? Was she in danger?

      After a long moment of silent walking, in which Diem continued to run over every possibility leading to Effile’s absence—many of which, were mundane—Skyin spoke in a different, softer voice.

      ‘Low Investigator Lakein … is it true? Soldier Carpin tells me that Shea Sandin won’t speak.’

      Diem cleared his throat. ‘It’s true. She can’t speak, is what I reckon.’

      The mass path they followed became covered by a canopy of entwined winter branches, and Diem was forced to bend low to pass beneath them. Thora followed, barely needing to bend at all, as she said, ‘Shea … I don’t know if she’ll become well again, Soldier Skyin. I’m to see her this evening. Reckon I’ll know more then.’

      Diem’s gaze locked momentarily with Carpin ahead, and he knew they both pictured those same scenes from the mountain—Shea Sandin’s flesh turning black on her feet, her head lolling as they carried her.

      Diem turned away.

      ‘Did you hear about Misha, then?’ It was Skyin who spoke, addressing them all.

      Diem shook his head as Soldier Carpin frowned and asked, ‘Misha? What’s he, then? Not the Moon-Caste peddler who attempted to run away with the sun-mistress girl, no?’

      ‘The very same, and just so, he did indeed. Received thirty lashes for his trouble late yesterday, too. Dead Daughters, but thirty is a lot, I reckon.’

      Thora stopped walking, causing Diem behind her to sidestep. ‘Did he survive it?’ she asked, her voice tense.

      Skyin nodded, and Thora looked slightly less sick.

      ‘So, Misha was true punished, then,’ Diem said, walking again. He’d known it would come to this, though he’d tried to avoid it by letting the boy go on home after their interrogation. Still, he was surprised the price had been so light. Execution by burning wouldn’t have been out of order for a case like this.

      Thora said, ‘I’d true hoped …’

      ‘Hoped what?’ Skyin turned as he struggled with the briars lining the mass path. ‘You know Misha reached far beyond his place. At least, that’s what Viceroy Bearin said when he charged him true.’

      Thora’s mouth tightened. ‘Viceroy Bearin ordered this punishment?’

      ‘Not Sun-Master Sandin?’ Diem was surprised, too, though he suspected he saw things differently to Thora. Seemed to him the viceroy had managed to save Misha’s life with his small punishment.

      ‘Just so,’ Skyin said. ‘And Misha survived those lashes, true enough.’

      ‘Misha was lucky,’ Diem agreed quietly. The sun was almost too harsh, a sharp glare pouring from a sudden gap in the canopy. Diem’s head pounded, whether from the light or the conversation, he didn’t know.

      ‘Sun-Master Sandin sent a message to Polity House,’ Skyin continued, ‘right after you lot left for the north mountain yesterday. Ordered the viceroy to hand Misha over so he could inflict a far harsher punishment than some thirty little lashes. Reckon Viceroy Bearin is well sick of bowing to the Sun-Noble’s every whim, though. He decided to give the boy thirty small ones instead and call it a day. Misha’s back in his tower with his mama now, and those charges full dropped.’

      Thora shared a glance with Diem. ‘The viceroy can do that? He’s got authority for it?’

      Skyin shrugged. ‘He’s the viceroy of the entire Thousand Island Frontier, no? Suppose Sun-Master Sandin could complain to the capital if he wanted, but presumably he’s got other things on his mind now Shea’s come on home. Guess we’ll see what’s what in the days to come.’

      Diem grimaced as Skyin continued to chatter, telling them all far more about those lashes than he wished to know. As he trailed behind the others, Diem thought again of the spy among them, who carried news like the wind, always toward Sun-Master Sandin’s ears. He peered carefully at the two soldiers who accompanied them. He lingered longest on Carpin.

      The man met Diem’s gaze head on and gestured to a separate winding pathway. The mass path had split in two. ‘Reckon it’s down here.’

      The others followed Carpin along the trail as he led them through a curved tunnel of bracken. The undergrowth writhed with the movement of creatures, matted fur and needle teeth. More marsupial-rodents than Diem had ever seen before. Twisted wood grasped at Diem’s battle jacket as they passed. The way was steep, and his feet slid through mud as he descended.

      Glimpses showed through the undergrowth ahead, of the pathway leading to the banks of the black water river, where it lay curled around Death City before plunging over the cliffs into the bay. The mud became sand on the bank, crowded with yellow reeds.

      A small tower nestled among the blood-woods, hidden behind a crumbling stone wall strangled with twisted vine—winter bare, with not a leaf to be seen. Diem entered the tower’s quad, and Soldier Carpin called loudly until a woman appeared from the lowest level. She frowned at the intruders from her sloping porch.

      ‘Who’re you all, then? Coming in here uninvited and tramping about the place?’ Her attention slid over the two soldiers, across Diem’s black battle uniform, and came to rest on Thora. The woman raised her brows, questioning, and Thora took it as her que to step forward.

      ‘You a practitioner, then?’ Thora’s voice was low with reverence. She glanced over her shoulder as if a swarm of Purge Officers might come bursting from the mass path.

      The woman scowled. Her hair was braided too tight, dragging her brown skin back with it. She held a hand to her chest, as if she had trouble breathing. ‘I practice. Among other things. What you seek, girl? A love-curse? Death work? Luck?’ She didn’t seem altogether pleased by the presence of the soldiers or Diem, ignoring them well enough. Though Diem noticed their presence hadn’t stopped her offering her wares. Clearly, she wasn’t afraid of arrest, though the Polity House officials had turned her suspicious. He narrowed his eyes.

      The woman looked ordinary enough. Stick-thin and draped in Death City crimson. Approaching middling years, with teeth black as the surrounding blood-woods. Her hair was snow white, a strange contrast with her far younger features. Diem wondered about exchange and cost. About the First Law. He’d heard rumours of customers giving years of their life to the crooked beat, in exchange for a little luck. It seemed a dangerous bargain to Diem. If any of it was real at all.

      ‘No. I don’t need … any of those things.’ Thora appeared winded, as if being offered such had sucked the air from her lungs. ‘Besides the beat, tell me true, do you also aid people with common illnesses? Injuries? Sickness?’

      ‘I do if I feel like it, girl.’ The woman squinted. ‘Tell me, what’s all this then?’

      ‘Might I take a word with you inside your tower? I’ll tell you true.’

      The practitioner hesitated but finally gestured for Thora to enter the tower behind her. Diem followed, without being invited, but Skyin lingered in the doorway, and Soldier Carpin stayed out by the gate.

      Inside, Diem and Thora were shown to a table near a crackling hearth. The practitioner flung open the desert-glass door of the furnace and stoked the fire, adding pieces of wood to the smoking stack. Diem peered about the room. It was built as all Death City towers were—a ramshackle collection of mismatched wooden planks, all stacked together in a way that clearly showed an amateur hand. Yet, poverty was kept at bay here. The tiny space was filled with hanging plants, dried and snapping, and various metal pots covered with cloth sat against the wall. Baskets lay half open, revealing dried herbs and leaves spilling from their depths. Diem inhaled. The air was dry and sweet.

      Behind all the herbs, the walls were painted with hundreds of small crimson death-heads, each image a grinning woman whose face was formed half from bone. The Eleventh Daughter.

      Diem spoke, ignoring the Eleventh Daughter’s many watchful faces. ‘You seen a wounded man come through here since last night, Practitioner? Seeking some aid, maybe?’

      The woman shook her head, taking a seat at her table. By the tower doorway, Soldier Skyin’s shoulders visibly slumped.

      ‘Never mind,’ Thora said. ‘You can still help us true. We look for a wounded man, he’s got a big old cut in his chest. It was only a small knife, so it was, but it plunged deep.’ She leaned over the table. ‘I reckon I’d like to know what’s possible for a man of average height and build to survive? You reckon he could return from high on a mountainside without losing too much blood? Without falling unconscious?’

      The practitioner blinked. ‘Go on, then, show me where this man was cut true.’

      Thora indicated on her own chest, from mid-centre curving to stop beneath her left arm.

      The practitioner was silent. Her breath sounded like a death rattle. Finally, she cleared her throat. ‘I’ve seen a wound like that, so I have.’

      Diem stiffened. ‘When?’

      ‘Early this morning, it came with the blue dawn. Someone begging for a treatment. A little stitching, so it were.’

      Diem stood, unable to control his movements, his body alive again. ‘You said no one’d come to you!’

      The practitioner grew still. ‘Not I. Reckon I said no man had come.’

      Thora stared. ‘No man?’

      Diem pressed a hand over his face as the woman spoke. ‘During the early hours a young woman came. She reckoned her Dead-Daughter husband gone attacked her with a knife. Begged me for help, bleeding out all over the place, she was. And so I helped her true. Course I did.’
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      They found blood-soaked men’s clothes behind the practitioner’s tower, hidden deep within the yellow rushes. And in the nearby mud, a true-iron knife that gave them all pause. Serious metal crimes or no, a blade that hard wasn’t easy to come by in the Red Kingdom. Especially out here on the isolated frozen Frontier.

      When they asked the citizens in the surrounding towers, Thora found that two sets of women's clothes were missing: both were crimson Moon-Caste dresses stolen from a tower’s upper porch. It made Thora’s head ache, and she kept picturing the face she’d seen in the mountains. Round and chinless. Soft. Thick lips. She hadn’t guessed, not for a moment. Had not noticed as they fought, as they’d rolled over each other in the mud and snow. It made her clench her fists.

      Another mistake.

      A mistake which cost greatly, because as soon as their party returned to Polity House, she pulled Diem aside to say that the wanted posters their horsemen had displayed up and down the island were entirely useless. They wouldn’t help apprehend a woman.

      Viceroy Bearin sat with his insect limbs sprawled across the porch, drinking sour-sweet and glowering, while Diem told him the news. Thora stood behind Diem’s broad body, sheltered, as the viceroy flung his bone-cup onto the quad. It smashed against the frosted gravel and bounced across the yard. Judging from the viceroy’s glower, Thora might have needed to be worried of repercussions, if not for the fact that she worked directly under Diem as her superior. A fact that Diem made very clear. Perhaps Thora should have felt grateful for it, but the truth was, moments like this reminded Thora of what she was. Even Death City had a strict hierarchy. Her place was at the bottom.

      She slunk across the quad, not wanting to be near either of them in the face of her failure.

      The artist was recalled from Death City, and half a day was wasted as he copied his former drawing, now adding an unmarried woman's hairstyle of two long, tight braids, as the practitioner had described for Thora.

      Thora sat with the artist as the afternoon waned, chewing her fingernails to the skin as she thought of Dust-Caste Effile, who was locked inside Sun-Master Sandin’s tower with no way to reach them. No way of contact beyond their scheduled meetings. Thora imagined every possibility and felt sicker and sicker as the day wore on. She forced herself to eat when the bustling cook came to press a soupy mixture of blubber and bitter rhubarb on her.

      The only light spot in her day was that she hoped they might catch a glimpse of Dust-Caste Effile while visiting Shea Sandin that evening for questioning.

      At least then, they would know Effile was safe.
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      ‘The Sandin tower is in a right upheaval,’ Diem said. It was later, almost sundown, and they had hiked the long way round to Sun-Master Sandin’s residence, keeping to the winding pathways that ran alongside the mountain foot at the edges of Death City. Thora couldn’t stop moving, pacing back and forth restlessly as they waited for the approaching time of their meeting. Finally, Diem placed a firm hand on Thora’s shoulder to halt her.

      ‘Thora, listen to me! Shea returned in the late night, and the servants have all been busy. Imagine the true chaos, see? Dust-Caste Effile would’ve had no opportunity for meetings today. It means nothing much if she didn’t show her face to Soldier Skyin. It doesn’t mean she’s not still safe and sound.’

      Thora nodded, biting her nails harder.

      When they neared the Sandin tower, they loitered where the high stone walls met the forest. Thora peered at the main gates of the residence. Mercenaries stood outside, their long shadows creeping across the road. They each held gleaming copper-tin swords in hand, alert before the secure doorway.

      ‘Sun-Master Sandin is true afraid of something,’ Thora whispered to Diem.

      He leaned over to see for himself. ‘He’s involved deep in this case, I’d say.’

      ‘He cannot be,’ Thora muttered. ‘I saw his face when we found his daughter. He couldn’t be involved in his own girl’s disappearance. It’s Dead-Daughter near impossible.’

      ‘Then explain why he’s so true terrified for his little life, then? Enough to post mercenaries at his gates both day and night?’ Diem gestured at the jagged peaks and the empty road back into Death City. ‘Here, on this quiet island. There’s plenty of rough types in the city, true, but nought fool enough to attack a Sun-Noble in his own tower, I’d reckon. Even a Crimson Warrior wouldn’t attempt that.’

      ‘Just so,’ she admitted.

      ‘So Sandin must have an enemy, then, that he’s a-feared of. And that enemy is true certain connected to the disappearance of his daughter, see? Because I reckon there never used to be mercenaries here, not before Shea Sandin went missing.’

      Diem straightened. He strode past her into full view of the two mercenaries, causing the men to grip their weapons tighter. He turned back and said, ‘Means Jolyen Sandin knows full well who took her.’

      Thora was left behind, frozen in place as Diem strode toward the gates.

      Sun-Master Sandin knew? How could that possibly be?

      Surely a man who loved his daughter—as Thora knew in her heart he did—would have immediately sought retribution against the abductor of his child if he’d ever known their identity? Surely, he wouldn’t have instead tucked himself away inside his fancy tower and told the local Polity House naught about what he knew! Threads and possibilities tumbled like storms inside Thora’s mind but she could untangle nothing.

      Her body unfreezing, she rushed after Diem. She caught up but it was too late to speak, with both of the mercenaries greeting the visitors roughly at the gates. One held his sword and blocked Diem’s way, though the blade was still covered with a hard-polished scabbard.

      ‘Reckon only the Dust girl can enter.’

      When Diem bristled, the mercenary added with a shrug, ‘That’s the Sun-Master’s order true. Do what you like with it.’

      ‘Fine enough,’ Thora said quickly, ready to defuse the tension, though in truth she was just as irritated. Jolyen Sandin excelled at making every part of their investigation more difficult than it should’ve been, and she grew tired of his interference.

      Diem’s jaw tightened but all he said was, ‘I’ll be waiting on the outside, as it were.’

      Thora was ushered inside the carved wooden gates by one mercenary. The other remained outside with Diem, who stood with his weapon held like a warning. Thora caught Diem’s eye as the doors swung closed behind her, until he was lost from view.

      Inside she was faced with an enormous quad of white stone. The tallest tower she’d yet seen in Death City lay ahead, with winding stone stairs that led to a vast upper storey porch. It must have offered spectacular views across Glasswater Bay. The whole tower was a true marvel in craftsmanship, made from white stone and polished wood and carved with intricacy into shapes of delicate bones and skulls across every surface. Certainly, no signs of rodents here.

      ‘By the Dead Daughters,’ Thora murmured in awe.

      Sun-Master Sandin had collected enough wealth in his lifetime that perhaps dying was not quite as appealing to him as Purge House insisted. And with only a daughter—who could not inherit—the Sun-Noble must not know quite what to do with all his riches. Perhaps that was why he plastered them over every surface of his tower.

      Yet, Viceroy Bearin had explained the Sun-Noble was still grasping for more, despite his existing wealth, and planning to marry his daughter off to a lower-caste trading clan just to secure that direct shipping route.

      Diem would say it was the way of all men. A little coin gained, and no one remembered the Red Reform anymore. And though wealth was not the sort of legacy Purge House encouraged the Sun-Noble caste to nurture, it remained a focus, nonetheless. Metal-wealth. Salt-wealth. Grain, blubber, and death-giant bones, all of it mattered more than the things the Sun-Noble clans insisted mattered, in their endless laws based on the book Truth of Death.

      But Diem was bitter—he no longer believed in the world—and Thora wasn’t certain she agreed with him. Not everyone could be so heartless. She’d seen Sun-Master Sandin’s face when he’d come to Polity House to collect his daughter. He loved Shea. And it meant something.

      A papa’s love was a powerful thing.

      Her feet became unsteady on the uneven white stone of the quad, the soaring tower filling Thora’s head with another tower residence, this one from her memories all the way back in City of Pillars. Filling her head with images of her papa, too. Of his flesh torn and blood seeping from broken skin. She blinked quickly. The waning sun was almost too harsh, a sharp reflective glare from the clouds. To calm herself, she breathed, ‘What’s dead is dead and all shall die.’

      Die indeed, as her papa had.

      As they all would. Even Sun-Master Sandin with his mountains of wealth. Thora recalled those hunger stones that Soldier Carpin had shown her. One day, all of Death City would be swallowed by the sea.

      She wasn’t sure why that made her feel better. Except that it reminded her life was short and brutal, and so she should do what she could. While she was alive and living.

      And what she wanted to do now was unravel this mystery.

      The mercenary returned to the quad with a maidservant, an older woman who was impeccably dressed, with not a hair out of place. Her face was hard, as if years of service had worn creases into her skin. Something about the way she held her body made Thora suspect the woman would break in half before she ever bent.

      The maidservant only spoke to tell Thora to follow, no more energy spent than was required. Thora guessed this woman to be of standing within the tower, perhaps even the head of the inner staff and in charge of all domestic matters. Traditionally a role like that was undertaken by a Dust-Caste woman, yet Death City had no Dust. Thora stared at the woman’s retreating back, straight as a pin.

      This servant must be free. She must earn from her work.

      Thora swallowed hard, her tongue dry and her heart filled with an ache wholly new to her. But now was not the time for dreaming, even of freedom. She asked, ‘After I’ve talked with the girl, can I audience with Sun-Master Sandin?’

      The woman’s hard mouth crept down before she turned away. ‘No one’s having talks with our Sun-Master with no appointment, see? I’m true certain you’ve got none.’

      Her back remained rigid as she led Thora further into the enclosure's interior, twisting along pathways and through smaller inner arcades. Soon they entered a vast garden hidden behind a squat tower, which Thora guessed to be the women's building.

      Here the garden was lusher than anything she’d seen during her time spent on the island. Evergreen pine trees rose like colossal pillars, wider than the wooden beams holding the intricately carved white porch of the women’s tower. The building was structured so it hung across a small black pond. After the recent rain the water had thawed, choked with reeds and lilies, their green pads half-submerged. Chunks of frost clung to the plants. None were in bloom.

      The light was soft blue, the sun now set behind the mountains. And sitting on the polished tower porch was a girl, with her back facing her visitor.

      As Thora stepped onto the dark wood, the girl continued drawing—a set of black charcoal stubs laid out carefully upon the floor before her. She didn’t stir as Thora sunk to a crouch across from her.

      Shea Sandin was wearing a belted jacket so abundant with fine silver embroidery that the velvet had turned stiff. A white fur ruff adorned her throat, and two thick braids spilled from a padded matching fur hat, which was stitched through with seed pearls that must have been imported all the way from Crescent Island. The hat was adorned with a crimson gem and hollow bird bones painted black. Before she could stop herself, Thora touched her own bare head, thinking of Diem and the look in his black eyes as he’d pressed his gift into her hands.

      She shook her head. This was no time to consider such things. She pushed it all down and closed it away.

      The maid cleared her throat and gestured toward Shea Sandin, who still had not acknowledged their presence. ‘Ask your questions, then.’ The maidservant’s voice was crisp. ‘You won’t stay here long.’

      Thora forced her features into a grateful mask for receiving this chance at all. Turning back to Shea, she took one of the girl’s hands. They were almost of an age, after all, despite the vast difference between their status. Shea did not react and continued to draw her charcoal picture with her other hand. Her fingers ceaselessly moved, nonsense scribbles spreading across the grainy paper. She looked well enough, though a little gaunt and sallow, but it seemed to Thora that the girl’s feet had suffered. Perhaps she’d even lost toes. White bandages poked from beneath her velvet skirt. At least the scholar-surgeon had saved the girl’s fingers. A small mercy, perhaps.

      ‘Sun-mistress Shea,’ Thora tried gently. ‘Reckon you might remember me?’

      The girl pulled her hand free and returned to her work, her brows furrowed in concentration. Charcoal was smeared across her cheek, and her fingertips stained in a way that had Thora thinking of frostbite again.

      Shea Sandin didn’t look up, not even once.

      ‘She’s true better than she was last night,’ the older woman offered. Her voice sounded far away, her attention locked only on her charge. Pity filled her expression. ‘I watched her grow, I did. Just a tiny girl.’

      ‘Then … she’s true not spoken?’

      ‘No speaking is right.’ The woman stroked Shea Sandin’s face.

      Tenderly.

      Thora’s gaze dropped to the polished wood floor. She’d judged the head maidservant harshly, thinking her only cold and rigid, and now she felt shamed.

      ‘She’ll not speak,’ the older woman said. Slowly she refocused on Thora. ‘Were you the one who found her, then? Up there in those craggy mountains?’

      Thora nodded. ‘Just so.’

      ‘And... and she was with a man, I heard? Some true stranger?’ Her voice shook and Thora didn’t answer.

      It was not Thora’s place to tell her that the man within the mountains was no man. But finally, she did relent in some small way. ‘Shea wasn’t … harmed by any man … in the way I reckon you’re imagining.’ It was all Thora could give this woman. Small comfort. A meaningless gift.

      Shea Sandin continued her messy drawing until finally the head maid whispered, ‘Her mind is true gone.’

      Images of Shea Sandin rushed through Thora’s head – of Shea and Misha together somewhere beyond Death City, the life they might’ve had. Happy and quiet.

      Yet bitterness swelled too. Thora knew a life like that was not real. It was a fancy, the kind of story a Gold woman locked within a Gold House might enjoy, something to give her hope that she too could one day escape her dreary days.

      Diem was right to be bitter. The real world ended with a young man's flesh torn apart by a flogging and with the girl he loved gone away inside her own head, emptied out and silent.

      ‘Shea,’ Thora whispered. ‘What did you see?’

      No answer.

      Tears flowed down the head maid's cheeks. Thora shifted away to give her privacy in her grief.

      A flicker moved at the edge of the garden. A figure. Half hidden in the evergreen.

      It grew darker now, the blue light of deep twilight gathering close. But Thora could still see.

      It was Effile.

      Her heart leapt, sudden blood pumping throughout Thora’s limbs. She muttered something about needing to relieve herself. The head maid took a moment to process the statement before pointing to an arched gateway leading back the way they’d come. It seemed another maidservant waited in the next quad to escort Thora back to the gates and would take a detour if Thora asked. She thanked the head maid softly and stepped from the small porch onto a white stone pathway. She strode toward the specified gate in the gathering twilight.

      And if the head maidservant was distracted enough in her grief not to notice that Thora never reached the gate, then so be it. She veered into the garden. Perhaps she could manage to steal a few moments of time before the head maid realised her mistake.

      Thora crept quickly through the wild garden, doubling back until she found Effile. She clasped the girl’s shoulders, relieved to see she was well. Yet immediately Effile tugged Thora deeper into the tangled branches. Sweat shone across her forehead as she hissed, ‘Quick now, you follow me!’

      Effile strode away with her basket of red linen, giving her an uneven gait. ‘Come on quick, I said!’

      Thora followed where she led, her numbed happiness now filling with dread. Where did Effile take her? What did she risk her hidden identity for? Yet Thora was so glad to see the other girl alive and well that it hardly mattered.

      Effile moved deeper into the garden to another painted white wall, ancient and crumbling. They crept along its length, hidden in the blue shadows. Effile stopped only long enough to untangle her hair from the branches. She pressed a finger against her lips in warning. Heart pounding, Thora followed close behind, already lost in whatever was coming next, with her mind darting ahead to the small carved gates they were approaching. Death-heads covered every surface.

      ‘Through there,’ Effile whispered, pointing to the closed gates. ‘Follow the path all the way round to the back of the garden. Fast as you can. Sun-Master Sandin ordered you never be left alone, and someone’ll come searching any moment. Thora … I can’t stay. If I’m missed …’

      Effile nudged her toward the gates, and Thora pulled one side open, the rusty hinges shrill and creaking. The sound made Effile whip back toward the main white tower, but they were hidden from the high windows by a tangled canopy of trees. She pushed Thora through the open gate and closed it behind her. Without a word. Without even a last look.

      As Effile had said, a pathway wound away from the main quad. Tall blood-wood trees closed in tight on either side of the trail, their black leaves wavering. Thora crept forward, glancing over her shoulder. Yet it was only the sound of wind rustling through the swaying trees. She was alone.

      At the end of the pathway lay a small tower. The narrow building stood only two stories high. Thora doubted even a pallet bed would fit inside its lower room. The porch was as small, room only for a person to stand beneath its overhang. It was painted black and carved all over with grinning red skulls. Gloom hung heavy in the dusk.

      This place was not grand like the rest of Sun-Master Sandin’s towers, and the doors were bolted tight with a rusty metal lock. Thora crept closer through the pressing dark. She froze when a light flickered to life.

      A candle burned inside the tower, visible through the smallest gap in the bolted door.

      She held her breath as she pressed her hands carefully against the wall on either side of the opening. Thora lowered her face to the space between. Peered into the gloom that pooled within.

      An eye stared back.
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      Thora flung her body from the gap and landed with a gasp. Her hands clutched white pebbles, and her heart slammed against her ribcage. A rasping voice wafted from within the building, ‘Who are you?’

      A woman's voice, strained and worn.

      A human. No ghost.

      ‘M-my name is Thora,’ she stammered. Thora scrambled to her feet, drawing her body tall, back straight. ‘I’m an investigation assistant. A Dust-Caste worker sent from Investigation House on the mainland.’ Well, she was near enough to an investigation assistant, in all ways except title. And she was no little girl, to cower in the dirt.

      ‘Why’re you here, then?’

      Thora paused. ‘Because... because... a woman went missing.’

      ‘Shea Sandin.’

      Thora nodded, stepping closer again, and trying to see the eye behind the door. It was impossible to focus in the falling light. ‘Yes.’ She lowered her face to the gap again, whispered, ‘Tell me who you are.’

      A long pause and sounds of someone moving within the gloom of the black carved tower. Thora could see nothing despite the dim flickering candle within.

      The voice whispered in the dark. ‘I looked after Shea since birth. I fed her from my breast while my own child went hungry. I did all that she asked of me true.’ The voice cracked with grief. ‘Is she dead?’

      Thora shook her head, her mind racing. ‘Then … you are Shea Sandin’s nannie. You disappeared on the same night as Shea.’

      The woman laughed, the sound echoing through her small prison. ‘I came back.’

      Thora recalled the story Effile had told her, of the servant who saw a wailing ghost on Sun-Master Sandin’s tower doorstep. It happened the night after Shea Sandin disappeared. Thora peered into the darkness again, at the ghost that dwelt within.

      ‘Is she dead?’ the nannie asked again.

      ‘No. Your Shea Sandin returned on home.’ Thora hesitated but forced herself to tell the truth. ‘But I reckon she’s... she’s not herself, I’d say.’

      The breathing grew heavier, strained, and distressed within the closed room. But Thora did not give the woman time to answer.

      ‘Please, Nannie, tell me what happened that night? I don’t reckon I’ve got long out here. Please.’

      Only silence seeped from the tower, so Thora asked it again, and this time her voice rose louder.

      ‘I told her...’ the woman whispered finally, ‘… I said I’d help Shea meet that young midnight man of hers.’

      Thora pushed, impatient. ‘Yet neither of you were at the meeting spot, I’d say. Shea Sandin never arrived to meet Misha. This I know. Tell me what went wrong.’

      ‘We waited there. Down beside the river. I began to reckon she’d got the place wrong, see? Thought the sun-mistress had gone misheard the boy. But then some girl came running from the blood-woods, even younger than my sun-mistress, a city girl dressed all in crimson. I didn’t know her, not at all. But she seemed to know what we were both about, waiting to meet with someone. Only a little girl, and true distressed, she was. The sun-mistress didn’t know her neither.’

      Curled ice fingers turned blue from mountain snow.

      A dead girl buried beneath the frosted dirt.

      Thora gasped, unsteady. She whispered, ‘What happened next?’

      ‘Next? Next …’ The woman shuddered. Her voice was strained. ‘Next, a man came bursting from the forest, dressed all in black. He was after that young girl, I reckon, came leaping out of the trees. I thought it was Shea’s midnight man... except it wasn't. This new one, he was... surprised, I reckon, to see us. But he took the girl, tried to drag her off, and my foolish sun-mistress... I told her not to, I did. But she wanted to stop him. Too used to getting things her own way, that mistress of mine. Not enough healthy fear in her. But the little girl was screaming, see?’ The woman sobbed. ‘Shea. My Shea. Such a foolish girl.’

      ‘A kind girl,’ Thora said softly, trying to ease her pain. ‘A young woman with a good heart. A brave girl.’ She pictured Shea Sandin as she was now, an empty shell. All her kindness, all her wanting and hope for the future, poured out of her and left behind in that rotting church-tower on the north face of the mountain.

      ‘Not kind. Foolish true,’ the woman corrected. The dim candle inside her building was snuffed out abruptly. Only darkness seeped from between the doors. Her voice still curled from within. ‘The man didn't want me. Thought he’d killed me, didn’t he? Rock to my head. Took the young crimson girl and my sun-mistress. Left me behind. I tried to follow into the mountains, but there wasn’t naught of any trail, no way to know where they’d gone... and my head … the blood …’

      Thora finished for her. ‘So, you returned here to tell Sun-Master Sandin what happened.’

      ‘Just so,’ she breathed. ‘The next evening, I found my way home. In the dark I came.’

      A ghost glimpsed on the tower doorstep dressed in bloody crimson. A weeping woman.

      Thora’s hands clenched tight.

      Sun-Master Sandin had known since the start exactly what’d happened to his daughter. He knew she’d been meeting a man at midnight. He knew she’d been abducted and forced into the mountains, too. Yet he’d told Viceroy Bearin none of it.

      Instead, Jolyen Sandin had sent a letter all the way to the capital to request more men for search parties and asked the viceroy to send every soldier he had into the mountains.

      Why?

      Why not simply reveal the truth?

      Sun-Master Sandin knows who took her.

      Diem’s words. It’s what Diem believed.

      Sun-Master Sandin knew the one who took his daughter? So, he’d used Investigation House and the viceroy to apply pressure on the culprit, the man who was not a man, the one who’d stolen Shea Sandin. The one who’d had a rare true-iron knife. He’d wanted to force her out of the mountains using the viceroy’s men as pressure?

      Why?

      Because he was afraid to do it himself.

      Why?

      Sun-Master Sandin was afraid of the kidnapper.

      He knew who the kidnapper was and protected her identity. Yet he was afraid of her, too.

      Why?

      Why?

      Thora couldn’t make sense of the threads, they tangled and knotted and didn’t fit together. She shook her head and pressed her brow against the black peeling paint of the tower door. ‘That Sun-Noble’s gone locked you up like this,’ she whispered. ‘Since you returned home? All this time?’

      A sudden hand closed over Thora’s shoulder from behind, yanking her from the porch beside the bolted doors. She sprawled onto the path with a yelp, pebbles scraping her chin.

      The looming silhouette of a man hung over her, and Thora yelled as he grasped her padded uniform coat, yanking her to her feet.

      ‘You’re not permitted in this Dead-Daughter place.’ The man’s voice was barely controlled. ‘How dare you drift about a Sun-Noble’s tower, here and there.’

      The man was the leader of Sun-Master Sandin’s private mercenaries. Thora had seen him before, with his pale hair and sharp green eyes, who was always by the Sun-Noble’s side. He gripped a sword hilt between clenched fingers. Yet he did not draw the blade. ‘Get up! On your feet!’

      Thora ripped her body from his grip. ‘Why’s this woman locked in there?’

      The head mercenary stepped closer, big and menacing. ‘It’s not your place to question a Sun-Noble, Dust!’ He sneered that last word, like a slur, as he grasped Thora’s elbow and yanked her from the building along the tangled pathway toward the main quad. ‘Sun-Master Sandin’s requested nicely that you leave, and you’re lucky for it. You’re true no longer welcome.’

      No sound stirred from the tower as Thora was hauled away.

      She struggled but her feet slid and scraped across the stone path. This mountain of a man dragged her where he willed. Thora glimpsed the nannie’s tower one last time before it vanished within the blood-wood trees. A lonely prison for a ghost. She dug her fingers into the head mercenary’s upper arm. ‘Will Sun-Master Sandin let his prisoner out? He cannot keep her there!’

      The man glared at her. He propelled Thora through the gardens, via a warren of pathways. They emerged into the main quad once more, wide and spacious in the night. Flames licked the shadows near the gate, and a fire glow emanated from torches placed on either side of the carved doors. As the mercenary and Thora approached, servants opened the gates.

      With his hand grasping her shoulder, the mercenary threw Thora from the compound. She stumbled onto the road and fell forward, landing on knees and hands. Pebbles dug into her palms. Diem lurched to her side and drew his blade, reaching to help her. But Thora yanked away and strode back to the gates, yelling at the head mercenary through the closing doors, ‘He cannot lock her away like that! The viceroy will true force you to free her!’

      One of the other men blocked her path with his sheathed sword, gesturing for her to leave. Thora stood her ground, jutting her chin and glaring. As the painted gates were pushed shut the head mercenary stared from within, his face alight with fire glow. ‘That woman belongs to Sun-Master Sandin,’ he said. ‘She’s done him true wrong, and he can do with her as he likes.’

      The doors closed, leaving Thora to yell foolishly at the gate, ‘There’s no Dust left in Death City!’ Diem appeared and placed a gentle hand on her shoulder, tugging her back, but Thora hadn’t finished. ‘That nannie doesn’t belong to anyone!’

      ‘Thora, stop.’ Diem’s voice was low. He sounded worried. Of what? That she’d be punished for speaking her mind?

      Thora was sick of holding back. Sick of always controlling herself.

      She shook him off, furious, but still did as Diem said, striding through the night away from the Sandin tower toward the black river and ignoring the freezing winds rushing from the mountains.

      She took deep breaths to calm her pounding heart but only reduced her pace when she finally arrived at the riverbank. Her footsteps slowed and she drifted aimlessly, clutching at the yellow reeds. Dragging the plants from their roots, she discarded them on the winding pathway. Was it a mass path that she walked? She couldn’t be certain. It was overgrown and eerie like all the rest she’d seen. But Death City was a mess of contradictions, and this could’ve been any ordinary road.

      Diem’s footfalls thudded behind her. Close. But far enough to give her space.

      Turning to walk backward so she could see his face, Thora said, ‘The missing nannie is locked up in a tower, true enough. A captive, I’d say.’ She lifted her chin, almost a challenge. ‘But Viceroy Bearin will save her, and then we’ll know what there is to know.’ In her heart, she already knew what Diem would say.

      Death City was a mess of brutal contradictions.

      He didn’t answer for the longest time, then finally said, ‘Viceroy Bearin won’t.’

      Thora hated to feel helpless. Useless. Even though she knew what the conversation would be, she led Diem there anyway, because a part of her still believed Death City might be different.

      After all, this was the wild Frontier. Not cloistered City of Pillars, ruled over by the suffocating twin powers of the Red Palace and Purge House.

      She so badly wanted Death City to be different.

      Frustration boiled through Thora’s body. That same tingling over her skin. Was this what the crooked beat felt like? Was this power? She shook her head. She’d never once tasted power so had no idea.

      ‘That nannie’s not Dust-Caste though, Diem. She’s a free woman true. What hold does Jolyen Sandin have, keeping her locked up in some private tower?’ It sounded as if she was pleading with him, her voice cracking. ‘There’s no Dust in Death City. You told me that.’

      ‘Even so, that woman did him wrong,’ Diem said softly. ‘You know it. There are laws around such things.’

      ‘This isn’t City of Pillars.’

      ‘But it’s still the Red Kingdom, Thora! That nannie helped Shea Sandin escape in the night to meet a Moon-Caste boy. Helped Shea run with the intention of eloping, I’d say. Isn’t that what you believe, too?’

      Thora sucked in her breath. ‘But out here on the Frontier it’s true differ—’

      ‘How is it different?! You tell me how.’ Diem’s whole face had changed, alive with that bitterness which seemed to seep from him more and more these days. ‘Sandin lives in a fancy tower, Osla lives in the slums. Their children were never meant to meet. Things are the same as anywhere else. That nannie’s not Dust, true enough, but it means only that she’s Moon-Caste. And she holds no official Polity House position to protect her. You’ve read through the Red Reform laws the same as I.’

      Thora opened her mouth to protest, but nothing came out.

      It was true, she’d read the laws.

      Throughout the Red Kingdom, it was forbidden for a Moon-Caste citizen to cause offence to a Sun-Noble. Punishment for a transgression could be undertaken by the wronged Sun-Noble with no outside lawmen or records.

      Thora clenched her fists. The Red Reform was specific when it came to women’s land-owning rights or the persecution by burning of practitioners, yet it remained loosely ambiguous around Sun-Noble matters. Such a reform law was open to much interpretation, leaving the power in the hands of Sun-Nobles at all times.

      Would the great Philosopher have agreed with the reforms made in his name and based on his Truth of Death? Thora liked to think he would not.

      But either way, Diem was right.

      Thora deflated, her shoulders sinking.

      That nannie may not have been a Dust-Caste slave, but her body belonged to Sun-Master Sandin all the same. Like Thora’s belonged to Investigation House. Like a painted woman belonged to her Gold House.

      Like Thora’s papa had belonged to the Sun-Noble tower where she’d been born.

      Thora knew it then.

      Death City was no different from anywhere else.

      That shred of hope came unstuck in her heart, and it hurt more than she’d expected.

      The truth was that the old woman’s fate was out of their hands. The nannie would rot within that dark tower, or she would not, depending on Sun-Master Sandin’s whim.

      ‘What’s the point of being free, then?’ Thora’s voice was savage. ‘No Dust at all in Death City, so they say, though every person remains as Dust in the eyes of a Sun-Noble. What mercy is that?’

      Diem’s tone turned harsh. ‘No one ever spoke of mercy.’

      Thora glared at him. She already knew that Diem had given up on the world. But Thora wasn’t ready to let Diem’s bitterness slide beneath her skin. She still wanted more. And she was determined to find it. No matter what he thought.

      She lifted her chin and squared her shoulders. No, Death City was still different from the rest of the Red Kingdom, just not as different as she’d hoped. But it would have to be enough.

      The shred of hope rekindled inside Thora’s chest. She fanned it until it sparked.

      Quickening her pace, she followed the sandy trail as it threaded back up the dark hillside toward Polity House. Soon Diem walked by her side, and they climbed the hill together.

      It was happening again.

      Like it had when Thora investigated the Gold House corruption case. The threads had begun to sink beneath her skin, pulling outward until she had to solve that Gold House mystery or leave parts of herself behind when she left.

      She’d always been like that. She couldn’t let things go.

      Her papa’s fault, maybe, because he’d encouraged her curiosity and told her all those strange low stories that he shouldn’t. Given her a voice and a mind and listened to what she had to say. And then died and left her as Dust, to struggle forever between who he’d taught her to be and what the world said she really was.

      Thora stopped among the river reeds. She clutched the studded material of Diem’s battle coat between numb fingers.

      He halted, his body growing still.

      ‘Diem. It’s different this time, don’t you reckon? From the Gold House case, I’m meaning. Here everything is … muddied.’

      She peered up at him, wanting … something, thinking again of frozen hands buried in the dirt and of that empty shell of a girl, all the life within her snuffed out.

      ‘You’ll give up?’ he breathed. His voice tangled with the wind on the river.

      He’d misunderstood her. Thora shook her head. ‘I want to find the truth. I want to know true why she did it, that woman who dresses as a man and carries a bloody Dead-Daughter true-iron knife. Why’d she go abduct those girls? I want to know. I won’t give up.’

      Diem chewed his lip. Finally, he said, ‘You might not like the answer.’

      ‘I don’t care true.’

      He nodded, satisfied. ‘Reckon I’ve a hankering to know what Jolyen Sandin is so afraid of, anyhow.’ The corners of his mouth curled, an almost-smile in the darkness. As if they were together in this.

      It made Thora stare. She didn’t often see him smile.

      Her fingers dropped from Diem’s sleeve, and she resumed walking, wrapping her arms tight around her body to combat the chill in the air. The hollow ache in her chest. Her head hummed and her cheeks burned from the cold.

      After a moment, Diem’s footsteps followed behind.
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      Polity House was ablaze with light when they arrived. Metal barrels filled with flaming oil scattered throughout the quad, fires sparking embers into the black sky. A crowd of men gathered in the yard. They were soldiers that had come to help from all across the island. They milled about dressed in full uniform, clutching swords, waiting.

      Thora and Diem hesitated in the shadow of the gate as the viceroy himself stepped from his tower with Scholar-Assistant Poplarin at his side. They positioned themselves on the edge of the porch to address the men. The viceroy’s voice boomed across the quad.

      ‘Death City Polity House thanks you for the aid you’ve provided in locating the missing Sun-Noble mistress, Shea Sandin. Now that she’s been safely returned to her father’s tower there’s no longer a need for your presence here. I authorise you to travel back to your homes and posts. Polity House is grateful this case has been resolved.’

      Thora glanced sharply at Diem, but his attention remained trained on Viceroy Bearin. The older man motioned for Scholar-Assistant Poplarin to take over, and his right-hand man walked down the stairs to speak further with small clusters of soldiers. He and the large woman servant, the office cook, handed out small food parcels.

      ‘Supplies,’ Thora said in disbelief. ‘For their journey home, I’d reckon.’

      Diem wasn’t listening. He lurched forward to stalk across the courtyard, leaving Thora to scurry behind. They shoved through the dispersing soldiers toward the main tower.

      ‘Viceroy Bearin,’ Diem called out sharply, catching the viceroy before the man disappeared again inside his office. ‘You sending all these soldiers home? Now? When we finally know what the lawbreaker looks like? That she’s a woman who’s deeply wounded? We’re drawing closer!’

      Viceroy Bearin’s dark eyes flashed. It took Thora a moment to realise that his fury was not directed at Diem. When the viceroy spoke, it was through clenched teeth, as if he was forced to struggle through the words.

      ‘A messenger came with a letter from the mainland. From City of Pillars. We’ve received an order direct from the high investigator himself. From Investigation House.’

      Thora shook her head, forgetting she shouldn’t speak unless spoken to. ‘What’d it read?’

      The viceroy looked back at her. Then at Diem. His expression was grim. ‘As of the moment we received the letter, this case has been closed.’
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        All Moon-Caste citizens must contribute one free labour day in every ten to the state under the corvee tithe law. On their assigned corvee tithe day, each Moon-Caste citizen within the Red Kingdom must report to their local Polity House for labour instruction. Absence will result in thirty lashes.—Red Reform laws

        

      

      Thora sat inside the viceroy’s office tower at his long table, nursing steaming sour-sweet the cook had served. She wrapped her shaking fingers around the warm bone-cup.

      ‘This cannot be,’ she said again. Diem sat across from her, and Scholar-Assistant Poplarin hovered by the viceroy’s side at the head of the table. Everyone looked as grim as Thora felt. ‘Please, Viceroy Bearin, I don’t understand how this is true.’

      ‘The case is closed,’ the viceroy said sharply. He was defensive. It was on his order that the last of the soldiers had slipped from the main gates. Polity House was now desolate and empty, despite the blazing fires still lighting the quad.

