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Chapter one


Hallie breathed in the scent of cinnamon and apple and took a careful sip of the hot drink, letting the flavours linger in her mouth. The taste reminded her of a winter festival day, her face almost numb with cold, gloved hands wrapped around a mug of spiced tea, huddled into her warmest clothes, for once not minding the press of people around her as they helped keep the cold at bay while they all watched whatever entertainment was available.

This evening there were no acrobats or jugglers or street theatre players in sight, but the sky overhead was spectacular enough without any gaudy colours or exaggerated performances. Stars stood out in different shades of light against an inky black sky. She could trace patterns in the stars that she hadn’t thought about for years. While her job as a skip tracer meant that she was often out and about in the city at night, she almost never had time to stop and look at the view and it always took her by surprise when she did get a chance to look up and realise what a spectacular display was on offer from the streets of low city. The sight of all those stars was a little bit of magic, a glimpse of something extraordinary that would fade when the sun rose.

The murmur of conversation around her reminded her she was not alone and, with some reluctance, she dragged her attention back from the overhead sky to the rooftop restaurant. She’d crossed a lot of rooftops over the past decade, chasing fugitives, but this was the first one where she’d sat down for a meal. By careful arrangement of potted plants and woven screens, the restaurant owners had managed to create the illusion of privacy for every table. The voices she could hear were muted, individual words impossible to make out, even with her sharp hearing. Like the other diners, Hallie and her roommate Rosalia were settled among giant cushions with woollen blankets available if they started to feel the night chill.

Near the opening of the stairs which they’d used to access the roof, a pair of musicians were playing stringed instruments. The soft music blended in with the low conversations. Even the waiting staff that Hallie had seen were wearing soft-soled shoes, making virtually no sound on the roof surface. There were small candles in glass jars here and there on the ground, giving just enough light for a guest or waiter to find their way through the maze of tables. The whole effect made this the most peaceful place Hallie had been to in a long time. She could barely believe that there were at least two dozen other people on the rooftop.

“This was such a good idea,” Hallie said, settling more comfortably among the cushions. The extra softness was also helping to soothe her aching body. Rosalia had recently signed a lease on an old bakery, and Hallie had volunteered to take a few days off work to help get the building into shape. Her employer, and aunt, hadn’t been too happy about losing Hallie’s services even for a few days, but Hallie had pointed out that she hadn’t taken any time off for almost the entire decade that she’d worked for the agency. Aunt Gin still hadn’t been happy, but had agreed to Hallie having a week off.

Hallie and Rosalia had spent the first two days of her week off scrubbing out a pair of enormous ovens that Hallie suspected hadn’t been cleaned for at least a decade. Hallie hurt in places she hadn’t known could be sore. When Rosalia had suggested that they go out for dinner to celebrate finally getting the ovens cleaned, Hallie had almost said no. She’d wanted nothing more than a long, hot shower and to settle into her armchair for the night. But Rosalia had said the evening would be memorable, so Hallie had agreed. Besides, she couldn’t remember the last time she had been anywhere at night for a social occasion.

“Wasn’t it, though?” Rosalia said, laughing. “I’ve been wanting to come here for ages, but they only do a couple of nights a month in winter, when the skies are clear, and they are usually booked out. We were lucky to get the last two spaces.”

“I can see why,” Hallie said, unable to resist tilting her head again back to look at the spread of stars above them. The rooftop was one of the highest in low city, near the original, ancient centre of the old town and harbour where her home city had first started as a fishing port. They’d climbed up several storeys of well-worn stone steps to get to the roof, along with other groups of low city residents, Hallie’s sore body protesting the effort. Most of the other diners had headed first for the edges of the roof, looking out over low city and midtown, and then staring up the dark stretches of the hills to the glimmering lights of high city. Hallie had taken a sweeping, cursory glance at what was visible of the city, but had been far more impressed and interested in the night sky overhead, seen without any obstructions. Some of the stars looked almost close enough to touch. She wondered if that was what their long-ago ancestors had seen when they’d first arrived in this spot, when there had been no crowded streets or buildings or press of people, just the undulating stretch of land leading down to the sea. The land near the coast had been rich enough to yield harvests to sustain the growing population, while the curve of the coastline provided a natural harbour for the more adventurous to set out and explore the world.

Hallie laughed softly at the direction of her thoughts. She wasn’t normally given to fanciful imaginings about what might have been. She didn’t normally have time. She’d spent the past decade focused on building enough savings to buy her freedom. Without that singular focus, she felt a little adrift, her mind free to dwell on stories instead of practical considerations.

“Oh,” Rosalia said, her tone one of appreciation and discovery. Hallie pulled her attention away from the sky and her own imagination and saw a pair of waiting staff approaching, their dark clothing blending in with the shadows. They were each carrying a large tray, which they set down on the low table between Hallie and Rosalia. Glorious scents of savoury food curled through the air. Hallie caught the trace of roast vegetables, a hint of garlic, other spices she couldn’t name, and melted butter. She put her drink aside, leaning forward to see what was on offer as Rosalia thanked the waiting staff.

If Hallie had spent a decade with the single focus of earning her freedom, her best friend had nurtured a lifelong passion for food in all its many forms. If Rosalia was paying attention to the food in front of them, then Hallie should do the same.

“This smells amazing,” Hallie said, unfolding the heavy cloth napkin that had been next to her seat. “No plates?” she asked, noticing cutlery but no bowls or flat dishes.

“No. You help yourself,” Rosalia said, picking up a fork and spearing what looked like a piece of roasted vegetable. Asparagus, Hallie thought. It had been a long time since she’d seen that particular vegetable.

“Oh, you ordered us some meat as well,” Hallie said, “thank you.” She hadn’t paid much attention when Rosalia had put in the order for both of them. Hallie had little interest in how food was prepared, and trusted her friend. But now she realised that while one of the platters was entirely made up of vegetables, the other had roasted and grilled meat among more vegetables.

“It’s one of the few places where I trust the meat source,” Rosalia said, “and we deserve something special. It’s been a hard couple of days.”

Hallie gave a soft laugh, agreeing. When she and Rosalia had first ventured into the bakery kitchen, she had wondered if Rosalia had taken on an impossible task. The previous tenant of the bakery premises hadn’t seemed to believe in cleaning anything. But after many hours’ work, the kitchen that Rosalia would use to power her new business was spotless and gleaming. Of course, the work wasn’t done. There was still the large room at the front of the building where customers would be served, and while that wasn’t as grimy, it needed a good clean and Rosalia had bought paint to redecorate. Hallie foresaw several more long days of work ahead, and just hoped that the paint products would smell better than the cleaning products they’d used on the ovens.

“I’m so grateful for your help,” Rosalia added, looking across at Hallie. “It would have taken me weeks on my own.”

“I’m glad to help,” Hallie said honestly. As well as giving her a break and change of pace from her job, it also allowed her to focus on something tangible and real, with easy-to-see results. It felt good to be helping Rosalia realise her dream of owning and operating her own bakery, and let Hallie avoid thinking too much about what she might do next, and what plans she might make for her own future.

“Cleaning ovens is better than chasing down criminals?” Rosalia asked, laughter in her face and voice.

“Believe it or not, it actually smells a lot better,” Hallie answered. She’d had to go into some truly foul-smelling places in her work.

“Perhaps we should tackle the drains,” Rosalia suggested, mischief clear.

“Ugh. No. You’re on your own there,” Hallie said. She took a piece of meat from the tray and then had to exercise considerable restraint from simply diving head-first into the rest of the platter. “Oh, this is so good,” she said, the smoky flavour of the meat melting in her mouth. A welcome jolt of energy coursed through her, reminding her that she hadn’t had any meat for a while. Something about her particular biology meant that she needed to eat real meat now and then, whereas most of the people in low city survived and thrived on vegetables and other plant-based foods. Meat was available, but it was generally out of financial reach for most people, so was a rare luxury.

“It is,” Rosalia agreed, the mischief fading into a thoughtful expression Hallie knew well. Her friend was trying to identify the particular seasoning used on the meat. Hallie hid a smile and kept eating. Rosalia might be distracted for the rest of the meal.

They didn’t look much alike, or have much in common, if Hallie thought about it too much, but they had formed a solid friendship over the past decade or so. The first word that Hallie often thought of when she saw Rosalia was gentle. The word fit Rosalia even though she had a deep, quiet strength and determination. Her friend was beautiful from her shining, dark brown hair to her painted toenails, and even more beautiful on the inside, which was highly unusual in Hallie’s experience. Her cool-toned, pale brown skin was a sharp contrast to Hallie’s paler skin and darker hair. Rosalia also somehow managed to look elegant, settled on cushions in casual trousers and a jumper. Hallie was quite sure that no one would ever call her elegant. Or gentle. She had none of Rosalia’s curves or softness, either.

When absolutely every piece of food on the platters had been eaten, the silent waiting staff came and removed the empty platters, providing her and Rosalia with more of the hot tea. Hallie sank back into the cushions and sighed. She couldn’t remember the last time she had felt this content. Well-fed, warm from head to toe, and in good company.

“Such a good idea,” she said.

Rosalia lay back on her own cushions and sighed her agreement.

“Do you think they’d let us stay here overnight?” Hallie asked. “I’m not sure I can move right now.”

Rosalia laughed. “Me neither.”

They fell into silence, Hallie’s eyes going back to the sky overhead, tracing the outlines of constellations she’d learned in childhood, settled in the garden at her mother’s house, wrapped in a well-worn blanket that scratched her skin, listening to her father patiently explaining the shapes in the stars to her and her older, half-siblings. None of her sisters and brothers had been interested in old legends or what her half-brother Peter had scornfully called fairy stories about the shapes in the stars, and Hallie had been too cowed by the weight of the older Talbot children’s scorn to ask questions of her own. But she had huddled next to her father’s side, enjoying being in his presence even if she had to share the experience with her siblings. Drawing in a deep breath, trying not to get lost to sadness for the old memory, her lungs filled with the sweet apple and cinnamon scent and a deep longing took hold of her. She missed her father. He’d left the Talbot house while she had still been quite young, and Wilona Talbot had strictly forbidden all her children, and Hallie in particular, to ever mention his name again, and certainly not to try to find him. Hallie had not understood why her father had left, or what he might have done to so offend her mother that she would strike his name from the household. His absence had hurt. Hallie remembered him as a gentle and kind man, and with him gone, there was almost no gentleness or kindness in the Talbot household.

Her eyes stung, the stars overhead blurring for a moment. She shook her head, blinking to clear her sight. Her mind really was wandering tonight.

Hallie was free now. She’d been severed from the Talbot family vine. It still felt strange and new, and she had barely begun to understand what it might mean for her.

Tracing the lines of the constellation of the Huntress, Hallie shivered slightly. She was no longer restricted by her mother’s commands. Which meant that she could try to find her father, and ask him the questions she’d been holding tight since childhood. The idea of looking for him made her shiver again, the echoes of her mother’s previous orders ringing through her. The habit of obedience to the head of her former family vine was strong. But Wilona Talbot didn’t govern her any longer. Hallie was free to make her own choices and she wanted to find her father.

“What is it? You look very determined and fierce all of a sudden,” Rosalia said.

“I was just thinking about my father. I want to try and find him,” Hallie said.

“You’ve never talked about him before,” Rosalia said, her surprise clear. Although Hallie was closer to Rosalia than any other person, they were both intensely private people and carefully respected each other’s personal business. Their friendship had formed long after Hallie’s father had left the Talbot household. “He’s still in the city? Still alive?”

“I don’t know.” Hallie grimaced, the feeling of warmth and content from a few minutes ago fading. She sat up and put her cup down on the table, pulling the blanket more tightly around her, as if it could shield her from the possible hard truths ahead of her. “Wilona always forbid us from trying to find him, or even speak about him. But I’m not sure she’d have gone to that trouble if he’d been gone. So I think he might well be alive. And probably still in the city. Not many people get to leave, after all.”

“That’s true.” Rosalia sat up too, eyes bright in the poor light. “So, where will you start?”

As Hallie opened her mouth to answer, a blinding flash lit up the entire night sky followed by a deep, booming thud that rang through Hallie’s chest, vibrating her bones. The floor under her shook, the cups on the table rattled. She scrambled to her feet, shedding the blanket she’d been wrapped in, cushions scattering around her, heart thumping, her body tense, ready to move. Another flash, this one less intense, split the darkness followed by a series of smaller sounds that still sent tremors through the soles of her feet.

The light followed by the booming sound could have been thunder and lightning, but that had never caused the ground to shake before now. For a panicked moment she wondered if the building was collapsing. It was rare, but it did happen. Then her brain caught up with her eyes and ears. The flash and thud had been some distance away, perhaps not even in low city. And there had been no sign of a storm. The cause was something else. She was still tense, the delicious meal forgotten, her whole body ready to move, to run, if she could only work out where was going to be safe.

The rooftop, which had been so peaceful moments before, erupted into chaos and movement as the diners all got to their feet, cries of alarm spreading.

“Saints, what was that?” Rosalia asked, getting to her feet as well, blanket still wrapped around her.

Another flash and Hallie turned to face the source. She and Rosalia were close to one of the edges of the roof, and it gave them an excellent view over low city and the expanse of midtown stretching towards the docks and the dark depths of the sea. As she looked towards the port, she saw what looked to be the outline of a ship. One of the enormous container vessels that slid into the new port and out again, the hull of the ship itself dwarfed by the pile of what looked like enormous bricks of various colours on its surface. She could barely make out the angular shape of the vessel wreathed in vivid, blinding colours. Orange and yellow and gold and white all clashed together, an intense knot of energy and turmoil sending thin trails out in spirals that disappeared into the night sky.

“It’s the port. Somewhere close to it, anyway,” Hallie said, staring, the urge to run fading. No. Not the port. The burning was closer to her than that. The port itself was right at the other side of midtown, and even on a clear night like this one, she could barely see the lights from the vessels and equipment. Whatever was on fire was closer to them, off the shore near midtown. Somewhere near the rail terminus, if she had to guess. As she stared, trying to make out details, she thought she saw what looked like burning bricks falling off the side of the ship, down into the water. Containers, she reminded herself. The objects might look like building bricks from here, but they were in fact large, metal containers and now that she’d seen a few fall, she realised that they were raining off the side of the vessel. Her mouth was dry. She could not imagine what had happened to set the ship and its containers on fire. She didn’t know of anything that could do that much damage. A tremor ran through her, bringing cold across her skin. It took her a moment to realise it wasn’t the chill of the night air but fear.

She blinked, trying to clear her eyes to get a better look, but the mass of brilliant light was now too bright for her to see any detail. She wondered if she’d imagined the shape of the vessel and the containers falling into the sea.

“Something blew up?” Rosalia asked, her voice too high and tense. The mischief and confidence she’d shown earlier had vanished. Under the bulk of the blanket, her shoulders were square and the hand that was holding the blanket closed under her chin was tight, knuckles pale.

“That’s what it sounded like,” Hallie said, eyes on the burning. As the light shifted and the flames deepened in colour, she thought she saw the outline of a ship again. Yes, that was it. She’d been right. One of the enormous container vessels that drifted in and out of the commercial harbour, shedding its load and acquiring more cargo. Another tremor ran through her, this one all of her own making. Those vessels were almost too big for her mind to comprehend. She could not imagine the amount of force that would have been required to blow one up, or set the whole vessel on fire. Or why anyone would want to do such a thing. She was used to violence in her work. Fugitives never wanted to get caught and be delivered to police custody. They would resist and fight her, but it was one-to-one almost all the time, using fists or feet or whatever loose object came to hand. Very occasionally someone would produce a knife. But no one in low city used explosives or mass violence. It simply wasn’t available. The kind of twisted thinking that could lead to the destruction of an entire cargo vessel was not something she had ever encountered before, and she couldn’t begin to understand it.

She could hear and feel the murmur of unease that rippled through the rest of the diners and the waiting staff on the rooftop. Low city had its fair share of crime - street gangs used make-shift weapons as well as their fists and feet to enforce their territories and carry out thefts - but she suspected that, like her, no one around her had ever seen or imagined violence on this scale. Until now.

Hallie couldn’t imagine any one person or group of people carrying out such an awful attack. But not everything that happened in the world was done by people. It was easy to forget about magic and old powers in the press of people in low city, and in the day-to-day bustle of surviving. But now, as she watched the fire, with the vast expanse of the star-studded night over her head, she couldn’t help remembering the old tales. The ones that were whispered on dark nights as ghost stories to scare children. It hadn’t just been the natural harbour that had drawn the first settlers to make their homes here, and not further along the coast. There were ancient legends about the land that stretched between low city along the coastline to where the ground began to slope up into the high hills. Tales that spoke of misshapen creatures and foul magic and black rituals.

The first settlers to the city, the ones who had built the old harbour and eventually became the common folk - the karlen - had stayed more or less where they had settled, not expanding very far. But the elite, who’d come along later, and taken over as if everything they saw belonged to them, had, naturally, chosen to ignore the old stories as superstitious nonsense when they built the new port about twenty years before. The elite hochlen had wanted more space for their commercial trade. Some of low city’s witches had tried to warn the elite that there were things there that shouldn’t be disturbed. They were ignored and ridiculed. Even so, from what Hallie had seen, the hochlen had not pushed the new port too far, focusing on the flatter ground near the shore and not trying to building into the steep, rocky hills and cliffs that now formed the far side boundary of the port.

Feather light prickles ran across Hallie’s skin as she watched the vivid flames and trails spinning up into the night air. The sheer size of the fire was almost impossible to comprehend. It was what she might have imagined if she’d tried to picture an old god’s revenge, furious at having their sacred grounds disturbed. She tried to shake the fanciful imaginings away, but the unease lingered. It might not be an ancient power or an old god that had caused the devastation she could see. It was far more likely that there had been people behind the planning and execution, which was almost worse.

“We should go,” Rosalia said, her voice low, rescuing Hallie from her dark thoughts. “If that was an explosion, there might be a curfew and we don’t want to get caught in the open.”

“Right,” Hallie said, grimacing, folding her arms around her middle in a futile effort to calm her racing thoughts. With the bustle and chaos of low city, and the day-to-day control that the vines had over much of the population, it was easy to forget that the city’s governing bodies did have the power to impose and patrol curfews. Anyone caught outside when one was in effect would be treated like a serious criminal. Being sent to the city’s prison was the usual punishment, and a harsh one at that. It had been several years since a curfew had been imposed in low city, and that had been for the very good and pragmatic reason that a sea creature had slithered up the shore and into low city’s streets. Everyone had been told to stay inside and in place until the creature had been apprehended. Low city’s news networks had been full of sightings of the creature and terrible tales of what it had done, or was suspected to have done. Almost everyone had obeyed the curfew, not wanting to risk encountering the beast. Hallie remembered sitting alone in her home, obsessively watching the news threads until the threat had passed. When the curfew had been lifted, she’d walked through the crowded streets staring at the destruction left in the creature’s wake. Whatever it had been - no one seemed to be able to agree even on that - the creature had reduced several buildings to rubble. The destruction Hallie could see to the container vessel was far, far worse.

She followed Rosalia to the stairs, pausing to leave a tip for the waiting staff. Most of the rest of the diners were still in place, staring at the burning vessel. A few were also leaving, though, eyes down, movements hurried, doubtless also wanting to get home and not risk being caught out in a curfew. Or perhaps they, like Hallie, had remembered the old tales and wanted to be safely indoors before some ancient power released more of its anger.


Chapter two


The curfew never came. Hallie and Rosalia spent most of the rest of the night curled up on the armchair and sofa in their home, the old television set turned to the news channel, their phones open to the text-only threads that formed low city’s news pages. Very few people in low city could afford the net-capable type of phone that Hallie carried, but low city’s journalists and gossip-mongers had found ways around that for even the most basic of devices so everyone could keep up to date. The older residents liked to talk of past times when there had been news printed on paper sheets that people could get each morning. But printing paper, like many other things, was an expensive resource and with the increasing use of net-capable devices, everyone now got their news from a screen of one kind or another.

Hallie couldn’t help wonder if she would have preferred the slower approach of paper news. She would have known that there would be nothing to read or learn until the morning. As it was, anxiety about what had happened and what it might mean for the city kept her glued to the screens she had access to. From following news from other countries, as best she could, she had the impression that once violence had been started it was very difficult to stop. She didn’t want that. Not for her city, or the people she cared about. Low city had enough problems.

And that was assuming an explanation that involved people and not some ancient power that had stirred and decided to take revenge. That might seem ridiculous and fanciful in the daylight, but in the darkness, and with the memory of the burning vessel clear in her mind, Hallie struggled to shrug off the idea completely.

Despite her attention to the screens, there was not one mention of the explosion, or even a story about a fire off the coast of midtown. Towards morning, when daylight would show anyone close enough the aftermath of whatever had happened, a story appeared on the news feeds about a fire aboard one of the container ships waiting to dock at the port. The story praised the heroic efforts of the port authority’s fire fighters and assured the public there was no need for alarm. The prosaic explanation chased away Hallie’s immediate fears about more violence as well as her lingering unease about the old stories, but left her frowning. She looked at Rosalia to find her roommate wearing a similar expression.

“That was not a fire,” Hallie said.

“No,” Rosalia agreed.

“The news isn’t telling the whole story,” Hallie said, suddenly aware of the brush of fabric against her skin as her whole body tensed. She hated lies. The magic gift she carried, which she’d never admitted to another living soul, let her tell when someone was telling the truth or not. Listening to lies, or trying to tell them herself, was physically uncomfortable. A foul taste bloomed in her mouth, chasing away the memory of last night’s amazing meal.

“The journalists have been given a tale to share,” Rosalia said. She sounded more weary than frustrated and uncurled from the sofa, a huge yawn taking her over. “I guess we’d best get some sleep.”

Hallie didn’t move, still frowning. “You don’t seem surprised,” she commented.

Rosalia shoved a hand in her hair and looked back at Hallie, an odd expression crossing her face. It contained a lot of old, tired wisdom and sympathy. “I got at look at the news on Bohort’s phone a few times,” Rosalia said, referring to the hochlen man who had kept her in luxury until he had been killed only a few weeks before. “It was so different. It was like reading about another world.”

Fascinated and disturbed at the same time, Hallie leant forward. “Can you remember more? Specifics?”

“Not much. One of the stories was something about a debate that was going on at the Conclave. The city news was reporting it one way, as if there was a clear right and wrong. The text I saw on the phone made it seem much more complicated,” Rosalia said, shaking her head. “I’m sorry. It was a couple of years ago. I tried asking him about it and he just laughed and said everything was more complicated out in the real world.”

“The real world?” Hallie asked, brows shooting up. “What did he mean?”

“I asked him that. He said that the hochlen made sure Daydawn was safe and he wouldn’t talk about it anymore after that.” Rosalia grimaced, one hand going to her cheek. Hallie felt a spike of anger on her friend’s behalf. Bohort had hit Rosalia more than once before his death. Hard on the heels of the anger came remorse.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to raise a bad memory,” Hallie said, instead of the many other thoughts and questions in her mind. Such as the fact that even though the hochlen controlled the city, which they had named Daydawn, along with the country, the city was very far from safe. Or her wish to know more about how different the news was for the elite than for the common folk. Even the thought of that left a bitter taste in her mouth. She’d always known that the elite looked down on the common folk, and not just because the elite lived on the high hills that soared above the city.

“It’s alright,” Rosalia said, and Hallie was surprised to realise that she meant it. “It feels like a lifetime ago. I’ve got a lot of happy memories, too.” She tilted her chin towards the phone in Hallie’s hand. “But, from what Bohort said, I think it means that the elite can control what stories get told.” The matter-of-fact way Rosalia said that sent a chill across Hallie’s skin. Rosalia was simply relaying something she believed to be true. And she had been far closer to the elite and their world than Hallie had ever been. Before Hallie could ask anything more, Rosalia yawned again and got to her feet. “I really need some sleep.”

Hallie said goodnight but didn’t immediately follow Rosalia’s sensible example and head for her own room. Instead, she sat back in her chair, scrolling through the available news sites, which had all begun to share the same story. The wording of the news reports was eerily similar, sending a chill down Hallie’s spine. She’d long been frustrated by the lack of available news about what was happening in the rest of the world. What was shared within low city was barely more than headlines in many cases, hinting at wars or other big events but never providing the detail or context that Hallie wanted to know. But she had assumed that the reports were honest, at least. Seeing the black-and-white evidence of the manipulation of facts on the screen in her hand was disturbing. She couldn’t help wondering what else the news media had lied about, at the direction of the elite, and what truths the hochlen were trying to hide from the city’s population.
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Three days later, the news reports about the fire near the commercial port had faded into the background. Hallie hadn’t even heard it being discussed, when she’d visited a couple of cafés to get much-needed coffee for her and Rosalia in the mornings. Everyone else seemed to have accepted the story in the news, and forgotten about it. But Hallie’s unease continued. She had even thought about going to midtown, to see if she could catch a glimpse of the port for herself. The port area, like the rail terminus, was heavily restricted, so she wouldn’t be able to get close to the actual dockside. But she should be able to catch a glimpse of the port from various points in midtown.

Helping Rosalia work in the bakery kept her from following the impulse, though. Aunt Gin had agreed to a week off. It had seemed like an age when Hallie had suggested it, but she’d underestimated how much work there was to be done.

Without vanity, Hallie knew that she was far stronger than Rosalia and that the work had progressed far faster with her involved. Rosalia was human through and through, whereas Hallie had been changed about a decade before, transformed from an apparently entirely human girl into something different. She’d recently learned that, in fact, she was now pure hochlen. The knowledge didn’t sit well with her, even if she knew it was true. Using her extra strength and stamina to help her friend felt like a good use of the quirk of genetics that had transformed her. And she didn’t want to let Rosalia down by leaving tasks unfinished whilst she took a probably fruitless journey to midtown to try to satisfy her curiosity.

It was some time in the early afternoon - Hallie wasn’t sure of the exact time - but she’d finally finished painting the ceiling of the bakery. It hadn’t taken her long to regret volunteering for the task, but she’d stuck with it, and had flecks of off-white paint in her hair and on her face along with a sore neck and stiff shoulders as her rewards. She rolled her shoulders, trying to ease some of the stiffness there, and carefully put the paintbrush down on the tray at the top of the ladder. She’d learned the hard way just how difficult it was to get paint off the wooden floor. She tilted her head back to admire the freshly painted ceiling.

Rosalia’s bakery was finally finished. The cleaning and decorating, at least. The space smelled of paint and wood oil, rather than the scents that Hallie was sure it would be generating in the next few days. She made her way down the ladder, carefully collecting the paint tray and setting it down on the cloth-covered table she and Rosalia had been using for their tools. The last thing she wanted was to spend another hour or two working on the floor.

Her hands finally free, and feet back on solid ground, Hallie stretched out, surprised again at how exhausted and sore she was. Chasing down fugitives for a living kept her in good physical shape, but cleaning and decorating had used a different set of muscles and more than once over the past few days she’d found herself glancing at her phone, almost longing for a call from her employer to summon her back to work. But Aunt Gin had been as good as her word, letting Hallie have her requested time off to help Rosalia get her new business premises ready for opening.

“It looks great,” Rosalia said, coming to stand beside her. Rosalia had smudges of dark green paint on the side of her face and on her fingers. It was the colour she’d been using to paint the wall panelling that she and Hallie had installed the day before. Above the shoulder-high panelling, the walls had been painted the same soft off-white colour as the ceiling and then stencilled to look like wallpaper. There were new globe lights providing bright but not harsh light and new fabric drapes around the large windows which, along with the mis-matched tables and chairs, gave the whole place a warm feel. The enormous glass cabinet and serving counter that had come with the shop were gleaming, along with the shelves, ready for whatever Rosalia might choose to stock them with.

“It’s been nice to do something that doesn’t involve abandoned buildings,” Hallie commented, then felt colour rise in her face as her stomach growled. “I think it’s lunch time,” she said.

“It’s actually well past that,” Rosalia said, “but you wanted to finish the ceiling before you took a break.”

“That’s true.” Hallie stretched again, feeling and hearing some joints pop. She’d been in an awkward position on the ladder for most of the day. It felt good to be on solid ground again.

“Why don’t you sit down? I know you can’t smell it with all the paint, but I have actually cooked something,” Rosalia said.

Hallie had to smile at the joy in her friend’s voice. Rosalia might have spent the past few years as the kept woman of one of the city’s elite, but her first and true love was cooking. None of low city’s many cafes, bars or restaurants would hire her. Not only were they mostly run by family vines who rarely took on outsiders, but a lot of them shared the narrow-minded views of Rosalia’s parents, that she had fallen so far from grace that she was irredeemable. But this old building was outside the territory of any of the family vines, and had been established for years. The former operator had retired, and the building owner had been happy to sign a lease with Rosalia.

Taking a seat at a table next to one of the windows, Hallie looked around again, still smiling. The transformation was startling, and even though she ached from head to toe, it was deeply satisfying to see the results.

Rosalia came across to the table carrying two large plates laden with soup bowls and large chunks of what Hallie’s nose told her was fresh baked bread. She set the plates down and took her place opposite Hallie, sighing with relief and smiling as she looked around.

“I’m so glad we took the before pictures,” Rosalia said. “It’s hard to believe what it looked like just a few days ago.”

“I know.” Hallie dipped her spoon into the soup and almost dived in head-first at the taste of it. “This is amazing. New recipe?”

“A very old one, actually. One of the few recipes I have from my grandmother,” Rosalia said. Her joy dimmed slightly. “She was an amazing woman, and the best cook I’ve ever met.”

“She would be proud of you,” Hallie said, pausing between spoonfuls. She’d never met Rosalia’s grandmother, but from the way the other woman talked, Hallie felt as if she knew her, and had a strong feeling that if Rosalia’s grandmother had been alive, Rosalia would not have been cast out from her family.

“I think so,” Rosalia agreed, a hint of mischief crossing her face, “although she’d be telling me I needed to use more pepper, or something else, and chasing me out of the kitchen if she was here.”

Hallie laughed, easily able to imagine an older version of Rosalia doing just that.

While they ate, Rosalia talked about the menu she was planning for the first few days of the bakery opening, and the stern older woman she’d taken on to help manage the day-to-day running of the place. The older woman, Prudence, was some kind of relative of the previous operator and one of the very few people Rosalia had talked to who had been prepared to work for her. It seemed that her parents weren’t the only people with strong views on Rosalia’s life choices.

Hallie listened and made the occasional comment, her heart lighter than it had been for a long time. Her friend was full of excitement about the future. Hallie’s own circumstances had recently changed dramatically at a speed that had left her unsettled. She’d put off her own planning and thinking, instead throwing herself into helping Rosalia with the bakery. With the bakery finished, Hallie was running out of reasons to avoid making actual plans and decisions of her own.

As she helped Rosalia clear away the dishes and the decorating tools they’d been using, the shrill tone of Hallie’s phone cut through the quiet in the bakery. She pulled the phone out of her back pocket and couldn’t help a rueful laugh at the name on the screen as she answered the call. Trust Gin to wait until the hard work was done before demanding Hallie’s attention.

“Hi, Gin. What do you need?” Hallie asked.

“I had a call from someone named Peredur Roth. He wants your assistance,” Gin said. She sounded both impressed and grumpy, which was a combination Hallie hadn’t heard from her aunt until now.

“That’s the director of the Conclave Investigators,” Hallie said, brows lifting in surprise. The Conclave Investigators sat somewhere far, far higher than the city police she was used to dealing with and, as far as she could tell, were all hochlen. After a less-than-ideal first meeting, when Hallie had been suspected of murder, she’d worked with one of the investigators, Girard, and had liked him far more than she would have thought possible. She’d first come across their director a little over two weeks before. Although she’d initially found him short-tempered, she’d come to realise he was good at his job and dedicated. He’d also seemed to appreciate her work, which was not at all what she had been taught to expect from one of the elite. Across the room, Rosalia paused in the midst of stacking the dishwasher, brows lifting. “Did he say what he needed?”

“He wouldn’t tell me, only that he’d like to hire your services again,” Gin said. Well, that explained the grumpiness Hallie could hear. Her aunt would not like being kept in the dark.

“Is he paying the same rate as before?” Hallie asked. The last time one of the Conclave Investigators had hired her, it had been Girard Abbott and her aunt had charged him an eye-watering thousand dollars a day for her assistance. Very little of that had come to Hallie.

“He is,” Gin admitted. And that explained why she sounded impressed. Gin was a businesswoman through and through. She believed in doing a good job, in making sure that the skip tracers she employed did a good job, but she liked profit.

Hallie looked around at Rosalia’s bakery. “I still have some time off,” she said, not really protesting, but feeling it needed to be said.

Gin made a rude noise at the other end of the phone. “I can give you some extra days,” she said, reluctance clear. Hallie smiled, knowing Gin couldn’t see her. Payment from the director would more than make up for any lost revenue from Hallie having a few extra days off.

“Did he say where I needed to go?” Hallie asked.

“Somewhere in midtown. I’ll text you the address. He wants you there as soon as possible.”

“I’m at the bakery just now. I’ll need to go home and change first,” Hallie said. “If it’s midtown, it will probably take me an hour to get there by bus,” she added.

“One of the vans is free. You can use that,” Gin said. Hallie’s brows lifted again. For any other client, Gin would have expected Hallie to take the bus. She wondered if the director had added a bonus onto the outrageous rate that Gin was charging.

“Alright. I’ll come by the office for the keys as soon as I can,” Hallie said, and hung up before Gin could protest or say anything more.

“The investigators again?” Rosalia asked, a hint of mischief on her face. “Perhaps you will get to see Investigator Abbott. Or is it Girard?”

Hallie felt her face warm and avoided Rosalia’s eyes. It wouldn’t hide anything from Rosalia, but at least she could pretend she wasn’t being observed. And she’d already started wondering if she would see Girard. They had worked well together. He had not been at all what she’d expected from hochlen, proving to be thoughtful, and considerate. She wouldn’t mind spending more time with him, even as she told herself that no good would come of it. She might be free of her family’s grasp. She might even be hochlen, by some quirk of her ancestry, but she was most definitely not one of the elite.


Chapter three


The address that Director Peredur Roth had given Gin turned out to be all the way across midtown and out the other side to where the rail terminus and docks took up vast amounts of space. Hallie had never been this far across the city before, and felt oddly vulnerable as she left the wide, residential streets behind and found herself travelling through a quasi-industrial district. There were plenty of industrial districts in low city, but almost all of them were full of abandoned, run-down buildings. None of them were like this, with occupied buildings to either side of the road, all the roofs intact, all the window glass in one piece, signs affixed to each building. There buildings were a mix of offices formed of sleek glass and stone or brick, and what looked like light industry made of corrugated metal or concrete or a mix of the two, all in muted shades of grey or beige or white. The hard edges of the office buildings were softened with trees or borders of plants. Hallie had a moment of sadness, realising that this was what low city must have looked like at one time. Full of industry and purpose. There was at least one key difference, though. All the buildings she could see had car parks to the front, side or back which contained sleek city cars. Even in its most prosperous times, the residents of low city had rarely used cars. They had walked to work, or shared vehicles, or used the public transport that used to run through the heart of low city.

There was another very practical key difference. Low city’s warren of streets had never been added to any mapping system, but the whole of midtown was covered by a city-wide phone app that could find any address in moments. Following the directions on her phone screen, Hallie kept driving. She had the sea to her right and caught glimpses of a few giant commercial vessels just off the coast, most likely waiting to dock at the new harbour. Even with the van windows up, she thought there was a stronger taste of salt in the air. She couldn’t help but try to spot evidence of the explosion that she and Rosalia had seen, but couldn’t get a good enough look while she was driving.

The port itself was still ahead of her, and now and then she caught sight of one of the enormous metal cranes that loaded and offloaded shipping containers.

The buildings on the seaward side of the road dropped away, leaving Hallie with an unobstructed view of the heavy metal fence that bounded the railway lines. The fence was far taller than the van she was driving, topped with razor wire and, from the warning signs she could see, also protected by an electric current.

Between the road and the sea were rows of railway tracks and a short distance ahead, soaring into the air, storeys higher than even the tops of the metal warehouses, was the sweeping curve of the gleaming white arch that formed what Hallie thought of as the mouth of the rail terminus. It swallowed all the trains that entered into it, a landmark visible from most places even in low city.

Behind the curve of the rail terminus was a collection of what looked like metal warehouses that Hallie assumed had something to do with trains and behind them rose the blunt shapes of the hundreds upon hundreds of shipping containers stacked in piles on the docks. Empty ones, waiting for more cargo to carry out into the ocean. Full ones, waiting to be collected and taken to their next destination or unloaded and their contents transported by vehicle or rail across the city or the country.

The route took her past the impressive and vast rail terminus building, closer than she had ever been before. The archway that formed the opening for the trains to arrive or leave was even more dramatic closer up, the brilliant white a sharp contrast to the pale blue sky. The terminus building itself was the biggest single structure Hallie had ever seen. It went on for what seemed to be forever, the initial arch giving way to a curving roof supported by equally white and gleaming walls which were carved with ornate patterns. She had a moment’s thought that it seemed a waste of grand architecture for a humble freight terminal, then remembered that the hochlen also used the railway to travel out of the city to their countryside homes. The soaring roof would therefore provide cover for the elite to enter and exit the trains in comfort, no matter the weather, and the whole structure was therefore for the benefit of the hochlen. If the trains had been operated by karlen, or just carried freight, Hallie was quite sure the terminus would be far less impressive. Probably more like the sharp-edged metal warehouses that sat behind the terminus building.

Once she was past the rail terminus and driving alongside the metal warehouses, her phone pinged, letting her know she was reaching her destination. She frowned, sure there was a mistake, as all she could see ahead of her was the perimeter fence stretching towards the hills that formed the outer boundary of the port and the city. Then she realised that there was a large pair of gates set into the metal fence. There were two small concrete buildings next to the road, one to either side of the gate, mirrored by another pair of concrete blocks inside the fence line. Security posts, Hallie guessed. Most likely the entrance and exit for workers and contractors. She had driven past a more elaborate set of gates a few minutes before, and guessed that would be the entrance used by the elite.

There was a parking lot behind the farthest of the concrete boxes. It was mostly empty, but she saw a pair of dark vans that might belong to the Conclave Investigators’ forensic team. There was also a group of people standing near the vans. They resolved into people she recognised as she drew closer.

She put the van in an empty spot, leaving it nose-out, ready to drive away out of habit, and got out, distracted for a moment by the crisp breeze against her face along with the strong smell of brine in the air. It was late into the afternoon, the already dull daylight beginning to fade. In another hour or so it would be fully dark. That didn’t bother Hallie. She was used to working in the dark.

One of the people in the group raised a hand, beckoning her over. She locked the van, listening for the series of clicks that let her know the full security measures had engaged, before heading across to the group.

She knew most of them. There was Director Roth, who had asked for her to be here, along with Isoud Sabard and the three other forensic technicians she’d met before. The director was dressed in what Hallie had come to think of as the investigators’ uniform - hard-wearing trousers, a leather jacket worn over a t-shirt, with body-armour under the t-shirt. He might be in charge of the Conclave Investigators, but Peredur Roth looked ready to get to work from his close-cropped greying, blond hair to his lean build. He had an angular face that bore a slight tan from being outdoors, reinforcing the impression he was not one to sit behind a desk.

The techs were dressed in similar clothing to the director. It was something of a shock to see the forensic team out of the white overalls they wore for working, but Hallie still recognised them all. As usual, Isoud had her dark blonde hair slicked back into a tight knot at the back of her head. She looked petite next to the director but her pale blue eyes were taking everything in and Hallie knew the woman was highly competent and strong-minded. She didn’t know the other techs all that well, but wasn’t surprised to see that, despite his casual clothing, Brennus Bowen had a camera around his neck. His pale skin was untouched by sun, dark hair curling around his head. The other female tech, Albiona, had her dark hair pulled back in a style similar to Isoud’s. Hallie had never been introduced to the other male tech who had similar pale skin to Brennus, suggesting that he, too, didn’t spend much time outdoors.

Less welcome was the sight of Melechan Mills, one of the Special Investigators. His pale skin was doubtless maintained by expensive skin care, his dark hair swept back from his face. He might be considered handsome by some, but she couldn’t agree. He despised her. The feeling was mutual. He’d slammed her face into a table on their first meeting, when she had been under suspicion of murder. She’d been handcuffed to the table at the time. He had enjoyed hurting her, and she would never forget that. Free of restraints now, he would find her a much more difficult target.

The other three people in the group she didn’t know. A medium-height, medium-build man with short, mid-brown hair cut neatly around his head, who she thought might be karlen at first, as he was wearing plain, dark cloth overalls. A second look told her he was in fact hochlen. He had a petite woman with him, also hochlen, dressed in similar overalls, her dark hair held back in a severe, tight bun at the nape of her neck, startlingly blue eyes paying attention to everything around her.

The final person was another hochlen, a man who looked faintly familiar to Hallie although she couldn’t place him just now. The fact he looked familiar suggested that he was someone important, someone she might have seen on a news broadcast even if she couldn’t remember where. He had warm toned, deep brown skin, dark eyes and black hair that curled around his head and a way of standing that suggested he was used to being deferred to. He was dressed in a deep blue, knee-length tunic with matching, narrow-legged trousers, and the briefest glance at his outfit told Hallie it cost more than she made in a year. There was silver thread detailing at his cuffs and the rounded neckline. He would blend in well to any gathering of the highest-ranked hochlen but stood out here as the only one not dressed to work.

No Girard. Hallie tried not to feel the disappointment too much, and failed. She’d been looking forward to seeing him again.

“This is her? This is who we’ve been waiting for?” the tunic-clad man demanded. He eyed Hallie up and down with disfavour. Clearly he thought he was in charge. The questions hadn’t been aimed at her, so Hallie didn’t answer.

“Miss Talbot, thank you for coming,” Director Roth said, calling her attention to him. Hallie found it interesting that he didn’t address the other man directly.

“Not at all, sir. I’m happy to help. What do you need?” she asked.

“Straight to the point,” Peredur said, the ghost of a smile on his face, revealing the faint trace of laughter lines. Like most hochlen, he didn’t show much of his age on his face, but the grey in his hair and fine lines on his face told Hallie he was at least a couple of decades older than she was.

“Well, get on with it, man. We’ve been waiting for over an hour,” the tunic-clad man snapped.

“You did not have to wait, Mador,” Director Roth said, in a mild tone that made Hallie want to take a step back. Perhaps she’d over-estimated the other man’s importance, or the director was at the edge of his patience. “We would be happy to provide you with an update later.”

“Ridiculous. It’s my property.”

The director looked back at Hallie. “Miss Talbot, I think you know our team. This is Mador Sandoval, who has an interest in the port here. This is Harbour Master Uwaine Conrad and his assistant Lunete Murphy. Gentlemen, lady, this is Hallie Talbot, skip tracer from Erset.”

“And I still don’t understand why we had to wait for some karlen skip tracer,” Mador Sandoval complained. Hallie decided that she liked him just about as much as she did Melechan Mills. She thought she recognised the Sandoval name, too, but couldn’t place it just now. The faint recognition was an irritating itch at the back of her mind. He wasn’t a member of the Conclave, the world council. She had memorised all of those names growing up. But the fact she recognised the name reinforced her guess that he was a prominent member of the elite and someone to be careful around.

She decided to follow the director’s cue and not respond to the man, instead keeping her attention on Peredur Roth, and noticed that the forensic techs were doing the same.

“We’ve got a bit of a problem, and we hope you can help,” the director said. “There was an, well, let’s call it an incident three days ago.” Hallie’s brows lifted. He could only be referring to the explosion that she and Rosalia had witnessed. She was tempted to ask him what exactly had happened, but it didn’t seem likely he’d called her down here for that reason. “It looks like that was used as a cover for someone to break into the port. One of Master Sandoval’s containers was broken into and we think something was taken. I sent Investigator Abbott to investigate. We’ve lost touch with him and haven’t been able to find him. Last we heard he thought he had a lead to follow. So now we have to track down whatever is missing and also find Girard.”

“When did he go missing?” Hallie asked, frowning slightly.

“We’re not sure,” Director Roth admitted. He was telling the truth, even if he was uncomfortable with the admission. “I last spoke to him yesterday around noon. We only realised we’d lost track of him earlier today when he hadn’t checked in.”

Hallie’s brows rose and she was unable to hide her surprise. From the little she had seen of the way the investigators worked, they had frequent check-ins with the director. And Peredur Roth did not strike her as a man who enjoyed sitting behind a desk. He’d want to be kept informed. “So Investigator Abbott could have been missing for a full day?” Hallie said, unease trailing across her skin. A lot of things could happen to someone in a day. A lot of very bad things. And the fact he hadn’t been in touch with the director was a bad sign.

“Yes,” the director said, his jaw tight.

“Do you think Investigator Abbott is being held by the thief?” she asked.

“We assume nothing,” the director said. “Miss Talbot, we’re going to go into the container yard. Isoud and her team will go over the shipping container for any evidence, but I want you to see if you can find Girard.”

“And be careful of my property,” Mador said. The snap in his tone was directed impartially around the forensic team and Hallie, although his dark glare was reserved for Hallie alone. He had an extremely poor opinion of her, Hallie realised. She didn’t care. The Conclave Investigators, who were far better resourced and equipped than she would ever be, had lost track of one of their own. And not just any investigator, but they’d lost Girard.

“All we can be sure of is that Girard thought he had learned something to follow up on,” the director said, not looking at Mador. “But your job is to look for Girard, not the thief or any missing property,” Peredur said, a slight frown on his face as he looked at Hallie, as if he was uncomfortable with the instruction, although Hallie couldn’t work out what he was irritated by. Perhaps it was just a side-effect of dealing with Mador Sandoval, or concern for Girard. When she’d first met the director, he had seemed irritable and angry and she hadn’t much liked him, but had quickly realised that he was both good at his job and cared about his people. The director turned his frown to the Harbour Master and his assistant. “Master Conrad and Miss Murphy are here because while the container is in the holding area it is regarded as on international territory, not within Daydawn, so they have agreed to help us access the container yard and the container itself.”

“Sir,” Hallie acknowledged, hoping she didn’t look as confused as she felt. She’d never had to deal with anything at the rail terminus or the new harbour before. The idea that the piece of land she could see right in front of her was not considered to be part of the city or country that she lived in felt strange, but she took the director’s word for it.

“I thought you wanted me to find Girard,” Mel said, sounding surly.

“No. I told you, you’re going to interview the dock workers and see if we can narrow down the time when the container was breached,” the director said, with what sounded like forced patience.

“I have a couple of questions,” Hallie said, not sure if she would get answers, but needing to ask anyway.

“Yes, go ahead,” the director said.

“You said narrow down the time. Don’t we have an exact time of breach?” Hallie asked, eyes travelling around the group.

There was an awkward silence, then the Harbour Master spoke. There was a deeper colour in his face and he wouldn’t meet her eyes. “Unfortunately, the, er, incident that Director Roth referred to led to a cascade malfunction in our equipment. We thought it had been fixed, but one of our workers spotted that the container had been breached when he was passing by early yesterday morning. We called Master Sandoval and the investigators at once, naturally,” the Harbour Master said, a hint of defensiveness in his voice. Hallie wondered just who had accused him of neglecting his duties. Her guess would be Mador Sandoval. “We can be sure that it happened sometime between the incident and yesterday morning.” There was a faint flush on his face. “We assumed that the incident was related to something else, not the port,” he added, sending a furtive glance at the director, almost as if he was asking Peredur Roth how much he could or should reveal.

Hallie didn’t like the idea that she was the only one in the group who didn’t know exactly what the Harbour Master was referring to. It reminded her of the discovery that information in low city was restricted and potentially controlled by the elite. She also couldn’t understand how an explosion just outside the port could be anything other than connected to the port itself. But the furtive glance and the director’s tight expression let her know that she wasn’t going to get a full explanation just now. With effort, she set it aside. Girard was missing and she’d been asked to find him. Not only was that her sole job, she was worried about him. A full day without any contact was not a good sign.

Parsing through the information the Harbour Master had given her left a two day window when the container might have been broken into, Hallie realised. And a further day during which Girard had been missing. While a thorough investigation could of course take several days, something wasn’t adding up in her mind. She’d only met a few hochlen in her life. They had mostly been just as arrogant and demanding as she had imagined they would be. And yet, Mador Sandoval’s container had been broken open and he wasn’t shouting in impatience, demanding action. That was beyond strange. His whole manner was slightly odd, now that she thought of it. He was bristling with hostility and scorn, but hadn’t once made a demand for the return of whatever had been taken from him. Which made Hallie deeply curious about what had been taken.

“We’ve never had such a malfunction before,” Lunete Murphy said, breaking into Hallie’s thoughts. There were high spots of colour in her face, and she was speaking fast, voice high. She seemed far more upset than the Harbour Master. Or perhaps he was better at hiding his feelings. “It was simply unthinkable. We have continuous monitoring and redundancies built in.”

“The monitoring is all electronic?” Hallie asked.

“Of course,” the Harbour Master answered, on surer ground now. “Young lady, this is one of the busiest ports in the world. The manpower needed to keep an in person watch would be unthinkable.”

“Understood.” Hallie nodded. She glanced at the director. “I may have more questions later, if that’s alright, but I would like to see the container to start with.” That was the first rule of trying to find someone. Start from the last known place where they had actually been, and work from there. She didn’t think she was going to find many witnesses to speak to in the container yard, but at least she’d have a starting point.