      ‘It’s Jolyen Sandin’s doing,’ he added quietly, his words a rush now, escaping like steam. ‘He sent another message through his uncle to the prince, requesting the case be closed as a favour. He doesn’t care to discover the culprit; he only cares that his daughter has been returned to him safe and sound.’

      Scholar-Assistant Poplarin shook his head and said in a whisper, ‘It makes no sense. Doesn’t he wish to know who did this to his daughter?’ His face shined with sweat, despite the cold, the sleepless nights taking their toll.

      ‘No. Reckon it’s the timing that makes no sense.’ Diem stared at the surface of his sour-sweet. ‘If Jolyen Sandin contacted his uncle in City of Pillars, it took time. Took longer again for any little message to be relayed to the prince and then his reply to filter on back to us via Investigation House.’ He glanced over at Thora. ‘Sun-Master Sandin requested the case be closed because his daughter was located.’

      Thora laughed, filled with disbelief. ‘You saying he gone initiated that request long before we ever found Shea Sandin? Which means... what? That Sun-Master Sandin knew for certain she’d be found?’

      The viceroy slammed his fists against the table, bone-cups and tin dishes rattling. ‘He manipulates us! We’ve been used by him over and over.’

      Thora grimaced and told Viceroy Bearin and the scholar-assistant about the nannie she’d found locked in Sun-Master Sandin’s tower. The Sun-Noble had known his daughter was abducted into the mountains long ago, yet he chose not to share the information with Polity House.

      ‘He played us as fools,’ Viceroy Bearin spat. His brown skin flushed, and he kept running fingers through his beard. ‘He used the Red Family to tie my hands!’

      Poplarin ventured, ‘Viceroy Bearin, true this turn is devastating, yet I point our rescue of Sun-Master Sandin’s daughter will be seen by Investigation House as a successful outcome, no? And if Sun-Master Sandin himself has withdrawn his request for investigation, there can be no question on your right as viceroy to the Thousand Island Frontier. It’s... as successful an outcome as hoped.’

      Viceroy Bearin scowled at his right-hand man, as did Thora. The only difference was that the viceroy relented after a long, charged moment, his shoulders sagging, while the injustice of the situation swelled within Thora’s chest.

      This was it?

      She had to leave? Go back to City of Pillars and live the rest of her days in the Dust tower at Investigation House? At the beck and call of any upper-sir or officer who wished her near him? Left to clean and scrub for a lifetime of useless, wasted time? Around her, the office walls drew inward. Shimmered beneath the flame-light. Painted crimson bones and death-heads danced in the flickering dark. Swirling.

      Thora dragged air into her lungs that wouldn’t come, suffocating. Her skull pounded, hummed. Sweat beaded across her skin.

      ‘So that’s it?’ she gasped. Her voice shook, barely controlled. ‘We’ll give up true? We’ll let Sun-Master Sandin stomp over us with no aftermath?’

      Viceroy Bearin’s voice dropped low. ‘Watch your tongue, Dust. You go too far.’

      Thora kept her eyes lowered, not daring to meet his gaze. All those years of iron control over her actions—no speaking, no thinking, no opinion. No future.

      Her self-control was shattering. Her voice was so small the viceroy had to lean across the table to hear her, and yet she still spoke. ‘What about that little girl we found buried in the mountain?’

      Viceroy Bearin lifted his chin. ‘She fell.’

      ‘She was murdered.’

      ‘We know nothing for certain!’ Viceroy Bearin’s voice rose in a snap, and Diem tensed, flashing a warning look at Thora.

      She ignored him, focused only on the viceroy. ‘So you’ll leave her killer uncharged? You won’t try for naught as a resolution?’

      The viceroy unfolded his long limbs and stood, scraping his chair back. ‘You speak out of turn, Dust. I’ve been ordered by the head of Investigation House to close this case. By the prince himself! You think I should defy them? You urge me to place my head on the line for a dead Moon-Caste girl who tripped and broke her neck in the mountains?’

      His chest heaved, face flushed with blood though his voice remained deadly quiet. ‘Know your place. This case is closed. You and Low Investigator Lakein will return by red ferry to the capital as ordered, and you, lowly Dust, will know your place!’

      Thora surged to her feet. Diem gripped her wrist. ‘Dust-Caste Thora,’ he said sharply, his voice warning.

      She froze, shocked at herself. At how far she pushed. Yet still bubbling with that same frustration, which had not lessened. The feeling was changing into a fury like she’d never allowed herself to feel before. Uncontrollable. Thora ripped herself from Diem’s grasp. She flung the door open and left it battering loudly against the tower as she ran across the cold, empty quad.
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      Inside her room, Thora sat shivering on the edge of her pallet. Her blanket lay heaped against the wall. The unexpected emotions she’d felt in the viceroy’s tower office had mostly ebbed, like a tide slowly receding down a sandy shore, but the damage was done.

      What if she’d opened something that couldn’t be closed? She’d spent a lifetime cultivating self-control, taking it so far as to forget her own childhood, she now suspected, and all those strange low stories her papa had whispered at night. She’d worked so hard to become the kind of Dust who could survive in City of Pillars. She’d squashed the side of herself that her papa had encouraged through his nightly whisperings and low beliefs.

      Now, what was she?

      Thora closed her eyes, feeling a hum inside her heart. The threads of the case still extended across the island. Threads that would never come back home, only be ripped apart and left here long after Thora left for the mainland.

      Even Diem would do nothing.

      Even after what’d happened during the Purge Hunt for the Gold House corruption case. He’d still do nothing. With one little girl lying dead and the other an empty shell. Thora found the velvet winter hat he’d gifted her tangled among her blanket and clutched the soft fabric.

      She was not ready to leave Death City Island. This strange and superstitious place. With its tangle of mass paths and the Bloody Harvest occurring even now in Glasswater Bay, where the Eleventh Daughter’s pyramid was painted crimson with whale blood. She didn’t want to give any of it up. Even those hollow nights witnessing death giants moving within distant waves from her Polity House tower. Here on the Thousand Island Frontier, those monsters did feel like gods, which Purge House told her didn’t exist.

      But most importantly of all, Death City had no Dust.

      The citizens were free.

      Thora hadn’t truly felt like she was Dust-Caste herself for days and days. Instead, she’d felt the crooked beat humming beneath her skin, calling for her to do … something. She didn’t know what.

      City of Pillars was crowded with Dust-Caste workers, and as soon as she stepped foot on that mainland, Thora would be one of them again. She’d return to the capital with its endless burning pyres in the great plaza. She’d return to Investigation House with her superiors who deemed her unworthy of notice. And she’d return to a Dust life with Crimson Warriors who tracked her every move and reported back to Purge House if they caught even the slightest hint of an imagined transgression.

      Thora huddled in the dark.

      She lit a stubby candle. The velvet winter hat remained on her lap, though Thora tried not to think of it. Tried not to think of Diem’s words that night on the pebbled shore as the whales had come in from the deep to die. Tried and failed.

      Her chest tightened as if in a vice. He’d spoken of faraway places like Bilik Paean. It sounded like a dream, one that would surely slide like sand between her fingers.

      But maybe Diem had been about to offer her something that night. If she had let him.

      A different future. A different life. If she was brave enough to take it.

      And brave enough to be hunted by Purge House for the rest of her life.

      Thora stared at the shimmering winter hat in her hands and let it slip from her fingers. It fell onto the floor in a crumpled heap. Tears stung her eyes.

      No one ever left the Red Kingdom.

      Instead of wild imaginings, she turned her mind back to the dead girl buried in the snow. And the girl’s killer, who’d be allowed to keep eating and sleeping and breathing—to keep living—when that small broken girl could not. And then Thora thought of the girl’s older brother, Misha, and the vivid images of the torn flesh of his back. Though when she pictured it in her mind, it was her papa lying in a hot stifling room, covered with the smell of death.

      Misha had survived his lashings.

      Thora’s papa had not.

      He’d promised her as he lay dying that she would be born as his daughter again in the next life. It was forbidden to believe in such things. But he’d whispered it in her ear, anyway, taking comfort in the low ways until the very end.

      What’s dead is dead will live again. Then die once more.

      He’d said they would never scatter. Thora. Her mama. Him.

      He had said their next life together would be easier.

      He’d promised.

      She sighed. Thora was a fool to get so upset over things she couldn’t control. Life was as it was. As it had always been. She whispered the words. ‘What’s dead is dead and all shall die.’

      Tonight, they brought no comfort. So, she tried again, using her papa’s words instead. The same ones uttered in Death City.

      ‘What’s dead is dead will live again. Then die once more.’

      Her papa had believed they would be reborn. And live a better life. Together. But Thora didn’t want to wait for her next life.

      Finally, she blew out her candle and readied herself for sleep.

      She forced herself to think of Effile, who would surely be overjoyed to withdraw from Sun-Master Sandin’s service. She pictured Effile’s hands, chapped and raw from the washing water. And she attempted to sleep. She focused on how good it would be for Effile to be safely away from her undercover position and the danger it entailed, of how lucky they were that all three of them would return to the mainland alive after their time on the dangerous Thousand Island Frontier. Thora tried her best to let the rest go.

      The threads. She tossed and turned, her mind humming as she attempted to sleep.

      The threads. She bolted up into a sitting position, her eyes wide open.

      A sash belt. Crimson beneath a stain of dirt, half buried in the mud on the north face of the mountain, at the abandoned church-tower. It hadn’t belonged to Shea Sandin, hers had still been tied around her waist when they’d finally located her.

      So, it had belonged to someone else. Yet the material was not old, rot had not yet set in.

      A red sash belt, buried in the snow.

      She climbed to her feet, only hesitating a moment before she retrieved the embroidered velvet hat that Diem had given her. Flickering flame-light shone bright across the black material. Thora stroked the hat, before finally placing it on the table beside the stubby candle. She smiled.

      A new thread. A new pathway.
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        Citizens are forbidden to speak of the youngest Daughter. Punishment is death by pyre burning.—Red Reform laws

        

      

      Diem approached the tower in the men’s quarter of Polity House. His boots crunched over the snow. The area was quiet now the soldiers had returned home. Even the local men like Soldiers Carpin and Skyin had gone back to their towers in Death City, with only a few unlucky men left behind to guard the main gates.

      He paused. Grew still. The sky was clear. The air crisp. A fingernail moon glowed like a jewel above Glasswater Bay and, in the distance on the jagged ranges, the winter tigers howled, the sound louder and closer than ever before. Diem closed his eyes. He was tired. Listening to the tigers calling in the dark made him glad of the high stone walls keeping the forest out. He imagined that the walls were the only barrier stopping the blood-wood trees from swallowing the towers of Polity House. Perhaps those trees would haunt his sleep when he returned to City of Pillars: he would stand in the plaza, witnessing the latest great burning, but his mind would still be here in Death City—haunted by tigers and superstitions and those creeping blood-wood trees emerging from the sea.

      He sighed as he climbed the rickety stairs of his assigned tower. On the fourth floor outside his room, the silhouette of a woman came into view.

      Thora sat on the last stair that led to his porch, and a sweeping view of Glasswater Bay spread behind her, the sea glittering under the moon, turned pale and glowing from the nightly blue tears. She whispered, ‘Where have you been?’

      Diem hesitated, the stairs creaking beneath his weight. Darkness clung to Thora’s hunched form, making it difficult to see her face.

      She was not going to like his answer.

      ‘I’ve been off making arrangements for us to leave tomorrow. Getting ready for Dust-Caste Effile to be extracted, no?’

      Thora remained unmoving on the top step. Diem was almost at eye level. She twisted a stained sash belt between restless fingers—crimson bright against the dark night. The material fluttered in the wind.

      ‘Tomorrow?’ Her voice quivered. ‘We can’t true leave, Diem. This sash, you remember it? I found it in the mountains, at that abandoned church-tower on the north face, buried in frozen mud. It belongs to Misha’s dead sister, you see?’

      Diem said nothing. His gut felt heavy. He recognised that fevered look in Thora’s eye.

      ‘It means she was murdered true!’ She jutted her chin. ‘That little girl didn’t take some tumble like Viceroy Bearin’s gone and recorded in his old books. We know she was in that place with Shea Sandin! Maybe she died right there, or maybe she escaped and was killed further down the mountain, no? But whatever which way, Diem, it means the woman who abducted Shea, she’s a killer true. She’s gone murdered a girl, and no one wants to do a bloody Dead-Daughter thing about it!’

      She paused, breathless. And stared at Diem, as if waiting for him to understand, waiting for him to agree with her and launch into action. Waiting for him to help her.

      Yet he said nothing.

      ‘Diem, what you reckoning? What should we do?’

      He couldn’t look at her. Didn’t want to see the disappointment in her expression. Yet the world was as it was, and Diem had long given up trying to make things different. The Cold War had cured him of the idealism he’d had when he’d first been conscripted. The endless pyres in the plaza had scourged him of whatever he’d had left, after arriving back to City of Pillars after the Cold War was done.

      He lifted his hand to his brow and pressed hard. He was so tired. ‘I reckon you should let it go.’

      Silence enveloped them, for so long that Diem dared a glance at her. Darkness covered the place where she crouched. Slowly Thora’s silhouette shook her head.

      ‘No, true enough, you don’t reckon that. I know it’s not you, Diem.’

      ‘I do reckon it.’ And he did. It was over for them in Death City. They’d bumbled around and done nothing useful the whole time they’d been here. Their presence hadn’t changed anything. All it’d done was allow Death City and its citizens’ superstitions to slide beneath Thora’s skin and turn her heart hopeful. Diem hated to think how City of Pillars and Investigation House would crush that new hopeful heart as soon as they returned home. He sagged and placed a hand against the wooden railing.

      He was so tired. He’d wanted something different from all this.

      Maybe Death City had infected him, too. He’d been thinking about running away to Bilik Paean, after all. A bitter laugh escaped his mouth before he could stop it. He was a fool.

      ‘Diem,’ she pleaded.

      He lifted his head, turned his expression hard. ‘It’s as Viceroy Bearin said, Thora. We can’t be going against any direct orders we’ve been thrown. Time to let a case go, I’d say, when the alternative is as murky as all this.’

      ‘How can you tell me that, then? After what you did on the Purge Hunt night? What you did to Caretaker Grassin and … that other one?’

      He flinched hard. The wood creaked beneath his boots.

      That Gold House door loomed inside his head. Unopened. Diem guarding the outside though he knew who was inside and what they were doing. Listening to the screaming. Not acting nor doing anything to stop it. And then later, during the Purge, his fists breaking bones and skull and skin. Dripping just as crimson as every other bloody thing in the Red Kingdom.

      Thora’s eyes glittered under the moon. Diem knew that once Thora had hold of a mystery—or perhaps once a mystery had hold of Thora—she couldn’t let it go. She still wanted to know what’d happened that night. Why he’d done what he did.

      ‘Please stay,’ she whispered instead. ‘Diem. Help me solve this murder true.’

      He was so relieved she hadn’t asked him about the Purge Hunt night that his body sagged. He swayed and imagined what would happen if he agreed with her request. They’d stay here against direct Investigation House orders. Solve the mystery. Arrest a killer. And gain the vicious ire of Sun-Master Sandin, the most powerful man in Death City. Who would send a letter complaining to his uncle in City of Pillars, who in turn would contact the prince.

      And then, when they finally stepped off the red ferry back at Gatetown, Crimson Warriors from Purge House would be waiting for them. Diem would be charged with insubordination—again—and this time turned to Dust instead of only demoted. And Thora … she would be jailed. Or exiled.

      Or burned.

      Diem’s voice was quiet. But firm. ‘It’s done, Thora. Tomorrow, we return by red ferry to the mainland. Over and done, and naught you nor I can do to stop it. You need to let it go.’

      And there it was. Disappointment flooded her face. He’d wounded her.

      Diem’s shoulders tensed, and images stabbed his head of curling hands gone blue with cold, dirt beneath fingernails, like claws in the snow. He touched his own hands to his temples.

      He was so tired of all of it.

      Thora’s voice broke the silence. ‘I don’t want to let it go, true enough.’

      Diem lifted his gaze. She sounded different now, as if she knew she couldn’t win. As if she’d already given up. Thora didn’t want to let it go, yet tomorrow, the wanted posters would be filed away and a killer would walk free.

      And they would leave this island.

      Diem drew closer in the quiet night, a desperation rising within his chest. It was all he could do to keep his expression blank. He stood below her on the stairs, almost eye to eye in the dark. ‘You remember what I told you back at the Gold House, no?’

      She was startled by the abrupt shift. Slowly, she shook her head.

      ‘My uncle asked me to join him by the ocean. You remember that story I spun?’

      ‘He’s got a business there, I reckon,’ Thora said slowly. ‘A forge tower, you said. He wants you to help run it true.’

      Diem nodded. So long ago he’d told her that. Another world. Around him, the mountains rose black. ‘Yes, a small forge is true what he’s got. And no children besides. He’s almost an old man, my uncle is. And the black lung will come for him soon enough, no?’ This time Diem didn’t turn away, despite the sharp thump of his heart. ‘You told me you’ve never seen the city fortress at Open Port West.’

      The darkness felt as if it grew warmer, pressing in from all sides.

      ‘I reckon you said you’d go after the Gold House corruption case was finished,’ Thora stumbled over her words. ‘You said you’d leave Investigation House and go off west.’

      He stared. ‘Except I didn’t go.’

      Now it was Thora who averted her face. ‘And when we get back to City of Pillars, Diem? What’ll you do then? Will you go?’

      Her question hung in the air as Diem swayed back into the tower shadows. An ice wind rushed from the wild ocean. Lights bobbed in the distant black. Miners working the death giant’s ribs.

      ‘Thora, you could choose to stay here on the Thousand Island Frontier. Or catch a black sail trade ferry to Bilik Paean. Or return to City of Pillars and Investigation House.’ He inhaled slow.

      It was now or never.

      ‘I’ll follow you,’ he said quietly. ‘I’ll go where you go.’

      Thora grew still, her body locked into place. Winter tigers sounded again in the mountains, far away now, and she said nothing. Silence drew out between them.

      Diem climbed the stairs. One step closer. Then another. He didn’t know what he was doing. No thought involved. Mist rose from his mouth, his body warm and alive in this deep winter. He felt as if he was on fire. His boots made the staircase groan as he crouched before her, his knee meeting the step below her folded legs. His cold fingers touched her jaw, her neck, but she didn’t flinch away. Emboldened, his hands travelled across Thora’s skin, into her hair.

      She stared at him, unmoving. Diem didn’t have the words to ask her everything he needed to, but his hands were different. They told his story. His mouth too, before he thought about it, before he could stop himself. On Thora’s, with his fingers in her hair, a deep kiss, filled with life and living. And wanting. Pushing her back.

      He broke away. Breathing shallow. Stood back. Waiting. His heart hammered inside his chest, like a drumbeat. Growing dread.

      A mistake? The worst he’d ever made?

      What was he asking with all this? For Thora to face a pyre because of him? Risk her life because he loved her?

      Still Thora said nothing. Her eyes were wide, staring at Diem like she hadn’t seen this coming. It unbalanced him. He’d been certain she knew how he felt. Known for a long time, surely. He bit his lip and they both waited in silence, until finally Diem couldn’t bear the quiet any longer. His chest constricted and air sucked from his lungs. He was a fool. This was all they’d ever be. Investigator and Dust. All they could be, because why should Thora be willing to leap alongside him? To her death, maybe. Diem was not a good man. He was selfish. He knew he asked too much.

      Schooling his expression into a smooth, blank mask, he stepped past Thora onto the stretching porch beyond. He knew it then. They would forget this night. And nothing would change. Tomorrow when dawn came and they readied themselves to leave this island on the red ferry, he’d pretend in front of her that none of it had ever happened. And that would be the right thing to do. To keep Thora safe.

      Exhaustion sunk into his bones, a weariness so deep that Diem thought he might sleep and never wake. Did not wish to wake. He’d lose himself in dreams of the Gold Age and an era before the death giants came and the world turned red.

      ‘Good night, Thora,’ was all he said. And he managed to make his voice sound like it always did. He couldn’t read her thoughts in her expression as she whipped around and faced him, the wind pushing her braids into a tangle. The landscape of Death City gaped wide—jagged peaks rising in sharp silhouettes above the wide expanse of Glasswater Bay. Shimmering moonlight danced toward one point, where the black pyramid rose from the distant ocean. Surf crashed against the cliffs, and the death giant’s ribs rose from the water like towers. Beneath the waves, its dead heart lay cold and black.

      Tomorrow they would leave this place.

      And all of this would be over.

      Yet when Diem opened the door and entered his dark room, he couldn’t bring himself to close it again. He left the door open to the cold night, gaping black and wide.

      An invitation.

      Thora stood and, with her back rigid, she stomped down the rickety staircase. Away. She moved so fast, so direct, and certain of her destination. Inside his room, Diem leaned against the wall and closed his eyes. It took a long while to realise he could no longer hear Thora’s retreating footsteps. He hesitated in the shadows, listening.

      And his door remained open.

      A creak on the staircase. Her light steps thudded across the porch. Coming closer.

      She slipped inside his tower room and stood in darkness before him. He blinked, mouth open in surprise. His mind blank. It took him the longest time to realise it was cold, the room like ice. He leaned over Thora to close the door at her back, and as he did, she sunk into him, pressing her mouth to his, her hands to his face, drawing him closer. Bilik Paean emerged in his mind then, like a beacon. A different, far away world where no Dust existed. Then he thought of nothing. Her hands explored beneath his clothes, where his skin ran layered and folded from the edges of his throat across his chest. She pulled back, her eyes glittering in the dark. A question.

      Diem shrugged. Fire. Long since healed. His body marred by it. It was another part of him that Thora didn’t know. But she didn’t ask him. And he was glad. His mouth was on hers once more and he had no time for words.

      The night closed in, and Diem forgot the future. Forgot the pyres burning in the plaza and the lost books he’d once read, and he forgot the rules and laws that all forbade him from having any of the things he wanted. And that dark Gold House room inside his mind drew inward and closed down, melting like the tide ebbing on the shore.

      Outside the battered tower, the wind rose into a howl, bringing the cries of winter tigers from the mountain. Perhaps this was what it felt like to be home.
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      In the blue light of morning Thora woke. Night still clung to the dark corners of Diem’s tower room. They lay pressed together beneath his padded blankets, skin to skin. He slept deeply, face clear and untroubled. Yet she was different. The walls closed in, and the small space became smaller still. She was suffocating, warm with confusion.

      Dragging her body from the blankets, Thora stumbled into her clothes, cold in the early morning after so long lying warm beside his body.

      For a moment she hesitated beside the door with her heart beating fast. The blanket was pulled back and Diem’s shoulder exposed to the winter. For a moment she was thinking of his hands in her loose hair, his mouth on hers. How it felt to lie beneath him.

      Outside. Thora burst into the dim light of dawn and breathed deep. The sweeping island view, shrouded with soft blue. Cold air, sharp and clear. She sucked it into her lungs as she flew quickly down the staircase and across the quad, away from the men's tower before anyone saw her.

      Safe in her own assigned tower room with the door shut tight, she sunk to the floor and pressed her hands against her face. She forced her mind to focus. What would come next? A trip on the red ferry back to the mainland? A journey together with Effile and Diem north through the salt flats back toward the capital?

      And then?

      A choice.

      Would he ask her to run into the night with him? Would she live in his uncle’s forge at Open Port West and wait until the Dust-Hunters came to burn her? Or go even further and catch a black sail trade ferry all the way to Bilik Paean? A place that sounded like a dream, but one she knew nothing about. And if Thora knew anything at all, it was that dreams were dangerous.

      It was all impossible.

      She didn’t know what she had done. Except that she’d given him something, almost a silent promise, without meaning to, and now Diem expected more. Her future, maybe. To him, it meant something that she’d chosen to walk into his room. For Thora, it’d been unexpected. A choice she hadn’t known she was making until it was far too late. She hadn’t been able to walk away down those tower stairs, not with the taste of him on her lips, and so she’d sought him out.

      A mistake. To offer another more than she could truly give. It was all too raw, and a turn of events that Thora hadn’t foreseen nor planned for, a new curling idea between her and Diem that she’d long avoided. That she’d ignored.

      Now she could ignore that hollow ache in her chest no longer.

      But what did Diem truly want? For her to give up all she’d worked so hard to become? On her own accord, Thora had made something for herself in this sharp, red world, and she’d ground herself to the bone to achieve it. She was nearly there, all that stood in her way was Death City and this case. What she yearned for now was to earn a true title—assistant investigator—and receive a true place at Investigation House. Surely, that was what she wanted? She’d never yearned for a bonded marriage, even if the Red Reform would allow such a union. Thora’s head hummed with confusion, and her skin tingled where Diem’s hands had been.

      New pathways. New possibilities.

      Away from everything she’d ever thought she wanted.

      Or ever dreamed was possible.

      But still, to sail over the sea to an unknown land of women kings and generals? What foolish pathway was that? A daydream. Nothing more.

      Thora did not want to burn. She wished she was braver, but the truth was that she was as afraid of death as the next Red Kingdom citizen. All of the Philosopher’s teachings—memorised by heart—did nothing to assuage her fear of Purge House’s pyres.

      She shook her head. What else was there to think on, or speak of between them? It’d been a moment that was now past and, if Diem hoped for more, he wouldn’t get it from Thora.

      She lifted her chin, using her fear as armour. Straightening her shoulders. She still had work to do in Death City. Still a possible future of recognition from the viceroy—if she was clever. Despite what Diem had said, Thora was not finished with this island. Her determination lit a fire in her heart.

      Thora washed and dressed and soon was outside the Polity House gates, striding down the muddy road toward Death City. The sky hung crowded with flocks of shrieking black gulls, their enormous wings beating as they soared toward the bay. She was to meet Effile this morning, and so Thora kept her mind on mundane things, attempting to concentrate only on what was at hand. The sun as it slid from behind misty peaks. The clouds that clung to the blood-woods and dripped into the valley. The sky as the morning dawned and all that soft blue light was sucked away.

      Only once did her mind wander back to Diem’s sleeping face flushed in blue light. Soft and relaxed in a way she’d never seen him before. But then she turned herself hard and sharp, thinking purposely instead of how he’d looked standing in the Gold House quad on the night of the hunt, surrounded by Purge Officers.

      His hands smeared red and his face streaked with blood.
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      Thora found Effile beside the black river that wound around the outskirts of Death City. The girl stood lost among the high reeds, which were yellow and swaying. Her cheeks flushed pink and her lips chapped, yet she smiled when she spied Thora approaching. The curve of Effile’s mouth changed to a frown as Thora stomped closer across the riverbank toward her.

      Thora attempted to smooth over her expression, but already it was too late.

      ‘Thora! What’s happened, then?’

      ‘Nothing,’ Thora answered too quickly. ‘Course, naught has happened.’

      Effile huffed, relieved. ‘What’s dead is dead and all shall die,’ she said with a weary smile.

      Thora nodded. Did anyone hear those Truth of Death words they uttered anymore? Seemed to her they just repeated them round and round in circles until they’d lost all meaning. She barely knew why she said them herself, except she found it on the tip of her tongue all the same. She swallowed back the response of repetition and remained silent instead.

      Effile grinned. ‘Today’s my last day at Jolyen Sandin’s tower, or so I’ve heard, and we’ll pack up and leave this island by the dusk. You been told true of all this planning?’

      Thora forced herself to smile and agree, mind racing, as Effile bent to the water, standing on piled flat stones placed beside the bank to combat the mud and grass rot. Effile pressed one hand to her mouth, suppressing a dry cough as she filled a large tin bucket. Cold water gurgled into its depths; small slivers of ice sucked in as well. When it was full, Thora helped her drag it from the water onto the rocks.

      ‘I’m true glad we’re leaving this rotten Dead-Daughter island. It’s too cold here. Gets inside of me, the cold does. Like ice.’ Effile shivered and coughed again. Then kicked at a marsupial-rodent skittering in the grass. Too far away to connect. ‘And there’s too many of these matted ones, no? Trying to get inside my water bucket and creep over my feet.’

      Thora hated herself for what she was about to do.

      ‘Effile, I reckon I’m asking you a favour, and I’m needing this from you. Please, will you help me? One last thing before you leave Jolyen Sandin’s tower.’

      The girl’s face fell. ‘What favour, then? I thought we were well done. I thought we were leaving?’

      Thora couldn’t say why these words wounded her so. Diem and Effile were both the same. Did they not think of those girls in the mountain, one dead and the other a living ghost? Thora forced herself to calm, forced herself to look at Effile’s raw hands and the way her friend’s exhausted body bent under the weight of the water pot. And Thora told herself that Effile would do these same exact chores when they returned to City of Pillars and that the girl’s life would not change whether they left or stayed. This existence was not so different from their home. What Thora was about to ask of Effile would not be so difficult. Not really.

      Thora lied to herself.

      Taking a shuddering breath, she asked, ‘You reckon you could creep inside Sun-Master Sandin’s private floor? Whichever tower he’s got as his office? You know which one?’

      Effile stared and heaved the pot onto the ground, the water spilling over the edges.

      ‘Please, Effile,’ Thora said. A raw desperation squeezed her throat. ‘You reckoned the Sun-Noble’s barely left his tower compound since you arrived there, no? So what’s he keeping hidden inside? Reckon it’d be well nice for us to know. Reckon he’ll have some secrets tucked up tight.’

      Effile’s lashes fluttered, lips pressed tight and bloodless. She was clearly afraid. It was in the way her focus flicked to the surface of the ice river and up to the black gulls wheeling overhead, always moving but never seeing. She shivered. ‘The only time I reckon the sun-master left home at all was when he travelled off to Polity House. After you found his daughter, that was. And when you lot found that body in the mountains, true enough. The rest of the time he stays on inside his tower office. I told you, he’s true afraid to leave.’

      Thora took Effile’s raw hands into her own. ‘Sun-Master Sandin’s been talking straight and true with the lawbreaker who abducted his daughter. But how, then? He knew his daughter was coming on back home, see? He knew long before we ever found her, true enough. Yet you say he never leaves his tower. So how are they sharing stories, Jolyen Sandin and this abductor?’

      ‘Well … I’d reckon Sun-Master Sandin’s head mercenary … he leaves the complex often enough. He could be carrying messages, no?’

      ‘Exactly,’ Thora said. ‘Messages. Written messages. There must be letters in Sun-Master Sandin’s private rooms, some record of those stories being shared between him and the kidnapper. If we could find them, we’d have evidence true that Sun-Master Sandin is involved with a killer. It’d be enough to reopen a case, for its only because of that Sun-Noble’s request it’s been closed!’

      Effile’s blue eyes darted across Thora’s face, and her fingers clutched tight. ‘What if they passed messages using only words? What if they true didn’t write anything down?’

      Thora ignored the desperate hope in Effile’s voice. Ignored it and said firmly, ‘We’re needing to know for certain, either way. Effile, you need to do this. Today, I’m asking you, don’t show up at the spot where you’re meant to be extracted. If you’re not there, then none of us can leave the island, see? We’ll be forced to stay on, I’d reckon. Please. Please give me two more days.’

      ‘And what’ll you do with two more days, then?’

      ‘I’ll find a way to draw Sun-Master Sandin out from his tower. I’ll create a tiny chance for you to have a sneak inside his private level.’

      Effile squeezed Thora’s fingers hard. Too hard. ‘And if there’s nothing there for me to see? Nought evidence? What then?’

      ‘Then we leave Death City. Straight away like. I promise it.’

      For a moment Effile seemed like a child. Small and vulnerable. She whispered, ‘Dust-Caste Thora, did Low Investigator Lakein send you here with these secret instructions?’

      Thora flinched at the sound of Diem’s name and hoped that Effile couldn’t see the truth of what had happened between them written across Thora’s face. A rush of air left Thora’s lungs, relief, as Effile’s questions kept flowing.

      ‘This is what Investigation House and the viceroy want, then? A way to circumvent the prince's orders to close up the case? They’ll use me to force it open again?’

      Thora hesitated. ‘Course,’ she said soothingly, holding Effile’s hands with reassurance. Black gulls swarmed overhead, shrieking louder. ‘This is Low Investigator Lakein's direct … order. Why else would I come?’ Thora smiled, wide and open, the second thing she’d done that day which was so unlike herself.

      Effile shivered unhappily, hesitating with her fingers grasping the tin water pot. ‘Thora,’ she whispered. ‘I’m … I thought it’d be different.’

      Thora froze, her heart pounding. ‘What would be?’

      ‘This undercover work, I’m meaning,’ Effile added softly. ‘At first, I felt like I was doing something important, no? Achieving something grand that most of us Dust-Caste can’t even dream of…’

      ‘And now?’ Thora’s voice cracked.

      ‘I’m afraid all the time.’ Effile’s lip trembled. ‘I don’t reckon I’m cut out to be no battle axe. I’m different to you, is what I’m thinking. No true investigator like I thought I could be. And I … I don’t know what that leaves me to dream of, see? That’s why my heart pangs.’

      Wracked with guilt, Thora didn’t know what to say. She couldn’t bring herself to offer comfort. It felt too cruel. She lifted her head to the screeching gulls as they soared and tumbled through the vast sky.

      ‘I don’t reckon I can do this. Even for you.’ Effile pressed a hand to her temple. ‘And besides, what if I can’t get into his rooms, anyhow? Even if he’s out, that Sun-Noble has many servants. His towers are never left alone.’

      Thora crouched beside Effile among the yellow reeds, placing a hand against the girl’s back. Steeling herself, Thora pointed at the mountain rising against grey skies. She hated herself in that moment, but she didn’t stop. ‘I found the body up there, Effile.’

      Thora’s voice remained low, thin like a reed. ‘She was small, that girl, and her hands were curled like this.’ She showed Effile on her own hands, pulling the girl’s fingers back and curling them until they appeared as claws. ‘Frozen like that, in place. She was only a child, yet someone murdered her up there. Broke her neck, they true did, and then they dug a shallow hole and covered her all up with dirt and snow. They left her like that, true enough. All alone on the mountainside. For this long. Lonely by herself in a dark hole.’

      Hands on Effile’s cheeks, Thora forced the girl to face her. ‘We carried her body down the mountain to Polity House. And I reckon it was only when she was lying on a table with torches burning all round that she finally thawed. Her face was blue, and her skin turned black when she melted. That little girl's mouth was filled with dirt. Someone did that to her, Effile, you hear me? They murdered her. And Sun-Master Sandin is protecting that lawbreaker by forcing this case closed. He’s off protecting a killer. But I’d say we can do something about it. Us Dust-Caste investigators. Us battle axes, no? Us, who no one thinks is worth nothing. You. And me.’

      She let go of Effile’s face, leaving the girl’s chin red where Thora’s grip had hardened. The pink marks slowly faded. Effile peered into the sky and blinked rapidly, and Thora knew her words had infected the girl, just as Death City had infected Thora.

      ‘Thank you, Effile,’ she whispered, touching the girl’s shoulder again, softly now. ‘Thank you. Thank you.’

      Thora helped her friend with the weighty tin pot, pressing her fingers against the ridged belly of it to steady Effile’s load as they struggled back through the river weeds to the main path. The riverbank was silent this early, empty of all signs of human life. Only the gulls shrieking overhead pierced the still calm. Mist descended from the mountain peaks and clung to the crowded towers and market stalls of the sprawling city in the distance.

      They parted ways at the edge of Death City.
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      After what she’d done, Thora was slow to return to Polity House. Slow to return and face Diem. She couldn’t bear to see him.

      She didn’t know what she wanted, only that beneath Thora’s skin, a tangled beat was throbbing in time with her blood. It was stronger than she’d ever felt before. And every time Thora’s footsteps took her in the direction of Glasswater Bay—and the black pyramid lapped by the glowing sea—the feeling turned harder.

      Like a beat inside her chest. Crooked and sharp.

      The Eleventh Daughter was calling Thora. Like she called so many women in the Red Kingdom.

      Only, this time, Thora was listening.

      Death City had infected her with its low ways. The Red Hunters would burn her if they ever knew, but they did not.

      No Purge House to rule with fear over the Thousand Island Frontier. Only a glut of practitioners. Waiting to be used.

      And Thora was in need of help. Thora had a mystery to solve, and Effile’s quest was tenuous at best. Perhaps, Thora could find a way to better guarantee success.

      She realised she was standing in the tangled marketplace, frozen still like the black pyramid amid the waves of early morning risers, all gathering in this place to conduct their business or find a meal before the day began proper. Thora stood with her hand to her chest, feeling that beat calling her, and she earned a few irritated looks from the crimson women and burly bone-miners passing by. She ignored them and thought on what she should do. On what the crooked beat could do. She didn’t know how the crooked beat worked, but she still squeezed her eyes shut and made a wish.

      She wanted the case to be reopened.

      After that, Thora lingered in the market, gazing at the stalls and keeping her mind carefully occupied so it wouldn’t return to Diem or the night before. She ran her fingers over the pretty things, until a peddler yelled to back away if she would not buy. So instead, Thora sat for a long time on a table outside a small tavern tower, where she ordered light frothy blubber stew using one of the few coins she’d managed to hoard, running extra errands back in the capital. She lingered a long time, ordering chewy candied rhubarb and a jug of sour-sweet despite the early hour. The pink liquor burned her throat. Yet her body did not warm, not truly, and the pit of her belly remained like ice.

      When she finally forced herself to return to Polity House in the late afternoon, the quad was in chaos. Shouts erupted at the back of the compound, and soldiers grasping weapons ran toward the prison tower. Thora followed the commotion and found Scholar-Assistant Poplarin outside the inverted prison speaking with Soldiers Skyin and Carpin. Viceroy Bearin emerged like a spider from the hidden depths of the tower, his face flushing at the sight of Thora. He snapped, ‘Where have you been?’

      ‘What’s happened, then?’ Thora’s mind was slow from the alcohol. She’d drunk far too much. It had numbed her as if she were dreaming. She stepped closer to the inverted tower, trying to appear steady on her feet, and ignoring the exhaustion the liquor had released inside her bones.

      ‘The woman has been arrested,’ growled the viceroy.

      Thora blinked. ‘What woman?’

      ‘The killer! By the Dead Daughters, I’m saying she’s arrived just now. You ready? She must be interrogated.’

      ‘The case gone been reopened, is what you say?’ Thora didn’t move, as if she was seeing from beyond a sheet of ice. The images and voices flooded outward, bleeding into each other. Had she done this? By making her wish on the crooked beat? Is that how it worked?

      The case had been reopened as she’d hoped for! And Thora didn’t have to leave Death City after all? A wild laugh escaped her throat.

      ‘Dust-Caste Thora!’ The viceroy’s voice whipped sharp. ‘This is what you wanted, no? So do your job! Come!’

      She eagerly stepped after him. Yes, it was what she’d wanted. Another figure appeared from the dark of the inverted prison and loomed before her. Thora flinched.

      Diem. In his black battle uniform of boiled leather scales and furs.

      He raised his brow, questioning. And when Thora didn’t move, he hesitantly touched her arm. Thora’s mind snapped back into focus. The world turned abruptly clear as desert-glass. She shook him off. It was too much, those images of Diem sleeping in the blue dawn. His face relaxed and at peace, an expression he never wore when he was awake. It all felt too intimate. As if it were not a memory meant for her to keep. And yet it now lived inside her mind. She couldn’t bring herself to examine the sudden hollow ache in her chest, so she turned sharply away from him instead.

      ‘Thora.’ Diem held her still as Thora attempted to walk by him into the inverted tower prison. His eyes bloomed black. Wounded.

      She wrenched away, unable to look at him, her mind filled with pictures of blue morning light and the terrible thing she’d done to Effile that Diem didn’t yet know.

      He said her name again. That same quiet voice he’d used when he spoke to Thora of the forge near the sea. Of Bilik Paean. When he’d said he would follow wherever she chose to go.

      ‘Please … don’t touch me. True enough, I mean it,’ Thora choked, backing into the gaping mouth of the prison. Blood roared inside her ears. She was no longer herself. She wasn’t at all certain of who she wanted to be either. So she walked inside the tower. Thora didn’t turn back. She didn’t want to see the hurt in his black eyes.

      Inside the prison and down the stairs to the lower level, the ground turned to rotting rhubarb leaves. Even during the day, the torches burned—no natural light filtered in, and the tower was stuffy despite the winter. In the last cell a figure crouched, curled in on itself, dressed all in crimson.

      A woman, hair in two braids as Thora’s was. A wide face. Thick lips. High cheekbones. Pale skin and a soft chinless jaw. The woman Thora had fought in the mountains. The woman who had abducted Shea Sandin.

      The woman Sun-Master Sandin had closed the case to protect.

      A killer.
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      ‘The true interrogation hasn’t begun,’ Thora told the murderer quietly. She crouched beside the cell among the mouldy rhubarb leaves. Marsupial-rodents writhed in the shadows. ‘You’ll know it when it does, I’d say. And I’ll reckon you should speak first. Avoid what pain you can, true?’

      The prisoner peered through the thin cell bars, impassive. Blood smeared across her face. One of the guards must have struck her as they dragged her in, the woman’s hair dishevelled and her cheekbone badly bruised.

      It was difficult to tell, for the killer wore Death City crimson, but it appeared as if a rust-red stain bloomed beneath her shoulder, perhaps blood seeping from the wound Thora had inflicted on the mountain. The practitioner had sewn the wound, but the stitches must have torn during her arrest.

      The woman had been found in a small agricultural valley of farmers and labourers in the heart of Death City Island. She’d been hidden in a tavern tower at the edges of a blood-wood forest, too exhausted and hurt to travel the long winding mountain road to the far side of the island. The tavernkeeper's wife had tipped off Polity House. She said she’d spied on the wounded woman who spent her time suspiciously cloistered within her room, only coming out when hunger drove her.

      The viceroy’s soldiers were already waiting by then, and the killer had not stood a chance.

      The woman didn’t seem like much now, as she huddled against the mouldy wall and peered at Thora impassively through half-closed lids. She must have been in great pain, yet she didn’t show it. Only the blood seeping into her clothes betrayed her. The rest of her body remained so motionless it was as if she wasn’t present at all.

      Thora soon grew frustrated at the prisoner’s silence and refusal to answer any questions.

      ‘You hear me, then?’ Thora demanded. ‘If you don’t tell me what you know, the viceroy’s got a plan to interrogate you until you speak loud. Torture, I’m meaning, to speak plain. He’ll force you to explain your connections with Jolyen Sandin, true enough. We already know you’re working alongside him, so what point in hiding it either way?’

      The killer said nothing.

      Thora tried again.

      ‘Sun-Master Sandin’s been protecting you, I’d reckon. Keeping you a secret. Even though you stole his only daughter away. Why?’

      The woman only blinked.

      Very aware of the audience of men, Thora shifted on the dried rhubarb leaf floor. They all stood behind her, waiting for Thora to draw some sort of miracle confession from this killer. They expected it because she was a woman herself. As if somehow Thora’s words would sink deeper into this killer's mind than theirs ever could. As if Thora and the killer shared some kind of secret similarity because of their womanhood.

      Even though the prisoner was a murderer and Thora was not.

      Thora snorted, her patience running out.

      ‘Tell me,’ she snapped, but the killer said nothing.

      Thora turned toward the viceroy, waiting for his instruction, yet his attention was still locked onto the prisoner. A sound of shuffling came from within the cell. Thora turned to find the prisoner had struggled to her feet, disturbing a scattering cluster of marsupial-rodents as she hobbled closer with a hand clasped tightly across her wounded side. Blood oozed between her fingers. She staggered over, barefoot despite the cold, until she stood right against the bars. Thora rose to meet her, face to face.

      The killer was taller than Thora, broader, strong and muscular. Her bloodstained fingers curled around the wooden cell bars, her expression remaining empty. She still didn’t speak, only stared.

      Thora drifted closer, completely ignoring Diem’s warning. She stood so near that the woman could’ve touched her through the bars. Choked her. If the killer willed it.

      She did not. No movement stirred within the cell.

      ‘How long you dressed like a man, then?’ Thora asked, curious despite herself, despite what the killer had done to the little girl in the mountain. Threads wrapped around her, tight and winding. More mysteries to unravel. Thora wanted to unearth this woman’s secrets. ‘How long?’

      ‘Ever since I passed my fourteen winters.’

      Thora was taken aback. Truly she hadn’t expected the woman to answer. Her voice held an accent, though the prisoner spoke the red language of their kingdom well. Thora’s mind whirred. A foreigner? Even though the Red Kingdom was locked up so tight? Yet it explained the true-iron blade. Was she from Apata? Bilik Paean? Or those no-nation clans that gathered beyond the northern Red Spine? Thora wrinkled her nose. No, not the no-nation clans at least, for they’d fought the Cold War over the Red Kingdom’s copper mines, and a people with access to true-iron didn’t die bloody over copper, that was one thing Thora knew for certain. So it was Apata or Bilik Paean, then.

      Thora stared at the woman. ‘Why’d you dress like a man at fourteen winters?’

      The woman smiled without humour. ‘Coin.’

      ‘Coin?’

      ‘Why else do anything?’

      Thora tasted bile in the back of her throat. ‘So, you murdered that small girl in the mountains for coin true?’

      The woman nodded. ‘In a way.’

      ‘You were paid to assassinate her? That child? Why?’

      The killer shrugged her broad shoulders, loosening the muscles and twisting her neck. ‘It was a mistake she died. She was not meant to. But she fought me. And it is what happened.’

      ‘Then what were you paid to do?’

      The prisoner only smiled, but something in her expression caught Thora’s attention. Stepping closer to the bars, she studied the killer’s face under the flickering torch glow. Was that fear? Thora tilted her head, uncertain. ‘What you afraid of, then?’

      The smile didn’t falter. ‘I am not afraid.’

      Thora leaned closer. ‘I reckon you are.’

      The prisoner didn’t answer, and Thora almost glanced behind, almost sought Diem. But she couldn’t bring herself to do it. All she wished to know was what he was thinking. He’d always been better at reading people than Thora.

      She didn’t look. Instead, Thora asked the murderer, ‘Who you work for?’

      The woman’s smile was gone, wiped away. ‘I work alone.’

      ‘Reckon I don’t believe you, true enough.’

      Scholar-Assistant Poplarin’s shaky voice rose from where the men stood. ‘You think she works for someone else?’

      Thora ignored him as the viceroy hissed shushing noises.

      ‘Why’d you abduct Shea Sandin?’

      The prisoner’s forehead touched the bars. ‘If I tell you, what will you give me?’

      Viceroy Bearin grunted. ‘Nothing, fool! You will be executed for your crimes.’

      The woman's expression did not change. ‘Well, then,’ she conceded, beginning to move back to her original place across the cell.

      Thora’s hand snapped out to grasp the killer’s sleeve through the bars. ‘Wait! You brought her back, didn't you? Shea Sandin. You took her away and then you gone brought her back.’ Thora hesitated, the threads slowly connecting. ‘We never rescued Shea Sandin at all. You were bringing her home, is what I reckon. That night in the mountains at the abandoned church-tower, you were bringing Shea Sandin home to her papa. Did I reckon right?’

      The woman's gaze crept across Thora’s face, assessing. Then she smiled, cold and hard. ‘A truth,’ she agreed.

      This was a game Thora could play.

      ‘You were never meaning to abduct Shea Sandin at all then,’ Thora pressed, ‘only that little crimson girl, except it all went true wrong. You finished with two girls instead of one, and I reckon you couldn't manage it. One escaped from the church-tower in the mountains where you were keeping them. The crimson city girl, I’m meaning. And you chased her and struggled together on the mountainside. You killed her. Maybe an accidental broken neck, no? And so you buried her. Truth?’

      The woman said nothing, but she didn’t deny it. Thora glanced back at the viceroy, satisfied she was right.

      ‘Tell me,’ she asked again, ‘who you work for?’

      The woman didn’t speak. She shook her arm free from Thora’s grip and staggered to her corner, crouching against the wall and becoming small and helpless again. Clutching the wound on her chest.

      ‘If you won’t be telling me what I ask,’ Thora said grimly, ‘I reckon you know true what’ll happen next.’

      The killer watched with hard eyes.

      She knew.
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      When it happened, Thora stood back beside Scholar-Assistant Poplarin near the painted stone wall. Diem was closer, hovering by Viceroy Bearin. None of them spoke, silent and still as they witnessed the brutal interrogation.

      Flickering torches burned in the prison quad, embers leaping into the dusk sky on the wind. The prisoner's crimson skirts fluttered in the wind.

      At first, the killer said nothing. She refused to answer the questions Viceroy Bearin barked at her. Bound tightly with red rope to a carved wooden pole in the quad, the scene reminded Thora of the plaza burnings they were forced to watch back home. But this prisoner was too precious to burn. Her bare feet were blistered from cold and the wet gravel.

      Thora clutched her hands into fists. Her nails bit into her palms as the screaming began. And then the killer did not say much of anything, only begging the two soldiers who wielded knives to stop. They did not. The men, one on each side, pressed close and carved her up, slicing patterns into her arms and face until she was slick and red, wholly unrecognisable. They wrenched her body in ways it shouldn’t go. She shrieked in agony, ropes tied to her arms twisted until her bones pulled and muscle split.

      The woman screamed and Thora watched as the sky turned black.

      And the prisoner told them nothing.
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      ‘She’s not from the Red Kingdom,’ Thora said quietly to the men who shared the table. They sat together in the viceroy’s lowest level office within his tower. Soldier Skyin and Scholar-Assistant Poplarin rested across from her, with Viceroy Bearin placed at the head. ‘I can hear it in her voice.’

      ‘From Bilik Paean,’ Diem said, and Thora glanced at him. He sounded certain. When he looked back, she turned away, her cheeks flooding with heat.

      ‘Why?’ Poplarin asked. ‘Why on earth would a woman from a warring nation like Bilik Paean come all the way to the Thousand Island Frontier and attempt to abduct two women?’

      ‘More than two women,’ Thora said quietly. ‘Many more, I’d say. If we count those records in the office books.’ She glanced at Diem again. Couldn’t help it. ‘And I heard Bilik Paean stopped with all its warring of late, no? A woman general named herself god-king true and united all the land.’

      No one listened to her, except maybe Diem, who was the one who’d originally told her about Bilik Paean anyway.

      ‘She told us nothing. Even under torture!’ Viceroy Bearin placed his head in his hands, then snapped at his scholar-assistant, ‘Send a message to City of Pillars. Tell Investigation House what has occurred, ask them... ask them what we should do. Reopen the case?’

      Diem peered at his scarred knuckles. ‘They’ll true order you to reopen it, Viceroy Bearin. The prisoner must be charged with murder, no? Even a prince can’t stand in the way of that, or else he might catch the eye of Purge House, and no prince will be wanting that.’

      ‘Interrogate her again,’ Solider Skyin chimed in. ‘She cannot hold out much longer like. Soon enough she’ll break, no?’

      Thora shook her head. ‘She’s true afraid, that woman is. Deathly afraid. But she’s not planning on speaking to us, is what I’m thinking. What’s that tell you, then?’

      Skyin looked blank, and so it was Diem who answered instead, making Thora flinch.

      ‘Means it’s not us that she’s a-fearing.’

      ‘Sun-Master Sandin, then, is that who she’s afraid of?’ guessed Viceroy Bearin. ‘After all, this woman risked her life to bring the man’s daughter home. It must be Sun-Master Sandin she fears.’

      Diem grimaced. ‘I can’t agree. Sun-Master Sandin no longer leaves his tower, see? I reckon that same fear has long infected him, too.’

      A deep silence stretched throughout the room, and Thora’s heart hummed with a need for the truth, an utter craving for it, her mind racing until Viceroy Bearin broke the quiet. ‘Someone else then. Someone else who stands behind them both.’

      The room tuned quiet once more.

      Finally, Thora said, ‘Bilik Paean. That’s a lifetime away, I reckon. Another world.’

      ‘It’s not so far.’

      She turned to Diem, meeting his black eyes. He stared back, until Thora had to look away.

      Viceroy Bearin nodded thoughtfully. ‘Bilik Paean lies a clear path across the Black Silt Sea from the edges of the Thousand Island Frontier. There’s a port on one of the outer islands with red ferries that leave our territory often. Deep water fishers, they are, but once out in the wide sea, who knows where they travel to? Or who they trade with.’

      Thora gaped. He was talking about the black sail trade.

      ‘It’s well time, I reckon,’ Diem said, ‘to visit Jolyen Sandin’s chosen in-laws. You said, Viceroy Bearin, that the family made themselves into powerful merchants? And are situated on that same nearby port island? Own it, no less.’

      ‘Why would we meet with them?’ Scholar-Assistant Poplarin asked, frowning. ‘Their port island is so far away, how could they be involved in this?’

      Viceroy Bearin raised a brow at Diem. ‘It’s not so very far,’ he said, echoing Diem’s earlier statement. ‘Will you go, then, Low Investigator Lakein?’

      ‘Just so.’

      ‘And Dust-Caste Thora?’

      She opened her mouth to answer but Diem spoke for her. ‘Dust-Caste Thora will stay on here in Death City.’

      Thora glanced at him sharply, barely hearing as Skyin asked, ‘What you reckon you’ll find out there on the port island?’

      ‘I don’t have a guess for you,’ Diem answered. ‘Though now the case gone reopened we’ll be striving for the whole truth. Nothing else will satisfy a prince into allowing the arrest of a suspect connected with an old friend, I’d say.’ He rose to his feet, candlelight flickering across his hard face. ‘And from what I’m hearing of our prince’s nature, it might be best we offer him full satisfaction. Tread carefully, now.’

      He didn’t look at Thora as Viceroy Bearin discussed the logistics of the journey to the port island, which involved another trip by red ferry. A few trusted soldiers were named to accompany Low Investigator Lakein to keep him safe. Thora clenched her hands, furious that Diem would speak for her so. He’d never done it before. She forced herself to remain silent, and eventually, because no one seemed to realise she was there anyway, Thora climbed to her feet and left without another word to anyone.

      Is that what it would feel like to become a wife? Her choices stripped from her?

      Not much different from being Dust-Caste then. Diem had said he’d follow wherever she chose to go. They could even steal away to Bilik Paean, he’d told her. It had felt a bit like freedom, hearing those words from him, but now it seemed it truly had been a dream.

      Thora’s anger cooled fast.

      Perhaps Diem only wished to give her time. She’d pleaded with him not to touch her. Could barely look at him now or speak with him. Perhaps Diem had watched and he had listened. It was something he was good at, after all.

      Thora didn’t know how to feel.
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      Later that night when she was tucked safely inside her assigned tower, warm beneath her blanket, movement sounded on the stairs.

      Footsteps creaked on the porch.

      The wind whistled, and the howls of winter tigers drifted from the mountains. She slipped from beneath the warm covers. The cold dusted her skin, like the frozen top layer of the black frost river. She pressed against the smallest gap in the hinges of the door, peering into the dark outside her tower room.

      She was certain it was Diem, the shape of him emerging from the gloom. Yet he drew no closer, standing for a few moments at the edge of the porch near the stairs, a silhouette against the gloomy sky. Finally, he retreated into the dark, melting back down the stairs. This time he made no sound at all.

      In the morning he was already gone, though Thora rose with the dawn.

      She lingered at the front gates of Polity House anyway, gazing over the wild ocean and cliffs, the smooth waters in the bay and the road winding into Death City. She scanned the tangle of tower rooftops in the distance and the rising cliff with that tiny Gold House clinging to its face. She imagined the viceroy’s soldiers and Diem all riding toward the sea. At the jetty, they would board a red ferry and sail away from Death City to that other island. The docks were too far for Thora to see. Curling her hands into fists, she brought them to her mouth and blew warm breath across the gaps between her fingers, clouds of mist escaping.

      Thora told herself it was better this way. Now she wouldn’t have to see Diem’s disbelieving face when he heard what she’d asked Effile to do on his order. It was better he’d gone far away.

      She told herself this and ignored the sickness creeping in her belly.
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      Thora stumbled across Soldier Carpin on her way back through the quad. He was crouched beside a stone wall with two soft rhubarb cakes in his hands. He was kind enough to pass one her way when she crouched beside him, and together they ate in silence. Even that made Thora’s mind wander back to Diem, and she had to shake her head to clear it.

      They ate quietly for a time, until Soldier Honnan Skyin came running across the quad with a heaving chest, stopping only when he saw Thora was not alone. Soldier Carpin rolled his eyes at the younger man's pointed look, understanding he was not wanted. After stuffing the last of his rhubarb cake between his teeth, he gathered his weapons and climbed the tower stairs, leaving them be.

      ‘Dust-Caste Thora, I’ve been searching back and forth for you,’ Soldier Skyin whispered, drawing Thora far enough into the quad that they wouldn’t be overheard. They stood close together under the weak sunshine.

      ‘Low Investigator Lakein left me orders to bring Dust-Caste Effile away this morning, but she’s not appeared at the extraction point.’ His mouth was tight with worry.

      ‘Ah.’ Thora’s heart thudded inside her chest. So, it was done. She pretended surprise. ‘Where was your meeting place, then?’

      ‘Down beside the river. She’s usual there with the dawn to draw some water.’

      Thora hesitated. ‘Even with the case reopened, you’ll still bring Dust-Caste Effile out of the Sandin tower?’

      Soldier Skyin bared those red teeth of his. ‘Just so. Low Investigator Lakein arranged for her to stay in a small valley on the far side of the island. Be safe there, I’d say. You didn’t know?’

      ‘I knew,’ Thora lied. ‘But I reckon things seem changed now.’

      She focused on the outlines of the peaks appearing through the clouds, forcing herself to say, ‘If Dust-Caste Effile stays on at the Sandin tower just a little longer, maybe she can still do some true good in there.’

      ‘What’s that mean, then?’

      Thora turned to Soldier Skyin and bit her lip. ‘Got a question for you, I do. Will you help me?’

      He nodded uncertainly.

      ‘Honnan, if I wanted to create a distraction big and loud-like, enough to force Sun-Master Sandin from his tower along with all his guards and servants, how’d I go about it, you reckon?’

      The young man blinked, surprised. He said doubtfully, ‘Bribes. Or threats, maybe. What other way is there? Jolyen Sandin still refuses to meet with us.’

      ‘We’ve got naught coin to be bribing him with. So, threats it’ll have to be.’

      Soldier Skyin gaped.

      ‘I need to speak with Viceroy Bearin,’ Thora said. ‘I’ve got an idea.’
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      Thora stood in the overgrown quad outside the practitioner’s small tower. The sound of gurgling water rose from the black river nearby, though it was hidden by the briars growing across the stone walls and curling pathway. She swung open the gate, and the hinges squealed, scattering a knot of hopping marsupial-rodents and drawing a figure from the dark tower to the porch.

      ‘You remember me?’ Thora was dressed in her Investigation House uniform once more, those long black skirts and padded jacket, cinched tight at the waist. She had smoothed her braids tight.

      The practitioner of the crooked beat peered suspiciously at Thora. The older woman looked about the same as she had last time, when Thora had come here to ask about the wounded stranger from the mountain, along with Diem and the viceroy’s soldiers. It felt like a lifetime ago.

      ‘I remember,’ the woman rasped. Her braids were as tight as Thora’s, but she wore a crimson dress that was stained in darker patches all over, as if with splatter marks. Perhaps the woman had been in the bay, slicing at the beached whales like everyone else in Death City. If the practitioner allowed her to come inside, perhaps Thora would be offered blubber tea.

      ‘I’ve come a ways to speak with you …’ Thora faltered. Found she couldn’t say what she wished to. Purge House and its terrifying Crimson Warriors had turned her tongue dry and now, in front of this stranger—though practitioner she may be—Thora found it difficult to even speak of the crooked beat out loud.

      The woman laughed. A croaking sound. Was she sick with the black lung? It travelled round the Red Kingdom every winter and took the elderly one by one. Thora had seen it many times before. That yearly wave of elderlies who were drowned by black water in their own lungs. Blood, it was. Except it looked black when it overflowed.

      Luckily the practitioner was already wearing bloodstained crimson.

      ‘You here to ask me something?’ The older woman smiled, and her teeth were stained black.

      Thora hesitated. Black lung, for sure. She hadn’t noticed on her first visit. With a frown, she blurted without thinking, ‘Why don’t you cure it, then? You got the crooked beat, don’t you?’

      With a hand to her black teeth that came away stained, the woman snorted. ‘What, this? Sure, I have it. I’m old, aren’t I?’ She raised her brows at Thora. ‘The crooked beat don’t work that way, child. You must give a little to take a little, and what do I have to give?’ She raised her arms and gestured at the overgrown quad. Her small squat tower, only two compact storeys high. ‘That’s heavy beat work, girl, to save a life. And who would try it now, when I’m so old?’

      Thora frowned. ‘Why can’t you save yourself? What’s a bit of black lung against the crooked beat?’

      A cackle. And flecked black blood in a spray. The practitioner wiped her lips with her crimson skirt, still chuckling. ‘Indeed. A bit of black lung.’ She shrugged. ‘Takes us all in the end, don’t it? In this Damned-Daughter Red Kingdom. No escape from the black lung.’ She sighed. ‘Why you here, child? Making me tired, you are.’

      ‘I’ve got … a question.’

      ‘Mmmh. About my crooked beat?’

      Thora nodded eagerly, despite her trepidations of the woman’s skill—if she couldn’t even save herself from her own black lung, how powerful could she be?

      ‘I need … I need some beat work done. To smooth over a thing and make it real. I’ll be taking action, too, got a plan I do, but I’m thinking maybe you could help me … give it a push.’

      ‘Use the beat to give you a push in the right direction, you mean? Give you some luck, is what you’re asking?’

      ‘Exactly!’ Thora’s heart thudded in her chest. And her skin tingled. She was certain her own crooked beat flowed strong through her veins. She just needed someone to tell her how to use it. Her cheeks flushed warm. Each moment she stood waiting for the practitioner’s answer took her further from who she used to be. All those times she’d watched those women burn in the plaza. When she’d done nothing.

      When she had been nothing but a Dust-Caste worker.

      Thora wanted to be more.

      ‘No,’ the woman snapped. ‘I can’t help none with no vague push.’

      Thora gaped.

      ‘No sane practitioner would get involved in anything so tenuous, girl! What a fool they’d be then, for sure. As fool as you, I’d say.’ The woman snorted, as if even the idea was ridiculous.

      A thread of anger rose inside Thora’s belly. She was sick of being patronised. Of being told she was wrong and lowly.

      ‘Oh, look at your eyes burn, girl! Don’t like it when I laugh at you, no? Got some true fire inside you, for certain. Wanting a bit more respect than you get, I’d say, but tread careful-like, Dust, or you’ll burn so hot you might burn out. Turn into an ugly husk, you will.’ The practitioner cackled until it morphed into brutal coughs.

      ‘What’s any of that got to do with this?’ Thora threw up her hands. ‘My thoughts are my own business, not yours.’ She was done with this conversation. ‘You going to help me, old woman, or not? Speak plain!’

      ‘I’m not.’

      Frustration made Thora blurt the words. ‘Why not? What’s so wrong with giving a plan a push? A little luck? What harm is there?’

      ‘Enough harm, girl. Plenty. Believe me.’ The practitioner’s body sagged against a rickety pole that held her porch roof. Sicker than she let on. ‘With the beat, you got to be exact. Specific. Or else you end up giving more than you bargained in return for some small boon. A practitioner might accidentally give her own life to get you that luck—if she’s not skilled enough. A dangerous game, the beat is. And you’d need a powerful practitioner at that. Too vague, your wish is. No sane woman will take you on. Not less she got nothing to lose. Let it go, girl.’

      ‘That so, old woman?’ Thora chafed at how easily she was being dismissed. ‘Reckon I’ll go ask someone else, then.’

      A practitioner with not much left to lose?

      Thora knew exactly where to find a woman like that. Whether she was powerful or skilled enough … well, that would remain to be seen.

      ‘You do just that, girl,’ the practitioner crowed from her porch. She paused to hack more blood, her lips wet with it. It almost made Thora’s heart thaw. Almost. Except the black lung was the way of the world, and they’d all have to deal with it in the end. And the practitioner’s next words wiped all traces of pity away.

      ‘Go to your death, girl. Ask for your luck and see what you lose. You’ll get a practitioner killed, you will. Get out of my quad, Dust. Go on. Get!’

      And so Thora did. Without another word to the old dying woman.

      Her mind was already elsewhere, and the practitioner’s taunts slid from her like water.
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      The rotting tower kitchen was as damp and mouldy as Thora remembered from her first visit. Osla looked as if she’d aged a thousand years, even those remaining traces of youth, which had been so hard to spy on Thora’s previous visit, were completely gone now. Her face was lined only with grief. Deep creases.

      Thora sat across from Osla on a squat stool before the simmering hearth. It was the only thing keeping the deep chill at bay, and cold air still wound beneath the broken door and into the house. Behind his ma, Misha lay on a pallet facing the wall. He never once looked up and, this time, the pity that swelled through Thora’s body almost overwhelmed her. The boy was perhaps her own age, and he’d lost both his midnight woman and his sister all in the turning of a moon. It was hard to imagine what he’d been thinking, courting a sun-mistress like Shea, but Thora could only imagine it had been hope that blinded him to the realities of the world he lived in.

      Misha was lucky to be alive.

      Osla stared, boring holes into Thora’s face. Something dark and cold stirred within those depths, and Thora shivered. Beneath the grief that welled outward, Osla had a sharpness about her that the other practitioner had not. It seemed to Thora that Osla knew things other people didn’t. Or had seen things others might not believe. There was that air around her.

      A single enormous pale moth clung to the woman’s loose hair, so still Thora at first thought it to be an ornament made from bone. Until the wings quivered and twitched.

      ‘Came for the beat, did you?’ Osla said softly. No tears this time. None of the numbness of the last visit. This here was a woman who’d accepted her daughter’s death and stood to meet it. She looked to be made of true-iron, so unbending was she. ‘Came to ask me for a little luck and a push, eh?’

      Thora flinched. ‘How’d you know … what I came along to ask?’

      Leaning close, Osla thumped a hand against Thora’s breast-bone. It hurt. The moth in her hair trembled.

      ‘Felt it, I did. One beat calling to another, no? When you let the beat as far in as I have, it calls to you all the time. I can feel everyone’s wishes. Like a beacon flooding over. I know all about you, girl.’

      Taken aback, and more than a bit afraid, Thora whispered, ‘What you think you know?’

      ‘More than you’d like, girl. Got a fire in you. A need to be seen and heard, no?’

      Thora’s fists clenched so tight her nails carved half-moons into her palms.

      ‘Yearning for all those tiny things you can never have, until it burns you from the inside out,’ Osla said. ‘Waiting to be acknowledged. Seeking to be valued.’

      Swaying on her seat, Thora shook her head. ‘Stop.’

      ‘Craving your upper-sirs’ approval. Pride filling you up where a Dust-Caste like you should have none. Eager to prove your—’

      ‘Stop!’ Thora couldn’t breathe, throat tightening and lungs burning. ‘Enough! I’ve heard enough of all that, I said!’ She turned away, whispering, ‘What’s dead is dead and all shall die.’

      The words were hollow, but still made her feel better, so Thora said them again. ‘What’s dead is dead and all shall die—’

      ‘… and then live again,’ Osla interrupted with a grin that showed her teeth. The pale moth in her hair fluttered velvet wings.

      Thora forced herself to stay calm, and she wiped the prickling sweat from her brow and lifted her chin in a bid to show she wasn’t afraid. Or at least, to show she could push through her fear.

      Except Osla only laughed, which made Thora’s heart sink further. After all, it seemed the woman was right about Thora; even now the need to prove herself was overwhelming.

      Thora sagged on her stool, defeated. ‘So maybe you do know a thing or two, then.’ Hesitation. ‘That beat of yours that shows you wishes, what else it good for?’

      ‘Can it help you with a little push, you mean?’ Osla smiled, but it was cold. She brushed the clinging moth from her hair and it drifted off into the gloom.

      ‘Just so.’ Thora bit her lip. Now it was her turn to shock the other woman. She drew the stained crimson sash from her black uniform. ‘You know this one, Osla?’

      The older women turned stiff, with only a flicker running across her face. She schooled her features, and it was soon gone. She was so different from how she’d been last time, a shell of a woman back then lost in a deep well. Now she was in control of herself and all around her. And hard in a way Thora hadn’t expected.

      Though, as Osla took the sash belt within her fingers, the mama looked soft once more. Her cheeks were wet. ‘I know this one. My daughter’s pretty sash. Her brother gave it to her, see? Misha brought it all the way from the capital. Something the finest sun-mistresses of City of Pillars wore, he said.’

      Behind her, Misha stirred. He must’ve been listening, but he made no move to join their conversation, nor even turn around. Thora couldn’t blame him. The last time he’d seen Thora he’d been in the bowels of Polity House’s inverted prison. Those would be memories better left untouched, she was sure.

      ‘I found it,’ Thora ventured, with a gesture at the sash. ‘And I’m here to help your daughter. Give me a push with your beat, some luck for me, and a smoother outcome for what I got planned. Just a little guarantee that things might work out how I need them to, because what I want to do is risky, and I’ve got people depending on me to deliver. And I want to get those that killed yours.’

      If Thora could provide a distraction to give Effile the space to search Sun-Master Sandin’s private tower rooms, she had to know that the distraction would work. That Jolyen Sandin and his people would truly leave his tower. So many variables. So many unknowns.

      ‘I need this to happen right,’ Thora pressed.

      With a snort, Osla handed the sash back, as if it were not some lost remnant of a precious daughter. At Thora’s raised brows, the woman shrugged.

      ‘What is dead will live again. But when my daughter comes back, and how, and as who, is beyond my control. I can’t give her the sash back. She won’t remember it was hers.’

      ‘But you’ll remember,’ Thora breathed, confused. If she’d managed to take any possession that had belonged to her papa after his death, Thora would’ve treated it as precious. She’d never have let it go.

      ‘To die and live and die again means destruction and rebirth.’ Osla drew a circle in the dirt at her feet. ‘Over and over. We can bring nothing with us. We must leave it all behind.’

      Irritation flared in Thora’s chest. ‘So how’s your low ways any different to the Red Reform, then? What’s dead is dead, they say. And remember it, they teach.’

      Osla smiled, and this time a tinge of sadness coloured it. ‘Not much different, I admit it true. Reckon it feels better to think my daughter’s going to live again than keeping on believing she’s wholly gone for good, no?’

      ‘Feeling better about something never helped no one,’ Thora muttered. Images of her papa rose within her mind again. He’d believed their small family would never scatter. They would meet again. But not in this lifetime. In some other lifespan when Thora would have forgotten what he ever meant to her. What was there to look forward to in all that? Thora was alive now. And he was not.

      No comfort could be found in the low ways either, it seemed.

      Thora said, ‘Then what’s dead is long gone. Unreachable. And that won’t change no matter how you look at it.’

      ‘True enough, girl, you’re just as clever as your heart says you are.’

      Thora grimaced. Now this practitioner was teasing her. Except Osla said something unexpected next.

      ‘The beat doesn’t work that way.’

      ‘What way?’

      ‘You said you want me to use it to make your plan work.’

      Thora dipped her head.

      ‘Well, that’s not near specific enough, is it? You got to pick a detail and ask for it to come true. And I can’t control how a quest like that is interpreted by the beat. It’s not got a mind that makes sense to me. I can only give it a slight pull or tug here and there. And I will, if you tell me it’ll help your case.’ Osla’s expression turned hard as stone. ‘I’m true waiting to drag the woman who touched my daughter as deep beneath the earth as mine has gone.’

      Thora frowned. ‘Might have been a woman that killed your girl, but someone else stands behind her. That’s whom I’m aiming at. That’s who we need to get at.’

      Osla didn’t look convinced—a darkness caught within her eyes— but she still nodded. ‘What’s good enough for my daughter, is good enough for them. I’ll help you, if you ask me, though it may kill me.’

      ‘Is it true so dangerous? I heard practitioners use the beat every day in Death City.’

      ‘Mmmh. A little curse-work here, a love-wish there. It depends how dangerous you want it. Ask for a lot, you got to give a lot. What you willing to give, girl, in exchange for your swap?’

      ‘The First Law?’ Thora had heard whispers of it in City of Pillars. An exchange. You give something of equal value. Something that mattered. What did she have? Nothing.

      She hesitated. ‘What does the beat want?’

      Osla laughed soft. ‘It doesn’t want anything, girl. It just takes. So you can offer an exchange, and we can hope the beat takes a liking to what you offer.’

      ‘And if it doesn’t?’

      ‘So many factors need to come together, girl. You need a client with a wish that’s burning a hole in them. Then you need a practitioner strong enough to channel that wish where it needs to go. A hollow night is best, while the death gods are roaming. But if its urgent and you can’t wait for an inverted moon, then a bit of water is good. A stream flows to a river, flows to the sea. And in the sea lies a death god’s heart. And you got to offer something, that’s the First Law. That’s why beatwork is so hard. Most practitioners study for years and can still only grant the smallest of wishes. Everything big is a gamble. If what you offer is miscalculated, and not as big as it needs to be, then the beat will take something else.’

      Thora shivered. ‘Like what?’

      ‘Like a heart. Or your dreams.’

      With a flinch, Thora scraped back on her stool. The kitchen was stuffy now. ‘My dreams?’

      ‘Ever seen what happens to a woman who can’t dream none?’

      Thora shook her head.

      ‘A good thing, that. I’ve seen it, true enough, and a woman with no night-dreams doesn’t stay the same for long.’ Osla tilted her head. ‘You ready to gamble all that, girl? Because this night isn’t hollow.’

      Taking a deep breath, Thora steeled her heart. ‘I am.’ She stared back at the older woman. ‘Are you?’

      The woman grinned. Behind her Misha lay on his pallet and his shoulders shook. As if he wept.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Thora stood on the black-pebbled shore with the waves lapping at her boots. Osla waded in deep. The older woman held an embroidered winter hat in her hands, lined with dyed cat fur and black velvet, and she sunk it deep beneath the salt waves. Beyond her, the desert-glass pyramid rose from the sea, glistening like black oil and reflecting the sky.

      The water was freezing and the wind howled. Snow fell. Thora’s braids whipped about her face. It was no hollow night, but the world was wild and felt alive with the crooked beat. Even Thora felt it throbbing beneath everything, running across the island like veins.

      From the pyramid. From the water, where the death god’s heart lay buried in the deep. It hummed whenever she touched her fingertips to the waves. A song in the ocean. She didn’t know if it had always been present, or if it was because Osla stood in the sea practicing her beatwork.

      Immense moths whirled all around the figure in the water, the insects falling with the snow. White wings floated on the surface as pale moths drowned.

      ‘What’s dead is dead and all shall die,’ Thora whispered. The wind howled as snow melted on the swelling black ocean. Across the windswept beach, chunks of clear ice washed ashore. And strewn between them, lay the carved-up carcasses of blubber whales, stinking under the clouds. Only bones left, and even those were being worked on by people draped in crimson. Rib bones snapped and sawed. Delicate fin bones pulled loose. Destined for fine Sun-Noble towers in the capital. To be made into figurines or jewellery or elaborate headdresses for Gold women. Black blood glistened over the stones on the beach, and gulls screamed as they took their fill of whatever rotted flesh the citizens of Death City had left behind.

      The whole world stunk like death, and Thora was relieved whenever the wind washed in the scent of the salt sea. She shivered. And waited. And like Osla had told her to, she thought hard on her wish. She did her best to dream it into being.

      Thora had been instructed that Osla didn’t need to know exactly what Thora’s wish was in order to help Thora make it come true. As long as Thora could hold a clear enough picture herself in her mind of what she was dreaming into the world, then all should be fine. So, Thora closed her eyes.

      Made her wish.

      A distraction that works. Effile to deliver true evidence back to Polity House.

      Offered in return for the wish, was the winter hat Diem had given her, for she owned nothing else as fancy.

      Eventually, Osla came wading out of the sea. Pale fleshy shapes slid beneath the surface behind her. Ice fish? Lung fish? Osla appeared drained, exhausted, and her grin was painted red.

      ‘What’s wrong with you?’ Thora called, alarmed and touching her own mouth without thinking.

      ‘Bit my tongue, I did. A little blood is good for a little push.’ As Osla drew nearer, the woman’s drenched skirts sprayed Thora with salty water. Osla slapped the dripping cat fur hat into Thora’s hands.

      ‘Not much to work with, this. A human heart is better, that’s a good swap that is, so extra blood won’t hurt.’

      Thora swayed. She clutched the streaming winter hat against her chest. ‘So it’s done then? My wish?’ She didn’t feel like anything had changed at all. The world still looked the same. Smelled of the same rot. The snow still fell and the wind still howled. Gulls wheeled, their cries deafening.

      ‘It’s done,’ Osla confirmed.

      ‘How? What’d you do out there?’

      ‘Just a tug and a push. Like a prayer, maybe.’ The woman grinned, though she looked as if she might fall where she stood, her body sagging. ‘If you believe in that kind of superstitious thing.’

      None of what Osla said made the process of practicing the beat any clearer to Thora. With a glance at the embroidered hat, Thora tentatively said, ‘I thought … I thought you would offer this. You brought it back.’

      Osla shrugged. ‘The beat takes what it needs when it needs. Might be your precious hat goes missing later when your wish comes true. Might be you ruin it with a tear or stain.’ A strange look flickered across her creased face. ‘Whose tiny hat is this, then?’

      ‘It’s mine.’

      With a shake of her head, Osla peered close at Thora’s face, frowning. ‘No, it isn’t. Filled with wishes, this one. And it came from somewhere else.’

      ‘A gift, then.’ Thora’s voice was strangled.

      Osla nodded. Satisfied. She turned back to the sea, and they stood side by side as the waves rolled black onto the shore.

      Finally, Thora gathered the courage to ask, ‘What wishes is it filled with, then? My winter hat.’

      Osla gave her the side eye. The creases lining her face dug deeper. As if she’d aged in the moments she’d stood in the sea with her back turned to Thora. ‘Mmmh. Wishes that got you in the centre of them. Like a whirlpool or storm, with you in the calm eye of it. Know what kind of wish that is, I do.’

      ‘What kind of wish?’ Thora was afraid to ask. But the words came from her lips, and she couldn’t stop them. Like water overflowing.

      ‘Love, I suppose.’

      ‘Love?’ Thora snorted. She focused on the churning water where the Eleventh Daughter’s pyramid had been mere moments before. Swallowed by the sea. The black tide was rising, and bringing chunks of clear ice with it, to crash against the shore. Pale moths, too, floated on the surface.

      Thora shook her head. ‘What good is love, no? Look what it did to your boy. Misha lying in your tower dying a little inside because he did what he did with Shea Sandin. Dreamed of love, he did.’

      ‘True enough.’ Osla’s voice was so low it almost disappeared on the whipping wind. She swayed, her lashes fluttering closed. ‘I never said love wouldn’t have a tinge of tragedy to it. But you never know until you try it, girl. And my boy tried. And that’s enough.’

      She turned and faced Thora. Poked the wet winter hat with a jabbing finger. ‘Seen your threads tangled up with this one, though. So you wait and see.’

      Thora flinched. ‘Threads?’ That was her word, and hers alone. She didn’t know why—after everything she’d seen and been told this day—that this was what unsettled her worst. ‘Why’d you choose that word, then? Threads?’

      Osla faced the sea once more. She looked exhausted. ‘Using your language, aren’t I? Saw the word in your head and I took it. I can see you, girl. A good exchange, I reckon.’

      Thora frowned. ‘What is? The winter hat?’ She clutched it closer against her chest. Wet and dripping. The cold made her shiver uncontrollably, her teeth chattering.

      ‘I reckon, yes. You giving up all those wishes it’s got inside. That whirlpool. What a sacrifice! And you know how the world loves a good sacrifice. Enough to sing about, a sacrifice like that. Very nice.’

      Thora felt as hollowed out as an inverted moon night. Had she really given all that up? Had Osla drowned a possible future pathway, closed to Thora now?

      She’d been prepared to give up a precious object but hadn’t once thought of what that might signify. Of how much deeper a true sacrifice might cut. The idea made her nauseous.

      Besides, the mysterious thread of Diem’s whirlpool—the one she couldn’t bear to think of—felt stronger to her, now she’d heard it spoken of aloud by Osla.

      Diem’s … love.

      It felt as if Thora could suddenly see it clear. And it terrified her. She found herself gulping for air. Thinking of what she might have given up.

      The hat was Diem’s wish, then, as much as it was Thora’s.

      ‘What now?’ Thora whispered. She was afraid. Deathly afraid. Osla appeared older than she had mere moments before, and Thora had unwittingly sacrificed something far greater than she’d ever meant to.

      ‘Let’s hope your wish was true and straight.’ Osla stared to where the black pyramid had been swallowed by the rolling waves. Glasswater Bay didn’t look like glass today. The surf crashed over the blood-wood trees that grew beneath the swell, turning the water crimson as the tide smashed against the carcasses lining the shore. Dead pale moths littered the beach.

      ‘Let’s wait and see where your wish lands.’
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        Punishment for Moon-Caste men or women not fulfilling quarterly tax tributes is as follows: First crime results in thirty lashes; Second crime results in dependant family members lowered to Dust-Caste worker status; Third crime results in all assets absorbed by Polity House and perpetrator lowered to Dust-Caste worker status.—Red Reform laws

        

      

      Thora emerged from the inverted tower prison, striding urgently through Polity House’s quad with Soldier Honnan Skyin at her side. Black gulls swarmed across the sky, their shrieks piercing.

      ‘The prisoner has finally confessed, you say?’ Skyin hissed. ‘She threatened Sun-Master Sandin? Said he was true involved behind all her killings?’

      Thora gestured grimly. ‘And she warns there’ll be an attack on the Sandin tower. Tonight. Whoever she works for is planning on killing Jolyen Sandin, it seems.’

      ‘Tell me what she said exactly!’

      They neared the front of the vast quad, passing by a group of the viceroy’s soldiers who glanced at them with interest. The office cook was with them, too, serving bowls of steaming blubber stew.

      ‘It’s all she revealed so far,’ Thora told Soldier Skyin in a rushed whisper. ‘This impending attack on Sun-Master Sandin’s life. Tonight. His tower will be raided, I’d say, with Jolyen Sandin himself the target true. And our prisoner said something else about that clifftop Gold House up the valley. I couldn’t grasp it full, but we must investigate that, too. Perhaps that is where the attackers are hiding.’

      ‘Yes, we must inform the viceroy!’ Soldier Skyin said this last line so stiffly that Thora winced. But he said it loudly, as he should have, as they entered the main office tower and closed the door behind them.

      Viceroy Bearin waited at his long table, sitting in silence as Soldier Carpin stood behind. The door closed and cut off the harsh cries of the gulls, though Thora and Soldier Skyin hovered a while behind it, listening to the quad.

      ‘Will it work?’

      Thora turned to Soldier Skyin and answered, ‘It’ll be well enough to start rumours, for sure.’ Even if Honnan’s acting had been far from natural, she doubted it would matter. ‘Whether those rumours reach Sun-Master Sandin’s ears or not, I can’t say.’

      ‘It’ll have to be enough.’ Viceroy Bearin stood, donning his padded uniform coat and adjusting a black sash belt around his waist. With his long limbs draped in black, he resembled nothing more than a giant spider. ‘I’m leaving. I trust you’ll handle this situation well in my absence?’

      Skyin nodded as Thora and Soldier Carpin respectfully lowered their gazes. The viceroy strode onto the porch. In the quad he gathered more soldiers, readying them for the long journey through the city toward the clifftop Gold House. A pointless mission to investigate a fake thread of information.

      Viceroy Bearin’s alibi.

      He wanted to be seen doing the right thing by Jolyen Sandin, even if his true intentions were quite different. A small group of Polity House soldiers were also dispatched to the Sandin tower, under the pretence of offering Sun-Master Sandin protection from the prisoner’s perceived threat. They were ordered to hide nearby the Sandin tower, but not to engage with the Sun-Noble nor talk about their duties, unless an attack truly came.

      All of it was for show.

      It was Thora and her small group of soldiers who would be doing the real work this night. And, if the crooked beat had hit true, Thora’s plan would be granted enough luck to give Effile the time she needed to search a tower.

      The rest of the afternoon was spent waiting. And watching. Thora lingered in the front quad, attention trained on Polity House’s gates, wanting to see which of Viceroy Bearin’s men left the enclosure. Who would the traitor be, the one who carried this information they had sown straight to Sun-Master Sandin’s ears?
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      It was early night, growing dark enough that the cook had ignited the oil drum torches lining the quad. Light spilled over the wooden porch of the viceroy’s main office tower, illuminating the red skulls painted in rows across its surface. Thora sat on the porch steps as the weak sun disappeared behind the mountains. Soon the sky blackened, and the ranges became nothing but giants barely visible in the night. And still Thora waited. Her body was strained with tension, and her fingernails bit into her palms until they drew blood.

      The night grew deeper. It became late. Hours dragged by.

      Finally, Soldier Skyin stepped from the tower behind her with Scholar-Assistant Poplarin.

      ‘It’s time.’

      Thora tried not to wonder what Diem would say about this rash idea of hers. If he was with them. Which he was not. She tried, also, not to think of the wish she’d made on the black-pebbled shore or whether she’d truly sacrificed a future pathway. That memory of Diem’s sleeping face in the morning blue light rose in her mind. She still didn’t know what she wanted.

      Yet her actions meant Effile would be safe. Thora’s wish meant that this tenuous plan to create a distraction would work.

      It would have to be enough.

      ‘I’m ready,’ she said.
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      It was only later, much later when the night had deepened and turned inky black, that finally the screams began. Blood-curdling cries rang from a young maidservant inside the Sandin tower. Thora stayed hidden among the trees of the forest outside the residence alongside Soldier Skyin.

      They crouched together as the fire before them burned hot and bright, crackling and popping as the roof of the abandoned shack finally caved in. It was the same shack Thora had climbed on to speak with Effile over the Sandin enclosure wall. And now it had been turned to kindling. The flames scorched the stone wall and seared the stones black. And the wind blew the right way, perfectly. Luck was on their side tonight.

      The crooked beat at work?

      The smoke rushed over the wall and into the tower residence, turning everything inside murky. Thora grinned. She knew it was true. The wind blew so perfectly because of the crooked beat. She felt it tingling all around her, a sort of curse-work beating through the forest, through the air, making her wish real.

      She prayed the only way she knew how. ‘What’s dead is dead and all shall die.’ But not tonight. Tonight, her plan would work, and she would buy Effile the time she needed.

      And the crooked beat would smooth the way.