“Then let’s go,” the director said.

Of course, getting Hallie into the highly guarded and secured port area was not as quick or straightforward. Despite the director’s presence and the direct instruction of the Harbour Master, the guards at the gates still gave Hallie a careful look before grudgingly admitting her through the gates. She was forced to leave Aunt Gin’s vehicle behind, getting a lift with the forensics team in their van while the director went with the others in his vehicle. That suited her perfectly well. She’d far rather spend time with them than Mel and Mador.

She also struggled to hold onto her patience as the gates slowly rolled back to admit them into the port. Rather than getting his own people to track Girard down, the director had called her in. Which meant that they had been unable to find him. And from what the director had said and not said, Hallie had an idea that Girard was in a great deal of trouble. Her mind spun with possibilities. Someone had broken into a container belonging to one of the hochlen. That took a certain degree of confidence. The elite were known to be protective of their possessions, as well as their dignity and pride. So whoever had taken the risk of breaking open a container on the docks had been taking a significant risk. The kind of risk-taking that often went with a high capacity of violence. It was exactly the sort of case that the Conclave Investigators had been set up for, and Girard would have been armed. But weapons and training could fail and weren’t a guaranteed protection against danger or injury or worse. She only hoped she could find Girard in one piece.


Chapter four


As the vans made their way between the giant stacks of shipping containers, Hallie gained a new appreciation of just how big the port area really was. She’d chased a skip through a junkyard before and up a tower of three shipping containers, so she knew just how big each one was, and she could see hundreds all around her. The stacks were four or five containers high, and grouped into blocks that made no sense to her eyes. Every container was labelled more than once, and she assumed that the labels meant something or conveyed some information to the dock workers, but they were meaningless strings of numbers as far as she was concerned. She was also taken aback by the wide range of colours, which included more sober navy or white but also vivid red or yellow or green. The containers in the junkyard had been dull, a lot of the paint peeled away with time and weather.

There was some kind of rail system embedded into the road surface, which startled Hallie the first time the van drove over it. The tracks seemed to run alongside the rows of stacked containers, disappearing into the distance. A transport system of some kind, although Hallie couldn’t see what it was supposed to carry.

Settled into the back of one of the vans, on a comfortable seat next to a window, Hallie was free to stare at her surroundings as much as she wanted, and let the conversation in the van wash over her. From what she could tell, the forensic techs were comparing notes on some kind of event they had all recently been to. It seemed to have been some work-related evening with a presentation followed by drinks. For Hallie, it was a glimpse into a different world, just as strange to her as the stacks of shipping containers outside the vehicle. It wasn’t the use of terminology, most of which made no sense to Hallie, it was more the realisation that the techs worked in an environment where they shared information with other teams and supported each other with advancements in technology and techniques. Hallie tried to imagine a group of skip tracers getting together to share information and techniques and had to turn back to the window to hide a smile, internally chuckling at the thought. Apart from Aunt Gin’s few other employees, who Hallie rarely encountered, all the other tracers she’d ever met had been intent on stealing her fugitive from her and taking all the credit.

The van turned yet another corner and slowed to a stop, drawing Hallie’s attention back to the present task. She couldn’t be sure, but it felt like they had travelled quite some distance from the gate. The van had stopped at a block of containers that looked to Hallie just like all the others they had passed, with one notable exception. Two men in dull brown overalls were standing outside one of the ground level containers.

The Harbour Master, his assistant Lunete, Mador Sandoval and Director Roth all got out of the first van, heading over to the two men.

Brennus, who had been driving the van Hallie was in, got out along with Isoud, who’d been in the passenger seat. He opened the sliding door at the back where Hallie had been sitting with the other two techs.

“Thanks for the lift,” Hallie said, stepping down onto the paved ground.

“No problem,” Brennus said. He and the others stayed by the van, pulling familiar white overalls out of containers in the back. Leaving them to suit up, Hallie headed across to where Director Roth was standing.

The two men in coveralls were walking away, presumably having done their jobs of watching Mador’s container. They got into a small, open-sided vehicle and drove off. Now that Hallie was on the ground and closer to the metal boxes, she could see that the door of one was slightly ajar. It was painted a vivid yellow and had the usual set of numbers and tags on it.

Mador strode forward and pulled open the door, letting light inside. Hallie could see packing crates and boxes piled floor to ceiling on either side of the container, with what looked like a walkway down the middle. The crates and boxes had been secured by black webbing of some kind. From a quick look around, Hallie could not see any obvious empty spots or gaps which might suggest something was taken.

“Girard was here when he called me,” Director Roth said, speaking to Hallie. “He said he’d found something but didn’t say what. He was going to investigate.”

“Alright,” Hallie said, looking around the area. The two vans were dwarfed by the huge containers, and all she could see were more stacks of metal boxes, as well as more of the rails embedded into the hard road surface. “Can someone orient me, please? Which way is the shore, which direction did we come from, that kind of thing?”

Melechan Mills had joined the others now and gave her a sneering look, doubtless finding her stupid. She didn’t care. She’d never been to this place before, and needed to anchor herself somehow to get a sense of direction. The ground was perfectly flat. Looking up, she couldn’t see anything apart from containers and sky. From this vantage point she couldn’t even see the sun, just the pale grey sky overhead, fast fading to twilight. And even though the drive from the gates hadn’t taken all that long, there had been enough turns to make Hallie thoroughly disoriented.

“The shore is that way,” Lunete Murphy said, pointing. Her tone was calm, with no hint of the scorn that Mel had shown. Hallie had the impression of a busy, quick mind underneath the sleek dark hair. “The main track system runs to and from the shore,” she added, pointing to the rails that Hallie had spotted. “You should be able to see the cranes in some of the gaps between the piles. We came from the security gate, which is that way.” Lunete indicated a different direction. “And if you need to find the harbour offices, they are that way.” She indicated yet another direction. “It would be a long walk, though. The container yard covers a large area.”

“Thank you, that’s helpful,” Hallie said. It had been useful. At least knowing the tracks ran to and from the shoreline gave her a good anchor point. She moved to stand with her back to the container, going over the directions the assistant had given in her mind until she felt more settled and sure of where she was. She pulled out her phone, wondering if the maps app would work, but the screen was showing blank space.

“There won’t be a public map of the docks or rail terminus,” Lunete said. Her tone told Hallie she was trying to be helpful, not rude or sarcastic. “The other way to orient is by the ground markers, but that might take a while to explain.”

Confused, Hallie looked down to find that there were white labels painted on the road surface. That made sense. It was an enormous site, and even the most experienced worker might get disoriented from time to time. She took a photo of the letters and numbers in the row in front of Mador’s container, and the container label, then took another look around, wondering where Girard might have gone.

Not knowing what lead Girard had been following made it impossible to be sure which way he’d gone. But with the directions Lunete had given, Hallie could guess that the rail terminus was in front of her, with the remainder of the storage yard behind.

“Are there other exits that way?” Hallie asked, pointing behind the containers.

“No. The outer perimeter isn’t all that far away, at the foot of the hills. It’s watched with cameras and patrols,” Lunete said, sounding quite definite. “We take security very seriously.”

“I am sure of it,” Hallie said quickly, in case she’d offended the woman. “I’m just trying to get my bearings.”

“Of course,” the assistant said, relaxing the tiniest bit. “Here. This might help.” She pulled a sheet of paper out of her clipboard and handed it across.

Hallie found she was looking at what was obviously a map, but which made even less sense to her than the numbers on the containers around her.

“We’re here,” Lunete said, using the end of a pen to point to a spot on the map.

With that bit of information, the lines on the paper made a lot more sense. Given a bit of time and quiet, Hallie thought she might be able to navigate with the map. She carefully folded the paper and tucked it away.

“Alright. Thank you,” she said to Lunete, then turned to the director. “I’d like to have a look around, see if I can find any trace as to where Investigator Abbott may have gone.”

“I’d like you to take this,” the director said, holding out a compact backpack.

Hallie lifted her brows, not moving to take the pack, wondering just what was being required of her.

“It’s a basic survival kit,” the director said, still holding it out. “It’s got some food rations, water, medical supplies, that kind of thing.”

“Oh. That’s helpful,” Hallie said, finally taking the pack from him. It was heavier than she’d expected, but she shrugged it over one shoulder, making a mental note to stop and go through the contents as soon as she could. “Thank you.”

“I hope you won’t need it, but just in case,” the director said. He’d lost one of his people, Hallie thought. She couldn’t blame him for being cautious. He handed her a small white card with his name and a phone number printed on it. “Please keep in touch. We don’t want to lose you as well,” the director said, a trace of wry humour in his face.

“Of course.” It was a fair concern, Hallie thought, having seen the extent of the container yard on the map Lunete had given her. “One more thing. How large an item was taken?” Having now seen inside the container, and not having spotted any obvious gaps, she wondered just how Mador had known something was missing.

“That is hardly your concern,” Mador said, bristling with temper.

Hallie lifted a brow. It had been an innocuous question and perfectly reasonable in the circumstances. She hadn’t even asked about the nature of the item, which would also have been both innocuous and reasonable.

“Master Sandoval has the reputation of being something of a collector,” the director said in a carefully neutral voice that let Hallie know that there was a lot more to discover there, if she had the will or the time. Her mind immediately went to smuggling or something similar, if that was even possible among the elite, as normal rules didn’t seem to apply to them. It seemed unlikely that Mador would be provoking the head of a law enforcement agency if he were involved in smuggling. The director went on, a hint of forced patience creeping into his voice. “He is quite protective of his possessions. Perhaps you could explain why you need to know.” No, he didn’t like Mador at all, Hallie concluded.

“It helps to know if the thief would have needed a vehicle or if they could have carried the item by hand,” Hallie said. “If I’m going to find Girard, I need to know what he would have been looking for.”

“Sandoval?” Director Roth prompted, lifting a brow at the other man.

Mador still looked less than pleased at being asked a perfectly reasonable question, which made Hallie trust the man even less.

“It was not large,” the man said, eyes hard as he stared at Hallie.

“What does that mean?” she asked, a bit of frustration creeping into her voice. It didn’t seem that he was all that interested in recovering whatever had been taken. “I mean, would someone have been able to put it into a pocket? Or would they have been able to carry it in one hand?”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Mador said.

“We’ve asked Miss Talbot to help,” Director Roth said, a hint of irritation in his own voice. “And this is information she needs.”

Mador turned his glare to the director but didn’t answer.

With a frown, the director turned to Hallie. “As far as we can tell, it’s something that could be carried easily by one person, but as for precise size or weight, or even what it is, Master Sandoval does not wish to say.”

Hallie pressed her lips together for a moment to stop the obvious retort and to hold in her frustration. No resident of low city would have gotten away with the attitude and surliness that Mador Sandoval was showing. They would have found themselves in a police interrogation room being bombarded with questions. But the world worked differently for hochlen, and even though Peredur Roth was also hochlen, it seemed he didn’t have the authority to drag information out of Mador or hold the man for questioning. Realising that the director was waiting for a response from her, she nodded to show she’d understood. Anyway, getting the thing back wasn’t her job. That had been made clear. She wasn’t interested in whatever of Mador’s expensive possessions had gone missing. She was interested in Girard’s well-being and in finding him.
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With no more chance of getting information out of Mador right now, and no clear idea of where Girard might have gone, Hallie started walking away. She thought that the director might be prepared to push Mador harder for information if she couldn’t find any trace of Girard, or if much more time passed, but he was either not willing or not able to press the point just now. And Hallie wasn’t prepared to stand around waiting for the hochlen man to cooperate. Exploring the area was a good place to start. It would get her moving and make her feel useful. She waved goodbye to the forensic techs who were now all suited up in their white overalls and heading for the container. Conscious that she was still in view of the group, she settled the backpack more securely, the weight barely noticeable when it was balanced, and kept walking at a steady pace.

As she left the group next to the open container and moved past the vans, a sense of unease crept over her. She was in an alien environment, but she didn’t think that was quite what was bothering her. More that she felt as if she were being watched. She looked around as she walked, trying to make it seem a natural thing, as if she were curious about her surroundings, but couldn’t see or hear or sense anything. The uneasy feeling continued, though, as she kept walking. She was tempted for a moment to go back to the others but the thought of Melechan’s mocking sneer or Mador’s hostile glare kept her going. Besides, she didn’t have anything to report beyond a feeling. And she’d been in enough abandoned buildings over the years to know that her feelings were not always accurate. It was possible that the rows and rows of stacked, silent metal were affecting her senses somehow.

She rounded the first corner, making a right turn, and had a moment of disorientation, looking at a roadway with more containers stacked neatly on top of one another to each side. But she was looking at the long sides of the containers this time. In fact, there were two lengths of containers ahead of her. It was not the same. She kept walking, looking around, wondering where Girard might have gone. And, as she strode along the length of one of the containers, where his vehicle was. Even standing in the midst of the stacks, until she’d started walking, she hadn’t truly appreciated how vast the area was. If Girard had come here yesterday, he would probably have driven in as they had. But she hadn’t seen any other vehicles. She stopped and pulled out the director’s card, saving his number into her phone, then typing out a message. Did Girard have a car?

She sent the text to Director Roth and only then wondered if she should have used Girard’s title.

She was putting her phone away when it vibrated with a reply. No. Security officer drove him in and was going to pick up later. He went off shift and forgot to tell the next officer about it. Before she could think of a reply, another text came in. I am going to speak to the officer. Will update.

Understood. Hallie sent the one word then put her phone away. She shook her head a little at the security officer who had managed to forget to collect a Conclave Investigator. She suspected he was about to have a very uncomfortable conversation with Director Roth. She wouldn’t have minded being there, but that probably wouldn’t help Girard. At least she didn’t need to look for a vehicle, and Girard would have been subject to the same limitations she was, being on foot. That helped a bit, even though he’d been at the container yesterday morning and could be miles away by now.

The hairs on her neck were still up, and there was an itch growing between her shoulder blades. She looked up and around again as she strode along the sides of the containers. Nothing. She couldn’t even see a bird in the sky or any evidence of vermin on the ground around her. If she hadn’t just turned a corner and left a group of people, she might think she was the only living being in this place. That thought made her shiver.

She reached the end of the stack she’d been walking beside and found herself at a crossroads. The roadway stretched on ahead of her, and to her left and right there were more blunt ends of containers, the labels prominently displayed. If she kept turning right, she would end up back where the others were. She couldn’t access the back of Mador’s container as the metal boxes were two deep, but she might be able to see if anyone else had gone this way, or if there was any sign of disturbance.

She took a right turn, almost swallowed up by the shadows between the rows of containers, and had to force herself to keep walking as the sense of something wrong intensified. It was an effort to keep her feet moving, to keep pressing forward. She had the strangest, strongest sense that something didn’t want her here, an almost physical resistance pushing back against her legs and feet as she took one step then another. A thought slid through her mind that she should leave. Right now. Go away and never come back. There was nothing here for her.

Whispers of old legends rose in her mind. About an ancient power that lived under the nearby hills and jealously guarded its territory. Before the hochlen had insisted on building the port here, the land had been bare and untouched. While Hallie might not believe all the wild tales she had heard, she also knew that there were plenty of things in the world she didn’t understand. And despite the evidence of advancement and technology she carried, like the phone in her pocket, there was something deeply primitive about the feelings crawling over her skin, making it easy to believe that some foulness had seeped into the ground around her, weighted down by all the shipping containers.

Between one footfall and the next the world went utterly silent. She could feel her heart beating and sense the air being drawn into her lungs, but she couldn’t hear the race of her pulse or her rapid breathing. She paused in her forward stride and realised that the world around her had also grown darker, as if the last of the daylight had suddenly been wiped out.

Looking up, she could see nothing but a swirl of grey shadow where the sky should be. She couldn’t even see the tops of the containers.

Something slithered over her skin, under the layers of fabric, and she jumped, mouth open in a cry she couldn’t hear. As she settled, she realised what the sensation was. Magic.

She’d encountered bits and pieces of magic before now. Spells and potions provided by low city witches. The magic she carried which let her tell truth and lies. Little things. The only time she’d encountered anything this powerful was in the diamond shaped walled fortress at the end of low city’s old harbour, where powerful veondken - non-human - magic kept the residents safe. In the fortress, the magic had drawn her in to a lush and wondrous wild garden, then sent her scuttling out, terrified to her very bones about unknown and unseen horrors waiting in the shadows.

The magic that was all around her just now was as powerful as the fortress magic. And while it wasn’t making her want to run away in fear, it didn’t feel friendly.

The grey swirling shadow overhead was falling gently towards her. It wouldn’t be long before she’d lose sight of the containers to either side. She looked over her shoulder, careful to keep her feet facing forward, not wanting to lose her last sense of direction, and saw nothing but grey shadow behind her. The path back had been blocked. Her breath caught. There was no trace that she had ever come that way, the evidence completely gone. If she wanted to retrace her steps, she was going to need to follow the line of the containers that were fast disappearing to either side of her. Apprehension shivered over her skin. She was lost. Alone.

She put out a hand, fingers spread, and watched as the shadows curled around her skin, leaving a damp chill. Ahead of her there was what looked like the barest suggestion of a path through the shadows. The faint imprint of boots on the ground and the shape of a body in the midst. Someone else had been here. She wasn’t alone.

The thought of someone else being here with her was enough to set her heart racing again, first with relief and then with worry, but she held her ground. It wasn’t necessarily someone dangerous. Taking this path had been an obvious step, and Girard might have come this way. If he had, then he might also have been trapped in this grey smoke. With the trail behind her completely gone, she could all too easily imagine turning and turning and turning in spirals or circles or random directions, getting more and more lost with each step forward. Girard could be within calling distance from her and she’d never see him, the shadows were so thick.

She took another step forward. The path ahead of her was still there, almost inviting her to follow. Given how quickly her own trail had disappeared, the tempting lure of a path ahead of her felt like it might be a trap, and she didn’t want to walk into it. But her senses weren’t working properly in the shadows, and it was also possible that it was a genuine path and a way out. It seemed to lead straight ahead of her, which was something, at least. It was the only thing she had to anchor to. So she kept going.

She took a half dozen careful steps forward before her next footfall met nothing but air. She scrambled, trying to move backwards, to get back onto solid ground, but there was nothing there, either. The unfamiliar weight of the backpack unsettled her balance and she fell. Down into swirling grey and black shadows.


Chapter five


Hallie landed on her side with a bone-jarring thump on something hard and uneven that smelled of damp earth. It wasn’t hard enough to be stone or concrete, but was still firm enough to hurt. Soil. She let out a low moan, discovering a lot of bruises across her body as she pushed herself to a sitting position, the backpack slipping slightly, reminding her of its presence. She muttered a curse and then paused. She could hear again. The awful, dead feeling in her ears had gone. Her hearing was still dull, sounds curiously muffled, but she could hear her heartbeat and the long, deep breath she drew in, and the creak of leather as she raised her arms to brush her hair out of her face, scattering bits of earth.

She stilled again, rubbing her fingers together. The dirt that had covered her head and shoulders was dry and crumbling, which she suspected should be informative, but she didn’t know enough about gardening or soil types to be able to tell anything else.

She’d fallen what felt like a long way. Not enough to kill her, with her stronger-than-human body, but enough to hurt. She was underground. And in darkness so complete she couldn’t see a thing.

Panic closed her throat as she imagined the earth around her tumbling inwards, crushing her, cascading into her nose and mouth, cutting off the air, choking her. She scrambled upright, a muffled sob letting her know her hearing was still working. Fingers shaking, she scrambled in her pockets. She didn’t have a torch, but her phone would give her some light at least. There.

Her phone screen told her that there was no service. She’d expected that, she reminded herself as her throat closed. But the battery was nearly full, and the torch was almost painfully bright when she turned it on. Despite the eye-searing light, the torch didn’t penetrate very far into the dark around her. It was better than nothing, though. She could see a little. She was alive and had her hearing back, too. Those were all good things.

Lifting the phone she took a look around. At first all she could see was soil and her throat tightened again. She was buried alive.

Then her eyes adjusted a little more and she could see that the soil wasn’t tumbling in on her. There was a small patch of disturbed earth where she was standing, but everywhere else it was formed into rough walls, ceiling and floor. There were heavy wooden posts at irregular intervals around the wall and turning the torch up she saw that the ceiling was held up by narrow, crude planks of wood that looked as if they had been in place for a while, the surfaces darkened with time and damp. There was a narrow gap in the ceiling, which must be how she’d fallen through, the edges of the opening ragged, which explained the loose soil around her.

Hoping that the planks overhead would hold, and that she wasn’t going to be smothered by the press of earth around her, Hallie drew a much-needed slower breath and tried to calm her racing heart. She’d fallen into some kind of trap. Perhaps set by the same person who’d put the magic above ground. And perhaps that person might come and investigate what their trap had caught. Her pulse picked up again. She emphatically did not want to come across whoever had set the magic or the trap. She needed to get out.

She looked up again. The ceiling would be within reach if she jumped, but even if she could reach it, she had no idea how she would be able to climb up the gap. It hadn’t felt that narrow when she’d been falling down. Even as she watched, the hole became smaller and smaller until it closed completely and she was left looking at an unbroken ceiling of packed earth and old wooden planks.

Panic threatened to choke her again. More magic. Now she really was trapped.

There wasn’t enough air. Not nearly enough. The room was pressing in around her, the ceiling shrinking. She was trapped. There was no way out. She was underground with no way out. And no one knew where she was. No one was going to come looking for her.

The edges of her sight wavered and she drew in a noisy breath that hurt her chest, finding she was on her knees next to the pile of loose soil from her fall, her hands pressed onto the packed earth floor. She’d stopped breathing in the middle of her panic. As she sucked more air into her lungs and her sight cleared a little, a little bit of rational thought returned. She might be stuck in this room but she wasn’t helpless. She had the basic tools she normally carried. And the backpack. She shrugged it off her shoulders and set it down in front of her, holding the phone between her teeth, torch pointed down, while she unzipped the pack.

The pack opened into two unequal sides. She didn’t recognise some of the items, but it looked like one side was full of field dressings and what looked like cleaning swabs. The other, bulkier, side held a water bottle, packets of what looked like protein bars and a long, slender torch with a leather loop she could put over her wrist. Hallie took the torch out and tested it. The beam was far wider and stronger than her phone’s light. So she put her phone away. Nothing else in the pack was going to help her just now, so she zipped it back up and settled it on her back again.

Standing up, she took another look around with the better light. She needed to find a way out. Going back the way she’d got in wasn’t an option. But there might be another way. She couldn’t imagine that the person who had set the trap would want to enter it through the ceiling. They might have left a door somewhere. So she made her way across to the nearest wall and put her hand on it. Despite the smell of damp earth that was teasing her nose, the soil in the wall was as dry and crumbling against her skin as the debris she’d brought with her in the fall. All the same, the wall stayed in place as she walked slowly forward, keeping her fingers in contact with the surface, looking for she wasn’t quite sure what. She trailed her fingers over the heavy wooden posts she came across, trying to take comfort from the fact that they were still in place, helping to hold up the walls and ceiling. It also helped keep her calm to have something solid to touch while she scanned ahead of her with the torch.

The trap she’d been caught in was bigger than she’d first thought, which was a bit of good news as far as Hallie was concerned. It was bad enough being stuck underground. Being caught in a tiny space would be so much worse.

She came to a corner in the wall and kept going. The torch beam caught something glinting in the darkness ahead of her and she froze, wondering if she was truly alone. Mouth dry, she took a careful step forward, and another, until she could see what looked like a wooden door made out of rough planks. The gleam she’d spotted came from the metal hinges. There was no handle or bolt or lock on this side of the door. Of course not. But there were those hinges, held fast by what looked like crude nails hammered into the earth wall. Hallie tried prying one out with her fingers, succeeding only in getting dirt under her finger nails. She couldn’t get a grip on the hinge or the nail. She searched through her pockets. While skip tracers were not allowed to carry weapons, Hallie had a pocket knife multi-tool that had come in handy more than once. She set the torch between her teeth, needing both hands to wriggle the tip of her small knife under the edge of the upper hinge and dig into the dirt behind it. She met with a surprising amount of resistance, but the idea of being stuck in this room until whoever had set the trap came along to find her spurred her to greater effort and the hinge eventually gave way with a small shower of earth. With the top hinge out of place, Hallie managed to get her fingers around the edge of the door and use the weight of the door itself to push out the lower hinge. It didn’t move far. There must be a long bolt or lock of some kind on the other side. But the gap was just wide enough for her to get through.

She squeezed through the gap, feeling the rough edges of the wood and soil pull at her hair and clothes, reminding her that she was underground with an unknown amount of earth all around her. The thought that the wall might give way at any point, earth burying her alive, made her push harder. She heard the unwelcome sound of tearing fabric on one leg, and felt something scrape the leather of her jacket. But she made it through the gap.

Outside the room, she found herself in a narrow corridor that stretched ahead into the pitch dark. Like the room, it had been formed out of earth. There were no posts against the walls or planks on the ceiling that she could see, instead there was the faintest trace of power against her skin. It felt old. So old it made her bones ache. Whoever had made the tunnel had known enough about magic to put some of their power into the tunnel. With a nervous glance at the earthen ceiling, she could only hope that the magic was still working.

Added to the worry about whether the tunnel would hold, there was nowhere to hide, and nowhere else to go, as she wasn’t going back into the room, so Hallie made her way forward, at a careful pace, moving the torch around to keep an eye out for any more traps or surprises.

The narrow corridor abruptly ended at a T-junction with a wider corridor. Hallie dipped the torch down to her side, taking a careful look in either direction and listening as hard as she could. Even though she knew her ears were working, sounds were still muffled by the soil around her. She remembered the narrow, earthen passageway that she and Rosalia had travelled to get from midtown to high city, in their effort to get to Bohort’s family and try to save his father or brother. That corridor had been far more crudely made and narrower, triggering a sense of claustrophobia Hallie hadn’t been aware of until then.

The corridor stretching to either side of her was well-made, the floor appearing to have been worn by plenty of feet over time. She scanned the surface with the torch, wondering if Girard had been this way, but the surface was firm enough that no individual prints showed up. The idea that the place was well-travelled made her wary. She didn’t want to meet whoever it was that had built the magic trap. But she couldn’t see a way out from where she was. And, straining her senses, she couldn’t hear any other sounds beyond her heartbeat and breathing.

There was the faintest suggestion of light to one side. Perhaps it was a way out. Perhaps there were people along there. Hallie wasn’t sure, but the other option was to continue into deep darkness, and even if she was going to meet someone potentially hostile, she preferred that to staying in the dark. So she turned and made her way towards the suggestion of light.

She walked a lot further than she expected, the corridor twisting and turning without any clear direction that she could see, although she could see stone in the walls here and there. Perhaps whoever had built the tunnels hadn’t wanted to go to the effort of carving their way through rock. There were more openings leading off either side at what looked like random intervals, along with a few doors that looked similar to the one she’d escaped around. The light didn’t grow any stronger, which made her wonder just where it was coming from. After a while she couldn’t be sure if she was even still on the original tunnel as it had split and turned and crossed others. Even if she had wanted to find her way back to the room she’d arrived in, she was completely disoriented and lost.

And then the ground under her feet changed and she stopped, looking down. The floor was now made of stone, as roughly made as the rest of the tunnels. As she looked up she saw that the tunnel ahead of her had been carved through rock as well. A chill ran over her skin. The tunnels until now had meandered, but the one in front of her ran straight ahead. Whoever had made it had not wanted to compromise.

Stronger light ahead drew her forward, even as she wondered if it was another illusion like the one she’d been following. But no, this time it was real. There was something overhead that was casting brighter light into the corridor. Looking up, she could see a short, fat tunnel heading up to what looked like the outline of a circular door, like a manhole cover. There were metal rungs embedded into the wall leading up to the opening, forming a ladder. A flattened, round light bulb jutted out from the wall just underneath the manhole cover. It was casting a faint, orange light, enough to be seen from a distance in all the darkness.

Her knees weak with relief at the idea of getting out of the underground, Hallie turned the torch off, looping the handle around her wrist, and set her foot on the first rung of the ladder.

As she did so, there was a flat crack of sound. She froze, wondering if she had broken the ladder. But it was still in one piece. The sound had come from somewhere else. The noise repeated and Hallie recognised it as a gunshot, distorted by the packed earth.

Pressing her back to the wall, one hand still on the metal rung of the ladder, she listened as hard as she could, breathing hard. She didn’t like guns. Didn’t like the potential for abrupt, devastating injury.

Hallie looked up at the only exit she had come across so far, and the rungs of the ladder that would take her out of here, and then turned away. Letting go of the rungs of the ladder was surprisingly hard. She wanted to get out of here. She wanted to be back above ground, with sky overhead and away from the feeling of the walls and ceiling pressing in on her. But the gunshots meant that there was at least one other person down here with her and they’d been worried enough to fire a weapon. It might not be Girard. He was not the only person in the city with a gun. But she needed to see for herself, to make sure she wasn’t about to leave him down here facing some unknown danger. She wasn’t sure what she would be able to do, but she knew she had to try. There were very few people in the world that could turn her away from her own escape. Rosalia, for certain. And Girard, clearly. If it had been Mel down here, alone in the dark, Hallie thought she would have left him, found a way out and called the director. But she couldn’t just abandon Girard, if it was him.

She crept along the corridor until she came to the next opening. There was another smell in the air now, besides the earth. A sharper tang that made her stomach tighten with nerves. Blood. Someone or something was injured.

The new scent seemed to be coming from the opening she was next to, so she headed along that tunnel and kept walking, pressing herself against the wall. She badly wanted to turn on her torch so she could see better, but didn’t want to draw attention to herself. Her eyes had adjusted to the gloom enough that she could make out the basic shapes of things around her. Or so she thought, until her foot caught on an unseen obstacle and she fell forward, landing heavily on something else. She scrambled away, pressing her back against the corridor and turning on the torch.

The white light showed her two people lying on the earthen floor, open eyes turned in her direction. She went completely still, waiting for them to react to her presence, waiting for a shout of discovery or an attack. When they didn’t move, she frowned, unease curling through her, focusing on their eyes. They were dead. Both male, they were dressed in the plain brown coveralls that she’d seen the dock workers wearing earlier, but she didn’t think they were dock workers. They looked like they’d never done a day’s work outside in their lives, with paler than pale skin and sleek, well-groomed dark hair. Instead, they reminded Hallie much more of the Harbour Master or his assistant. Possibly hochlen.

She stared at them for a long while, unable to work out what a pair of hochlen, dressed as dock workers, would be doing in tunnels beneath the dockyard.

They were both staring back at her with sightless eyes as she looked for a cause of death. It didn’t look to her as if they had been shot. Rather, it looked instead as if they had simply dropped dead on the spot. Which didn’t seem likely. But then, she’d got here by means of a magic trap that had then disappeared from view. So she couldn’t really judge what was or was not possible.

She couldn’t see any blood, either, despite the scent of it still in the air. Which meant that someone or something else was bleeding. A quick look around the ground and she couldn’t see any trace of blood on the packed soil.

She crouched by the nearest body and reluctantly reached out, patting their pockets, looking for an ID or some other information about them. Nothing. The pockets were empty. Which was deeply suspicious. Everyone Hallie knew carried some bits and pieces with them, even if it was just a few coins. And looking at their outstretched arms, Hallie couldn’t see an ID bracelet on either of them, which was also strange. Hochlen might get away with flouting a lot of the city’s rules, but even they were required to carry ID.

Pulling out her phone, Hallie took a photo of each face, the flash nearly blinding her. She muttered a curse as she put the phone away. Between the torch’s light and the flashes, if there was anyone with line of sight to her position, they would know that someone was here. And there was definitely someone else here, based on the shots she’d heard and the scent of blood. But she was completely lost within the maze of tunnels, and quite sure she wouldn’t be able to find her way back here later to make a record of the two dead men.

Getting back to her feet, she turned off the torch again, wanting to preserve the battery and not give away her position more than she already had. Pressing herself against the wall, she took slow, silent breaths as she listened intently for any movement, for anything that might suggest someone had been alerted to her presence and was on their way to investigate. When she couldn’t hear or sense anything beyond her own thumping heart, she moved on. She still hadn’t found the source of the blood, or the gunshots.

As she moved an unexpected scent teased her. The salt tang of the sea. It was carried to her in the slightest of cool breezes that brushed against her face. While the smell of the sea made some sense, as she was underneath a port after all, this didn’t seem like a diluted trace that might have wafted down into the tunnels. Rather, it was more like she was heading directly towards open water.

The salt trace in the air grew stronger the further she walked and ahead she could see more light. She forced herself to keep to a steady pace, not wanting to fall over anything else, and was glad she hadn’t rushed when she reached the opening and a sharp wind whipped across her face even as the ground in front of her seemed to fall away.

She stopped and pressed herself back against the wall of the opening, eyes widening as she took in her new surroundings.

She had been smelling the sea. She had somehow come out of the tunnels onto a narrow, rocky ledge that overlooked a roughly circular patch of sand some distance below. The sky overhead was dark but the light from the stars and moon overhead let her pick out some details around her. The ledge she was standing on was narrow enough and the drop beneath her deep enough to make her head spin for a moment. The rock fell away to what looked like a sheer drop and she was glad she’d been moving at a steady, deliberate pace. If she’d been running, she might have been over the edge and falling before she realised what was happening.

She took a look below and frowned. There was a design on the ground far below, laid out in sweeping curves and stubby lines, picked out in a material darker than the pale sand that filled the rest of the cove. The sea water was lapping at one side of the design, but each time the waves retreated the pattern was still there, crisp and clear. Hallie knew enough to understand that if the whole thing was made of sand, then the waves should blur whatever pattern she could see below. So the design had to have been made on something other than simple sand. Whoever had put it there had meant it to last.

The cold wind crossed her face again, bringing with it a stronger salt tang and the undertone of fresh blood. Whoever had been bleeding in the tunnels was out here. Somewhere.

She looked around, trying to make sense of what she could now see. The rocky ledge she was standing on seemed to join onto other pathways which extended less than halfway up what she could only describe as a cliff face. The sheer rock rose high above her head. There was no way up the cliff face, at least. The paths she could see looked almost random. They might be natural, or might have been made. She didn’t know enough about rocks and sea coves to be able to tell. There was definitely some kind of a pathway leading down, to the sea below and the design that was resisting all attempts by the water to tear it away.

Looking down at the pattern, Hallie felt her stomach tighten and a fresh chill ran over her skin. The design that had been laid out was simple, almost crude. She had the strangest feeling that it was old, something that had been worked into the ground many years, perhaps even decades, before. And yet every sense she possessed was telling her it was profoundly wrong and should not exist. Remnants of the old tales came back to her, the stories about unnatural things and dark magic that had seeped into the land. A shudder worked its way through her as she wondered if this was part of what the ancient stories had been warning about. If so, she wanted nothing to do with it. Her breathing and her heart were too fast, her insides turning themselves into knots. She wanted to move, to run away, as far away from the pattern on the sea floor as possible.

But if the old tales were true, and something awful had seeped into the ground, then the old tales were also wrong because the foulness wasn’t dead and gone but saturating the air. It felt dangerous in a way she couldn’t fully articulate, even in her own mind.

She pulled out her phone, hoping that the greater light from the night air would let her capture some of the pattern she could see. With her phone out and open air above her, she wondered if she would be able to contact the director to let him know what had happened, and was somehow unsurprised to find that there was no signal. She’d have to try to find her way back to the port area to connect with the director. Right now, all she could do was record what she’d found. She briefly considered taking the path down to the sand, to get closer and get a better image of the design, but her feet locked in place. Her whole body rebelled at the idea of getting any closer to the dark stains on the sand. The image she could see on her phone screen was not perfect, but she could make out the pattern. It would have to do.

She put the phone away and tried to dismiss the design and the drop to the ground from her mind. She wasn’t here to collect information. She’d been underground long enough for the day to turn to night, which meant Girard had been missing for several more hours than when she’d set out to find him. That trace of blood was still in the air and she hadn’t come across any sign of Girard.

The ledge that she was on trailed slightly upward. It seemed to widen and narrow at odd intervals. A little further up the side of the cliff she could see what looked like dark openings, perhaps leading to more tunnels. She hesitated. Even if she turned back now, she was quite sure she could not find her way back to the manhole and ladder, which had been the only escape she’d found so far. All the same, the openings she could see suggested that there might be more tunnels. More opportunities to get lost.

A short, bitter laugh came out of her throat. She was already lost. It didn’t seem possible for her to get more lost. And she still hadn’t found Girard, or the source of the blood she could smell in the air.

So she turned up the path and began walking. There might be a way out further up. And getting to a higher vantage point was no bad thing. Not to mention, it moved her away from the design on the ground.

After she’d climbed a short distance - perhaps a standard floor-to-ceiling height - she came to a flat area, almost like a viewing platform to overlook the circle below. It was wide enough that she didn’t need to worry about falling over the edge, the back of it shadowed as the light from the night sky didn’t reach that far.

Almost against her will, she looked down at the circle far below, skin crawling as she saw the full design again. It wasn’t a pattern she’d ever seen before. It looked simple enough, with two semi-circles on one side and a series of short, straight lines jutting out from the inner curves. There was nothing in the design itself that should make her so uneasy, but every instinct she had was telling her to move as far away from it as she could.

She took a step back, mind and body in perfect agreement that she needed to move, not looking where she was going, and then went completely still at a soft metallic click near her head.


Chapter six


She turned her head carefully towards the sound and almost leapt back. Standing still took a great deal of effort, her body locked in place. She was at the wrong end of a gun, the barrel looming large less than an arm’s length from her face. The hand that was holding the gun was covered in dust and traces of blood.

As she stood as still as possible, trying not to breathe, the gun wobbled and lowered and movement in the shadows resolved into a familiar figure, leaning against the cliff face.

“Hallie?” Girard’s voice was rasping and low, but she would know it anywhere.

Alive. He was alive. The strength of the relief that coursed through her made her knees weak and her eyes sting. She’d been half-expecting to find his body, she realised. But he was standing up, talking to her. She wanted to hug him, holding still with some difficulty, not sure if he would welcome the gesture.

“Girard,” she said, her voice higher than normal with an odd mixture of relief and instinctive fear. She wasn’t used to having guns pointed at her.

“How did you get here?” he asked. He sounded exhausted, she realised, as if will alone was holding him up. His sandy-coloured hair, normally tousled from him running his hands through it, was mostly stuck to his head, a few tufts standing out, skin that was normally a shade or two darker than her own almost chalk-white, deep purple shadows under his eyes.

“Director Roth asked me to find you,” Hallie said, her voice still too high. She cleared her throat and managed a more normal tone as she went on. “I heard gunshots. Was that you?”

“Yes. Some of them, at least.” His will or ability to stay upright seemed to be fading. He slumped against the wall and she caught the scent of fresh blood.

“You’re injured,” she said, worry spiking. “Come, sit, before you fall down.”

“We can’t stop long,” he said, voice breathless again, even as he slid down the wall to sit with his back against it, the movement bringing him closer to the mouth of the opening and further into the available light. “They’ll be back soon.”

“Who will?” Hallie asked. Now that he’d moved out of the deeper shadows, she could see what looked like a hole near one shoulder of his leather jacket. The t-shirt he was wearing underneath had been white or light-coloured at some point, but was now heavily stained with what looked and smelled like blood.

“Don’t know who. They didn’t give names,” he said, his words slightly slurred. He was holding the gun in his non-dominant hand, she realised. He closed his eyes and swallowed. “Sorry. Been stuck here a while. They don’t like to come out into the open but every time I’ve tried to go back in, find a way out, they appear again.”

“You’ve been missing a day,” Hallie told him.

His face twisted in distaste. “That sounds right.”

“You look worn out,” Hallie told him candidly. “Don’t suppose you brought food or water?”

He grimaced and shook his head.

“The director gave me a pack,” she said, and shrugged it off her shoulders. She unzipped it, pulling out the water and one of the protein bars.

“Thank you.” Girard left the gun on the ground beside him, taking the packet and tearing it open with his teeth before taking a large bite. Hallie opened the water and set it on the ground beside him. He kept one arm close to his body, forearm across his stomach. It looked like he’d managed to tuck his hand into an inner pocket of his jacket, anchoring the limb in place. Hallie frowned at the hole in his jacket. She didn’t know much about guns, but it looked like a bullet hole to her. Larger than she would have expected, assuming that Girard had been facing the bullet. She’d seen the small, lethal bullets that the investigators used, and the damage that they could do. Her frown deepened as she wondered why his body armour hadn’t protected him.

Girard swallowed the first bite and shoved the rest of the food into his mouth. At the end of his strength, if Hallie had to guess. Being injured had a way of draining energy, as she knew from bitter experience. She handed him another protein bar.

“How did you get down here?” she asked. The trap that she’d been caught in had been intact. If Girard had landed in that room, she’d either have found him there or the door would have already been broken.

“Taking a look around,” Girard said, between careful sips of water. “Getting a feel for the place. I saw someone watching. Followed them. They went into a manhole so I followed them.” He grimaced. “By the time I realised there were tunnels it was too late to call for back-up.”

“Yeah, there’s no phone signal here,” Hallie said, a frown gathering. Girard’s entrance to the tunnels had been voluntary, and she was sure he’d have mentioned a magic trap if he’d encountered it.

“What is it?” he asked.

“I was following the route I thought you’d taken when I got caught in a magic trap,” Hallie said, heat rising in her face. “I assume you didn’t see or feel any magic on your way in?”

“No,” Girard said, frowning at her.

Which meant that someone had put it into place there after Girard had disappeared and before she had got there. Her mind wanted to work on the problem, to unpick it and understand it, but he was badly injured. She’d found him alive. Now she had to keep him that way. She looked away from him, not wanting to stare or to reveal her own feelings, and her eyes landed on the backpack, remembering that there was more help she could give him, to keep him alive until they could get to more expert help.

“We’ll work it out later. Is your wound still open?” she asked.

His mouth full of food, Girard grimaced and nodded.

“Did it go through?” she asked, eyeing the medical kit in the backpack. It looked like there should be enough patches to cover at least a couple of bullet wounds.

“Yes,” Girard said. He grimaced. “By some freak chance it hit just next to my body armour. I can’t move the arm.” He’d finished the second protein bar and took another careful sip of water before going on. “Can’t reach it,” he told her. “Took another couple of hits on the vest which broke a rib or two, I think.”

“Ouch,” Hallie said with unfeigned sympathy. “Well, there are field dressings here, so I can put those on for you. Can you get your jacket off?” Hallie asked. She hadn’t forgotten his comment that they would be back, and could sense tension and urgency radiating from him, but trying to escape or evade whoever-it-was that Girard had encountered was going to be much easier with the wound treated and closed. She’d come across the Conclave Investigators’ med patches before and knew they were effective.

Girard shrugged out of his jacket. Or tried to. He freed his hand from the inner pocket and froze in place, face tightening, and Hallie heard the hitch in his breathing and saw involuntary tears in his eyes before he moved again. She moved, too, reaching out slowly to not startle him and helped him ease the jacket off his shoulders. She sucked in a breath at the extent of the blood she could see. It had soaked one entire half of his t-shirt and seeped down his arm. She could see the outline of his body armour under the t-shirt, including several large looking dents which must have been made by other bullets. She’d never worn a tactical vest or been shot, but she assumed that even with the vest it must hurt. A bullet travelled extremely fast. Girard had referred to broken ribs and she could well believe it.

“I think you’re lucky the bullet didn’t sever an artery,” Hallie said. When Girard lifted a brow at her, as if wondering how he could possibly be lucky with the injuries he had, she went on, long-ago memories of biology classes coming to mind. “Isn’t there a major artery somewhere in the shoulder area?”

“Huh. Yes, you’re right. So I’ll take this as a bit of good fortune,” he said, sounding as if he was trying to put a brave face on things. From the way he was breathing, fast and shallow, and the slight tremor in his voice, Hallie guessed he was in a lot of pain.

She stopped trying to cheer him up and moved on to more practical matters. “I’ll need to cut your t-shirt a bit to get to the wound.” She found a pair of gloves and a pair of sharp-looking scissors in the medical kit and went to work. Girard stayed perfectly still as she made the hole in his t-shirt bigger, exposing the wound. It was larger than she had expected, right outside the edge of Girard’s body armour. Even with the dried blood, she could see that the skin was red and swollen.

“This looks like it might be infected,” Hallie said, frowning. She looked down at the open backpack. “I feel like I should clean it out first.”

“No time,” Girard said. “There’s some meds in the patch. It will hold me for a while.”

“Alright.” Hallie peeled the back from the pristine white patch and put it on Girard’s skin, covering the wound. She had to wriggle the edge of it under the tactical vest to make sure she covered all of it. He hissed, jaw clenching, and she saw tears start in his eyes. “Stings a bit, I imagine. I always hated putting anything on an open wound,” she said, aware she was babbling but wanting to provide some distraction against the pain. “One down. One to go. Sorry, I’m going to need you to lean forward a bit.”

Girard didn’t say anything, but leant forward, bracing himself on his good arm, so she could cut away the fabric from the wound at the back of his shoulder. The wound there was much larger, and equally angry-looking. Hallie took the largest med patch she could find and stuck it onto his skin, holding it in place as he went completely still. For a moment she wondered if he was going to faint, worry coursing through her not just for him but also whoever it was that Girard thought would be coming back.

He breathed through the pain, saying nothing as she moved her hand away, leaving the dressing in place. She took a critical look at the t-shirt and med patches. Even having tucked the med patches under the edge of the body armour, the white material wasn’t sticking very well. “I don’t think they are going to stay in place for long. The wounds are too big and there’s too much blood on your skin,” she said. “We need a bandage.”

“There won’t be any in that kit. It just covers the basics. I’ll be fine,” Girard said.

“Huh. Well, bandages seem pretty basic to me.”

“I’ll pass that along,” Girard said with a wry smile.

“I’m sure the director will be delighted with the feedback,” Hallie said, trying for a light tone as she watched the edge of one of the med patches curl up. “That’s definitely not going to hold,” she said to herself. She took another look in the backpack but, as Girard had said, there were no bandages. There was also nothing else she could use to hold the dressings in place, not even medical tape. The patches were supposed to be self-adhesive, after all. With a slight shake of her head, Hallie peeled off her own jacket and pulled her sweatshirt over her head.

“What are you doing?” Girard asked.

“Making you a bandage,” Hallie said. She used the scissors to start a hole at the top of one of the sweatshirt sleeves, then ripped the sleeve off and repeated the process with the other sleeve, tearing the sleeves into long strips. She tied a pair of strips together and looped them under Girard’s injured arm and over his shoulder, doing her best to ignore the hitch in his breath and then low sound of pain, then made another longer bandage and tied this one under Girard’s injured arm and across his uninjured shoulder, pulling it tighter to hold the med patches in place. That done, she frowned at her handiwork. “It’s not great, but I think it will hold the dressings in place better than leaving them on their own.” She shrugged back into her now-sleeveless sweatshirt and jacket and picked up Girard’s discarded jacket, helping him to ease it over the bandages and then tuck his hand back into the inside pocket so it was held as still and secure as she could make it. She could try to make him a sling out of what was left of her sweatshirt, but that would take time, and she wasn’t sure how successful it would be. The hand-in-pocket seemed to be working for now.

“Thank you,” he said. He was slightly breathless again, with tight lines around his mouth and eyes which suggested he was in a lot of pain.

“I think I saw painkillers in here,” she said, looking back at the med kit.

“They’d make me fuzzy,” Girard said, then grimaced. “Thick-headed, I mean.”

“Yeah. I know that feeling,” Hallie said, wrinkling her nose. “It’s been a while since I had hospital grade painkillers. It was a very strange experience.”

Before she could suggest that they get moving, or Girard could ask the questions she could see on his face, Hallie heard something else. It sounded like footsteps, but moving in an irregular rhythm. She’d come across similar sounds before, with skips who’d been injured and were having to compensate.

Girard had heard the sounds as well. He struggled to his feet. He’d picked up his gun again and used that hand to steady himself against the wall while he breathed. “They’re coming,” he said, voice low.

“So I gathered,” Hallie said, voice as dry as her mouth. She gathered up the various wrappers and water bottle out of long habit to make sure they left nothing behind, then zipped up the backpack and slung it over her shoulders again before getting to her feet. “How much ammunition do you have?”

“Less than a magazine left.” Girard’s tone was as grim as his expression.

Hallie shook her head, not sure exactly what that meant. She could guess that it meant not enough bullets to deal with whatever-it-was that was coming towards them along the corridor.

“We need to move,” Girard said. “They’re getting bolder. It’s not safe to stay in one place.”

“Yes. But I’m lost,” Hallie admitted. She was sure she’d find a way out eventually, but they didn’t have that time. “I’ve no idea where the nearest exit is.”

The faintest trace of a smile lit Girard’s face. “I can find the way,” he told her. He meant it. She had no idea how he knew, but he was absolutely confident and sure in what he was saying, even badly injured and in a huge amount of pain. The truth of it rang through her leaving no room for doubt.

He pushed himself away from the opening behind them and headed along the wide ledge, sticking to the shadows as much as possible. Hallie went after him, surprised at how quickly he was able to move. But the footsteps she had heard were louder now. More than one set. And something about the way Girard had reacted told her that she didn’t really want to know who or what was making those sounds.