      Acrid smoke swelled through the air, pouring into Sun-Master Sandin’s residence, sparks from the wood fire and the dry needles they’d piled inside the shack rose like a wave. Thora crouched near Skyin, listening to the panic welling from inside Sun-Master Sandin’s painted stone walls. Servants in the towers screamed, lost in the smoke, so certain it was their own buildings that burned. The chaos drove the panic even higher.

      Another of Viceroy Bearin’s soldiers appeared between the trees to join them. He was one of the trusted few that Skyin had vouched for. The man waved, his voice low. ‘Soldier Skyin. Sun-Master Sandin and his family gone left his tower. Everyone’s gathered tight out on the front road. It’s working.’

      ‘Good. Where’s Soldier Carpin at?’

      ‘Succeeded true in hitting the target, he did.’

      Soldier Skyin grinned at Thora, a flash of red teeth in the dark. Reckless and wild. Light from the fire reflected in his eyes.

      ‘And the soldiers we sent to guard Sandin’s tower?’ Thora asked.

      ‘They’ve gone out onto the road to help Sandin, looks like,’ the new soldier said, ‘and are making it well known that Viceroy Bearin ordered them there to help protect the Sun-Noble.’

      Thora nodded, pleased, and Honnan laughed a little wildly, saying, ‘A good plan in motion, and battle axe Thora deserves the name, no?’

      She waved his foolish words away, but Thora’s heart swelled as she followed behind the two men. They picked their way through the gloomy forest away from the fire they’d started. The smell of smoking needles hung in the air.

      It took a while to find the right vantage point, hidden a short way up the mountain near the front of the Sandin residence. The roadside glowed with bobbing lights, torches and lanterns, and screaming servant children all certain their towers burned. Orange haze marred the scene. Smoke welled inside the tower enclosure and spilled onto the road, servants and mercenaries alike doubled over and coughing. The Polity House soldiers were milling about, too, calming everyone.

      Thora couldn’t see Dust-Caste Effile.

      But she did see Sun-Master Sandin. He was protected by his hired mercenaries; they surrounded him holding torches to keep the night at bay, while the head mercenary with the pale hair shouted orders. The other mercenaries ran back and forth like ants, into the house and out again, bringing more servants in their wake, panic taking hold. Emptying the residence out.

      Thora saw Shea Sandin, too.

      The distance proved too far to see her well. But once Thora realised the distant figure was Shea, she couldn’t seem to look away. The girl stood aside from the smoke and panic. Outside of it. Calm and still, as if she wasn’t aware of the perceived danger. Instead, Shea peered into the black mountains, her chin raised. And beside her waited the head maidservant, the woman Thora had met during her one visit to the Sandin tower. The older woman held Shea’s hand and stared into the darkness, too, as if she wished to see whatever it was that Shea did. But there was nothing except black.

      ‘Where’s Soldier Carpin?’ Thora whispered, and it was the other unknown soldier Honnan had vouched for who answered.

      ‘He returned to Polity House already, Dust-Caste Thora.’

      ‘And where did he manage to strike, then?’

      The soldier smiled. ‘He hit the biggest tower with a wave of his arrows, just so. More than once, and right beside the door. And right before one of Sun-Master Sandin’s mercenaries, too. Frightened the man good and proper, it did. Bet they really thought they were being attacked, no?’

      Thora allowed herself a small smile. The crooked beat at work again, guiding his arrows straight? ‘He’s talented, then.’

      Soldier Honnan Skyin blew warmth onto his hands. ‘Reckon he is, and I’ll owe him some sour-sweet now, after that show he put on. Carpin’s a good shot and a good sort. And it’s served us well this night. See how panicked they are? An arrow striking within inches of their faces!’

      Skyin caught Thora’s eye, and she knew what he was thinking. What he was hoping. That Effile had understood the danger wasn’t real. That this was the opportunity they’d made for her to take action—while chaos engulfed the tower residence, and while Sun-Master Sandin and his mercenaries all milled about idly on the road arguing with Polity House’s visiting soldiers.

      A small window of time, uninterrupted. It was all Thora could give her.

      Images of the black rolling ocean rose within Thora’s mind. Osla standing in the waves. It was only the slightest window of time, but Thora had sacrificed much to ensure this plan ran straight as Soldier Carpin’s arrow.

      She hoped it was enough.

      The others got up to leave. Soldier Skyin was assigned to follow the viceroy to the clifftop Gold House to inform him of their success, and the other soldier would watch the Sandin tower throughout the night from a different vantage point. They both left, but Thora stayed crouched where she was, unmoving. She couldn’t tear her gaze from the towers engulfed in smoke, nor from Sun-Master Sandin and Shea, still visible in the deep night.

      She was alone. And still she waited.

      Thora whispered beneath her breath, hoping for Effile’s success. ‘What’s dead is dead and all shall die.’

      She was wild with hoping.

      Eventually, the haze shifted, and the air slowly lost the scent of smouldering needles. The servants trailed back inside the residence walls, leaving the road empty and barren once more. Shea Sandin was ushered away, and soon Sun-Master Sandin disappeared back inside his tower, still gripping what appeared to be a precious true-iron sword, despite his age and swollen belly.

      When the road was finally empty—except for the few Polity House soldiers who would remain on watch—and the towers had all returned to quiet, Thora slipped into the forest. She circled back to the remnants of the smoking shack. Everything was calm. Silent.

      She climbed a fallen tree and peered over the blackened stone wall into the garden beyond. The same area she’d spoken with Effile mere days before. It already felt like a thousand years had passed since then. Thora huddled, wrapping her arms around her body tightly, and for a moment she dreamed of what it might have felt like to wear the winter hat Diem had gifted her. She imagined the soft velvet closing over her numb ears. The embroidered threads glimmering in the dark.

      But the hat was wet and sodding on the porch back at her Polity House tower. If her wish had worked, would the hat disappear? The toll she’d paid for the success of this night? Perhaps she’d find the winter hat torn in two by some passing gull and the embroidered threads come loose and frayed. And whatever whirlpool of wishes Diem had unknowingly given her alongside his gift, would they be scattered, too?

      He'd be back soon, from the port on the nearby island. Thora closed her eyes. She didn’t know how she’d explain all this to him when he came. But perhaps she wouldn’t need to. The crooked beat worked how it would, and things would fall however they fell. Thora had set her wish free with Osla’s help, and now she could only wait to see how it landed.

      And so Thora waited.

      And she hoped.

      But Effile did not come.
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      In the deepest hours of the night, Thora could wait no longer. No sounds stirred from inside the Sandin tower residence and no lights either. All lay quiet as if the household slept. Not a single mercenary patrolled the walls or forest. Only night owls stirred within the trees, their red eyes shining like stars between the branches. Thora’s hands were without feeling now, even when she blew hot air onto her fingers. Her back ached from crouching against the wall, her muscles strained and shaking.

      She climbed from the shack slowly, carefully. Her legs didn’t work how they should, as if they too were made from ice. The longer Thora stayed on this island, the more of herself she lost to the winter. Pieces. Threads.

      Falling away.

      One future pathway wiped clean. What would be next?

      She trailed back through the winding streets of the city, which lay quiet and still, and trudged up the steep hill toward Polity House. The only sound was the rushing wind in the long grass. The rustling of the blood-wood trees. The mountains were filled with silence. No winter tigers prowled the island tonight. The quiet felt strange.

      As Thora arrived back to Polity House, she was surprised to find the carved gates unguarded, the burning oil drums snuffed out.

      The place was empty and desolate.

      Eerie.

      It was true that Soldier Skyin and a small group of soldiers had left during the night to follow Viceroy Bearin across the city to visit the clifftop Gold House, but even so … Polity House should not be so quiet.

      Thora climbed warily up the stone steps, taking them one by one. The crimson gate lay open and gaping. Thora only had to push against the painted wood for the door to swing inward with a creak that made her flinch. The way into the quad lay open and unobstructed.

      The vast quad, too, remained empty.

      Something dark spilled beneath Thora’s feet. A shadow. She crouched to touch the stain. Her hand came back wet and smelling of metal.

      Of blood.

      Silently Thora rose to her feet, drawing her knife from its sheath beneath her padded uniform coat. The long copper-tin blade glinted in the darkness. She crept across the quad without a sound, careful of her footsteps. Her movements stayed deliberately slow, so she didn’t draw attention in the stillness of the night.

      Thora found the first body lying in a heap on a tower porch.

      It was a man, crumpled against the tower doorway. He was dressed in the soldier uniform of Polity House, long hair splayed about his head and his clothes gone black with blood. She touched his skin. Still warm. But he had no breath. When she pressed against his chest, her hand came back slick with blood. She couldn’t see his face in the dark.

      It was only the first body.

      Many more followed after that.

      By the time Thora crept to the far side of the quad, sweat dripped from her brow and blood pounded in her ears. Smoke hung in the chill air, and a crackling noise like popping fire overwhelmed the still silence of the looming towers.

      Murmurs of speech came from behind the men's tower. Thora crept closer. Flames flickered, and a glow illuminated the tower rooftops beyond the next painted wall. Thora ran her fingers over the murky shapes of carved skulls and bones that lined the barrier and came to a pause at a small gate. A man lay at her feet. This time Thora did not repeat the process of checking his vitals. He was dead, as they all had been.

      A loud smashing of wood shuddered from beyond the painted wall. Splintering. Cracking. Thora dropped immediately to the ground, using the dead man and the gate as cover. Leaning on his chest, she pushed her fingers against the peeling paint door. The inverted prison tower lay beyond, and the voices of men drifted from the prison quad. Thora grew still, blood pounding in her ears. She peered through the small gap she’d made.

      Lights. Flickering across the gravel quad. And the biting stench of smoke.

      The glow of fire fell across Thora’s face as she pushed the gate further. She flinched, but the torch and its bearer had already passed her by. Yet for a moment the light had illuminated the face of the dead man beneath her.

      Eyes open and staring at the black sky. Mouth wide, teeth bloody.

      Soldier Carpin.

      Thora clutched blood-smeared fingers over her mouth, holding back the sound that struggled to break free. She ignored the buzzing building within her head. Her skin tingled, like she was on fire. It felt like the crooked beat, that same sensation she’d had on the black-pebbled shore as Osla wandered into the sea. As the older woman had cast Thora’s wish into the water, hoping it might reach a death god’s heart and be granted life.

      For a price.

      The crooked beat throbbed harder within her veins than anything Thora had felt before. At first only discomfort, a strangeness brewing, but soon it burned in a way that caused her pain. She shoved bloodied fingers across her mouth to stop the grunt of agony escaping her throat, forcing her heart to slow. Thora’s breath turned shallow.

      So many men, dead. And Soldier Carpin. He was dead, too, with gore clinging to his skull. She smelled the blood on him. Felt the beat throbbing through her skin, a tingle raging through her veins until it was a storm of fire. Thora gasped.

      She didn’t understand. Her plan had gone so well. The crooked beat had smoothed the way. It must have worked, and surely Effile had safely searched Sun-Master Sandin’s tower and taken something important from him. Thora knew it in her heart, if only because here was the crooked beat come raging down on her to collect its price.

      And what was that price to be?

      Not a fine winter hat embroidered with thread. Not even a future pathway Thora had yet to know if she wanted. She stared with horror at Soldier Carpin’s bloody gaping expression. Had his life been the price? All of these lives, were they the payment the crooked beat had taken?

      Had Thora paid for her wish in blood?

      She shook her head as the burning feeling raged inside her chest. Writhing in pain, she shoved a fist against her teeth to stop her cries. No, no. No.

      This couldn’t be the price.

      Why?

      She knew it was not—though she felt pained to admit this awful truth, even to herself. It couldn’t be the price, because the lives of these men—even Soldier Carpin—were not what was most precious to Thora.

      A single pale moth drifted from the gloom, landing softly on Thora’s hand. It’s velvet wings twitched and quivered. She flung it off with a gasp, flinching away, as if the moth’s presence was tangled up in the crooked beat. The creatures seemed drawn to it. Or at least, they were drawn to death, and that was no better.

      Thora shivered against the stone wall, pressing her body against the cold rock. The sounds of men talking in the next quad faded. The lights flared and went out. Thora’s eyes rolled back in her head, the pain of the beat at work shivered up and down her spine like fire.

      With the lights gone out, the world turned black. Utterly.

      Gasping, Thora attempted to focus. The pain was receding now. Did this mean the price was paid? Had she lost something that was most precious to her? With no time left for wondering, Thora dragged her body into a crouch, swiping sweat from her brow. Who had come to kill and maim the soldiers of Polity House? Was their aim assassination? To murder Viceroy Bearin?

      But no. The viceroy was not here. And that information would have been easy for any assassin to source. Thora herself had made sure the news of Viceroy Bearin’s trip to the Gold House had been spread far and wide.

      Thora froze, stooped in the dark above Soldier Carpin’s body.

      The viceroy had gone away from Polity House. As had most of the soldiers, either to the port island with Diem or to the clifftop Gold House with the viceroy himself. Polity House was staffed only by a skeleton crew. A few stragglers left behind to keep the place safe.

      Someone knew it.

      Knew the office would be almost empty because of … Thora. Because of the plan she’d suggested. Because she’d wished to give Effile more time to find evidence she had no guarantee even existed.

      This attack on Polity House had been particularly timed. And Thora had paved an opportunity.

      She had done this.

      Another mistake. An utter failing.

      Men were dead and it was her fault.

      Yet … nothing within Polity House was of value. All this, to murder a few lowly soldiers? It didn’t make sense. Thora pressed a hand over her face, running through the possibilities. She kept coming back to one thing.

      The price.

      What was most precious to Thora? What was it she could not give up, no matter what?

      With a jagged stab of fear, Thora stood, clinging to the hilt of her long knife. The price. She knew it now. It was the reason why Thora had employed the crooked beat in the first place. The reason she’d lied to get Effile to stay on inside the Sandin tower.

      Thora didn’t want to leave Death City.

      This island of great slave rebellions and burning Dust papers. This taste she’d had of something different.

      Of freedom.

      Thora lunged from the gateway, sprinting across the dark prison quad, and hugging the high walls as she hurtled toward the inverted prison tower. Light flared again as she drew near, and flames burst from within its depths. Thora skidded to a stop across from the prison tower, lifting her arms to shield her face from the inferno.

      It was on fire.

      ‘No, no, no,’ she whimpered. She knew why assassins were here at Polity House. Only one thing was precious here, the same thing that—if taken away—would ensure the case was closed and Thora forced back to the mainland.

      Her hope crushed beneath the roaring truth of it.

      The sacrifice.

      The price.

      The woman from Bilik Paean.

      Nearing the gaping doorway, Thora peered in panic inside the burning walls of the prison. She clutched her mouth to protect herself from the choking smoke. Thora pushed inside, blinded by the heat. She peeked down the stairs to the lower level, her eyes stinging.

      Three men dressed all in black were silhouetted against the yellow flames. Their outlines shimmered and wavered in the heat and smoke. The assassins were still inside the building. As if it did not burn. They had no fear.

      Thora had too much of it. Her body was alive with trembling dread.

      The assassins stood outside the prisoner's cell, their faces obstructed by black cloth. Any distinguishing features were hidden by flame and smoke. Thora froze, hiding out of sight.

      The killer from Bilik Paean fell backward within her cell, her body hitting the flaming rhubarb leaves with a hard thud. Her skull cracked the rock beneath the dirty leaves.

      It was not the fall that killed her.

      A knife protruded from the prisoner’s chest, sunk deep within her breast. Blood glittered in the firelight, streaming into deep pools until the prisoner’s body was painted red. Her last gasping breath was dragged from smoke-filled lungs.

      Flames crackled from the far wall, and Thora staggered back up another step, acrid smoke filling her mouth. The furthest end of the prison was already burning.

      The killer was dead. Their only true lead, their only true witness, assassinated. Murdered by... Thora didn’t know who. The smoke swirled, so she was forced to crawl back up the stairs. On hands and knees she went, and she hacked coughs as she dragged her body back outside. Thora staggered across the quad. She needed to flee before the assassins knew she’d witnessed everything they’d done.

      It was snowing, with drifts falling soft from the black sky. Flames burst from a wooden storage shed beside the inverted prison, crackling fire engulfing the structure as it leapt between the towers. Thora was knocked over by the heat of it, by the shuddering destruction. She tripped over something—another soldier. A young man she recognised from around the quad. His throat was opened ear to ear, and his mouth slack.

      A wave of sickness pushed up Thora’s throat and she scrabbled to find her feet, her hair soaked with melted snow that blinded her. She forced herself to keep moving. She wasn’t some useless little girl; she was from Investigation House. And she had done this. Thora had caused it. She’d killed these men and killed the case’s only witness—that woman from Bilik Paean, who was the only connection they had to Sun-Master Sandin’s guilt.

      Thora had caused this catastrophe with her clever plans.

      The intruders emerged from the burning prison before Thora could escape through the far gate. Their figures silhouetted by bright flame, black against red. The three men shimmered and twisted and within moments they were all around her, closing in. They moved the way a river might, their bodies flowing like water, calm and smooth despite the chaos they’d caused. They were warriors. Trained in war and killing. But Thora was ready, her knife held close. She lunged and stabbed.

      Her side seared hot, agony like fire rippling through muscle and sinew and bone. Flesh torn apart by a warrior’s blade. She grasped the offending knife’s hilt hard, ripped it from the warrior with a twist. The blade thudded against the snow. Red droplets spraying over the frost.

      She was on the gravel. Flat on her back. Breath gone from her insides.

      Black sky. And wisps of snow coming harder now. Thora’s mind skipped and jumped, thought to thought, erratic and strange, until it settled on one idea.

      If she’d been wearing a winter hat lined with cat fur, it would be much warmer. The snow wouldn’t seep so cold and wet into her hair.

      A black velvet winter hat, and a whirlpool of wishes, would have made things a little better.

      ‘What’s dead is dead and all shall die,’ she whispered, blinking at the black sky. And so she would.

      A black boot engulfed Thora’s vision, violent and fast, the heel aimed at her face.

      She raised her hands but she did not. She rolled aside but she did not.

      She lay still and waited.

      Something seeped from her side, wet and hot. Into the snow.

      An explosion shuddered the ground. Fire. She tasted metal on her tongue.

      And then she did not.
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        In death, all are equal. Live modestly, morally, let go of greed or ambition, for nothing of life matters after death. Citizens must live only for the Red King and the Red Kingdom. Citizens must obey this teaching.—Red Reform laws

        

      

      Diem was exhausted as the red ferry finally knocked against Death City’s jetty. And more than a little seasick. The ferry master leapt from the boat and dragged his ropes around a pylon as the other workers dropped the canvas sail. Diem watched it fall. Red, of course.

      ‘Bloody Dead Daughters, this damn Red Kingdom,’ he muttered.

      A chuckle echoed from the jetty. And then a voice, too. ‘I was about to comment it was a pretty evening for a sail, but now I reckon not.’ A flash of red teeth in the night. A familiar grin ruined by that chewing baccy Honnan Skyin liked so much. ‘How do you fare, Low Investigator Lakein?’

      Diem sighed. No stars tonight. No peace, either. It had even begun to snow, falling softly across the pale, glowing surface of Glasswater Bay. It truly could have been pretty, if Diem was able to ignore the rusted gun turrets rising from the water—or bring himself to see the beauty in anything right now.

      ‘Soldier Skyin,’ he replied wearily, heaving himself from the ferry. It was cumbersome in his weighty battle coat, and the younger soldier offered him a hand. Diem was tired enough to accept it. Once his boots were planted firmly on the jetty, he mustered enough curiosity to ask, ‘What you doing here?’

      ‘Came to meet you, I did. Been up at the clifftop home of hollow love with the viceroy, and saw the red ferry sailing in. So slow, it was, I had time to come the whole way down here. Brought you a horse or two, I did, to make the journey back to Polity House more pleasant for you and yours.’

      Diem raised a brow, because clearly everything at Polity House had gone to right crock in his absence. ‘The Gold House, eh? Been relaxing, have you all?’

      Skyin threw back his head and laughed, the echo ringing across the water. His hair clung wild across his face. ‘Not so much, no. That Dust-Caste of yours had some grand ideas, she did. And the viceroy and I, we’ve been following them through.’

      They’d begun to walk now, with Diem leaving the other soldiers who’d accompanied him to deal with the payment for the ferryman. The jetty creaked beneath their boots, and pale water glowing with blue tears rushed in and out beneath the slats. The sky was inky dark, and only Skyin’s torch flame and the distant shimmering lights from Death City’s towers pushed back the suffocating gloom.

      ‘You’re talking about Thora,’ Diem said eventually. Her name fell heavy from his lips.

      ‘Just so. Dust-Caste Thora made some fancy plans while you were gone, battle axe that she is,’ rambled Skyin. ‘And we smoked out the Sandin tower and hope now that Dust-Caste Effile made haste with the window we made for her. Who knows what news we’ll get come morning? Good news, maybe. And I’ve got a feeling, like a tickle on the back of my neck. My grandnannie reckons I might have a touch of the beat about me.’ The young man grinned his wild, red grin. All teeth.

      Diem grimaced. Ahead, the thousand-step staircase emerged from the gloom at the end of the jetty. He was too tired for all this. Too tired for Skyin’s cryptic conversation either. He rubbed his temple, barely able to keep up.

      ‘You saying Dust-Caste Effile’s still in the Sandin tower?’ Diem frowned. She was supposed to be gone from that place. He’d organised it. But it seemed Skyin wasn’t too interested in explaining.

      ‘What did you find over there?’ the younger man asked instead. ‘On the port island, I’m meaning? Any new leads?’

      ‘Didn’t find much. Sandin’s in-laws are wealthy enough, I reckon. Makes me wonder if they dabble a little in the black sail trade, no? Too wealthy, maybe, for what we saw of their sprawling business and their record books. But nothing came up dirty, or what they’ve got that’s dirty must be buried deep, is what I say.’ Diem was too wrecked to go into details but that was the sum of it. He was glad when Skyin didn’t push for more. It’d been a rough journey and Diem still felt nauseous. Though he’d felt sick before ever he left, if he was honest, and he doubted his return to Death City was going to make him feel much better.

      The two men ambled in silence from the jetty onto the uneven pebbled shore. Diem was already dreaming of his assigned tower at Polity House and what it might feel like to lay his head on the threadbare pillow. Certainly, he wasn’t thinking at all about Thora. Her hands on his skin. Her mouth on his.

      And then waking to an empty pallet and her long gone.

      He pressed his fingers against his stubbly jaw. It hurt. It came with the night. He was grinding his teeth again. Having those bad dreams of fire. All that old Dead-Daughter crock blooming right back up.

      Maybe he should’ve stayed in Death City. Should have told her the things he had brewing inside him. Maybe even told her about that gaping doorway in the Gold House and how it haunted his mind.

      Let loose his secrets and asked her what she wanted to do with them.

      Should have. Could have. Didn’t.

      A harsh slap on his back. ‘Get you a meal, we will!’ Skyin was certainly in a good mood. ‘Don’t you even worry.’

      ‘Sleep,’ was about all Diem could be bothered to counter with. He wasn’t even going to ask what they’d all been doing at a Gold House in his absence. He didn’t care.

      Skyin led the way up the thousand-step staircase, which turned out to be as much of a nightmare as Diem had suspected it would be. And while he climbed, Diem kept dreaming of Bilik Paean in a way that was poisoning him. He was no fool. He knew no other place was ever truly better than wherever you were. But it didn’t stop Diem’s thoughts sliding in that direction anyway, every chance he got.

      ‘Bet there’s no Damned-Daughter thousand-step staircases in bloody Bilik Paean,’ he growled as he trudged up the carved walkway, shoving his weapon harness to get the strapping more comfortable across his chest. His copper-tin sword was tied tight against his back.

      Skyin turned, his hair swinging in the dark. ‘What you saying, then?’

      When Diem didn’t answer, Skyin shrugged as if he didn’t care anyway. After an age, they climbed to the top of the cliff, which was lined with leering wooden totems. All had gaping mouths and sharp teeth. Diem edged between two especially vicious deities and felt their painted gaze follow him in the dark. An eerie feeling, up on the cliff with the wind howling and the ocean crashing on the far side of the crescent spit like a storm was coming.

      After the hard climb, Diem’s breath clouded white at his mouth, and each footstep brought a loud crunch in the gathering snow. Ahead, Skyin stuck his tongue out to taste the drifts as they fell. As red as his teeth, it was.

      As Diem mounted one of the horses tied to a particularly large and menacing toothed icon, he stared out at the wild edge of the sea. The surf was visible breaking white in the night, with a dim haze like encroaching rain drawing closer over the ocean. And beyond, only the barest hint of lights above the water where the ribs of a god might rest, plunging from the surface like towers. Diem shivered and turned away. He didn’t envy those bone-miners on a night like this. He knew they’d be lucky to survive it.

      As he followed Skyin’s mount in a slow trudge toward Death City, Diem’s mind wandered back to Bilik Paean. He couldn’t help it.

      This time he imagined a small forge tower near the sea, where he could sling the trade his uncle had taught him and make himself a useful man who built things up instead of tearing them down. Maybe he’d even send for his uncle after he’d made something stable enough to tempt him over to Bilik Paean. That old man had been good to Diem in the days before the Cold War, and Diem would’ve liked to offer him something in his old age, before the black lung set in, as it inevitably would. A bit of comfort maybe.

      And he imagined Thora there. As he always did.

      The horses trudged through the winding laneways of Death City. This late at night it was hushed, only the dimmest of lights shining through the windows of a tavern tower or rundown Gold House or two. The snow fell harder, covering the leaning towers in the slums with a sheen of glistening ice.

      On the port island, Diem had heard a story. It wasn’t a new story, but he’d known it as rumour before, and now he knew it as truth. A god-king really had raised herself in Bilik Paean. It was true that she’d achieved what centuries of petty battle-lords never could. Peace. And a united nation, under one central rule.

      When Diem had questioned the dock workers who’d been spreading the story, it’d been one man in particular who’d made a comment that chilled Diem’s heart. The man had claimed to have come all the way from Bilik Paean himself—not caring at all that travel like that could only mean he was a black sail trader. Diem hadn’t cared either, for it was the words the man said that’d mattered.

      Diem repeated them now, beneath his breath.

      ‘Can a nation like Bilik Paean, that’s devoted to war, ever be true satisfied with peace?’

      The man had laughed loud, and asked Diem, ‘Where you reckon Bilik Paean’s focus will turn next, then, now they got no vicious troubles of their own?’

      Diem shivered as he remembered the conversation, and as he rode behind Skyin he again pictured those ribs rising from the wild ocean. Imagined what a death god’s heart might look like, resting beneath the treacherous waves.

      What might a treasure like that be worth to Bilik Paean?

      As far as Diem knew, it was the only one of its kind left in the world.

      He closed his eyes, felt the sway of the saddle and the deep exhaustion settling into his bones. Diem was tired of this place. He wanted to go home, the problem was, he didn’t know where that was. He’d thought maybe home was a person, but she felt far beyond his reach.

      Besides, he had nothing to offer Thora but death on a pyre. Or foolish dreams of some idealised Bilik Paean that was quickly slipping through his fingers.

      Diem knew what the dock worker had meant. And he supposed it might be true. A war-loving nation like Bilik Paean might look elsewhere for war, Diem reckoned, if it had none left of its own. Or it might look for somewhere with something to take.

      A precious death giant’s heart, for example, lying untouched beneath the sea.

      He let the dreams that had been poisoning him slip away.

      Thora wouldn’t go with him.

      And there was nowhere to go anyway.

      The Red Kingdom had never been safe. But maybe things were about to get a lot worse.
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      Polity House was strangely quiet as Diem and Skyin rode up the steep hill. The rest of Diem’s small group of soldiers had caught up now, each mounted and armed, and wearing the same uniform as Soldier Skyin. They all saw the fire at the same time. Smoke and flame engulfed one of the towers within Polity House. A murmur ran through the men, bodies turning tense.

      Diem kicked his horse into action, riding faster to the gates. He slid off the saddle and was running before he could think. Something was badly wrong. Fire, smoke, and destruction, but not a sound aside from the distant crackling of flames and the thud of his boots across the snow. He slowed at the stone steps and approached the gates warily, drawing his copper-tin from the scabbard at his back. He remembered the Cold War and knew a good place to ambush when he saw one.

      But there was nothing. No one.

      Behind him, the other men sprung from their saddles and joined him in silence. Even Skyin had turned deadly serious, his mouth set into a tight line. Diem moved to slip inside the gates as Skyin caught up and grasped the back of Diem’s battle coat.

      Without a word, Skyin gestured to an overturned fire drum. Slick black oil had spread across the earth, turning the snow dark. The fire inside was no accident then, because a drum like that was no easy feat to overturn. Someone had come here to attack. And attack they had.

      Diem nodded to show he understood, grim. He used his hands to gesture the soldiers into position. One by one they slipped through the gates and fanned out across the quad in the dark. Exhaustion forgotten, Diem aimed himself toward the women’s tower, passing each body with a callousness that might have frightened him once, before the Cold War. They weren’t her. It was obvious from their bulk, and so he passed each one by silently.

      Thora’s tower lay empty, but when Diem broke the door on the fourth story porch into her room, he found the winter hat he’d gifted her lying sodden and salty on the floor. Almost iced over. He swiped snow from his braided hair as a panic pressed into his skull like he’d never felt before. Without another thought, he clambered back down the tower stairs. The quad was filled with choking smoke, making his throat sting. Coughing hacked through the dark and Diem raised his blade with intent, except it was Skyin who lurched from the swirl. Honnan held up his hands. His cheeks were wet.

      ‘Everyone’s dead,’ he gasped. ‘There’s Damned-Daughter bodies everywhere. I don’t … I don’t understand it.’ He looked sick enough to vomit, except Diem didn’t have time for it. He grasped Skyin’s uniform and wrenched him closer.

      ‘Thora,’ he rasped. ‘You found Thora?’

      Skyin looked overwhelmed, his focus blurred. Diem shook him. The man’s hair was streaked with blood and snow. He’d obviously pressed his face into someone in grief, had lost someone tonight. Diem didn’t have it in him to care. ‘Where’s Thora?’ he bellowed. ‘Was she at the Dead-Daughter Gold House with the viceroy?’

      Skyin shoved Diem off. The snow fell harder. Everything was covered in a haze, smoke turning the quad grey. ‘No. She came back here! She’s meant to be here.’

      Diem staggered back. Away. Launched into the dark again, searching. It was clear whatever had happened was long over. The fire was dying, the smoke beginning to clear. Nothing remained to find except bodies.

      The fire!

      She wasn’t in her tower. Wasn’t in the viceroy’s main office. Wasn’t hidden in Diem’s assigned room either. He’d checked them all. But he should have known better. It was never in Thora’s nature to hide. She would be wherever the worst of it had happened.

      He followed the smoke, trying to find its source. It was mayhem and chaos all around. The living soldiers were searching for the dead and wailing in a way that set Diem’s teeth on edge. He wasn’t ready to mourn, yet their wailing filled the hazy air like a chant. Some Death City low way to grieve. Death songs. He realised Skyin had followed him, and was keeping pace behind, with the young soldier keening as loud as any other living man they passed, an echoed wail that reminded Diem of the winter tigers howling in the mountains.

      Diem turned and lurched around a squat tower. He pushed against a gate and burst through into a cloud of smoke beyond. It had him doubled and choking, coughing, onto his knees in the snow and then back up again, stumbling through the haze. Skyin still kept pace, his grief wail breaking now into a coughing fit.

      Diem reassured himself Thora would have been armed. He stumbled onward. And she was skilled. She knew how to handle herself in a fight.

      She also never judged how much she could endure. Always threw herself in first. Never cared for her own safety. Never waited, never asked for help.

      His body was like ice.

      A burning tower jutted suddenly from the smoky haze, all of it embers simmering in the dark and pouring smoke in all directions. The inverted prison tower collapsed and smoking. The flames were dying.

      A figure lay in the snow ahead.

      Sprawled in the quad. Unmoving. Alone.

      Diem scraped to his knees in his panic to run, boots sliding in the gathering snow. His blade clattered to the ground as he hurtled across the gravel. ‘No, no, no.’

      Behind him, Skyin was still keening, and from elsewhere all around Polity House, other voices joined him, spreading their grief in a way Diem couldn’t bear.

      ‘No. No, no.’ He skidded to her side. ‘Thora, please.’

      It was her, sprawled on her back and facing the sky. Eyes closed and her face a mass of black blood and ice, snow in her hair like she’d been lying alone without him for a long time. She didn’t move. Looked dead. Diem clutched his head. He couldn’t breathe. She was hurt in way that he didn’t know how to touch her, didn’t want to make it worse, but he had to know. Had to know this wasn’t how it looked. ‘Please, Thora, please.’

      Diem pressed his cold hands to her face. She felt like ice. Her nose was smashed, blood spilled everywhere, turned to ice in her lashes and streaking her throat and splattered on her forehead. He couldn’t see her for the blood. A sob rasped from his throat.

      ‘She’s dead,’ Skyin said. His voice was choked with tears, too. ‘That girl is dead.’

      ‘She’s not dead!’ Diem roared. The storm of fury caught him by surprise, like he was about to explode, humming through every part of him. He touched her face again, leaning close, trying to listen for breath.

      ‘Please, Thora, please. No, no.’

      His hand came away iced red from her side. That was when he noticed the black stains spread across the snow beneath her body. The gleam of a bloody knife discarded by her side. Not hers. Thora’s was copper-tin, but this one was … different. True-iron.

      Thora’s uniform was so dark he hadn’t seen the wound in her side, and her face was such a mess, it’d distracted him from the worst of her injuries. He pressed his hand hard against her side, trying to hold her together. Pressed his ear against her breast to listen. The wound was deep, it was so deep, it was—

      Diem abruptly swayed back on his heels. Dragging Thora close, he clutched her against his chest with her head lolling back as if she were a child’s doll. Diem looked up at Skyin, his cheeks wet. ‘Get a scholar-surgeon.’

      ‘She’s dead—’

      ‘A scholar-surgeon! Dead-Daughter now, Honnan!’

      Skyin flinched and nodded, and immediately melted into the dark. Diem hoisted Thora into his arms, holding her close and careful as he could. He turned from the inverted prison tower and moved as fast as he dared back toward the front gate. He wouldn’t wait for a scholar-surgeon to come to him. There wasn’t much time left.

      ‘Thora,’ he whispered. ‘Stay with me, girl. Stay.’
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      Voices.

      Thora’s face was on fire. She whimpered.

      ‘It hurts.’

      Was she crying?

      ‘Your nose is broken.’ A deep voice. She hoped it was Diem.

      And she hoped it was not.

      She rolled over. Away. Squeezed her eyes shut at the pain searing from her side. Gasped until she … drifted.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      When she next woke it was to candlelight. Flames flickered across the walls. Diem sat nearby, and Scholar-Assistant Poplarin, too. Both of them were asleep, propped together against the wall.

      Thora’s mind felt numb. She struggled to sit on her pallet, tangled in blankets, only for pain to explode in her side, her face, and her head. She lay back gasping. It was difficult to move. As if she were suffocating. The walls closed in, and she needed the padded blanket off her body. She managed to push it away and touched a shaking hand to her searing face. Fingers carefully explored. Hot skin. Swollen and tight. Split and scabbed. Unbearable pain. Her nose—

      She jerked her hand back from the agony that lanced through her skull. Her cheeks dripped water.

      Broken bones. A boot heel. She remembered.

      Thora’s side ached, yet it was duller. A cut in her skin. Deep perhaps. Or not. It was hard to tell. She attempted to inspect the wound beneath her clothes, examine the stitching threading through her inflamed flesh. She’d had worse. Long ago when Thora’s papa was still alive and they’d been privately owned by Sun-Nobles, before her slave papers had been transferred to the state. Thora had been beaten often in those days and so was no stranger to pain. But her face throbbed like agony, her cheeks wet and her head pounding. And that was new.

      Thora glanced at Diem. His expression while he slept was easier to read than when he was awake. He was always so careful with keeping a mask on. But now exhaustion lined his brow, and deep circles marred the dark skin across his cheekbones. He slept fitfully, hands twitching and jaw clenching. He dreamed.

      Thora watched him sleep and was fiercely glad she was not dead.

      Scholar-Assistant Poplarin stirred, his head dropping from where it leaned against the wall. The movement jerked him awake. This in turn roused Diem, and Thora quickly averted her face from both of them.

      ‘Thora,’ Diem breathed. His voice was soft.

      ‘How long … have I been here?’ Thora’s throat was like sand, scratching and dry.

      Poplarin answered, ‘Two days and a night. Dawn draws near.’

      ‘The prisoner from Bilik Paean … she’s dead,’ Thora rasped, though surely they both knew it already. The split in her lip hurt when she spoke, and nausea swelled in her belly like a storm. It was all flooding back now, what she had done. What she’d destroyed with her wish. She pressed her face into her hands, bowing under the weight of it.

      Her voice cracked. ‘The prisoner was assassinated. Three men in masks. I couldn’t identify them, couldn’t do naught.’

      She bit her lip to taste pain, holding until the nausea passed. She deserved to feel sick. She deserved to feel pain. She’d made all the wrong choices and her actions had killed men.

      Thora forced herself to face Diem. ‘Without the suspect in custody we’ve got nothing to connect Sun-Master Sandin to this crime. The case is true over.’

      ‘We know naught for certain,’ Diem answered gently.

      Thora blinked. It was unusual for Diem’s voice to sound that way. Soft. She fought back tears.

      She didn’t deserve to cry. Thora turned away. ‘Effile? You seen her?’

      Diem’s low voice rumbled. ‘Not yet.’

      ‘We need to extract her. Will you send Soldier Skyin? I asked her to... to search his tower rooms.’ Thora bit her lip once more. ‘That’s why Viceroy Bearin approved my idea to—’

      Diem interrupted by holding up a hand. ‘I know. Viceroy Bearin told me.’

      Silence drew out and Thora winced. She’d proved the viceroy right on every doubt he’d ever harboured against her. He’d never write about her favourably in his reports to Investigation House now.

      Even worse, if Thora hadn’t interfered, then Effile would be free of the Sandin tower, safe in a nearby valley. And the woman from Bilik Paean would live still.

      Thora hung her head. ‘I touched the crooked beat, Diem. Asked a practitioner to help me push my plan to make it solid. Give me a little luck. I made a wish and she nudged it true.’

      Scholar-Assistant Poplarin gasped, but Diem didn’t flinch. Finally, he said soft, ‘Tell me.’

      And so she did, though she couldn’t bring herself to speak of what she might’ve sacrificed in exchange. When it was over, Poplarin looked horrified, but Diem shook his head. ‘You say you touched it, but what’s there to show for it? You got nothing, Thora. Maybe you touched it, maybe you didn’t. Could be that Osla did nothing for you at all, no?’

      Thora winced. He was wrong and she knew it. But Diem was offering her a pathway out, which was more than Poplarin or any of the others would. She’d been reckless and men were dead because of her, but it seemed to be the end of it for Diem. He didn’t ask any further questions. Or at least not here in front of the scholar-assistant, who was shifting uncomfortably at his side.

      Poplarin would tell the others at Polity House though, and none of them would let it go as easily. The scholar-assistant’s blue eyes were filled with clear judgement, and Thora knew the news would soon spread to the viceroy’s ears. She deserved that, too.

      Honnan Skyin entered Thora’s tower room then, breaking the strained silence as he bustled about for a seat. The small space became immediately over-crowded, and Diem frowned. He stared at Poplarin until the older man excused himself and left. And while her visitors shifted and re-positioned themselves, Thora remained lost in thought, with pictures of a girl frozen in the forest drifting through her mind.

      ‘Dust-Caste Thora, you well?’

      She might’ve asked Skyin the same question. He appeared tired and worn thin. The expression clinging to his face reminded Thora of Soldier Carpin, and the memory of that man’s death came back with a stab of guilt, for it was the first time she’d thought of him since she woke. She clutched her blankets. Did Soldier Carpin have a family somewhere in the winding streets of Death City? How drastically would their lives now change without him? She didn’t even know if Soldier Carpin had a wife, if he had children.

      She was a coward and didn’t ask. Instead, Thora said, ‘I’m well enough.’ And hated herself for it.

      She peered at the curved ceiling as Diem and Soldier Skyin exchanged their own greetings. It seemed they’d barely spoken in days. Thora guessed they’d had much to do in Polity House lately, and many bodies to bury. She squeezed her eyes shut.

      ‘Low Investigator Lakein has news from his visit to the port,’ Skyin announced finally. ‘Tell Thora, then, what you found?’

      Diem shrugged. ‘Not so much. Shea Sandin’s betrothed owns a trading company. He’s from a family of merchants. Self-made. But very rich. Got a bit of power, they do.’

      Thora pressed both hands across her flaming face, her fingers cool against her puffed skin. She couldn’t think clearly, as if clouds of smoke had invaded her mind. ‘How does that help us?’

      ‘It seems the betrothed family owns ships and sometimes those ships travel west to Bilik Paean,’ Diem answered quietly. ‘Or so the rumours say.’

      Thora peered at him through the candlelight and said nothing.

      Bilik Paean. So far away.

      ‘Sun-Master Sandin’s in-laws trade with Bilik Paean,’ muttered Skyin. ‘That’s forbidden, true enough.’

      Indeed, it was. Forbidden by the Red Reform, to be exact, which had closed the Red Kingdom’s borders tight and strict after the Hundred Year Fall, and squeezed the entire world out, except for two ports that remained opened. Limited trade ran through those fortress cities, just enough to satisfy the Sun-Nobles’ taste for fine imported delicacies and nothing more. Thora shivered.

      ‘A bit of black sail trade will always creep on through,’ she said softly.

      Skyin shook his head. ‘What you reckon those in-laws trade with Bilik Paean, then?’

      ‘Red Kingdom pearls,’ Diem answered. ‘Salt. Winter tiger pelts. Or blubber and bird skulls. Death-giant bone, I reckon.’

      Thora laughed bitterly.

      ‘Little girls,’ she said into the silence that followed. ‘To be painted gold.’

      Diem said nothing. Yet when Thora turned to look, his eyes were deep and dark. He’d already guessed; she was certain he had.

      Yet he hadn’t told her. Diem, too, was well aware of what Thora’s reckless actions had cost them. The woman from Bilik Paean. The opportunity to connect Sun-Master Sandin to people traffickers. The entire case.

      The dream of Bilik Paean had soured now. That nation was clearly no paradise, for all its freedom and women god-kings. Thora should’ve known better.

      The silence drew out, long and tense. Until finally Soldier Skyin broke it, his voice wavering, ‘Maybe Dust-Caste Effile’s discovered some evidence true in Sun-Master Sandin’s tower?’ He sounded like a child. Filled to the brim with hoping. ‘Maybe we’ll be able to arrest him soon?’

      And naivety.

      Thora turned away from them both, ignoring the pain that seared her side.

      She pressed fingers over her face as Diem said only, ‘Maybe.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            28

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Moon-caste citizens may take out long-term tenancies on Sun-Noble owned land, for agricultural purposes. A tallage price, to be set to the satisfaction of the land-owning Sun-Noble, must be paid by the tenants, usually in the form of grain-wealth or other grown goods. It is forbidden for Moon-Caste citizens to own agricultural land.—Red Reform laws

        

      

      The sun beat down on Thora through the window, the bustle of the quad going on outside without her. She couldn’t face the world beyond her tower door. She dragged the blanket closer, the weight of her guilt pressing down, paralysing her limbs. She was convinced Viceroy Bearin must blame her for the plan’s failure, though Diem denied it. Either way, by now, the rumours that she’d touched the crooked beat had flown all about Polity House, and that alone was enough to ensure whispers followed wherever she went. She didn’t bother leaving her bed anymore, even for short, agonising shuffles along her tower’s porch.

      It felt safer to hide.

      She was afraid to face the soldiers who’d followed her plan, only to see their brothers cut down.

      Murdered. By ghosts trained in war. By ghosts who didn’t belong to Sun-Master Sandin’s household. That much was clear. Viceroy Bearin’s men had been posted to watch the Sandin tower that night after the distraction was created, to wait and see what Sun-Master Sandin might do. But the Sun-Noble had done nothing. No one had come or gone from his dark residence that long night through.

      The men in black had come from somewhere else.

      Thora shifted and winced on her pallet, chewing over the events in her mind. Tearing her choices apart and then weaving them back together. Getting nowhere. Even Diem hadn’t come back to visit her. She was alone. Left only with the scratching marsupial-rodents that crept in the room’s corners. Beady eyes watching from the shadows.

      The image of Soldier Carpin’s bloody body played often across her mind, stealing away her rest and plunging her into nightmares every time she closed her eyes. But she couldn’t bring herself to say his name aloud, even when Soldier Honnan Skyin came to visit, checking on her during the long slow day.

      ‘Here,’ he offered, handing over a rough wooden bowl filled with steamed sea-beets in blubber broth. The smell of brine filled the room. ‘You look terrible, Dust-Caste Thora.’

      She struggled to sit, bitterly clutching at her side. ‘Do I? Some battle axe, no?’

      The knife that had sliced her flesh hadn’t left a deep cut but had pulled wide. Only the small stitches, sewn by the Polity House cook who lived down in the city, held Thora’s side in place. As she moved the skin stretched, stitches tugging and threatening to split apart. She winced.

      ‘Yes, you look true terrible.’ Soldier Skyin grimaced. ‘Like a swollen rotting apple. All red and black and green.’

      Thora gaped at him, taken aback, and Honnan’s face split wide into a grin, amused by her expression and, no doubt, by his own daring joke.

      Thora couldn’t help but smile, surprising herself, though the movement of her lips was weak.

      ‘It’s not so bad,’ he continued in the same teasing way. ‘Your nose will surely heal crooked though. Perhaps you’ll become true ugly now.’

      She gingerly touched the swollen mass. Thora didn’t care about her nose. ‘Maybe. I’ll live, though.’

      He sobered. ‘At first we were less sure. When we found you... I don’t know how long you’d been lying there, Dust-Caste Thora. But it was snowing true. Low Investigator Lakein, he … surely, he thought you were dead. We both did is a fact. The whole thing, though, how he was, it did have me reckoning that maybe you and he …’

      His words abruptly stopped, but the way he tilted his head to the side made Thora uncomfortable, like he was grasping at threads of his own, trying to connect pathways and make a puzzle fit. He smiled wide, revealing those red teeth, as if he’d found his answer. Thora changed the subject.

      ‘Tell me your thoughts, Soldier Skyin, on this suggestion of people trafficking?’

      He jerked as if startled by the abrupt change. ‘I … I can’t believe it to be true.’

      ‘Why’s that?’

      ‘Well … it’s well known that slavery is full outlawed in Bilik Paean. They got no Dust-Caste over there at all. Imagine that? Slavery gone. Or, well … at least they attempt to abolish it, is what I heard.’

      ‘Reckon there’s always a market for illegal things, true enough.’ Thora bent her head over the broth. Swallowing hurt her throat. ‘Here in the Red Kingdom and however far away you travel, always a black sail trade, no?’

      He nodded thoughtfully. ‘You and Low Investigator Lakein are both believing our Sun-Noble Sandin is sitting at the centre of this? You reckon him and his in-laws been smuggling girls from our Red Kingdom?’

      Thora bit her lip, thinking of the mercenaries posted at the Sandin tower gates. They remained night and day, protecting him. And those assassins in black, who’d come at night to kill the woman from Bilik Paean. Threads. Unconnected. Yet connected.

      ‘I’m not certain-like,’ she said finally. ‘It wouldn’t explain everything.’

      ‘A difficult case, true,’ Soldier Skyin mused. He gestured for her to eat more. ‘And we’ve hit a wall in the investigation. I don’t know what the viceroy’s planning on doing next. It looks bad, all this. A suspect killed in his custody and under his protection? I reckon he’ll have a hard time explaining it through for his superiors.’ He hung his head. ‘He’ll be marked culpable. Lose his position.’

      Thora said nothing, averting her face. She blinked back stinging tears. Her heart felt like a stone in her chest.

      Had she ever ruined things as badly as this before? Worst of all, though she ached because of all the damage and death she’d caused, it was also her pride that stung. Thora hated herself for it. She wished she only grieved, instead of feeling her pride smarting.

      The guilt bloomed in her heart so heavy that it took long moments to realise Honnan was staring at her with a strange expression etched upon his face.

      ‘What’s it?’ Thora finally asked, a prickle stealing up her spine. Whatever it was, it’d caused Honnan’s mouth to draw tight.

      ‘Reckon there’s still hope yet, no?’ he said softly. ‘For things to come true. I heard a rumour you touched the crooked beat, Dust-Caste Thora. Made a wish. That all true, then?’

      Thora swept her gaze to the floor, her shoulders stiffening. ‘I … just so, I did touch it. Or Osla did.’

      Honnan’s eyes grew wide. ‘Osla? The dead girl’s mother?’ He whistled long and low. ‘She’s a true proper practitioner. Some say the best in Death City. So, wait and see, things might change a little yet. What’d you offer in return, then? What’d you true sacrifice?’

      Thora opened her mouth and closed it again, forcing herself not to glance at the winter hat lying crumpled across the room. She held herself back from mentioning the hat or Diem’s whirlpool of wishes.

      ‘I gave Osla a thing that was precious. The finest object I own, but … the beat didn’t want it in exchange. It took something different, I reckon. It took Death City from me.’

      ‘Death City?’ Honnan sat frozen, then barked out a laugh. His red teeth flashed as he gestured around the tower room—grinning death-heads painted in crimson across every surface. ‘All this was what’s most precious for you? This place? Death City Island, you say?’

      A flush of heat surged up Thora’s throat. ‘No. It was … I didn’t understand it full back then, but … I didn’t want to leave the island.’

      Honnan frowned. ‘And now? Will you leave?’

      ‘I reckon we will. The case is ruined, no? Our prisoner’s dead. Unless we find something big soon, it’s true over. So tell me how that’s a curse that’s worked?’

      Honnan stared at her. ‘You didn’t want to leave Death City?’

      ‘No.’ Thora couldn’t breathe.

      ‘And why’s that, girl?’

      Thora didn’t answer, her lips drawn into a tight line. Her swollen face throbbed.

      Honnan leaned against the peeling crimson wall, a strained smile stretching his mouth. ‘Aah. Death City offer you a taste, did it? Of being free? You didn’t want to give all that up.’

      Thora said nothing. But it was true. Being here, on this island, meant she was as close to free as a City of Pillars Dust-Caste could ever be. And returning to the mainland meant she was not.

      ‘Reckon I’ll say I understand you better than most,’ Honnan said, finally. ‘Come from the mainland and suffered in City of Pillars, same as you. Been Dust before, too.’ Honnan’s expression turned sharp. ‘Never going back to it, neither. I’d rather die a slow death here in the wilds of Death City than all that. A taste of freedom is a dangerous thing, no? My taste has lasted years, so there’s no turning back for me.’ He shrugged, pity staining his features.

      ‘I don’t understand how the beat could tell,’ Thora murmured. ‘It knew what was most precious to me, even though I didn’t know it myself. And it changed things so I wouldn’t get what I wanted. How’s that a fair price I paid?’

      ‘Mmmh. It’s how it works. Unpredictable like. Takes whatever it feels is most like an equal exchange, see? Whether you agree with its interpretation of the First Law or not. That’s why practitioner’s say it’s easier with a sacrifice. In the old days, the crooked beat was far easier to control. Blood for blood. Teeth for teeth. Easy to match it up and get it right, or so I heard. But they gave up the drownings one or two generations back in Death City.’

      Thora shivered, horrified. But it seemed people had been sacrificed anyway, whether she’d intended it or not. ‘You speak of the beat like it’s got a mind.’

      ‘Who knows what it is or what it has. We just got these practitioners in Death City who touch it or don’t. The rest is too big to reckon on, don’t you agree? At least for me.’ Honnan sighed. ‘Maybe if I’d been born here, it’d be different. Who knows?’

      Thora agreed. It was too big to reckon on. She’d been foolish enough to think she could use the crooked beat. Control it.

      The beat Osla used had killed a lot of men.

      Or maybe Thora had done that all by herself. Her heart. Her desire. Her exchange. Osla was only a practitioner. A tool.

      Thora pressed a hand against her swollen face. ‘It didn’t work anyway. All that death for nothing. An exchange for what? Osla’s beatwork didn’t come true.’

      They hadn’t heard from Effile since they’d caused the distraction at the Sandin tower. Had she managed to creep inside Sun-Master Sandin’s private rooms? Dread filled the pit of Thora’s stomach. Was Effile all right?

      Weak sunlight filtered from the high slit window. Honnan’s eyes were pools of black. Shadows clung to the bones of his face. ‘Reckon Osla’s beatwork is true. Paid the exchange, didn’t you? So wait and see.’

      Thora stared. ‘Wait and see what?’

      Honnan flashed his red-stained teeth. ‘Osla’s a good practitioner, girl.’

      A knock sounded on the door, and a harsh voice interrupted, calling for Soldier Skyin. It was Diem. He didn’t venture inside.

      Honnan winced apologetically. ‘Reckon I’ll return later and bring you news of Dust-Caste Effile.’

      Diem’s voice snapped from behind the door, ordering Soldier Skyin to quicken his pace. Thora flinched at the sharpness behind his words.

      Honnan opened the door, yet still paused to say, ‘It’s not your fault, Dust-Caste Thora. If Sandin was making little plans to assassinate our suspect, he would’ve found a way, no matter.’

      ‘Except I gave those assassins the wide-open opportunity they were needing.’ Thora felt a fool for believing she had the strength to dabble in such dangerous waters. Felt a fool for believing Osla was a good guide, who’d wanted the same things as Thora, when maybe it had only been vengeance that lay in the older woman’s heart.

      Osla had wanted the Bilik Paean woman dead for murdering her daughter, hadn’t she? And now the killer was dead. How could Thora know if Osla had tweaked her wish or not? Perhaps Osla had used Thora’s naivety to complete her own revenge.

      Diem would have seen through that. He was better at knowing the truth of people than Thora was. He would’ve known not to ask a grieving practitioner for help with such a thing.

      ‘Stop thinking on it,’ Soldier Skyin said, startling her. Thora had forgotten he was there.

      ‘Believe me,’ he added, ‘those assassins would’ve created their own nefarious opportunity, Thora. No matter what you planned. No matter what you did. No matter what beatwork you touched. Just be glad you remain alive, is all.’

      Thora snorted. ‘What’s dead is dead and all shall die.’

      Soldier Skyin smiled. ‘Ah, true enough. But not today, is all.’

      Then he was gone.

      Shouting erupted from the quad below Thora’s tower room. Movement and the noise of men calling to each other. It’d been that way since she’d first woken after her deep sleep. There was much to do after the attack. Bodies to return to families. Spilled blood and worse to scrub from stone. The charred prison building had to be dismantled and rebuilt.

      During her long sleep—when Thora’s injuries had kept her drifting—the sound of wailing had invaded her tower room. Endless keening and chanting. The sound hadn’t been a fever dream. The wailing continued even after Thora woke. Relatives visited Polity House. They’d come up the hill to identify and collect their dead. Thora still hadn’t asked who was left behind to mourn Soldier Carpin.

      There was no one to ask anyway. Thora was left alone in her tower.
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      By mid-morning she realised two guards hovered on the porch beyond her tower door.

      To keep her safe? To protect her?

      Or to keep Thora inside where she could do no more damage. She couldn’t be sure, but she guessed which option more likely.

      By midday, when sunlight shone bright from the high window, Thora grew restless enough to struggle to her feet and creep to the closed door. She eavesdropped on their endless murmurs. Two soldiers, themselves grown as frustrated as she was by all this waiting. They talked and talked.

      Yet Thora couldn’t believe what they said.

      They spoke of a young woman. Dead in the trees beside the black river.

      They said she killed herself with a rope. She’d been found swinging from the branches of the tallest tree.

      They said she was one of Sun-Master Sandin’s young maidservants.
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      Thora’s body moved as if within a dream. She was numb as she struggled into her black Investigation House uniform. She threw her crimson Death City clothes aside.

      She dragged her hair into two braids, not caring when loose strands escaped and hung across her broken face. She tied a wide sash belt firmly around her waist and didn’t flinch even when the stitches on her side pulled tight.

      It couldn’t be Effile.

      Please let it be some other girl. Some girl Thora didn’t know. Thora felt no better than Sun-Master Sandin—who’d climbed a mountain to find his daughter but held no pity whatsoever for the other girl’s corpse he’d found instead. Thora was the same. As long as it was not Effile, she didn’t care. She felt oily and sour but kept wishing it all the same.

      Exploding from the tower door onto the wide porch, Thora startled both young soldiers. They jerked to their feet, bathed in light pouring from the mountains, crisp and cool from unusually clear blue skies. The pointed tower rooftops were covered with snow, glaringly white in the sunshine. The view swept over Glasswater Bay, and on the other side of the craggy cliffs of the crescent island, the death giant’s ribs stood stark against the black churning ocean.

      She’d never seen the island like this. So clean and clear. Crisp. The snow still pure, not yet mixed with mud.

      ‘What’s true happened?’ Thora demanded. ‘What you speaking of just now?’

      The men bristled, and Thora bit her tongue before asking again, quietly this time, through gritted teeth. ‘Please, I heard you speaking true. A maidservant’s been killed? From Sun-Master Sandin’s tower?’

      One man glanced to the other, who shrugged.

      ‘Not killed,’ he said. ‘Suicide. Or so they say.’

      ‘And who... who was this girl?’

      The soldier hesitated. ‘No one seems to know for certain-like. Though Viceroy Bearin’s made the inquiry a priority. He sent men along to the river to investigate.’

      Thora sank to her knees. Her hands clutched at the uniform covering her wound, digging her fingers in. ‘Show me.’

      The two men shared a look. ‘Well … Scholar-Assistant Poplarin ordered us to keep an eye on you. For your own safety, he reckoned. You’re not well.’

      ‘Did he say I couldn’t leave my tower? Am I locked here, then?’

      One of the soldiers pressed his lips into a thin line. He turned and spat over the railing of the porch, glowering. ‘Touching the beat when you don’t even know what you’re touching? That’s a foolish action, right there. Some girl from the mainland coming out here and touching what’s ours.’

      ‘Getting us killed,’ the other agreed, but much softer, as if he was embarrassed for Thora to hear.

      She ignored them. What was the point of protesting when everything they said was true? ‘Am I a prisoner, then?’

      Hesitation. ‘No. We’re here to true protect you.’

      ‘Protect me down the river, then,’ Thora snapped.

      ‘I don’t think...’

      Her voice turned hard as ice. ‘Take me to the damned Dead-Daughter river, or Low Investigator Lakein will have your head!’

      Both soldiers flinched at Diem’s name. The harsher one still stood glaring, but clearly her empty threat had hit home.

      ‘Go on then.’ He jutted his chin. ‘If you fall and die on the way, what’s it to me? Not even Scholar-Assistant Poplarin will care true.’ He stomped down the rickety staircase, leaving the other soldier to watch over her. This man was even younger, and his hands fluttered nervously after his colleague.

      ‘Help me,’ Thora asked the remaining man. She made him hold her elbow steady as she dragged boots onto her feet. Made him help her down the stairs as she clutched her side. In the quad, Thora’s footsteps sunk deep into the snow. She shook the soldier off, leaving him to trail behind as she staggered toward the gate. She pressed tight against her wound as the stitches strained.

      Soon Thora’s skin burned, heat scorching her cheeks. She sucked in air through her swollen face, gasping. Her nose grew tighter, blood rushing through her body from the effort of dragging numb limbs beyond Polity House. Thora grunted at the pain but didn’t stop. All the way down the trailing path she went, slipping and sliding in the snow until the view was wide open all the way to the river.

      It looked different in the sunlight. The river shimmered like the sky, ice the colour of cloudy white pearls. The whole island had changed. The mountains were white and crisp, and the pine trees clung with hanging snow. A single enormous black gull soared peacefully above the path. Beautiful. Or it could’ve been. On a different day.

      Men swarmed like ants beside the river. Moving back and forth from the reed-choked banks into a small copse of blood-woods. The trees grew tall beside the last of the city towers, here on the outskirts of the sprawling streets. Thora stumbled down the hill, pitching once onto her knees. By the time she arrived at the blood-wood grove—emerging from the tall river grasses with the young soldier still in tow—her hand came back from her side wet with blood. Thora couldn’t find it within herself to care.

      Staggering into the blood-woods, her feet sunk into snow. The soldiers milling between the trees whispered, but no one held Thora back. The path opened into a small clearing. Here the ground was churned from men's boots, their heels cutting deep into the earth.

      ‘Dust-Caste Thora!’ Soldier Skyin appeared before her. He looked afraid, with his mouth set tight. ‘Why you here? Go back, Dust-Caste, go back.’

      ‘What’s happening?’ Thora clutched at his uniform, dragging at his collar. Panic now. This couldn’t be real. ‘Is it Effile? It’s not!’

      He said nothing, yet Thora saw the truth in his eyes.

      A muddy canvas sheet had been clumsily thrown across a body at the far end of the clearing. A hand hung from beneath the stained material. The fingernails were caked with mud.

      Thora’s airways closed tight. Her face was too swollen. She gasped and doubled over. It wasn’t Effile.

      It was not her.

      Please.

      She doubled over, coughing into the snow. Choking, she ended up on her knees.

      ‘Calm down,’ Soldier Skyin said urgently. His hand pressed against her back. ‘Calm down, Dust-Caste Thora. Be calm.’

      She stood, forced herself to inhale. To slow her hammering heart. ‘Is it her?’ It couldn’t be her.

      Honnan slowly nodded. ‘It is her true.’

      Black spots crowded Thora’s vision. ‘But they … they’re saying she killed herself?’

      ‘Yes. A Death City citizen found her hanging from a tree.’ He pointed. ‘There. That branch.’

      Thora stared. Shook her head. Effile’s smile pierced her thoughts, the sweetness in her expression. Her determined streak of pride. But the tree was too high. A small woman like Effile could never have climbed so high. It wasn’t possible.

      ‘That’s a … a damned Dead-Daughter lie,’ Thora gasped, ripping her aching body from Soldier Skyin’s hands. Her feet slid wildly in the churning mud. ‘She didn’t kill herself. I know it true.’

      Freeing herself from his pity, Thora turned away. She didn’t want to see the body. She didn’t want to see Effile’s face. ‘Sun-Master Sandin.’ Her expression twisted, a snarl on her lips. ‘Jolyen Sandin’s cleaning up his loose ends.’

      Or Effile had been discovered searching his private tower. Like Thora had ordered her to.

      She dared not say those words aloud.

      ‘Jolyen Sandin, Eleventh Daughter curse him!’ She wrenched herself from Soldier Skyin, marching away. She burst into the sunlight again, beyond the copse of rustling black trees. Thora lifted her ruined face to meet the sunshine and then she was away, limping with purpose toward the wide Death City road.

      Fury coursed through her veins, white hot and pulsing. And Thora lost herself inside it, drowned herself good and proper, and fanned the flames of it. Anything was easier … anything was better than…

      Crimson citizens from the city gathered on the road edge, swarming to the death scene. Thora pushed through the small crowd, taking in their wind-burned faces and threadbare clothes, their hair flowing loose in the island winds. They were all flies to a carcass. Come to see whatever horror there was to see.

      She finally slid past the last Death City citizens, almost shoving against them. Soldier Skyin was caught behind, lost in the crowd of people. Though he called her name, she didn’t stop. She didn’t stop when he shouted for Low Investigator Lakein either. Instead, she staggered faster up the hill, until she’d struggled the whole way into the winding city streets.

      The marketplace was crowded. Peddlers and blubber farmers yelling their wares. Citizens eating and drinking. Everyone stared as Thora limped by, bruised and swollen as she was. She barely noticed, wild with hatred. Clutching her side with fingers that came back wet with blood. She couldn’t bear to think of Effile, could not bear to face the truth... and so she staggered back onto the pathway, heading toward the Sandin tower ready to do...

      Something.

      Except she couldn’t, because Diem blocked her way.

      Vast and unmoving. In full battle uniform with the hilt of his copper-tin sword glinting over his shoulder.

      ‘Stop, Thora.’

      Her cheeks burned wet and hot. Tears streaming. But she did not want to stop. She wanted to rage for hours, for the rest of her life. Only then, could she keep her mind busy and away from the truth … She pushed past him, shoving his chest.

      ‘I’m going to the Sandin tower, I’ll—’

      ‘Stop!’ He yelled it, one hand closing tightly around Thora’s chin, forcing her head up to look at him. ‘Calm. Down.’

      He grasped her wrist and held it up, displaying a hand dripping blood, knuckles split and embedded with dirt. Thora’s hand? Had she fallen? Had she hit something? She couldn’t remember. Her fingers curled uselessly just like the dead girl’s had in the forest, with bright red spots falling to stain the snow. Thora laughed, swayed, and Diem dragged her closer, until she was half pressed against his chest, with her ruined hand held out before them so it touched nothing. He dragged her back through the marketplace in the opposite direction to the Sandin tower, with Thora bundled tight against him. She gave up struggling. Her energy burned out, and her anger leaked away. She felt as if she stood on the edge of a dark chasm.

      Effile. Effile.

      By the time they reached the central marketplace, Thora’s chest heaved as she gasped for air. Black spots swarmed her vision.

      Her hand truly hurt now that her head had cleared. Tears smeared her cheeks, but Thora didn’t care.

      Diem pulled her through a huddle of stalls, past steaming kettles of blubber stew and sizzling rhubarb cakes burning on metal dishes. Smoke rose into the clear sky. Everyone gawked.

      Thora swayed, squeezing her eyes shut. If Sun-Master Sandin was a killer—as she’d accused him of being—then so was she. He hadn’t touched Effile with his own hand, as Thora hadn’t.

      Yet it was murder all the same.
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        What’s dead is dead and all shall die. Gaze with affection on brother, father, son yet remember all are mortal and all must end. All that matters is the Red King and the Red Kingdom. Citizens must obey this teaching.—Red Reform laws

        

      

      Diem pushed Thora to sit at a painted wooden table outside a tavern tower. They were in the heart of the market, the whole place strung with clattering desert-glass strings. Crimson Death City citizens milled past on either side, busy in the sunshine. Diem called loudly to a serving man, ordering rhubarb savoury cakes and plenty of sour-sweet.

      The fire was gone from Thora’s insides.

      She was left exposed and vulnerable in this public place he’d brought her. As she glanced around, Thora attempted to wipe her tears. Diem grabbed her damaged hand before it touched her face. ‘Don’t move,’ he said. ‘Don't do naught. Just sit and drink, no? I’m coming back.’

      By the time Diem returned Thora had downed three bone-cups of sour-sweet liquor, and her tongue fizzed. She hadn’t touched the cakes.

      Diem sat at her side and carefully took Thora’s wrist into his hand. A small cloth bag lay near his knee, and he pulled the things he’d bought from within its depths.

      First a wet cloth for cleaning and then salve for after the grime had been removed. Thora winced as he worked, but neither of them spoke. With her free hand Thora poured herself another cup of sour-sweet and, after a moment of hesitation, she poured one for Diem, too. He took it and drank, his black eyes focused on her. Then he bent once more over Thora’s wounded hand.

      She watched as he worked. And she drank.

      Diem didn’t look up, even when he spoke. ‘Thora, why’d you never wear the winter hat? It was a gift, no?’

      She blinked. Hesitated. ‘It didn’t fit me.’

      ‘Liar. It fits you true.’ He spread the salve over her knuckles where the skin was broken. The wound looked better now, cleaner, with the blood and shards of wood gone.

      ‘You bend your fingers, then?’

      Thora tried, gasping at the sudden pain. But they all moved as they should.

      ‘Good,’ Diem said. ‘None broken.’

      The general hum of the marketplace remained loud and buzzing, but a long quiet stretched between them. Until the feeling of suffocation returned. Thora’s chest turned tight and her swollen face tighter, clogging her airways.

      ‘Tell me, then,’ she asked quietly, ‘what’ll happen after you leave Investigation House? What you expecting if you travel off west to your uncle's home beside the ocean? Or if you manage to steal away to Bilik Paean?’

      Diem met her stare. ‘I’m expecting I’d take over my uncle's forge and make a living true. Or start a forge of my own. I reckon I’d take a wife, have children.’ He raised his chin. ‘Live quietly and well. Grow old. See my grandchildren grow. What’s else for me to do?’

      ‘And you’d just give all this up?’ Thora was flushed with confusion. ‘Investigation House? Everything?’

      ‘What? All this?’ Diem’s words were sharp as he gestured around at the chaotic Death City market, down in the direction of the riverside. Back toward Sun-Master Sandin’s house.

      Thora turned away, dragging her injured hand from his grip. His words stung. It was Thora’s fault the investigation has become such a mess. He wouldn’t even pretend otherwise.

      Saying nothing, she reached for the pitcher of sour-sweet. Diem got there first. He poured the liquid into her bone-cup. And she watched him carefully. And realised that if she were to ask, Diem would take her as his wife, would become the father of her children, live with her and work beside her until she had grown old. Until she died.

      Diem held the full cup out, still staring.

      All that, at Thora’s fingertips.

      She took it and drank.

      And pushed her mind from that one night she’d chosen to walk inside his room. Thora didn’t want to think about how, at that moment, there’d been nothing else she’d wanted. Only him.

      The sour-sweet wiped it all away, and Thora pressed her lips together when the cup was empty. ‘I can’t leave, and you know it true,’ she said. ‘Look what I’ve done here. Destroyed Viceroy Bearin’s case. Derailed the entire investigation.’ She hesitated a moment before she said this last part, gathering courage. ‘And I’ve gone and … killed Effile. How’d I walk away from all that?’

      ‘You can’t leave, then. Fine, if it’s true. I’m not arguing on it.’ He hesitated, his voice turning soft. ‘But this and that will pass us by, Thora, and then one day it’ll all be over either way. So what then? What’ll you do?’

      Thora said nothing. She didn’t know what she wanted.

      Except that she wished desperately not to feel as she did, as a killer and a failure.

      She drew in a shuddering breath.

      ‘What about the Dust-Hunters?’ Her voice wavered, and she wouldn’t look at him.

      Diem tensed beside her, his body growing still.

      After a moment, a soft laugh escaped Thora’s mouth alongside a cloud of mist, the sound tinged bitter. He didn’t know either. Had no answers. Those Dust-Hunters would come for her, as they came for every Dust who ran. They’d burn her, too, if she disappeared from City of Pillars and left behind her Dust papers locked in the vaults at Investigation House.

      She poured another cup of sour-sweet. And then after only a moment’s hesitation, she poured another for Diem, and they drank together in silence as the day grew old. As the shadows lengthened across the marketplace and marsupial-rodents swarmed from tower to tower.
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      By the time Diem announced it was time to return to Polity House, it’d grown dark, and Thora was unsteady on her feet. She was drunk enough to lean heavily on him as they walked, still cradling her swollen hand against her chest. Diem remained as he always did. Steady.

      As they walked, Thora imagined winter tigers. She imagined them slipping between the shadows, imagined shining red eyes staring from between the ramshackle city towers, from within the dark lanes. Beasts stalking them.

      Her body tensed and Diem noticed, his arm holding her upright. ‘What’s it?’

      ‘Nothing.’

      ‘Thora … it true wasn’t your fault,’ he said quietly. ‘Not the attack on Polity House nor what happened to Effile. The crooked beat is just some low story, is what I reckon.’

      Even with her mind numbed by alcohol, she knew what he was doing. ‘Don’t patronise me,’ Thora snapped.

      Diem only smiled, rare for him. And unexpected. It made her stare. And when she finally tore her gaze away and allowed him to support her steps once more, his mouth pressed against her hair. A kiss. Quiet. No words to accompany it. And that was unexpected too, leaving her shivering in the dark.

      They walked slowly along the winding path in silence, back toward Polity House. Diem’s hand pressed against her side. Even with the bleeding ebbing, she would need to ask the cook to examine the sliced flesh when they returned to Polity House.

      If the woman would.

      Perhaps one of the men who’d been murdered by the assassins had been a son or husband.

      Thora swayed, thinking of Sun-Master Sandin and Effile, of the killer from Bilik Paean. Thinking of Shea and her young midnight man, Misha.

      Pieces. That fit together or didn’t.

      Threads.

      ‘Diem,’ she said. ‘What’d you find at the scene today? Down by the river.’

      ‘What you reckon I found, then?’

      Thora’s lips curled bitter. ‘I reckon you found the branch Effile hung from was far too lofty for her to climb alone. She was strong and tall for a woman, I’d say, but it was much too high to reach herself, no?’

      ‘Just so. What else?’

      ‘You probably checked on her throat and found no signs of a struggle on her flesh, no nefarious bruising nor cuts. If someone hangs themselves to death there’s usually a struggle, unless the initial fall breaks their neck first.’

      ‘Her neck wasn’t broke.’

      Thora nodded. ‘Well, then. I’d say it’d be easier to... to murder her first, then cover it by tying her to the tree. Easier than simply... ending Effile’s life that way.’ She panted, that feeling of suffocation returning. Their pace slowed to a crawl.

      ‘True enough,’ Diem said. ‘And the blood-wood branch the rope was tied to, the bark was cracked only beneath the rope itself, pouring red sap, it was, but nowhere else on either side of where it hung. There was no struggle. Once hung, the rope never moved.’

      Tears slid across Thora’s frozen cheeks. But her voice held steady, devoid of emotion. ‘Effile was murdered first, then. Before she was hung. Reckon if there were no signs of an obvious struggle marking her body, then she was most likely suffocated. Not so much trace with that one. Is that what you’re suspecting, too?’

      Diem hesitated.

      ‘Don’t keep it from me,’ she warned. ‘It’s not your right.’

      He relented. ‘We found an abandoned water tin by the river, overturned in the reeds, it was. I’m taking a guess that Effile must’ve gone down at dawn. See, her face and hair were covered in crystals of ice, but naught snow or rain came down today. She was drowned, I reckon. Her face held under.’

      Thora inhaled, attempting to slow her throbbing heart. ‘Why’d he go kill her, though? Sun-Master Sandin, I’m meaning. Reckon it was him for certain-like. Who else, no?’

      They arrived at Polity House and stopped together in the gloom beyond the torchlight. Flaming metal drums burned beside the entrance gate and the wind picked up, slicing in with salt from the wide bay.

      Diem peered at her curiously. ‘We’re already true aware of why Sandin murdered her, no? Jolyen Sandin killed Effile because he’s got a lot of something to hide.’

      ‘True enough, but I’m pondering about how he knew she was with Investigation House, see? How’d he know for certain Effile was working his tower for the viceroy? She’d already been in his tower so long. Then what changed? Why do it now?’

      Diem said nothing, and she knew what he was thinking. Thora pulled from his warm body. She no longer needed his help to stand. The alcohol had long since worn off, and the cold wind had cleared her head.

      She grimaced. Diem clearly believed that Sun-Master Sandin had discovered Effile breaking into his private tower on the night of the distraction.

      ‘Thora, come on inside,’ is all he said. ‘It’s a cold one tonight and you’re not yet well.’ He moved as if to take her arm, but Thora stepped away.

      ‘Listen to me. If Effile gone lugged her heavy tin pot all the way to the river at dawn, and you found it lying discarded in the reeds like she’d fought an unexpected struggle for her life, then I’m reckoning she mustn’t have had any inkling her identity was uncovered. Means she didn’t know they’d discovered who she was and what she worked for!’

      Diem stood still, waiting.

      ‘And that means she either got well away with searching his private tower or she never even got a chance to try. Don't you see, it means Sun-Master Sandin found out her identity another which way.’

      ‘Not necessary-like. Maybe someone saw Effile exploring Jolyen Sandin’s tower, and she never even knew she’d been seen?’

      Thora shook her head. ‘Doubtful. They saw her and then did nothing about it for more than two full days? Give her all that time to talk, why?’

      She had his attention now. Diem tensed, rolling his shoulders beneath his battle coat as he considered her words. ‘What other way could they have known about Effile, then? What’s it you suspect?’

      ‘Diem. We know someone inside Polity House been leaking information. We’ve known it a long time.’

      ‘But only Viceroy Bearin and Soldier Skyin knew true about Dust-Caste Effile,’ Diem breathed. ‘I trust them.’

      Thora pressed her hands against her face.

      Her fault again.

      ‘Someone else knew,’ she whispered.

      Diem stared. Waiting.

      Always Thora’s fault.

      ‘When I first woke... when I woke up true after the attack, I asked about her. I asked. You remember?’

      Diem’s eyes widened.

      And then he was gone, sprinting into Polity House. He disappeared into the pool of warm light, leaving Thora alone in the night.
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        Unsanctioned trade beyond the Red Kingdom’s borders is forbidden. Only limited trade, as regulated by Law House and War House, is permitted through the Red Kingdom’s two open ports—Open Port West and Open Port East. The Red Kingdom will remain self-sufficient for all materials, food, weapons, and no contact will be made with neighbouring nations, unless ordered by the Red King. This keeps the Red Kingdom pure, moral, and strong.—Red Reform laws

        

      

      Scholar-Assistant Poplarin screamed as soldiers dragged him from his warm tower bed. More of the viceroy’s men waited in the quad to arrest him, but they weren’t needed in the end. The man barely put up a fight. He was dragged down the stairs, still wearing his sleeping clothes—crimson, of course—with his long red hair loose and dishevelled. It was Poplarin’s eyes that Diem noticed most, though. They were wild. Rolling in their sockets to show the whites, visible even in the night.

      Diem didn’t flinch at all the wailing. His heart had grown hard over the years, and he found he had no pity left. The Cold War with its vicious, bloody battles had cured him of all that. And even if it hadn’t, he’d witnessed too many beat-accused practitioners burn in the plaza to care so much for Poplarin’s fate.

      It was what the Red Kingdom did, he mused. Turned its citizens cold.

      An image rose in Diem’s mind as Poplarin screamed. And a woman’s terror mingled with the scholar-assistant’s howling. That Gold House door back in the capital. Looming unopened in his head. Until the Gold woman’s screams were cut short. And Diem standing outside and doing nothing. Only watching as a young man with a cold wet smile appeared from within. His gaze meeting Diem’s as Leon Grassin followed behind.

      Diem rolled his shoulders. His neck. This time right now was different from that Gold House door. This time he would act. Diem turned his mind toward that small dead girl in the forest, picturing the fear etched onto her face for all of time, frozen in place. A beat of anger entered his hard heart and Diem nodded.

      He was ready to do what must be done.

      The inverted prison tower was gone, destroyed by the fire, and not yet rebuilt. So, Scholar-Assistant Poplarin was hauled screaming to a storage tower across the quad near the kitchen. It was a small structure made from wood and mud brick. The walls inside were lined with baskets of grain and dried salt fish. Blubber packed in vast tin pots stood stacked high at one end. Tiny hopping marsupial-rodents scattered out of their way.

      Instead of following Diem and the soldiers inside, Thora lingered at the door. She was wary of Viceroy Bearin’s anger tonight, and with good reason. The viceroy stormed across the quad, long-limbed strides pacing back and forth until his face shined with sweat. When he saw Thora, his expression was enough to convey his feelings, yet his actions spoke even louder. He waved for one of his soldiers to escort her from the quad. They left her beyond the gate and, with the viceroy’s attention now focused on their prisoner, no one except Diem noticed when Thora crept back through the dark to listen once more at the tower’s door.

      Tonight, Polity House was on lockdown.

      The first thing Viceroy Bearin had done when Diem told him what they suspected about Poplarin was to dismiss half his men and send them home into Death City down the hill. The only soldiers who remained were a trusted inner crew. Soldier Honnan Skyin and the four men he’d vouched for.

      The viceroy wished to keep this quiet and away from Sun-Master Sandin’s ears.

      Viceroy Bearin paced, though inside the cramped tower the space was limited. He managed it somehow, and Diem stood nearby with arms folded. He had a mask for moments like this, when it was safer to keep his feelings to himself and hide all weakness. And so his expression remained as hard as his heart, only that thrumming of anger beneath the stone.

      Poplarin would receive no sympathy tonight, not from Diem, nor from the viceroy. The scholar-assistant had chosen his pathway, and now he would pay for his crimes.

      When it was time for the interrogation to begin, a rope was brought ready for binding. The viceroy’s soldiers dragged the suspect from the storage tower prison as he cried. Poplarin’s face dripped wet with tears, and his mouth drooled as he pleaded for mercy. ‘Viceroy Bearin, please. I’m innocent!’

      No one listened.

      Poplarin’s pleas turned to wordless wails as he was bound to the crimson interrogation pole, and still the viceroy said nothing at all, though it seemed his pacing had finally ended.

      ‘I’ve done nothing! Please, Viceroy Bearin. I’m true innocent! I never made no deals with Sun-Master Sandin. I’ve never hardly been near him!’

      Diem growled. ‘Except when he paid you good and proper for your words, no doubt.’

      Scholar-Assistant Poplarin’s eyes bulged. ‘No! No, no, no. That’s not true, I would never. I would never! I beg you, Viceroy Bearin, you must believe me. I would never betray you!’

      The viceroy remained silent, and Poplarin sobbed harder beneath his blunt red fringe. His wails reminded Diem of the island’s winter tigers, calling to each other in the mountains, their howls drifting on the wind. Yet this sound was different. Poplarin’s voice was choked with fear.

      Despite the prisoner’s screams, and despite his promises he’d already told the whole truth, Poplarin was tortured. Knives and whipping sticks and other crimson tools, favoured by Purge House so far away in the capital. Diem forced himself not to look away. He’d seen it all before, anyway. He turned his mind back to that memory of the little girl lying dead in the snow of the mountain, and he stoked that seed of anger burning in his heart. He thought, too, of Dust-Caste Effile. How it’d been him who’d climbed onto the cart they’d brought to the river, him who’d cut her body loose as she swung among the blood-wood branches. No room for mercy tonight.

      Soon the betrayer’s screams filled the air, and the tigers in the mountains howled in harmony.

      It drew on and on, until finally Poplarin’s cries became whimpers of submission. He’d held on far longer than Diem had expected. The torture stopped. Only silence, punctured by Poplarin’s gasps.

      The man remained doubled over; the ropes that bound his body to the interrogation pole stopped him from collapsing. His sleeping clothes shimmered wetly beneath the torchlight. They were already coloured crimson—so it was hard to tell where the blood ended or began. His cheeks were carved in deep bubbling patterns, and his face dripped red. All the fingers of one hand had been snapped.

      It was the end of the road for Poplarin. No matter what he said next, Diem didn’t believe the viceroy would let Poplarin walk away from this. The scholar-assistant would surely die here. In this quad. Perhaps not tonight. But soon.

      ‘Poplarin, tell me, how long?’ The viceroy stood over the prisoner. It seemed the real interrogation had finally begun. ‘How long have you betrayed me? Since this case began? Since I arrived for my term on this island? How long have you been spying for Sun-Master Sandin?’

      The prisoner blinked, bloody spit dribbling from his murmuring lips.

      ‘If you don’t speak up, we’ll only torture you again,’ snapped the viceroy. ‘Speak truth!’

      Finally, words drooled from the prisoner’s mouth alongside the blood. ‘Since... since I … began working here, at Polity House. A long time...’ The scholar-assistant stopped and coughed, though it soon passed. Thora hovered at a gateway far enough to escape the viceroy’s notice, listening from the shadows.

      ‘Before I ever took up this position, then,’ Viceroy Bearin said. ‘And what was your role and purpose?’

      ‘My... my role … Viceroy?’

      ‘What were you paid to accomplish?!’

      ‘I was to... to change Polity House … books. The records. The girls... later, after the investigations came up … empty, if they were investigated … at all, I was to change the entries to mark them as suicides … or runaways … before the reports were sent to the capital for … checking.’

      Viceroy Bearin shook with anger, his shoulders stiffening.

      Silence. Only the crackling of the flames still burning in wide metal dishes and the howling of the winter tigers. Now they’d started, the tigers wouldn’t stop.

      ‘And what else,’ Viceroy Bearin ordered. ‘What else were you paid to do?’

      ‘To... keep an eye on each viceroy who arrived … into Death City and... to report back to Sun-Master Sandin if there were any... problems.’

      ‘What kind of problems?’

      ‘Problems like … this investigation … upper-sir. If you were getting too... close.’ Poplarin crumpled as if he would cry but seemed to have no tears left. He blinked and more spittle slid from his bloody lips. ‘Please, Viceroy Bearin … it’s always been this way. I never thought... I never once thought... it was not what I wanted, but I had no choice. He offered me money, or he said he would... cast me down … have me dismissed. My family, Viceroy Bearin … who would feed them?’

      The viceroy stood like the mountains that surrounded Polity House, silent and unmoved by the scholar-assistant’s pleading. Diem kept his expression empty of emotion—there was room for none during an interrogation like this. He stepped from the shadows and stood before the prisoner, clearing his throat.

      ‘What’s Jolyen Sandin’s involvement in our case?’ he asked. ‘He works close alongside his prospective in-laws, I’m reckoning, on that little port island of theirs. Spends his days dabbling in the black sail trade? Selling young Death City women into the Gold life and slavery?’

      ‘I did not … know.’ Poplarin gasped. ‘I did not.’

      Diem crouched before him, until their faces were level. ‘You knew true. Don’t lie to me now.’

      ‘I did not...’

      Diem viciously grasped the prisoner’s chin, his fingers digging in hard and smearing Poplarin’s blood. The prisoner whimpered, tears leaking over his cheeks. But Diem didn’t let go.

      ‘No point denying it,’ Diem said quietly. ‘Admit what’s real. You knew.’

      Poplarin’s face crumpled, and the sobs broke out once more. ‘Yes... it’s true.’ His words were so choked it was difficult to hear. ‘I … knew.’

      Diem let the prisoner’s face go.

      ‘It was Sun-Master Sandin’s … idea,’ Poplarin continued. ‘His men take the girls and … send them away to the port island. He created this business … himself. He’s to blame for what’s happened …’

      ‘He built this big black sail trade all on his lonesome, did he?’ Diem asked quietly.

      After a long moment of hesitation, Poplarin nodded.

      ‘Seems a big organisation for a regional Sun-Noble to run alone,’ Diem pressed. ‘Don’t you agree on it, Scholar-Assistant Poplarin?’

      ‘He runs it alone … Sun-Master Sandin is the head of it.’ A strange desperation rippled beneath Poplarin’s bloodied skin. ‘Alone.’