She was going to find out, though. As Girard reached the next opening, a low, angry sound behind them made Hallie turn.

There were four of them. Even with the better light from the night sky, Hallie had difficulty in making out their outlines or features at first. They were formed like men, but they felt wrong to her senses. Each of them was misshapen from their twisted shoulders to the angle of their heads to the way that they each dragged their feet on the ground, making those irregular footsteps that she’d heard. Their skin was dark enough that it blended in with the shadows, leaving her only with the impression of large, blunt features and glittering eyes. They were dressed in simple robes of what looked like coarse, home-spun cloth that blended in with the dark shadows. Even in the poor light, Hallie could see some tears in the cloth and a patch here and there where the fabric had been repaired.

They were also all carrying what looked like weapons. Two had thick pieces of wood, the third had what looked like a sword, and the last had a gun. Hallie’s eyes went to the gun and stopped there. It was a bulky contraption, far less sophisticated than the weapon Girard had, but it would still be dangerous. The group was moving slowly, clumsily, as though not familiar with walking upright, or the weapons they were carrying.

“Who are they?” she hissed to Girard. “What are they?”

“I don’t know. Some kind of patrol, I think,” he said. He had braced himself against the rock wall. “Stay behind me. I’ll try and take them down.”

“Normally I’d be happy to, but the odds aren’t in our favour right now,” Hallie said. She measured the distance between Girard and the oncoming group, and came to what was probably a foolish decision. The patrol, whatever they were, moved far more slowly than she did. She might be able to outpace them. “Wait here,” she told him, and charged forward.

She heard Girard’s low sound of protest, but she was committed to the move. Halfway across the distance she remembered the extra weight of the backpack. She could use that to her advantage. She charged first for the one carrying a gun, ramming her shoulder into his mid-section. He stumbled and fell backwards, the gun falling out of his grip, landing on the packed earth floor. He made a low sound of fury and swiped one of his arms towards Hallie. Almost too late, she realised that he had long claws at the end of his fingers. She ducked away from him, rolling in the dirt, hampered by the pack, grabbing the gun as she did so. It was too large for her hand, and heavier than she’d expected.

Before she could get to her feet, the other three were on her, the two with sticks raising them up to hit her, the one with the sword swinging it in a wild, uncoordinated arc.

A single shot slapped through the air, hitting the sword-wielder square in his chest. He grunted with a combination of pain and surprise and sank to his knees, staring at the wound in his chest.

Hallie didn’t wait to see what he might do. She rolled out of the way of the heavy sticks and came up on her knees facing the pair, levelling the gun at them.

They stopped at once, expressions of confusion on their faces. Hallie stared back. She’d never seen anything like them in low city, and she’d seen an extraordinary variety of veondken in her life. The pair in front of her looked as though someone had pulled together spare parts from some primitive creatures and stitched them together with little thought. They had mismatched eyes and ears. One had a nose that was almost too big for his face, the other had an open slit where a nose would normally go.

The twisting sense of unease and of something fundamentally unnatural crawled over Hallie’s skin again. She slowly and carefully got to her feet, backing away from the creatures, the gun still held in front of her. The group stayed where they were and then, on some signal she couldn’t see or hear or guess at, they turned and went back the way they had come. The one that Girard had shot was back on his feet, clutching at the wound in his chest.

Hallie drew a shaky breath as she watched the quartet shuffle out of sight.

“I think we should move,” she said, turning back to Girard.

He was still standing, gun held ready, hard lines around his mouth that was clamped shut. He didn’t say anything, just turned and kept going in the direction they had been heading before they had been interrupted.


Chapter seven


They had left the sea cove behind and were walking quickly along one of the tunnels. Girard was carrying his gun and torch in one hand, the lens of the torch shielded with what looked like a bit of fabric torn off his t-shirt. It meant that there was just enough light to navigate by but not so much that it would give away their position from a distance. Hallie wished she’d thought of it earlier. She left her torch in a pocket, but kept hold of the heavy gun she’d taken from the creatures. Just in case.

The tunnel they were walking down looked just the same as all the others to Hallie’s eyes, but not to her senses. Her skin was prickling with unease. It wasn’t quite the same as her reaction to the creatures they’d encountered. This was something different. There was a trail of power in the air that was seeping through her clothes and skin like frost on a winter morning. And the further they walked, the colder she got.

“Is this the quickest way out?” she asked, clamping her jaw shut against a tremor.

“Yes,” Girard said. He paused and looked over his shoulder. “What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know. I can sense something. Not sure what it is.”

Girard stopped at once. He was taking her perfectly seriously. “I don’t have a good sense for magic,” he told her, the confession surprising her. “Can you describe what you’re feeling?”

“It’s some kind of power and feels like frost, as if it’s drawing energy from the air,” Hallie said. “It’s making my skin crawl,” she added candidly.

“If we don’t go this way, it’s a long walk to the next exit,” Girard said. His tone told Hallie he was thinking aloud, weighing up their circumstances and the risks.

“And those creatures might come back.”

“With reinforcements,” Girard agreed. He looked at her. “Can you let me know if that feeling changes? I am not sure I’d make it to the next exit, but we might need to try. I’d rather not run into a magician down here.”

“Alright,” Hallie said, not sure what else to say. She was quite sure that she could not find the exit Girard was heading for, let alone any other exit farther away. Not without him. And if he didn’t think he had the strength to make it to another way out, then this was the way they needed to go. She wasn’t going to leave him behind. Not after she’d found him.

A few paces further on and they came to an intersection. The feeling of frost in the air bit through her clothes and Hallie gasped, stopping without meaning to. Girard halted as well. He pulled the fabric off the torch lens, using his teeth, and shone the bright beam around them.

The tunnels looked perfectly ordinary. The only difference was on the ground. It was littered with what looked like broken pieces of pottery, a soft, pale cream colour against the darker floor. If it was pottery, it was exceptionally finely made. From what Hallie could see, it was all extremely thin, and curved as though it had formed some kind of bowl or dish when it had all been in one piece.

“That feeling I had, it’s stronger here. I think this must be the source,” she said. Her body didn’t want to move at all but she forced herself to crouch down so she could get a closer look at the shards on the ground, her free hand clenched into a fist, tucked against her abdomen as if trying to hold in all the unease that was twisting there. “It looks like the remains of some kind of bowl,” she said, her voice tight. She was chilled almost all the way through. Her face was numb, and the air against her exposed skin felt like sandpaper. “There was some kind of liquid inside. I can still see traces of it.”

“The air seems colder here,” Girard said. He was leaning against the tunnel wall and Hallie thought he was even paler than he had been before. Concern ran through her. He was holding himself upright, but the effort was clear.

“We should keep moving,” Hallie said. She took the torch from him and tied the fabric back onto the end, muting the light, then gave it back to him to hold alongside his gun. The combination was awkward to manage one-handed, but the determined expression on his face told her he wasn’t going to give up either tool. “Do we have far to go?” she asked, wondering if they should stop and rest. Away from the pottery, but somewhere close.

“Not far,” Girard said. He set his jaw, almost as if he had read her intention to suggest a break, and was rejecting it before she’d spoken.

“Then let’s move,” she said.

He set off at a faster walk, even though she could tell it was painful as his stride hitched and his injured shoulder was carried lower and lower as they went.

To Hallie’s relief, the cold and crawling sensation eased rapidly as they moved away from the broken pottery, enough for her to draw a slightly deeper breath.

Then Girard stopped and looked up and Hallie realised he’d brought them to a short, fat tunnel that ended in an earthen wall with metal rungs embedded in its surface. The ladder led up to a dim bulb and manhole cover like the one she’d seen earlier. Hallie had to swallow a sob of relief. There was a way out.

He insisted that she go up first and, seeing him swaying on his feet and visibly trembling with exhaustion and pain, Hallie decided not to argue. She managed to fit the gun she’d picked up into her pocket and scrambled up the ladder, finding that the manhole cover was unsecured. It was heavy enough that she had to use all her strength to shift it out of the way, but when it finally gave and slid to one side, fresh air was her reward. She climbed out onto a road surface, the faint trace of stars in the night sky overhead giving her enough light to see that she was surrounded by high towers of shipping containers. Still in the port.

As she knelt by the opening, looking back down to make sure Girard was on his way, her phone pinged. She pulled it out of her pocket, seeing a half dozen missed calls from the director along with several text messages. Without reading them, she dialled his number.

“Talbot. Where are you?” the director demanded.

“I don’t know,” she said honestly. “Somewhere in the port. I’ve found Girard. He’s been shot. Needs medical attention.”

The director muttered a curse that made Hallie lift her brows, and she heard him issuing orders for a medical team. Then he turned his attention back to her. “Can you describe where you are? What numbers are on the ground?”

“Oh, right,” Hallie said. She got to her feet and pulled out the torch, aiming it at the road surface, and read off the numbers she could see. They didn’t mean anything to her, but she could hear the director repeating them.

“Got it. We’re on our way,” the director said and hung up.

Hallie put her phone and the torch away and turned back to the manhole in time to see Girard’s head and shoulders appear. He was breathing hard but managed to get his good arm out of the manhole, putting his gun and torch on the ground and then dragging himself further up. Hallie hesitated, not sure if she should offer to help or not, and then Girard gave a grunt of surprise.

“Something’s got my leg,” he said. He scrambled to get out of the hole, but didn’t make any forward progress. He reached for the gun, but it spun away from his grip and he slid backwards, his head disappearing. Hallie grabbed the gun and her torch, lining the beam up along with the barrel of the gun and aiming down into the pitch dark hole.

For a moment all she saw was twisting movement that made no sense, then she caught sight of Girard’s fair hair. He’d managed to hook his injured arm and one of his legs around the rungs of the ladder and was trying to defend himself against one of the misshapen creatures they’d come across. The creature was using its blunt hands to try and drag Girard off the ladder.

Hallie let out a shout, part alarm, part warning, and the creature’s head snapped up, staring up at her and making a low sound as if it was in pain. It wasn’t looking at her, she realised. It was the light. The torch must be blinding to something used to the almost pitch dark tunnels.

It growled and lunged forwards, towards her.

Acting on instinct, she fired. The sound of the shot was loud in her ears, and by some miracle the bullet went straight into the creature and not Girard. The creature let out a howl of fury and slid back, down into the dark. Girard pulled himself further up the ladder and Hallie tossed the gun and torch aside, grabbing hold of his jacket, dragging him away from the manhole. Girard seized his gun and scrambled backwards on the ground, away from the opening. Hallie made it to her feet and shoved the heavy metal back in place, the thump of it sinking home vibrating through her feet. That done, she took a few steps away and braced her hands on her knees, breathing hard. She’d shot a gun. Again.

“Are you alright?” Girard asked. He was still on the ground, and she could smell fresh blood.

Hallie gave a half-laugh. “I am fine. I should be asking you that. You pulled your wound open again, didn’t you?”

“I did. Felt like I broke the rest of my ribs on that side, too.” His voice was thin, breathing too fast. All the same, he managed to sit up, the gun still in his hand. “Those things weren’t all that smart, but they were very determined.”

“The director’s on his way with a medical team,” Hallie said.

“That’s good,” he said, and slumped sideways on the ground. Hallie rushed to his side, wondering if he’d been more badly injured than he’d let on. She knelt next to him, listening and watching for his breathing, and realised he’d just fallen unconscious. Her relief was short-lived as she saw the damp stain creeping across what she could see of his t-shirt. The wound was bleeding badly again. That final skirmish with the creatures had done a great deal more damage.

“Just hold on, Girard,” she told him. “Help is on the way.”

She sank to the ground beside him, shaky with relief that they had made it out of the tunnels, abruptly aware that she was exhausted and also starving. She glanced over at Girard again. He was still alive. Looking up, she saw the first traces of dawn peeking over the tops of the containers around her. She’d been looking for Girard and working her way through the tunnels for the entire night. And had been helping Rosalia decorate for the full day before that. No wonder her legs and back ached. She fished a battered protein bar out of one of her pockets, needing the energy but not wanting to raid the backpack. She swallowed it in a few bites, then rested her elbows on her upraised knees and kept an eye on Girard’s breathing while she waited for the hochlen medical team to arrive.
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After what felt like an hour or more, but in reality was less than a quarter of that time, Hallie felt the ground vibrate slightly under her feet, quickly followed by the sound of vehicle engines approaching. She stayed where she was and tried to push aside a stab of guilt at leaving Girard where he’d fallen unconscious on the ground, and not trying to get him to a more comfortable position or do something other than wait. There wasn’t much more she could have done, though, apart from keeping him company. She’d used the extent of her medical knowledge to patch up his wounds earlier. Rapid healing was one distinct benefit of not being human, so she’d never had to learn how to cope with a lot of the common medical issues faced by humans. Girard was hochlen, too, and she had to trust that his body was also trying to heal itself. Anything she’d tried to do might have done more harm than good.

All the same, worry itched under her skin as she sat with him, listening for his shallow breathing to reassure her that he was still alive.

And now help was here. She was surprised how relieved she felt at that thought. She’d grown so used to working alone over the years. But then, this wasn’t about her, but about Girard and making sure he got medical attention. Hallie watched as two familiar-looking vans, followed by a third vehicle about the same size and shape, pulled to a stop and people poured out. All the vehicle headlights were pointing more or less in her direction, her eyes stinging at the sudden light.

The director and Mel, along with a pair of other men dressed in a similar fashion, got out of the first van and were quickly overtaken by medical staff wheeling a hospital trolley. The medics ignored her completely, focusing on Girard, who hadn’t reacted to the approaching vehicles or the increased light. Hallie staggered to her feet, her body heavy with fatigue, and took a few steps away, giving them some room and a little bit of privacy as the medics pulled out pairs of what looked like giant scissors and set to work cutting through Girard’s jacket, peeling the fabric back from his skin. Girard stirred enough to utter a cut-off groan. He didn’t open his eyes, though, which sent another spike of worry through Hallie.

The director stopped a few paces away and looked from Girard to Hallie. There were shadows under his eyes, suggesting that he hadn’t slept, and a furrow between his brows that could be anger or worry, or both. “Where have you been? Your phone dropped out of contact not long after you left.”

“I got trapped underground,” Hallie said, and waved to the manhole cover nearby. “We only just got out.”

“There’s no record of anything under the port area apart from water drains,” the director said, his frown deepening.

“Well, there are tunnels and rooms and a bunch of strange looking creatures,” Hallie said, her voice sharp. Then her ears and brain caught up with each other and she realised that the director had simply been stating what he believed to be true. She blew out a breath. She was in far better shape than Girard, but she was also tired. And still worried. The medical team were working with calm, rapid efficiency, exchanging comments and instructions in low voices. Strips of Girard’s jacket and t-shirt, as well as the pieces of his armoured vest, were lying on the ground around him. He’d been turned onto his back, naked from the waist up. Every bit of skin Hallie could see was covered in blood. The sheer amount of it was shocking. She thought that Girard should recover from his injuries, but she couldn’t be sure. He’d bled far more than she’d realised.

Peredur Roth was looking at her, as if wondering whether to believe her story. She wasn’t sure how to prove it to him, but then remembered the gun she’d taken, currently weighing down her pocket, and dragged it out. “One of the creatures was carrying this.”

“Drop the weapon,” Mel said at once, whipping out his own gun and levelling it at her.

“Gladly,” Hallie said, and placed the stolen gun on the ground, making sure her movements were slow and steady. She didn’t trust the investigator. He liked violence far too much. And while she was sure he’d rather use his fists on her, a gun was a decent second best.

“Melechan, put that away,” the director said, in a voice of forced patience. He didn’t wait to see if the other hochlen complied, but crouched by the gun Hallie had put on the ground, examining it carefully in the glare provided by the vehicle headlights. “That’s a very old style weapon. Haven’t seen one of those in use for a while. And the creatures were carrying them?” he asked, glancing up at Hallie.

“Only one of the creatures that I saw, but Girard encountered more of them,” Hallie said. “He said he was shot several times to his body armour, and then a bullet hit him just next to the vest.”

“Unlucky,” the director said, sounding grim. He pulled a pair of latex gloves from his pocket and pulled them on, picking up the gun. One glance was all Hallie needed to know that he was an expert at handling weapons. He did something which split the gun in half and poured several bullets out into his palm before saying something in an aside to one of the unnamed men nearby that had the other man pulling a pair of evidence bags out of his pocket. The director put the gun and the bullets into separate bags, frowning as he got to his feet.

Casting her mind back into the tunnels had reminded Hallie of another grisly discovery she had made. “I found a couple of dead men. Before I found Girard. Here.” She cautiously pulled out her phone, keeping an eye on Mel in case he decided to draw his gun again, then turned the phone screen to the director and flicked between the images she’d taken.

“May I?” he asked, holding out his hand for the phone.

She handed it over, trying not to look as reluctant as she felt. Although it was only an object, it was hers and she relied on it far more than she would have believed possible. It was one of the newest things she owned, which was definitely a factor. But more than that, she was quite sure that she didn’t want anyone, not even the director, rummaging through its contents. And now that she was back above ground, and had been without its easy connection for some time, she wanted to hold onto it as if it were a lifeline.

The director studied the two photos for a long moment before handing the phone back. “Can you send the photos to me?” he asked.

“Of course,” Hallie said, and did so before putting her phone back in her pocket and trying not to show her relief at having it so easily back in her possession.

The director’s phone pinged and he took it out, staring at the screen again. “They look like hochlen, but I don’t know them,” he said. “Any ID?”

“There was nothing on them apart from their clothes. No bracelets,” Hallie added.

He typed something on his phone and pressed a button before putting the device away and turning back to Hallie. “Where did you find them?” he asked.

“Em. I’m not sure. I got really lost down there,” Hallie said, heat rising in her face.

“That’s useless,” Mel said.

Hallie had never considered herself a violent person, but there was something about Mel that made her hands curl into fists. She didn’t look at the other investigator, keeping her focus on Peredur. She saw the tightening of his face. He didn’t much like Mel, either, she concluded, and couldn’t help wonder why he still had the other man around. It was probably hochlen politics, Hallie thought, her mental voice tinged with disgust.

“We’ll need to go down at some point,” the director said. “I don’t like the idea of that extensive a network under the port, and I’m sure the Harbour Master will agree.”

“I suspect Girard will be your best bet as a guide,” Hallie said, glancing across to where the medical team had now inserted a needle into Girard’s arm, connected to a bag of clear fluid. He was still lying on his back, but most of the blood had been cleaned off and she could see several dark bruises on his ribs where the bullets must have hit his vest along with the fierce red swelling around the bullet wound. The wound itself had been packed with what looked like white gauze. “He found us a way out.”

“He has an uncanny sense of direction,” the director agreed, also looking across at Girard. “He’s in good hands,” he said, turning back to her. “Thank you for finding Girard. I am not sure anyone else could have.”

Hallie felt heat rise in her face at the unexpected and utterly sincere praise. She wanted to disagree. She didn’t think she had done anything particularly special, but then none of the Conclave Investigators had managed to find Girard, or the underground space where he’d been trapped, before she’d been asked to help.

“I’ll want a statement from you at some point, but for right now, I think we all need a break and some rest,” Peredur said. “I’ll get Isoud and her team to give you a lift back to your van.”

“Thank you,” Hallie said, trying and failing to stifle a yawn. “It was quite the adventure. Oh, before I forget, here.” She shrugged the backpack off her shoulders and held it out. “It may also be a good idea to add some bandages or medical sticky tape to the packs,” she added.

The director took the backpack with a lifted brow, what looked like an amused smile hovering around his mouth. “Indeed?”

“Yes. Girard’s wounds were too big for the med patches,” Hallie added.

The amusement faded from the director’s face. He nodded. “I’ll pass that along. Anything else?” It seemed to be a genuine question, so Hallie took a moment to think before answering.

“Something less strong than hospital grade painkillers might also be helpful,” she suggested. “The painkillers in there would make anyone loopy.”

“That’s good feedback,” the director added, that glimmer of amusement back in his face.


Chapter eight


The whole forensic team gave Hallie a lift back through the container yard to the security gate. Isoud commented that there was nothing for them to do until the director gave the go-ahead to get into the tunnels. Hallie saw Albiona adding the evidence bags with the gun and bullets to a locked cabinet in the back of the van, then the techs all took their seats, with Brennus driving again. The distance they covered surprised Hallie. She hadn’t realised how far she’d travelled underground. Now that she was sitting still and had time to think, she remembered the paper map that the Harbour Master’s assistant, Lunete Murphy, had given her the day before. She pulled it out of her pocket and frowned at it. It was badly crumpled, which didn’t help. She could vaguely remember where she had started from, but had lost all sense of direction underground. If she hadn’t found Girard, and if he hadn’t been able to lead them to an exit, she would still be in the tunnels, lost until she stumbled across an exit.

“Trying to work out where we are?” Isoud asked. The tech was settled on the seat across the aisle from Hallie. She leaned over and pointed. “That’s where Sandoval’s crate was. That’s where you and Girard came back up.”

Hallie stared at the map, her tired brain trying to comprehend the distance. She’d started somewhere vaguely in the middle of the map and, according to Isoud, had ended up almost to the inked boundary. “That looks like we travelled almost the whole way across the port.”

“Right to the edge,” Isoud confirmed. “There was only one more row of containers between you and the outer perimeter.”

Hallie tilted her head back and closed her eyes for a moment, but she couldn’t get a clear mental image. She did remember the sea cove, though. Which must have been outside the container yard. A shiver worked its way up her spine. She’d been outside the port limits, onto the ground that was whispered about in old tales. She remembered the feeling of something unnatural and wrong crawling all over her skin and shivered again.

“What did you find in the container?” she asked, mostly to distract herself, but also because she was curious.

Isoud grimaced, shaking her head, and for a moment Hallie thought the hochlen wouldn’t answer. Then the other woman sighed, rubbing her forehead. “Well, we went over that thing with a magnifying glass and tweezers in some places, but we couldn’t find anything that would tell us what the object was.”

“Mador was completely unhelpful,” Albiona added, from her position beside Brennus in the front. She turned in her seat so she could face Hallie and Isoud. “He wouldn’t say what had been in the container, or even if something had been taken.” Albiona paused, a deep frown between her dark brows. “Honestly, the whole thing was just weird. He wouldn’t help us but kept criticising what we were doing. Even Peredur lost patience with him. Actually sent him away so we could work without him hovering and muttering under his breath.”

Hallie tried to control the expression of surprise on her face and failed. With Mador’s odd behaviour, she wasn’t surprised that the director had told the man to leave the Conclave team alone.

“Yes,” Isoud agreed. “I think if Girard hadn’t been missing, Peredur would have called us off last night.”

“You’ve been working all night?” Hallie asked, brows lifting.

“Not quite. We finished with the container, but then Peredur wanted us to hang around in case there was word from you or Girard.” Isoud shook her head slightly. “I’m not sure we would have left, anyway.” She looked across at Hallie, face serious. “Thank you for finding him.”

“I’m glad I was able to.” Hallie would have said more, but a huge yawn overtook her. She felt heat in her face. “Sorry. It was a busy day before I got called in yesterday.”

“We could all do with some sleep,” Albiona said.

“And breakfast,” Brennus added, prompting laughter from the rest of the team, which told Hallie it was a familiar tease.

They had arrived at the security gates by that point, and the guards there waved them through with far less effort than it had taken to get inside. Brennus drove the van into the parking lot, stopping near to Aunt Gin’s navy blue, nondescript vehicle, which looked very lonely in the dawn light. Hallie thanked the techs for the lift and stepped out into the cool early morning air, waving as they drove off.

The drive back to low city seemed to take forever. Hallie’s eyes kept wanting to close, but she forced herself to keep going, to return the van to the lock-up near Aunt Gin’s offices. Thankful that she didn’t need to clean it - for once - she headed home.

There was a note from Rosalia propped up next to a cardboard box on the kitchen counter. First batch of bread from the bakery. Tastes good with some soft cheese - it’s in the fridge.

Silently calling down blessings on her roommate, and wondering how she’d gotten lucky enough to have the best baker and cook in low city as her friend and food-supplier, Hallie had a late meal, or early breakfast, standing at the kitchen counter, almost too tired to appreciate Rosalia’s baking, before she headed to bed for some much-needed sleep.

She woke what felt like far too few hours later, pulled from the quiet dark by the deeply unsettling sensation of being watched. She lay perfectly still for a long moment, her pulse picking up, straining to listen as hard as she could for any sensation of movement, her whole body tense with the creeping sensation of danger in her own home and her own bedroom.

The room around her was dark. She turned on the light and of course found that no one was there. She’d hung her jacket up on the hook at the back of her door out of old habit, formed long before she and Rosalia had added a coat rack just inside the front door. For a moment she thought the jacket was a person, looking back at her, then shook her head. There was no one there. She was entirely alone. She wasn’t being watched.

The realisation didn’t help. Her breathing was still too quick, her body primed to fight or run for no reason she could see. The sensation of being watched faded slightly, replaced by the unsettling feeling from the sea cove and the pattern on the ground, as strong as it had been when she had been staring down at it.

A quick, hot shower woke her up enough that she finally remembered to check her phone and read through the text messages she’d received while underground. There were several from the director, the first one updating her on his interview with the security team who claimed that they had no record of Girard being left on his own in the container yard, and the next several texts being requests for her to get in touch with a progress update. She also had a message from Rosalia to let her know that she’d be at the bakery all day.

Nothing from Girard. He might still be unconscious, although she hoped not. She hesitated, then sent a brief message. I hope you’re ok. She had a moment of panic and regret as soon as the message was sent. It was the sort of thing she’d send to Rosalia, but she and Rosalia were friends and had been for many years. She didn’t know how to define her association with Girard. He might not welcome so informal a contact from her. She shook her head. It was done now. No use in over-thinking it.

Checking the time, she realised it was only midday. She hadn’t been asleep all that long, but thanks to the unease that had woken her up and the shower, she was too alert to go back to sleep. Instead, she called up the photos she’d taken of the pattern in the sand and stared at them for a long moment. There was nothing in the design that should make her so uneasy. It was so simple as to be almost crude. A sweeping semi-circle and some blunt straight lines jutting out from inside the curve. The sort of thing she might have seen a dozen times without noticing it. And yet, she couldn’t look at it for long, even on her phone screen. The crawling sensation of something profoundly wrong worked its way up her arms and across her shoulders.

While Hallie might not be an expert in magic, or weird symbols, she was well-acquainted with several witches in low city who were. She got dressed, left a note for Rosalia, and headed out into low city to see Aneta, the most powerful witch she knew. If anyone could tell her what the pattern was, and why it had upset her so much, it was Aneta.


Chapter nine


It was early afternoon by the time Hallie arrived at Aneta’s workplace and home. The witch lived in one of the oldest parts of the city, in a picture-perfect street of cobblestones bordered by small, thatched cottages painted white or sky blue, with window boxes full of herbs and other useful plants. There were large clay pots or stone troughs set outside many of the cottages, too, also full of plants, spilling over with trails of different shades of green. Hallie knew from previous visits that each cottage had a small garden at the back, equally full of plants. Apart from the narrow street in front, the residents here made use of every available bit of ground. Among the plants, a few cats stretched out on doorsteps, taking advantage of the sunshine. Used to being ignored by the cats, she checked in her stride as every single one of them lifted their heads. They didn’t move, just watched her with narrow-eyed, unblinking stares as she forced herself to walk forward. She tried to laugh it off, but she was still unsettled from waking up and being frightened by images on her phone. Under the weight of stares from the cats her skin crawled again, the memory of the sea cove returning. She tried not to look back at the cats as she moved past them.

It had been a while since Hallie had been to see Aneta at her home, and she was struck yet again by how strange the street looked compared to the rest of low city. Most of the older buildings were plain, built for function, with straight walls, and flat or pitched roofs made of slate or some more modern rubber material. She couldn’t think of any other place where the roofs were thatched. And none of the cottages on this street had straight walls - even the windows were all slightly uneven.

The air was full of fresh fragrance from the window boxes. Hallie caught the scent of rosemary, some lemon balm, fresh mint and some wilder traces that she couldn’t identify but which she was sure she’d sensed around Aneta before now.

There were a few witches living in the street, which made a lot of people wary about visiting. But to Hallie, it had always felt like a welcoming place. That might have something to do with Aneta, of course.

The witch’s home was at the far end of the street, and Hallie was in luck. Aneta was sitting outside her cottage on a small stool, a basket of what looked like plant cuttings in front of her, a bowl to one side. Hallie wasn’t sure what the witch was doing for a moment, then realised she was collecting seeds. The sight brought back a long-ago memory of helping her father do something very similar in the large walled garden at her mother’s house. Hallie couldn’t remember what plants they had been working with, but she did remember the warmth of her father’s presence and his gentle hands and patient voice as he helped her work out how to split the shrivelled pods and spill out the small dark seeds.

Aneta looked up at Hallie’s approach and smiled. Hallie smiled back. The witch had one of the most forceful and powerful presences that Hallie had ever come across, and one of the warmest. In deference to her mundane task, perhaps, the witch had bound her waist-length red, curling hair up into a pile on the top of her head, a vivid blue, patterned headscarf keeping stray curls out of her face. She was dressed in grass-green, wide-legged trousers and a deep orange blouse with the sleeves rolled back to her elbows.

“Hallie. It’s been too long,” Aneta said. She got up from her stool and favoured Hallie with a warm hug. Hallie wasn’t usually one for hugs, but she never turned down one from Aneta. The witch was surrounded by her usual complex mix of scents, including jasmine and sandalwood. Not for the first time, Hallie thought she’d never seen any jasmine growing in this street. It did grow elsewhere in the city, but it seemed part of Aneta’s personal scent rather than something she’d brushed past now and then.

“Aneta. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to disturb you.”

“Not at all. Just catching up on some chores.” The witch paused, giving Hallie a very direct stare from her bright green eyes. “And this isn’t a social call. Come on in. I’ve got coffee in the pot.”

Aneta’s coffee was as good as Rosalia’s baking, so Hallie followed the witch through the cottage door, having to duck to avoid hitting her head on the low lintel.

Inside the ancient cottage was almost starkly modern, and completely in keeping with Aneta’s vibrant nature and colour preferences. There was one public room which served as a sitting area, kitchen and workshop. The sitting area was immediately to Hallie’s left as she came inside, crowded with a pair of vivid red armchairs and a sofa in a green colour close to the trousers Aneta was wearing. The kitchen area was smaller than the sitting area, the rest of the space taken up with a large workbench behind which was a wall of shelves holding glass vials and clay pots of various different sizes. About half the vials were full, holding spells that Aneta had prepared. The remaining walls were painted white, and held wooden shelves that displayed an array of vividly coloured pottery and crockery.

Hallie took a seat on one of the armchairs while Aneta moved to the tiny kitchen, filling two mugs with coffee and bringing them over.

Once Hallie had taken a sip, and let whatever magic Aneta managed to brew into her drink take its effect, the witch lifted a brow.

“Well? Not a social call,” the witch prompted.

“I’m sorry, no,” Hallie said, a little awkwardly. She liked Aneta, and thought that the witch liked her, too, but she’d never been entirely comfortable with the idea of calling her a friend. Perhaps it was the extraordinary power she could always sense in the other woman, or her own mother’s wariness and suspicion of witches, which Wilona Talbot had passed down to her children. Hallie shook off thoughts of her mother and brought her attention to the here and now. She put down her coffee and folded her hands together. “I have something of a strange story to tell you, and I think you may need to hear it all. I’m not seeking your help, as such, but I hoped you might be able to give me some understanding of what I came across.”

“Now I am intrigued,” Aneta said, eyes bright with interest and a hint of mischief. Hallie always tried to be meticulous in her choice of words around witches, in case she bound them both into something by accident. While most low city witches conducted themselves with an air of superiority and took Hallie’s caution as nothing more than what they were owed, Aneta always seemed more amused by it than anything else. All the same, Hallie was still careful.

With that invitation, Hallie told Aneta about the magic trap and the tunnels and the strange creatures and the sea cove. She paused when she got to the pattern on the ground, feeling the same sense of unease wash over her.

“You still carry a trace of it with you,” Aneta said. The amusement had gone from her face, but she had listened intently. “Stay there. I’ve got something that will help. No charge,” she added, with a return of that mischief, as she got to her feet and headed over to the tall, floor-to-ceiling shelves behind the heavy wooden workbench. The witch selected a full vial from the top shelf and came back.

Rather than handing it to Hallie to drink, which was the usual way Hallie took the witch’s spells, Aneta unstopped the vial and poured its contents out in the air above Hallie’s head. A swirling green-and-blue mist fell over Hallie, bringing with it a host of sensations. There was a hint of dampness on her face, flashes of vivid green and blue sparks at the edges of her sight and the bright taste of fresh mint blooming in her mouth. As the mist descended, the crawling sense of unease faded away, making Hallie realise just how tense she had been. Her shoulders relaxed and she drew a deep breath in, the feeling of being watched completely gone, replaced by quiet and calm in her mind and body.

“That’s amazing,” Hallie said, lifting her hand and watching as the mist landed on her skin and disappeared.

“Thank you. It’s a nullification spell of sorts. Whatever you found in that sea cove, it left a trace on you. I’d guess you had some bad dreams?”

“I woke up with a fright,” Hallie admitted.

“That shouldn’t happen again,” Aneta said. “Now, you were going to tell me something more?”

“Yes. There was some kind of a pattern on the sand. I am pretty sure it wasn’t made of sand, as it didn’t disappear with the waves, but it made my skin crawl.” Hallie pulled her phone out. “I tried to take some images, but I can also describe what I saw, if that helps.”

“Let’s see,” Aneta said, holding her hand out for the phone.

Hallie handed it over with only marginally less reluctance than she had surrendered her phone to the director.

Aneta frowned down at the screen for a long moment, her normally bright personality channelled into a focus that made Hallie very glad the witch was on her side. Without her warm smile, the full force of her power sang in the air. The witch reminded Hallie of a long-ago school experiment creating lightning in a bottle. She’d been mesmerised by the vivid, raw power contained in the seemingly fragile glass that had lifted the hairs across her body, and although she’d been warned it was dangerous, it had also been beautiful. Just like the witch.

“This is not good,” Aneta said at length, handing the phone back to Hallie, the crackling sensation of her power fading a little. “It looks like a semi-circle with straight lines radiating from it. Is that what you recall?”

“That’s it exactly.” Hallie put the phone away, marvelling at the fact that speaking about the pattern wasn’t making her want to crawl out of her own skin. “It looked fairly simple, but there was something about it. And those creatures. They were not natural. None of them. And there was a, well, I can only describe it as a cold spot in the tunnels on the way out.”

“You were lucky to get out in one piece,” Aneta said, as serious as Hallie had ever seen her. “It’s old magic. Very old. It should have been dormant, but the fact you could sense it so strongly is a bad sign.”

“I know there were legends about dark magic and all sorts of horror stories about that bit of land,” Hallie said. She picked up her coffee mug. Even with Aneta’s magic, she still needed the extra warmth.

“Idiot hochlen,” Aneta said, no heat to her words. She was just stating something she believed was true. “Thinking they knew better than some old superstition. That bit of land was used a long, long time ago for some foul things. It was sealed and protective measures taken.” She stopped and pressed her lips together. “The sisterhood doesn’t want anyone talking to outsiders about it.”

“It felt dangerous,” Hallie said slowly. She didn’t want to push Aneta by asking her to betray some witch secrets. “Like it should be left well alone.”

“That’s because you are sensible,” Aneta said, a hint of a smile on her face that faded as she went on. “But now that the hochlen know there are tunnels there, I’ll guess that they think they should be explored.”

“That’s true,” Hallie confirmed. “The tunnels go under the port. The hochlen are very concerned about protecting it.”

Aneta made a rude sound. “Of course. We wouldn’t want their property to be at risk, now, would we?” The sharp sarcastic bite to her words drew a smile from Hallie. “I need to consult with my sisters.”

Hallie looked down at her coffee. The land in question was far outside the bounds of low city. The hochlen had not listened to the words of caution that various karlen and witches had put forward when the building of the port had been in discussion. It had been seen as narrow-minded superstition and typical karlen interference in what the planners had referred to as progress. Having been so rudely dismissed before, she could easily foresee that the witches might not want to speak up again. They might just decide to leave the hochlen to deal with it themselves. From what Aneta had said, and not said, Hallie guessed that low city witches had had something to do with protecting the land in the first place. They might not be inclined to do so again, particularly when faced with dismissal and hostility from the elite.

Except that Hallie had a deep, uneasy feeling that the hochlen wouldn’t be able to deal with it. The memory of the ancient power she’d sensed sent another chill over her skin. It wasn’t something that the elite could deal with by shooting at it or offering it money. And although many of the hochlen did have magic of one kind or another, they didn’t seem to be as in tune with the land and the natural powers as the low city witches.

“You’ve worked with some of these hochlen. Would they listen, do you think?” Aneta asked.

“I don’t know,” Hallie said honestly. “I mean, Girard would, I am quite sure. He saw the creatures, although I don’t believe he sensed the wrongness. He said he doesn’t have a good sense for magic. Apart from him ... well, the director would listen, at least. I took a gun off one of the creatures and it’s now with them in evidence,” she added, frowning slightly. “So they would definitely believe that there are people or beings living in the tunnels. But I’m not sure about anything more than that.”

“They’d want proof for themselves of something more,” Aneta concluded.

“Yes.” The coffee was cool now, but still tasted good, and Hallie finished her mug. “I can try to speak to them,” she offered, hoping she didn’t sound as reluctant as she felt.

Aneta’s serious expression lifted into a small smile, more mischief in her eyes. “That is kind of you, but let me see what the sisters say. If we require your intercession, we will let you know.”

“You seem worried,” Hallie said candidly. “I take it this isn’t something we can just leave alone?”

“No,” Aneta said, and for a moment Hallie thought she wasn’t going to say anything else. Then she frowned, all lightness gone from her. “The old sisters feared something like this might happen. As long as the land was left alone, whatever was under it should have stayed dormant. But it is of concern that there are beings living in the tunnels, that the pattern has surfaced and that you could sense the power of the place. These are not good signs.”

“What more can I do?” Hallie asked. The question was out before she knew she was going to ask it. The old power should have been no concern of hers, not at all. But she felt the tug of responsibility. She’d seen the creatures and the pattern first hand and felt the full force of the old power stirring. The hochlen would want to deal with the creatures, and most likely try and seal up the tunnels so no one else could get into the port, but unless they had someone sensitive to magic with them, they might not notice the pattern and its effect.

“Nothing for now,” Aneta said firmly, another hint of power rising in the air around her, letting Hallie know just how serious she was. “But if you come across that feeling again, or anything that looks like that pattern, call me.”

“Alright, I will,” Hallie said, her words making it a promise. She got to her feet. “I am sorry to have brought you such dark news on such a glorious day.”

“The darkness is never far away,” Aneta answered, standing up as well. “And we need to enjoy the sunshine while we can. Safe travels.”

“And to you,” Hallie said.

She left Aneta’s house feeling far lighter than she had when going in, free of the fright that had dragged her from sleep. She couldn’t help but notice that the cats paid her far less attention this time, barely glancing at her when she passed, blinking lazily before returning to the serious business of doing nothing. Hallie kept moving, feeling the sun on her back, doing its best to warm her up against thoughts of dark magic and old powers and stubborn hochlen who might be about to stir up something they had no business dealing with.


Chapter ten


Head full of possibilities of what the witch sisterhood might or might not do, and the limited chances that she would ever find out, or indeed ever come across the pattern again, Hallie set off on her walk home, trying to enjoy the fact that, for the moment, she didn’t have anything requiring her attention. The early winter sun felt good on her head and shoulders, a last little bit of warmth before the real cold set in over the next few weeks. She caught the faintest trace of jasmine in the air, from a nearby garden, which reminded her of Aneta, which then reminded her of the memory she’d had earlier. Sitting in her mother’s garden, collecting seeds with her father. Her mind automatically turned her thoughts away from her father. She had been forbidden from seeking him out or even mentioning him once he’d left the Talbot house. And Hallie had always known that it was a wise thing to obey the head of the Talbot family vine.

Catching herself turning her thoughts away from her father, Hallie checked in her stride, irritation spiking. The habit of obeying her mother’s wishes was deeply ingrained, no matter how much Hallie might have internally rebelled. But she was no longer part of the Talbot family vine. So Wilona’s edicts no longer applied.

Her pulse picked up as she realised that she could think about her father as much as she wanted. She could even try to find out what had happened to him.

The thought had occurred to her a few times over the past several days, since she’d been freed from the vine. She hadn’t found time to take any action on it. She’d told herself that she had been too busy, helping Rosalia with the bakery. But now, with some free time and the sun overhead, she had to admit to herself that she was nervous. Her father had, as far as she was aware, left the Talbot house and the family vine and never looked back. She’d never even caught a glimpse of him in the weeks and months after his departure, no matter how hard she had looked and after a while she had stopped looking. He had disappeared completely. Even if she wanted to see him, he might not want to see her. That thought hurt.

As she breathed through the pain, she remembered her father’s face. His skin had been pale as her own, weathered from so much time spent outdoors. He was rarely indoors if he could help it, his hands roughened from garden and other manual work. A surge of longing hit her to see him again, mingled with hesitation. Her memories were of a kind man who had seemed to be content in Wilona’s shadow. But he had left. And Hallie had also recently learned that her father had first been involved with her Aunt Gin and had given Gin a daughter before he’d married Wilona. It meant that Gin’s daughter, Morgana, and Hallie were in truth half-sisters, and not just cousins who looked eerily alike. Her father’s relationship with Gin had never been mentioned, not once, in Wilona’s household. Hallie had only found out about it recently and could not reconcile her new knowledge with the father she remembered. It seemed clear that she didn’t know her father at all.

But she could ask him. She was a grown woman now. Even if she didn’t like the answers he might have for her, she’d dealt with all manner of difficult things. While she didn’t want to find out that her childhood memories were not accurate, the curiosity she had, and the questions flooding her mind, drove her on.

She found a café at one of the intersections in the oldest part of the low city and was lucky enough to get a seat in the sunshine. The coffee wasn’t anywhere close to Aneta’s standards, but it would do. Ordering a coffee made her realise she hadn’t eaten anything since she’d woken up, so she also got a plate of fruit bread which was far better than the coffee. Settled at her quiet table, she opened the web on her phone and searched for her father’s name in the city records.

The screen flashed to let her know it was working and then the stark message appeared. No results.

Hallie frowned. Whatever else might be wrong with low city, the record keeping of births and deaths was meticulous. If her father had ever lived in the city, his name should be on the city register. She might not be able to access much beyond his name, but she should at least be able to find a mention of him in the database.

Then she looked at the name she’d typed in to make sure the spelling was correct and drew in a breath. She’d typed in the name she’d known him by. Kaherdin Talbot. But he would only have taken that name on his marriage to Wilona. He would have had a different family name before that.

The city database didn’t generally respond well to first name searches only. It seemed fussy about having a full name, but it was still worth a try. So Hallie searched for Kaherdin. It was an unusual name among karlen, more suited for one of the elite. If the database would return any search results, there shouldn’t be many.

To her surprise, several results popped up on her screen, with different last names, and different dates beside them. Sorting the results by date, Hallie realised she was possibly looking at a family line. It was extremely common for the first born child to be named after one or both of their parents. And, judging by the dates she was seeing, there were at least three generations shown. She remembered sitting with her ancestor, Cotovatre, hearing the love and grief in the woman’s voice as she’d talked about her half-human son, who she had birthed and then watched die of old age. Looking at the names on the screen, Hallie had a quiet certainty that Cotovatre had given her long-dead son the name Kaherdin. The current holder of the name might not have any idea where it had come from, beyond being a family name. Low city was big enough and varied enough in its population that unusual names did crop up in families from time to time.

Remembering the warmth and pain in the ancient hochlen woman’s voice distracted Hallie from her search for a few moments. When she’d first met Cotovatre, Hallie had been shocked to recognise the stranger who had saved her life all the years before, when Hallie had been attacked and left for dead. The further news Cotovatre had for her, including that Hallie was a direct descendant of hers, had seemed less shocking in comparison, but it did explain the strong kinship Hallie had felt for the woman. As well as giving Hallie the extraordinary gift of saving her life, Hallie suspected that Cotovatre may have intervened more recently as well when Wilona Talbot had decided, abruptly and with no explanation, to release Hallie from the Talbot family vine. After a lot of hard thought, the best explanation Hallie had been able to come up with was that Cotovatre had somehow persuaded Wilona to release her. Still unsettled by the speed of her release, and not exactly sure what she might say to the hochlen beyond a heartfelt thank you, Hallie had not tried to get in touch with her ancestor so far. Thank you seemed inadequate. And Hallie was also nervous about what Cotovatre’s intervention might mean. Experience so far had taught her that almost no one did anything from generosity or kindness alone. Still, she owed her ancestor a thank you and had time to do so, now she was no longer subject to Wilona’s commands. Just not right now. Not until it felt truly real.

Shaking her head, she turned back to the list she’d compiled and looked at the last entry. Kaherdin Erset. She had come across a few people who had taken low city’s proper name as their family name. They were often orphans, or those who’d been abandoned as infants with no one to raise them. That didn’t seem to fit the line of succession she could see on the screen. Which just added to the questions she wanted to ask her father. When she found him.

The city database would only give her the name and year of birth. There was no hint as to whereabouts in the city he might be. But the fact there was no year of death recorded meant he was still alive, at least. And Hallie was good at finding people.

Before she could form any kind of a plan, her phone pinged with an incoming text and Girard’s name popped up.

I am healing well, thank you for asking. May I call you?

Hallie stared at the words for a long time, trying to parse some meaning out of the very polite, innocuous message. Then she drank the last of her coffee and typed Yes, before leaving the café.

She had barely crossed the street, heading for her home, when her phone rang. Girard. Brows lifting, she answered the call.

“This is Hallie.”

“Hallie. Miss Talbot. Ah, Hallie,” Girard said, and Hallie had to stifle a laugh. He sounded completely shocked that she’d answered the call.

“Girard. Yes. Are you really healing alright?” she asked.

“Indeed. Thank you for coming to find me,” he said in a serious tone that made her want to laugh again. He sounded far more like himself, and she had been worried for a while that she wouldn’t find him, or get to him in time.

“You are most welcome. And thank you for finding a way out of the tunnels for us. I don’t think I would have made it out alone.”

“You are welcome. And I am sure you would have found a way out in the end,” he added.

Rather than getting into an argument about that, Hallie turned the subject. “Was there something in particular you wanted to discuss?” she asked and then winced at how formal she sounded.

“Yes. My mother is hosting a drinks reception this evening and she has asked if you would come.”

“I’m sorry,” Hallie said, stopping dead in her tracks, sure she must have misheard. “Your mother wants me to come to a party at her house? In high city? I mean, Voldain?” she asked, switching to the proper name for where the elite lived, and hoped the disbelief in her voice didn’t sound rude.

“That is so. She is grateful for the help you gave me,” Girard added, as if that explained everything.

“But I am not one of you,” Hallie blurted out, her face heating up as she realised how rude that sounded. “I mean…” Her voice trailed off as she tried to find some way to express herself that wasn’t even more blunt or absolutely offensive.

“I know what you meant,” Girard said, a hint of gentleness and sympathy in his voice that made Hallie wish the ground would open up and swallow her. She had none of the social graces or manners that the elite seemed to be born with, and he was behaving with far more composure than she could manage right now. “It does not matter to me,” he said, shocking Hallie into silence. There was a lot more behind that bare statement than reassurance about his mother’s invitation. “And my mother wanted me to tell you she looks forward to meeting you.”

And that was another statement with a lot more behind it, but Hallie had no time to try to prise all the meaning out just now. She frowned, wishing she was having the conversation with him face to face so she could read his face and body language. The phone connection let her sense that he was quite sincere, but not more than that. And despite the weighted comments, she still could not imagine herself as an invited guest in an elite household. She would stand out as badly as a burnt loaf in Rosalia’s bakery. She opened her mouth, intending to refuse the invitation.

“I should also mention that Mador Sandoval will be at the reception,” Girard said. “I did not get a chance to speak to him before trying to find his missing item, whatever it is.”

“Oh,” Hallie said, drawing the word out. She hadn’t formed a very favourable impression of the man, and now found herself curious as to what questions Girard might want to ask him. Almost curious enough to want to go to the party. No, reception. That’s how Girard had described it. And Hallie normally did not like parties. She was faced with a couple of practical difficulties, though. “Your mother is very kind to invite me, however I don’t have anything to wear that would be suitable for the event,” she said. She was quite certain that her normal work wear of jeans and t-shirts and her leather jacket would be absolutely out of place at a hochlen event. “And I don’t have any transport, either.”

“I’d be pleased to give you a lift,” Girard said, his voice warming, “and it is your presence that was requested. It is an informal event.”

“Alright,” Hallie said. “Thank you.” It was not a very gracious acceptance, and she regretted it as soon as she said it. Had she really just agreed to go to a hochlen house? To meet his mother? Hallie had never met the family members of her work colleagues, but perhaps things were different among the hochlen.

“Excellent.” Girard sounded pleased. He gave her a time when he’d be at her house to drive her, and then hung up.

Leaving Hallie standing stock still in the middle of the street, staring at her phone, wondering just what she had committed to. She did not feel in any way equipped to attend a party at a hochlen residence. What if she did something terrible to embarrass Girard? She didn’t know what the social cues were. She was bound to make a mistake. She had a panicked mental image of her standing in the middle of a glittering, ornate room full of finely dressed elite who were all pointing at her and laughing.

Her finger hovered over the redial option on her phone, almost ready to call Girard back and cancel. She couldn’t bring herself to do it. He’d asked her to go. And he’d been sincere in the request. Her panic faded a little. He knew where she came from, and she had to assume he’d passed that information on to his mother. And the invitation had still been made. She might not know him all that well, but she at least trusted that he would not put her in harm’s way. She could manage a few hours at an elite gathering, surely? After all, she’d worked with several of them already and no one seemed to have found her awful. Apart from Mel. And the feeling was entirely mutual. All the same, it was the first time she’d actually been invited to be a guest in a hochlen residence, and she wanted to make a good impression and not reinforce the elite’s view of karlen as little better than animals.

Panic rose again. She had no idea what to expect. And nothing to wear. She choked on a laugh at that last thought. The only concerns she’d had about her wardrobe until now were about whether her clothes could stand up to work. Now she needed something quite different.

And she knew just the person to ask. She dialled Rosalia’s number.

“Hi, Hallie. Everything ok?” Rosalia sounded cheerful, the question more out of politeness than genuine concern.

“Ah. I’m not sure. I’ve just been invited to a reception at Girard’s mother’s house, and I don’t know what to wear. Or what that means. I could use some help,” Hallie said, her voice rising in panic despite herself.

“Oh, how exciting. Where are you now?”

Hallie gave the street she was standing on.

“Alright. You know the dress shop on Mid Market Row?” Rosalia asked.

Hallie blinked. She’d walked past the shop dozens of times that year alone. She’d never been inside as it definitely didn’t look like the sort of place that would supply jeans and t-shirts, or comfortable sweatshirts, which was almost all she wore. “Yes,” she said, realising Rosalia was waiting for an answer.

“Meet me there. I know the owner. We’ll get you set for the evening,” Rosalia promised, and hung up the phone.

Wondering just what she had let herself in for, Hallie tucked her phone away and headed down the street. With Rosalia’s help, she would at least be appropriately dressed and could cancel that particular worry off her mental list.


Chapter eleven


Girard arrived to collect Hallie at exactly the time he had suggested, which had still given her plenty of time to rethink the wisdom of accepting the invitation and to imagine a hundred or more scenarios where she embarrassed herself, or him. She was stiff and nervous as she answered the door and had the satisfaction of seeing genuine surprise on his face.

“You look beautiful,” he told her.

Her truth sense told her that he meant it, and it pleased her far more than she would have thought possible. She had never been judged on her looks, just on her abilities, whether to do her job or to be the daughter her mother had wanted. Without vanity, Hallie knew she was very good at her job and a complete failure as a daughter, in Wilona Talbot’s eyes. Being complimented on her looks was something entirely new. She wasn’t sure she would like it from someone else, but she did from Girard.

“Thank you. Rosalia was kind enough to give me a hand working out what to wear,” Hallie said. She waved goodbye to her roommate, who was tucked on the sofa in front of the television, ready for a quiet evening after another hard day’s work at the bakery. Hallie stepped out into the early evening air and immediately discovered one disadvantage of her new outfit compared to her normal work clothes as a chill breeze tucked itself under the wide legs of her trousers and snaked up her calves. Rosalia had assured her that the full-sleeved, knee-length tunic, with side splits high enough to allow Hallie to walk comfortably, and wide-legged trousers would be perfectly acceptable for an evening reception at a hochlen residence. The flimsy shoes, barely substantial enough to be called slippers in Hallie’s opinion, mapped every contour of the hard ground as she walked to Girard’s car. She just hoped that she wouldn’t need to do too much walking or her feet would truly ache before long.

She had time to notice that Girard looked quite different, too. He was dressed far more formally than she’d seen him before from shining, polished shoes to straight-legged, dark trousers and a shirt with heavy folded-back cuffs and collar that gleamed midnight blue in the faint starlight and car headlights. He’d also done something different with his hair. It was usually a tousled mess, as if he ran his hands through it, but it had been brushed back into some kind of order, a few stray curls coiling at the nape of his neck. He wore his formal clothes as comfortably as his working clothes, and she supposed that he must be used to them, having grown up in an elite household.

She managed to get into the front passenger seat without getting the extra fabric of her trousers or sleeves caught in anything, which was a little moment of success. The small handbag that Rosalia had insisted was necessary sat on her lap. Rosalia had been adamant that it was not necessary to bring a gift. Indeed, the hosts would be offended if Hallie tried to offer something. It wasn’t the way that the karlen managed their parties, where everyone was expected to pitch in with something, but Hallie took her friend’s word for it. After all, Rosalia had spent several years in a life adjacent to the highest of elite society.

Reminded of the lack of gift for her hosts, Hallie blurted out the worry as she settled into her seat. “I was told that bringing a gift would be wrong. Is that correct?”

“Quite correct,” Girard said, without hesitation. “My mother would actually be offended at the idea that she could not cater for her guests.”

“Thank you,” Hallie said, reassured. It was a quite different way of thinking to karlen gatherings, where the idea was not to place too much of a burden on the hosts. But then, many things were different among the elite. “I’m sorry, I should have asked first. How is your shoulder?” she asked, as Girard started the engine.

“It’s fine, thank you. I should be fully healed by tomorrow evening.”

“That’s fast,” Hallie said, blinking in surprise. Even with super-fast hochlen healing, the injury had been infected and that usually took longer to resolve than a simple wound.

“I know. The medical mage put my ribs back together, then the rest of the medical team had me hooked up to fluids for most of the day. Whatever they gave me has really worked,” Girard said easily. He put the car into drive and pulled away from Hallie’s home.

“Can you tell me who will be there tonight?” Hallie asked. It was a question she’d thought of in advance, one that she hoped would be reasonably innocuous and cover some of her own nervousness. She’d almost hoped for a call from Gin with an urgent job that would give her a reason to avoid the event.

“I’m not absolutely sure. My mother loves to host, and often invites the entire neighbourhood and people she happened to have met while out for lunch,” Girard said, a hint of dryness in his tone suggesting that there were some stories to tell about that. “But my sisters should be there, as well as a couple of cousins,” he began, and went on to describe some of the people they might meet.

Hallie stayed mostly silent, absorbing the information she was given, trying not to twist her hands together or grip the fabric of her new clothes. She had more than a few second thoughts on the way. Rosalia had assured her that the deep raspberry colour, with a little bit of decoration around the collar and cuffs, would not stand out among the hochlen. It was more colour than Hallie was used to wearing and having seen Girard’s darker outfit, she couldn’t help wonder if Rosalia’s information might be out of date.

She was committed now, though, and had to admit, even if only in the quiet of her own mind, that she loved her new clothes. She’d never had fabric of this quality before, and even liked the fancy twirls of design around the cuffs. The silly shoes would be useless for running after fugitives, but that wasn’t their purpose. And the little handbag barely contained her phone, but it was beaded and a decent weight. She could use it as a weapon if she really needed to.

They arrived at the checkpoint for entry into high city far more quickly than Hallie would have believed possible. It always seemed so far away. The guards on duty waved them through without stopping them, which made Hallie’s brows lift. But then, she had never actually been through the checkpoint in the front seat of a car. The two times she’d been to high city before now had been in the back of a van, surrounded by hochlen security, or via the tunnel that Rosalia had guided them through. Hallie knew people from low city who had tried to get into high city before, and had been turned away at gunpoint. The hochlen did employ some karlen in their households, but if the common folk needed to travel for any reason, they were required to carry permits from their employers. And getting those permits - even to visit their families back in low city - was not always easy. Not to mention that there was no public transport into or out of high city.

Hallie found that she’d clenched her fingers around the handbag and forced herself to relax. She was being admitted, with absolute ease, to a place where few karlen ever got to go. In the last few months she’d had a glimpse into the elite world. Just the tiniest look. The abundance and wealth that went along with the arrogance had shocked her and made her realise anew just how divided the city was. The high city occupied by the elite might as well be an entirely different country from the streets that Hallie lived and worked in. The elite could feed and clothe the entire city with the wealth they casually walked among. And yet they wouldn’t. Hallie knew that. The world wasn’t fair. It just wasn’t. The divisions and unfairness had always been there, a fact of life. And there were inequalities among the karlen, too, which also made her angry. There wasn’t much she could do about it. And right now, heading to a social event among the elite, and when she’d need to pay attention to what was happening around her, wasn’t the time to be plotting how to change the world.

As they passed through the checkpoint, the road under them went almost completely silent and Hallie sensed magic at work, as she had before. The elite used spells of some kind to make their roads quiet so they weren’t disturbed by traffic noise. It had always seemed an absurd luxury to her, and she hadn’t believed it when she’d first heard the rumours as a child. Surely no one would be so frivolous? But it was true. She remembered the feelings from her first visit. At least this time she could see around her.

She’d been driven out of high city in daylight following her last visit, when Girard had given her and Rosalia a lift back to low city. She remembered an abundance of green, all seemingly planted with only beauty in mind. There had been clusters of trees and high hedges as well as vast open spaces of grass surrounded by flower beds. There hadn’t been a single fruit tree or vegetable garden in sight. It had been beautiful, but also slightly sad to Hallie’s eyes, as it had seemed so manufactured.

Travelling through high city at night she could only see the shapes of the trees by the road, but was captivated by some of the gardens she caught glimpses of. The sterile grass and flower borders from the day had been transformed with tiny lights, making the spaces feel far more mysterious and almost magical, although she was too far away to sense if any actual magic had been used.

Girard turned the car off the silent road and onto a wide, gravelled surface that barely made any more sound than the road surface. A pair of enormous, gilded metal gates swung silently opened as the car approached. Hallie could feel a trace of magic in the air. Subtle and powerful magic. She didn’t remember that sensation from the Jacobs household, which suggested that not all hochlen families were the same, and that somewhere in the Abbott household there was a very strong, accomplished magic user. Distracted by the sensation of magic around her, Hallie caught the briefest glimpse of a pair of armed security on one side of the gate. Girard waved at them as they drove past.

The sense of unease and unreality that had been holding her tight since they had started this journey grew even stronger, threatening to choke her. She looked ahead to an enormous house, easily the same size as the one occupied by the Jacobs family, which was the only other hochlen residence she had ever seen. This one was made of pale grey stone, reflecting the available light, rising at least four storeys high. From what she could see, the design of the house itself was simple, with little decoration on the walls, apart from some kind of design threaded around the windows that she couldn’t make out. There was the suggestion of movement and light behind the floor-to-ceiling windows of the ground floor, providing warmth and the suggestion of life to the otherwise still and imposing house as Girard drove the car around the side of the house.

“And you’re sure I am invited?” Hallie asked. She probably should have checked that again before they left low city, but the sight of the actual house had brought home to her how improbable it was that Girard’s mother would have insisted that she wanted a lowly skip tracer from the common streets of low city mixing with all her fine friends.

“Absolutely,” Girard said warmly, with no hesitation, turning towards her. “My mother is very keen to meet you,” he added.

He’d said something like that before, when he’d relayed the invitation and it was as honest now as it had been before, even if Hallie still didn’t quite believe it. Her palms were damp and her pulse was racing. She had to fight the impulse to ask Girard to turn the car around and take her back, even as far as midtown. She could find her own way home from there. The worry she’d felt earlier had not been this strong. After all, she’d been in the familiar streets of low city. And she’d been reassured by Girard, as well as curious about his family. Not to mention, Girard had suggested a sort-of work related assignment in questioning Mador Sandoval. Now they were here, though, with the imposing house in front of them, all she could think was that most of the elite she’d ever met were arrogant and quite different to Girard, and that someone would soon realise she was an interloper and throw her out.

The car had stopped, Hallie realised. Girard got out and she followed him, pausing for a moment to breathe in the air. It was cooler here than it was down at sea level, and the air was full of the scent of the plants that Hallie could see all around. She couldn’t identify all the plants, and her nervousness was dulled a little by the wish to walk into the gardens around the house and breathe in more of the fragrant air. The trail of cool air against her legs also reminded her that she was dressed to blend in with whatever crowd was inside, and she straightened her spine a little.

Then she looked ahead of her, beyond the garden, and went still, captivated by what she could see. The house was positioned just over the brow of the hill, and its outlook wasn’t over the sprawl of the city and the docks but, rather, over the land that lay beyond the city. Hallie moved away from the car, heading for the low wall that marked the edge of the gravel driveway and the start of the gardens, unable to tear her eyes from the view ahead of her.

She’d never imagined a land that vast. All she could see, from one side of the horizon to the other, was rolling countryside. Trees. Fields. Slender threads of what she assumed were rivers. The faintest suggestion of a house or building here and there. But otherwise it was open, apparently unspoiled countryside right into the far distance where dark jagged spikes rose into the air. Mountains, she realised. She’d never seen a mountain in person before. Or open countryside for that matter.

“It’s beautiful,” Hallie said, her voice low and reverent.

“It is a wonderful view,” Girard agreed. “The house has been in the family for generations. My mother teases my father that the view was one of the reasons she agreed to marry him.”

Hallie smiled, as she was meant to, but didn’t take her eyes off the land ahead of her. “I had no idea the country was so vast outside the city,” she said.

“Well, this is only a part of it,” Girard said, sounding almost apologetic. “There’s more over the horizon, and more than half the land sits beyond the mountains.”

“Really?” Hallie turned to him, astonished.

“Yes,” he said, then frowned a little. “Haven’t you seen the country before now?”

“In pictures and on screens,” Hallie said, suddenly aware of how naive she must sound, colour rushing to her face. “But I’ve never been out of the city.”

“Not once?” Girard asked, as if the idea was an astounding concept.

“No,” Hallie said, wrapping her arms around her middle, reminded again of how different their lives were. Until her dealings with the hochlen, she had only met a handful of people who had ever been outside the city. There was no easy method for low city residents to leave the city and venture into the land that Hallie could see stretching away from her. There were no roads out of the city accessible to karlen. There might be roads from high city, but karlen couldn’t use those. The hochlen travelled to their estates by rail for the most part, as far as she knew, and the rail terminus did not provide a passenger service.

Travel to other countries was equally tricky. For the residents of low city, getting a travel permit was difficult, time-consuming and often expensive, not to mention anyone who was part of a family vine also needed their Magrave or Magravine’s permission. Most people from low city didn’t have the necessary resources to make travel for leisure worthwhile.

“Well, perhaps you would like to visit the family estate? You can’t see it from here, but it has some woodland, a farm or two and some nice views,” Girard said.

“Perhaps,” Hallie said, trying to sound confident and assured even as her mind tried to imagine a farm or two within a single property.

She was rescued from more awkward conversation by the sound of footsteps on gravel. She turned in time to see a slender, elegant woman coming towards them, dressed in outfit crafted from pale blue silk with wide trousers and a narrow-fitting tunic. As she drew nearer, Hallie saw that the woman had similar coloured hair to Girard, except it was sleek and gleaming on her and gathered in a loose knot at the back of her head, discreet and expensive diamonds gleaming at her ears, throat and wrist.

“Mother,” Girard said, and stepped away from Hallie. His mother enveloped him in a hug and kissed his cheek.

“Darling boy, you made it before the evening was half over. That’s remarkable. Do I have this young lady to thank?” the woman asked, turning to Hallie.

“I do try not to be late,” Girard said, in a tone which told Hallie he was used to this teasing and didn’t mind it. He turned to Hallie. “Miss Talbot, may I introduce my mother, Gaenor Abbott? Mother, this is Hallie Talbot.”

“I’ve heard so much about you, Miss Talbot,” Girard’s mother said, stepping forward and, to Hallie’s embarrassment, enveloping her in a hug, too. Gaenor stepped back and looked Hallie up and down, a smile growing on her face. “You are quite lovely, aren’t you?”

Hallie’s face was burning and she had no idea what to say. Luckily, Gaenor Abbott didn’t need a response.

“I wanted to meet you to thank you, in person, from the bottom of my heart, for finding my son and rescuing him,” Gaenor said. The truth of her words rang through Hallie, easing some more of her nerves. Gaenor’s quiet honesty reminded Hallie a little of Girard. Gaenor put her hand over her heart, which Hallie sensed was a sincere gesture. “I worry about him so.” That was also the whole truth. But something in the way she said it, and the way Girard tensed, suggested to Hallie that there was far more behind those simple words than first appeared. She remembered Girard telling Rosalia that he had moved out of the family home, and faced some disapproval from his family for his chosen profession.

“I’m happy to have been able to find him,” Hallie said, and then added, “But, actually, Girard rescued both of us by finding a way out.”

“Did he, indeed? That little talent of yours was useful for once,” Gaenor said, fondness in her voice as she leaned up and kissed her son’s cheek.

Although it was clear that the woman loved her son, Hallie’s sensitive ears caught the dismissal in the words little talent. After a lifetime of being overlooked by her own mother, it set her teeth on edge and made her want to defend Girard. While she was scrabbling for something to say, Gaenor slipped an arm through Hallie and pulled her forward.

“Now, do come inside and let me introduce you to my husband and children. They are all dying to meet you.”

“Oh, is Aglaral here?” Girard asked from just behind Hallie’s shoulder. Without being able to see his face, all Hallie could tell was that he was surprised. She didn’t recognise the name.

“He is,” Gaenor said, warmth in her voice. “He got back this morning and will be pleased to see you.”

Girard said nothing, which Hallie suspected was his best alternative to a false agreement. Feeling as if she were being led into a trap, and not seeing any way out of it, Hallie let Girard’s mother guide her into the house, aware of Girard following. At least she would have one friend inside.


Chapter twelve


The inside of the house felt warm and welcoming, which was not at all what she had expected from a hochlen residence. There were candles in glass lanterns set here and there which provided a soft warmth rather than the harsh tones of artificial lights, the air subtly scented with vanilla, which Hallie thought must come from the candles. Adding to the quiet feel was a gentle murmur of conversation from somewhere ahead. Hallie remembered the sense of movement and light she’d caught behind the windows and her stomach tightened with nerves again. So far she’d been met with kindness and warmth, but that was Girard and his mother. There were other people here.

Gaenor steered Hallie down a long stretch of patterned carpet towards a large open doorway with a group of finely dressed people just outside. Hallie was glad of the carpet under her feet after the hard gravel outside.

The sight of the people ahead made Hallie very glad she’d had access to Rosalia’s expertise for her own outfit. Girard might have told her only her presence was needed, but she would have felt absolutely shabby next to the group waiting for them. They were as beautifully dressed as Gaenor, the two women in similar outfits, which must be some kind of fashion among the hochlen, the two men in what looked like a masculine version of the same outfit, with knee-length tunics and narrow trousers. Of all of them, it was Girard who stood out, with his different choice of fashion.

The group had a certain similarity of features among them which told Hallie that they were related before Gaenor let go her arm and went to the older man, leaning up and kissing him on the cheek.

“Look who I found outside, darling,” she said.

“Son,” the man said, eyes going past Hallie for the moment. He was about the same height as Girard, but broader, and had darker, curling hair that was untouched by grey. Like most hochlen, he didn’t show his true age, but Hallie thought he was several decades older than she was. Old enough to have several adult children, at least. He didn’t look much like Girard. Or, rather, Girard didn’t look much like him, Hallie corrected. The father had a solid, defined bone structure with a heavy brow and dark eyes.

“Father,” Girard said in an even tone which gave nothing away. “May I introduce Hallie Talbot? Hallie, this is my father, Verain Abbott.”

“Indeed.” Verain Abbott had a poker face that any professional gambler would envy. Even his voice was smooth and free of any deeper feeling. He gave Hallie a direct, assessing look as he inclined his head. “Thank you for joining us, Miss Talbot. My wife was very keen to thank you personally for your aid to Girard, and I thank you also for indulging my wife.”

“I am happy to be here, sir,” Hallie said, trying to make it true as she said it, and to not let her mind run down the various twists and turns in what he had said and not said. Happy was a bit of a stretch. Terrified would have been a more accurate word, particularly now that she had met the head of the household. That bland expression and polite tone were little more than a façade. A few moments in his company, and Hallie could sense the force of will and personality that told her Verain Abbott was a powerful man among his people, and used to wielding authority. She’d faced down an equally powerful and older hochlen not that long ago, when she’d been brought to the Jacobs’ house against her will. Dealing with open hostility and aggression was familiar, though. This meaningless politeness made her skin itch.

“Good,” Verain said. “Let me introduce you to my other children. This is Aglaral, Avarona and Wennever.”

Hallie inclined her head to the other three hochlen as they were named. Aglaral and Avarona both had the same dark hair and eyes as their father, and the firm cast to their features that said they could only be his children. They were alike enough to each other that Hallie suspected they might be twins. Wennever was like a younger, even more vibrant, version of Gaenor. Her sandy coloured hair was similar to Girard’s, but styled in sleek curls, pale blue eyes sparkling with interest as she looked back at Hallie.

“Did you really rescue Girard from his own folly?” Aglaral asked, in a drawling voice that must be an affectation, as Hallie had not heard any hint of it from the others in his family. She didn’t like him, Hallie decided immediately. He might be Girard’s brother, but he was looking at her in the same way that Mel had at their first meeting, with open contempt. If the rest of the family were shocked at having a lowly karlen in their midst, they were hiding it far better.

“That’s not how I would describe it,” Hallie said, keeping her voice as calm as possible.

“Oh, really?” Aglaral asked. “Then how would you describe it?” There was an amused tilt to his lips that wasn’t matched in his eyes.

“Really, Algie,” Wennever said, with an exaggerated head toss and roll of her eyes, “Miss Talbot is a guest in this house. She doesn’t need you poking at her when she’s barely in the door.” Wennever took a step forward, away from her brother and sister. “Come on, let me introduce you to some people.” Wennever slid her arm through Hallie’s and drew her forward into the room. Very like her mother, Hallie thought. Then Wennever added, in a voice loud enough to carry back to her family, “Don’t mind Algie. He’s just annoyed because G gets to have all the adventures while he’s stuck farming.”

Hallie choked on an unexpected laugh, as she was meant to, and let herself be pulled forward.

Hallie’s first impression was that the room they entered was enormous, easily several times the size of her entire house. Her second and more forceful impression was that it was a room designed to feel welcoming, despite its great size. The ceiling was lower than she had expected, draped with a deep blue fabric that absorbed sound along with the plush carpet underfoot which had a meandering pattern of branches and leaves in rich greens and blues to complement the ceiling. The walls were painted with forest scenes that looked almost real enough that Hallie wanted to reach out and touch them. The lighting was the same as the hallway outside, with candles in lanterns here and there. With all the dark colours and low ceiling, it should have felt claustrophobic, but instead, Hallie could feel her shoulders relax and her nervousness fade. The whole effect was that nothing was too bright or too loud, even the air was at a comfortable temperature, and saturated with delicious scents as well as heavier notes of perfume or aftershave from the guests. There were at least two dozen people in the room, and yet it didn’t feel crowded. Most of the people were standing in small groups here and there, gathered around or near to various waist-high tables set around the room with trays of little bits of food on them.

It had been over a decade since Hallie had been to a social event with so many people and her mind conjured up the memory of that last event, when she’d been far younger and equally nervous. The event in low city had been a rare gathering of people from many different vines and Hallie had walked in just behind her mother. As she looked around the room full of hochlen, Hallie could hear her mother’s voice as clearly as if Wilona Talbot was standing next to her. Never forget that you are part of the Talbot vine. What you do reflects on all of us. So mind your manners.

The implied threat of her mother’s anger had worked to keep the much-younger Hallie demure and polite through the event. The older Hallie thought that keeping in mind that her own behaviour would reflect back on her hosts was good advice.

Amid the colourful and glittering elite were a few waiting staff in plain black uniforms carrying drink trays. One of the staff stopped next to Wennever.

“Ugh. I see mother is cutting us off from the booze again. I suppose she wants us all on our best behaviour before the Conclave meets,” Wennever said, picking up two glasses from the tray. She handed one to Hallie. “This is a fruit juice concoction of some kind. It’s quite tasty, I promise.”

“Thank you,” Hallie said. She wanted to ask about the Conclave meeting, so casually referenced by Wennever. It was the first Hallie had heard about it. But she remembered the feeling she’d had when she’d been called in by Director Roth that there was more going on than he was willing or able to share with her, and wondered if she was even supposed to know about the Conclave. And with her mother’s words ringing in her head, she swallowed her questions with difficulty. She spotted Girard just behind them, picking up his own glass, and took a cautious sip. “It is delicious.”

“I’m glad you like it.” For a moment, Hallie thought Wennever was going to start asking the many questions she could sense bubbling inside the younger woman, but then her attention was called elsewhere. “Oh, my goodness, if it isn’t the walking dead?”

Startled, Hallie almost spilled her drink, then saw who Wennever was referring to. One of the very few members of the elite that Hallie had met before. A young man whose life she had saved not that long ago. Tristram Jacobs.

“Tristy,” Wennever said, and tilted her face towards him. Waiting for him to kiss her cheek, Hallie realised, somewhat amused when Tristram did just that, with every appearance of reluctance. “Now, where did you spring from?”

“My house,” Tristram answered, then tilted his head to Hallie. “Miss Talbot. I almost didn’t recognise you.”

“I was thinking the same thing,” Hallie said, then felt heat crawling up her neck. She probably shouldn’t have said that. The only time she had met him before he’d been close to death, and even when he was recovering, he had still looked extremely ill.

Luckily, Tristram didn’t seem offended. He laughed. It didn’t sound like something he did often, but it did sound real. “I am very much better, thanks to you.”

“Now, what’s this?” Wennever asked, eyes bright as she looked between Tristram and Hallie. “You know each other?”

“It’s no exaggeration to say that Miss Talbot saved my life,” Tristram said, lifting his glass to Hallie in a silent toast. “At great risk to her own person, I might add. I do hope you have not suffered any ill effects from your time with the house security?”

Hallie pressed her lips together for a moment before answering, not sure if she was meant to be amused or offended by his barb. He could only be referring to the rough handling she had received from the Jacobs family security team.

“I have endured worse,” she answered in as mild a voice as she could manage.

Real amusement lit his face and he raised his glass in a toast again. “I am so glad to meet you again, Miss Talbot. You are a highly refreshing change from society girls.”

“As one of the society girls, am I supposed to take offence?” Wennever asked, arching a brow.

“I do wish you would, Wenny, dear, but you seem impervious,” Tristram said in a light tone.

Hallie felt a shock run through her at the casual cruelty, disguised as teasing. Wennever laughed as if Tristram had told her a fine joke, but Hallie had to smooth a frown from her brow. Her truth sense told her that Tristram had meant every word.

“And I hear you’ve been getting yourself into trouble again, Girard?” Tristram said, looking past Wennever and Hallie. It was said in the same light tone that he had just used to Wennever. Hallie decided that she had liked Tristram far better when he had been close to dying.

“Trouble found me,” Girard said, his voice calm. If she hadn’t known him, or been standing close to him, Hallie would have missed the tension in his body and his voice. He also didn’t like Tristram much.

“Well, if you will run into danger, that will happen,” Tristram said. There was the slightest edge to his voice that Hallie couldn’t place. She didn’t know the young man well enough. If she had to guess, she would say that Tristram was slightly jealous of Girard, which made sense to Hallie. She’d seen the inside of the Jacobs’ residence, after all. It was grand and luxurious, and also very formal, with little warmth. The short time she’d been in the Abbott house had told her that growing up here would have been a very different experience. Verain Abbott might be one of the most intimidating men Hallie had ever met, but Gaenor was full of love and warmth and it had been clear that they each loved their children. Not only that, but Girard had a job outside his family, so he wasn’t reliant on them in the way that Tristram had been and was. Once a younger son, Tristram was now the only surviving son and heir to his father’s estate and responsibilities. He’d had an older brother, Bohort, until quite recently. Bohort might have been resisting the family pressure to settle down and give up his various connections, such as Rosalia, but the expectation would still have been that the pressure of being the heir and producing more heirs would fall to Bohort in time, not Tristram. Hallie was quite sure the position of heir wasn’t the life the young man had seen for himself.

The last she had seen of Calibum Jacobs, the old man had been gravely ill. The poison which had been given to him and his younger son had no known cure. Hallie had given Tristram one of Aneta’s potions, and in so doing had saved Tristram’s life, but Hallie imagined that Calibum must be close to death by now, if not over that threshold. She wanted to ask, but couldn’t think of a polite way of phrasing the question. She was sure that even in low city the news would have reported the death of one of the Conclave members, so most likely Calibum was still alive, clinging stubbornly to each breath.

Which meant that Tristram was in an awkward position. Now the heir, and close to assuming the responsibilities of the head of household, but not quite there yet.

“Tristram, dear boy. I’m so glad you could make it,” Gaenor’s voice announced her arrival behind Hallie. She tilted her cheek up to Tristram and he obligingly put a kiss on it, with less reluctance than he had with Wennever. “And how is your father these days? I haven’t seen him for an age.”

“He’s clinging on,” Tristram said, and Hallie wondered if anyone else heard the bite of anger and bitterness under those words.

“Well, do give him my best,” Gaenor said, as if she hadn’t noticed anything strange. “Girard, your uncle is here and was asking for you.”

“Royns? I would be happy to see him,” Girard said. It was the first genuine feeling Hallie had heard from him since they’d entered the house. “Hallie, I’d like to introduce you to him.”

“Of course,” Hallie said, and followed Girard away from the little group of mother, daughter and soon-to-be head of household. She managed not to heave a sigh of relief at being further away from Tristram, instead looking ahead to where a trio of older men were having what looked like a heated discussion at one of the tables. The man on the left glanced around at their approach and his face relaxed into a wide smile when he saw Girard.

“My favourite nephew,” he said, and gave Girard a bear hug with a tremendous back slap that made Hallie wince, wondering if he’d just opened up Girard’s still-healing wound. Girard didn’t react though, other than to return the hug. The other two men drifted away, heads together in close conversation.

“Uncle. I’m glad to see you. It’s been too long.”

“Much too long. I hear you’ve been keeping busy. Making a name for yourself. That’s good,” the older man said. He was a male version of Gaenor, Hallie realised. He had the same reddish-toned sandy hair, bright blue eyes and ready smile. He must be her brother. And a younger brother in his household, if Hallie had to guess. He didn’t have the sense of gravity that she was coming to associate with heads of household or their heirs. He had spotted her, standing next to Girard, and blinked. “And who is this lovely creature? Don’t tell me you have finally got hitched, my boy?”

A touch of colour appeared in Girard’s face but he shook his head. “This is Miss Talbot. We have worked together on a few occasions. Hallie, this is my uncle, Royns Webster. My mother’s younger brother,” he added.

“Worked together, eh?” Royns asked, with a grin. Rather than being offended, Hallie was hard-pressed not to roll her eyes. She sensed no ill will in him, and he reminded her of some of the old men in the Talbot family vine who had looked out for the youngsters, guiding them with a genial warmth. “You seem far too young and too lovely to be involved in the kind of work that Girard does, young lady,” he said.

Hallie bit her lip to hide a smile and shook her head. “That is very kind of you,” she said, at the same time wondering just what he would say if he knew what she really did for a living or where she had come from.

“Hallie finds people,” Girard told his uncle.

“Is that so? Well, I do hope that you have an appropriate escort, young lady. There are some very bad people in the world.”

“I can take care of myself, thank you,” Hallie said, oddly touched and quite amused by the evident concern in the older man’s voice. She wondered what he would say if she told him about her job chasing and catching fugitives.

“Well, of course you can. Young ladies these days are so independent.” Royns sighed, as if that was a source of some distress. “Tell me, do you cook?”

“Me? No, not at all,” Hallie said, shaking her head, glad that Rosalia wasn’t there. Her roommate would have found the idea of Hallie cooking to be laughable.

“Pity. I always think a young lady should be able to cook,” he said.

“What brings you to the city, uncle?” Girard asked, in a transparent attempt to divert his uncle’s attention. Hallie wasn’t sure if he was concerned about what she might say, or what his uncle might say. She was still amused, though, rather than offended. She couldn’t sense any harm or arrogance in Royns Webster. Instead, it seemed that he had a particular view of the world and a lack of understanding about anything outside his own experience. That made sense to Hallie. She knew a lot of people in low city who had no ambition or curiosity outside their own narrow lives, and were perfectly content to live that way. Royns happened to be far more wealthy than the karlen in low city, but seemed equally happy in his own world.

“Your father insisted I be here for the Conclave,” Royns said, his genial manner cooling. He seemed irritated. Hallie’s ears pricked at the second mention of the Conclave, wondering why Verain Abbott would want his brother-in-law to be in the city at the same time. Then Royns went on. “And there’s always business I can take care of.”

“What kind of business are you involved in, sir?” Hallie asked, giving voice to some of her curiosity in what she hoped was a neutral way. The family vines in low city generally had their own particular set of skills or expertise that each member was expected to participate in, or contribute to, and she wondered if there was anything that bound hochlen families together beyond their blood ties. The Talbot vine was known for its mechanical and engineering expertise, a trait which had bypassed Hallie completely, disappointing her mother a long time before Hallie had been changed.

“Oh, dull stuff,” Royns said, with a careless wave of his hand.

“Don’t sell yourself short, uncle,” Girard said, warmth in his voice. “He is a very successful investor with a large number of business interests,” he told Hallie. From the small smile on Girard’s face, she could tell that not only was Royns a favourite relative, but that the investigator was proud of his uncle.

Hallie blinked, and hoped her surprise hadn’t been too obvious. The big-hearted, old-fashioned Royns seemed nothing like what she imagined an investor to be. She’d come across a few people in low city who thought they were shrewd business people, and had always made a point of steering clear of them. They had seemed ruthless and unprincipled and far more dangerous in many ways than the fugitives she normally dealt with. What was right or wrong was far clearer when she was hunting a skip.

“It’s more trouble than it’s worth sometimes,” Royns complained. “Right now, as well as the nonsense that comes with every Conclave meeting, we’re trying to deal with the mess at the port. An unfortunate event. As if the port wasn’t difficult enough. I assume you’re on that case?” he asked Girard.

Hallie tried to keep her expression neutral, and not betray her keen interest. She hadn’t found time to ask Girard about what had actually happened at the port, and there was more mention of the Conclave to intrigue her. If she stayed quiet and still, perhaps he or Royns would let something slip and she could find out more.

“Not that event, no. There was another incident,” Girard said.

“Another bomb?” Royns asked, his surprise clear. He had kept his voice low, though, so the question didn’t carry beyond their little group. Hallie hoped she hadn’t betrayed her own surprise at hearing her suspicions confirmed. The explosion had been deliberate. A bomb. She tried not to shiver. She still could not imagine what kind of person or thinking was required to commit violence on that scale. From the little she’d been able to see, a whole container ship had been destroyed.

“No,” Girard shook his head. “A possible theft.” His tone made it clear that he still regarded his own work as important, even as Royns lifted a brow.

“That doesn’t seem very worthy of your time,” Royns observed.

“I wasn’t sure where it would take me to start with, either,” Girard said, “but it’s proving to be quite an interesting matter.”

“Oh?” Royns prompted.

“I can’t talk about it in detail. Not yet. You know that the director forbids us from discussing ongoing investigations,” Girard said, and Hallie had the impression he’d said that to Royns many times before.

Before Royns could try to redirect the conversation again, Hallie lifted a brow. “You mentioned that the port was difficult to deal with. If it’s not a trade secret, I would like to understand more about that?” She tried to keep her voice mildly enquiring. If Royns thought that women should be escorted at all times and able to cook, she suspected he might also not want to discuss his business interests with her, but the off-hand way he’d referred to the port issues had made her curious. Having met the Harbour Master and his assistant, Lunete, she could not imagine that there was much to complain about in terms of the port efficiency. The security measures may have been temporarily disabled by the explosion, but Hallie had formed the strong impression that apart from that highly unusual incident, the port ran smoothly.

“It’s no great secret, and not that complicated,” Royns told her. “The whole place is short of staff and has been since it opened. The lazy karlen don’t want to travel for work, it seems.”

Instead of her first instinct to defend low city and its people, Hallie managed a more neutral question while trying to hold on to her temper and also remind herself that some karlen were, indeed, lazy. They were just people, after all. “What do you mean?”

“The workers from Erset didn’t want to make the journey to the new port,” Royns explained. “When we moved to the new harbour, none of the workers came with us. Couldn’t get a straight answer as to why. Something about the distance. I mean, it’s a bit further, but not by much.”

Hallie paused, taking a sip of her drink to give herself time to think. She’d known that some people in midtown did work at the port, but they had either moved there for the work, leaving their family networks behind in low city, or had been fortunate enough to be part of a family that could afford the higher housing costs in midtown. Most midtown residents had jobs in the government or a higher-paid profession, like Hallie’s cousin, who was a lawyer. The majority of karlen still lived in low city, despite its lack of industry and employment. “The port is all the way on the other side of the city from its original site,” she said. She kept her voice mild, but she caught a sideways glance from Girard. He was listening intently and seemed curious as to where the conversation might go. She also realised she was not normally mild when talking with him. He might be wondering what she was up to. She wondered that herself. Underneath the outward calm she was trying to project, there was a sharp bite of anger and old betrayal working its way through her. The hochlen had just moved the port, with no thought for anything but their own convenience, stripping business and work and wealth from low city, and now the elite were calling the karlen lazy?

Royns frowned at her, his warm manner sliding into both surprise and a hint of displeasure. “Why should that matter?”

“Well, there is no transport to the port through the city,” Hallie said. “And it’s a half day’s walk at least from low, er, Erset, to the port.”

“No transport? There are roads,” Royns pointed out.

“But almost no cars in Erset,” Hallie pointed out. The vehicles that were in low city were often owned by groups of people together, sharing the costs, or by businesses like Aunt Gin’s. And although something like a bicycle or a motorbike would get someone across the city faster, low city’s gangs loved to target the smaller vehicles, so they had fallen out of everyday use. Low city’s residents were stuck where they lived, or were able to get to on the public transport that did run through midtown. She realised she was holding her glass so tight that her knuckles were white and took a breath, relaxing her grip. “There are a lot of people looking for work in Erset, but they have no means to get across the city.”

Royns tilted his head, watching her. The genial uncle was still there, but for the first time Hallie could see the keen mind that must make him a good businessman. He had been offended by her challenging him, however gently, but he was also listening and taking in the information. “You sound like you know a lot about Erset. Have you visited there often?”

“Quite often, yes,” Hallie said in a dry tone, not sure if it would be appropriate of her to reveal that she had lived in low city all her life.

“You are very forthright for so young a person,” Royns said, but he had a smile on his face. “Girard, wherever did you find this girl? I like her.”

“Like I said, Miss Talbot and I are working together,” Girard said, a hint of warmth in his voice that hadn’t been there before and which brought heat to Hallie’s face.

“Well, you know what? Normally I would say that your kind of rough and tumble is no place for a young lady. But in this case, I think I may be wrong,” Royns said, a gleam in his eye as he looked back at Hallie. “You aren’t afraid of me, are you?”

“No, of course not,” Hallie said, shocked, a chill running through her as she wondered what cues she might have missed. “Why? Should I be?”

Royns laughed. It was a rich sound, and rolled over Hallie, slightly reassuring her. No one with that kind of laugh could be evil. “No, not at all.”

“Uncle, please stop teasing Miss Talbot,” Girard said, amusement in his voice, along with a bit of exasperation. “You know perfectly well that no one is really afraid of you. We are intimidated by your sharp brain, though.”

“And with that I must be content,” Royns said, smiling at his nephew. He then turned back to Hallie. “You have given me much to think about, young lady.”

“I hope that’s a good thing,” Hallie said, a little uncertain. Not for the first time that evening, she had the sense of stepping into a mass of old family ties that she didn’t understand.

At the same time, she could not regret speaking up. Low city had been devastated when the port and its associated businesses had moved to the other side of midtown. The loss of jobs and loss of income had been felt by every person in low city. If there was anything that could be done to encourage the hochlen to not think about the karlen as lazy, but instead to see that there was a very real and easily fixed barrier to the ordinary folk of low city taking up jobs in the port, Hallie could only hope it would bring benefits to low city. There were still people who had worked in the old harbour, who had hard-earned skills and experience that were going unused. And Royns was a businessman. He wanted profit. Or, at least, she assumed so, and also assumed, from what he had said, that the lack of workers was hindering that profit. She tried to quash it, but a little bit of hope bloomed in her chest. Royns had not dismissed her. She believed him when he said he had much to think about.

“Very good. It’s rare that I am surprised these days, and it is highly refreshing. Do take care of your young lady, nephew. She has a good mind, and a good heart.”

“I agree, but I also believe Miss Talbot is more than capable of looking after herself,” Girard said.

Hallie’s uncertainty vanished into embarrassment. She was not used to praise and it made her want to duck and run. She had a moment of feeling like she was outside herself, looking on at some strange tableau. She was not this finely dressed woman, with a tall, fancy drink standing next to two members of the elite and not backing down from either of them. It could not be her. She was a lowly skip tracer, more accustomed to abandoned and filthy buildings than this beautiful room.

“If you will excuse me, nephew, Miss Talbot, I see my sister trying to get my attention. No doubt she’s worrying that I am embarrassing the family,” Royns said. He didn’t sound at all concerned, and went on his way, leaving Hallie still feeling disconnected and strange and wondering what in the world she was doing here. Her worst fears of being pointed at and laughed at had not come to pass, at least not yet, but she still felt horribly out of place, and did not like that feeling. Not one bit.


Chapter thirteen


“Forgive me, I realised I never offered you any food,” Girard said, cutting through Hallie’s worried thoughts. He waved a hand to the table next to them, which was overflowing with what looked to Hallie’s eyes to be lots of frilly bits and pieces of food.

“I am not sure what to do with it all,” Hallie said, heat rising in her face as she realised how naive she must sound.

“I don’t blame you,” Girard said, eyeing the spread in front of them. “This seems to be mostly vegetables with a bit of seafood. If you don’t like eating things with tentacles and eyes, I would steer away from the blue section of the table.” Hallie then noticed that the cloths draped over the table, underneath the food, were of different colours and there was a section of vivid blue. “Here.” He picked up one of the frilly bits, and Hallie realised that each individual piece was on what looked like a small stake. He handed the stake to her, careful not to touch her fingers, and picked up one himself, biting the food off the stake. Hallie copied the gesture, then had to pause at the tart taste in her mouth.

“That was delicious,” she said. Rosalia had insisted that she eat something before she had left the house, so she wasn’t starving, but the taste had made her curious for more. “I don’t think I’ve ever had that before. What was it?”

“It’s a cross between a lemon and a cucumber,” Girard said, offering her another stake. “Lemon on its own is too tart, and cucumber is often a bit watery. But this is a nice combination.”

“I agree,” Hallie said, even as her mind spun at the idea of someone making a plant from a lemon and a cucumber. The second taste was just as good as the first. She saw Girard discarding his stakes in a small beaker nestling on the table between the rows of food. It seemed designed for that purpose as she saw other stakes in there, so she added her own. “May I help myself?” she asked, looking at the array in front of her.

“Yes, of course.”

“But avoid the blue section,” Hallie said, smiling. She thought it probably wasn’t the right time to tell him that she had never eaten seafood. Despite living in a coastal city, and one which had boasted a thriving fishing fleet in the past, fish and other seafood was often even more expensive than meat and very few low city residents were able to afford it regularly. Hallie was curious as to what fish might taste like, but she was also quite certain that she did not want to eat anything with eyes or tentacles, and tried to avoid even looking at the blue section of the table as she took another stake from the assembly. This one was a mushroom of some kind, paired with a sliver of something dark and delicious. “Do you have a particular favourite?” she asked.

Before Girard could answer, she sensed another person drawing closer. She turned her attention away from the food and found Mador Sandoval, of all people, approaching them. He was holding a short, fat glass with amber liquid in it and had a flush in his face that might be the product of too much drink or the anger Hallie could sense rolling off him. Remembering Wennever’s earlier disgust that her mother was not serving alcohol, Hallie couldn’t help wonder where Mador had got the drink. A quick look around the room and she spotted a few other similar glasses. Her curiosity spiked, wondering what the connection was. All the people holding the glasses of amber liquid were male, and from the little Hallie could see before she turned her attention back to Mador, they all carried themselves with the unconscious arrogance she associated with heads of households or extremely powerful hochlen. So Mador had been in some kind of separate meeting, she concluded. And, judging by the flush on his face, she didn’t think it had gone well for him.

Both Wennever and Royns had mentioned the Conclave, and for a wild moment Hallie wondered if some kind of Conclave meeting had been happening in the house, but Hallie knew all the names and most of the faces of the Conclave members and hadn’t recognised any of them here.

“You had to interfere, didn’t you, boy?” The words were precise and clipped, at low enough volume that they probably wouldn’t carry to anyone at the other tables around the room, but fury vibrated in the air.

“I’m not sure what you mean, sir,” Girard said. He sounded perfectly calm. Having met his father, even briefly, Hallie could now understand to a small extent how he managed to stay unruffled. He’d grown up with a formidable example.

“Roth has demanded a list of my property,” Mador said. He was almost shaking with the force of his feelings.

“I didn’t know that,” Girard said. But he also didn’t sound surprised. Hallie kept quiet, wondering what the angry man might let slip.

“It’s unacceptable. You jumped up little upstarts think you have a right to interfere in my business,” Mador said. He took a half-step forward towards Girard, perhaps thinking to physically threaten him in some way. Girard didn’t move, and Hallie admired his outward calm.

“We are investigating what appears to be a crime against your property, sir,” Girard said. “Most people would welcome that.”

“I didn’t ask for it,” Mador said.

“No, you didn’t,” Girard said, and left that hanging in the air for a moment.

Hallie tried to keep her expression calm and interested as she processed that additional bit of information and nuance. From what she’d learned, the apparent theft had been reported by the Harbour Master or his assistant, not Mador. It had been the port authorities who’d called in the Conclave Investigators. And that seemed to have irritated Mador, who hadn’t shown much interest in getting his property back. The various pieces she had wouldn’t fit together in her mind, and from Girard’s quiet comment, it seemed he also had questions.

Mador glared back at Girard. He had to look up a little, and Hallie could tell he also didn’t like that fact. To Hallie’s disappointment, he seemed to manage to get hold of his temper and instead took a sip from the drink in his hand. Lowering the glass, he appeared to notice Hallie for the first time and lifted both brows.

“Well, well, I had no idea Gaenor had lowered her standards to this extent. Does she know what gutter trash you brought into the house?”

“My mother extended a personal invitation to Miss Talbot,” Girard said. He was quite still but the calmness had faded into something else. It took Hallie a moment to realise that Girard was vibrating with quiet, restrained fury of his own. She couldn’t remember ever seeing him angry before and found the depth of feeling and his self-control fascinating.

“Why don’t you want to talk about what’s in your container?” Hallie asked, in the most conversational tone she could manage and had the satisfaction of seeing Mador’s expression slip into one of genuine surprise. People caught off-guard and with high emotions quite often gave away more than they had planned.

Mador glared at her. “My private affairs are none of your business.”

“Not even when your property is stolen? Don’t you want it back?” Hallie asked.

“I-” He started to speak and then clamped his jaw so tightly shut that she could see the pulse beating in his neck. Something about what she had said had prompted even more anger. “I don’t have to answer to you,” he snapped out, the words weighted with far more emotion than the simple statement warranted.

“That is true. But you have the resources of an entire team of Conclave Investigators, including the forensics lab, at your disposal,” Hallie said, not having to fake her own confusion as she looked at him. She couldn’t work him out. His property had been broken into, and he didn’t seem interested in aiding the investigation.

“Keep your little piece of scum under control, Girard,” Mador said, turning his shoulder to Hallie.

Girard twitched, as if he’d checked an impulse to move.

Hallie laughed. It wasn’t a very good effort, and the falseness of it tasted sour in her mouth, but it was the best she could do. “What’s the matter, Master Sandoval?” she asked. “You came to speak to us, remember?”

“A mistake I will now remedy,” he said, glaring at her. He turned on his heel and stalked off.

Hallie took a sip of her drink, hoping no one else could see her hand trembling. The insults didn’t bother her, but she had not forgotten for one moment that she was in unfamiliar territory and that while the people around them might be engaged in conversation, the tense little scene that had just played out would have been noticed.

“I am sorry you had to endure those insults,” Girard said. He still sounded angry.

“Oh, is that why you’re annoyed?” Hallie asked, startled. “Don’t worry about it. It’s hardly the worst thing that’s been said to me. That was interesting, though, wasn’t it?”

“What do you mean?” he asked, turning to face her.

“Well, he really doesn’t want to talk about what was in that container, does he?” Hallie took another mushroom stake from the table and paused while the flavour bloomed in her mouth. She put the stake into the container and lifted a brow at Girard. He was watching her with an expression somewhere between amusement and surprise.

“You provoked him.”

“A little, yes,” Hallie said. “The thing I really noticed was that he didn’t answer when I asked him if he wanted his property back. He was so upset about Director Roth asking for a list that he came to confront you, and yet he wouldn’t even say he wanted his things back and he got really annoyed with me when I pushed him.” She paused, glancing at Girard. “It makes me wonder if anything is really missing.”

“Interesting. You’re suggesting he might have taken the item out of the container himself?” Girard was looking thoughtful now.

“And absolutely doesn’t want to talk about it.” Hallie nodded. “Although I can’t understand why. Isn’t it his own property?”