      Diem leaned closer, intimidating. ‘If that’s indeed so, tell me true, who was that woman what came all the way from Bilik Paean and why?’

      ‘Just a woman... she worked for Sun-Master Sandin, too.’

      ‘Did she now? And those assassins in black who broke into our prison and murdered her and all our men, they working for Sun-Master Sandin, too, you’d say?’

      ‘I … course... yes, course...’

      Diem stood tall, towering over Poplarin, his gaze bearing down on the prisoner. ‘Right. Local men, were they? Suppose that’s why they left a true-iron blade behind after stabbing a girl’s belly? We’ve got copper mines a plenty in the deep north, Scholar-Assistant Poplarin, and don’t I know it. I fought the Cold War, I did. But seems to me a true-iron knife is expensive trade. Wondering how a blade like that arrived in Death City, no? Not in the hands of any local man, is my reckoning.’

      Poplarin’s eyes rolled, focused on the low investigator. He said nothing.

      Viceroy Bearin cleared his throat, frowning at Diem. ‘You believe those assassins were not from the Red Kingdom? You think they were men sent from the same place as our dead Bilik Paean woman, come to tie the loose ends she left?’

      Diem only shrugged. He didn’t know anything for certain.

      The viceroy continued, ‘Perhaps, Scholar-Assistant Poplarin, you refuse to speak because you are afraid you will meet the same fate as our past prisoner? Silenced by those you work for, before you can confess your crimes?’ He strode over and bent low, his face directly in his former scholar-assistant’s line of vision.

      The viceroy spoke soft. ‘I promise you this will not happen. If you are to die, it will be on my orders. No one else’s. This I can promise you. And will give you something to think on perhaps, as you wait alone in your cell.’

      Poplarin’s whimpers wracked his body, and Diem turned his mind back to the message Poplarin had carried to Sun-Master Sandin, knowing that his words would mean a young woman's death. Effile’s death. He’d made the choice to do it anyway.

      It was Poplarin, too, who’d informed Sun-Master Sandin that the viceroy and most of his men would leave the prison unattended. Poplarin’s colleagues had died that night because of the words he’d carried. Because of him, Effile had died, too.

      Diem’s stone heart turned harder in his chest. And he didn’t turn away as the viceroy’s soldiers tortured the prisoner once more. Poplarin’s screams rang out through the night and were lost on the wind.

      Diem listened but he didn’t listen. He dreamed instead of faraway places that he would never visit, and faraway lives that he would never live. Of the Gold Age and how things used to be in those books he’d read that had now all burned. And all the while, a bone-deep exhaustion like he’d never felt before—not even during those long years of the Cold War—crept through his body like ice.

      The winter tigers howled in the mountains, and Diem listened but he didn’t listen. And his body turned to stone to match his heart.
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        Dust-Caste workers, including Gold women, may amass a small amount of personal wealth, within the guidelines set by their private owner or the State Organ House where they reside. This could be obtained via tips, gifts, trade, by teaching apprenticeships or for the sale of crafted goods and personal belongings.—Red Reform Laws

        

      

      Viceroy Bearin sat at the head of his office table, flanked by two trusted soldiers.

      Thora was not invited to sit at the table with the others; instead, she hovered inside the tower door with her head lowered. It was late at night and frost crept inside, curling around her ankles. Her muddied boots were not enough to keep her warm.

      ‘We know for certain that on the night of Shea Sandin’s disappearance, the woman from Bilik Paean was stalking that crimson Death City girl. Osla’s little daughter, I mean,’ the viceroy recited as Soldier Honnan Skyin wrote his words, creating a report. The viceroy continued, gesturing with thin fingers. ‘Yet Shea Sandin became involved, by chance. It seems the woman from Bilik Paean did not know the girl was Sun-Master Sandin’s daughter, dressed as she was, like a Death City Moon-Caste woman.’

      Soldier Skyin nodded as he busily scratched ink onto his report. Diem did nothing except stare at his hands, folded on the table before him.

      ‘Both young women were abducted,’ Viceroy Bearin added. ‘Yet a struggle ensued whereby the crimson girl was killed. Scholar-Assistant Poplarin has confessed that Sun-Master Sandin used us—Polity House—to place pressure on his daughter Shea’s abductor by sending our men into the mountains. He wanted to pressure the kidnapper enough for her to bring his daughter home.’

      Soldier Skyin snorted, peering up from his report. Ink stained his fingers. ‘If that Bilik Paean woman was working true for Sun-Master Sandin, as Poplarin keeps insisting, then there’d be no need for any roundabout pressure. Poplarin’s a liar, he is.’

      ‘Poplarin’s true afraid,’ Diem said quietly, and Thora silently agreed with him. Diem continued, ‘Whomever stands tall behind Jolyen Sandin is powerful, I’d say, and will most like attempt a kill on our new prisoner soon as they realise we’ve got him.’

      Viceroy Bearin’s face clouded with anger, sweat prickling his cheeks above his greying beard. He caught Thora watching and immediately she whipped her face to the floor, flattening her stained uniform against her hips and smoothing her braids with her good hand. She didn’t want to be sent away.

      ‘Whatever trafficking organisation Sun-Master Sandin is involved in,’ the viceroy said eventually, ignoring Thora and waving at Soldier Skyin to begin writing again. ‘…using Polity House soldiers to search the mountains has worked. Whoever these traffickers are, they sent his daughter back home to him. A husk of herself, but alive at least.’

      He paused while Soldier Skyin scratched at his report, and then continued, ‘Sun-Master Sandin then wished the investigation to immediately cease in case he himself became implicated. Yet the most interesting aspect of all, is the way the Sun-Noble has used us and the prince to achieve his goals, instead of directly dealing with the abductors himself. It makes me suspect that relations between him and this group he’s partnered with are... strained.’

      ‘Just so.’ Diem leaned forward, grimacing. ‘He’d not need to post mercenaries by his gates both day and night if Sandin held no worries of attack. Or assassination.’

      ‘Very well, it seems it’s time to draw up a warrant for Sun-Master Sandin’s arrest.’

      As soon as the words left Viceroy Bearin’s mouth, Soldier Skyin leapt to his feet, fire in his expression and the report long forgotten. The other two soldiers moved toward the door as well, and though she knew her input was not welcome, Thora couldn’t help but speak, her voice wavering.

      ‘You true can’t.’

      All movement ceased, all sound. All attention on Thora.

      Viceroy Bearin glowered, cold like the black river winding beside Death City. ‘And why’s that? Please, enlighten me, Dust-Caste Thora.’

      She hesitated. ‘It’s only this one testimony from Poplarin we’ve got. Dragged out under torture. And Sun-Master Sandin’s connections in the capital run deep. He’ll get the arrest overturned, no?’

      The viceroy’s expression was thunderous as he rose to his feet. Thora dropped her gaze to the floor. She’d killed Effile and many of the viceroy’s soldiers through her careless actions. She’d created an opportunity for the assassination of an important suspect. She knew he didn’t want to listen to her.

      Yet it was Diem who broke the suffocating silence.

      ‘Thora’s right, Viceroy Bearin. Like it or not, those words ring true.’

      ‘No, Low Investigator Lakein.’ The viceroy slammed a hand against the table, sending maps and reports flying. ‘The Dust-Caste is wrong. Again. I have a testimony and I’ll use it to end this farce of a case.’

      He glared across the table at Diem, folding his insect-like arms over his chest. ‘And that Dust-Caste is no longer welcome in the office! I told you this already.’

      Diem pulled himself to his feet as well, taller than the viceroy now. ‘Yet she’s still right, see? The prince gone used his influence to help Jolyen Sandin in the past, so why not now? I reckon if we mark Sandin as a lawbreaker, and traitor to his country besides, by Red Reform laws we’ll be marking his little uncle in City of Pillars as the same. True enough? So the problem I’m seeing, is that Sun-Master Sandin’s uncle is close with the prince.’

      ‘What’s it you trying to say?’ Soldier Skyin’s hands curled into fists, his tense shoulders a mirror of the viceroy’s own stance.

      Diem didn’t back down. ‘Ruin the uncle’s reputation, get him turned to Dust, what’s that going to do to the Red Family, then? A friend of the prince, struck down? Sounds like a taint, to me. You truly reckon the prince will allow himself to get dragged into this whole mess? You think he wants Purge House to know he’s been applying capital city pressure for a Sun-Noble what’s been arrested for smuggling girls by the black sail trade? You reckon the Red King will just sit on back and watch all that unfold?’

      ‘Then tell me, Low Investigator Lakein.’ Viceroy Bearin’s voice pitched dangerously low. ‘What’s your suggestion? What do you propose we do? Allow Poplarin to walk free? Is that your grand plan?’

      Diem bristled but didn’t answer, the two men as fierce and unmoving as the other, until Soldier Skyin’s uncertain voice interjected.

      ‘What if we had other evidence, then? More of it, I’m meaning. To prove Sun-Master Sandin’s involvement? Something to add alongside our tiny testimony from Scholar-Assistant Poplarin? And … what if we got Purge House true involved?’

      Thora gaped, staring at Honnan along with everyone else. She was so shocked she dared to speak again. ‘Purge House, is what you’re saying?’

      Honnan Skyin lifted his hands. ‘No, listen on up first. See, those Crimson Warriors don’t just cause fear for us lowly castes, after all, and then it’d tie the prince’s hands a little, no? I’ve heard a tale or two about a rift growing true between Purge House and the Red Family. Might be just about the only thing our king true fears, those mad Crimson Warriors, I reckon.’

      Diem shrugged without taking his focus off the viceroy. But he was listening.

      Thora was the one who answered, gathering her courage. ‘Just so, Soldier Skyin. Purge House is a good play. And hard evidence of Sun-Master Sandin’s crimes, irrefutable, with Purge House involved besides. All that might get a prince backing away fast. The Red Family would cast Jolyen Sandin aside and do it quick, I reckon. Even Sandin’s uncle if they must, no matter how close a friend he is with the prince.’

      Skyin smiled. ‘The Red Family would sever the connection. Perhaps even judge Sun-Master Sandin more harshly simply to create some distance, I’d say. Got public opinion to worry about, they do.’

      ‘Yet there is no other evidence,’ Viceroy Bearin snapped, before Thora and Skyin could get too excited. His long limbs shivered, spider-like once more. ‘This is all we have, now, our final chance to charge Sandin for his crimes. The longer we wait the less likely we can keep Poplarin alive long enough to speak as a witness at Sun-Master Sandin’s Purge Trial. No. We will proceed. It’s what I order.’

      In the silence that followed, Thora couldn’t stop the words from spilling over. Now she had begun speaking her mind, it seemed impossible to stop.

      ‘Viceroy Bearin, you didn’t hear what we said? There’s no lie in it. The testimony of a regional scholar-assistant can easily come undone. The Red Family will bury our investigation to avoid scandal. And we’ll all be buried true alongside it!’ Her voice rose, desperate to make him see the folly behind his order. ‘You’ll lose your position, I reckon. Or worse, be marked incompetent and burned on a pyre in the capital!’

      Silence.

      She’d gone too far. Much too far.

      Thora blinked at the viceroy. Her breathing turned shallow, afraid.

      Viceroy Bearin vibrated with anger, and his lips pressed thin and hard. Yet it was Diem he faced, not Thora.

      ‘Take her from my office.’

      Diem didn’t move. ‘Her words are true, all the same, Viceroy Bearin. Pays to listen, sometimes.’

      The viceroy barked a laugh. ‘I never thought to experience such disrespect from you, Low Investigator Lakein! Yet I should have. Your reputation precedes you. And it seems you are exactly what they say you are. Ruled by personal vendetta and passion. You cannot control your own subordinate. You are incompetent!’

      The viceroy spat his next words, his voice rising harsh as the wind outside the tower. ‘You think we do not know the truth? Because we are regional officers all the way out here on the Thousand Island Frontier? Because this island is isolated? We know. You are a killer, Low Investigator Lakein. The worst kind. Maybe that investigator was corrupt, but no one, no one, raises a hand against one of his own brothers among our Houses! That man was protected as we all are, and he deserved an arrest and a fair trial, as we all do.’

      Diem said nothing. His expression remained the same. Blank.

      Viceroy Bearin was panting, though. And shaking with fury. ‘But what did you give him instead? He was your junior, under your command, under your protection, and yet you beat an investigation brother to death with your bare hands! Right in front of your superiors! Everyone here knows what you are. Everyone knows why you stand before me demoted to low investigator when you used to be middle!’

      ‘You don’t know,’ Thora blurted into the shocked silence, her heart beating hard against her chest. ‘You weren’t there! So what can you know?’ Her hands curled into fists and pain lanced like a knife through her ruined fingers.

      The viceroy turned on her, hissing. ‘You will leave my office, Dust-Caste Thora! Do not make me say this again. You will go or be removed. Leave!’

      For a moment, Thora stood frozen still, shocked by her own outburst. But she did as the viceroy ordered. She stumbled outside into the rushing wind. It tore at her muddy uniform and whipped her braids into a frenzy. She dropped from the porch onto the snow in the quad, gasping as she strode aimless. Finally, at the furthest edge of Polity House, Thora sank to a crouch in the shelter of a storage tower. Her body shook. From exhaustion or from horror at her outburst, she didn’t know. In City of Pillars, she would’ve been sent for a Purge Trial for speaking so to a superior. She dropped her head into her hands.

      Crunching footsteps approached across the snow. Diem hesitated a long moment before he spoke.

      ‘Thora, I don’t need you protecting me.’

      She looked up. ‘No? You don’t care what that viceroy thinks of you? What tales he spins, gossiping all about the place with his men?’

      ‘No. I don’t true.’ He was firm.

      Thora paused and said quietly, ‘I do. I care.’

      ‘You shouldn’t. Viceroy Bearin’s not wrong, no?’

      ‘He is wrong.’

      ‘How’s he wrong? I did kill that man. And he true was a low investigator of Investigation House, no? He was a junior under my command, just as the viceroy says. Tell me how he’s wrong?’

      ‘Maybe some of it’s right, but you were...’

      ‘There’s no excuse for what I did, Thora. There’s a code and a process, no? I broke it, and there’s no changing it. At Investigation House, we protect our own.’

      ‘What code, then? Should a bad man be left to his nefarious deeds just because he’s a brother of your house? That’s Dead-Daughter crock, is what it is! What code is that?’

      Diem shook his head. ‘It’s the code we got, is all. And it’s kept Investigation House turning long enough.’ He rubbed a hand over his face. ‘I did what I did, Thora. No point in pretending different. For me or for you, nor for the viceroy neither. He can say what he feels on it, and I’ll not stop him, no matter how spiky.’

      Silence seeped between them as images rose in Thora’s mind of Diem and how he’d looked that night of the Purge Hunt. Standing in the Gold House quad with his hands dripping blood. Two bodies had been lying at his feet, one slashed across the throat and the other almost pulp, with the face caved in. Firelight had flickered on the wet that pooled across the gravel quad.

      It was Diem’s expression, though, that Thora would never forget.

      He’d been alive with fury. With a hatred that seemed to burn through his skin until it was all he was.

      Leon Grassin was the first one.

      A blade to his throat, quick and efficient, instead of the sanctioned arrest. Leon had been a simple Moon-Caste lawbreaker. A caretaker at the greatest Gold House in City of Pillars. A man with connections. A man with rich friends.

      He wouldn’t have stayed in prison long with friends like that, which is what Diem had whispered to Thora often enough. Diem had told her also that Leon Grassin would be set free before he ever undertook a Purge Trial or burned for his crimes. Freedom was a commodity it seemed, another product to be bought and sold. And caretaker Leon Grassin was a man who had coin aplenty.

      The second man’s death had been much more brutal. And more complicated for all involved.

      He’d been an investigator, after all, a young man who’d been working alongside Diem in the Gold House the last moon before the final raid. Thora had barely met him but once or twice through their undercover work, but this low investigator had been answering to Diem as his superior.

      The investigator’s death had occurred as the Purge Hunt ended, with Diem on the younger man like a wild animal with fists pounding that face until it caved, until other investigators managed to haul him off. Thora had witnessed it all.

      Then, as Diem had stood in the flame-light drenched in blood, he’d spat on that man’s corpse, hatred burning in his eyes.

      Thora peered up at Diem now. What had he seen that low investigator do? Diem was not a man who cracked nor broke. But that night, he’d lost himself.

      Of course, Diem had testified that the low investigator was corrupt and up to nefarious deeds alongside Leon Grassin. And he’d been able to prove as much, so had been released from Investigation House’s inverted prison tower quick enough.

      But he was an investigator who’d hurt one of his own, and that stain didn’t wash off.

      Thora stared. What had led Diem to that moment in the night? Standing with his chest heaving and his hands smeared in another man’s blood?

      One day she would ask him.

      And she would tell him of the mercenary in that home of hollow love who’d given her the glass-sweet, the man whose name she didn’t remember. Yet whose kindness and bloody death lived on inside Thora, breathing and simmering beneath all things. And she would ask Diem what it was that haunted his dreams.

      But she did not have the courage to ask him tonight.

      Thora didn’t know why Diem had done what he did. Sometimes though, she thought she could understand it, her own desperation to close their Death City case sliding deep beneath her skin. Threads had taken sharp hold of her heart and dug so deep that she doubted they would ever let go.

      But she still didn’t believe he had been right.

      ‘It’s late,’ Diem said eventually, when they’d been without speaking for too long. He nodded across the open quad, motioning for Thora to follow. Ice hung in the chill air, with snow underfoot and clinging to the rooftops and walls. They walked silently across the quad, their steps loud in the night.

      Polity House was mostly empty. Viceroy Bearin had lost much of his trust after what happened with Poplarin. Thora couldn’t blame him. Though Poplarin swore he was the last informant within their walls, it paid to be careful. The viceroy wouldn’t allow one of his own men to wound him so deeply again.

      The winter air cooled Thora’s anger, and soon she was sorry for her careless words to Viceroy Bearin. She should have handled it differently.

      Another mistake. By doing as she had, she’d only alienated him further. He would not listen the next time she spoke. Another foolish decision among many.

      Diem led them to the kitchen tower at the back of Viceroy Bearin’s central building and pushed open the wooden door. Fire glowed warm and orange from the furnace. It filled the lowest level of the tower with humidity, thawing Thora’s fingers until her injured hand throbbed.

      ‘Reckon we’re grateful for all your waiting,’ Diem said, and at the sound of his voice the office cook appeared down a small ladder.

      ‘No trouble, Investigator,’ she told him. Her round face was strained, as weary as the rest of them here in Polity House. She motioned to Thora. ‘Sit on down, girl.’

      Diem ushered Thora toward a small stool beside the furnace. ‘The cook will tend on your stitches true. They’ve come undone, I reckon.’

      Thora touched her side as Diem exited the warm kitchen without another word, leaving her alone with the cook.

      ‘Go on, sit.’ The woman motioned for Thora to undo her uniform buttons so she could probe the injury beneath. Thora didn’t resist, allowing the cook to help her from the clothes, loosening her skirts so they could be pulled from their bindings at her waist. The cook examined the wound and told Thora to grit her teeth around a stick while she fixed the loose stitches, drawing them from the flesh only to begin all over again. The room was so humid it soaked deep inside Thora’s bones. A wave of exhaustion made her sway.

      ‘By the Eleventh Daughter, I’d say you shouldn’t have left your fine bed today,’ the cook said. ‘You’re not well and now you look worse than you did. Your body won’t be what it was, for a bit yet, I reckon. You lay in fevers for so long. We all worried you wouldn’t wake.’

      Thora wanted to ask whether the woman had lost anyone during the assassins’ attack on Polity House, but she was too afraid to hear the answer.

      Voice cracking, she admitted, ‘My friend was murdered today. So I had to go.’

      ‘The young woman at the river? I heard the soldiers talking.’ The cook hesitated. ‘I didn’t know she was your friend. I heard a rumour or two, that she was Investigation House Dust-Caste all the way from the capital. Same as you, then?’

      ‘Just so. They’ve moved her body back here to Polity House, or so I’ve heard. When this case is over, I suppose I’ll be bringing her back to City of Pillars alongside us.’

      ‘For her little family.’

      Thora shrugged uncomfortably. She didn’t know if Effile had a family or not. Effile had mentioned a mama once or twice, but was the woman still living? They’d not truly spoken of such things. An idea crept beneath Thora’s skin, that she’d barely known this girl who gave her life following Thora’s instructions, who had died because of Thora’s careless words in front of an informant. Thora had called Effile a friend, yet she didn’t even know if the murdered girl had any family to mourn her.

      ‘It’s my fault true,’ Thora whispered. ‘That she’s dead.’ It seemed like the right kind of punishment to hear those words out loud.

      ‘What’s dead is dead will live again. Then die once more,’ the cook chanted soft. She sighed, a great huff of breath that touched Thora’s skin. ‘People die, people live. Round and round, it goes.’

      She became silent, continuing to work on the stitches. Thora grunted as the needle sunk into her flesh. She pressed hands against her face.

      When the older woman had finished with the stitches, she asked, ‘How about I look close at that hand of yours, too? Looks in a bad way, it does, and I’ve got salve from the scholar-surgeon somewhere here. For swelling is what he said, I reckon.’

      Thora nodded, waiting as the cook rummaged through the tin pots and desert-glass bottles lining her shelves. The ointment she retrieved was congealed and cold on Thora’s skin, yet it cooled the burning of the angry cuts.

      They finished, and the cook helped Thora clean up, running a wet cloth across her hands and face, and scraping dirt and blood from her body. She helped Thora dress in new fresh clothes—a threadbare uniform that’d belonged to that other Dust-Caste girl, who’d disappeared in the Sandin tower before Thora ever set foot on Death City Island.

      Thora felt hollow, like an impostor ghost, wearing the clothes of a girl who’d been wiped from this earth because of this same case that Thora had destroyed.

      All those ruined girls. And she’d not managed to save a single one.

      Even Shea Sandin had lost her mind.

      Thora thought of kind hands, a glass-sweet offered in the quad of the capital Gold House, and a sob escaped her throat. She clutched her fingers against her mouth and curled inward. Becoming smaller. The cook pulled her against a warm ample chest, and Thora sunk into the woman’s flesh. Was this what it felt like to have a mama, soft in all the ways a papa was not?

      Finally dry of tears, Thora pulled from the older woman's embrace, ashamed once again. Yet the cook was crying too, tears wetting her cheeks. She smiled and said, ‘Those are my daughter's crimson clothes you wear.’

      It was all she said.

      Thora wrapped her arms around the cook’s neck, holding tight for a long safe moment before she pulled back into the cold.

      At the door the woman called her name, and Thora hesitated, with her good hand pressed against the wooden frame lined with tiny painted skulls. The black night gaped icy before her, with the fire and warmth at her back.

      ‘If someone had a heart to assassinate your prisoner from Bilik Paean,’ the cook said quietly, ‘they would’ve found a way, no matter. That night or some other. Crooked beat or no crooked beat. You don’t know, girl, if you hadn’t touched it, maybe even more soldiers here would’ve died. If it was a different night, after all, Polity House would’ve been more heavily guarded, instead of being empty like a shell. You don’t know what’s what. No one knows.’

      She added, ‘And your little friend died because Sun-Master Sandin went and murdered her. Like he stole my daughter. Two Dust-Caste girls gone from inside his tower now.’

      Thora stared. Finally, she inclined her head. A thank you.

      Outside, the mountains were alive with howling, wind rising to meet the cries. The shapes of valley peaks rose within the night sky, covered by enough snow to make them visible, glowing soft and blue.

      Thora squared her shoulders. She wouldn’t wait for her next life.

      ‘What’s dead is dead and all shall die.’

      She had work to do.
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        Citizens are forbidden to touch the crooked beat. Punishment is death by pyre burning.—Red Reform laws

        

      

      ‘Think, Soldier Skyin, go on. The first Dust-Caste girl to go missing from Sun-Master Sandin’s tower, what you reckon happened to her?’

      Thora studied the young soldier carefully, waiting for an answer as he warmed his hands by blowing on them. It was early morning, the skies grey. Black gulls fought in the mud over some scrap, squawking and beating their enormous wings. Honnan was on guard duty out the front of Polity House, and the other man who shared the job had gone round the corner to relieve himself, allowing Thora a small window of time alone with Soldier Skyin.

      To convince him.

      ‘How can I know? Maybe she was killed like …’ Honnan hesitated, as if he didn’t wish to say the words 'like Effile.'

      Thora tensed but pretended she hadn’t noticed. She focused on the brawling gulls. ‘Just so, maybe. But then where’s her body?’

      He waved a hand. ‘In those mountains? Buried deep?’

      ‘Could be. Though we’ve had soldiers crawling around those peaks every which way for a time now, and the ground up there is too frozen for deep digging since winter set in. Reckon your men found nothing much at all, though they’ve looked hard. Course, it’s well possible you missed her...’

      ‘But that’s not what you’re reckoning.’

      ‘True enough,’ Thora agreed. ‘I’m pondering on Sun-Master Sandin and reckoning that if he had a wish to remove that girl from his tower, but we’ve found no body, then perhaps she’s not true dead. Maybe they smuggled her right out of the Red Kingdom, see?’

      ‘You reckon she’s been sold to Bilik Paean?’ Soldier Skyin’s widened as if horrified. ‘If that’s true then she’s lost. No way to find one small girl in Bilik Paean.’

      ‘On that I agree.’ Thora bit her lip. One gull appeared to have won the vicious fight over the scrap—a tiny dead marsupial-rodent, it appeared—and now the rest took flight in a battering of wings and screeching. Thora ran a hand over her braids. ‘Right you are, that girl’s true lost. Though if she was sold then, what’s the one place we know for sure she must’ve passed on through?’

      His eyes widened. ‘The island port run by Shea Sandin’s destined in-laws.’

      ‘And who might we reckon she may’ve been with?’

      ‘The woman from Bilik Paean?’ He shook his head. ‘What difference do all these ponderings make?’

      ‘They’re evidence, Soldier Skyin. Not much of it, true, but if we can place the missing Dust-Caste girl, who disappeared while undercover in the Sandin tower, together alongside our trafficking suspect at a place we know people are being smuggled on through, maybe a little of this and that written into a witness statement might just help us build our case. It’s only a small piece, true, but everything’ll count if we hope to stand against Sun-Master Sandin, no? We want to be well certain before we get Purge House involved.’

      Honnan frowned. ‘We sure we want to get them involved at all? Dangerous mad ones, those. Burn the whole island down if we get things wrong.’

      ‘You’re the one who true suggested calling Purge House in.’ She threw up her hands. ‘And now you backing off in fear?’

      ‘Not fear, Dust-Caste Thora, just a healthy dose of caution, more like.’ With a shrug, Honnan grinned red. ‘Besides, was it truly me who said it? Don’t remember naught on it.’

      Thora huffed. ‘Purge House is a good ploy, and all we’ve got. A risk, but I’ll take it. Our upper-sirs love pleasing the Red Family so won’t stick out for us against a suspect what’s backed by a prince. But the Red Palace and Purge House both locked in their own troubles, I reckon, and who knows who’ll win? Purge House won’t care if a prince is involved in our case, they may even like it better, I reckon. Long as we got true evidence to prove Sandin’s immoral behaviour, then we’ll stay healthy and alive.’

      Honnan appeared unconvinced, fidgeting with his uniform collar. ‘Even if we could connect those pieces, Sun-Master Sandin will surely be pleading it’s not enough evidence and accuse us of targeting him, no? He’ll turn it all round on Viceroy Bearin somehow.’

      ‘A risk true,’ Thora agreed. She glanced along the great Polity House wall—peeling images of red giant bones painted across the soaring surface—and spied the other guard returning to his post after his unsanctioned break. Time to hurry. Her voice lowered. ‘Soldier Skyin, you know that if Viceroy Bearin wishes to go against a Sun-Noble, he risks all.’

      Soldier Skyin tilted his head to the side, studying her, and then smirked. ‘You came to me first because you don’t want to ask the viceroy yourself. You’re fancying I’ll ask him all this for you.’

      Thora averted her face. ‘Viceroy Bearin will true listen to you. What you reckon? You’ll ask him?’

      Soldier Skyin spat into the dirt. ‘I will. Like you say, every piece counts. I know how much the viceroy wants to get Sun-Master Sandin. I’ve never seen him with a hankering like this one before. Not even last year, when the sickness washed through the island, was he so feverish. Anything else, then, before I go?’

      Thora broke into a grin. ‘I reckon so. Can you ask the viceroy for an artist? You’ll need to draw the Dust-Caste girl’s likeness. You remember her face well enough to do it proper?’

      ‘I never met her. Reckon she was new to Polity House. But our cook here is her mama, did you know it? She’ll help us true.’

      ‘Good enough.’ Thora’s new uniform prickled against her skin. She wore the clothes of a lost girl, who they had no hope of recovering. She shivered. The missing guard settled nearby against the wall, glancing over as if curious about their whisperings. Thora stood. ‘Soldier Skyin... thank you. I’m grateful for your help in all this.’

      Before she could leave, Soldier Skyin called her name.

      ‘Dust-Caste Thora, you may not believe me true, but Viceroy Bearin’s a good man. And he cares on this case, much as you do, I reckon.’

      She peered at Honnan, searching his face. Then finally, with a nod, Thora slipped back through the gates into Polity House. She returned to Poplarin’s empty office floor in one of the administration towers near the back of the quad, where she’d spent the entire night trawling through his records and reading over the books he kept on his shelves. Sinking back into her seat at his desk, she yawned, rubbing her temples.

      Already Thora had learned that Sun-Master Sandin’s was not the only money that Poplarin had been enjoying. He’d taken bribes. Accepted gifts. It was not difficult to see where the entries had been altered and where the contents didn’t quite make sense. Poplarin would be called to settle a land dispute at the edges of Death City, say, or in one of the adjacent valley’s agricultural farms, and he’d rule in favour of one party over the other, with no understandable reason or logic. It could only mean he’d been receiving gifts.

      A whole night of reading by candlelight had caused Thora’s head to spin. The information she’d discovered was...

      Confusing.

      One name—Buto Roomin—was written in the record books over and over again. A familiar name that she couldn’t quite grasp hold of. She’d heard it before, and it meant something. But Thora was too exhausted to find the answer.

      Stepping onto the administration tower’s porch to clear her head, Thora shivered and pulled her padded coat tighter at her throat. With a sigh, she trudged into the quad and walked beneath the grey sky. She circled Polity House’s quad as she thought everything through. The world was wrapped in pristine white, and in Glasswater Bay, chunks of pearly ice as big as towers floated in from the wild sea beyond the headland. Mist shrouded the mountain peaks crowding the island's curve. She paced back and forth across the quad.

      Her side aching, Thora finally stopped and found herself outside a dark-wood sloping tower, her feet sinking into the snow. It was the place for keeping bodies. A morgue of sorts. Not like the multi-layered towers back in City of Pillars, though. This one was smaller and thinner, rising almost to a spindly point, the tip of the tower almost brushing the clouds.

      It was where Effile lay. High on the fifth level.

      Thora closed her eyes, imagining it. Effile’s body. Lying up there.

      She crept into the tower, the door unguarded. The hinges creaked as she pushed.

      The bottom level was stocked as an apothecary, filled with shelves of strange, dried plants and jars overflowing with liquid that glimmered in the dark. Only high slit windows let in any weak light at all, and Thora had to concentrate on where she laid her feet as she climbed the winding staircase to the higher levels. Rooms for storage. Rooms for autopsy, and at the top of the tower, two rooms for keeping bodies. In City of Pillars, the morgue towers were always inverted, extending deep within the earth to keep the stored bodies cool, but it was always cold in Death City, with that gale wind storming in from the ice wastes. It seemed this high windy spot kept cool enough for its purpose.

      Thora shivered. The tower room she entered was gloomy and the walls lined heavily with books. Two pale moths launched into the air. Disturbed by Thora’s presence, they drifted about aimlessly.

      Desert-glass jars of shimmering copper-tin needles sat in a row, and tools of all sizes lay on a table. Slicing knives and pliers and jagged saws. Baskets filled with fresh dried herbs covered the stench of rot.

      In the centre of the room lay a table, with the silhouette of a body under a faded covering.

      It was a long time before Thora found the courage to raise the canvas and peer beneath.

      Effile was cold to the touch, her cheeks smooth like polished stone. The pale colours flushing her skin were strange and cloudy. Almost blue. Her eyes remained closed.

      Someone had closed them. Diem. Or the viceroy, perhaps.

      And what of Effile’s family? Did she have any? Who was it that Effile had been so determined to prove herself to? Maybe Thora would never find out, even after she returned to City of Pillars. Perhaps those parts of Effile would forever remain a mystery.

      Thora forced herself to do it.

      She ran her fingers across Effile’s cold hands, checking beneath the dead girl’s nails. She found no evidence, nothing to indicate who’d murdered her. Only dirt, which was expected. Effile had drowned on the riverbank, after all, where the land was muddy.

      Thora pressed her hands against Effile’s skull, running her fingers through the girl’s long braided hair.

      Nothing.

      She forced herself to check inside the mouth, behind her teeth. Under a swollen tongue.

      Nothing.

      Beneath Effile’s clothes, beneath her underthings. Nothing. Thora touched her feet, removing the girl’s boots, and finding the leather worn thin. Revealing threadbare socks. Thora ran her hands beneath the heels and up across the ankles. Underneath.

      The faintest sound of rustling. Paper crackling.

      Touching the material of one stained sock, Thora felt unexplained layers. Heart thundering, she carefully slid the sock from Effile’s foot, revealing the crackling of stiff paper within. Something had been sewn hastily into the lining. Underneath her foot. Where no one would expect to find it unless they knew to look.

      Thora cried as she ripped at the frayed stitching, using her teeth to tear the threads until they broke clean apart.

      Hidden between the layers of material, she discovered an envelope marked with a seal Thora didn’t recognise. Red wax in a shape like the crescent moon. Not the seal she’d already studied that belonged to Sun-Master Sandin. And inside this envelope, lay a letter. The paper was stained and crinkled, and damp with leaked water.

      Yet still legible.

      Thora scanned the contents, her gaze flicking across the scrawled writing. The words were blurred, and sudden vivid imaginings of Effile’s drowning stabbed into Thora’s head—water dripping from Effile’s braids to slide inside her boots and stain this letter she’d hidden so carefully. This letter Effile had died for.

      It seemed Osla’s crooked beat had struck true and delivered to Thora exactly what she’d asked for. Evidence of Sun-Master Sandin’s guilt.

      The price hadn’t been worth it.

      Thora sunk to the floor, head in her hands. And sobbed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            34

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Moon-caste women may not own or inherit property. However, they may appear in public unmasked and unaccompanied. They may engage in paid employment. They may undertake limited education to further their employment. They may raise allegations accusing a Moon-Caste or Dust-Caste man of personal harm to their body. This accusation will be investigated accordingly by Investigation House, in line with the laws outlined within the second book of the Red Reform, titled Morality Policies.—Red Reform Laws

        

      

      Pieces. Threads.

      Shreds of evidence, but was it enough to convict a man with powerful connections? Powerful in other ways, too.

      Assets. Coin.

      Thora wanted to know where Sun-Master Sandin’s wealth was hidden. All Sun-Nobles were required by law to record all their assets and properties with their local Polity House. How else could the Red Palace keep track of its most powerful citizens and call them in for favours should the need arise? Yet Thora had found only a small number of properties listed under the Sandin clan name in the Polity House records. And not a single record of any storage towers filled with metal-wealth or vats of blubber waiting for prices to inflate when the Bloody Harvest became a distant memory. No carefully collected true-iron or death-giant bone, either.

      If the sun-master was truly involved in the trade of Death City girls, however, Thora expected him to be far wealthier than his limited list of legal assets displayed.

      Which meant he was hiding the rest of his wealth from officials.

      ‘This letter can certainly help us,’ Viceroy Bearin said quietly, breaking into Thora’s thoughts. He stood under the weak sunshine in the Polity House quad, his heels crunching on the gravel as a chill wind swirled between the soaring office towers that surrounded him. Marsupial-rodents—all matted fur, bony bodies and beady eyes—scurried from porch to porch, not bothered at all by the soldiers working in the quad. Too bold for Thora’s liking. She grimaced.

      It had taken much begging for Thora to be allowed back into the viceroy’s presence, and even then, he only sanctioned it because Thora came bearing new evidence. Though Viceroy Bearin’s brows drew together each time he glanced her way, for now at least, he appeared pleased enough by Thora’s new find to let old enmities lie.

      The viceroy chewed his lip. ‘Surely it’s the trafficking group who’ve sent this letter to Sun-Master Sandin. Look, it confirms the return of his daughter is imminent, requests the removal of external pressures that place their group at risk. That must be us. It must’ve been written prior to Shea Sandin’s return, while my men still searched the mountains. And look here: the writer of the letter threatens Sun-Master Sandin with action if he doesn’t immediately comply.’ The viceroy’s eyes shone with excitement. ‘It explains the Sun-Noble’s fear for his life.’

      ‘It’s not enough.’ Diem ran a hand over his braids and stepped closer to peer at the letter. ‘There’s no names of any black sail traders or much else. Nowhere in the letter do they identify themselves beyond talking about their trade of moving girls offshore. They’ve not named Jolyen Sandin neither, as you see. His name’s not written anywhere upon it, no? Reckon we can’t tie the sun-master to people smugglers with just this.’

      ‘Why not?’ Thora lifted her chin and kicked at the snow. She spoke her opinion boldly, because this felt like her final chance. There was no time left for her to wallow or allow fear of punishment to hold her back. ‘This letter mightn’t have Sun-Master Sandin’s name printed clear upon it, but we got it from his house, so who else was it aimed at? It belonged to him and ties him direct to a group stating plain that they’re up to nefarious no good. The letter was found in Sandin’s private tower!’

      Diem nodded. Grim. ‘Just so, it was. By a dead Dust-Caste worker who’d been illegally entered into the Sandin household under false pretences.’

      ‘Not illegally,’ Viceroy Bearin protested, fussing with his uniform collar. ‘Investigation House and their upper-sirs knew exactly what I was up to. They knew why I’d requested two female Dust-Caste workers.’

      ‘Maybe,’ Diem said, ‘but will they say so officially if this investigation true doesn’t go our way? What you reckon our upper-sirs will do when Sandin accuses you of misconduct, with a prince and the Red Family standing direct behind him? Reckon our upper-sirs will pretend they never heard naught about it, no?’

      Viceroy Bearin grimaced. But he seemed to have run out of counter-arguments. A fierce wind washed in from the distant bay and, beyond the soaring Polity House walls, the trees swayed and rustled. The viceroy dragged his uniform closer and rubbed his thin arms to stave off the winter chill.

      Thora’s heart sank. Diem was right. Sandin would obviously use his connections to get his way, and—with no clear name printed on the letter and no way to prove exactly where it’d come from—Investigation House’s upper-sirs would never back them. Yet if this was the letter Effile had delivered, after Thora had used the beat to ensure its discovery, then she was certain they would find no better evidence in the Sandin tower. The beat would have delivered the best option possible. She couldn’t bear the idea that it wasn’t enough. People had died so the viceroy could hold that letter in his hand.

      There must be an answer. Thora pressed her hands against her face, mind in chaos. A way to make this letter work to their advantage, even without Sandin’s name written upon it. She poked at the snow with her boot. There had to be a way.

      Viceroy Bearin leaned heavily against the nearest Polity House stone wall—long limbs stirring and his breath escaping in clouds of mist. ‘This letter is still something good we’ve got in hand,’ he insisted, yet his conviction appeared gone. ‘Along with a positive identification of our missing Dust-Caste girl at the island port alongside the known suspect from Bilik Paean, if we can get it. All of these things together will surely make a difference to the case.’

      His anger toward Thora must have cooled. He said nothing when she took Effile’s letter back, scanning the inky contents.

      ‘Though his name doesn’t appear true within it, what if we could tie the letter directly to Sun-Master Sandin?’ she asked slowly. ‘What if Purge House were the ones who found it instead of us, and what if they found Sandin right alongside it, somewhere incriminating that Sandin shouldn’t be? Couldn’t deny it belonged to him, then.’

      Diem’s brows raised. ‘What you meaning by that?’

      ‘Well, I’ve been spending some long hours digging, and looks to me Poplarin often made claims on land. Transferred ownership of it, is what I mean, mostly on behalf of a single man named Buto Roomin. That’s a name I’ve heard before.’ Thora glanced to Viceroy Bearin and asked, ‘You know him, Viceroy?’

      The viceroy frowned and didn’t answer. Yet he didn’t tell Thora to stop speaking, either, and she was encouraged.

      ‘Multiple little entries spring up with that name across your records, Viceroy Bearin,’ she continued. ‘People losing parcels of land throughout the entire Thousand Island Frontier to this same Buto Roomin in games of chance. And each time the date rolls around for a land transference, it’s a moon or less after the death or disappearance of one of those young girls in your crime records books, no? Those suicides or runaways. Strange timing to always be so exact. So, if your records are right, this Buto Roomin must be the richest man on the Thousand Island Frontier. Odd that, no? And, let me tell you, I’ve seen that Poplarin was employed to manage the resulting paperwork and records every time. So, I’m thinking it was your scholar-assistant’s job to ensure the wealth of land changed hands as needed and went where it was meant to go. I’d say it was some of the this-and-that he was doing for Sun-Master Sandin for a share in the coin, no?’

      It was the piece of the puzzle that caught Thora’s attention every time.

      Money. Assets. Sun-Master Sandin was rich. He’d invested in his own force of personal mercenaries, which proved it. Yet where was the rest of his wealth? His tower was grand, but surely people trafficking was lucrative beyond what even Sandin’s living arrangements displayed.

      ‘Dirty coin needs to be hidden deep,’ Thora said quietly. ‘With no traces linking it back to the owner. On a past case we worked on, Viceroy, Low Investigator Lakein and me were at a Gold House that ran gambling rings. Not illegal, that. But losing on purpose to bribe someone or losing in order to make payment on a debt, that’s a bit crooked, I’d say.’

      Viceroy Bearin caught on. ‘You’re saying Sandin must be receiving a massive income from his involvement with the trafficking group, or why else would he risk his reputation and life on such treason? You suspect he received payment in land from the group?’

      Thora nodded.

      Rolling his neck, Diem said, ‘This Buto Roomin who’s been receiving copious land, who’s he, then?’

      Viceroy Bearin’s face was hidden in the shadow of a tower. ‘Buto Roomin is the name of Sun-Master Sandin’s head mercenary. You’ve both seen the man before. He accompanies his master everywhere. Pale hair and green eyes. A nefarious expression. Not a good man, I’d say.’

      Thora crouched in the snow. Yes, she’d heard Sandin and Effile both calling Buto Roomin’s name. She’d already known, but now Viceroy Bearin had confirmed it.

      With a deep breath, Thora told both men what she wished to do, explaining the ideas that’d been boiling in her mind throughout the night.

      Afterward came only silence, until finally Viceroy Bearin—who she’d expected to reject her words straight out—instead said thoughtfully, ‘It could well be enough. If we can tie Sandin to the gambled land parcels Buto owns directly and this letter talking about people-smuggling to both Sandin and his missing fortune … and if we could source an eyewitness to the missing Dust-Caste girl’s kidnapping from that island port belonging to Sandin’s in-laws, well … they could all be added to Poplarin’s testimony.’