“It’s on international territory,” Girard reminded her.

“I don’t understand what that means,” Hallie said, the admission making her shoulders tense.

“Basically, it means that if he wants to take his property out of the port, he has to pay customs duty on it,” Girard said, apparently not finding anything strange in her lack of knowledge. “It’s why the storage area is so large. As long as the containers don’t leave the port, no duties are paid.”

“I see.” Hallie took another stake of food, more to have something to do with her hands, and chewed thoughtfully. “Well, that makes me even more curious as to what might have been in the container that Master Sandoval doesn’t want to admit to having or to pay for.”

“Girard, what kind of trouble have you been stirring up now?” Aglaral had approached them without Hallie noticing. She tried to control her start of surprise. She was in unfamiliar territory and should have been paying closer attention to her surroundings. The dark-haired older brother was glaring at his younger sibling. “You’ve upset mother, and father is furious.” Aglaral was annoyed enough that he’d forgotten to drawl, Hallie noticed. He sounded a lot like his father.

Hallie lifted her brows in further surprise, at the same time as feeling warmth rise in her face. She hadn’t realised they had been so closely watched, although she should have done. She was a stranger in this place, and bound to stand out. She cast a quick look around, trying not to be too obvious. There were a few hushed conversations in progress, groups of people leaning in to talk to each other, and a couple of the men with the heavy glasses of amber liquid were standing together, almost identical frowns on their faces.

If she’d had any doubts about how powerful or well-connected Mador Sandoval was, the fact that the elder son of the house had been sent to rebuke them told her that their hosts were worried. She hadn’t seen either Verain or Gaenor Abbott in her quick look around, but the room was large and crowded with people. The heat in her face increased. She had momentarily forgotten her mother’s advice and hadn’t considered that her behaviour might have been rude or reflect badly on her hosts. She’d been too focused on her job. Aglaral’s anger just reminded her that she didn’t know the rules here.

“If you were watching, you would have seen that Mador approached us,” Girard said in a calm voice, soothing some of Hallie’s embarrassment. He didn’t seem to think they had done anything wrong, at least. “We were minding our own business.”

“Whatever. You need to go and apologise to them. I’ll take care of Miss Talbot and make sure she minds her manners,” Aglaral said. “This way,” he said to Hallie, and walked off. Hallie blinked after him. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been ordered about like a child. She looked at Girard. He was frowning, but shook his head slightly, as if telling her not to disagree.

“Don’t worry. Mador is well-connected, but he was in the wrong,” Girard said. “I need to speak to my parents, but I will come and find you as soon as I can,” he told her. He headed off in another direction, leaving Hallie with the options of standing on her own, or scurrying after Aglaral.

Abruptly aware that she was in the middle of a room full of hochlen strangers, who all seemed perfectly at home in the splendid surroundings, and not wanting to cause even more of a scene than she already had, Hallie chose to go after Girard’s older brother. At least she knew who he was, and his opinion of her.

Aglaral had stopped at a table surrounded by beautifully dressed people who were all engaged in what looked like lively conversation, with bright voices and laughter. A moment of listening and Hallie realised that the laughter was mostly forced, and the voices were more brittle than bright. The falseness of it slid across her skin, making her want to wrap her arms around herself and hide. But she didn’t want to embarrass Girard or Gaenor, or at least not any more than she had apparently already done.

She stood silently in the space left beside Aglaral while the conversation flowed around her. The group were gossiping. The subjects of their chatter might be different, but gossip was familiar, at least. They were talking about someone’s marriage, someone else’s argument with their family, what a scandalous dress someone else had worn to a party the other month, and how lovely Gaenor was. On that last point, Hallie could agree, based on what she had seen so far.

Then one of the women in the group, a petite blonde with an enormous diamond on one of her fingers, looked across at Hallie, as if by accident, and pursed her lips.

“Oh, dear, where did they get you from?” she asked. Her voice was quiet, but it seemed to cut through the whole conversation and a hush fell over the group.

Hallie lifted her chin and stared back at the woman, not sure what she could or could not say. Aglaral seemed as furious with her as he had been with Girard, and she didn’t want to create another disturbance for her hosts. Her mother’s long ago words came back to her mind. What you do reflects on all of us. Here it wasn’t the family vine but the Abbott house that would be affected. And that included Girard.

“Miss Talbot works with Girard,” Aglaral said in that affected drawl. Hallie’s irritation with him spiked. She thought he was trying to emulate some of his father’s calm demeanour, but he wasn’t doing a very good job. But then, Verain had had several decades more to practice.

“Works? My, how progressive,” the blonde said, with an artificial giggle that set Hallie’s teeth on edge. “Whatever next?”

“Someone will propose a female head of house,” one of the men at the table said, with a mocking laugh, as if the idea was completely ridiculous. Hallie bit the inside of her lip to keep herself quiet. Among the karlen, heads of vines were men and women both and no one questioned the right of a woman to hold that position, or to run a business or to own property. Among the hochlen, though, with only one exception that she knew of, succession and wealth and power always passed through the male line. Hallie had found Royns to be genial and quite charming - an older man set in his ways but not meaning any harm. She couldn’t say the same for this much younger man. He was dressed in a dark tunic and trousers with a scarlet sash around his waist. Hallie suspected that the sash meant something, as she couldn’t see anyone else wearing one. The group laughed, and this time there was genuine amusement. Hallie managed to stay quiet. Unfortunately, the blonde noticed and lifted one of her perfectly arched brows at Hallie.

“You don’t seem to find that funny,” the blonde said.

It wasn’t a question, Hallie told herself. She didn’t need to answer. So she didn’t. Silence was the most polite thing she could manage right now. She wasn’t sure what would come out of her mouth if she spoke. Mador had been rude and unpleasant, but that had been work, at least in Hallie’s mind, and she knew what she was doing for her job. This wasn’t work. This was something different, something completely unfamiliar, and she didn’t have much experience of how to navigate social conversations. Part of her mother’s stern warning rang in her head again. Mind your manners.

“Don’t you agree that a woman running a house is ridiculous?” the man with the sash who’d spoken before asked, a smirk on his face.

Hallie was gripping her drink hard enough that she was afraid she might break it.

“Miss Talbot is not from our world,” Aglaral said, as if Hallie were someone to be pitied. “Mother invited her as a kindness.”

“Oh, Gaenor is so kind. So generous,” the blonde said at once, putting her hand on her heart in a gesture so false Hallie wanted to choke. “Your mother is one of the best women in the world.”

“Indeed,” Aglaral said. He flicked a glance across at Hallie. “She is a model for many.”

Hallie had to bite her lip to try to hide her smile in reaction to that, but didn’t think she was particularly successful. Internally, she laughed and also wanted to wince. Aglaral seemed to believe his mother was a model for a perfect woman. It made Hallie pity any woman that Aglaral might marry.

She glanced around, hoping she might spot Girard on his way to rescue her from this group of awful people. There was no sign of Girard but she did see an open doorway not that far away.

Before she could make a move towards it, the blonde spoke again. “This must all be very strange to you,” she said to Hallie, with false kindness in her voice. “And you were eating like you’d never seen food before.”

Hallie blinked, startled by the line of attack and not able to understand it. In low city, hosts would be offended if their guests didn’t eat. But here, she’d taken a few bites, and it seemed the blonde was accusing her of being greedy. The amount of food that was on display in this room would feed several families for a week at least, and the idea that it was there for display and not to be consumed was shocking. Her jaw hurt from the restraint of not speaking out, but she still managed to stay silent.

“I bet you have never seen anything like this before,” scarlet sash said. He picked up something from the table next to him and held it out to Hallie. “This is a particular delicacy. Try it.” His tone was light, but Hallie could sense the ill intent behind it. She glanced away from his face to what he was holding out and almost choked in disgust. The food item looked like an eyeball, staring back at her. The front of it had a dark centre surrounded by white, the back looked like pink flesh. Held up on the stake, it looked like scarlet sash had plucked it out of someone’s head. Hallie’s stomach turned.

Some of her feelings must have shown on her face as the group laughed again.

“Not hungry now?” the man asked, and shoved the piece of whatever-it-was towards her mouth. She jerked back, refusing to take it, and it spilled off the stake, rolling down the front of her tunic, splitting as it fell so that a cascade of red juice splattered across her front.

That provoked more laughter, and Hallie decided she had been polite for long enough.

“Excuse me,” she murmured to Aglaral, her tone making it clear it wasn’t a question. She turned away and headed for the doorway before he could respond. Another round of brittle laughter followed her.

She had probably offended or embarrassed Aglaral, but couldn’t bring herself to care. She could feel the cold juice of whatever-it-was that had burst open on her, seeping through the fabric, and her face burned. It probably hadn’t been an actual eyeball, but she couldn’t be sure. This world was alien to her. Aglaral and his friends had had their fun and she’d had enough. She managed to get through the doorway without anyone trying to stop her, and found herself in a wide corridor that didn’t look at all familiar.

One of the waiting staff was passing by with a tray of empty glasses so Hallie added hers to the mix.

“Excuse me,” she said.

The man stopped, blinking in what looked like astonishment. Hallie wasn’t sure if it was because she’d spoken to him, or been polite. She could imagine that many hochlen treated their staff with disdain.

“Can you tell me which way to the back of the house and the cars?” she asked him.

He silently pointed. Hallie thanked him and headed in that direction. The corridor she was on joined the wider one she remembered from her entrance to the house and she managed not to run the length of it to the fresh air outside. When she was out of the house, she could text Girard and then wait by the car until his business was done. She didn’t think anyone would want her back in the party, even if she was prepared to go back.

She made it outside to the cool evening air and regretted not bringing a coat. Still, being a little cold was preferable to being insulted to her face. Or having more food spilled over her.


Chapter fourteen


She made her way across to the low garden wall and the view of the land she’d spotted earlier, then got out her phone and sent a text to Girard. Outside by the car. Needed some air.

Standing for a moment, her eyes adjusting to the dark, she stared out at the expanse of country in front of her and a deep restless longing stirred, soothing the anger and hurt from the barbs the hochlen had aimed at her. She wondered what it would be like to descend from this hill and to travel along one of the rivers she could see. She’d heard of river barges and seen some images in textbooks. Would she be able to travel on one, to watch the land slide past? The little daydream died before she had time to imagine it fully. The land she could see might look vast and open, but every bit of it was claimed by one hochlen family or another and she could not imagine she would be any more welcome at their estates than she was simply standing among them, even as an invited guest.

She folded her arms around her middle, careless of the spilled food, and wondered if she would be able to walk home from here. Now that she’d left the house, she didn’t want to go back inside. The warm welcome that Gaenor had extended and the beauty of the house was tainted. And if Girard was in trouble with his parents, he might not be able to drive her home. So she may have to find her own way. Realistically, she just had to make it to the edge of midtown as there should still be cross-city buses running, and she’d brought some cash with her, tucked in the little handbag. The outfit she was wearing would not look out of place among the wealthier parts of midtown, even with the spilled food, so she shouldn’t be stared at too much, at least. Which meant she just had to get from here to midtown. She thought she could remember the direction that Girard had driven. The silly shoes she was wearing were unlikely to survive the walk, but that was a small price to pay for escape.

A footstep behind her made her turn, hoping it was Girard, only to be both disappointed and concerned to find it was Verain instead. He stopped a few paces away from her, hands tucked behind his back, watching her with a slight frown between his brows.

“I counselled my wife against inviting one of your kind here,” he told her bluntly. “I said you wouldn’t fit in and it could be awkward.”

“Congratulations,” Hallie said, an edge to her voice that was certainly not prudent or polite. But she wasn’t on display any longer. It was just her and Verain. He’d come to find her, and hadn’t cared for her feelings when he spoke. “It seems you were right.”

He gave a sharp, unexpected bark of laughter. “Actually, no. I was thinking that, with a little training in manners, you would fit in perfectly well.”

Hallie stiffened her spine, tightening her jaw. She wondered if Verain had guessed that she was not in fact karlen, but as hochlen as the other guests. And whether he cared. She didn’t feel like one of them, and didn’t come from his world. And she didn’t want any of the kind of manners that Verain might consider necessary. She was abruptly self-conscious, feeling ridiculously out of place in her new clothes, not just stained but also so different from anything she had ever owned before. Clothes bought so that she could fit in here, at least on the surface. They hadn’t done much good at all. She’d tried to disguise herself so she could pass without much notice and it had failed. She almost wished she’d worn her working clothes. That would have been honest, at least.

His mouth curved slightly. “You would make a terrible card player, you know. You show everything on your face.”

“Funny, one of the first things I thought about you was that you must be an amazing card player,” Hallie said, matching his bluntness, her tone still not very polite. It was the best she could manage.

He gave another bark of laughter, then his amusement faded and he shook his head. “In other circumstances, I might like you as a match for my son. But I have plans for him that don’t involve skip tracers from Erset.”

Hallie went stiff again, her stomach tightening. “I can assure you-” she began.

“No,” he said, cutting off whatever she would have said. “Girard knows his duty. He is fond of you, that much is clear. He might enjoy his time with you, but it can’t go beyond that.”

A wave of shame and humiliation crashed over her, the old hurts at her blood family’s rejection opening up and bleeding inside her. A decade ago, after Hallie had been attacked and left for dead, then woken up changed, her own mother had decided that she no longer fit within the blood family and had cut her out. And now another head of family had decided that Hallie wasn’t good enough for them. Was rejecting her. She was amazed to find that she was still standing, facing Girard’s father. She wanted to tell him that he was wrong, that she didn’t care about his son. But her lips wouldn’t form the lie. She wanted to shout at him, to tell him that she was just as worthy as he was. Just as much of a person, just as entitled to her own life. That, at least, she believed. But she wasn’t sure she could say them without tears, or that he would care, and the words remained stuck in her throat.

And part of her wanted to tell him that he was wrong. That she wasn’t karlen. That she was hochlen. That he should see her as an equal. But she couldn’t bring herself to say that, either. Human or not, it shouldn’t matter. It didn’t matter. Not to her. But it did matter to everyone else, it seemed.

Under the shame was the biting savage hurt of knowing he was right. She had known that there was no possible future for a skip tracer and one of the elite. But until a few days ago she also hadn’t known what her own future would hold, still tied to her family vine. She’d grown used to living with seemingly impossible dreams about her possible future, knowing that most of them might not come to pass. So she had tried to just enjoy the time she spent with Girard. He was a decent person, with more integrity than most people she met. He might have come to low city with assumptions about the people there and what he would find, but he’d been willing to be wrong and had been openly curious about the world he’d found outside high city. That was all very rare in her experience, and she’d treasured it all. And now his father had cut through all of that with blunt, hard words and made it clear how unworthy he considered her to be.

“I’ve arranged for our head of security to drive you home,” Verain said. He waved a hand to indicate a black-suited man standing not far away, next to a sleek dark car with one of the back doors standing open, ready for a passenger. Hallie felt a fresh wave of shame as she wondered just how much that stranger had heard. “I will pass your apologies to my wife and Girard.”

“And my thanks, too,” Hallie said, the words forced out through stiff lips. Gaenor’s welcome had been genuine and Hallie didn’t want to forget that, even as she did want to forget most of the rest of the evening. “It was kind of your wife to invite me.”

He stopped in the act of turning away and glanced back at her, as if she had surprised him. Then he nodded once, and headed back into the house.

Leaving Hallie struggling to hold in tears, all too aware of the head of security as a silent witness. She lifted her chin and walked towards him, going past him to settle herself in the back of the car. It might look on the surface as if she was meekly following Verain’s wishes, but she was getting what she wanted, which was to leave the house and go home. More than that, she was being given a comfortable ride home rather than having to try to make her own way.

She made it all the way back to low city with dry eyes, even when a text from Girard popped up on her screen. Father tells me you weren’t well and have gone home. Are you alright?

Just tired. Goodnight. The lie didn’t feel right under her fingers, but it was the best she could come up with. It wasn’t Girard’s fault that his brother was a bully or that Hallie didn’t fit in to his world or that his father saw her as beneath all of them. She drew a shaky breath, sent the text and then put her phone on silent, tucking it away, swallowing part of the lump in her throat.

She managed a polite thank you to the head of security, who dropped her right at her front door without having to ask once for directions. The casual betrayal of knowledge of where she lived would have chilled her in other circumstances, but it was a minor thing just now. And she’d got what she wanted, she reminded herself. She was home, with no effort on her part.

She opened her own front door and shut it behind her, finding Rosalia still curled up on the sofa, the sounds of some kind of comedy show drifting out from the television. The house was full of the scent of Rosalia’s baking. Everything around her was old and worn and familiar, like the welcoming smile Rosalia gave her as she turned. The tension flowed out of her. She was home. She was safe. This was her little bit of peace. No one was going to mock her here.

“You’re back early. Did you have fun?” Rosalia asked.

“No,” Hallie said, voice clipped. She had been holding in tears all the way from high city to here, but now she was out of sight of any hochlen, her eyes were abruptly dry.

“I’m sorry,” Rosalia said, getting to her feet. “What happened? Oh, my, what happened to your top?” she asked.

Hallie glanced down and saw the stain spattered across her front and shook her head, eyes stinging. She had been so pleased with her new clothes only a few hours before, and now they were possibly ruined. And she didn’t want to be wearing them for any longer than she had to.

“Let me get changed, and I’ll tell you,” Hallie said, and headed for her own room.

Still dry-eyed, Hallie returned to the living space in her oldest, most comfortable clothes, to find that Rosalia had made them both large mugs of hot chocolate and cut Hallie the biggest piece of cake she had ever seen in her life. That bit of kindness broke through the walls Hallie had been holding up and she cried while she ate the cake and drank the hot chocolate and told Rosalia about her awful evening.

“I’m so sorry,” Rosalia said, stretching a hand out and clasping Hallie’s wrist. Her friend’s skin was shockingly warm against hers, telling Hallie she was more tired and wrung-out than she had realised. “That does sound horrible. I can’t believe they were so rude and so blatant about it.”

Hallie found herself laughing. Even with a half-hysterical edge to it, it was far better than tears.

“At least I can solve one thing. It wouldn’t have been an actual eyeball,” Rosalia said. “Bohort used to find it really funny to request that their house cooks make up things that looked like eyeballs to offer guests. It seemed to be a running joke. It was probably some kind of hollowed out vegetable with food colouring. The inside was probably the scooped out inside of a baby tomato.”

“That’s something, at least,” Hallie said, and grimaced. “I did find it hard to believe Gaenor Abbott was serving her guests actual eyeballs, but after Girard warned me about the tentacles, I couldn’t be sure.”

“Ugh. Tentacles. I tried cooking something with tentacles for Bohort once.” Rosalia shuddered. “Only once and never again.”

“Indeed. A bit like my whole evening,” Hallie said, trying to laugh.

“How did you manage to stay silent?” Rosalia asked. “I am not sure I could have managed.”

“I honestly don’t know. Well, part of it was not wanting to embarrass Gaenor or Girard. But also, what good would it do?” Hallie asked, partly to herself.

“Well, I am proud of you,” Rosalia said. “Although I am sorry about Girard. I liked him.”

“I liked him, too,” Hallie said, her eyes stinging again, a stab of hurt running through her. There was no future for a skip tracer from low city and one of the elite. She’d known it, even as she realised she liked Girard more than she should. The depth of pain let her know that she’d been fooling herself, and her heart hadn’t been listening to her common sense. “Ah, well, I doubt I’ll see any of them ever again.”

“And you can start planning your trip,” Rosalia said, leaning forward a little. “Oh, don’t look so surprised. You always get this longing look on your face whenever you talk about other places. And the hochlen can’t stop you. Where do you want to go first?”

Hallie settled back in her chair, train of thought successfully diverted, and gave Rosalia’s question some serious thought. As hurt as she was by the cool dismissal from the Abbott household, she had lived a life before she’d ever met Girard, and still had dreams she wanted to follow. Now seemed a perfect time to think about them some more.


Chapter fifteen


To her surprise, Hallie slept through the night, waking in the morning to the welcome scent of more of Rosalia’s cooking. She got herself up and dressed and headed into the living space to find Rosalia settled at the dining table, papers in front of her. Her roommate looked up and smiled as she came in.

“You look better,” Rosalia said.

“I feel better, thank you. Is there fresh coffee?”

“Yes, I made some a little while ago. Should still be hot. There’s some of yesterday’s bread, too, and more of that soft cheese you like.”

“You are amazing,” Hallie said, meaning it. She made herself the simple breakfast and came to sit at the table. “What is all this? Looks complicated?”

“Business licences and insurance,” Rosalia said, and grimaced. “It is complicated, but it’s almost done. I’m hoping to open at the start of next week.”

“That’s wonderful news,” Hallie said, “I’m so pleased.”

“Yes, well, I hope it works out,” Rosalia said, ducking her head back to the papers.

“Why wouldn’t it?” Hallie asked. “Your food is incredible.”

“Not everyone approves of me,” Rosalia said in a small voice, a tone that Hallie hadn’t heard from her roommate for a while. It didn’t take Hallie long to work out what she meant. The arrangement that Rosalia had entered into with one of the elite was one as old as the city itself, and yet it was still frowned upon. As though Rosalia had done something wrong. It wasn’t an arrangement Hallie could ever see herself choosing, but she didn’t judge Rosalia for it, and understood why it had seemed a good choice for her. The hypocrisy of the whole thing also left a bad taste in Hallie’s mouth. Rosalia’s blood family shunned her, but they had been more than willing to take money from her over the years. In fact, they had downright asked for financial support. And now Rosalia wasn’t in a position to help them any longer, her family had turned their backs on her completely.

“That won’t last when they taste your food,” Hallie said, with absolute confidence. Rosalia looked up, a trace of hope on her face. “Trust me on this. If there’s one thing low city residents like, it’s good food. And yours is wonderful. It might take a few days for word of mouth to get out, but you’ll be sold out in no time.”

“Thank you,” Rosalia said.

“Did you tell Kendra and Nelda about the bakery?” Hallie asked. The two elderly sisters, also powerful witches, seemed to know everyone in the city. Letting them know about Rosalia’s new venture would be better than any other advertising she could think of.

Rosalia smiled, mischief in her eyes. “I did. I dropped off a couple of loaves of bread and a cake to them the other day, from the first batch.”

“Clever,” Hallie said, grinning. She sipped her coffee. Not as good as Aneta’s, but close. “Do you need any help at the bakery?”

“Not today. Prudence is officially starting work today,” Rosalia said, and Hallie could hear the pride and nerves in her friend’s voice. “We’re going to be planning menus and doing some baking.”

“You definitely don’t need me for that,” Hallie said, laughing.

“What will you do?” Rosalia asked.

“Well,” Hallie said, and stopped, realising she wasn’t sure. She and Rosalia had talked a lot the night before about where she might go on her first adventure. She couldn’t just leave, naturally. There were at least a dozen practical steps to take, not least getting her travel permits and arranging a break or departure from work. Aunt Gin was going to be furious, Hallie thought, and right now, she didn’t feel ready to deal with the anger or the paperwork. Then she remembered what she had been doing when Girard had got in touch the day before. “I thought I might try and find my father.”

“Oh, really?” Rosalia prompted.

“Yes. I didn’t get very far looking up the city records, but there were a few places in the city where we went when I was a child where he seemed to be well known, so I might try there,” Hallie said, plans taking shape even as she spoke. A little frisson of excitement ran through her and she sat straighter in her chair. She had a purpose, for the moment at least. “Aunt Gin isn’t expecting me back at work for a couple more days, so I’ve got some time.”

“I hope you find him,” Rosalia said.

“So do I.” Hallie tried to push away the worries she’d had the day before, about why her father might have left and what had stopped him from trying to find her, whether he might in fact want to see her or not. She wanted to find him, to know what had happened and why he had left. She would deal with the consequences later.
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A few hours later and Hallie hadn’t had any luck in tracking down her father. She wasn’t worried. Not yet. It had been years since she’d seen him, and she had no idea where he had come from before he’d moved into her mother’s house. The places she remembered going to with him were quite spread out across a few low city districts, so it was going to take time. She wasn’t in a particular rush. A few people she’d spoken to seemed to remember him, and she’d left her number with them on the off-chance that someone might be prepared to share information. No one she had spoken to seemed to have seen Kaherdin Erset recently, though, and with her truth sense, Hallie could tell that they were being honest. She had more places to try. She was very far from giving up.

Walking through city streets, surrounded by the everyday noises, also helped soothe some of the hurt she still carried from the evening before. As much as she tried not to think about it, her thoughts kept drifting back to the crowd of younger hochlen laughing at her, the food dripping down her front, the direct way Verain Abbott had dismissed her. She was better off away from them. She knew that. She would find her father, answer some questions from her childhood, and then she would set off on a different adventure. There were plenty of places in the world that she could explore where she was unlikely to encounter any members of the elite. Hochlen, through the Conclave, ruled the entire world, but from what Hallie had learned through the limited research available to her, they rarely concerned themselves with individual common folk. And other countries welcomed visitors, eager to show off the wonders that they had to offer and take their visitors’ money as well. With her only experience being of life in low city, and keen to see and learn more of the world, Hallie thought that seemed a fair exchange.

With the prospect of travel ahead of her, she took her time moving from place to place, listening idly to the chatter of people walking past her. It was the usual everyday gossip and discussion about how much such-and-such was charging for their goods, or the latest fashion, or how much a lot of people were already looking forward to the winter being past and spring on the way. Then Hallie passed a stall selling hot food and her stomach grumbled. It had been a long while since breakfast. The stall was selling strips of deep-fried, sweetened dough and had a variety of coatings on offer. Hallie got two strips, one plain and one with a sprinkling of cinnamon and sugar, and ate the food as she walked, the familiar warmth and taste of a treat she remembered from childhood making her even more nostalgic and wanting to see her father again. He’d bought her that same combination - plain and sugared - when they had visited a winter fair and she remembered walking beside him, wrapped in a wool coot several sizes too big for her that had been passed down from her sisters, staring at all the vivid colours and sights as the city vendors put on their best show to bring a bit of life and vibrancy to the city streets in the cold, hard days of winter.

As the daylight began to fade, she headed back to her home, stopping only to pick up some specialist fabric cleaner on the way. At some point during the day she had realised that she did love the new clothes she had, and didn’t want them to have been ruined by one stupid hochlen. So she needed to try to rescue the top and could only hope the stain wouldn’t prove to be permanent.

She turned the corner back to her house and stopped in her tracks, her bubble of contentment and calm bursting at the sight of a sleek city car outside her front door. As she stared, the driver’s door opened and Girard got out. He was dressed in his working clothes, and even from her position a short distance away, she could tell that his hair was even more tousled than normal.

She was tempted to turn on her heel and walk away. But this was her house. Hers. She’d bought it with money she’d earned. It was one of the few things that was truly hers. She would not be chased away from her home. So she stiffened her spine and kept walking, stopping a few paces away from him.

“Miss Talbot,” he said, and then seemed to not know what to say next.

“Investigator Abbott,” she answered.

“Please, call me Girard,” he said. He ran a hand through his hair and blew out a breath. “I am sorry. I have been thinking about what to say and can’t remember any of it.”

“Why are you here?” she asked him, genuinely curious.

“Because I think you were treated very badly in my family’s house yesterday. I wanted to apologise for that. And make sure you were alright,” he said, the words rushing out of him.

And there was the Girard she knew and trusted and liked far too much. Even without her truth sense she would have been able to tell he was being honest. There was a faint crease between his brows, as if he was worried how she might react.

“You didn’t need to come all this way to tell me that,” Hallie said.

“Actually, yes, I did. You’ve had your phone off for the whole day,” Girard said.

“I have?” Hallie blinked, then pulled her phone out of her pocket. “Oh, I forgot I’d put it on do not disturb,” she said, and unlocked it. She blinked again as over a dozen notifications popped up. “You tried calling me a dozen times?” she asked, surprised again. She’d missed a call from Rosalia as well, but her friend had sent her a text asking if they needed anything from the market. Hallie put her phone away. She would answer Rosalia later.

“Something like that, yes,” Girard said, looking slightly embarrassed. That faded into complete seriousness. “Look, I don’t know what my brother said or did or what my father said or did, but I can guess it was not, um, polite. I am sorry. If I had thought for one moment that you would be treated that way, I would not have invited you.”

“You were doing as your mother asked,” Hallie said, a little bit of softness in her voice. “And she was extremely kind.”

“Yes, she is,” Girard said, some of his tension fading. The stiffness in his shoulders returned as he looked directly at her. “Will you tell me what happened? Why you left?”

Hallie folded her arms across her middle and looked down at the ground. She could tell him everything, like she had to Rosalia the night before. But she’d be talking to him about his own family, not some collection of strangers. And she really didn’t want to repeat the things his father had said. “I would prefer not to,” she said eventually. “I suggest you ask Aglaral or your father.”

“I did,” Girard said, surprising her into looking up and meeting his eyes. In the fading daylight, she could still see the colour that rose on his face. “I had an extremely uncomfortable conversation with my father.”

“I can imagine,” Hallie said, her voice dry. “He was quite blunt.”

“He often is. And I wanted to tell you. No, to ask you. No, that’s not right,” Girard said, and ran his hands through his hair again. “Look, I’m sorry, I’m-” He broke off and shoved his hands into his pockets. “I’m useless at this,” he said after a pause.

Hallie’s brow wrinkled, even as her stomach fluttered. He’d spoken to his father. Hallie could only imagine how blunt Verain had been with his younger son, having been so direct with her, a stranger and a guest in his house, the night before. And yet Girard was here. Not with his family. His father had said Girard was fond of her. Hallie hadn’t really seen much of that for herself. But could his father have been right?

“At what?” she asked, forcing the words out. She had faced accused murderers with fewer nerves than she had standing in front of Girard in the middle of the street outside her own home. But she’d never cared what the fugitives thought of her, not really. She cared far too much about what Girard might say.

“Well, quite, I mean, I’m not making any sense, am I?” Girard asked, with a rueful twist to his mouth. The momentary humour faded and he looked directly at her. “I like you,” he said, so baldly and bluntly that Hallie wondered if she had misheard. “More than a colleague. You are like no one I have ever met before.”

“Having met some of your mother’s guests, that’s not a great compliment,” Hallie said, her voice dry, then blushed. He was trying to tell her something true and real and she was being sarcastic. It was an automatic defence, honed over the years. Very few people were honest and direct and it made her feel oddly vulnerable.

He gave a short, dry laugh. “Well, that may be true, but I never liked that crowd much. But you. You are probably the bravest, most stubborn and infuriating woman I have ever met,” he said.

Hallie laughed. The sound rose up from her toes and out through her mouth and she thought she might rise into the air with the force of it. “I like you, too,” she told him, still laughing. “You’re one of the most honest people I’ve ever met, and that’s a very rare thing, in my experience.”

“You do?” he asked, a smile pulling his mouth. He held out a hand and Hallie put hers into it, feeling his fingers close around hers. He tugged slightly, asking her to move closer, and she took a half step forward, wondering what he might do, looking into his face and his deep blue eyes, a light nervous fluttering in her stomach that made her feel far younger and even more awkward. Would he kiss her here, in the street? She hadn’t been kissed for a long, long time. Not since some awkward teenage fumbles with a boy from school. Before her change. No one had wanted to get close to her after that, and she had not allowed herself to want, either. She hadn’t much enjoyed the teenage experiences. But the strange and new and wonderful sensation of Girard’s skin against hers woke up a lot of wants in her and she had an idea that kissing Girard might be quite different.

He put her hand over his heart, her palm against the fabric of his t-shirt and she felt his warmth creep into her cold fingers and the rapid, strong beat of his heart.

“I don’t know what might happen. Where, er, things might go,” he said, voice low. He was looking at her with an intensity she’d never experienced before. “But I want to find out.”

“What about your family?” Hallie asked. She couldn’t help it. Verain had made his feelings perfectly clear.

Girard grimaced, but he didn’t let her go and so she could feel the steadiness of his heart beat as he went on. “It doesn’t matter. My father doesn’t control me. I have my own life.”

“Yes, you do,” Hallie said, the beginnings of a smile pulling her mouth. “Are you sure?”

“I am sure that I do not want to lose you,” he said.

Her smile widened. His gaze dropped to her mouth and she thought for a moment that he might kiss her. But, instead, he let go of her hand and stepped back to the car, opening the back door and bringing out a stack of plain white boxes. It was not at all what she expected and she blinked, startled.

“I brought you some things,” he said.

“I don’t need gifts,” she said, the response immediate and instinctive.

He laughed. “I know. But I wanted to bring you something. My mother’s cooks always send me away with boxes and boxes of food from her events. They seem convinced that I don’t eat unless I’m in the house. So I thought you might like some of the food.”

“Oh,” Hallie said, blinking again. That wasn’t at all what she had expected. And she wasn’t sure what to feel about his offering, having been so humiliated by food the night before.

“You were kind enough to show me some of low city’s great food options. I wanted to return the favour,” he said. The truth of that cut through any hesitation she had, and her stomach fluttered again. He’d wanted to bring her a gift.

“Thank you,” Hallie said.

“And I also brought a replacement for the sweatshirt you destroyed,” he said, a hint of colour back in his face.

“That’s not necessary,” Hallie said.

“I know,” he said again, “but please accept it.”

Hallie was spared from thinking about whatever else she might say by the sound of footsteps. She glanced over her shoulder to find Rosalia approaching, a backpack slung over her shoulder, her friend frowning slightly when she saw Girard.

“Investigator Abbott,” Rosalia said, her voice full of curiosity. “I am surprised to see you here.”

“I was bringing some things for Hallie,” Girard said. He put the pile of boxes down on the shallow step at the front door. “And, please, call me Girard.”

“Alright. Girard. Are you coming inside?” Rosalia asked.

“Thank you, but no, I have to get back to the offices. There’s an evening briefing which I am needed at.” Girard turned to Hallie. “May I call you?”

“Yes. Please do,” Hallie said, feeling colour rush up her face as she caught sight of Rosalia’s lifted brows out of the corner of her eye. “I’ll make sure my phone is on this time,” she added.

Girard laughed, got back into his car and left.

Hallie didn’t realise she was standing watching him go until Rosalia nudged her arm.

“He brought you presents?” Rosalia asked, eyes dancing with curiosity and mischief. “So, I take it that he’s not following daddy’s orders?”

“No, he isn’t,” Hallie said, face warming. She bent and collected the boxes, slightly surprised by their weight, while Rosalia opened the door.

They laid the boxes out on the dining table and opened each in turn, Rosalia giving excited squeals of delight at the various foods revealed. Hallie couldn’t identify half of them, but from her roommate’s reaction, she was sure they were going to be delicious.

The final box she opened was flatter and lighter than the others and didn’t hold food. Instead, opening the lid revealed a deep raspberry red sweatshirt, made of a soft, knitted fabric. It was almost the same colour as the clothes Hallie had been wearing the night before. It was soft and warm to the touch and as Hallie lifted it out of the box she knew it was even more expensive than the new outfit she’d bought the day before.

“Is this cashmere?” she asked Rosalia, unable to take her hands off the soft fabric. Rosalia touched one of the sleeves and nodded.

“That is beautiful. And your size, too. Girard has excellent taste,” Rosalia said. “Why don’t you try it on while I get some plates?”

“I don’t want to spoil it,” Hallie said at once.

“At least try it on for size. That way, you can thank him properly next time you see him,” Rosalia said, her face full of mischief.

Not wanting to ask what her roommate thought might be involved in a proper thank you, Hallie took the sweatshirt to her room and tried it on. She looked at herself in her small mirror and stared at the woman looking back at her. There was a silly smile on her face. Girard liked her. It had been honest and real and she could feel the echo of it running through her. She liked him, too. And as impossible as it seemed, it looked like there might be something to work out between a skip tracer from low city and a member of the elite. The silly smile grew and she dragged her attention back to the sweatshirt. The colour was beautiful, and the fabric a luxury she’d never felt before, and she at one and the same time did not ever want to take the sweatshirt off and also wanted to fold it back in its box so it stayed perfect. She compromised by taking it off, with great reluctance, and hanging it carefully in her wardrobe. There was plenty of room, as she didn’t have many clothes.

She changed into her old, comfortable sweatshirt and went out to the living space to share Girard’s gifts with Rosalia, her heart lighter than she had thought possible, excited about whatever the future might hold. She did her best to ignore the stray thoughts about misshapen creatures in tunnels under the port, Mador Sandoval’s odd behaviour, and the echoes of the old, cold magic she could still remember from the sea cove outside the port. Those were all worries for another day.


Chapter sixteen


The harsh ring and vibration of an incoming call brought Hallie out of sleep. She spotted the time as she reached for the phone. Early morning. Too early to be awake, even though she’d had a decent night’s sleep.

Thick-headed from sleep, she didn’t check the number as she answered the call. “This is Hallie.” She sounded about as alert as she felt.

“I’m sorry, did I wake you?” Girard’s voice came clearly through the connection.

“Don’t worry about it. What’s up?” she asked. He’d said he would call her, but she doubted he’d meant at this early hour. There must be something else going on.

“There’s been another explosion off the coast. And it looks like something else has been taken from another shipping container. I’d like your help. Can you meet me at the port entrance? Same one as you went to last time?” Girard asked. Now she was more alert, she could hear the tension in his voice. A wash of adrenaline chased the last of sleep away and she sat up, worry coursing through her. The first explosion had been shocking enough. And now there had been another one?

“I am happy to help, but I don’t have transport,” Hallie said. She couldn’t imagine Aunt Gin’s reaction if Hallie simply took one of the agency vans without asking.

There was a brief pause and then Girard said. “Sorry. I forgot. I’ve been told to head to the scene immediately, otherwise I’d come and pick you up.”

“That’s alright,” Hallie said. She scrubbed her free hand across her face. “Let me see what I can organise and I’ll be there as soon as I can. It’s going to take me about an hour to get across the city at any rate.”

“Alright. See you as soon as you can make it,” Girard said, and the line went dead.

Hallie was used to getting up and ready to work at short notice so was heading out the front door almost before she knew it, and had managed to send a text to Aunt Gin while she got dressed. Investigators have requested assistance again. I’m going to take one of the vans.

Aunt Gin would doubtless still be furious, but it was the quickest option Hallie had available to her. She left a note for Rosalia and headed out into the pre-dawn dark, wondering just what help Girard might need. She thought she knew him well enough that he wouldn’t have called her just for her company, as nice as that would be. Instead, he wanted her expertise. She had no experience with explosions, and didn’t want any. But she did know how to find people, and things. Which made her wonder just what had been taken. And why.
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Hallie’s second entrance to the restricted area of the port was far smoother than her first. She left the van in the parking lot as before and headed for the security gate. The armed guards on duty glared at her but opened the small gate for pedestrian access and waved her through without a word, their expressions indicating just how unhappy they were about that. Doubtless they thought all karlen should be kept firmly outside the perimeter fence. Once inside, Hallie found a pair of black-clad, armed hochlen and what looked like a cross between a Jeep and a collection of steel plates waiting for her. It reminded her a little bit of the off-road vehicle Girard had driven when they’d last worked together. If that vehicle had been given a power potion and doubled in size.

“Commander Yasir Rojas, ma’am,” one of the men introduced himself. “Investigator Abbott asked us to give you a lift to the scene. It’s quite a distance.”

“Thank you,” Hallie said, not sure what to be more intimidated by. The amount of armour and weapons the man was carrying, the fact that he was clearly a senior member of the tactical team and had been sent to meet her, or the fact he’d called her ma’am. She took a seat in the back of the vehicle and then grabbed onto the overhead rail beside her as the other, unnamed man set off driving at a break-neck pace. She looked around for a seat belt or harness that might hold her into the vehicle and couldn’t see anything, so kept a grip on the overhead bar. Disoriented and clinging on with all her strength, she couldn’t be sure, but she thought that they were going in a different direction to her previous visit to the container yard. Rather than continuing on towards the edge of the city and the port, they were going back. If they kept going far enough, they would eventually reach the rail terminus.

“How much do you know about handling ordnance, ma’am?” the commander asked, twisting in his seat so he could speak to her. He didn’t seem bothered by the reckless driving.

“Absolutely nothing,” she told him, her brain trying to work out what the word even meant. It took her longer than it should have done to make the connection to explosives. A chill worked its way down her back. There had been two explosions already. Was the commander hinting that he was expecting more?

“That’s helpful to know. If you do go into the red zone, make sure you stay on the marked path and follow orders, and you’ll be fine, ma’am.”

“Alright. Thank you,” Hallie said, even more bewildered, and trying to imagine what a red zone might look like.

“If you do stray off the path and hear anything under your feet, stay absolutely still and call for help,” he added.

Hallie added terrified to bewildered.

She had no time to ask questions as the vehicle swerved wildly around a corner, so she was in danger of being thrown out the side, and then the driver slammed on the brakes, bringing them to a jarring, sudden halt. If Hallie hadn’t been holding onto the bar, she would have pitched out of the vehicle onto the road surface.

Hallie got out at the commander’s gesture, her legs a little shaky. She took a sideways look at the driver, trying to commit his face to memory and making a mental note to avoid letting him drive her anywhere ever again.

Turning away from the vehicle, she saw that they were somewhere in the container yard near the front of the port. She could see the expanse of ocean not that far away. The normal scent of salt water was tainted with deeper, darker traces of oil and acrid smoke that caught the back of her throat. Looking ahead, she could see the bulk of a container vessel, shockingly large from her vantage point. The shape of the vessel looked wrong and it took her a moment to work out that seemingly half of its cargo was gone. She remembered the sight of the burning containers falling into the sea from the first explosion. Many of the remaining containers were all but destroyed. The containers left had been melted and twisted as if the rigid, corrugated metal was no more substantial than food skewers, their contents burned. Whatever had been in the metal boxes was unrecognisable, little more than charred lumps, dark smoke and ash drifting through the air. The side of the ship itself had also been bent and twisted, dark scorch marks running down below the edge of the docks. The vessel still seemed to be upright, so she imagined that the hull probably hadn’t been breached. As her eyes traced the outline of the damaged vessel and cargo, the smell of burning seemed to grow stronger and her eyes stung with the trace of smoke hanging in the air.

“The investigators are this way, ma’am,” the commander said.

She dragged her attention away from the damaged vessel and back to the scene around her. She was standing in one of the roadways that ran between the huge piles of containers. Two familiar dark-panelled vans were sitting not far away, along with a low-to-the-ground, strange looking vehicle that had a raised platform over its cabin roof. A quartet of white-suited forensic techs were standing on the platform, gathered at the open front of one of the containers. It was the second one up, one of its doors hanging open by one hinge. Hallie frowned as she looked up at it. There were no ladders on these containers, and she suspected that the port surveillance system would have spotted someone bringing something like the raised platform to the container. So how had the door been opened so violently that it had almost come off its hinges?

“Talbot. Over here.”

The director’s voice drew her attention back to the vans. The director was standing near the open back of one of the vans with three other people. Hallie wasn’t surprised to see Uwaine Conrad, the Harbour Master, looking as if he wanted to be anywhere but here, his whole body tense. His hair was ruffled and the collar of his overalls wasn’t sitting flat, as if he’d pulled it on in a rush. Perhaps woken from sleep. Next to him was Lunete Murphy. In contrast to her boss, the assistant looked alert and sharp, her dark hair sleek and tied behind her head, her eyes bright with interest, a tablet computer in her hands which she seemed to be using with casual expertise. The final member of the group was another man dressed in similar clothing to the investigators. The unknown man was also holding a computer tablet in his hands and looked like he was making rapid notes.

Hallie moved across to join them. She couldn’t see any marked path on the ground, and the commander made no move to stop her, so she assumed that they weren’t in a red zone. All the same, she made sure to check the ground for any obstacles.

“Have you been briefed?” the director asked as she came to a stop at the edge of his group. He was frowning, with lines around his mouth and eyes. She was getting to know his expressions well enough to tell that something was troubling him. The twisted, charred container ship would be reason enough, but she had a feeling that wasn’t the whole story.

“No, sir. Girard just asked me to come here. Something about another potential theft and an explosion. The commander mentioned ordnance and watching where I walk,” Hallie said.

“Did he?” Peredur said, and sent a quick, frowning glance past Hallie’s shoulder to where she thought the commander and his companion were standing. “That won’t affect your work. The red zone is around the ship, so we’re nowhere near it. We’ve cleared the container. There’s no risk in going inside.”

“Alright,” Hallie said. It was a relief, even if she still didn’t know what was actually going on.

“Girard is up there just now,” the director went on.

“We’re dealing with another theft, sir?” Hallie asked.

“Looks that way. I’ll give you one guess as to who owns that particular container.”

Hallie took a look up, but of course the outside of the container just held random numbers that made no sense to her. She didn’t need to understand them to get what the director was hinting at, though. “Mador Sandoval,” she said.

“The same. Girard tells me you came across him the other night. What did you think?”

“I think he’s hiding something,” Hallie said candidly. “And I’m not sure that whatever is missing from that first container was actually stolen.”

“He’s not answered my calls so far. I sent a pair of investigators to his residence. His staff wouldn’t let them in. Claimed he’s not there. We don’t have cause for a breach entry right now,” the director said, irritation giving a sharp edge to his voice. Hallie tried to hide her surprise that he was even considering forced entry to an elite residence. However annoying Mador was, she hadn’t thought he was dangerous. But perhaps with two explosions and the Conclave meeting that Hallie had heard mentioned, the director was on edge. He frowned slightly as he looked at her. “You seem to have a knack for finding things. Work with Girard and see if you can find whatever is missing from the containers.”

“Do you think the explosions are linked, sir?” Hallie asked. “To each other and to the thefts, I mean.”

“I don’t know,” the director said, the lines on his face more pronounced. “It seems too coincidental that we’ve had two explosions, and two potential thefts.”

“The monitoring system went down again,” the Harbour Master said, a whine in his voice. “We were assured it was state of the art and that should not have happened. At least, not again.” He seemed to feel that the failure of the system was a personal affront. Hallie couldn’t help wondering if he was also worried about his job. Two explosions, and two thefts, from a highly secured area within the space of a week seemed like a lot. She’d never heard of a single incident at the port until the explosion that she and Rosalia had witnessed.

“The system should be back up and running within the hour,” Lunete said briskly. Hallie had the impression that if it wasn’t, the assistant would personally see to it. In sharp contrast to the grim-faced director and her ruffled boss, the other woman was almost glowing with vitality, almost as if she was enjoying the drama around her. To Hallie’s mind, that didn’t fit in with the professional, polished image that Lunete presented. But then, she didn’t know the woman at all.

“Do we know what was taken here?” Hallie asked.

“No. You’d best go speak to Girard,” the director said. He nodded to the unnamed man, who reached into the van and brought out a familiar-looking backpack. “Just in case, some supplies for you. We added bandages and some less potent painkillers,” the director said, the ghost of a smile on his face. “Girard has a pack, too.”

Somewhat surprised that her suggestions had been taken seriously, and acted upon so quickly, Hallie took the backpack, thanking both the investigator and the director. She shrugged it over her shoulders as she headed to the platform vehicle, wondering how she was supposed to get up there.

That question was easily answered as she saw a sturdy ladder from the ground up to the platform. She climbed up and hauled herself onto the bare metal platform, noticing that the doors had been pinned all the way open, the one with the broken hinge resting on the edge of the platform, so that the container’s contents were exposed to the available light. The forensic techs were there, easily seen in their white coveralls. The tech closest to the ladder looked around and greeted Hallie with a smile.

“I saw you arrive. How did you like Frollo’s driving?” Isoud asked, smile broadening into a grin.

“That’s the guy who was driving? It was terrifying,” Hallie said honestly.

Isoud laughed, along with Brennus, who was standing at the very edge of the platform, camera in hand. “I refuse to get into a vehicle when he’s behind the wheel,” Isoud said candidly. “But those tac team guys are insane. They find him quite amusing,” she said cheerfully.

“I think I’d rather walk next time,” Hallie said.

“Don’t blame you,” Brennus said. “Did the director brief you?”

“Just that something might have been stolen and the container belongs to Mador Sandoval,” Hallie said. Everyone seemed keen to understand what she knew this morning. With the still-smouldering vessel not that far away, she could understand why they were all a little on edge. She looked past the white-suited techs and saw Girard inside the container, crouching down in the narrow passageway left in the middle of the boxes that filled the space. He was dressed for working and carried a backpack similar to the one she had. She left the techs and went inside, feeling oddly nervous as she approached him. The first time she’d seen him in person since their mutual confession the day before. She was keenly aware that things had changed between them. No longer just work colleagues. She wasn’t sure what they were, but it felt strange and new and exciting. “Good morning.”

“Good morning,” Girard answered, looking up with a brief smile. “Thank you for coming so quickly.” And just like that, the brief flutter of nerves settled. This was Girard. He was still the same person he’d been before, and so was she. And there was work to do.

“No problem. Is this where the thing was?” Hallie asked. He was next to what appeared to be an empty gap in the collection of boxes and crates.

“I think so. There’s no other gap that I could see.”

“Do we know how the thief or whoever got access?” Hallie asked. “I mean, I’m assuming that they didn’t use this platform?”

“No, you’re right. We brought that over. The monitoring system was down for only about ten minutes, but that was possibly enough time for someone to drive a forklift here and break in then get away,” Girard said. He straightened. “When the techs are done processing here, they’re going to have a look at the nearby vehicles.”

“Alright. Any leads we should follow?” Hallie asked.

“Nothing that I’ve found. I was thinking you could take a look around, see what we may have missed,” Girard said.

Hallie lifted her brows. With the equipment the techs possessed and the training the investigators undertook, she wasn’t sure what extra insight she could offer. But she was happy to try.

She took Girard’s place, crouching down by the gap. There wasn’t anything remarkable about the space. It would fit a small crate or object. Small enough that one person could manage it. Big enough to be awkward to carry.

She looked up and down the row of crates and boxes. There was nothing remarkable about any of it, except for the sheer quantity. The abundance of boxes here, combined with the other container, was staggering. She got to her feet and noticed that everything had a label on it displaying what looked like random numbers and a bar code and all the packaging was intact. “The director said Mador’s a collector?” she asked Girard

“Something like that,” Girard said, echoing the directors’ words. “He has a reputation for being able to get hold of very difficult to find items from all corners of the world.”

“Well, he must have a list of everything that’s supposed to be in here,” she said, mostly to herself.

“Yes. As this is the second container of his that’s been opened and everyone’s on high alert with the Conclave coming up, our legal counsel is working on warrants for the container inventories and access to Mador’s properties,” Girard said. “The director isn’t all that happy about the delay waiting for the legal process, but Mador’s not cooperating with us, so he’s not leaving us much option.”

“He’s going to be furious,” Hallie said, trying not to sound too happy about that.

“I know,” Girard said, a brief grin lighting his face.

“You said something about a forklift. Is there one close by?” Hallie asked. She’d seen a few of the vehicles around low city, a lot of them disused or stripped down for parts. She suspected the one here would be in full working order.

“Yes. We’ve got someone keeping an eye on it.”

“Can we take a look?” Hallie asked. She couldn’t see anything helpful in the space around them, but it was possible that if the forklift had been used to access the container, something might have been left in it.

She and Girard climbed back down the ladder and headed off along the row of containers to where a pair of bored-looking young hochlen men were standing. If Hallie had to guess, she thought they were most likely cadets or new recruits of some kind. They looked about the same age as Tristram Jacobs, but with far less wealth and attitude. They gave crisp nods to Girard and although their eyes widened in surprise at Hallie’s presence, they didn’t say anything.

Girard handed her a pair of gloves. “The techs haven’t been over it yet, so we should be careful what we touch,” he said, putting on his own pair of gloves.

Hallie didn’t move closer to the machine for a moment. As she’d suspected, it looked to be in full working order with a gleaming coat of vivid yellow paint. The heavy metal struts at the front of the vehicle showed some signs of wear, making it clear that the vehicle had been used at some point. She moved around it, not sure what she was looking for, then frowned as she reached the other side.

“Is this where it’s normally parked?” she asked.

“There are a few parking bays around the site,” Girard said. “According to the Harbour Master, the forklifts are assigned to a general area but could be in any one of the parking bays.”

Hallie saw the bold white outline on the road surface which showed the parking bay. It made sense, she supposed.

“And do they normally park them facing inward?” she asked. Among Aunt Gin’s many rules for looking after the agency vans was the one that said all vans must be reverse parked so that it would be easy and quick for anyone to drive away. Occasionally, tracers needed to move in a hurry. It made sense to Hallie, and she always followed the rule. This forklift had been left the wrong way around, to her eyes.

“Good question. I will ask,” Girard said, and pulled his phone out.

Leaving him to make the call, Hallie made another circuit of the vehicle. There was something else bothering her, but she couldn’t quite work out what until she reached the cab again and caught the faintest trace of an out-of-place smell.

“Whoever was driving this last had some expensive scent,” she commented, as Girard came back to her.

He looked surprised, but drew a long breath in and frowned. “You much have a much better sense of smell than I do,” he said. There was no bitterness in his voice. He was simply stating a fact. “I can’t catch anything, but Isoud and her team have some powerful analysing tools.” He typed out a text on his phone and then put it away. “Lunete Murphy confirmed that all the dock workers know to park vehicles ready to drive away.” It didn’t surprise Hallie that the Harbour Master’s assistant had known that particular detail. It wouldn’t have surprised her if Lunete had implemented that rule herself.

“So it’s most likely that this was used to break into the container,” Hallie concluded. It made sense. It was the closest vehicle to the container, and with the forklifted to its full height, it would have been easy to access the container.

“The techs will go over it,” Girard said. “If there are any prints or other clues, they’ll find them.”

“Yes,” Hallie agreed absently. She had absolute confidence in Isoud and her team. But the forensic analysis would take time. She stripped off her gloves and moved away from the vehicle, tucking the gloves into a pocket in case she needed them later. Girard moved with her. He didn’t say anything while she took a long, frowning look around.

Just over the top of one of the container stacks, she caught a glimpse of the enormous, arched roof of the rail terminus. They were far closer than she’d imagined. But then, it had been difficult to keep track of just how far they’d travelled with Frollo’s insane driving.

Without conscious thought, she began to move towards the rail terminus, aware of Girard moving with her. As they crossed the roadway and moved into the shadow of the next stack of containers, he asked the obvious question. “Where are we going?”

“I’m not sure,” Hallie said honestly. “But something tells me the thief went this way.”

“Interesting. Can you say why?” Girard asked, his voice full of curiosity.

“I’m not sure,” Hallie said again. “I mean, we’re almost at the edge of the container yard and into the rail terminus. It’s a very long way to the other edge of the storage area, and I’m guessing that the Harbour Master and his people are keeping a close eye on any manholes or other access points out of the perimeter in that direction. And getting out of the port towards the sea or towards land is risky. So that really only leaves this way,” she said. “Huh. That sounds quite logical, doesn’t it? But honestly, I just feel this is the way we need to go.”

“I’ll take either answer,” Girard said, a hint of laughter in his voice. “You’re the one who’s spent the last ten years chasing people, after all.”

Hallie smiled in response, any urge to laugh fading as she walked on, Girard beside her. Another break-in to one of Mador Sandoval’s containers, and another explosion off the dockside. Nothing was fitting together in her mind. The questions kept piling up in her mind about what was going on, along with a growing determination to get answers before too long.


Chapter seventeen


After a while walking, they came around the end of one stack of containers and found themselves at the end of the storage yard. There was a wide swathe of empty road surface and then a tall wire fence bristling with metal prongs and at least one security camera that Hallie could see. On the other side of the fence was what seemed a vast expanse of open ground and then a row of what looked like enormous warehouses, all painted the same shade of dark olive green. Hallie recognised the warehouses as buildings she had seen from the road, sitting behind the great bulk of the rail terminus building.

Hallie’s attention lingered on the open ground between the fence and the warehouses. It was clearly not used for anything, but it had still been maintained. It had been planted with some kind of shrub that she had seen growing out of cracks in buildings in low city. In low city, the shrub was regarded as a weed. Its evergreen leaves and the small white fruits it produced in early spring were poisonous. If it seeded in a vegetable garden, it would grow rapidly and choke out all the useful plants. Here, the shrubs were all cut down to a uniform size so that the ground was covered but anyone looking across the space would be able to see any person or creature moving across it. The vivid, glossy green leaves of the shrubs gleamed in the morning sunshine, but all Hallie could think of was that an expanse of ground that large could have provided food for a dozen or more households. Apart from the ground in the old industrial districts, which was often covered in concrete or contaminated with chemicals, there were no open stretches of disused ground in low city.

She dragged her attention away from the expanse of shrubs with difficulty and back to the fence. If the thief or thieves had come this way, they must have found a way through or over the fence. As she scanned her eyes over the chain link fence, a distortion in the otherwise regular pattern caught her eye and she moved forward.

“See something?” Girard asked. It was the first he’d spoken since they’d set off from the forklift. Hallie found him an easy companion. She’d appreciated the quiet as she had tried to focus on the job and keeping an eye out for something that might tell her where the thieves had gone.

“That pattern is wrong,” she told him, coming to a stop a few paces from the fence. Up close, it looked like a ripple across the surface of the chain link. It was subtle. So subtle she began to wonder if she’d imagined it. “Do you see it?” she asked.

“Yes,” he said. “It’s not much. I’m not sure I would have spotted it.”

Hallie took a half-pace closer and stopped as something slid across her skin under her clothes. After the experiences of the last few days she had no difficulty in recognising what it was. “Magic,” she said with disgust.

“Someone used magic on the fence?” Girard asked.

“I can feel magic here,” Hallie told him. “It doesn’t feel bad, but it’s definitely there.”

“I’ll get Frollo over here,” Girard said. He must have read the surprise on Hallie’s face. “He’s not on the team because of his driving skills,” he said, the wry humour in his voice making Hallie laugh. “Frollo has a sensitivity to magic and has some training. He should be able to tell us what the spell was.”

Hallie nodded to show she’d understood and moved along the fence a little way while Girard made a call. The disturbance in the fence stretched on for a few feet. More than big enough for someone to have made a hole in the fence to get through. That was her guess, at any rate.

On impulse, she put her hand out, expecting to feel cold metal against her skin. Nothing. She pushed her hand further away and still nothing. So she stepped forward and crossed the fence line, finding herself knee-deep in the vivid green shrubs. She turned back to find Girard watching her, phone to his ear, mouth half-open as if he’d stopped mid-sentence.

“Looks like there’s a hole in the fence, sir,” Girard said. “Hallie has just stepped through it. I’m going to follow her. Will keep you informed.” He ended the call and followed Hallie, stepping through the same part of the fence as she had.

“I don’t know much about magic, but I’m guessing this isn’t common?” Hallie asked, staring back at the fence. From the outside, she could still sense the cold magic and see the odd ripple in the chain link.

“I mean, it is possible to create an illusion, but I’ve never heard of someone using it like this,” Girard said. “So I guess that answers the question of how the thieves got out of the port area. I wonder how long this break has been here?” he asked.

“The Harbour Master is going to be furious,” Hallie said.

“He is probably going to get the blame for it. Even though it’s not his fault. The security measures were there to stop ordinary intruders and criminal activity. But someone who can create an illusion like this? I don’t know how they could be stopped.”

“Me neither,” Hallie agreed. She turned away from the fence and stared at the expanse of shrubs. Someone had gone to a great deal of trouble to create the illusion. There had to be a reason. “Oh, look, there’s a path of sorts,” she said. As tough as the shrubs were, she just make out an almost straight trail where one or more people had made their way through the ground cover. “Looks like they were heading for that building. Do you know what it is?”

“These are maintenance and storage sheds for the trains,” Girard said. “I don’t know precisely what’s in them.”

“Storage sheds? For trains?” Hallie asked, brows shooting up.

“Yes,” Girard said. A hint of colour showed on his face. “Some of the families have their own train cars. When they aren’t being used, they get stored in one of the sheds.”

Hallie thought she had been getting used to hochlen extravagance, but this was shocking. “Families have their own trains?” she asked, unable to hide her surprise.

“Train cars,” Girard corrected. “Although, a few do have their own engines as well.”

Hallie realised her mouth was open. “That’s extraordinary,” she said. An understatement, compared to what she was feeling.

“It must be strange,” Girard said slowly, “when most people in low city don’t even have a car.”

“Yes,” Hallie agreed, trying to sound brisk and cheerful. It wasn’t Girard’s personal fault that their circumstances were so different. She lifted a brow at him. “Does your family have its own train?”

“It’s an old one,” Girard said, sounding almost apologetic. “My great grandfather commissioned it. It’s been in use for over two hundred years. My father modernised its engines, but the basics are still the original design.”

“Extraordinary,” Hallie said again, trying to wrap her mind around an inherited train. A whole train, with an engine and carriages. And that was in addition to the country estate Girard had referenced before, and the enormous house Hallie had briefly visited and she didn’t know what else in addition. She had grown up knowing that her family vine, and her blood family, were among the wealthiest in low city, even though no one would guess it from the way her mother dressed, but the wealth and resources of Girard’s family was more than she could easily comprehend. “What do you use it for?”

“Well, it carries goods and people back and forth to the estate,” Girard said. “There are no airstrips in the interior here, so all long distance travel outside the city is by train.”

At least a dozen more questions rose in Hallie’s mind. She held them in with difficulty. They weren’t here to indulge her curiosity, but to try to find whoever had broken into Mador Sandoval’s crate the night before.

“We should follow this trail, at least,” Hallie said.

“Agreed.”

Somewhat to her surprise, Girard let her take the lead. She had an idea that he preferred to be in charge, and also he was armed and she wasn’t. Perhaps he’d assessed that the trail leading through the ground-covering shrubs was clear and it didn’t look like there were any dangers lurking.

The warehouses were a bit further away and a lot larger than they had first appeared. When she moved from sunlight to shadow, still on the trail, she tipped her head back to estimate the height of the building rising above her head. Big enough to house a train carriage and engine, she reminded herself. The carriages that she’d seen, speeding their way through low city on the elevated tracks that ran over the top of her house, were giant things, far taller and heavier than any truck she’d ever seen. Much taller, for example, than the shipping containers where today’s walk had started.

There was no entrance at the back or side of the building, and the trail led around the front, so Hallie followed it, Girard moving forward to walk by her shoulder now that they were in the shadow of the building. As they reached the front, Hallie saw the first sign of the railway itself. The ground-covering shrub had been clipped back even shorter and amid the glossy green leaves were metal train tracks. It looked like one line that then split into four different lines as it approached the building, with what looked like a complicated set of giant levers next to the branching-off point. Looking past the levers, Hallie could see the enormous bulk of the rail terminus building. Even from the distance, it dwarfed the size of the building she was standing next to and she almost felt dizzy trying to work out just how big it must be and how many trains it might hold. She could also see more of the dark green warehouses dotted here and there. Not warehouses, she reminded herself. Train sheds. She counted at least five more. It was possible that each hochlen family had their own shed. That thought made her feel dizzy as well, and she dragged her attention away from the rest of the rail yard and back to the building she was standing next to.

The front of the train shed had four enormous rolling metal doors matching up with the four train lines. The doors were all shut. But there was a smaller door at the corner where Hallie and Girard were, that would admit people.

Hallie walked up to it and put her hand on the lever. It gave under her hand, the door swinging silently open, revealing a vast, shaded interior.

“Let me go first,” Girard said. He had the gun in his hands, muzzle pointed to the ground. He had body armour as well as the gun, Hallie reminded herself, taking a step to the side to let him pass.

The door swung silently closed behind them and Hallie heard the faint click of a lock hitting home. She tensed, and looked around. She couldn’t see anything moving, and couldn’t sense anyone or any magic that had tripped the lock. Unease crept over her. She didn’t like the idea of not having a ready exit.

There were some skylights in the roof far overhead which allowed enough light into the building for her to see a row of huge metal structures. Train cars. From where she was standing, Hallie could only be sure that there was more than one. Having seen the four tracks, and four doors, she assumed that there were four carriages in total.

The one closest to them rose over her head, its painted surfaces shining. It was painted a vivid blue and had some kind of emblem near the front picked out in pure white. It looked like a giant cat, which Hallie assumed was a family symbol. The rows of windows stared back at her, the darkness inside not giving her any clue as to what the interior might look like.

Girard was walking ahead of her, keeping to a steady, deliberate pace, and from the way he was moving, Hallie could tell that he was trying to keep watch on all of their surroundings, making sure he didn’t miss anything.

As they moved forward, she breathed in an odd mix of scents, some of which were totally new to her. It smelled like industry. She could identify some kind of oil or grease, probably used in the maintenance of the train cars and the sharp flavour of metal on metal, which might be from the train wheels. There was also a darker, sweeter scent that she had no name for, and overlaid onto that a fresher, sharper smell that was all-too familiar.

“I smell blood. Quite faint. Not recent,” she told Girard in as quiet a voice as she could manage. His shoulders stiffened and he jerked his head once to show that he’d heard her. He kept moving forward, though, at the same pace.

When they reached the end of the train car, Hallie saw that there was a concrete platform at the back of the building, built to allow walking access directly into the train cars. There were some steps ahead of them and Girard headed up, keeping his gun ready. He paused as he reached the top, then stepped to one side, giving Hallie a clear view as she reached the top of the stairs.

She saw at once what had made him pause. There were bodies lying on the concrete. Two men, dressed in working overalls, their eyes open and sightless as they stared up at the roof high overhead. There wasn’t a mark on their bodies.

The hair on the back of Hallie’s neck rose.

“They look like the dead men I found in the tunnels,” she told Girard, still speaking quietly. “I couldn’t tell how they died.”

“No blood,” Girard said. He glanced across at her. “Are you still smelling the blood?”

“Unfortunately, yes. It’s a bit stronger here. Somewhere ahead of us, I think,” she said.

“Can you check for ID?” Girard asked.

Hallie didn’t answer out loud, crouching by the nearest man. She remembered to pull on gloves before she lifting the cuffs of his overalls, trying not to sneeze at the little cloud of powder that puffed out of the gloves.

His wrists were bare. She checked the other body and found the same. She frowned at the pale skin she’d exposed. “No ID bracelets.”

“Can you take pictures of these two and send them to the director?” Girard kept his gun levelled and ready with one hand while he pulled his phone out of a pocket with the other. He used his thumb to unlock the phone and passed it to Hallie.

This time when she crouched down near the men she went still. Now that her nose wasn’t irritated by the powder from the gloves, she caught a lungful of the sweet, dark scent she hadn’t been able to place.

“There’s an odd smell around them,” Hallie reported. She didn’t remember coming across that in the tunnels. But the bodies might have been there longer, or she may have been too preoccupied with being underground and not knowing where she was or what was going on.

“Can you describe it?” Girard asked.

“It’s sort of sweet and dark. A bit like heavy treacle,” Hallie said, nose wrinkling. “Which I’d usually like, but this I do not like.”

“Did you catch it anywhere else?” Girard asked.

“As we were walking alongside the train car,” Hallie told him. “But it’s stronger here. The bodies seem to be the source. Or something around them.”

She took a few images of each of the dead men’s faces, then used Girard’s messaging app to send them on to the director, typing a covering note. Two dead men with no IDs found in …

“How would you describe this place?” Hallie asked. “I’m trying to tell the director where the bodies are.”

“Second train shed on the left,” Girard said promptly. “And tell him about the scent, too.”

“Thank you.” Hallie typed Girard’s directions, adding Hallie smelled something sweet and dark around the bodies. Don’t know what it is. She sent the message, handing the phone back to him.

“Let’s go find the blood,” Girard said.

With one last glance at the dead men, wondering just how many bodies there were in this train shed, Hallie followed him.
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They had to go all the way to the other side of the shed before they found the source of the blood. Hallie’s neck and shoulders were tight with tension, breathing in the sticky scent of death and the beginnings of decay. As they passed the third train car, Girard’s nose wrinkled as he, too, caught the smell.

There were another two bodies. A man and a woman, also dressed in working coveralls. They looked like karlen, Hallie thought, crouching next to them to get a better look at them and their wounds. Their clothing was patched and stained from hard work. Their hands were rough, covered in what she assumed was engine grease. Their throats had been cut, the gaping wounds making her feel nauseous. She forced herself to look, to see what had been done.

“Why kill these two with blades and not the others?” Girard asked, sounding as if he was mostly speaking to himself. Hallie didn’t have any answers, so she just shook her head. “They look different to the others.”

“Karlen, if I had to guess,” Hallie said. “They look like workers. The other two looked like visitors.”

“What makes you say that?” Girard asked. He was interested in her answer, so Hallie took a moment to think before she spoke.

“The clothing here is well-worn. It’s been patched up and washed over and over. There are old marks and fresh stains of what looks like engine grease or oil on the clothes and hands. Their hands are rough. Workers’ hands. The other pair had smooth skin, with not a mark on their hands. And the overalls they were wearing looked almost new. Not a patch anywhere, or any stains.”

“Extraordinary,” Girard said, with a faint smile.

Hallie felt her colour rise and shrugged. She wasn’t used to compliments and wasn’t sure how to deal with them. “I’ve been hunting people for a while,” she said by way of explanation.

“Can you send photos to the director again?” Girard asked, holding out his phone.

“Of course,” Hallie said. She took a series of pictures, then opened the messaging app and found a reply from the director. “He’s responded to you,” she said, handing the phone back to him, the message unread.

Girard glanced at the reply and gave a soft laugh. “He’s not pleased that there are more bodies to deal with,” he said. “So let’s show him some more.”

“Alright.” Hallie took the device back and sent on the photos along with another message. Two more bodies, probably karlen, found at the other side of the train shed.

She didn’t wait for a reply, handing the phone back to Girard and straightening to her feet. She looked back along the concrete platform to where she could still see the shapes of the first two bodies they had found, and then back to the dead karlen.

“I wonder if they were just coming here to do their jobs,” she said, speculating aloud.

“So they have nothing to do with the other bodies. Just wrong place, wrong time,” Girard said, in a tone which let her know he agreed with her. “That means they should have been missed. The rail terminus is run about as tightly as the port.”

“Would the rail people call the investigators or the local police?” Hallie asked.

“Police,” Girard said at once. “The terminus is part of the city. We only got the call to the port because it’s international territory.”

Now that they had found the source of the blood, Hallie took a careful look around. From the elevated position on the concrete platform, she could see along the row of four train cars, all of them painted the same shade of blue. She suspected they would all have the same emblem on the front. Probably all belonging to the same family or business.

“Did you recognise the symbol on the train cars?” she asked Girard. They were more into his world now, not hers. She could read gang symbols in low city, but had no idea about hochlen family symbols. Or even if they had any.

“It looked like the symbol for the Galloway family,” Girard said, sounding reluctant.

“Galloway,” Hallie repeated slowly. She’d met a member of that family recently. He’d gotten caught up in illegal fighting in low city. Hallie remembered an arrogant young man with warm-toned, deep brown skin and black hair that had been matted with dirt and neglect when she’d met him. She’d been shoved into a fighting ring with him and two other young hochlen men. “Carrado Galloway’s family?”

“The same. Carrado might be a bit of a hot-head, but I’d never have thought he’d been involved in this,” Girard said, face tightening as he looked down at the two dead workers.

“No,” Hallie agreed. “This was cold and efficient. Done with purpose,” she said. “That doesn’t strike me as being Carrado’s method at all.”

Girard looked as if he was trying to a hide a smile. Hallie lifted a brow, silently prompting him to speak. “You only met him for a few moments, but you seem to have a good understanding of him,” Girard said.

“Ha. Well, we were fighting for our lives for those few moments, and he definitely left an impression,” Hallie said. “He and Mel would make a fine pair,” she added, without thinking.

Girard snorted a laugh. “As long as neither of them had a badge,” he said. Hallie laughed. The candid and unfiltered thought surprised and pleased her. He had always seemed thoughtful and measured in his words, even when he was being completely truthful. But he wasn’t guarding himself quite as much. He was beginning to trust her more.

Hallie looked back down at the dead workers and felt a mix of sadness and guilt wash over her. She’d been trying to distract herself with dark humour from the horror in front of her, but the reality was that two people were dead for nothing more than trying to do their jobs. She took a step forward and crouched by the dead workers again, committing their faces to memory. “I’m going to find out who killed you and why,” she told them, not really aware of speaking the words out loud.

“We should see if there are any clues in the train cars,” Girard said, although he sounded reluctant.

“What’s the problem?” Hallie asked, getting to her feet and facing him. Two people were dead. They needed answers. A possible explanation for his hesitation occurred to her. “Do you want to wait for backup?”

“No. The director’s on his way, but he wouldn’t expect us to wait. It’s just … well, it’s Galloway family property,” Girard said, as if that explained everything. When Hallie just frowned at him, he added, “It would be like going inside their house without permission.”

Hallie was still frowning. She’d had to go into a lot of places without permission over the years. Fugitives rarely stood in the middle of a public space waiting to be apprehended. Perhaps things worked differently for the investigators. “Do you need to get a warrant?”

“No. There are four dead bodies next to the train cars. That’s cause enough,” Girard said, with certainty. He still hesitated before taking the first step towards the cars.

The train cars had all been backed up flush to the concrete platform, and as they approached the nearest one, Hallie saw that what she was thinking of as the back had what looked like a balcony of sorts - a diamond-pattern metal surface with waist-high railings and a simple gate to let someone in. The balcony was narrow, just wide enough for someone to stand and access the heavy wood-and-glass door that would lead inside.

As Girard put his hand out to the gate at the back of the first car, Hallie noticed something else.

“Hold on a moment,” she said, before Girard could open the gate. “Look, there’s some kind of lock in place on all but one of the cars,” she said, pointing to the simple padlock on the gate in front of Girard. The next car along didn’t have any such lock, but even from here she could tell that the others did.

“So that’s probably the one we want,” Girard said, sounding relieved. He really hadn’t wanted to go into the Galloway family property, even though there was good reason to search. Respect for other people’s property and privacy seemed to be deeply ingrained in him, and it made Hallie like him a little bit more.

She stayed behind him, at his request, as he opened the gate of the next train car and stepped onto the balcony. The wood-and-glass door had a large metal handle which gave easily under his push and swung inwards.

A mix of scents and impressions rushed out to meet Hallie, almost overwhelming her senses. There was unexpected warmth against her skin, making her realise how cold the inside of the train shed was. There was the suggestion of a sound, right at the edge of her hearing, a rattling sound that set her teeth on edge. There were smells. A hint of sweet rot and decay that was overwhelmed by a heady floral scent that was too powerful to be natural and must be some kind of perfume or air freshener in the car.

“Something’s wrong,” she told Girard as she followed him inside, stepping to one side of the door automatically. Standing as a dark silhouette in a doorway made her an easy target. A hard and early lesson from her skip tracing career.

“What did you pick up?” he asked. He’d put his back against the open door on the other side of the entry way, and was holding his gun ready.

“I’m not completely sure. There was a chattering sound and something smells rotten,” she said, staring ahead into the carriage. The windows must be tinted, as very little light was getting in and all she could be sure of was a sense of open space ahead of her and the slightly muffled effect she associated with dense fabric.

“All I can smell is perfume,” Girard said, wrinkling his nose.

“That, too. It’s really strong,” Hallie commented.

“Let’s see what we’ve got,” Girard said. He’d pulled a torch from his pocket and flicked it on, holding the light and gun together and sweeping them slowly across the space in front of him.

Something shifted and moved in the shadows. Something long and dark and spindly. The rattling, chattering sound Hallie had heard earlier was back, louder this time. It raised every hair on her body and her mouth went dry. She didn’t know what that thing was, but some part of her recognised it for a predator.

Girard’s torch landed on a long, dark, gleaming leg that was bent at a sharp angle and he paused, running the torch up the leg to a spindly torso of the same gleaming dark and a triangular head with flat, black eyes and two short horns made of what looked like bone on the top of the head. The creature seemed to have two arms and two legs, like a person, but it was like nothing Hallie had ever seen before. She tried to swallow and couldn’t, her mouth and throat too dry, fear holding her still, heart thudding in her ears.

“Get out,” Girard told Hallie, his voice flat and hard.

She moved.

The creature, whatever it was, was faster. It surged across the space and whipped one of its arms out. It caught Hallie on her shoulder and sent her spinning forward, into the carriage. She tumbled forward and hit something soft and yielding on her way down, scrambling to right herself.

She got to her feet just in time to see the creature whip its arm at Girard and the door he was standing in front of, sending the investigator flying outside, the door slamming behind him.

Leaving Hallie alone in the shadowed space with a creature that not even her nightmares could have conjured up.


Chapter eighteen


Hallie bent her knees slightly, flexing her toes in her tough boots. She didn’t have a weapon, and couldn’t see one to hand, but she could see the door. She might be able to get to it, get outside.

But the creature was standing between her and the door. As her eyes adjusted to the gloom, she could see it more clearly. It would be taller than she was if it stood up straight, but it had settled into a crouched position, its knees folded into sharp angles, its torso and that pointed head turned towards her.

It opened its mouth and Hallie saw a row of serrated teeth that made her want to back away.

“Foolish child,” it said. The voice was high, almost too high for her to hear, a whisper that scraped the inside of her skull and brought a whimper to her lips before she could check it. “You cannot stop us.”

“I don’t know who you are,” Hallie said and then realised that was probably a stupid thing to say, particularly if the creature had a fragile ego.

“No? No matter. You will learn soon enough,” the creature said. Hallie wanted to cry out at the pain of that voice in her head. It wasn’t just the pitch of it, the feel of the voice in the air around her was foul. As if the world was trying to turn itself inside out to reject the creature. “We were in this world long before your kind and will outlive you.”

“Did you kill the people outside?” Hallie asked, edging slightly towards one wall of the carriage. As her eyes adjusted, she could see that she was in what looked like a long, narrow living room with comfortable chairs and sofas and a carpet deep enough to use as a mattress if she wanted. The shapes of the chairs and sofas looked wrong. It took her a heartbeat to realise that the upholstery had been ripped open, stuffing exploding outward, tufts of furniture innards spilling across the floor along with some cushions and pillows. There were enough bits of ruined furniture to form obstacles and she might be able to tangle the creature up enough to allow her to get out. Maybe. If she was lucky. And always assuming that the door would open. She’d heard a distinct click when Girard had been evicted. The door might not open for her. But she had to try. The only other option was to try to break through one of the windows, and she didn’t have anything on her which would help with that.

“Lesser beings,” the creature said, its awful teeth bared again. “You will be better food.”

“Ugh,” Hallie said, the sound of disgust out before she could help it. “I’m food for no one.”

There was what looked like a glass vase lying on its side on a table near her. It looked quite heavy. It might make a decent weapon if she could get hold of it.

A high-pitched sound made her flinch, trying to sink her head between her shoulders to protect her ears. The creature was laughing. It was a sound she never wanted to hear again.

“Little morsel,” the creature said.

It hadn’t moved a muscle, from what Hallie could tell. Always assuming it had muscles. It surely must have muscles if it was standing up and moving. Hallie tried to breathe through the panic taking hold of her. She’d encountered plenty of dangerous creatures in her life. This was just another one of them. It was still crouched between her and the door, watching her with those big, flat eyes. The eyes, along with its emaciated form, made it look like something dead, the whole effect sending whisper chills across Hallie’s skin. She wanted to be anywhere but here. At least Girard was outside, and hopefully safe. Outside sounded like a very good idea.

Hallie lunged for the vase just as the creature moved, surging across the space, its long arms stretched out. Hallie managed to get hold of the vase in one hand and swing it, as hard as she could, against the long-fingered hand reaching for her. The creature howled, and whipped around, teeth bared, both hands aimed towards Hallie. She swung the vase again. It was almost too big and too heavy for her to hold but by some miracle she managed it. The vase connected with part of the creature, and she had the momentary satisfaction of seeing it rear back.

She was close to one of the side windows now, and the possibility of escape. If she could just break open the glass.

The vase shattered against the window glass, making not a single dent in the shining surface. Hallie shook her hand, making sure she was free of any splinters or shards.

The creature hissed. It sounded like glee and triumph combined. Hallie looked around, frantically trying to look for something else she could use as a weapon. There. A drinks cabinet. A heavy, old-fashioned bit of furniture. She’d never seen one before in real life, but had spotted several in television shows over the years. If television was to be believed, a drinks cabinet like that should contain heavy crystal glasses and possibly some cutlery, all of which could be used as weapons. It was a little further into the living space, but she thought she could make it there before the creature did. She whirled and ran for the cabinet, not daring to look back to see if she was being followed.

Something snagged the backpack she was carrying. She almost shrugged the pack off, but it wasn’t hers to surrender. So she rammed an elbow backwards and felt the bone connect with something equally hard. The creature gave a moan, the lowest sound she’d heard from it yet. She scrabbled in the open front of the drinks cabinet and came up with an ice bucket. It was empty, of course, but was made of metal and heavy in her hand. She took hold of it and turned, shoving it towards the creature just as something moved around her feet, tangling her ankles. She slid, falling on her backside, still holding the ice bucket in front of her like some kind of pathetic shield.

The flat crack of a gunshot made her start, pressing herself back against the cabinet, heart thudding even more loudly in her throat. She took a frantic look around with wide eyes, wondering where the gun had come from. A second shot drew her attention back to the door and she saw bullet holes around the lock. Girard, she realised, relief washing over her. He was trying to shoot out the lock and get back inside.

The creature seemed to have come to the same conclusion. It drew itself up, towering over her, all of its teeth bared.

“I will find you again. Soon. The wait will make the meal more delicious,” it said, both the tone and its words sending a shudder through Hallie. The creature wasn’t interested in her reaction, turning away and out of the carriage through the window. It had no difficulty in puncturing the reinforced glass, Hallie noted in a daze, seeing its spindly shape outlined in brighter daylight for a moment before it disappeared from view.

Left alone, Hallie managed to gather herself and got to her feet. The broken window was letting in more light and she could see details around her more clearly. Looking down, she saw that she’d tripped over what looked like a cushion. Right in front of the drinks cabinet seemed like an odd place for a cushion. The rest of the cushions and pillows were lying around the sofas and armchairs. She bent down and took hold of it, dropping it with a start when it wriggled and moved, resolving into a very annoyed cat with long, matted hair and vivid green eyes, its pupils widening as it stared back at her.

Not wanting to be attacked by the irritated feline, Hallie held the ice bucket in front of her again. The cat sat back on its haunches and hissed at her, then lifted one paw and began a delicate process of cleaning its foot.

Not trusting its apparent stillness, Hallie backed away slowly, pausing by the broken window. It wasn’t just the glass that the creature had punched through. The metal frame had also twisted out of alignment. Shuddering, not wanting to imagine what that kind of strength could have done to her, Hallie kept going until she reached the car door, wondering why Girard hadn’t managed to get inside. She spotted a heavy dead bolt on her side of the door which was still intact, despite the bullet holes. She threw the bolt back. The door spilled open, and Girard rushed into the space, gun ready, eyes widening as they travelled around the space, lingering on the cat, and then stopping when he got to Hallie, still holding the ice bucket.

“You’re alright. I mean, you’re in one piece. Not injured?” he asked, words spilling out on top of each other.

“I’m fine. It left when you shot the lock,” Hallie said, her voice far too high. “What was that thing? You seemed to recognise it.”

“It was a sentinel shrike,” Girard said, voice and face grim. “I’ve never seen one in person before. It shouldn’t be here. They come from some remote and high mountains across the ocean a long way from here and never venture out of their territory.”

“Never?” Hallie asked, voice too high. She ran a hand through her hair, not surprised to find her fingers trembling. The aftermath of adrenaline often made her shaky.

“Not of their own will, no,” Girard said, still looking and sounding deathly serious.

“Then how did it get here?” Hallie asked, hearing a sharp edge to her voice. She was still tense, as if her body hadn’t quite accepted that the threat was gone. “I can’t imagine it just walked onto one of the container ships.”

“No,” Girard agreed. “I have heard about people trying to capture them.”

“Some people are idiots,” Hallie said, still on edge.

Girard gave a half-laugh. “No argument from me.” He took a look around and his eyes widened. “Looks like someone attacked the furniture with a knife. I assume that wasn’t you?”

“No. It was like that when we got here,” Hallie said. She’d almost forgotten the ripped upholstery and mass of stuffing that had spilled out. “I think someone was looking for something,” she added.

“The shrike, perhaps,” Girard said. That made as much sense as anything else to Hallie.

“Maybe. But why is there a cat in here?” she asked, sounding plaintive. It was far from the most important matter, but compared to the monstrous sentinel shrike, it was almost ordinary.

“There are often cats around the rail yard. They help keep the vermin down,” Girard said, looking past Hallie to the long-haired feline. He frowned. “Although that one looks more like an escaped pedigree of some kind.” He took a step forward.

“It’s got a foul temper,” Hallie warned him. “I tripped over it.”

“The prettier the cat the worse the temper, I find,” Girard said. He must have read the surprise on Hallie’s face. “My mother likes cats. There’s a whole colony of them at the country house. If it’s a pedigree, it should have a chip in it,” he added. He put his gun away and pulled out a small device from one of his trouser pockets. Hallie recognised it as some kind of scanner and watched as he crouched close to the cat, but not too close, and held the scanner out. A small screen lit up with green letters. “Yes, it’s got a chip.” He straightened and backed away slowly as the cat made a low, angry sound. He read the screen and his brows rose. “Huh. The cat belongs to Carrado Galloway. Not sure how it got here, though. Perhaps it got lost or left here last time he took a trip. I’ll get someone from the office to let Carrado know that his cat has been found.”

Hallie frowned down at the matted fur and vivid eyes staring back at her and tried to reconcile the young man she’d met with someone who would own a cat like this. She wasn’t seeing the cat at its best, though. Doubtless when it was groomed and fed it would be rather beautiful. Decorative. And that fit with the little she’d seen of the younger son.

“It looks hungry,” Hallie noted. In fact, the cat was looking at her as if judging what she might taste like. Hallie thought she could probably defend herself against a cat more easily than the sentinel shrike, but didn’t want to find out.

“It is in really bad shape,” Girard agreed. He opened one of the cupboards next to the drinks cabinet, keeping a wary eye on the cat, which was watching him with an unblinking stare. “If it’s hanging around here, perhaps its food is here, too. Aha.” He ducked into the cupboard and came out with a small tin and a porcelain dish. He popped open the tin and emptied its contents onto the dish then set it down in front of the cat. A loud purring sound rose in the air and the cat attacked the food on the plate while Girard came back to join Hallie.

“The creature said I was food,” Hallie said, hearing the indignation in her voice. She realised she was still holding the ice bucket and put it down on a side table nearby.

“The shrike? It spoke to you? What did it say?” Girard asked.

Hallie shivered as she repeated the creature’s words, and shivered again as she said, “It sounded like it was involved in some kind of plot.”

“I agree. We need to find it.”

“Well, if it went across the shrubs outside, then we’ll be able to follow the trail,” Hallie said. “Although I might be able to find it anyway if we got close enough. It felt all wrong. Like something that shouldn’t exist.”

“Do you still feel the wrongness?” Girard asked.

He wasn’t sensitive to magic, Hallie remembered, but he believed what she was telling him, and that warmed her all the way through. She tilted her head, taking a long breath in. “No. Thank goodness.” She paused as a grim idea occurred to her. “If these sentinel shrikes are normally found in remote areas, could it have been in one of Mador Sandoval’s containers? Didn’t you say that he collects things from all over? Although I still don’t understand why anyone would want to have one of those creatures in captivity?”

“Good questions. I don’t think there was room for one in either container,” Girard said thoughtfully, “but that doesn’t mean it wasn’t there. As for why, well, they are supposed to have old powers, which would fit with what you sensed,” Girard said, his face grim again. “And, like you said, some people are just idiots.”

Hallie silently agreed, distracted by sounds outside the car. Girard heard them too.

“Sounds like the tech team and director have got here,” he said, and strode out of the car onto the concrete platform.
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Hallie stayed where she was for a moment and took a long look around the carriage, partly to make sure she hadn’t missed anything and partly out of curiosity. She’d never been in a train car before and it was unlikely to happen again. Now that there was more light, she could see that everything was done in muted colours, a sharp contrast to the vivid blue on the outside of the car. There were sofas and armchairs and side tables, each of which looked as if it had been made specifically for the space it was in. And it may well have been. The car belonged to hochlen, after all. Custom furnishings would probably be normal for them.

She dragged her attention away from the luxury and was about to follow Girard when she realised that the area she could see would be barely half the length of the train car, which reminded her about the sweet rot smell she’d encountered when the car door had been opened. Nothing in here was the source, not even the matted cat, and the creature hadn’t had any kind of scent that she could remember. Or at least not one that had broken through the heavy floral smell that still filled the air. There might be something else in this car. The drinks cabinet that the cat was settled in front of had a pair of sliding glass doors behind it that spread across the width of the carriage, the glass frosted and etched with some kind of a leaf pattern. Pulling on gloves before she touched anything else, Hallie made her way along the carriage to the doors and pushed one aside.

The space beyond the doors was set up as a luxurious dining room with a long table that looked as if it had been narrowed to fit into the shape of the train car. There were about a dozen heavy wooden chairs set around the table. As soon as she stepped through the door the scent of sweet rot rose again. Hallie’s eyes went to the table surface. It looked bare at first glance, but she could see the faintest trace of a pattern that seemed to be made of chalk on the gleaming surface. She didn’t recognise the pattern, moving around the table to get a better look at it. Unlike the living area outside, with its split and ruined furniture, apart from the lingering smell in the air, there seemed to be nothing out of place in this room.

Hallie didn’t trust that. Not one bit. Her instincts were telling her there was something important here. Something she wasn’t seeing. She stopped at the other end of the table, eyes travelling around the room, and then finally looked up at the ceiling. She clapped a hand over her mouth to hold in a cry and stared at the thing on the ceiling.

“What did you find?” Girard asked, arriving in the doorway.

Hallie didn’t speak, just pointed up. He followed her direction and muttered a curse, ducking out of the room and sending up a shout for the director, then pushing the other door open.

There was a person on the ceiling of the car. Or, rather, the remains of one. At least, that’s what it looked like to Hallie. The body was shrivelled and dried to such an extent she couldn’t be sure, shrouded in the tattered remnants of what might once have been a white shirt and dark trousers. The remains were pinned to the ceiling by a series of what looked like silver knives. Hallie had a sick certainty that if they checked the cutlery in the dining car, they would find the sharpest knives were missing, all used to pin the victim overhead.

“What made you come in here?” Girard asked, his voice gentle. He was still in the doorway. Probably not wanting to disturb what was clearly a crime scene.

Hallie realised she still had a hand over her mouth and lowered it, having to swallow before she could talk. “There was a smell when we came in to the train car. I didn’t see the source of it in the other room, so I came here to make sure I hadn’t missed anything.”

Director Roth, Isoud following him, arrived in the doorway. He followed Girard’s silent gesture and looked up, the lines in his face becoming more pronounced as he saw what was on the ceiling. Isoud went even paler than normal and swallowed hard as she, too, looked up.

“Do you recognise him?” Peredur asked.

“How can you even tell it’s a him?” Hallie asked, voice rising. She cleared her throat. “It barely looks like a person.”

“It looks almost mummified,” Isoud said, a hint of fascination mixed with horror in her voice.

“What does that mean?” Hallie asked, as both Girard and Peredur nodded in agreement.

“It’s an ancient practice for burial,” Girard told her. “Over time, the body dries out. But it normally takes a very long time. I doubt that this person has been here long,” he added, speaking to the director.

Hallie was still confused, but then remembered a conversation she’d had with Girard what felt like a long time ago. The hochlen treated their dead very differently to the karlen. In low city and midtown, the dead were cremated. But the elite did things differently, including putting their dead into the ground. “Mummification is done on a ceiling?” she asked, brow wrinkling. Even for the hochlen, that seemed unlikely.

“No. It’s usually carried out underground in a controlled environment,” the director told her. “This is barbaric.”

On that, Hallie could completely agree.

“This doesn’t look natural. Something else happened here,” Peredur went on, voice heavy. Hallie had a moment of sympathy for him. In the last few days they had found multiple dead bodies and two separate break-ins at the container yard. And there had also been two separate explosions on container ships. She could only imagine the sort of pressure that would put on the head of the Conclave Investigators.

“The medical examiner will need to confirm, but it looks like the body was drained of fluids,” Isoud said. Her voice was calm. Falling back into her work and a scientific detachment, Hallie thought. She wished she could do the same.

“That sounds more like murder,” Hallie said, glancing up at the body again. “Which fits with how the body is displayed.”

“Yes,” Isoud agreed, losing a little of her detachment. “I think I see an ID bracelet,” she added, moving around the table. She drew a scanner out of her pocket and held it up. Hallie realised that one of the tattered shirt cuffs had been hiding the bracelet. The scanner beeped. Isoud drew in a sharp breath, her expression becoming even more grim as she turned to Peredur. “It’s Carrado Galloway,” she said.

Hallie gasped in shock, eyes travelling back up to the awful remains. The shrivelled body looked nothing like the vibrant, arrogant young man she remembered.

“Not a word of this outside the room until we’ve had a chance to confirm the genetic match,” Peredur said, the authority in his voice making Hallie stiffen her spine. “The Galloway family is going to be furious that their property was violated and used in this way.”

Hallie couldn’t help but notice that he didn’t say that the family would be devastated by the loss of one of their own. She’d seen enough of hochlen relationships to know that might not be true. All the same, she thought that the Galloway family might be upset to learn that their younger son, who had so recently risked his life in illegal fighting, was now dead and had been displayed in such a gruesome fashion. What was absolutely certain was that they would expect the killer to be swiftly brought to justice and put extraordinary pressure on Peredur Roth until he had done so. The family might also take matters into their own hands. It would just add to his already tough workload.

The director interrupted Hallie’s musing by turning a frown on her and then Girard. “The two karlen outside were rail yard workers. We got their names from their ID chips. The other two have no ID or any papers or other items on them at all.”

“Like the two I found in the underground tunnels,” Hallie said. She carefully made her way back around the table to where the three hochlen were standing, feeling the need to be closer to living people rather than the awful corpse hanging over their heads.

“Yes,” the director said, taking a long look at the body on the ceiling before returning his attention to Hallie. “Girard tells me you spoke with the sentinel shrike?”

“I did,” Hallie confirmed. She glanced up again. “Do you mind if we talk outside?”

“Of course not. Isoud, get your team in here,” the director said. “I want to any information you can find about who else was in here as soon as possible.”

“Sir,” Isoud nodded, and pulled a phone out of her overall pocket.

Hallie made her way back through the living room area of the car, weaving her way through the spilled cushions, somehow unsurprised to find that the porcelain dish was empty and the cat was nowhere to be seen.

She stepped out onto the balcony and onto the concrete platform and drew in a deep breath, the heavy floral scent clinging to her hair and clothes. She’d need a very long shower to get rid of it completely.

Isoud’s forensic team passed by her, the director and Girard, on their way into the car, their faces solemn. Hallie could see a pair of investigators standing at one end of the platform, where the hochlen bodies were. There was no one next to the karlen bodies. That saddened her, but did not surprise her. There was no mystery as to their identity or cause of death. The only thing unknown was who had killed them, and that wasn’t the investigators’ concern.

“We haven’t forgotten them,” Peredur said gently. He’d seen her looking at the workers’ bodies, Hallie realised, and a little bit of her sadness lifted. He meant it. Whether he would do anything about it was another matter, but right now she knew he had seen and acknowledged the karlen deaths, and that was more than she had been taught to expect from any hochlen.

Turning back to him and Girard, she repeated what the sentinel shrike had said to her, and answered their questions as best she could, although she didn’t have much to add. Then the director asked how she’d managed to stay alive and heat rose in her face as she described her clumsy fight, first with the vase and then the ice bucket.

“That’s interesting,” the director said, when she reached the end, and the shrike’s exit through the window.

“I wasn’t very effective,” Hallie said awkwardly. “It only left when Girard shot the lock.”

“More effective than you know. You managed to stay alive,” Peredur said. “And that’s remarkable.”

“Or perhaps it wasn’t that hungry,” Hallie said, startling a laugh out of both Girard and Peredur. “In any event, I’m still really confused by what’s going on here. We followed the trail from the container yard to here, but I don’t get the connection at all.”

“There might not be one,” Peredur said, a hint of frustration in his voice. “It could be that these things aren’t related at all.”

“With five dead people here?” Hallie countered, lifting a brow. “And a sentinel shrike?”

“It’s not making sense right now,” the director agreed. He looked at Girard. “You’re even quieter than normal. What’s your theory?”

Girard paused a moment before he answered, which caught Hallie’s attention, wondering what his ideas might be. “There have been rumours about hochlen collecting rare specimens. I’m wondering if someone brought in the shrike but it got free.”

“You’re thinking of Mador Sandoval?” the director asked. “I mean, he’s got a reputation for skirting the law, but a sentinel shrike would take him right over the line into the red list. Even Mador would have to worry about the penalties.”

“We only know of two containers that have been broken into, both belonging to him,” Girard said. Those were unarguable facts. But he didn’t seem entirely convinced. “I’m just not sure it fits. Yes, he’s got a temper and absolutely didn’t want us getting into his business. But from everything I’ve heard about him, actual smuggling of a red list species seems far too dangerous.”

“What did you hear about him?” Hallie asked, fascinated.

“That he likes power. He has quietly been making his way around a lot of the Conclave members, trying to get in their good graces.” Girard glanced at the director. “Rumours are he has ambitions.”

“Big ambitions, if he thinks anyone is going to nominate him for Conclave,” Peredur said, a sour note in his voice.

Hallie remembered Mador and a few other guests at Gaenor Abbott’s party carrying heavy glasses of amber liquid, as if they’d been involved in some private meeting. There hadn’t been any Conclave members there, but she could well imagine that many of the men at Verain Abbott’s house were powerful and influential in their own right. Exactly the sorts of people Mador would want to stay close to. Remembered, too, Mador’s anger as he’d approached her and Girard. Whatever discussions Mador had been having hadn’t gone his way. She wondered how long he’d been working towards his ambition. And with that idle thought, she abruptly remembered why his face had been familiar to her. It was from a news broadcast perhaps a year ago. A story about the Conclave having approved a new commercial development in a contested area far away from the city. There had been Conclave members on the screen, and several other people, including Mador Sandoval. From what she remembered, he’d been relaxed and smiling, clearly at ease among the most powerful people in the world. A sharp contrast to the surly and angry man she had met in person. But then again, she wasn’t in the least bit powerful or influential, so perhaps he hadn’t seen any need to exercise his manners with her.

“Conclave seats almost always pass through bloodlines,” Girard told Hallie, drawing her attention back to the conversation. “And the Sandoval family has no such connections.”