      A swarm of black gulls shrieked overhead, wheeling in the rough winds above Polity House. The viceroy smiled. ‘It may be enough. If we could show all that to Purge House, we could charge Sun-Master Sandin.’

      Diem shook his head. He looked formidable in his black battle jacket with the sword hilt rising behind his shoulder. ‘None of that’s enough, true. The prince won’t allow little charges strung together like that to stick. And we’d need to catch Sandin in the same place as his wealth to prove it belonged to him.’ He paced through the snow and sat on the edge of the nearest tower’s wooden porch. ‘Even then, it’s still a thin plot. And to set events in motion, seems to me we’ll first need to arrest this head mercenary, this Buto Roomin, no? And what evidence do we have against him? Reckon we’ve got nothing to arrest him for.’

      ‘We got plenty, no? Arrest this Buto for owning more properties than what’s legal for a Moon-Caste man,’ Thora said eagerly. ‘That’s a lot of land he’s hoarding for a Moon-Caste mercenary, and the Red Reform states plain and true that Moon-Caste men only got rights to one single residential tower property at a time. And no rights at all to agricultural land, though this Buto’s got plenty enough of both, judging by our records.’

      The viceroy winced. ‘I’m not pleased to say it, but that man’s no true Moon-Caste.’ Across the quad, a group of soldiers gathered beneath the weak sunshine, chattering together and sharing small dough cakes beneath a flock of swooping black gulls. The viceroy pressed a hand against his temple. ‘That Buto is a shadow-underclass type. Comes from a fallen Sun-Noble clan, with no money nor land left and him the last of his line.’ The viceroy sighed. ‘But he’s still a Sun-Noble true enough. Nothing illegal about him owning what he does after a bit of legal gambling, though I feel hateful to say it. We could arrest him on suspicion? Say we’re investigating him under people-smuggling charges?’

      Diem snorted. ‘We could. Then we could watch him walk free a day later, no? Wouldn’t take long for Sun-Master Sandin to arrange it, on such vague charges. Especially if Buto’s a true Sun-Noble, shadow-underclass or no. We’d still need something deeper than just our suspicion, if we want to true make him ours.’

      Thora shifted in her crouch; her attention stayed focused solely on the ground as her numb fingers dragged a twig through the snow—making plough lines. Back and forth.

      ‘We could arrest him for Effile’s murder,’ she blurted.

      Viceroy Bearin barked an uncertain laugh. ‘We cannot. There’s nothing to tie this Buto Roomin to Dust-Caste Effile’s death.’

      ‘There could be,’ Thora said quietly, daring a glance up at him. ‘If you wanted it, there could be.’

      The viceroy paused to consider; his head tilted to one side. Thora purposely didn’t look at Diem. She already knew he’d disapprove.

      A slow smile spread across Viceroy Bearin’s face and, with it, came the realisation to Thora that they weren’t so different after all. She exhaled slow.

      Neither of them was able to let this go. And unlike Diem, they both still believed that justice was a possibility and that with the right evidence, Purge House would follow through and charge the lawbreakers.

      Thora smiled, her first in days, and a thread of hope rose in her heart. Diem had been wrong to judge the Gold House case as he did. Wrong to have been so certain Purge House couldn’t be trusted to do more than burn and hunt. It was the role of those Crimson Warriors to ensure justice was handed out to lawbreakers—they only needed the right evidence to ensure a solid arrest, no matter a lawbreaker’s connections. Diem would see it soon, how wrong he’d been. Thora would show him.

      And she’d scrape this case back into shape to ensure Effile’s death was not for nothing. The letter would be instrumental in ending their investigation.

      ‘I hope your injuries are healing well, Dust-Caste Thora.’ Viceroy Bearin loomed over her, his shadow spreading dark across the snow. ‘I hope you’ve seen the woman who works in our kitchens. She’ll tend them for you.’

      A peace offering.

      Thora stood, still refusing to face Diem. She lowered her gaze respectfully before the viceroy. ‘Yes, Viceroy Bearin. I’ve seen the cook. She tells me I’m healing true.’

      ‘Good. That’s good to hear.’ He hesitated; head tilted to the side. ‘It must be time to write to Purge House. Tell me your thoughts on it, then. Go ahead. I’m listening.’

      She nodded, a little overwhelmed that the viceroy should ask her for advice. A shiver of pride stole across Thora’s spine. ‘A careful summoning, it’ll need to be. I reckon instead of making everything plain to Purge House just yet, it might be better to only mention how Sun-Master Sandin was lawbreaking the Red Reform, I’d say? A good hook to ensure a visit, no?’

      Viceroy Bearin frowned. ‘Breaking the Red Reform laws?’

      ‘Sun-Master Sandin was planning to send his daughter Shea off in bonded marriage to a Moon-Caste merchant son, he was, and none of that’s legal or proper, no? You said maybe he was even planning on buying some subterfuge with all that money of his and pulling the merchant groom-to-be on up to become a Sun-Noble, too. Add the man to Sandin’s own Sun-Noble clan? Worth a visit from Purge House, all that.’

      ‘Mmh. Indeed. And once Purge House arrives to investigate him, who knows what else they’ll uncover?’ The viceroy smiled wider. ‘Just so.’ He half turned and gestured for Diem to follow. ‘Come, Low Investigator Lakein, let us draft the message we must send to Purge House in the capital.’ He glanced at Thora. ‘It must be worded just right.’

      Pleased, he strode away.

      Thora peered at her feet, ignoring Diem, who hesitated at her side. The viceroy walked out of earshot, and Diem leaned closer.

      His voice was hush. ‘You stood up for me, Thora, but I’m true aware that you don’t like it none.’

      She glanced up at him, confused. Pale sunlight filtered from behind his head, turning Diem into a silhouette.

      ‘What I did to Leon Grassin and that low investigator,’ he said. ‘Back during the Gold House Purge Hunt, you didn’t like what you saw of me that night. I’m no fool who can’t see what’s written plain on your face.’ He leaned toward her. ‘So I’m telling you to be careful. This is your first step, you hear? Planting evidence? That’s the first step in a direction that maybe you don’t want to tread. Think on who you want to become.’

      Thora focused only on the snow until Viceroy Bearin’s calls had drawn Diem away.

      He was wrong, anyway. His words were wrong. Diem didn’t know the difference between this and killing a man. He didn’t understand what true justice was. Thora ignored him and buried his words deep.

      She left Polity House, striding down the road to the far reaches of Death City, where the tumbling towers were squat and leaned against each other in a tangle of alleyways.

      It seemed different now in the abundant snow. Cleaner. The yard less muddy and the awnings dripping with glistening ice crystals.

      The inside of the tower though, was still the same. Filled with death and sadness. And Osla’s hunched figure remained crouched before the furnace, with all that power at her fingertips. Her son, Misha, hovered nearby, his face pinched.

      Thora shivered in the doorway. She was done with the crooked beat. She’d never touch it again.

      But she was not done with Osla.

      Thora cleared her throat. ‘You’ve true proved you’ll do anything to catch those lawbreakers what hurt your daughter. So tell me, Osla, will you lie?’

      The woman smiled slow. ‘What’s dead is dead and all shall die,’ she said. ‘And, in the meantime, I suppose I’ll live and do what’s needed to be done.’

      Squatting beside the hearth, Thora whispered to the mama and son, and she spun them a story about a girl who was drowned beside the river and then hung from a blood-wood tree. And the whole time she was speaking, Thora felt the threads of her investigation pulling closer around Sun-Master Sandin, winding tighter and tighter.

      She would get this man, if it was the last thing she ever did.
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      Two days later, in the soft blue light of dawn, a woman dressed in crimson trudged up the hill to Polity House with her son. Thora hovered at the edge of the vast quad as soldiers led Osla and Misha inside the tower compound. They looked small against the snowy towers, hunched in on themselves against the relentless winter.

      Viceroy Bearin stayed inside his tower with the two witnesses for a long time. When he finally emerged onto the porch, he called immediately for Low Investigator Lakein and the remaining soldiers. The viceroy stood tall on the stone steps of his tower and peered over Thora and the others.

      Most of the remaining soldiers still in service had returned from days of hard travelling, scouting land parcels named in the records that dotted the entire island, and other islands surrounding it. Much of Buto Roomin’s land was leased to farmers, who used it for agriculture—for scraping out a living on the harsh Thousand Island Frontier. And they paid a heavy tithe directly to Buto Roomin for that privilege.

      Yet on the furthest edge of Death City Island, the searching soldiers had discovered a tower. The grandest they’d ever seen and hidden in a deep valley surrounded by soaring peaks and a forest of blood-wood trees. The land the tower stood on had been recorded in Polity House’s books as belonging to Buto Roomin along with all the rest. The tower was heavily guarded, though it lay apparently empty of family life. Isolated within the foothills of an endless forest.

      A hiding place.

      Thora wanted to know what lay inside that tower.

      Viceroy Bearin cleared his throat and told his men what they needed to do.
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      By the time the party from Polity House had arrived at the Sandin household on the outskirts of Death City, the day had turned damp and wet. Cloying mist rolled in from the sea and settled over the rooftops of the city. Thora’s skin turned clammy beneath her black uniform. She dragged her coat tighter across her chest and retied the scarf she wore wrapped over her hair to protect her ears from the chill.

      She still couldn’t bring herself to touch the winter hat Diem had given her. It sat—dry now—on a table within her assigned tower, and she stared at it every night and wondered, but never tried it on, nor touched it. Diem no longer asked her about it, either. As if he’d given up. Though lately, he no longer asked Thora much at all.

      He drifted at her side like a sleepwalker, as if he dreamed troubled dreams while awake. It was plain on his face—those dark bruises beneath each eye, and the deep creases on his brow—but she didn’t ask him to share his mind.

      She was too afraid to hear what he thought of her now.

      Diem didn’t approve of Thora’s plan, nor the viceroy’s enthusiasm, and he looked more worn as each day dawned. Thora imagined he regretted everything. Those words he’d said to her about following wherever she went. That dark night in his tower room. His hands on her face drawing her in.

      She pushed all of it from her mind. This was no time for wishes or dreaming. Thora had a job to do, and this time her plan must work without any complications.

      Everything depended on it.

      The rest could be untangled later.

      Viceroy Bearin argued with the private mercenaries who guarded the Sandin tower, and their combined voices grew louder. Finally, the gates were forced open, and the Polity House soldiers poured into the residence. Thora slipped after them and stood in the quad near the painted outer wall, watching and waiting. The viceroy was positioned in the middle of the open space with his retinue of armed soldiers, and their weapons were raised against Sandin’s mercenaries, who’d gathered nearby to protect their master—a stalemate of sorts. Diem had long since disappeared deep within the tangle of soaring carved towers, leading his smaller party on his own quest.

      It didn’t take long for Sun-Master Sandin to appear. At first it was only his voice, booming from the interior of the biggest tower, which lay before them carved with pale death-heads and strung about with desert-glass tinkling in the breeze. The man himself soon lurched onto the wide porch and froze on the polished boards, clearly caught off guard at the sudden appearance of the viceroy and his soldiers.

      A tiny thrill leapt inside Thora’s chest. It felt good to see they’d surprised him.

      Sun-Master Sandin barked out a disbelieving laugh. ‘Have you come to arrest me, Viceroy Bearin?’ Spreading his arms wide, he gestured about his many towers, and the embroidery of his tunic flashed under the haze of clouds. ‘Please, search wherever you will. I’ve nothing to hide.’ Jolyen Sandin motioned for his mercenaries to step down, and the sound of swords being sheathed filled the air—copper-tin scraping against wood.

      Viceroy Bearin smiled coldly, and he shot a pointed look at Soldier Skyin. The younger man pulled two soldiers aside, murmuring to them in a low voice.

      ‘Thank you for your aid in this investigation,’ Viceroy Bearin said, folding his long insect limbs and never once bothering to meet Sun-Master Sandin’s gaze. This too, appeared to catch the Sun-Noble off guard. ‘I’ll gladly take your words as an invitation to thoroughly search your towers, Sun-Master Sandin.’

      Viceroy Bearin waved a thin hand at Skyin, who boldly led his men straight past Sandin into the soaring tower behind him. Immediately, sounds of crashing pottery and smashed furniture rung from within. The noises were obviously calculated in their loudness. Viceroy Bearin had orchestrated a grand performance, indeed.

      To his credit, Sandin didn’t flinch, but Thora was certain she spied twitching veins bulging from his throat as he declared, ‘You’ll find nothing in my tower, Viceroy Bearin.’

      ‘I expect so, sun-master. Yet there’s no harm in searching.’ Another crash reverberated from within the tower, and Viceroy Bearin’s smile turned even wider, his features sharp and pinched.

      Jolyen Sandin’s jaw tightened. He took a step from his polished porch. ‘Perhaps you should save yourself the trouble, Viceroy. Just go ahead and arrest me.’ His mouth twisted. A challenge. ‘See how long it lasts before I walk free.’

      Silence extended across the quad, with only the distant sounds of men yelling and furniture breaking still wafting from the tower. Thora stepped from the shadows by the wall and drifted closer between the soldiers to stand behind the viceroy. His body was stiff with tension, and his fingers clamped around his copper-tin sword. Yet his face betrayed nothing of this emotion. Thora was impressed despite herself.

      ‘We’ve no intention of arresting you today,’ he said tightly. ‘Indeed, that’s not at all why we are here.’

      The Sun-Noble’s mouth fell slack before he managed to compose himself. ‘Then … you are simply wasting my time.’

      ‘No. I do not believe so. Ahh, here they come now.’

      A man was thrown from a side gate onto the white stone ground. His arms had been slung tight and high behind his back and bound with rope. With nothing to break his fall, the prisoner’s jaw hit the ground. He grunted as blood dribbled from his mouth, as if he’d bitten his tongue. Pale hair. Green eyes.

      Buto Roomin.

      Diem stood behind him, barking an order for his men to drag the prisoner back to his feet. Sun-Master Sandin’s head mercenary struggled to break loose, but his body was trussed too tightly, and the injuries to his face were severe enough to set him off balance. Blood poured from a gash in his forehead, staining his tunic an even darker red than it already was. The soldiers forced Buto to his knees behind the viceroy. Diem stepped into place at Thora’s side, not sparing her a glance. His teeth were bloody, as if he’d taken a blow to the face.

      ‘What’s the meaning of this? You dare?!’ Sandin exploded, his careful composure collapsed, and Thora felt a tremor of excitement run through the Polity House soldiers. It was the first smallest taste of success.

      ‘We’re arresting your head mercenary Buto Roomin,’ Viceroy Bearin announced. ‘On the charge of murdering an undercover Investigation House Dust-Caste woman.’

      Sun-Master Sandin shook his head in derision. ‘You cannot! It’s illegal to breach a Sun-Noble’s tower without permission. I doubt you had such permission from Investigation House. They will charge you for abuse of power!’

      Viceroy Bearin simply nodded grimly. ‘A risk I’ll take. The arrest stands.’

      Jolyen Sandin seemed almost desperate, though soon a satisfied smile twisted his mouth. ‘Well, no matter. You’ll have difficulty finding any evidence linking Buto with your dead Dust girl. He was certainly not involved in any murder.’

      Thora’s blood ran hot that Sandin could mention Effile’s murder so casually, and her body jerked forward of its own accord. But it was not her place to become involved in this. Thora gritted her teeth and forced her muscles to relax as the viceroy spoke.

      ‘We have a witness, Sun-Master Sandin, who places your man Buto Roomin at the scene of the crime. He was seen committing the murder.’

      Buto struggled at this accusation, but his shouts were muffled by the men who held him and by the blood that filled his mouth.

      Sun-Master Sandin protested, too, demanding loudly to see this witness. And as he raged, slowly Thora sensed the shift, this slightest change between Viceroy Bearin and his enemy. The balance had flipped. The viceroy climbed the stone steps of the tower and stood on the polished porch right beside the Sun-Noble. He displayed the Purge warrant high, his voice calm as he ordered Buto Roomin removed from the quad. And Sun-Master Sandin … could do nothing.

      A thunderous expression seared his features, but he could do nothing.

      As Thora followed the Polity House soldiers to the road, she turned back only once. Jolyen Sandin had melted away without a word, back into the depths of his soaring white tower, stepping over the wreckage the soldiers had left behind.

      A humming energy tingled Thora’s skin and she grinned. Even though it felt suspiciously like the crooked beat flowing through her veins, Thora didn’t fight the feeling. And it stayed. As they walked back toward Polity House, and as she watched Viceroy Bearin’s lanky form perched high on a horse at the head of their procession, still, the feeling stayed. Right until Diem appeared at her side and said, ‘Sandin knows we have no real witness.’

      ‘What you saying, then?’ Thora was irritated, and the hum leaked from her body as his words crashed through. Who cared if the Sun-Noble knew their witness was a lie? Osla was willing to testify, as was Misha, so Sandin had been caught in their trap all the same.

      ‘Thora, think on this. How could Sandin be so full certain that no one could connect Buto Roomin to Effile’s murder?’

      Thora refused to speak, and Diem was forced to answer his own question.

      ‘He’s so certain-like because Buto Roomin was clearly not the man he sent to commit this crime. Reckon it was one of his other men who did the deed, then.’

      Thora glanced up sharply. ‘So what? This Buto Roomin would’ve done some other foul deeds, Diem. He’s no innocent child, but a mercenary grown full and deadly, I’d say.’

      ‘True enough. But know this, Thora. Buto Roomin will die for this. Viceroy Bearin will torture him for a confession, as he is well within his rights as viceroy to do. And you know full well what happens in the Red Kingdom when a confession doesn’t appear when an official wants it to.’

      Thora averted her face. Did she? Of course, she did. She’d spent many a night listening to the screams of lawbreakers back at Investigation House. The Red Kingdom was harsh and its methods to prove guilt were harsher still. Many citizens broke quickly under such pressure, and even confessed to crimes they’d never committed. And even then, an execution could follow in mere moments, if no further trials were needed.

      Was death to be Buto Roomin’s fate?

      Did Thora care?

      ‘I know what will happen. I know,’ Thora hissed.

      Diem stared at her longer, his eyes pooling dark. ‘Do you?’

      A prickle of anger rose in her belly. Of course, Thora understood. She was well aware of what would happen next.

      And her choices remained the same.

      She’d become cold and hard. Soon Diem would no longer recognise her at all.

      Her anger trickled away at that thought.

      ‘Will you … tell the viceroy what you know?’ Thora asked tentatively. ‘About Buto not being the murderer?’

      If Viceroy Bearin knew this truth, would he still proceed? Thora couldn’t be certain. And she needed him to proceed. She couldn’t allow the whole plan to fall apart because of this one detail. The viceroy wanted to end this as badly as Thora did, and what he didn’t know couldn’t hurt him.

      ‘Diem?’

      He simply stepped from Thora’s side, striding to join the head of their procession. Thora said nothing to hold him back, but her chest hurt, like he’d taken her insides and twisted, and all the good feelings she’d harboured over their success had drained away.

      Thora ran breathlessly to keep up, until her side ached and her damaged face throbbed in the sharp cold. What would Diem do? Viceroy Bearin was still seated high on his horse, handing out orders to Soldier Skyin. Diem joined them, listening to the commands … and remaining silent.

      Was he keeping the secret?

      Distracted, Thora’s heart thudded as the viceroy spoke.

      ‘Hit the closer plots of land first, the ones nearby Death City, and rouse the citizens who live there, make noise.’ The viceroy’s voice was deep and commanding. ‘We want Sun-Master Sandin to hear of it in a hurry. Make sure you tell the citizens why Polity House is taking ownership of their land. Make sure it’s clear the owner Buto has been charged with murder and all his possessions confiscated by us. We want the tenants to relay the message where it needs to go.’

      Soldier Skyin nodded. ‘And our men who stand watching that hidden tower in the forest?’

      ‘They must wait. We’ll need to give Sun-Master Sandin enough time to become afraid that we might discover it. Did you station the others?’

      ‘Just so, upper-sir. I've gone left two men behind for watching Sun-Master Sandin’s residence over there. If he moves at all, we’ll know of it quick enough.’

      From high on his swaying saddle, Viceroy Bearin turned to Thora. He inclined his head, ever so slightly, and did not break eye contact.

      An acknowledgement.

      Her threads had woven into place. Her plan was working as it should.

      She bit her lip, attention flicking to Diem. The viceroy drew ahead, kicking his horse to take the hill faster. Diem lingered a moment longer and shrugged as if leaving the decision of telling up to Thora and followed after the viceroy.

      Thora stopped. He would keep the secret. Relief surged like cold water across her body, unwinding taut muscles. Except once the feeling had drained away, Thora was left empty, feeling stung by Diem’s earlier words.

      The first step.

      Who did she want to become?

      The day seemed less clear than it’d been only a moment before. As if the mountain mist had descended across the valley floor. Even the acknowledgement from Viceroy Bearin only made Thora nauseous.

      The first step.

      Was this who she wanted to become?

      A shudder ran up Thora’s spine. She didn’t want to hear Buto Roomin’s screams as their soldiers interrogated him for this crime he hadn’t committed.

      She didn’t want to watch him die.

      She was a coward.

      Pushing her way through the huddled soldiers, she glimpsed the prisoner's bloody face. His lips stretched back in fear. She staggered off the road into the snow-covered grass.

      And she ran.

      Thora didn’t stop until she discovered a place on the hilltop with views over the rooftops of Death City. The tower points peeked through a swirl of white mist, and, beyond the city, the black sea crashed against the ribs of the death-giant corpse. Half-submerged in the deep.

      She stood in the salt gale, her braids whipping about her head. Her fingers clutched at the long wavering grass, dry and yellow peeking through the wet snow alongside smaller sea-beet plants. Pale red eyes like stars blinked from the forest as the night owls awoke. Thora breathed deep as the mountain's great shadow extended over the city and crept slowly to the ocean.

      Darkness consumed Glasswater Bay, sliding across the smooth surface of the sea.

      Thora stayed a long time.

      Until her hands turned numb, and her knees shook from standing.
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      Thora stood at the tower door and raised her hand. She pushed her shoulders back and knocked. It was late at night and freezing, and she didn’t want to be seen here by the soldiers, whose quarters lay nearby. But she hadn’t been able to sleep. She needed to see him.

      Even when she did knock, no one answered. Thora didn’t wait for the door to be opened. Instead, she pushed it aside, stepping through the slightest gap she’d made.

      A stubby candle burned within the small space, and its flames danced light across the ceiling. Across Diem’s unshaven face, too, where he sat hunched on the corner of his pallet. The changing light carved deep shadows into the hollows of his cheeks.

      ‘Is Buto Roomin dead?’ Thora whispered. She settled on the furthest edge of his pallet against the wall, far away from him where they could not touch.

      Diem hesitated. ‘Dead but not only that. He confessed to Effile’s murder, so he did. After a painful hour or two. All of it’s airtight now, so there’s that, no?’

      She flinched. ‘Still, the man was no innocent boy, Diem.’ Even to her own ears, Thora’s words sounded almost like a plea. ‘Buto Roomin was a killer for hire, and a mercenary for rich men. He’ll have done other terrible things, that’s what I reckon true.’

      Diem said nothing, the silence drawing out long and deep.

      Who did she want to become?

      Thora shifted against the wall, cradling her still injured hand near her chest. ‘It’ll be worth it when we charge Sun-Master Sandin with treason. You’ll see true.’

      Thora waited for him to agree, but Diem only smiled, the barest curling of his mouth, hung with bitterness.

      ‘Our charges won’t stick,’ he said.

      She blinked at him.

      ‘Men like Jolyen Sandin are true untouchable, Thora.’

      ‘Why, then? Because he’s rich? Because he’s a Sun-Noble? You’ll see when it happens, the prince will throw him full away to save his own skin once Purge House gets involved! He’ll be cast aside.’

      ‘Corruption runs deep. You not seen that yet? Even Purge House isn’t clean.’

      She didn’t want to hear it.

      An uncomfortable silence lingered, until Diem’s voice sounded once more in the night.

      ‘You know how many suspects from our Gold House corruption case still stay locked tight in prison or burned up on pyres? Do you know how many?’

      Thora opened her mouth to answer, but Diem interrupted, ‘Not the poor Dust-Caste and Moon-Caste men, Thora, the upper ones. The wealthy merchants and Sun-Nobles. Those politic men from the Red Palace what took Leon Grassin’s bribes. And your sun-chancellor we arrested during the Purge Hunt. You know how many we got back then, who are still got now?’

      She lowered her head and forced the words out, weak, barely audible. ‘No.’

      Diem smiled; the bitterness gone. ‘Have you decided on what you’ll do once all this is done and ended? Will you stay on at Investigation House?’

      She stared at him, so sure he’d changed his mind about this. Her voice came out husky. ‘Where would we go, Diem? Bilik Paean?’

      His expression changed, sharp and tight. ‘No. Not there.’

      ‘Then where?’

      ‘Somewhere.’

      There was nowhere. The Dust-Hunters caught all runaway slaves for burning.

      Still, Thora found herself imagining a place far away near a calmer ocean, a small forge tower with endless summer skies. Yet the threads in her body had taken root on this island. They could not let go until the end. She wouldn’t think of anything else until this was done. She didn’t know how to explain that to him.

      ‘Thora?’

      She took too long to answer, and Diem’s gaze returned to his hands.

      He didn’t ask again.

      Eventually, he said instead, ‘I don’t regret it, you know.’

      ‘Regret … what?’

      ‘The thing I did to that low investigator.’

      Thora felt as if the walls drew closer. The air was suddenly suffocating, and everything was too quiet. Too still.

      ‘Reckon you asked me once if I did,’ he continued, and his voice rasped in the chill air. ‘Reckon you asked me, as well, what I saw that low investigator do in that Gold House that hurt me enough to hurt him back, no?’

      Thora nodded wordlessly, afraid to hear it, but afraid, too, to break this strange spell. Diem was a mystery, yet tonight he seemed laid bare, opened up for her to peer inside, like the death-heads that decorated all Red Kingdom towers—half skin and half exposed bone.

      ‘I’ll tell you plain, then.’ Diem’s eyes burned bright in the dark, feverish and focused only on her. ‘It wasn’t that what he did was any worse than other men I’ve seen, Thora. He and Leon Grassin went in a room with a Gold woman, and they came out and she didn’t. So what? In a Gold House, who hasn’t seen such a terrible thing? That’s not what pained me so.’

      Thora’s voice cracked in the dark. ‘What was it pained you, then?’

      ‘I stood outside and listened, no?’ Diem dropped his head, his answer almost lost in the dead quiet. He didn’t sound like himself. ‘That man was an investigator. He still went inside that room. I was an investigator, too, and I still listened and did naught to stop him, see? That’s what I did. Naught.’

      ‘You … what else?’ Her words were ragged, heart beating fast. ‘Course, you didn’t want Leon Grassin to true discover you were undercover. Ruin an entire case, that one would.’

      He lifted his brow. ‘Excuses. See, I’m wondering what it’s all for, no? Being a soldier or investigator, what’s that worth, is what I’m thinking.’

      Thora shook her head. ‘Not excuses, Diem, I’m saying this true. What else was there to do in all that? What other decision could you have made?’

      Even as she said it, she wasn’t certain her words were right. He was telling her that a Gold woman had died. Was Thora truly callous enough to believe that a Gold woman’s life didn’t matter, the long as a case could be closed? Same as Buto Roomin and his death, this was.

      A thought struck Thora. Was this why Diem spoke so? To frighten her into changing her mind to prove that what she’d done to Buto Roomin wasn’t worth the price? Her throat turned dry and the words she’d been about to say died on her tongue.

      Into that silence, Diem spoke, ‘I’ll tell you true, so listen now. That low investigator smiled at me when he came out of the room, see?’ Diem turned away, placed his back toward Thora and lay on the pallet. His words stayed clear, though she could no longer see his face. ‘And that’s why I did what I did. Simple as that. Because he smiled at me.’ Diem laughed, a rasping terrible sound. ‘Makes me a bad man, no?’

      Thora didn’t answer. And she didn’t know.

      What was a bad man in the Red Kingdom? What was good and true, for that matter? Thora had seen little of either in her lifetime. Her thoughts were scattered, and her head felt empty. Her heart, too. So, she stayed quiet and lay beside him on the pallet.

      She stayed in Diem’s room that night, on the furthest edge of his bed, listening to his breathing. He never turned around. When she woke in the morning, he was already gone.
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      Two days later, the eyewitness statement arrived from the port island positively identifying the missing Dust-Caste girl and saying she’d passed through the docks onto an unnamed black sail trade ferry at the beginning of winter. The worker who recognised her ink portrait was adamant the girl had boarded a ferry accompanied by three other young, ragged women and two men. And one of those had matched the drawn likeness of the woman from Bilik Paean.

      It was the statement they needed. Perhaps the dock worker who made it received a few extra coins from the Polity House soldiers, perhaps not. Thora didn’t ask.

      The day after that they received reinforcements from Purge House on the mainland—a team of ten trained Purge Officers led by a masked and silent Crimson Warrior, who turned Thora’s belly sour with fear whenever he drifted too near.

      They’d arrived at Viceroy Bearin’s request.

      And so, it would begin.
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      Crouching in the snow, Thora waited.

      Shadows moved in the night as Sun-Master Sandin arrived on horseback to the isolated forest tower. The shapes of his entourage shifted and slid like ghosts in the black. No moon rose, yet the sky rippled with the promise of a hollow night.

      Diem turned to her, face close in the gloom, and made gestures with his hands, signing that Thora should wait where she was until after the initial Purge Hunt. She pretended not to understand and, behind her, Soldier Honnan Skyin’s breathing turned shallow and fast.

      Sandin had his privately hired mercenaries already inside the hidden tower, which was nestled deep within an offshoot side valley between mountains and tangled winter forest. The snow on the road had long since turned to mud, despite the cold hanging in the air. Tall, twisted blood-wood trees rose alongside the single access road, and their solid walls of branches pushed inward. The forest attempted to swallow the hidden tower, which had once belonged to the dead man, Buto Roomin. In name only.

      Everything recorded in Polity House’s books as that dead man’s property truly belonged to Sun-Master Sandin. All his greatest assets, born from smuggling young women out of the Red Kingdom, were hidden across the Thousand Island Frontier in plain view.

      This particular hidden tower was one of the last of Buto Roomin’s land parcels. The others had now mostly been seized by the viceroy’s men, and the rights to ownership transferred from the dead Buto over to Polity House one by one. Until only this last piece and some worthless fields at the mouth of the valley still remained.

      Throughout the days that Buto Roomin’s land was forcibly taken by Viceroy Bearin bit by bit, this one hidden tower had stayed under guard by Polity House soldiers, and they watched both day and night. Hidden, they’d seen how mysterious mercenaries milled about within the painted walls. Alert and waiting. Guarding something.

      Finally, the last piece of the puzzle had fallen into place. Sun-Master Sandin himself had made the long journey to visit his hidden tower under the cover of night. And so, Thora was certain that her guess had to be right.

      Sandin hid wealth within this isolated tower. It was a place the viceroy should never have been able to find, recorded under a different name and not tied to Sun-Master Sandin in any legal way. Yet a single thread in Polity House’s record books had led them here.

      And now they waited, the trap set.

      All they needed to connect Sun-Master Sandin to this place was for him to set foot upon the property.

      Thora thought of Effile as she crouched in the stifling night. As the sky rippled and red lights poked through the velvet black. And she thought of Diem, too. He’d been wrong. Sun-Master Sandin was not untouchable. He belonged now to Viceroy Bearin. And he belonged to Thora. She smiled grimly in the dark.

      The Sun-Noble’s mercenaries melted from the shadows, dragging open the carved gates to the hidden tower residence. As the unsuspecting Sun-Master Sandin approached, his people cleared a pathway across the muddy quad for their master. Thora’s body tensed against the painted wall—death-heads covered every space upon its surface in crimson—and she tucked her fingers beneath her chin for warmth. The crackle of paper beneath Thora’s coat assured her that Effile’s letter still remained in place.

      Sun-Master Sandin had brought a lot of men with him, more than expected. They urged their horses into the quad, dragging large empty carts and, from within the many towers inside the compound, light flared. Torches were lit as the gates slowly shut behind the arriving party.

      Thora and the others waited.

      They had to give Sun-Master Sandin enough time to begin whatever plan he had for moving his belongings. He needed to be caught in the act of removing the precious goods, on this land that didn’t belong to him officially. It was the only way to tie him to this tower and enable the Crimson Warrior and his Purge Officers to rain justice for the Sun-Noble’s crimes.

      It would be enough. Thora knew it would.

      Viceroy Bearin remained hidden within the blood-wood trees, with his many soldiers spread throughout the forest all along the road. They circled behind the painted walls of Sun-Master Sandin’s hidden tower.

      And still they waited.

      By the time they were finally given the signal, Thora’s body ached, and the red eyes of night owls blinked from the forest. The howl of a winter tiger broke the silence, echoing from close within the trees. It sounded strange. Not quite right. The voice of a man, rasping and shrill.

      Diem was gone before Thora could even move. He scaled the high wall and disappeared, using Soldier Skyin as a step. Thora bit her tongue and stayed hidden in the shadows as Soldier Skyin followed behind Diem. She hated to be useless but was aware of her limits. To put the hunt at risk, with her smashed face and stitched-up side, was something she would never do. Still, she felt that surge of envy while the others advanced and she had to remain behind. But there was a reason for her to be part of this Purge Hunt, too, and she had her own role to play, which was to move unnoticed and unsuspected through the inner towers.

      The crimson wall was high. Thora and the other remaining soldiers circled along the length of it, and the fingers of Thora’s good hand trailed against the peeling paint. Outside the closed gates, they stopped and waited. The torches had been snuffed out and mercenaries already lay dead on the snow.

      Soon the gates opened from within, and light like a raging fire flooded out to welcome Thora and the waiting soldiers.

      Diem did not appear. Instead, Soldier Skyin stood over the bodies of slain mercenaries, silent in the shadows as the rest of the viceroy’s men crept from the shelter of the trees. Pale moths flitted about in the darkness of the quad, perhaps drawn to the promise of spilled blood.

      Thora didn’t enter with the other soldiers, not even when Viceroy Bearin strode by. He was dressed in battle uniform and gripped his copper-tin sword. Instead, she stayed hidden outside the gates with her injured hand curled against her chest and her side still aching from the stitching. The viceroy did not see her.

      Pressing her body flat against the wall, Thora waited. Until screaming rang from within the tower, and she could wait no more.

      As soon as she stepped inside the quad she was plunged into light, torches flaring and men lunging with swords dripping red with fresh blood. The air smelled like burning and metal. Like flesh split open. Spilling over the white snow.

      Thora stayed close to the edges of the quad. Away from the clash of metal and the shouts of men. Moths swirled across the open space in tumbling storms, threading between the fighting figures and beating their enormous wings.

      An inverted moon hung with red glowing stars, as if swallowing the entire sky. Thora knew that somewhere out in the Black Silt Sea, a monster was rising.

      A beat throbbed beneath her skin, growing stronger. Thora told herself it was simply the chaos all around, turning her blood quick, but already she felt a humming moving inward, her flesh tingling and prickling as it travelled toward her heart.

      She bit her lip and tasted the salt tang of blood, advancing as quickly as she could and ignoring the beat singing through her body. Thora was dressed as a Death City woman tonight, wrapped tight in crimson layers to combat the snow. Viceroy Bearin had suggested it might be easier for her to move unnoticed within the towers dressed this way. Any of Sun-Master Sandin’s mercenaries might dismiss Thora as a servant. Yet as she stepped into the first of the grand towers Thora found no one else within, no servants, no staff. No other women.

      This place was abandoned, a storage shed only, built wide and grand like the tower of a prince. Yet it lay empty of people and life. Only soldiers and mercenaries were outside screaming in the quad. Dying.

      Darkness swelled inside the tower. Torches fixed to the staircase remained unlit, no candlelight, and the painted shapes of death giants silhouetted the walls. Thora stepped over the body of a fallen man who’d crashed through the door. His breathing was weak and laboured. The man didn’t wear the uniform of Polity House, so Thora paid him no heed. He was dying. Slowly. Blood spread beneath him, pooling across the floor. That beat beneath her skin throbbed harder, as if the sight of spilling blood made it surge as the tide did around the Eleventh Daughter’s black pyramid. Pale moths landed in the glimmering liquid and then crawled away, the insects leaving blood trails smeared across the floor.

      Thora shivered, and for a single moment she thought of blood on snow, of a glass-sweet held out in kindness, but then the pictures were gone. The man who lay at her feet was dead. Unmoving. And Thora too, was unmoved.

      Death City and its low ways had infected her. She was changed. Just as the Gold House corruption case had infected Diem, eating him alive beneath that hard mask he wore etched upon his face. His past had turned him cold, but Thora’s present was burning her up, that humming of the beat alongside her surging blood and the sheer power of the inverted moon gaping like a wash of noise in her head.

      Thora crept up the winding staircase, peering within each gloomy level, searching until she found an upper level filled with ... things. Shapes. Boxes that smelled of clean linen, rolls of winter tiger fur, and large stinking vats of rhubarb and blubber. Other strange shells carried the salty scent of the ocean. Boxes and boxes of things. Containers filled with a powder that slipped through her hand like sand. Others filled with grain. Velvet sashes. Piles of bone embroidered cloth, and chests and chests of desert-glass of every colour.

      And behind it all, stacked layers of hacked red bone.

      The scent of salt hung over everything, and as Thora touched the piles of crimson bone it brought a tingling across her spine, like the crooked beat lived inside.

      Death-giant bone. Mined from the Black Silt Sea.

      Other than the elusive heart, it was the most precious commodity in the Red Kingdom.

      Beyond the bones, trays of small carved trinkets and jewels were stacked in great piles, all carved from bone and cold to the touch.

      Wealth. Mountains of it.

      The price of little girls.

      Thora tucked the letter Effile had died for beneath a tray of whale blubber oils, the desert-glass vials clinking in the deep quiet of the tower.

      She did not hide it well. She wanted the Crimson Warrior to find it easily when he later inspected this room, so he could add it to the growing evidence he gathered against Sun-Master Sandin.

      And then Thora drifted from the tower. Out into the quad beneath the red wash of the behemoth inverted moon, her body cast in crimson shadow.

      The crooked beat crackled beneath her skin every time she stepped over a fallen body or spreading pool of blood—the gore buried beneath clinging pale moths and writhing velvet wings. The crooked beat was as bloodthirsty as she was, and tonight it drank its fill of the violence, while satisfaction bloomed hot inside Thora’s throbbing heart.

      Somewhere, deep down, she knew she should’ve felt afraid of the feeling. Of how eager she was to drink in all this destruction she had wrought.

      Instead, her body sang with the crooked beat’s hum, and she smiled red.

      Beat. Beat. Beat.
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      Diem grunted as he swung his sword hard. Muscle splitting. Bones cracking. Screaming all around. Blood splattered onto his face, through the metal grid guard of his copper helm and onto his skin. He growled. He was sick of all this damned Dead-Daughter red over everything, yet now he had a Crimson Warrior at his back and blood dribbling down his chin.

      With a howl he flung himself at a man who lunged from the shadows of a tower porch, and their boots skidded over polished wood until Diem plunged his blade deep into the mercenary’s belly. Only a gurgle then, as the man—no, boy—slipped in his own pool of blood and collapsed into a battered heap upon the tower’s porch. Pale moths flooded toward the fallen body in a stream, crawling over skin and exposed bone. Diem’s mind was stone. His heart was stone. His hands dripped blood as he stepped over the crushed body and shoved his shoulder against the locked door of this grandest of towers in the quad. The Crimson Warrior followed close behind, and the man’s long thin blade trailed blood.

      Diem might have been sick of war and blood, but he knew how it was done. He crashed again into the bolted tower door, over and over, until it caved inward, and he rolled with it, onto his back, blade raised to protect his face, and just as well, for an axe swung down hard. By the time it landed Diem had lunged sideways in the rubble, though this time it was the Crimson Warrior from Purge House who slid his thin blade across the mercenary’s throat. Pale moths poured into the tower through the broken door, filling every space with their ceaseless fluttering and tumbling.

      The Crimson Warrior knelt at Diem’s side, lifting the copper mask from his face. Blood-red robes stiff with gold embroidery shrouded his body, and a bird’s beak helm enclosed his face like a death’s head, with black bones rattling around his neck. Beneath the visor his feverish-red face dripped sweat, the man far younger than Diem had expected. The eyes were filled with the fervour of the devout.

      Liked to watch a pyre or two this one, Diem reckoned. Lit a few himself even, maybe. The man offered his hand.

      Diem spat blood and clasped the man’s pale fingers. Not because he wanted to, but because when a Purge House man offered you a hand instead of a pyre, you gladly took it. The Crimson Warrior hauled Diem to his feet.

      ‘Upstairs,’ Diem grunted.

      The Crimson Warrior grinned. Showed teeth glistening with blood, and beyond, just the stub of a tongue. He pushed by Diem in a wave of swirling moth wings and bolted up the inner staircase to the higher level of the tower. Diem followed. At least Crimson Warriors didn’t have the means to spread their zealot words. They kept their silence while they wreaked out justice and burned the Red Kingdom, and Diem supposed that was something to be grateful for.

      ‘What’s dead is dead and all shall die,’ he said soft beneath his breath, panting as he lunged up the staircase. Insects clung to the blood smeared over his skin and crawled to his hair, and he flicked them off best he could. When one moth fell away, crushed and dying, another would immediately arrive to fill its place. He gave up. Diem wasn’t sure where Thora had got to in all the chaos, but he trusted her in moments like this just as she trusted him. They’d been in worse scrapes together in the past.

      He hoped they would again.

      But mostly he’d turned his mind from the future. Diem had no answers, had no idea what would come next. All he knew was that the whispers about Bilik Paean preparing for war had arrived onto Death City Island full force, and it was all anyone talked of these last few days. It turned his heart cold. He’d had enough war to last a lifetime.

      But Diem suspected he wouldn’t have too much choice in the matter.

      Burly mercenaries waited at the top level, but Sun-Master Sandin had nowhere to run anymore. The viceroy’s soldiers had circled the tower compound, and the Sun-Noble had no escape. Diem’s respect for the man dropped another notch at the thought of the old Sun-Noble fool climbing all the steps as if an exit waited at the top of his tower instead of a dead end. Ahead, the young Crimson Warrior threw himself at the first mercenary with a guttural howl like an animal. No words, only that rasping scream. Would have chilled Diem right to the bone, that sound would, if the winter and the murders and the whole of Death City hadn’t already done it so effectively.

      No time for thinking. He lunged after the Crimson Warrior and smashed his blade against a raised sword. Despite the enemy’s advantage of a higher step, Diem had enough weight on him to push through, and a knee to the man’s guts helped, too. The Crimson Warrior was squatting on one of the collapsed mercenaries, hacking at the man with a short blade. Blood everywhere. Diem ripped the copper helm from his own head and threw it into the face of the last standing mercenary, then skidded across the blood-smeared floor to grasp the back of the man’s loose Death City hair before slicing the edge of his blade beneath the jaw. A red smile, the blood bubbling over Diem’s hands. His black battle coat was almost as red as the Crimson Warrior’s stiffly embroidered robes. Diem panted, swinging in a circle as the body of his opponent dropped with a thud.

      No one was left now in this highest tower room. Except for the Crimson Warrior frantically hacking at his downed enemy like a madman. Moths congregated around him in a ceaseless, quivering swirl, leaving the rest of the room bare of insects.