Hallie nodded slowly, absorbing the information she’d been given. And not given. And making connections in her mind between a power-hungry head of house and the bored, frustrated younger sons that she’d encountered before. When she’d first met Girard, she’d been accused of murdering an elder son, a killing which had actually been carried out by a cousin with ambitions to become the head of the family. And she’d seen first-hand, in her encounter with Carrado Galloway and his friends, just how much trouble restless, bored young hochlen could get into. A tremor ran through her. She’d always seen the elite as remote and uncaring, but in truth they were even more ruthless and ambitious than the family vines she was used to.

“Mador Sandoval is the head of his house, isn’t he?” she asked.

“Yes. What are you thinking?” Girard asked.

“Well, there’s no one to tell him no, is there? He’s in charge, within his house,” Hallie said. “So, if he wanted to import a sentinel shrike or something else, then he could do it. And probably would do it, if he wanted to.”

“It’s true that no one in his household would stop him. The possession of a shrike, or any part of it, is illegal, though,” the director said, attention on Hallie. He wasn’t arguing with her, rather he was taking her seriously and listening.

“There were two things missing from his crates,” Hallie said, stomach tightening. “I’m not sure we can assume that the shrike was in one of them. But if it was, that still leaves one thing we haven’t found yet. And which he might have taken away himself.”

“We need to get into his properties and get his inventory lists,” the director said.

“Have the warrants come through?” Girard asked.

“I’m not sure. I’ve been a bit busy dealing with dead bodies and an upset Harbour Master,” Peredur said, voice dry, “but I’ll check on that. You two take a moment to rest. I’ve a feeling we’re going to be busy again in a little while.”

“Sir,” Girard acknowledged. As the director walked away, pulling out his phone, Girard turned to Hallie. “The vans are outside and I’m told there’s coffee in one of them.”

“Oh, coffee,” Hallie said, not ashamed of the longing in her voice. It had been a long and grim morning, and, like the director, she had a feeling that things were going to get interesting again very soon.


Chapter nineteen


There wasn’t just coffee, but also sandwiches, packed into a large cool box in the back of the director’s van. Looking at the amount of food, Hallie couldn’t help wonder just how long the director was expecting to be in the port. Or how many people he was expecting to feed. Someone had also lifted a couple of the van seats out of the vehicle and set them amid the shrubs, so she and Girard had somewhere comfortable to sit for their break. She only hesitated a moment before biting into the sandwich, trying to push aside the knowledge that there were five people dead inside the building. With the director’s prediction of being busy again soon, she had a feeling she was going to need the extra energy. It was an unwritten rule of skip tracing to rest and refuel where possible. Closing her eyes, Hallie tilted her face up to the weak winter sun and tried to ignore the chatter and movement of the investigators’ teams around them.

Even if her body was still, grateful for the rest, her mind was busy. She wanted to know what Mador Sandoval was up to. She wanted to know who had built the tunnels under the container yard. Who had made the design in the sand? Who had put the explosives in the ships, and why? What could drive someone - anyone - to such violence and damage? She had no clear idea of what the containers might have held, but she did know that the city imported a lot of foodstuffs from other places. It was possible that the bomber had destroyed food that might otherwise have found its way to low city. And low city had enough problems without someone taking food away from the shelves.

“You’re frowning,” Girard said. “What’s wrong?”

“Sorry,” Hallie said, opening her eyes and turning to him. “I was just thinking about the explosions on the ships and wondering why anyone would do something like that.”

“It’s probably got nothing to do with Daydawn,” Girard said. Something in the way he said it sharpened Hallie’s interest. It was as if he was picking a careful path through thorn bushes, trying to avoid getting snagged. He wasn’t telling her everything.

“Oh?” she prompted, taking a sip of coffee. Aneta’s coffee was still the best she’d ever had, but this was decent enough. She thought back to the bits and pieces of conversation she’d heard over the past few days. “Something to do with the Conclave?” she guessed.

“Perhaps,” Girard said. “There are a lot of angry people around the world. And some of them express that through violence.” He was being careful again. He wasn’t lying. Hallie would have sensed the lie. But he wasn’t being completely open, either. Which suggested that he might know something about who had planted the explosives and why.

Nothing to do with Daydawn. The words ran around her mind. And she remembered her conversation with Rosalia after the first explosion. Bohort had said that Daydawn was protected, somehow. Hallie shivered, despite the sun warming her. “Are those kinds of explosions common elsewhere?” she asked, her dreams of travelling to see other places tainted with the idea she might see more violence like that.

“No. Absolutely not,” Girard said, and even if she hadn’t had a truth sense, Hallie would still have believed him. “There are definitely some areas that see more violence than others. But it’s not common.” He looked at her for a long moment. She waited, sensing he had more to say. “It must be strange, if you’ve never been out of the city, or travelled anywhere else. There are a lot of conflicts around the world. And sometimes, unfortunately, they get violent.”

“We have violence here, too,” Hallie said. She wasn’t being defensive, just stating a fact. “Only it’s on a smaller scale. Person to person.”

“It’s still difficult to deal with,” Girard said, unexpected understanding in his voice.

Hallie hesitated a moment, eyes on her coffee. These past few days - since the first explosion at the port - had made her realise just how isolated and ill-informed she was about what was going on in the wider world. She had questions, tumbling and knotting together in her mind. She trusted that Girard would answer whatever he could. But she’d very clearly understood that there were some things the hochlen as a whole were reluctant to share and didn’t want to put him in a position of refusing to answer her or, worse, trying to lie.

“What is it?” Girard asked, prompting her to look up. He was watching her with more than a bit of warmth in his expression that drew heat into her face. She hadn’t forgotten their mutual confession or that their relationship had shifted. She’d set it aside as best she could while they were working.

“I was just wondering about the Conclave,” she said. It was a good part of the truth, and she hated to lie. “Is there some kind of event coming up?”

“Oh, that.” Girard paused, and Hallie wondered if she’d asked too much. “I suppose it wouldn’t be widely discussed outside Voldain.” He was half-speaking to himself, tone thoughtful, then turned back to her. “The Conclave meets in person every now and then in different cities. They don’t tend to publicise it much for security reasons. The next meeting is coming up in a few days.”

“The whole of the Conclave is coming here?” Hallie asked, astonished. She’d seen images of Conclave meetings on news broadcasts. They’d always seemed to take place very far from her city, in other cities or countries whose names were nothing more than words on a map.

“Indeed. It’s going to be grim,” Girard said. For a moment Hallie wondered if he was joking, but there was nothing in his face or voice to suggest that was the case. “As well as the Conclave sessions themselves, the whole city will be caught up in endless meetings and receptions and parties,” he said, sounding as if he was describing a form of torture. “We’re all expected to be on our best behaviour.”

Hallie choked on a laugh. His expression lightened and he smiled.

“I suppose it does sound silly to complain about it. It’s just exhausting,” Girard said.

“Are you allowed to tell me what kind of things the Conclave will discuss?” Hallie asked.

“I would, but I don’t know precisely. The agenda is kept by the Conclave itself, and while there are always some petitioners, the main discussions are at the discretion of the members,” Girard said.

“Fascinating,” Hallie said.

“It’s less fascinating when you’ve had to attend the third drinks reception in one night and listen to the same conversation over again,” Girard said. The sour note in his voice made Hallie laugh again, even as she struggled to understand just what he was describing. The closest she could get to was the event at Gaenor’s house, which Hallie was in no hurry to repeat.

Girard’s eyes travelled past Hallie and he sat up straighter. “The director’s on his way. Looks like he’s fired up, too.”

Hallie turned and saw at once what Girard meant, all thoughts of the Conclave fading. When she’d first met him, she’d thought Peredur Roth was an angry man, but she’d learned that the irritation wasn’t common. His normal manner was calm and thoughtful. Not right now, though. She could read the frustration in his sharp strides and the scowl on his face.

“We got the search warrant, but the judge has only given us a short window for entry to Mador’s house. Legal is still working on warrants for the container inventories,” Peredur said. He scowled. “Something about international borders. Although we can search the house, we need to go now. The tac team will meet us there. Miss Talbot, would you come with us?”

“Yes,” Hallie said, getting to her feet. “Oh, but only if Frollo isn’t driving.”

Peredur’s grim expression lightened into a brief smile. “Not this time. Dudon will drive.” He nodded to one of the pair of investigators following him.

“That’s a bit safer than Frollo, but still fast,” Girard told Hallie as Dudon and the other investigator picked up the chairs they’d been using and clipped them back into the van.

“We’ve got the local police coming to watch the shed while we’re gone,” the director said. Looking past him, Hallie could see Isoud and her team coming out of the doorway. From Isoud’s expression, she wasn’t happy about having her work interrupted, but she didn’t say anything, just got into the tech van with the others.

Bracing herself for a fast journey, and relieved to have a seat belt this time, Hallie got into the director’s van along with Girard and the others, and wondered just what they might find at Mador Sandoval’s house.
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Mador Sandoval’s house was one of the residences overlooking the city and port. Hallie couldn’t help think that she’d probably looked up and seen its lights from low city more than once. From low city, it would have been just one of a set of lights visible on the high hills. Up close, it was made of the same pale grey stone as the Abbott house, but apart from that, there was no resemblance. Where the Abbott house had been tall and imposing, with beautiful gardens and an effort made to welcome visitors, this was a square, angular construction no more than two storeys high, with windows that looked too narrow for the walls and heavy, dark wood doors. There were no well-planned grounds for visitors to walk through. The house was set back from the road behind high stone walls with mature trees and thick shrubs inside the walls giving extra cover from the outside. The space between the trees and the house was covered in short grass, apart from the driveway that led from a set of tall metal gates to the front door.

The building looked empty. There was not one sign of life, from an open window, to lights on inside, or the scent of cooking. As this was a hochlen residence, Hallie didn’t expect anything as mundane as washing hung out to dry, but there should be some sign of inhabitants, and she couldn’t see or sense anything. She didn’t trust that impression, a restless feeling of being watched creeping over her as she got out of the van and set foot on the gravel driveway.

She’d been given an armoured vest to wear over her sweatshirt and, as she stood next to Girard while the tactical team assembled, she resisted the urge to tug it away from her collarbones. It was far lighter than she had expected, but it was rigid around her and she was aware of it with every breath she took. She had left the backpack in the van. She hoped she wouldn’t need it and she wanted as little constricting her movement as possible.

The tactical team should have been reassuring. There were twelve hochlen bristling with body armour and weapons, including Commander Rojas and Frollo, and that was in addition to the director, Dudon, the unnamed investigator and Girard, all of whom were armed. The forensic team stayed with their van, but Hallie thought she caught a glimpse of a weapon near Brennus’ hand. So everyone apart from her seemed to have access to a weapon. She should have felt safe. But nothing felt safe.

Not trusting her senses, Hallie kept quiet and stuck with Girard as he held back, letting the tac team approach the front door and knock loudly, demanding entry. When no one appeared, they shifted position, ready to force their way in. They had an entry ram similar to the ones Hallie had seen the low city police use from time to time. It made quick work of the heavy wooden door and the tac team piled inside.

And then nothing. Not one sound. Hallie frowned, and looked at Girard and then the director, wondering if it was only her hearing that had been affected. They were frowning as well, the director’s attention on the building in front of them.

“There was a silence spell at the container yard,” Hallie said. In all the rush of Girard being injured and the second theft and explosion, she realised that she had never given either Girard or the director full details of what had happened to her, or how she’d come to be underground in the first place. “Part of the magic trap I fell into,” she added, seeing Girard nod his understanding.

The director muttered a curse that had her brows lifting, then issued some clipped orders in a low voice to Dudon. He then drew his own weapon. “Girard, with me.”

“Sir,” Girard said, gun in his hand.

The pair of them moved forward. Hallie followed. She had an idea that the director had meant to leave her behind, but even with the armoured vest, she felt naked in the daylight. Staying in their shadows somehow felt safer.

They stepped across the threshold of the building and Hallie saw the shattered remnants of the door spilled across a dark, polished stone floor. There was no immediate sign of the tac team.

As Peredur and Girard moved forward, she realised that she could no longer hear them. Her head felt thick and heavy, as it had been at the port before the trap had opened up. But there was something different here. She could feel something besides the silence. A hint of power in the air. It was subtle, as if someone had taken the time to weave the spell into place and built it to last.

A shiver worked its way across her skin. She knew that magic. It had the same feel to it as the trap she’d fallen into at the container yard. And as they were in Mador’s house, it seemed most likely that he was responsible. She was sure that a lot of the elite had spells and magic around their houses, but she couldn’t think of any good reason why Mador would have put a spell in place at the container yard.

She looked around. They were in an entranceway with plain white walls, the only other exits being two open doors in front of them. There was low table made of heavy grey stone set between the two doorways with what looked like a clouded glass cube sitting on it. The trickle of power she could sense was coming from that cube.

Stepping forward, she put her hand on Girard’s arm. He twitched, and she could see the effort it took for him not to point his gun at her in automatic reaction. He lifted a brow at her, doubtless realising that speaking would not do any good. She silently pointed at the glass cube. It seemed she didn’t need to give him any more direction than that. He levelled his gun at it and fired, the shot making no sound.

The bullet hit the glass cube and Hallie’s ears popped, the sound of falling glass letting her know that the silence spell had been broken.

With the spell broken, noise rushed out from the rest of the house to meet her. Shouting. Gunfire. More shouting.

Girard and the director headed for the noise, setting a fast pace, and Hallie followed them through the right hand door, her boots crunching on some of the broken glass as she walked.

There were no carpets or expensive rugs in this house, or at least in this part of the house. They walked into a long, high-ceilinged room with narrow windows spilling in light. The polished black stone continued and, unlike the entrance hall, there were marks on this floor. Faint outlines that might have been from furniture and a few scuff marks that might have been left by the heavy boots the tac team were wearing. There were also a few bullet casings, and looking around she could see marks on the walls that might have been bullet strikes.

Apart from the bullet casings, there was nothing else in the room, which struck Hallie as odd.

Then they moved through another doorway into another long, high-ceilinged room. This one did have some furniture, as well as a lot of people. For a moment Hallie had difficulty in working out who was who, as all the people in the room were in tactical black clothing. Then she realised that the four people who were kneeling in front of the windows must be household security, and the rest of the armed people, all standing, must be the tac team. There was a large pile of weapons behind the tac team, which must have come from the four kneeling people. Hallie’s brows lifted at the amount of weaponry, wondering how any of them had been able to move carrying that extra weight.

Satisfied that no one was going to shoot her for the moment, Hallie took a look around. The room was set up as an office with a huge, heavy wooden desk and an imposing black leather chair. The desk surface was completely clear.

Thinking about the empty room they had just walked through, Hallie wondered if Mador preferred things bare and simple. It didn’t fit with what she thought she knew about hochlen. But she was learning that the things she’d been taught weren’t always true.

“They say that Mador Sandoval is not home,” the commander said, speaking to the director. “We haven’t cleared the house yet, though.”

“Leave a pair to guard the house security and check the rest of the house,” the director ordered. “There are more people coming,” he added, when the commander didn’t move, seemingly reluctant to leave the director alone with the house security team.

The commander nodded and pointed to two people from his team to stay in the room, then led the rest of his team out.

Hallie moved across to the desk, as the largest bit of furniture in the room. It had the look of a piece of working furniture. There were faint score marks on the surface and Hallie could see a few dents and nicks on the edges.

“Abbott, look through the desk, will you?” the director ordered.

“Sir,” Girard said. He holstered his weapon and crossed to Hallie’s side.

The desk had sets of drawers under it, one on either side of where its user would sit.

“You take that side,” Girard said to Hallie.

“Got it.” She wanted to ask him more questions, but was conscious of the four members of the Sandoval security team kneeling by the window. She pulled on the gloves she still had in her pockets, then opened the first drawer, finding basic stationery supplies.

As she was kneeling on the stone floor to rummage through the final drawer, she heard Girard make a noise of disgust.

“Nothing but stationery. Not sure why any one person needs so many pens, but there’s nothing here, sir, not even notes.”

“Alright,” the director said. “Anything?” he asked, eyes on Hallie.

She was about to say she’d found the same as Girard, looking up from her position, when her eyes caught on something under the lip of the desk, where Mador could easily reach if he was sitting at it. She closed the drawer of printer paper she’d been rifling through and reached up, finding a slender, almost hidden drawer. This one contained a large piece of folded paper. She took it out, getting to her feet, and spread it open on the desk surface.

The paper was modern. It looked like it would match the pure white printer paper she’d just been looking through. But the design sketched on the paper looked old to Hallie’s eyes, as if someone had been copying an ancient design. It looked like one of the old city maps she’d seen in a museum, with old-fashioned curly writing.

“Now, that’s something,” Girard said, moving to stand next to her. “A map of some kind, sir,” he reported.

Peredur came to stand beside Hallie, so she was sandwiched between them. “I don’t recognise the location. Abbott?”

“Nor me, sir,” Girard confirmed.

“It looks familiar,” Hallie said, frowning. She reached out a finger and traced one of the tracks drawn on the map. “Is this a map of the tunnels?” she asked Girard.

He drew in a breath. “I never considered that. May I?” he asked. She straightened away from the desk and he turned the paper around to a different orientation. “You are right. This is where you found me,” he said, pointing. There was a wide curve drawn on the map.

“A map of the tunnels,” the director said, his eyes gleaming. “That should make things a bit easier. But why would Mador have it?” he asked.

Assuming he was speaking to himself and didn’t expect an answer, Hallie looked over at the security team. They were keeping silent, but they were listening to and watching everything. And perhaps because no one was paying all that much attention to them, they hadn’t guarded their expressions all that well.

“I don’t think any of them knew about the map,” she said to Girard.

“I wonder what else we’ll find that Mador’s people didn’t know about,” he said, a gleam in his eyes very like the director’s. Hallie understood the feeling. They had been given a puzzle piece to add to the information they already had. If they got more such pieces from Mador’s house, they might be able to understand what the full picture was.

With that in mind, once the tactical team had cleared the entire house, finding no one else inside, not even kitchen staff, the director had the security team taken outside and held there while the forensic techs went over the house.

Hallie was left to her own devices as the techs did their work, and took a walk through the rooms. She was curious about the house and its owner and wondered if she might get some more clues as to what he was about, and what had been missing from his two containers.

What she found just made her more confused, not less. The tactical team reported that there was a building around the back of the main house which had contained a garage on the ground floor and rooms on the upper floors. The garage had contained a couple of vehicles and only a few of the rooms had been in use. The servants’ quarters, as the commander described them, were clearly built and designed to house more people than the remaining four security personnel that the tac team had taken into custody. Hallie filed that information away with the rest of things she didn’t have an explanation for right now and focused her attention on the house and learning whatever she could about Mador Sandoval.

Apart from the desk and chair, there was only one other room that was furnished and that was a bedroom. In stark contrast to the rest of the house, it was filled with the kind of luxury that Hallie had expected from a hochlen residence. There was a thick, deep carpet, a bed big enough for six people and a walk-in wardrobe that contained more clothes than any one person could possibly wear. There was also a bathroom nearly as big as the bedroom, with a bath wide enough and deep enough to swim in.

Despite the luxury, the place was a mess. There were clothes on the floor, on the chairs in the bedroom, discarded towels on the bathroom floor and a range of cups and glasses on the night stand. It was obvious that no one had done any laundry or cleaning for quite some time. If Mador had dismissed his household staff, that made sense. It seemed he didn’t believe in cleaning up after himself.

Standing in the doorway of the bedroom, Hallie looked from the empty corridor outside, with the polished black stone floor, to the soft luxury and chaos inside, and couldn’t help frowning.

“I can’t work it out, either,” Girard said. He folded his arms across his chest, standing beside her and staring into the bedroom. “There’s nothing in the kitchen, either, apart from protein bars.”

“I saw some marks on floors here and there,” Hallie said, “and a dent or two on the walls. It looks like there might have been furniture at one point, but it’s not here anymore.”

“Why would anyone get rid of their furniture?” Girard asked.

“Money,” Hallie said, the first and most obvious explanation that occurred to her.

“What do you mean?” Girard looked as if the concept was alien to him.

“He might have sold things,” Hallie elaborated.

Girard still looked confused.

“If the rest of the house had furniture as old and well-made as the bedroom and office, then I’m sure he could have got quite a bit of money from selling it. I’m assuming that there would be people willing to buy. There might even be some wealthy karlen in midtown who’d buy second hand hochlen furniture,” Hallie said. “And from what the commander said about the servants’ quarters, I am guessing that a house like this would normally have had more than four security, not to mention some house staff?”

“Huh. So you think Mador was selling stuff off and cutting down - what? - raise funds or save money?” Girard looked thoughtful. She knew that he was living independently of his family, in his own residence, so perhaps the idea of being short of funds wasn’t as far-fetched for him as it might be for some other hochlen. “To what end, I wonder?” he said, mostly to himself. “He has those two containers full of things. Two that we know of, anyway. He could have sold the contents of those.”

“True,” Hallie said. She shrugged. “Maybe he needed money in a rush. Maybe he moved all of his furniture into those containers. I’d like to find him and ask him what’s going on.”

“Me, too,” Girard agreed.

“There’s something wrong with the proportions, though,” Hallie said, wandering away from the bedroom and back to what she assumed would normally be used as living rooms for a larger household.

“What do you mean?” Girard asked.

When they’d gone through the house, they’d found that the pair of doors from the main entrance had led to a pair of almost identical rooms on either side, except that the rooms on the side opposite the office room were completely bare. Hallie walked back to those rooms.

“These rooms are a different size to the ones on the other side of the building,” she said. It might be a design feature, but it didn’t match the perfect symmetry of the entrance hall. It also seemed strange to her that there were no connecting doors between the two halves of the building. Then again, she didn’t know anything about hochlen buildings, so it might be that the residents liked to keep things separate.

“How can you tell?” Girard asked, looking around the bare space they were in.

“I’ve been through a lot of different buildings over the years,” Hallie told him. “And there’s something not right about this one.”

“Besides the lack of furniture, you mean,” Girard said, with wry humour.

“Yes.” Hallie turned to the wall that, if it would open, would lead to the office. She walked forward and hesitated when she was a few paces away from the wall, a chill creeping over her. “Has Frollo been through this room?”

“I’m not sure,” Girard said. “Why? Do you sense something?”

“Yes,” Hallie said, and put her hand out onto the wall in front of her. She was a little reassured when her palm met something solid, rather than an illusion like the fencing she’d found down at the container yard. The chill crept through her skin, snaking up her arm. It was deeply unpleasant, and yet it didn’t feel dangerous. Not yet. More as if it was a side-effect of something else. She shook her head. She preferred to deal in facts rather than fanciful imaginings. Imagining things meant she missed what was right in front of her.

Like the very narrow crack that ran up the wall a little to the left of where she was standing. A perfect straight line from the floor to the ceiling, as far as she could tell, with the ceiling being so high above. She moved to the crack and put her hand on the wall. The creeping cold sensation was stronger here and a trickle of another, unwelcome and newly familiar sensation, that something profoundly wrong lay behind the wall.

“Ugh. This reminds me of the sentinel shrike,” Hallie said, grimacing. She didn’t take her hand off the wall, though.

She thought Girard said something, but didn’t hear him clearly as the crack in the wall in front of her abruptly expanded, one part of the wall sliding outwards, almost clipping her shoulder as it moved. She danced out of the way, staring as the opening wall revealed a hidden room, her senses overwhelmed by a foul stench and the sense that the world was trying to unravel itself. The room revealed was mostly cast in shadow, but seemed almost as empty as the rest of the house. Some instinct drew Hallie’s eyes upwards, to the lofty ceiling. There was a beam across the room, about two-thirds of the way up, and a pair of flat black eyes stared back at her from the shadows.

Before she could call out a warning or move out of the way or do anything else, the creature swooped down from the ceiling, heading right for her. She ducked out of the way, falling over her own feet, hitting the stone floor and rolling in time to see the sentinel shrike soar up towards the ceiling, a pair of thin black wings stretched out from its shoulders. The thing stared back at her.

“Leave us be,” it told her, its voice ringing through her skull, making her cry out in pain. Then it whirled and dove upwards, crashing through the ceiling and into the open air.

Hallie had enough time to fling up her arms, protecting her head, huddling into a tight ball as chunks of ceiling plaster and roof tiles rained down on her. The armoured vest protected her rib cage, but she felt sharp edges slice into the backs of her hands.

When the bombardment had stopped, she slowly lifted her head to find that the room was now full of armed hochlen, many of them speaking in loud, urgent voices. And Girard was there, crouching in front of her, expression reflecting concern as he spoke to her. She shook her head, unable to hear or understand him for a moment, then her ears popped.

“… alright? There’s a medical team on the way. Stay put.”

“That thing has wings? It can fly?” she asked, voice rising into a squeak as she spoke.

“It’s a shrike,” Girard said, as if that explained everything.

Suddenly aware that she was huddled on the floor amid a lot of armed and tense hochlen, Hallie scrambled to her feet, a little unsteady, and stared up at the hole in the ceiling, wondering for a moment why the shrike had not killed her on its way out. The weaponry carried by the tac team provided her with one possible explanation for its swift exit. Killing her might have cost it valuable seconds in its departure. It had left the train carriage when Girard had shot at the lock. And yet, she didn’t think the creature could be overcome by simple bullets. It had left for some other reason, and one she couldn’t guess at just now.

“Did anyone see where it went?” she asked, crossing the room to the narrow windows. By the sounds of heavy footsteps around her, everyone else was moving with her.

Pressing her face close to the window glass gave her a decent view of the outside. They were at the side of the house that looked out over the rest of the city, and in the distance she could see the black outline of what looked like a giant bird.

“It’s heading for the rail yard,” someone said.

“Get a team down there to track it,” the director ordered.

The rail yard. The words ran through Hallie’s mind, making about as much sense as everything else that had happened. Which was none at all. She turned back to the hidden room and went to stand in the now open door, wrinkling her nose at the stench. Based on the filthy floor, it looked like the shrike had been kept in this room for a while. There were also piles of bones scattered here and there. From the brief look Hallie managed, they were animal bones, not human. That was something, at least.

Then she turned back to the bones, frowning. The shrike had wanted to consume her. In the train car, she had assumed that meant whatever it had done to the two dead hochlen on the concrete platform, or in the tunnels. But seeing the bones made her realise it had been quite literal. It had wanted to eat her.

“Something else killed those people,” she said, finishing her thought aloud and couldn’t help the shiver that ran through her. Something that killed without leaving a mark and without alerting its victims so that they could defend themselves. The idea was as terrifying as the shrike.

For some reason, she could not look away from the hideous room with the bones and the filth, her eyes scanning the floor. She tried to take a step back, but her body was locked in place, unease crawling over her skin.

It wasn’t just the bones. There was something else wrong with the room. Something that her senses were trying to tell her conscious mind, if only she would pay attention.

“Ma’am, do you know you’re bleeding?”

The unfamiliar voice made her turn, startled, to find a pair of medical personnel in their dark green uniforms, a hospital trolley covered with equipment behind them.

“I am?” she asked, then remembered the stinging on the backs of her hands. She lifted her arms and turned her palms to face the floor, seeing slices in her skin. The blood was still flowing, which meant the wounds were quite deep. Her faster-than-human healing should have dealt with shallow cuts by now.

“Let’s get you cleaned up,” the medic said, in a calm, soothing voice.

Slightly dazed, Hallie let them seat her on the hospital trolley and tried not to wince too much as they expertly cleaned the deep cuts in the backs of her hands, then applied med patches.

Before she could do anything else, Isoud appeared in front of her. “We found another map hidden in the kitchen. Peredur wants you to take a look.”

Thanking the medics for their care, Hallie got off the trolley and followed Isoud through the house to the kitchen. There was a map spread on the large island in the middle of the room and as soon as she saw it, Hallie felt what little warmth she had left leave her body. The outer limits of the drawing seemed to be a building of some kind, but in the middle of it was the faint trace of a design that she knew.

“That’s the same pattern as I saw outside the tunnels,” she said, her skin crawling again.

“We don’t recognise it,” Peredur said. He gave her a hard look. “Are you alright to keep working?”

“What? Oh, yes. I’m a bit cold, but I’ll live,” Hallie said, distracted. She knew that feeling cold was most likely a side-effect of her body trying to heal her. She looked back at the map. “That looks like some kind of building, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything like it.” She was no expert on maps, but the place looked enormous.

“We think it’s somewhere in the rail yard,” Peredur said. “We’re heading there now.”

“What about Mador?” Hallie asked, her mind turning on the different loose threads. “Do we know where he is? How to find him?”

“We’re getting an arrest warrant for him,” the director said, voice flat and hard.

“Everything else might be circumstantial, but he had the shrike in a room in his house and it looks like it’s been there for a while,” Girard added. “Meantime, we need to try and contain the shrike.”

Hallie opened her mouth to tell him to stop, not to go, and shut it again with a snap that jarred her teeth. They were focused on the danger posed by the shrike, and on finding Mador. But she couldn’t shake the idea that the pattern was just as important. She couldn’t tell Girard or the director of the Conclave Investigators what to do, or not to do. And she had no proof that the pattern was dangerous. No one else had seen it apart from her and Girard, and he’d been badly injured at the time.

Seeing the pattern again had jolted something in the back of her mind and she found herself walking back through the house, heading for the secret room. She was dimly aware of the director and Girard trying to speak to her but didn’t hear whatever it was they were asking her, almost running in her haste to get back to the doorway.

She stopped in the doorway and stared at the awful floor and the breath rushed out of her. There. Underneath the layers of filth and the piles of bones. There was a pattern on the floor. The same design that she’d seen in the sea cove and on the map in Mador’s kitchen.

She remembered Aneta telling her that if she saw the pattern again, she should call the witch. Remembered, too, how disturbed Aneta had been by the discovery of the pattern and the power Hallie had sensed around it. She shivered again. Just what was going on?

“It’s the same pattern,” she said, face stiff. “The same design that’s on the map and which was under the sea.”

She caught sideways looks from the director and Girard.

“Can you see the pattern?” she asked them directly.

“I can see something. It does look like the design on the map,” the director said, with evident caution. “Does it mean something to you?”

“It’s bad,” Hallie said, backing away from the room. “I need to make a phone call. There’s someone who might be able to help.”

“We’re leaving to follow the shrike in five minutes, with or without you,” the director said, voice stern. Of course he would see the shrike as the greater threat. It was a real, tangible thing, rather than the memory Hallie carried about the wrongness of the design on the sea floor or the cold power she’d walked through in the tunnels.

Desperately hoping she was wrong, and that she’d misread the pattern, and that, despite the break she’d had outside the train shed, it was simple hunger that was responsible for the sense of dread she had when thinking about the shrike heading back for the rail yard, Hallie pulled her phone out and went outside the kitchen’s back door into the chill late afternoon air to make a phone call she’d never imagined she would ever have to make.


Chapter twenty


Aneta answered her phone on the second ring. “Hallie. My dear. Twice in one week, I am honoured.” The witch’s warm voice slid through Hallie’s senses, chasing away some of the chill she could feel burrowing towards her bones.

“This is not a social call,” Hallie said, more bluntly than she had intended. “Sorry. It’s been a day.” She drew a breath, not surprised when Aneta stayed quiet, letting Hallie gather her thoughts. The witch had a good sense of people. “Do you recall that you owe me a favour?” Hallie had called in the witch to perform a healing on a gravely ill fugitive that Hallie had brought into police custody. Far from demanding payment for her service, as Hallie had expected, Aneta had instead told Hallie she owed her a great favour, a gift that witches did not give lightly.

“Naturally. I would not forget something like that.” The warmth was still there, but there was a business-like tone to Aneta’s voice that Hallie knew well.

“I have found another two representations of that pattern I showed you before, and there is a creature loose in the midtown rail yard called a sentinel shrike. I believe these things are connected, and would welcome your help. I have a suspicion this may be more than your favour calls for,” Hallie added. She wasn’t quite sure what the extent of a witch’s favour was, but she had a strong sense that she was going to end up owing the witch at the end of their interaction. The phantom trace of power across her skin would not leave her, and she could not shake off the feeling that she had missed something important.

There was a short, charged silence. “We have legends of these creatures, and they are not good. My sisters and I have been deeply concerned about the resurgence of the power and the pattern you showed me. This needs to be addressed, and quickly. Do you have the means of contacting Emmet Lowery?”

Hallie paused in turn, taken aback by the rapid change of topics and the edge she could hear in Aneta’s voice. She’d never heard the witch sound shaken before, and it took her a moment to catch up with the witch’s request. Emmet Lowery had been the skip that Aneta had healed. The one who had led to the witch owing Hallie a favour. The different parts weren’t fitting together in Hallie’s mind just now. She frowned, dragging her attention back to Aneta’s question. “I do, yes. He called me. I have his number.”

“Request his presence and meet me at the rail yard. I will be there as soon as I can,” Aneta said, and hung up the phone before Hallie could ask the witch just how she planned to get into the rail yard, past security, let alone how she and Aneta would find each other in the vast stretch of land that was covered by the rail yard.

Her fingers trembling, wondering just what Aneta suspected, Hallie found Emmet’s number and dialled it, looking up at the sky as she did so. It was late afternoon, as far as she could tell. So a reasonably polite hour to be calling someone. For some reason that felt important, even though she knew that Aneta would not have made the request if it had not been necessary.

Hallie had had limited interactions with the veondken, and had no reason to believe that he would answer her call, let alone the request for help that Aneta had made. But she needed to try. If the most powerful of low city’s witches was unsettled, then Hallie needed to take her words seriously. Hochlen might have dismissed the witches’ warnings when they were building the new port and rail terminus. Karlen would never have ignored any words of caution from the sisterhood. The original reasons why witches were so deeply respected and feared might have been lost to time - even Hallie wasn’t entirely sure - but the current residents of low city knew enough to listen when Aneta or her sisters spoke. Another chill ran across Hallie’s body as she remembered Aneta’s reaction to the pattern. She had a feeling that whatever Aneta suspected was happening was far darker than the presence of a sentinel shrike and the many dead bodies Hallie had come across so far.

“This is Emmet.” The smooth voice at the end of the phone soothed some of Hallie’s nerves, bringing to mind the extremely tall, green-skinned veondken with long, silky white hair. She’d never met any other being like him, and suspected he was far older than he seemed. And far more powerful than he had first appeared.

“This is Hallie Talbot. I’m sorry to call you out of the blue.”

“It is a delight to hear from you,” Emmet said, and Hallie’s truth sense told her that he was being honest. Her brows lifted. That was not what she’d expected. But then, he kept defying her expectations. “How may I be of service?”

“I have come across something which I think is magical. Do you recall the witch who provided you with aid in custody?”

“A most powerful young woman,” Emmet said, in a grave tone.

“Yes. She is. I consulted her about the things I have come across and she asked that I request your presence.”

“That is not something to be taken lightly or ignored,” Emmet said, still in that serious tone. “Will you tell me what prompted the witch’s concern?”

Hallie explained as best she could, and looked around as she heard van engines starting up. The director had said they were leaving in five minutes, and he was keeping his word. “I am in high city just now, with some of the Conclave Investigators. We are about to head back to the rail yard. Aneta has said she will meet me there.”

“I will be there as soon as I can. Do not approach the shrike or the pattern without both me and the witch,” Emmet told her, and ended the call, leaving Hallie staring at her phone screen now wondering just how both Emmet and Aneta were going to find their way through the perimeter and to her, when she had no idea where she was going to be. And, assuming that they both made it to her, she was fairly certain that the director and the tac team were not going to want to wait for a witch and a veondken before pursuing the shrike.
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The drive from high city back to the rail yard passed in a blur. Hallie was once more in the van along with the director, Girard, Dudon and the other investigator, whose name she had finally learned was Jasper. In fact, it turned out he and the fourth member of Isoud’s forensic team were brothers - Jasper and Edlis Clayton. He kept up a string of cheerful chatter as the van surged through the streets of high city and straight through the checkpoint with no checks. Hallie guessed that the young man was nervous, and the over-talking was his way of dealing with some of his nerves. She sympathised, even as she wished for some quiet. There was too much going on and she didn’t understand even half of it. Supposedly stolen goods, explosions off the port, Mador’s house having been stripped back until it was nearly bare, with a concealed room for a powerful creature that should be nowhere near the city, and the pattern that she’d seen in three separate places now and which had disturbed Aneta enough that she’d consulted her sister witches and requested the aid of a veondken.

As the van turned onto the main road through midtown, tilting wildly to one side as the driver barely slowed for the first corner, the director turned in his seat and looked at Hallie.

“Well?” he asked.

“Sir?” Hallie asked. With so many puzzle pieces spinning in her mind, she wasn’t sure precisely what he was referring to.

“You know something about what’s going on,” Peredur said, voice flat and heavy.

“I really don’t,” Hallie said, startled. “But I have requested help from someone in low city with a lot more knowledge of magic than I have.”

“Who?” Peredur demanded.

“She’s a witch,” Hallie said, lifting her chin as she stared back at him. She was well aware that the elite didn’t deal with witches or witchcraft. Their own magicians worked in quite a different way to the low city witches.

To her surprise, Peredur didn’t immediately object. His stern expression turned thoughtful. “She may be able to help?”

“I hope so,” Hallie said. She hesitated, conscious of Dudon and Jasper listening to every word. “She gave me the potion that I used on Tristram Jacobs.”

Peredur’s brows lifted. “The one that saved his life? She’s that skilled?”

“She’s the most powerful witch I know,” Hallie said candidly. “And she also asked me to call someone else who may be able to help as well.”

“Help with what, exactly?” Peredur asked. He was back to frowning again.

“Honestly, I’m not exactly sure. I just know that the pattern on that map and on the floor of the secret room is very old and very powerful. If anyone can help deal with it, it’s this witch,” Hallie said.

Peredur did not look happy with the situation at all, his lips pressed together in a thin line as if he was holding in whatever he really wanted to say. He probably wanted to send her home, along with Aneta and Emmet, Hallie thought. But something stopped him. Perhaps he believed her. Or perhaps he was simply old enough and wise enough not to dismiss any possible sources of help.

Whatever the reason, he lapsed into silence. Hallie turned to stare out of the window, startled to see that they were approaching the rail yard already. The van slowed its headlong speed enough to stop at the security gate where the driver - Dudon - tried to argue his way past the armed security guards. It took the director showing his own credentials before the guards would let them past.

It was only as they were going through the gates that Hallie realised they were in the middle of a small convoy. There was a large, matte black vehicle in front which she assumed held the tac team, and the forensic van was following them. She wondered if anyone had been left behind at the Sandoval house and almost hoped not. She had a feeling that they would need all the people they could gather.

As the vans pulled to a stop, she saw another black vehicle ahead of them. She remembered the director calling for back-up and wondered just how many armed security personnel the Conclave Investigators had.

“We need to check every one of the buildings. Start with those on the outer limits and work our way in,” the director was saying. “Stay in teams. No one goes off on their own. Keep in radio contact. You have your assignments. Let’s move.”

There was a chorus of yes, sirs, and then both of the matte black vehicles moved ahead.

The director turned back to Hallie. “Where are your people meeting us?”

“I’m not sure. I think they’re going to find me,” Hallie said. She looked around and realised she had no idea where she was. Hardly surprising, as she had never been to the rail yard before. Just as she was wondering what to do, her phone pinged. She had an incoming text from Aneta. Meet us outside building 47.

“Do you know where building forty-seven is?” she asked the director.

“No, but we can find out. Dudon?”

“Sir.” The young investigator tapped on his tablet screen for a moment, frowning. “Building forty-seven is a maintenance shed on the seaward side of the rail yard. I can get us there,” he added.

“Quickly,” the director said.

Hallie grabbed onto the sides of her seat, not caring if she looked cowardly, as Dudon seemed determined to test the limits of how fast the van would go, and how sharply he could turn corners. She spared a moment to be glad she didn’t suffer from motion sickness and then the van came to a sharp, juddering halt. “We’re here. Oh, there’s someone waiting for us. No, two people,” Dudon said.

Hallie didn’t wait for the director’s reply, fumbling with her seat belt and getting out of the van, having to stagger a step or two sideways as her legs didn’t want to work at first.

“Hallie. Are you alright?” Aneta asked. She and Emmet were standing in the shadows of what looked to Hallie to be another train shed.

“I’m fine. The journey was, er, rather fast,” she told Aneta, steadying herself and walking towards the witch. Aneta met her halfway and enveloped her in a warm hug before stepping back, her usual smile tempered with concern.

“You have injuries to your hands,” Aneta said.

“Oh, that. Well, the shrike went through the roof and bits of the roof fell on me,” Hallie said, self-consciously tucking her hands behind her back. Between the med patches and her own rapid healing, her wounds were likely all but healed. Still, she left them covered, not wanting to answer questions from the hochlen about her quick recovery. She looked back at the witch. Aneta was dressed as usual in an array of bright autumn colours from vivid orange to forest green, her red hair in a thick plait over one shoulder. She had a large backpack over her shoulders, which Hallie could not recall seeing before and as well as her usual scent of jasmine, Hallie caught hints of a heavier note that made her think of a rose in full bloom, a combination of beauty and danger in the form of long, sharp thorns.

Hallie turned to Emmet, not surprised when he didn’t offer her a hug. He tilted his head to her by way of greeting. She frowned slightly, her eyes having trouble focusing on him. It was almost as if there were two versions of Emmet in front of her. The tall, green-skinned, white-haired veondken she was familiar with, and a tall, dark-haired hochlen with sallow skin.

Aneta gave Hallie another hug and murmured in her ear. “He is wearing a glamour. His kind are not common, so he’s disguised himself as a very tall hochlen man.”

“Oh,” Hallie said, not sure what else she could say. Now that Aneta had explained the matter, Hallie could see the hochlen image more clearly, but her mind still wanted to see Emmet as he truly was. She tried not to look at him too much.

“I see that we have company,” Emmet said, looking around the group that had formed behind Hallie. The director, Girard, Dudon and Jasper. The forensic techs were standing by their van a little distance away.

“There are also two vehicles full of armed hochlen inspecting buildings,” Hallie added.

“They will not find anything much,” Aneta said, sounding absolutely confident. “If there is anything to be found, it will be in here.”

“How do you know that?” the director asked.

“Because this land was here long before the rail yard was built,” Aneta said. It was one of the most cryptic things Hallie had ever heard her say, but it was the truth.

“Miss Talbot tells me that you are here to deal with the magic,” the director said, turning a hard stare between Aneta and Emmet.

“Not fond of magic?” Aneta asked, with one of her usual warm smiles.

“Not in the least,” the director confirmed.

Some people might be offended at having their calling so easily dismissed, but Aneta just smiled again.

“This is Aneta, and Emmet,” Hallie said, before the director or Aneta could say anything else. “This is the director of the Conclave Investigators, Peredur Roth and one of the investigators, Girard Abbott. Also, Dudon and Jasper.”

Introductions done, the director turned to Hallie. “I want to wait for the tac teams before we go in. We don’t know what we’re walking into.”

“They aren’t going to be any help,” Aneta said, with absolute confidence. “And we can’t wait any longer.”

“What do you mean?” the director asked, frowning. He was certainly living up to Hallie’s first impression of him as being an angry man. She couldn’t blame him, with everything that was going on, but she did wonder what impressions Aneta and Emmet were forming.

“You saw the sentinel shrike fly here,” Aneta said, no hint of impatience in her tone. “Do you imagine it’s been sitting passively while you make your way down?”

If the director was offended by her blunt speech, he didn’t show any sign of it. Instead, he looked thoughtful. “Alright. I will accept that. Let me call the tac teams back.”

“You must do as you see proper,” Aneta said. “Hallie, a word.”

“Of course,” Hallie said, and followed Aneta and Emmet as they moved closer to the building, leaving the director relaying instructions to Dudon and Jasper.

“He’s listening far more than I expected,” Aneta said, in a not-quiet-enough voice. “Working with you must have done some good.”

Hallie wasn’t sure what to say, but luckily she didn’t need to respond. The witch had turned on her heel and was stalking towards the building, Emmet in her wake. Leaving Hallie caught for a moment between waiting for the hard technology and military might of the hochlen and staying with the invisible power of the witch. Hallie chose Aneta and Emmet and followed them as quickly as her legs would take her, somehow not surprised when she found Girard beside her. The investigator was wearing a frown, but didn’t say anything as Aneta and Emmet approached the side door of the building. Aneta put her hand on the door and it opened silently inward.

Hallie and Girard followed Aneta and Emmet into the shadowed interior, Hallie jumping slightly when the door swung silently shut behind them, a sharp click suggesting that it was now locked. The tac team would make quick work of it, Hallie knew, but for right now she was locked in the building along with the others. As well as the nervousness at not knowing what lay ahead of them, Hallie also didn’t regret her choice to follow Aneta and Emmet instead of waiting for the tac team.

Aneta moved them a little way from the doorway, perhaps anticipating that the hochlen would make their way in, one way or another, and they came to a halt next to the wall, shrouded by shadows.

As her eyes adjusted to the darkness, her first impressions were of a vast, empty space with a hint of something other in the air.

Then Aneta spoke.

“A long time ago, before this land was called Daydawn and before there was even much of a settlement here, some very foolish people decided to meddle in things that they should have left well alone. They started here. What they did corrupted the land. They were driven back, along the coast, to the sea cove where you saw the pattern, but this is where they started.”

As Aneta’s words slid into the shadows, Hallie could almost see the long-ago fools gathered here. Before the port and rail yard had been built, this would have been a rocky shoreline. She could imagine the hard ground underfoot, the sound of the waves not that far away, the air heavy with salt and a vast open sky above with ripped shreds of clouds mostly hiding the stars and moon. It was a powerful enough imagining that she was almost surprised to find herself inside a building when Girard spoke.

“You seem to know a lot about the old times,” he said.

“Unlike your people, we witches carry and honour the deeds of our forebears. We bear witness to what they have done and seek to carry on their work,” Aneta said. In her voice Hallie could hear the echoes of all the witch’s ancestors, the air humming with the witch’s power.

Not just her power, Hallie realised. She caught a trace of something vibrant and vivid green and warm from Emmet. Along with another trace that she didn’t recognise at first. Not until Emmet reached into his pocket and brought out a small object, holding it out to Hallie on his open palm.

“Oh, no, you didn’t. Not again,” Hallie said, hearing the exasperation in her voice. She had first met Emmet when he had stolen an artefact from low city’s museum. One of their most prized pieces. It had the appearance of a large, jewelled egg. That same artefact was now sitting on Emmet’s palm, winking in the available light.

“It was necessary,” Emmet said, a hint of laughter in his voice. “And I did not bring it for me, but for you.”

“For me?” Hallie asked, voice rising to a squeak.

“You bonded with it,” the veondken said. “It is yours to command.”

“I did no such thing,” Hallie said, in immediate, vehement denial. “I don’t know anything about magical objects or bonding.”

“Even so,” Emmet said. He was still holding the egg out towards Hallie.

“Is that a zauber?” Girard asked, sounding awed.

“Ah, I see your education was not completely neglected,” Aneta said, sounding pleased. “It is indeed.”

“What is a zauber?” Hallie asked, feeling as if she had stepped into an alternate reality. First her mind’s eye had conjured up an almost-real scene and now the people around her were talking about things she had never heard of. Nothing was making sense.

“Think of it as an object with power,” Emmet said.

He was still holding the thing out to Hallie, and even with the gap between them, she was drawn to it. She remembered holding it when she’d caught up to Emmet, and how it had warmed in her hand, seeming content to be there. With a mixture of reluctance and curiosity, she put her hand out and took the egg from Emmet’s palm.

The egg quivered in her hold, its surface warming, the shape of it adjusting seemingly to better fit her hand. It should have repulsed her. Instead, it felt right that it was in her grasp. Magic. Her recent encounters with magic - apart from Aneta - had all been negative and she had a moment’s impulse to drop the egg, or throw it back to Emmet, but her fingers closed around it without her telling them to and the faintest of vibrations slid across her skin, as if the object was purring like a contented cat in the sunshine.

“The museum director is going to be furious,” she said. “But if Aunt Gin gets the contract to recover the item again, she’ll be happy, at least.” The prize for recovering the egg had been one of the biggest pay-outs Hallie had ever seen in her ten years as a skip tracer. And this time she wouldn’t need to chase the veondken through an abandoned slaughterhouse to get it.

Emmet laughed, then sobered and inclined his head to Hallie. “The lady asked me to convey her apologies that she cannot be here in person. She assures you of her good will.”

“Thank you,” Hallie said, taken aback, her heart warming. The lady could only be referring to Cotovatre, and while Hallie could claim distant kinship with the ancient hochlen woman, she had no right to expect anything from her. Or, rather, anything more. She did suspect that Cotovatre had intervened recently, ensuring Hallie’s freedom from her family. And with Emmet’s words, her own fears about what Cotovatre might want in exchange for Hallie’s release faded. She remembered the sense of great age and wisdom that her ancestor had carried. She wanted to ask Emmet about whether Cotovatre had indeed secured Hallie’s freedom, and how. He seemed to be a close confidant and more than a friend to the lady, after all. But Girard and Aneta were right next to her, listening closely. Besides, Hallie would prefer to ask Cotovatre directly. Emmet might not know what had happened, but the lady herself would.

“I don’t have time to instruct you on how to use it,” Aneta said to Hallie, “so you will just need to trust your instincts.”