      Only Sun-Master Sandin, who huddled against the far wall in a shaking heap, remained. He whimpered, his gaze firmly locked on the massacre the Crimson Warrior was conducting by the stairs. Diem didn’t look. He’d always known that everyone associated with Purge House was mad, but he hadn’t expected things to get quite this dangerous. He’d seen blood lust before, in the mountains during the Cold War. Seen a man go mad with it and keep on hacking long after a battle was done. Usually all it took was a good knock to the head to get a man like that to stop. But no way was Diem knocking a Crimson Warrior anywhere. A zealot like that would probably build a pyre out of this tower and burn all three of them to the ground as punishment for Diem’s disrespect. So he ignored what was happening by the staircase and turned his full attention to Sun-Master Sandin.

      Diem crouched before the old man with his arms resting over his knees, hard to do in his bulky battle gear. His chin dripped blood and he wiped it with the back of a red-smeared hand.

      ‘The end, I reckon, sun-master,’ Diem rasped. ‘Better come with me quietly and confess all your crimes, no? Or else I’ll allow that mad one in the corner to handle your interrogation instead. What say you?’

      The old man struggled to his feet. Diem smiled coldly, without joy. ‘A choice well made.’

      Turned out having a Crimson Warrior around was useful after all. Except as Diem led the old man from the tower—Sandin’s fur ruffs and winter layers so cumbersome Diem could barely shove him down the staircase—the Sun-Noble hissed, ‘Don’t get ahead of yourself, boy. I have a powerful friend or two in the capital. No Crimson Warrior will be taking me to Purge House yet.’

      Diem pushed his knee into the old man’s back, making him stumble faster down the stairs. The floor above creaked. Seemed the Crimson Warrior had finished his killing frenzy and found the wits to follow them. Diem grimaced.

      ‘Don’t reckon you’ve quite grasped the situation, old man,’ Diem said, with a final glance at the still empty staircase. He pushed Sandin faster so they could get the hell out of the tower before the Crimson Warrior caught up. ‘Your time is done. Purge House is full involved now, and you’ll burn in the capital before all this is over.’

      Even as he said the words, Diem wasn’t sure he believed them. He swiped sweat from his brow as they emerged from the tower and stepped off the porch into the snowy quad. The sky stretched black and red. The hollow night was in full bloom. Over the mountains and between the jagged peaks, Diem caught the movement of a giant—a glimpse of a monster lumbering its unexplained way through the churning sea.

      ‘I think it’s you who doesn’t understand the world you live in, boy.’ The Sun-Noble wheezed. If the old man was attempting to get beneath Diem’s skin, he was doing a fine job. ‘City of Pillars is where my entire family is rooted, soldier, and every single one of my relatives, and many more politic men besides. And all of them benefit immensely from my connections to Bilik Paean, just as I do. Powerful friends are something I have plenty of. The kind of friends who know how to tie a rabid Crimson Warrior down.’ The old man ripped his arm from Diem’s grip, as if disgusted to be touched by a Moon-Caste investigator as lowly as he. ‘What do you have, boy, to keep you safe at night in the shadow of the Red Palace?’

      Diem grunted. He didn’t much care for being called ‘boy’ and he’d certainly had enough of crimson this and red that. He wanted someone to be original enough to think of another damned Dead-Daughter name for anything in this rotting kingdom. But he had a bad feeling already, and the Sun-Noble’s confidence was stoking that fire.

      Diem knew how the world worked. Knew how coin worked, too. How it made the world go round.

      The night was hollow and so he’d be dreaming strange dreams tonight—of the Gold Age and how things were, or the age before it that was lost to memory, with only those rusted metal relics and sunken gun turrets all that remained. Diem supposed that was all life was—a series of circles. Kingdoms rose and fell, some better than others, but they all died out in the end. Looked to him Bilik Paean was in the rising stage, and everyone knew the Red Kingdom had been caving inward ever since the Hundred Year Fall.

      Diem reckoned he didn’t have too much hope left that things could change. He’d tried it once, but if the Cold War hadn’t burned it from him, everything that’d happened since certainly had. Thora had been a welcome dream for a while, but all dreams ended eventually.

      He glowered at the Sun-Noble, head tilted to the side. The mad Crimson Warrior burst from the tower behind them, making Sandin flinch. Diem leaned close, so he wouldn’t be overheard. ‘I understand the world just fine, old man. Maybe better than you, I reckon.’

      Sandin’s wide eyes flicked back to Diem’s blood-splattered face. And this time he looked less certain.

      Diem grinned savagely as the Crimson Warrior approached, the man trailing a sea of frenzied moths. Maybe Diem was as blood-mad as the Purge House representative. That same old fury bubbled like oil from the deep places Diem shoved it into and that gaping Gold House door loomed inside his mind. The woman he’d left to die kept screaming.

      That dream he’d harboured, of a future anywhere except the Red Kingdom, was slowly burning all around him, with a looming war rising in its stead.

      The Crimson Warrior clasped Sandin’s arm, ready to drag the prisoner across the quad back to where Viceroy Bearin and his soldiers waited. Jolyen Sandin cowered at the Purge House man’s touch, his expression etched with horror. They didn’t get far. Diem grasped at Sandin’s shoulder. He bared his bloody teeth at the old man, bending until his own face was so close to Sandin’s that the Sun-Noble stumbled back into the Crimson Warrior.

      Diem’s red smile remained fixed in place.

      ‘A bit far away, I’d say. Your powerful friends, no?’

      His attention flicked to the Purge House warrior and back to Sandin, and Diem lowered his voice. ‘Maybe you’ve been wasting your time afraid of the wrong man, Sun-Master Sandin. Let me introduce myself. I’m Low Investigator Diem Lakein.’
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        The Red Kingdom owes citizens nothing. Citizens owe all to the Red Kingdom. Citizens must obey this teaching.—Red Reform laws

        

      

      Thora sat in her room in Polity House. Dead quiet. No one shared the women’s quarters with her anymore. Beyond her tower, inky darkness consumed the night.

      Her belongings lay packed in the centre of her pallet, ready for their departure in the morning, and she waited with her back against the wall. She couldn’t sleep. Dreams of her papa had been plaguing her again. Making her uneasy.

      She wanted to leave Death City now. This place frightened her too much to stay, though she could still feel the crooked beat simmering in her veins. That tingle under her skin.

      Maybe no slaves existed on the Thousand Island Frontier, but it was no paradise, either. This, Thora had learned the hard way.

      Still, she found she dreaded the thought of the mainland, too. Viceroy Bearin had assured her his reports on the Death City case would be favourable to Thora and that he’d recommended her for further active cases—citing her to be wasted on domestic chores. It meant she’d achieved what she’d wanted. Yet Thora’s stomach still filled with nausea at the idea of returning to City of Pillars and standing once more in the plaza to watch the world burn.

      Thora wanted something else.

      She wasn’t ready to become Dust once more. And whether she was cleaning Investigation House or solving cases, it didn’t make as much difference in her heart as she’d expected. Either way, she was still Dust, after all.

      A sharp knock rapped on the tower door, and Diem called her name. ‘You ready, Thora?’

      She peered about the cramped room, at the compact table and rolled blankets on the pallet. At the woven death-head tapestries that covered the walls—skulls grinning at her with flesh peeled back to expose red bone. Thora didn’t know if she was ready. Maybe some part of her would stay behind, sunk too deep into Death City to ever truly tear itself away.

      The door swung open, and Diem filled the frame. Cold mountain air crept alongside him. ‘It’s time,’ is all he said.

      Climbing to her feet, Thora handed Diem the small bundle of clothes clutched against her chest. His fingers pressed against hers as he took them, and she looked away from those dark eyes, always filled to the brim with promises when he stared at her. Questions she never knew how to answer. Instead, she peered at the crimson clothes in his hands.

      Effile’s clothes, for a time. Not what she’d brought with her to Death City, but what she’d worn while working here. Material that had touched her skin. The rest of her meagre belongings had been packed among Thora’s own—Effile’s clothes, Thora’s now she supposed, unless someone back in City of Pillars wished to claim them.

      If Thora truly wanted to go back at all to find out. She ached to ask Diem for an alternative pathway. She peered at him in the dark. Maybe she could melt into this landscape of grey islands with him, instead. Never find out who Effile had waiting for her.

      ‘I’m ready,’ she said instead, though she wasn’t.

      Diem nodded, stepping onto the porch and down the winding staircase. Thora followed close and, in the quad, they crunched across the snow toward the main gates of Polity House. Thora wrapped herself tightly in her coat, though the winter chill struck her hard anyway. At the gates, she peered at the immense north mountain that rose beyond Polity House’s walls. The moon was huge and bright, turning the peak visible in the dark. It clung with mist, and lay streaked grey and black, with those blood-wood trees growing in a trail straight from Glasswater Bay to its peak. The wind rose and the smell of salt hung in the air. Over the other side of the spit—where the sea turned wild and churning—wavering lights hovered above the glowing sea.

      The bones of a death god.

      She wished she could’ve seen them up close, just to say she had. But most who ventured out that way never came back, and Thora was not ready to die.

      They followed Viceroy Bearin and a trail of local soldiers through the city to the cliffs above the bay, striding silently along streets alive with torchlight and the smell of spilled sour-sweet. Off-duty bone-miners sat drunk at tables in their shaggy furs and red toothy masks. Others roamed the streets in death masks or red veils. A woman with papery skin sat crouched in the snow, singing her wares.

      A practitioner.

      Thora shivered and trudged on, following the silent procession. The soldiers ahead wheeled carts with pale wooden boxes on each. Funeral biers—painted white—and carved with a strange mishmash of mainland and Death City lore. Looked to Thora that the low ways of the Frontier had won out, and most of the skulls and bones carved into the bier depicted scenes of the dead awakening and living on the earth once more. Marsupial-rodents skittered and hopped in the wake of the procession, their needle teeth gleaming in the moonlight as they swarmed to snatch any unwanted scraps.

      Diem strode by her side and said nothing. What was left to say? Effile lay inside one of those pale boxes. As did Osla’s little daughter. Soldier Carpin, too. And more besides.

      The case was resolved, but there had been a price to pay.

      Thora tried to tell herself it’d been worth it.

      They arrived at the soaring cliffs above Glasswater Bay, and the pale boxes were lowered by pulley. The men and women who worked the system paid no mind to the fact it was bodies and not goods they heaved up and down the cliffs this night. Or perhaps this was the usual way of Death City funerals, and they were used to it. Either way, they made short work of it, and soon Thora had descended with the others down the carved thousand-step staircase, and she stood on the black-pebbled shore. Murky shapes emerged from the dark—the last of the whale carcasses scattered along the bay, picked clean with the remaining bones a pale gleam in the night.

      She spotted Osla near the inky waves, wearing crimson and standing alongside her son Misha. The older practitioner gestured a greeting to Thora, but neither approached the other. Thora wasn’t certain how to feel. She wasn’t sure where right and wrong lay in what had happened between them, only that the crooked beat frightened Thora in a deeper way than she could understand—now that she’d touched it.

      Another lesson learned.

      The funeral biers burned, and soon the whole beach was on fire. The Eleventh Daughter’s black pyramid shone under the pale moonlight, its surface reflecting the flames as if it was on fire, too. Inside it lay half the burned bones of the Eleventh Daughter, the woman who had run.

      It was the secret they kept on the mainland.

      The Eleventh Daughter hadn’t sacrificed her life willingly, as Purge House said. Perhaps none of the Daughters had.

      Thora wanted to be brave enough to run.

      As the water in the bay glowed with pale light—blue tears emerging in the ocean—she made her choice, and Thora pulled the winter hat Diem had gifted her from her coat. As he watched in the dark, she placed the velvet hat over her braided hair. It fit well, settling low across her ears and neck, offering warmth where the night was cold.

      Snow fell from the sky. The cat fur was soft against Thora’s skin. Warm. Why had it taken her so long to wear it?

      As she peered up at Diem, Thora pictured Osla in the sea and that whirlpool of wishes caught in Diem’s heart. He said nothing. Only grew still. Eventually he touched a calloused hand to her cheek, the lightest graze of his fingertips. He closed his eyes and swayed. He looked exhausted.

      ‘Where’ll we go?’ Thora said quietly. She hoped it was possible to reach Bilik Paean via the black sail trade, but she’d been hearing rumours stirring from across the Western Sea. Bilik Paean may not have slaves, but it was a nation with troubles of its own.

      Diem’s smile faded. He didn’t answer.

      The local family members of the deceased turned to wailing and chanting, death songs loud and true, and the pale boxes were set aflame and sailing over the waves. For a time. Until the burning was done, and one by one, they sunk beneath the water.

      ‘What’s dead is dead and all shall die,’ Diem said.

      A single pale moth tumbled by as the burning biers were swallowed by the waves. ‘And then live again,’ Thora breathed.

      Soon, Effile was gone.
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      The next morning, Thora joined the group of men and horses waiting in the front quad. A cart rumbled by, overseen by the volatile Crimson Warrior and his men from Purge House. The other soldiers gave the hunters a wide berth, especially their leader, whose angelic face belied the things they’d seen him do to the prisoners arrested during the isolated tower Purge Hunt. No one went near him at all, if they could help it. Not even Viceroy Bearin who’d invited the man to Death City. And everyone seemed to mutually understand that, for now at least, Death City would keep its low ways hidden. Not one person uttered a word about the Eleventh Daughter or the crooked beat.

      Inside the cart, Sun-Master Sandin sat reduced to a caged animal. Still, his dignity had not been lost. He held his chin high despite the snow building on his shoulders. His mouth was tight with the indignity, though Thora suspected Purge House would put an end to that when they finally returned to the capital. She glanced at Diem who stood near one of the horses. If they returned to the capital.

      The world seemed suddenly new. Fresh pathways laid out before her, and she had no idea which one she would take. Could see no neat end in sight.

      While the Crimson Warrior travelled with them, Thora felt certain they’d have to go all the way to City of Pillars before she and Diem made their next move, whatever that might be. Besides, Thora had a hankering to follow this case through to the end. She wanted to witness the Purge Trial of Sun-Master Sandin herself. She wasn’t sure she could disappear before that, if that was truly what Diem planned. They hadn’t found time alone to discuss anything in the chaos of departure from Death City.

      The other prisoners would remain in Polity House custody—Scholar-Assistant Poplarin and a few other mercenaries who’d survived the Crimson Warrior’s attention the last few days. None of them were as important as Sun-Master Sandin. And none of the others would make the long journey to the mainland. In the capital city, this most precious of prisoners would be questioned by men far superior and of higher rank than anyone here on this isolated island. Far higher even than the Crimson Warrior, who paced through the snow with that touch of madness in his eye.

      Perhaps even the prince himself would attend the interrogation and trial of a Sun-Noble as wealthy as Jolyen Sandin, for such a thing was rare indeed.

      The prisoners remaining at Polity House would be trialled and executed upon Viceroy Bearin’s return to the island, if the result of the Purge Trial should be favourable to Sandin’s indictment, as Thora felt convinced it surely would be. The evidence against him had mounted, with one of the Purge Officers discovering Effile’s incriminating letter, which he said tied the Sun-Noble directly to people traffickers from Bilik Paean via the black sail trade. Another thread among all the others that tied Sun-Master Sandin to this crime. A pivotal one though, the strongest they had to connect the wealth within the tower to how Sun-Master Sandin might have earned it. Along with Poplarin’s testimony, Thora believed it would be enough.

      Behind her someone cleared his throat, and Thora turned to find Honnan Skyin flashing his charming smile. Even his stained crimson teeth didn’t ruin the effect today. He was dressed in new clothes—stiff embroidered robes of darkest blue—newly promoted and filled with pride. Scholar-Assistant Skyin now. Or at least, temporarily, while Viceroy Bearin travelled to the capital to testify on the case. It seemed Scholar-Assistant Honnan Skyin would be left in charge of Polity House for a while. A trusted man. And a loyal one.

      Who was once a Dust-Caste slave.

      Thora smiled.

      ‘Dust-Caste Thora,’ he greeted. ‘I’m hoping you’ll travel safe and sound back to the mainland. And hoping you’ll return Dust-Caste Effile’s belongings well to her family.’

      Thora nodded as Diem appeared by her side to make his own farewells. As they turned to leave—after Viceroy Bearin and the Crimson Warrior had already ridden from the quad—Honnan called Thora back.

      ‘I can’t hold back what I’m pondering.’ He was breathless from hurrying to catch her. ‘Sun-Mistress Shea Sandin, she’ll remain in her papa's tower?’

      ‘For now.’ Thora watched Honnan carefully. Would Shea Sandin be the ghost that haunted Scholar-Assistant Skyin? Like a glass-sweet offered in kindness haunted Thora. As the Gold House surely haunted Diem.

      Honnan shifted uncomfortably beneath her gaze. ‘What you reckon will happen to Shea then, after her papa is burned?’

      Thora closed her eyes.

      A beautiful girl in the market, glimpsed once by Soldier Skyin while he was walking with his old grandnannie.

      She didn’t answer.

      The family members of traitors were always marked as traitors, too. Scholar-Assistant Skyin knew this as well as Thora did. It was the way of the Red Kingdom because it was written in the Red Reform.

      ‘It’s only...’ He cleared his throat. ‘I’m asking because that girl can’t be cast down and made a Dust-Caste slave, see? She couldn’t even become a Gold woman, I reckon. Her mind is true gone.’ He paused. ‘What happens then, to traitors who can’t work none?’

      Thora shook her head, wishing he hadn’t asked, and said nothing at all as she left him standing in the snow behind her. Though Scholar-Assistant Skyin waved, Thora didn’t return it.

      Perhaps Shea Sandin would haunt Thora’s dreams, too.
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      The days passed slow, sailing on the red ferry as the ocean glowed with blue tears. They were lucky enough to never encounter a hollow night. The true moon burned bright white and huge instead.

      Winter wind rolled off the passing islands of the Frontier like ice. The air burned Thora’s face, her body both hot and cold. Her nose still ached, though the swelling had waned. Scholar-Assistant Skyin had described it for her before she left—skin black and yellow with bruising, he’d said, one eye still puffed smaller than the other. The Purge Officers sent glances Thora’s way as they travelled, staring over their shoulders or from behind raised hands. She pretended not to see. She didn’t care what they thought of her, though she noticed Diem was always stationed firmly between Thora and the Crimson Warrior, who sat at the head of the boat, masked face raised to the onslaught of wind and ice. Viceroy Bearin huddled nearby, attempting to stay warm in the onslaught with his long limbs folded about his body.

      On the third night, as the shadows deepened across the ferry, the sailors announced they’d stop for snatched sleep on an island large enough to house them. They scurried back and forth across the ferry, adjusting the enormous red canvas sails and dragging ropes here and there. Thora found herself sitting near Sun-Master Sandin’s cage, and he caught her eye and smiled.

      As if he knew something she did not.

      Thora frowned as the wild wind ripped chunks of hair from her braids and gulls screeched overhead. Even after the Sun-Noble no longer looked her way, she still couldn’t tear herself away. It was difficult to forget that smile. An expression that had filled Thora with a deep unease.

      Corruption runs deep. You not seen that yet?

      Diem’s words, bitter and sharp.

      But Thora couldn’t believe the prince would ever let Sun-Master Sandin go. Not after the terrible crimes the Sun-Noble had committed. Surely not.

      Still, a sour sickness swelled in her belly. And she found she couldn’t meet Diem’s eyes.

      The red ferry thudded soft against a sand bank and anchored in the bay. One by one they all trailed onto the shore, with the prisoner dragged by ropes and his wooden cage left behind in the boat.

      The snow on the island piled beneath scraggly trees, their branches clutching at a sky filled with stars. The only other thing growing was sea-beet, which covered even the harshest of the island’s landscape. The moon shone brightly.

      Soon the group lit fires to keep the winter at bay, and the ground turned to mush, churned by the many boots crossing the camp back and forth. The Red Hunters pulled up tents for themselves and their crimson leader, but the rest of the party, Thora included, lay on canvas mats near the fires. Soldiers huddled beneath blankets in the dark, wracked with shivers. Sun-Master Sandin was trussed to a tree and left covered with canvas to keep the heat inside, and a rotating shift of soldiers set to last the night. Thora imagined it would be the most uncomfortable night their Sun-Noble prisoner had ever encountered, so used was he to a warm bed and a fine meal.

      The bulky shadow of his canvas huddled in the flickering black. Thora was no fool. Even if Sun-Master Sandin was executed after his Purge Trial, even if they did manage to tie these crimes to his in-laws on the port island and indict them too … even then they would’ve barely touched the organisation Sandin had worked for. Their investigation had not cut the head from the snake; they’d barely nipped the merest tip of its tail.

      She shifted fitfully through the night, the churning of the waves against the sandy shore invading her dreams, men complaining and shifting in the darkness. The cold crept inside Thora’s bones, needling.

      She stared at the inky sky, her heart heavy with the truth.

      In the Red Kingdom there would always be other islands and other valleys.

      There would be other girls.
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      She awoke to shouting.

      Morning had dawned, and light squeezed through the canopy to fall onto the forest floor in dappled patches. Pushing her body stiffly from the canvas mat, Thora attempted to focus her sleep-addled mind. Men huddled around one end of the clearing, pushing and shoving each other, their voices loud. Shouts and arguing filled the clearing.

      Thora stood slowly, nausea rising.

      Something was wrong.

      The men surrounded Sun-Master Sandin’s discarded canvas, pulled aside with snow soaking the woven threads. The prisoner lay on his side, the ropes that had bound him overnight cut loose.

      Thora circled around until his face came into view.

      Skin blue.

      Eyes wide.

      Blood trickling from his ear.

      Sun-Master Sandin lay dead upon the sea-beets, one arm caught awkwardly beneath his body.

      ‘His heart gave out.’ It was Diem, who’d appeared by Thora’s side.

      ‘How … how could this be real?’ Her voice wavered. ‘The man was well enough yesterday. I saw it! Only yesterday he was true well. And he’s to face a Purge Trial.’

      ‘He’s old.’ Diem shrugged as if it was to be expected. As if he didn’t much care. ‘And the night just passed was cold and long, I’d say.’

      Thora shook her head; it couldn’t be real. Not after everything they’d gone through so Sandin would stand trial. Not an ending like this. Snuffed out in the blink of an eye. Like a candle. The man had faced nothing. No justice had been forged. The Sandin clan name remained clear.

      She blinked at Diem, craving to hear from him that it wasn’t real, it was a dream. Sandin’s death could not be the true ending of everything Thora had worked so hard for. That she had changed herself for.

      It could not be the ending Effile had died for.

      Diem’s face was a mask. Blank. ‘Sandin was off to face interrogation and a burning in City of Pillars. Fear is a killer true. And he was just an old man, for all his riches. His heart was weak.’

      Sun-Master Sandin had not seemed weak to Thora. Yesterday when he’d smiled at her as if he knew something she didn’t.

      Tears stung her eyes and Thora turned so Diem wouldn’t see, embarrassed by how much this ending hurt her.

      Because of a weak heart, Sun-Master Sandin had escaped her.

      Thora couldn’t stay in front of this ending a moment longer, couldn’t hold still. She felt she might scream out loud.

      Stumbling into the trees, she left the campsite behind. Her boots sunk into the snow and caught on the winding roots of the forest trees. She swiped her cold hands across her cheeks, her knuckles hard against her bruises. She didn’t care. If the prisoner was dead, she didn’t care. It was only that it wasn’t right. It wasn’t the right way for this to end.

      Thora sunk beside a leaning pine tree. Hands deep in the wet snow.

      And then she stopped utterly still.

      It was unbelievable that she found it. Inconceivable.

      Yet she did.

      It lay glinting in the morning sun. Shimmering within the snow. Thora slowly picked it up between swollen fingers.

      Staring.

      Within moments she’d launched to her feet, striding back toward the campsite filled with purpose and a brewing storm. It hadn’t ended naturally this way. She burst from the forest, catching sight first of the terrifying masked Crimson Warrior ordering his men back and forth with hand gestures. The man pointed and his hunters began to dig a hole within the dark, frozen earth.

      A grave.

      Thora marched toward him, though before she reached the gravesite, she found herself hesitating. Her attention turned to rest on Viceroy Bearin.

      She couldn’t see his face. He stood alone at the edge of the sandy beach, hands folded neatly behind his back, gazing over the churning waves.

      Was it him? Had he done this?

      Thora hesitated. It was possible. The viceroy badly wanted to win in his battle against Sun-Master Sandin. The Sun-Noble had made a fool of him. But did he want it enough to kill?

      She glanced at the masked Crimson Warrior who stood over the deepening grave. If Thora revealed what she’d found among the trees, what would happen next?

      A Purge Hunt?

      She imagined where her accusations could lead. To a Purge Hunt and death and arrests. The small island aflame. Would the Crimson Warrior also suspect Viceroy Bearin? It could have been him. And yet …

      Thora glanced at the men gathered by the gravesite. Faces stained with dirt and sweat, official uniforms askew and travel-worn after the long night. Cold gazes and hard mouths. Soldiers from Death City alongside Purge Officers from the capital.

      She didn’t know who they were. Those men wore Purge House uniforms, or Death City Polity House uniforms, and they all carried official weapons. They held their heads high and responded to the Crimson Warrior whenever he gestured for them to dig faster, harder. Deeper. As they worked, Thora imagined the sound of coins clinked between palms, passing hand to hand, lining pockets of official uniforms.

      Perhaps Sun-Master Sandin’s former trafficking friends didn’t wish their secrets to be spilled so easily.

      Her breathing turned shallow. Fast.

      Then she saw Diem.

      He leaned against a twisted tree at the edge of the clearing. Watching her, his black eyes flickering across Thora’s fingers and the thing she held tight in her hand.

      Waiting to see what she would do.

      Thora was locked in place. On the inside her body was raging—heart hammering, blood roaring. Outwardly she remained utterly still.

      Diem.

      He’d done it before.

      As Thora had, too. She swayed, head light.

      For it was her own hands that had twisted their case, her fingers that had pointed and pressured, and her words which convinced Osla and Misha to give their false testimonies. All she’d done had led to the death of a man innocent of the crime he died for. Yet Thora had remained cold and detached.

      And for what?

      She stared back at Diem. Her fingers opened, and the needle dropped onto the snow. Thin and shimmering in the sunlight.

      A solid copper-tin needle. Used in autopsies. She’d seen a tin pot of needles like it in the morgue tower at Polity House. Yet unlike those clean ones, this needle was stained with Sun-Master Sandin’s blood.

      Thora stood on it with her boot, grinding the needle beneath the snow, digging until it could no longer be seen at all.

      And then she strode to Sun-Master Sandin’s gravesite and watched numbly as the dead prisoner's body was dropped unceremoniously into the deep pit. Jolyen Sandin landed with a thud, head twisted at an odd angle, in a way his neck could never have turned in life. His face was already crusted with dirt and ice. No one had bothered to close his lids.

      Corruption runs deep. You not seen that yet?

      She ignored Diem’s past words as they crawled inside her head.

      Sun-Master Sandin’s lifeless face resembled a death-print, but soon the snow covered that, too. The drops of blood gathering at his ear were soaked away until it was as if they’d never been there.

      When Jolyen Sandin disappeared beneath the ground, Thora was thinking of Bilik Paean. Of a different life. Of burned slave papers. Of Dust Rebellions and future pathways that led to living free.

      None of it was real.

      Maybe this was her last price to the crooked beat. She felt certain the First Law had taken far more than it’d delivered.

      Slowly, Thora pulled the winter hat Diem had gifted her from her head.

      She let it drop onto the muddy snow at her feet.
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      Thora stood with her head bowed before the high investigator’s desk within his grand office tower in City of Pillars. Her attention remained locked on the polished dark-wood floor. The air in the Investigation House tower was cold, though, already, not quite as cold as only days before.

      The seasons were turning it seemed. Soon it would be spring.

      ‘You requested a transfer, Dust-Caste Thora.’

      It was not a question. The high investigator knew it to be true. Yet he raised his brows and awaited Thora’s answer, nonetheless.

      ‘Yes, upper-sir. I heard a need for an assistant investigator with a little experience. They’ve been calling for it from the Crescent Island Polity House.’

      ‘You ask so boldly. And yet no Dust-Caste worker has ever been made an assistant investigator before.’ He leaned back in his chair and studied her. They were alone, with candlelight flickering across the crowded shelves. Shadows seeped from the ceiling. ‘And a woman Dust-Caste worker, at that.’ His voice was mocking.

      Thora lifted her chin. ‘No one else wants to go, upper-sir.’

      ‘You like the idea of living in such an isolated place? So far from home?’ This time he didn’t await Thora’s answer, instead clearing his throat as if already tired of their conversation. ‘You’ve found a taste for adventure, no doubt, after your time on the Thousand Island Frontier. Perhaps a taste for island life, too, where things are less strict than here in the capital? I suppose you find City of Pillars small after all you’ve seen?’

      ‘City of Pillars is the largest city in the Red Kingdom, upper-sir.’

      The high investigator’s eyes flashed, and Thora lowered her head, biting her tongue.

      ‘You’ve not learned much during your time away, it seems.’ His voice turned cold and hard, his chest swelling beneath his embroidered black tunic. ‘But why not? I’ll stamp the transfer.’

      Thora attempted to smooth the excitement from her expression. Not fast enough. The high investigator snorted with disdain.

      ‘Crescent Island is for traitors and fallen politic men, no less. You’ll soon find out why no one volunteered for such a posting.’ His body filled the space behind his desk. A large man. And powerful. Not one to be trifled with. ‘Despite your clear capacity to assist in the resolution of complex cases, Dust-Caste Thora, as relayed to me quite vehemently by Viceroy Bearin from the Frontier, I’ll assure you that you’re by no means indispensable to me. Nor will you be so on Crescent Island. Despite your growing … reputation.’

      ‘Yes, upper-sir.’ He’d heard the rumours then. They swelled through the Dust-Caste towers at Investigation House and spilled over into the official administration offices and training quad to rise high enough to reach even the high investigator’s ears. Battle axe. Rebellious. Disobedient. Corrupt. Beat worker.

      Murderess.

      They said many things about Thora these days. Most of them true.

      It didn’t matter. She’d made her decision.

      While the high investigator applied his seal to Thora’s transfer papers she was thinking again of Bilik Paean, of a small forge tower beside a lazy warm sea and a life that would never be hers.

      The first step.

      The woman painted by those rumours was Thora. As she could be.

      She’d taken the first step already. Thora had told herself that Buto Roomin was a bad man, a mercenary who worked for Sun-Master Sandin who’d committed countless cruel deeds.

      And yet …

      What was so different between one mercenary and another? What was different between Buto Roomin and that other man, long dead, with his hand outstretched to her in the snow, a gift of a glass-sweet on his palm. Both men had walked and breathed and lived. Both were now dead.

      Both would haunt her.

      As Effile did.

      The first step.

      Who did Thora want to become?

      Someone different. Someone who would not bend. Her first step must be her last. She wouldn’t stray again. She wouldn’t lose herself as Diem had.

      Thora stepped from the high investigator’s tower into the cool air of the quad. The inky gloom of night dripped from the tower rooftops of sprawling Investigation House, and beyond the high stone walls, City of Pillars rose in glittering lights—high enough to touch the sky. No moon shone tonight. Inverted or otherwise. The sky remained black. The capital felt stifling after all that wild space in Death City.

      Thora hadn’t walked far when a hulking shadow loomed from a tower porch as if waiting for her, the figure caught in silhouette by weak torchlight flaring from nearby oil drums. He snatched Thora’s precious transfer papers before she had a chance to hold them back.

      Diem Lakein turned his broad back as he read the orders, angling the papers toward the flame-light of a sparking oil drum. Thora waited silently for him to finish. And she closed her eyes, her face angled to the sky as she inhaled deep.

      She’d not seen much of Diem since their return to City of Pillars. At first it was because Thora had brought Effile’s belongings home to the living mother she’d learned existed. Afterward though, her absence from Diem’s side was by Thora’s own design. And he was aware of it. As the days stretched on and she didn’t speak with him, didn’t look him in the eye, he knew.

      Yet here he stood, his expression carefully blank. His shoulders tightened as he read. Finally, Diem lifted his head, face half hidden by shadow as he handed the papers back. His voice was low, gravelly.

      ‘You’re leaving true, then. You got the position you wanted.’

      Thora lifted her chin. ‘Just so.’

      He said nothing, expression betraying nothing. Only his chest rose and fell a little faster than it should. Eventually he broke the silence. ‘Why go so far away?’

      ‘Where else they going to true give a Dust-Caste like me such a role?’

      Diem raised his brows. He listened and he watched. He’d always been good at understanding what lay beneath.

      Thora scuffed her boots and finally admitted, ‘It was as far-off I could find.’

      He hesitated. From within his battle uniform, he pulled a shimmering soft bundle and offered it to her—velvet and cat fur. Her winter hat. Stained now with mud from Sandin’s gravesite where she’d discarded it.

      Diem’s voice was oddly flat. ‘You left this one behind.’

      ‘I don’t want it anymore.’

      He said nothing, his expression unreadable, until his silence compelled Thora to add, ‘It didn’t fit me, I reckon.’

      ‘Liar.’ The ghost of a smile touched his mouth, and Thora’s breath caught in her throat. She didn’t see him smile often. Diem leaned closer. ‘You chose the full furthest post from City of Pillars you could get.’

      Thora’s voice was barely a whisper. ‘I did true.’

      ‘And the furthest post far-off from me.’

      ‘Just so.’

      He flinched. Only a little. His expression didn’t change. His voice did, though, slight desperation creeping beneath his words. ‘You shouldn’t leave City of Pillars, Thora. You not heard all those spiky rumours? Envoys come in from over the Western Sea. Everyone’s saying Bilik Paean are raising an army so big the world’s never seen it’s like before.’

      ‘I’ve heard true.’ Hard not to. It was all anyone at Investigation House spoke of these days.

      ‘You’ve heard and yet you don’t care? Seems to me those Bilik Paean folk came all this way to speak with our Red King about a purpose.’ Diem hesitated. ‘I reckon mediation didn’t end so well, and now I’m hearing tales the Red King threw those Bilik Paean ambassadors right out of the Red Palace. All downhill from here.’

      Thora’s heart thudded against her chest. ‘What’s any of that matter?’

      A bitter laugh escaped Diem’s lips. ‘You’re smarter than that, I’d wager. War stirs. It’ll be safer to stay in the capital. Things will soon start to change.’

      ‘They already have! They’ve changed.’ Thora flung the words at him, her voice vicious. It was hard to think of faraway nations and armies when he stood before her like this.

      For long moments she forced herself to remain silent, with her fingers clenched into fists. Until she could manage it no longer. ‘You killed Sandin.’

      Silence filled the inky night. Thora’s throat was swollen with unsaid words, and Diem stepped closer. So close now she could’ve touched him if she wished.

      She didn’t.

      ‘You got evidence, do you?’ His head was bowed low, angled toward Thora.

      ‘Nought evidence, no.’ She couldn’t meet his gaze. She peered instead at the shadows creeping across their boots. ‘But I did. In my hands.’

      They were so close but never touching. Diem’s chest swelled beneath his battle uniform, and he clutched the mud-stained winter hat in his hands.

      She took a deep breath. ‘I held proof of murder.’

      ‘And so?’

      ‘I left it behind … on the Thousand Island Frontier. An autopsy needle thick with our prisoner’s gore. And a dead Sun-Noble with unexplained blood leaking from his ear. What failing heart gone done that, no? I could’ve set that Crimson Warrior on a frenzied Purge Hunt all through that grey island. I could’ve true.’

      Silence bloomed between them, and Diem said nothing.

      Finally, Thora peered up into his face, half hidden in shadow. ‘Tell me it wasn’t you, Diem.’

      He said nothing. Unmoving and carefully expressionless.

      Thora shifted beyond his reach.

      One step.

      Two.

      Her boots crunched across the gravel.

      They were alone in the vast quad. It was late, flames flickering weakly against the wooden towers. She stood still as a statue. ‘Reckon you asked me who I wanted to become.’

      ‘I asked you plenty other things, too.’ His voice held a plea, and it made Thora think of blue light in the morning, of the feel of Diem’s bare skin beneath her hands.

      She took another step away.

      ‘And you warned me,’ she whispered. ‘Of what it means to be like you.’

      He didn’t move, frozen in place like one of the forbidden icons from the Death City clifftops—carved from wood with an empty, blank expression.

      ‘Reckon I don’t want to become a woman who murders lawbreakers, Diem. Who doesn’t believe at all in the whole world around me, no? I can’t be making decisions on behalf of others. I reckon it’s not true right.’

      He was so still she thought he hadn’t heard. Until finally Diem lifted his head. ‘You don’t want to be like me. Nor do what I do.’

      She swayed, clenching her hands. ‘Will you … leave Investigation House, then? Will you truly go to your uncle’s forge tower at Open Port West?’

      ‘Without you?’

      She sucked in air but didn’t answer.

      Diem stared through the dark, his face reflecting orange fire. His mouth twisted into a bitter smile.

      ‘I travel off tomorrow.’ Thora reminded herself that she was angry at Diem. Furious with him. Hurt by him. That was why she was doing this. It was all she needed to remember. The rest she would forget. The bitter smile and the fire in his eyes.

      Blue light mornings and bare skin.

      Wiped from her memory.

      ‘Be well, Diem. And do well. Whatever comes next.’

      He didn’t reply, and his hands clutched the stained winter hat. Nothing could be read from his expression. Thora turned and strode through the quad toward the Dust-Caste women’s tower. She pretended the hollow ache in her chest was from the cold. And she didn’t look back.

      In Death City, she’d come close to losing herself, to scattering pieces of herself across Glasswater Bay and leaving them behind to feed the hungry winter tigers. So close. All because of what? A taste of freedom that she’d never truly hold for her own?

      Never again.

      She’d walked that first step, just as Diem had warned.

      But now Thora would carve her own path forward.

      ‘Soon it’ll be spring true,’ she murmured. She inhaled deep and prepared herself for this fresh start she’d created. A new place, a new role. A new life. There would be other cases. Other threads.

      She’d face them and Thora wouldn’t stray again.

      As she walked into the night, a single pale moth drifted from the sky and landed on her chest, just above her heart. A throbbing hum tingled beneath her skin.

      Beat. Beat. Beat.
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      Dear reader,

      

      As I write this note it is the dead of winter and my overly large cat is snoring loudly behind me (you wouldn’t believe how loudly she snores!). I can’t believe I’ve reached the point of writing this note, which means that my long journey of pulling this book together has finally reached an end. I guess what I want to say most, if you are reading this note, is thank you so much for taking the time to try out this first book in my Red Kingdom series. I really hope you enjoyed it. 

      

      And … if you did enjoy my story, I would be really grateful if you considered sparing two minutes to write me a quick review. The truth is that for small-time authors like me, written reviews (no matter how brief, even just one or two words is enough!) actually make all the difference in finding visibility and new readers in this vast and crowded world. It is the absolute best way to support any author!

      

      So anyway, the point of this note is to share some of my inspirations and influences behind this book with you, if you are interested. My writing is massively inspired by weird and dark tales from history, and I am forever enamoured by creepy true stories of old crimes, death culture and strange beliefs from the past. I am a bit of a history buff but a total amateur in the levels of my knowledge, and part of the fun of writing fantasy for me is getting to read history books and hear strange stories about past times and cultures. I hugely draw on these as I am writing new worlds.

      

      For example, memento mori is an idea that is heavily threaded throughout this book and is something I am endlessly fascinated by. In case you don’t already know, memento mori is an idea that has appeared throughout the ages across many real-world cultures, stemming from medieval times. The phrase is Latin and translates (roughly) to 'Remember that you have to die'.

      

      All through history and many different cultures people have embraced death via skeleton pendants, portraits and statues, especially in times of mass hardship, such as plague. For example, the trend for creating cadaver monuments as death memorials (think carved stone figures of prominent men and women rotting away with worms in their shredded flesh … creepy!) was all the rage in the Late Middle Ages. Portraits of people painted half alive and half dead with their bones exposed was also a hugely popular memento mori style.

      

      Although the roots of memento mori are based in religion and saving the soul, the more modern idea of memento mori is that through accepting the inevitable – that each life will one day end – a person might find that they treat their limited time on this earth as something precious to be savoured. I subscribe to this idea in my real life and am fascinated by the imagery of memento mori through history and across the world, so immediately knew I wanted to create a culture in my fantasy book that used these same ideas in my character’s everyday lives. This was the basic idea of the death culture featured in my stories, such as the skull and bone motives that decorate buildings and clothes throughout my novel.

      

      The phrase from my books: 'What's dead is dead and all shall die' is also a variation of the meaning behind memento mori. I wanted to base an entire culture on the worship of death, but in a nonreligious sense, and with no gods, temples or beliefs.

      

      Another big inspiration for me, and something I always find endlessly interesting, is the exploration of how women across history operated within the highly restrictive conditions placed on them in periods when they had no real rights. I love the idea of exploring how a woman could have gained her own sense of agency in a time when she was granted none. How could she gain power within the restrictions placed on her? How could she create her own space or live by her own terms? And I suppose when I say this, I don’t mean powerful queens, mistresses, or outliers to the norm here, but am more referring to the average woman, the kind that was too small and inconsequential to ever make her way into the history books and whose voice was never passed down to us. 

      

      Now, don’t get me wrong, I adore a kick-arse powerful warrior heroine just as much as everyone else, and I love reading about heroines who are able to change the world and break down the system, but I must admit that I also love the idea that there are many different ways to be strong. A woman who is a slave, like Thora in my book, might appear weak and compliant on the outside, but in fact has a rich and vast inner world, and is striving to create something all for herself within the restrictive system she has been born into. In this book, I really wanted to explore the lives of more ordinary people first and foremost. Not the rulers and heroes who usher in a new age, but instead the average citizen who endures and finds their way in the resulting chaos.

      

      Sometimes I wonder why I love to explore these dark themes and write such dark stories (and read them too) when in real life I am generally a very positive and happy person. This always brings me back to that same idea of memento mori, and the thought that perhaps by embracing, facing and exploring the darkness in our world (through a safe, fictional and fantastical lens) we can come to terms with it in our own small way. 

      

      I wonder if that is the same for you, dear reader? Maybe. Maybe not. Either way, I really hope you enjoyed reading this book and found it interesting.

      

      Also, if you’d like to see a bunch of character art, place inspirations and illustrations to guide you through my Red Kingdom world, I do have a series VISUAL GUIDE available from my website for free. You can grab it by signing up to my newsletter, which will also give you a free prequel story (Pyres in the Long Night) detailing how Thora and Diem first crossed paths during their shared Gold House case. Grab both here: www.pjnwosu.com

      

      You can also view a glossary and full-size map, as well as character art, on my website.

      

      Thank you so much for taking the time to read my story.

      PJ Nwosu

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Want a series VISUAL GUIDE?

          

        

      

    

    
      If you would like to see character and place art, as well as behind-the-scenes inspirations to guide you through the Red Kingdom and its places, culture and people, subscribe to PJ Nwosu’s newsletter to receive a free VISUAL GUIDE to the series.

      
        
          [image: A series VISUAL GUIDE for the Red Kingdom fantasy books by PJ Nwosu.]
        

      

      

      Grab your free copy by following this LINK. Expect maps, character art, and weird inspirations!
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