“I’ll do my best,” Hallie said, wondering if the witch would understand her momentary impulse to give the thing back. Aneta always seemed so confident and assured of her own abilities. And yet, Hallie thought the witch might sympathise. There was no time for that now. She tucked the egg into a pocket, oddly reluctant to let it go. It settled into its new home with another inaudible purr, warming her side.

“So, what now?” Girard asked.

“We will see how much damage has been done,” Aneta said. She turned, preparing to walk away but hesitated, glancing over her shoulder. “Try not to shoot us, please.”

Girard’s brows shot up, whether at the witch’s sharp tone or her command, Hallie wasn’t sure. But he kept his gun to his side as he followed Aneta and Emmet.

Bringing up the rear of the group for the moment, Hallie found her hand straying to her pocket where the egg - no, the zauber - was. Girard had paused to let her catch up and she saw him noticing her movement. She forced herself to drop her hand to her side and kept pace with him after the others.
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Aneta led them through the darkened building, seeming to have no difficulty in telling where she was or where she needed to go. The building itself seemed to be even larger than the train shed Hallie had been in before, and differently configured. Hallie almost tripped over the first set of train tracks they came across and had to stop herself from a squeal of fright as an enormous wall, several times taller than she was, loomed out of the dark at her. No one else seemed disturbed, so she followed Aneta’s lead to the end of the wall and then around the corner, discovering that the huge blockade was actually one of a pair of metal walls facing each other across a train track. With the faint light coming through the skylights overhead, as she walked across the tracks, Hallie could see that there was some kind of equipment on the insides of the metal walls and could imagine a train car pulling up between them. A maintenance shed. That made sense, even if she could not imagine what that maintenance might actually be.

As she reached the end of the second wall, Hallie gave herself a mental shake. She had gone through any number of abandoned buildings on her own and could not remember being this unsettled by any of them. The egg in her pocket flexed slightly, reminding her of its presence. She’d never been through any abandoned buildings which might contain unclean magic and a sentinel shrike. So perhaps she was right to be nervous.

Then Aneta stopped. Her shoulders were square, her whole body tense.

“What’s wrong?” Hallie asked.

“I have lost the sense of where we need to go,” Aneta said. “Emmet?”

“I can’t tell, either,” the veondken admitted. He lifted a brow to Hallie.

She shook her head. “I was following you.” She turned to Girard, who was keeping an eye on their surroundings. “Can you tell where we need to go?”

She saw surprise on both Emmet and Aneta’s faces, but kept her focus on Girard. His colour rose as he faced her, and she remembered his mother’s teasing reference to little talent. He seemed embarrassed by whatever skill he possessed.

“I need something to aim for,” Girard said, sounding almost apologetic. “I can’t just tell you what the right path is.”

“We need to find the sentinel shrike,” Hallie said, before Aneta or Emmet could say anything. She was quite sure that the shrike was part of whatever was going on.

Girard nodded, and took a long, slow breath in. Hallie felt a trace of something in the air around him. It wasn’t precisely warmth, but it was some kind of power, so subtle she might have missed it if she hadn’t been paying attention.

“We need to go this way,” Girard said, pointing. He still seemed ashamed as he looked at Hallie. “How did you know I’d be able to find a way?”

“You got us out of the tunnels. You were half-dead and could not have possibly known where we were, but you knew where we needed to go,” Hallie said.

“A pathfinder,” Emmet said, in a quiet voice full of respect. “That is a rare skill indeed.”

“Thank you,” Girard said, sounding surprised.

“Why don’t you take the lead?” Aneta suggested.

Girard didn’t answer, just headed off in the direction he’d pointed.

They didn’t have far to go. They passed around the end of another pair of giant metal walls, and then Girard stopped, frowning. Ahead of them, Hallie could see a hole in the ground with a large rectangular piece of metal to one side, which was twisted and buckled as if some giant creature had ripped it out of place and tossed it aside. The opening was dark, but Hallie could see the faint shapes of steps leading down.

“What’s wrong?” Aneta asked Girard.

“The path stops here. I think it leads down, but I can’t see any way to get there,” Girard answered.

“Really?” Hallie asked. “You don’t see the opening there?” She pointed.

“No, it’s just concrete.” It was the truth. Hallie’s stomach tightened. Another illusion spell. Someone had gone to a great deal of trouble to try to hide the entrance.

“What do you see?” Aneta asked.

“More tunnels in my future,” Hallie answered, nose wrinkling in disgust.

“What do you mean?” Girard asked.

“There’s an opening leading down,” Hallie said, and frowned when Girard looked around them, as if trying to find it. “You really don’t see anything?” she asked the others.

“There’s a concealment of some kind in place,” Aneta said. “I can barely sense anything is there. May I?” she asked, holding her hand out to Hallie.

“Of course,” Hallie said, putting her hand into Aneta’s and then having to brace herself as the full force of the witch’s power rolled over her. It really was like lightning in a bottle, crackling and sparking over her skin.

“Ah. Yes. There,” Aneta said. She let go of Hallie’s hand and looked at Girard. “You have led us to the right place and will now need to trust us. There is an opening down ahead of us.”

“You don’t like underground spaces?” Emmet asked Hallie, as if the question and answer were important.

“I haven’t had much experience with them,” Hallie told him. “But I’ve discovered I don’t like small dark spaces, and I definitely didn’t like the tunnels under the port. Or the creatures that were in them.”

“The path leads down,” Aneta said. It wasn’t a question. The witch was staring at the dark opening with a frown between her brows, as if she was still having difficulty seeing it. “We must follow.”

With that, she set her foot on the first step and descended into the dark.

Emmet followed the witch and Hallie went after him. She’d requested Aneta’s help, after all. The least she could do was keep her company. Girard followed them. She wanted to ask him what he could see, but wasn’t sure her voice would work. They were descending into the dark and she really didn’t want to move forward.

The steps seemed to go on for an age. At least two storeys’ worth, Hallie thought. By the time she found herself on flat, solid ground, what little light there had been in the building above had vanished and she was swallowed up in smothering dark. Her heart was thumping in her ears, her breathing loud and harsh. She wanted to turn and run up the stairs, back into the shadowed building. She’d take her chances with whatever was up there rather than be crushed by the weight of the earth all around her. It took a great deal of effort to make herself stand still and attempt to reach some calm. As she drew in a shaky breath, she became aware of the presence of the others around her. Without her sight, she caught Aneta’s distinctive scent, with its jasmine and darker, wilder notes, and the bright life that came from Emmet along with a reassuring quiet that must be Girard. She wasn’t alone down here. That knowledge let her keep breathing.

And as she settled her nerves, she realised that she could see a little more. There was a soft, diffuse light around them that could only be magic. Enough to see that they were at the end of a wide, deep corridor that led straight ahead from where they were standing. The light was full of something wild and green.

“Thank you,” Hallie said to Emmet, her voice too high. She still didn’t like being underground, but the ability to see definitely helped. He inclined his head in acknowledgement.

There was only one way forward from where they were standing. Aneta didn’t say anything, heading off into the dark, her shoulders square. With a sick sense of dread about what they might find, Hallie followed.


Chapter twenty-one


The tunnel was formed of a mixture of packed earth and rough stone, like the ones at the port, although it was far larger. There were heavy timbers against the walls and the faint sense of magic overhead, holding the tunnel’s shape. All the same, Hallie kept having the urge to duck away from the low ceiling and found herself walking in the middle of the space to avoid coming into contact with the walls. Her imagination gave her several vivid and realistic scenarios where the ceiling fell in and drowned all of them in earth. Equally bad was that every step forward brought with it an increasing sense of dread. She didn’t know what they might find at the end of the tunnel, but was quite sure she wasn’t going to like it.

From the way her companions were walking, she thought they had similar feelings. Aneta and Emmet were moving briskly, with tense bodies. Girard had a tight grip on his gun, eyes darting this way and that as if looking for threats to appear out of the walls. He wasn’t sensitive to magic, but it was possible he was picking up something.

Just as Hallie was wondering how much longer the tunnel would go on for, between one footfall and the next, they moved into an open space. There was a fractionally higher ceiling above them, but the ground fell away in front of them to a deep, circular shape. The air had changed, too, from the faint moisture in the tunnel to a clinging damp saturated with salt. Hallie looked up at the ceiling again, stomach tightening, wondering if it was about to collapse under the weight of the sea. It looked dry and solid, but the smell of the sea must be coming from somewhere. Her vivid imaginings about drowning in earth were now interspersed with drowning in sea water.

The tunnel that they had been walking through had ended, but the path had not. A wide, packed earth trail led away from them, down one side of the cavern, forming a gentle slope down to the floor. Hallie didn’t want to, but her eyes followed the path all the way down. In the gloom, she could not see much, but there was enough light to pick out the pattern laid out on the floor below them. It was the design she’d seen too many times in the past few days. The sweeping curve and the stubby lines. It was so simple and yet she wanted to turn and run away from it.

“That’s just awful,” she said. She had her arms wrapped around her middle and she could feel the stone of the wall pressing into her back, the cold of the rock seeping through her clothing.

“It’s unpleasant to me and I barely feel anything,” Girard said. He’d moved to stand beside her, looking down at the floor below and the curving design with open curiosity.

“Then you are lucky,” Aneta told him. The witch’s face was drawn and rather than her normal vibrant, youthful appearance, she looked about a hundred years older, fine lines spreading out from around her eyes, harsh lines around her mouth.

“And you said this was the first site?” Hallie asked, forcing the words out. The biting cold from the design below was working its way through her layers of clothing, digging into her flesh.

“Unfortunately, yes.” Aneta didn’t say anything else, taking a step forward and then another. Hallie realised that the witch was having to force herself to move, to leave the shelter of the wall and tunnel.

“Who are you?” Girard asked. The tone of his voice was part question, part reverence. Hallie turned to the investigator, to find him staring at Emmet. The veondken was looking down at the cavern floor, but lifted an eyebrow at Girard.

“I am Emmet Lowery,” he answered.

“You are different,” Girard said, and Hallie realised that she could no longer see the outline of a hochlen man around Emmet. He must have dropped his disguise at some point, revealing his true appearance. Girard moved, putting his hands together, palm to palm, fingers pressed together, under his chin and inclined his head. It was the same gesture that Emmet had used to greet Hallie at their second meeting, and she wondered how Girard had known about that.

Emmet repeated the gesture, which seemed to confuse Girard. A trace of humour lit the veondken’s eyes.

“You are one of the sinisir,” Girard said, sounding shaken. “I am honoured to be in your presence.”

“Sinisir?” Hallie said, framing the unfamiliar word. “I don’t know that term.”

“It means that Master Lowery here is one of our ancestors,” Girard told her, apparently unable to take his eyes off Emmet. “We thought they were all gone.”

Hallie found that she was not shocked by the information. She’d never come across anyone quite like Emmet, and it made sense to her that his people were ancient. What did surprise her was the depth of reverence that Girard had shown. Although she liked Girard as a person, she had never seen any evidence that hochlen held reverence for anything besides their own concerns. The idea that there was a race of people that the elite found extraordinary was startling.

“Not gone, young thing,” Emmet said. In his voice Hallie caught the sense of a vast depth of age and experience along with a hint of profound sadness that twisted her heart. She’d come across soul-deep grief like that a few times in her life and felt the echo of it ring through her. “We leave your people to their own concerns.”

“I don’t understand,” Girard said. Hallie had never heard him sound so uncertain, so confused.

“There is no time to dwell on that now,” Emmet said. He gave Girard a direct look, a hint of hardness in his face. “I prefer not to disclose my nature to the others.”

“I understand,” Girard said, even though it was clear he didn’t. Not fully, at least. Hallie felt her breath catch. She had a feeling that secrets were difficult for the investigator, and the reverence he’d shown for Emmet told her that meeting the veondken - no, sinisir - was a huge event. Something he would most likely want to talk about. Hallie found herself torn between sympathy for Girard and a protective instinct, not wanting Emmet to be discussed more widely. After all, the only reason why Emmet was here, potentially exposing his identity to the hochlen, was because Hallie had asked for help. “I don’t like keeping secrets from my team, but I will keep yours,” Girard added. Hallie relaxed. He meant every word. The core of integrity that he carried meant that he would do the difficult thing and not talk about Emmet with anyone else.

“We need to go. It will take them some time, but the hochlen will find the tunnel entrance eventually, and I’d rather not give them a chance to interfere.” Despite the urgency of her words, Aneta didn’t move, her reluctance clear.

“You’re going down there?” Hallie asked, voice rising in pitch.

“Yes.” Aneta glanced back at Hallie. “You don’t need to come.”

“No. I really do. I got you into this,” Hallie said, forcing her body away from the wall. The first step took so much effort that her body was shaking. After that, moving was a little easier. If she didn’t think too much about what she was doing.

Ahead of her, Aneta and Emmet were moving, slowly and steadily, down the path towards the floor. Hallie could sense Girard behind her. She glanced back.

“Are you alright?” she asked.

“Honestly, I’m not sure,” he said, a half laugh in his voice. “This day has become beyond strange.” He shook his head. “But I’m fine. How about you? You look, em, well, quite ill.”

“I feel ill,” Hallie told him, turning back to the path.

“The magic is that bad?” he asked. He sounded more curious than anything else.

“Yes.”

“I used to wish for more awareness of magic when I was growing up,” he confided. “It always frustrated me that my siblings could sense things I couldn’t. But it’s not always an easy gift, is it?”

“No,” Hallie agreed. She shrugged, keeping the better part of her attention on moving forward. “Although there’s not a lot of magic in low city, so I don’t have much experience.” Talking helped keep her attention away from the magic around them, at least a little bit.

“But your friend, Aneta, is a witch?” Girard asked. Despite the chill against her skin, Hallie smiled at the open curiosity in his voice.

“She is. The most powerful one I know,” Hallie confirmed.

“Are there many witches in low city?” he asked.

“Quiet, please,” Aneta requested from a few paces in front. There was no sharpness in her voice. Instead, it sounded to Hallie like she was trying not to laugh, as if she found Girard’s open curiosity amusing.

They were almost at the bottom. Almost on the same level as the pattern. At that realisation, Hallie’s body wanted to stop moving. She pushed herself forward, not only reluctant to show weakness, but also not wanting to be left behind.

And then they were on the ground level and Hallie’s senses were full of the biting cold of the magic, along with the taste of old metal in her mouth.

“Is that blood?” she asked, words thick and heavy on her tongue.

“A lot of it, yes,” Aneta confirmed. She and Emmet were standing together by the nearest part of the design, part of the outer semi-circle. From what Hallie could see, it had been formed by some kind of substance laid over the stone floor. At least some of what had been used to make the design was old blood. But that wasn’t all. There were flecks of white in the mix as well.

“Blood and crushed bone,” Emmet said, his voice heavy.

“I’d say there’s at least some human or hochlen blood mixed in,” Aneta added, a sharp edge to her voice suggesting that she was struggling with her own feelings.

“We found remains in one of the train sheds,” Hallie said, forcing the words out. “It looked like someone had taken all the fluid out of him.”

“You mean Carrado? You think his blood was used here?” Girard asked.

“I don’t know. None of it makes sense to me,” Hallie said, wrapping her arms around her middle, “but it might explain why someone would kill him in that way.”

“There’s more blood here than could possibly come from one person,” Aneta said, glancing across at Hallie, her face tight.

“Carrado’s blood might be mixed in here, but this smells like it’s mostly from animals,” Girard said.

“How can you tell?” Hallie asked, trying not to sound too hopeful. Bad enough that someone had used blood and bone to create the pattern, but it was so much worse if it had been human or veondken blood.

“It’s got a different scent to it,” Girard answered. He looked older and suddenly tired. “I’ve been dragged out hunting by my father and brother and cousins often enough to recognise the smell of animal blood.”

“Gathering food for the table is not an evil act,” Emmet said, with utmost gentleness.

“I know. But they made it into a sport. A game. And taking a life should never be that,” Girard said, and Hallie could see and hear the distress that Emmet had been responding to. She was reminded again of her impression of Girard as a decent man. He had avoided the casual, unthinking arrogance that she’d been taught to expect from hochlen, and had in fact come across from many of the elite. Instead, he looked at the world with compassion and curiosity and she wanted to hug him.

“I’m glad to know that most of the blood is not from people,” she said, “although I’m sorry for how you learned that.” The words felt and sounded clumsy. They seemed to provide Girard with some comfort, though. Some of the tiredness left his face.

Even with the tiny bit of relief, Hallie still wanted to be sick. She’d heard whispers and rumours about dark magic. It was impossible to grow up in low city without hearing the old tales. But she’d never come across actual black magic, let alone something made of blood and bone.

Even as she thought that, she realised that the wrongness around her felt old. Ancient. Far, far older than anything had any right to be. As though the foulness had been part of the ground since the beginning of time.

“I feel that I shouldn’t be able to breathe,” Hallie said, mostly to herself. The air that she was pulling into her lungs, keeping herself alive, was also sending jagged darts of ice into her rib cage.

“It is foul,” Aneta agreed.

“This place is ancient, but that pattern has been done recently, hasn’t it?” Hallie asked, not really needing the confirmation. “I mean, a pattern made of blood wouldn’t have survived down here for long. The air is too damp.”

“It’s been made in the past few days, I would say,” Aneta said. She glanced at Hallie, eyes sharp. “But you are also right that this place is old. At least as old as the first settlement. My sisters of the past destroyed what was here before. But someone has remade it.” Aneta’s voice was dark, her power almost vibrating in the air. Hallie would normally have been nervous of the depth of power she could feel from the witch, but it was such a relief from the old magic that she welcomed the sensation. Aneta turned away and crouched by the design, as if getting a closer look.

Not wanting to be too distracted while the freezing magic was still burrowing into her skin, Hallie turned away and looked across the expanse of the design. Animal blood and bone. She thought again of the floor of the secret room in Mador’s house. She wondered if the sentinel shrike had left enough blood from its meals to make this pattern, and what part Mador had played in it. After all, someone had gathered enough blood and bone to lay out the huge pattern she could see. It stretched out into the dark, covering more floor space than her entire house.

Unlike the pattern she’d seen in the sea cove, there was a spot of darkness in the centre. A bit of shadow where there shouldn’t be any, and the faintest hint of the ground falling away around the shadow.

“There’s something in the middle,” Hallie said. Having an object in the centre of the design must have some meaning, and it was unlikely to be an innocent one. It was almost certainly important, and she needed to know what it was. With great reluctance, she stepped over the thick band of blood-and-bone nearest to her and took a step towards the centre of the floor. Her feet were heavy, and she had to make an effort not to drag the soles of her boots across the stone surface, her legs becoming great weights the closer she got to the centre, her whole body turning to lead such that she could barely move.

“There’s a concealment spell around it and something else. Protection, I think,” Aneta said. The witch was still standing outside the patter, her whole body stiff as if she was fighting to stay where she was and not go back.

“I can’t see through it,” Hallie said, even though Aneta had not asked.

There was an extra element to this pattern, Hallie realised. A circle of blood-and-bone laid around the centre, as if protecting whatever was hidden in the shadows. The magic was stronger here, too, not just making her body heavy but turning the air thick and driving ice picks into her bones.

There was one small spot of warmth, though. More like scalding heat. Nestled in by her side, in one of her pockets. The egg. The zauber that Emmet had stolen from the city museum. Again. Hallie managed to move her hand to her pocket and unzip it, drawing the object out into the palm of her hand.

The heat of it made her gasp and almost drop it, but she managed to hold on, gritting her teeth and setting her sights on the circle of blood and bone and the burrowed out stone full of the shadows in front of her. She needed to see what was inside that hollow.

The zauber flared, blinding light seeping out of the pocket, and the shadows swirled, vanishing into grey wisps that faded before her eyes.

With the shadows gone, she could see what was in the hollow. It looked for all the world like a giant egg. The sheer ordinariness of it made her stop in her tracks, even as her eyes tracked differences between this and any other egg. For one thing, the design from the floor was painted on the shell, in vivid red that Hallie thought might just be human or hochlen and not animal blood. For another, the egg was enormous. Even settled into the hollow in the ground, it was almost as high as her knees. She couldn’t imagine a bird big enough to produce such a thing.

A rustling sound above her was the only warning she had before a black-skinned, spindly creature barrelled into her, sending her off her feet and sliding across the floor, the zauber spilling out of her grasp, the rough stone tearing holes into her jeans and scraping her leather jacket.

She came to a stop in the midst of the pattern, further away from Aneta, Emmet and Girard. She’d somehow managed to avoid crossing any of the blood-and-bone lines. Scrambling to her knees and then her feet, she had to duck immediately as the sentinel shrike swept down at her again.

At the edge of the design, Aneta was shouting something. Emmet was standing quite still, his hands moving in front of him in some pattern that Hallie didn’t recognise. Girard had his gun aimed towards Hallie. No, not at her. Aimed at the shrike, which was even now diving back towards her.

She launched herself forward, back towards the centre of the circle and the faintly glowing zauber she could see not that far away. Some instinct told her that it was important for her to get the object back, to retrieve it before the shrike could get hold of it.

Her reaching fingers closed around the zauber just as the shrike’s outstretched hands took hold of her arm, dragging her up into the air. Hallie cried out, seeing the ground falling away from her. She twisted, trying to break free, but the creature’s hand dug into her flesh, hard enough to bruise her bones. The egg pulsed against her palm and she spun in the air, reaching out, trying to bring it into contact with the shrike.

The creature spotted what she was doing and dropped her. She fell, not that far, landing hard in a heap, jarring every bone in her body, the object still in her hand, pulses of warmth shooting through her in time to her rapid heartbeat.

Her pulse was loud in her ears along with her harsh, rapid breathing, but she heard the flat crack of gunshots. Someone was shooting. She just hoped they weren’t aiming at her.

When the shots faded, she got to her knees again, trying to work out where the shrike was now. Not far. It was hovering in the air above the giant egg, its wings spread, its spindly limbs tucked under it, flat eyes staring back at her.

“Bullets aren’t working.” That was Girard, sounding frustrated. She risked a quick look over her shoulder and saw him standing outside the perimeter of the design, his gun held ready, aimed at the shrike.

“They won’t. It’s got defences.” Aneta. Equally frustrated.

“I can only hold it away from us for so long.” That was Emmet. Hallie could hear the strain in his voice. She remembered the pattern he’d been making with his hands. Trying to protect them.

She got to her feet and found that she was at least a quarter of the way around the circle from the others. They had gathered together, Girard with his gun levelled at the shrike.

For its part, the shrike was ignoring the others, its attention solely focused on Hallie. It saw her as the threat. She had an inappropriate urge to laugh at the idea. She wasn’t a threat to anyone. She’d barely survived. But she did have an object of power in her hand, and from the way it was quivering against her skin, she could easily imagine it being a threat to the shrike. She tucked the zauber back into her pocket, closing the zip, not wanting to risk dropping it again, and took a half step sideways, towards the others. The shrike didn’t move, perfectly still in the air over the giant egg, but its eyes tracked her with predatory intent.

Movement nearby had Hallie whirling around, realising that she had somehow missed that there was another entrance to the sunken floor. A group of people were coming out of another tunnel mouth. Not all of them people, Hallie saw. A group of the misshapen creatures that she and Girard had encountered under the port swarmed into the space, staying near to the tunnel, huddling in groups of twos and threes, their small eyes glittering in the poor light. They moved awkwardly with their clumsy bodies and mismatched limbs, the dull, rough cloth of the robes they wore blending into the shadows. In their midst, she could see the shape of some weapons. They had mostly been armed with sticks or spears before, but they did have guns, too. There must have been at least two dozen of them - far more than she had seen before - and Hallie’s heart sank. They had been aggressive and determined in a much smaller number. And from the way a few of them were staring at her in particular, she thought they might remember her from their previous encounter.

“Revenants,” Aneta murmured, so quietly that Hallie wondered if she’d imagined it.

“What?” Girard asked, speaking equally softly.

“Revenants,” the witch repeated, her voice a little stronger. “Constructs built to serve the magicians who once ruled this place. They must have been here for hundreds of years.” There was a hint of awe in her voice as she finished.

“Made of magic?” Girard asked, voice flat.

“Originally, yes,” Aneta said.

“Hush, please,” Emmet said. The request was softly spoken, but Aneta and Girard said no more.

The creatures - the revenants - stopped once they had all filed into the space, their stillness and silence as unnerving as their arrival. Magic constructs. Hallie wanted to disbelieve it, to reject the idea that such a thing was even possible. But she was standing underground in a space steeped with ancient, foul magic with a sentinel shrike and a giant egg not far away. Creatures built from magic wasn’t that hard to believe if she accepted everything else was true.

Hallie took a half-step back, away from the revenants, and watched them all collectively twitch in response. She stilled. They were indeed watching her. Ready to strike. And she was standing between Girard, Aneta, Emmet and the creatures.

It wasn’t just the revenants who had arrived, though. There were people, too, and Hallie dragged her attention away from the creatures to assess who else she was facing.

Mador Sandoval was in the lead, an unpleasant smirk on his face. He was wearing a floor-length set of robes in dark fabric that absorbed the light except for a crimson patch over his heart which was in the same design as on the floor. If Hallie had had any doubts that he was involved somehow, the pattern glinting on his chest cancelled those completely. With the discoveries at his house, she had been expecting to find him somewhere involved in all this.

At his shoulder, a compact gun in her hand, was someone Hallie had not been expecting. Lunete Murphy. She’d seemed a perfect assistant, as troubled by the events in the port as her superior. However, the efficient and competent Harbour Master’s assistant was wearing a set of robes similar to Mador’s along with a similar expression. Hallie remembered noticing the change in Lunete at the scene of the second theft earlier that day, the energy that had vibrated around the other woman, and couldn’t help wonder just how long Lunete had been involved in Mador’s scheme.

Behind the hochlen pair was a quartet of black-clad, armed security surrounding a greater shock than Lunete. The security team was guarding Kendra and Nelda. The sister witches who Hallie had known since childhood. They looked tiny next to the heavily armed and armoured male hochlen. Their grey hair was tied up in knots at the backs of their heads, each of them dressed in layers of clothing from slim trousers to knee-length tunics and scarves, all in a variety of colours that should have clashed but which somehow worked well together. The sisters appeared to be eccentric and harmless old women, and although Hallie had a sense that there was almost as much power in them as she could feel in Aneta, she could not work out how they had come to be here.

The security team’s weapons were trained on the old women. Kendra and Nelda seemed to have been left unbound and unharmed, which was a relief.

Even as Hallie realised that the elderly witches were in one piece, Mador lifted a hand in the direction of Aneta, Emmet and Girard. Hallie cried a warning, not sure what Mador was up to but certain it wasn’t good. Before the three could react, the hochlen spoke a word that Hallie didn’t recognise but which made the curving line of patter in front of the three people flare with sickly green and red light followed by a wave of power that sent them flying backwards, slamming into the side of the cavern. One by one, they slid down to the floor, apparently unconscious. A cry of protest lodged in Hallie’s throat. Mador gave a small, satisfied nod and turned back to her.

“That should hold them for the moment. You do have a habit of turning up in places you are not welcome,” Mador said to Hallie, lip curling in a sneer. “Thankfully, this will be the last time.” He looked up at the shrike hovering overhead. “Kill her.”


Chapter twenty-two


Hallie tensed, waiting for the creature to fly down and strike her. She wasn’t sure what she could do to fend off the shrike. It was far more powerful than she was. She was only alive now because it had chosen to leave from their last two encounters.

The shrike didn’t move, its unblinking stare fixed on Hallie.

Mador frowned, turning a glare on the creature. “I gave you an order.”

“I do not need to obey you,” the shrike said, turning its nightmare eyes to Mador. Its voice was just as awful as Hallie remembered. Even as relief that she wasn’t about to die made her feel light-headed, the creature’s words chilled her. Mador had clearly believed he was in charge, but the creature had just let everyone know that he was not. Somehow that was more terrifying than the arrogant hochlen being in control. She could probably figure out what Mador wanted. She wasn’t certain about the shrike.

“We have a bargain, you and I,” Mador said, anger in his voice. He seemed to have forgotten everyone else around him, too busy trying to assert his authority over the hovering shrike.

“You promised to protect us,” the shrike answered. “Your part remains unfulfilled.”

“I have done everything you asked,” Mador said, voice rising in volume and pitch.

“Stupid creature,” the shrike said. “You serve your own ends. The bargain is not satisfied.”

Hallie was listening for all she was worth, mouth half-open, trying to draw every bit of meaning she could from the exchange. Even as she was putting together the pieces, part of her was wondering how in the world Mador had found the shrike to make a bargain with it in the first place. The creature hadn’t just turned up at his house, ready to do what Mador wanted and take up residence in the hidden room. Mador must have sought it out. But that didn’t fit, either. Somehow she couldn’t see the hochlen making the journey to the inaccessible mountains where the sentinel shrikes lived. And even if he had, what incentive would there have been for the shrike to leave its mountain home and come here?

Hallie’s eyes travelled from the hovering creature to the egg sitting in the hollow and a sick feeling twisted her gut. What would prompt any creature to leave its home, to make a bargain? You promised to protect us. The shrike was a fearsome creature, perhaps the most powerful one Hallie had ever come across. In contrast, the egg seemed vulnerable.

“Did he steal your egg?” Hallie asked, her voice high and thin, not the calm tone she’d been hoping for. But then she wasn’t absolutely sure the shrike would let her live.

“Brother,” the shrike said, as if that explained everything.

“Don’t talk to her,” Mador ordered, face flushed with anger.

“I do not need to obey you,” the shrike said again. Its voice still scraped through Hallie’s senses, foul and unnerving, but she was beginning to be able to trace some of its feelings. It had nothing but contempt for Mador.

“So your brother is in the egg that’s underneath you?” Hallie asked, keeping her attention on the shrike. She was far more worried by it than Mador.

“Be quiet,” Mador hissed at Hallie. She ignored him, focusing instead on the shrike.

“Stole us. Both of us. Brought us here,” the shrike said. A shiver ran along its wings, the first sign of movement Hallie had seen from it. The contempt she’d recognised had been swept away by burning fury.

The egg was larger than any Hallie had ever seen, which was no surprise as the shrike was enormous. But it would have fitted into the empty space Girard had found in Mador’s second container. She shuddered, the pieces finally beginning to fall into place. Mador hadn’t gone to the mountains to bargain with the shrike and somehow bring the creature to the city. No, instead, he had somehow stolen not one but two shrike eggs and had them brought here. She couldn’t imagine the well-dressed man scrambling down a mountain with a sack on his back. He must have hired someone to carry out the theft for him. Hallie felt a moment of satisfaction. That made sense. Some pieces finally fit together.

As for why, Girard had said that sentinel shrikes were supposed to have great magical power. And Mador seemed to be in the market for power. With everything she’d learned about the man, Hallie had assumed that he had been seeking political power. Perhaps even a seat on the Conclave. She’d been wrong, badly wrong, in assuming Mador had been content to limit himself to politics. He’d had a far darker plan in mind, tapping into the dark magic that lay under her feet and saturated the air around them.

“You are both here. Both unharmed,” Mador said, his voice too loud, too much emphasis on his words, as if by shouting he could somehow convince the creature to obey him.

The shrike tilted its angled head at him, staring at him with those awful eyes, and didn’t answer. The silence rang in the air for a long, long moment.

Mador was the first to look away, turning instead to the misshapen creatures gathered around. The revenants twitched as Mador’s attention fell across them, the collective movement making Hallie’s skin crawl. The hochlen had some kind of hold over them, all of them watching him with unblinking eyes. “Kill them,” he ordered, with a flick of his hand towards Hallie, and the unmoving shapes that were Girard, Aneta and Emmet. Worry gnawed at Hallie that her companions were still on the ground.

Unlike the shrike, the revenants responded immediately, surging forward across the floor, heading straight for Hallie and the others.

Their forward movement took them across the pattern that had been laid out. At least half of the creatures were dragging a foot when they moved, scraping the ground, and pulling the lines of the pattern out of shape.

Hallie felt the change in the air immediately. The jagged edges of cold lessened, and she could breathe again, a trickle of warmth beginning to return to her body. The awful foul magic was still there, but much reduced.

Mador must have noticed it as well. He let out a howl of anger.

“Not that way. Idiots. Go around the outside. That way.” Mador flung out a hand again, pointing, the wide sleeve of his robes flapping with the force of his movement.

The revenants stopped their forward momentum and stood for a moment, confusion clear on their distorted faces, then they turned and did what Mador had asked, all of them moving in the same direction, to the outside of the space. Unfortunately, that also meant that they walked across more of the pattern and as they disturbed more of the lines, the pressure in the air lessened still further. The edge of panic that Hallie had been holding at bay ever since she, Aneta, Emmet and Girard had found this cavern faded and her mind began working again.

Out of the corner of her eye, she could see movement from where Girard, Aneta and Emmet had fallen. Relief coursed through her, making her light-headed. They were alive.

“Idiots!” Mador yelled again. “Stop. Stay where you are before you do any more damage.”

The creatures all halted where they were, scattered across the pattern, turning to Mador. Hallie felt a moment’s sympathy for them. However aggressive and murderous they were, they clearly lacked the capacity to understand what was being asked of them, and had no idea why Mador was so furious, when all they had done was follow his orders. It was only a moment’s sympathy, though. She was quite sure they would have killed her if Mador hadn’t ordered them to stop.

The shrike let out a howl of rage that had Hallie crouching down, covering her ears, convinced her head would explode at any moment, the pressure of the shrike’s anger was so great.

“You fool,” the shrike said, its fury directed at Mador. “You have ruined it. Put brother in danger.”

Still huddled on the ground, Hallie’s eyes went to the giant egg, with the pattern marked on its shell. It looked the same as before. But perhaps the change in magic in the space had affected it in some way. Enough to anger the shrike.

“If you’d done what you were supposed to, it wouldn’t have happened,” Mador yelled back. Lunete leant forward and murmured something in his ear, too quiet for Hallie to catch, her skull still ringing with the after-effect of the shrike. “Yes, yes, I know. But it was perfect,” Mador said, his face flushed with colour. “Everything was perfect. Until you.” He turned and glared at Hallie.

She straightened quickly, wanting to face Mador on her feet. “What did I do?” she asked, hearing anger in her own voice. “You’re the one who set up this whole thing and decided to play dress-up. If you wanted to play games, there are much easier ways.”

“I always liked that girl,” Kendra said to her sister, in a stage whisper that carried across the whole space.

“Got real courage, that one,” Nelda agreed, in the same carrying voice. “Not like that idiot. Who made those robes for him, I want to know? At least three sizes too big.”

Hallie choked on a much-needed laugh, even as her heart skipped with concern for the witches. Mador had already tried to get his creatures to kill her. He probably wouldn’t have any problem ordering his security to kill the sisters.

“Dress-up? Games?” Mador seemed too focused on her to worry about the witches. He took a step forward, across the blurred line of the pattern on the floor, his robes brushing more of the blood and bone away. Nelda had been right. They were too large for him. He didn’t seem to notice, stalking forward until he was close enough that Hallie could see his eyes were bloodshot and there were deep purple shadows under them. It looked as if he hadn’t slept since Hallie had last seen him. “You are too ignorant to understand.”

“Understand what?” Hallie asked, lifting her chin and staring him down. He was furious, and angry people often blurted out things that would be better unsaid.

“You’ll see.” Mador surprised her by asserting some self-control, spinning on his heel and stalking away to the centre of the circle where the shrike was still hovering over the egg.

“Be very careful,” the shrike warned as Mador approached.

“I know,” Mador snapped. It wasn’t a tone Hallie would have dared to take with the creature, but Mador ignored the furious shrike and crouched down at the edge of the hollow, putting his hands out. He wasn’t touching the egg’s shell, but she couldn’t see or sense what he was doing.

The shrike hissed a warning, which Mador ignored.

“The pattern on the ground is disturbed, but we can still complete the ritual,” Mador said, tilting his head back to look up at the shrike. “I will keep my bargain if you will keep yours.”

“I am not the betrayer,” the shrike said, the weight of its words almost sending Hallie back to her knees.

Mador came to his feet and turned slowly, looking around the space, his eyes falling on the revenants, still motionless as he had ordered, then travelling past Hallie to Girard, Aneta and Emmet. Hallie couldn’t help but look across as well. The three had managed to sit up. Aneta was hunched over, one hand to her head as if in great pain. Hallie dragged her attention back to Mador in time to see him smile. It was not a pleasant smile.

“Bring those meddling old women over here,” he told his security team. “They might as well be useful.”

Hallie watched as the quartet of hochlen nudged Kendra and Nelda across the blurred lines and close to the hollow and giant egg. They were under the shrike’s wings now. If they were worried, they didn’t show it. They were both standing straight, looking at Mador as if he was something that had stuck to their shoes.

“You three, come here,” Mador ordered, pointing to Aneta.

“I can’t stand up,” Aneta complained, hand still to her head. The lie grated at Hallie’s senses and her heart leapt. The witch was trying to hide her recovery. Hallie could only hope that Girard and Emmet were also feeling better than they looked. She was relieved to see that Emmet was still wearing his hochlen disguise, at least.

“Pathetic,” Mador said. “If you don’t get over here, I’ll kill these two.” Mador flicked his hand towards Kendra and Nelda. You karlen scum are all soft on each other.”

“Aren’t you just going to kill us anyway?” Hallie asked. She didn’t see any other way that Mador was going to be able to execute whatever his plan was.

“You know you’re not going to get away with this,” Girard said, surprising Hallie. His voice was unsteady, as if he was speaking through pain. As with Aneta, Hallie’s truth sense told her he was faking at least some of his injuries. “If you harm any of us, there will be consequences.”

For a moment Hallie wondered what Girard was doing and then realised he was most likely playing for time. The director and two tactical teams were at the rail yard and, as Aneta had observed earlier, they would find their way here eventually. The longer she and the others could keep Mador talking, the more likely it was that the tac team and their heavy weaponry would get there. Girard was far more used than she was to relying on weaponry. She wasn’t sure even the heavier guns carried by the tac team would work against the shrike, but it was better than nothing.

Hallie wished deeply that she had her flexi-cuffs with her. She would love to put them on Mador and get some answers to the questions whirling around her mind. But she could only carry the cuffs when she was on official business, and helping the Conclave Investigators had not seemed official.

“Hold a gun to that one’s head. Count to five. If the others haven’t moved at the end, shoot her,” Mador said to one of the security team.

The man moved, putting a pistol to Nelda’s head, and began counting aloud. Hallie heard gasps of shock or worry or both from Aneta, Emmet and Girard and saw them scramble to their feet, helping each other up. She found herself unable to move, her whole attention fixed on the elderly witch. From the almost bored expression on Nelda’s face, she was not in the least bit worried. Hallie wanted to scream at the witch, tell her to move, to do something, to save herself.

And then she remembered Nelda’s favourite past time and some of the tension left her body. Nelda might be an old woman, but she had lightning fast hands and reflexes when it came to other people’s belongings.

“Hey, boy,” Hallie said, “have you checked you still have any bullets left?”

The man glared at Hallie, but his finger twitched on the gun.

“I’m serious. The lady likes shiny things, and bullets are very shiny,” Hallie said.

“That is true,” Girard said, managing to sound amused, doubtless remembering his first meeting with Nelda. She had given him a hug and managed to relieve him of most of his personal possessions without him noticing.

“This lack of cooperation is most disappointing,” Mador said, sounding as if he had clenched his jaw. He looked at the security guard. “Kill her.”

Even with the direct order, the guard hesitated a moment, eyes travelling between Mador and the witch. Mador glowered. The guard drew a breath, the gun wobbling slightly, then pulled the trigger. There was a soft click that seemed to echo around the cavern. Nothing happened.

Nelda turned and looked at him, a smile crossing her face that made Hallie want to step away, and she was a safe distance from the witch.

While everyone was looking at the security guard and Nelda, Hallie moved. She charged forward, aiming for Mador. Girard had clearly had the same idea and the two of them barrelled into the robed man at the same time, knocking him off his feet, backwards into the hollow.

Mador slammed into the giant egg, sending it spinning out of the hollow, the tiniest of cracks appearing on its surface.

The shrike screamed and dropped to the ground, covering the egg with its body, grabbing hold of Mador’s arm and then flinging the man away.

The shrike’s throw sent Mador, his too-big robes fluttering around him, some distance through the air until he landed, hard, on the floor, crashing into the creatures still standing around the pattern.

Hallie and Girard scrambled to their feet, ready to go after Mador. Girard was faster, starting to move across the floor.

Lunete slid into the now-empty hollow and pulled a knife from somewhere under her robes, slicing open her palm and letting her blood drip onto the stone beneath her.

“Stop her!” Aneta yelled, surging forwards, Emmet beside her. Girard reversed course, turning back to Lunete, stopping beside Aneta and Emmet.

Hallie tried to move towards Lunete, and couldn’t get past the outer edge of the blood and bone circle around the hollow. There was an invisible wall in front of her. She was close enough to reach out and grab hold of the other woman’s arm. She flung her whole weight forward, slamming into what felt like a brick wall. She tried punching it with a fist, putting her whole weight behind her arm, and let out an involuntary howl of pain as she invisible barrier pushed back against her, sending her staggering back a few paces.

Inside the circle, Lunete glanced up, a half-smile on her face as if she was delighted by Hallie’s frustration and her futile efforts to get to her.

Somewhere behind her, Mador howled in fury. “No. You can’t take it. It’s mine.”

“It was yours,” Lunete said. The half-smile had gone, replaced by as crazed a smile as Hallie had ever seen on a person’s face. The woman’s eyes were large and gleamed in the poor light, so bright that in any other circumstances, Hallie would have suspected the woman was on drugs. It was a shocking change from the self-possessed, controlled assistant she’d first met. “But you were too stupid to hold it. It’s mine now.”

“What is?” Hallie asked, hearing the plaintive note in her voice but not able to do anything about it.

“Power,” Lunete answered, surprising Hallie. She met Hallie’s eyes, her own looking darker than they had. “You felt it, didn’t you? All that power. All gathered here.”

“It’s not yours to take,” the shrike said. It was still huddled over the egg. Somehow the egg and shrike had landed on a clear patch of the ground, avoiding all the lines and curves of the pattern, Hallie noted.

“There was a bargain, though, wasn’t there?” Lunete said, the crazed smile back in place. “And if you made a bargain with Mador, you can make one with me. I’m far more reliable than he is.”

Hallie’s heart rate picked up as the shrike tilted its head, appearing to consider Lunete’s proposition. However over-confident Mador had been, Hallie was quite certain that Lunete would not make the same mistakes. The assistant might seem half-mad right now, however she’d shown herself to be efficient and competent. Likely far more so than Mador.

“Whatever is in that egg is important to you, isn’t it? Your brother?” Hallie asked, focusing her attention on the shrike. “And it’s vulnerable right now,” she went on slowly, watching the way the shrike was protecting the egg. She’d seen the cracks in the shell. And from the way the shrike was hovering, shielding the egg, its brother wasn’t ready to hatch quite yet. “So, you’d made a deal with Mador to keep it and you safe. In return for something else. Oh, wait, you were going to give him some kind of power if he kept you and it safe?” her voice rose as she figured it out. A simple agreement.

“In essence,” the shrike said, its flat black eyes on her.

“What if I make a bargain with you instead?” Hallie asked, speaking rapidly.

“Hallie, no,” Aneta and Emmet said together from somewhere behind her.

“Bad idea,” Girard said immediately afterwards.

Hallie ignored them all, keeping her eyes on the shrike. She had its attention, and it wasn’t trying to kill her. She couldn’t risk losing that moment. It still hadn’t moved and its stillness was as unnerving as the unblinking stare.

“I listen,” the shrike said.

“Take the egg, take your power, leave this place at once, go back to the mountains that are your kind’s home, and never come here again or do harm to the people in this city,” Hallie said, thinking rapidly.

“Some bargain,” the shrike said, its serrated teeth showing. “What is your benefit?”

“My city is safe from you and your brother and whatever power you carry,” Hallie said. It seemed a fair deal to her.

The shrike lifted its head, as if in surprise.

“No,” Lunete screamed from within the hollow. “You promised. You promised. All the power in this place would be ours. Mine.”

“I promised you nothing,” the shrike said. It straightened a little and shook itself, although Hallie noticed that the egg was still safely tucked between its legs, out of harm’s way. It looked back down at Hallie and she felt the full weight and force of its presence. The power it held almost had her on her knees again. She locked them in place to keep staying upright. She did not want to show weakness before this creature.

“Do we have a bargain?” she asked, her mouth dry.

“Accepted,” the shrike said.

A vibration rang through Hallie’s chest, along with a trace of the shrike’s power. It was burning cold and she could not escape it. Only her locked knees kept her standing upright. A small part of her brain realised that if she hadn’t already heard the shrike’s voice and talked to it, the weight and force of the bargain ringing through her would have knocked her out cold.

Then the shrike gathered up the egg in its arms, as if it was the most precious thing in the world, and walked away, heading for the tunnel that Mador and the others had entered through.

Hallie watched it leave, the aftershock of the bargain lessening with every breath until she felt almost normal.

The shrike departed in complete silence. When it had vanished from sight, Lunete let out a low wail. “You’ve ruined everything.”


Chapter twenty-three


“Ruined what?” Hallie asked, turning on the assistant. “Some stupid plan to get power? Why? What could you possibly need more power for?” She heard the bitterness in her voice and couldn’t do anything about it. Lunete might have a job, but she was one of the elite. She didn’t have her travel restricted or the news she had access to edited. She hadn’t had her future bound to a family vine or a mother who didn’t care about her. In that moment, Hallie could simply not imagine what the woman would want more freedom or power for.

“I’m fed up with being underestimated and overlooked,” Lunete said, the crazed smile replaced with an almost equally terrifying expression of hatred. “Do you know I am more qualified than that idiot, Uwaine Conrad? I’m better at the job, too. He does almost nothing. But if he gets replaced, it will be by another man. No one is going to give the job to me.”

Hallie heard the absolute truth of that in Lunete’s voice and instinctive sympathy rose for the woman. She’d grown up knowing that it hadn’t mattered to her family, even her mother, that she was a girl. Men and women were expected to contribute equally to the family vine, even if those contributions were different.

But that was not the way of hochlen society. Only men could be heads of households. With one exception. And men had a great deal more freedom in their lives and decision-making.

“I can understand that,” Hallie said, in a more moderate tone. “But surely the answer is to fight for more rights and respect and not to try and, what, grab magical power and use it to hurt other people?”

“When has anyone ever cared if I was hurt?” Lunete said, a sob in her voice.

“You’re pathetic,” Mador said. Hallie had almost forgotten he was there, seeing Lunete as the far greater threat. But the man was on his feet again, coming closer to the hollow where Lunete was standing. “If I’d realised you were going to whine this much, I never would have let you into the plan.”

“Idiot,” Lunete spat out. “You didn’t let me in, remember? I saved your stupid plan when you let the first egg hatch. If I hadn’t got the second one, you wouldn’t have had anything to bargain with.” The savage bitterness in Lunete’s voice when she finished speaking made Hallie want to take a step back. It seemed that the shrike was not the only one who held Mador in contempt.

“You will know your place, woman,” Mador said. He was almost white with fury, glaring at her.

He couldn’t get to her, Hallie saw. Lunete had tucked herself safely into the hollow, using her blood somehow to activate the invisible protection around her.

He might not be able to physically reach her, but he could provoke her. Lunete lifted her chin, bright blue eyes glittering with what looked like hatred as she stared back at Mador. “We had a deal,” she said, voice shaking with the strength of her feelings. “And I expect you to do your part.”

“Wait a minute,” Hallie said, before the two of them could keep shouting at each other. “The first egg hatched? The shrike was in the first egg? But it could only have been, what, a few days old?” Her stomach twisted again at the thought. Her breath caught when she remembered the fragments she and Girard had come across in the tunnels during their escape. Fragments that she had thought were pottery shards but which she now realised were a similar colour to the egg the shrike had taken with it. For a moment her mind was stuck, unable to comprehend how a hatchling small enough to fit into the egg could have grown so quickly to the enormous creature she had encountered. And then she remembered the hidden room at Mador’s house with the grisly remains of animals scattered over the floor. That much food could well have caused the shrike to grow rapidly.

Mador directed a look of disgust in her direction, ignored her, and turned back to Lunete. “We can still salvage some of this,” he told her. “The pattern is still there. Without the shrike’s power to make it permanent, it won’t be as strong. But it might still be enough. We just need a few days. We can use sacrifice.”

“It’s not going to be me,” Lunete said. She was safe within whatever barrier she’d set up, but Hallie couldn’t help wonder how long the invisible wall would hold. Mador looked angry enough to try to kill the woman with his bare hands, or order his security team to do it for him. “I’m not going to end up pinned on a ceiling and left to rot.”

“You mean like Carrado Galloway?” Hallie asked, the words heavy in her mouth. She’d already guessed that Mador had had a hand in the younger hochlen’s death. It still didn’t make it pleasant news. It meant that Mador, and Lunete, from what she was saying, had been in that train carriage. With that new knowledge, Hallie wondered if the shrike had gone back there to search for the missing egg - its brother - when she and Girard had found it.

Lunete’s mad smile made another appearance. “Found him, did you? Useless second son.”

“He didn’t deserve to die like that,” Hallie said quietly.

“He deserved that and more,” Mador contradicted, his voice sharp.

“He came looking for his cat,” Lunete add, cruelty now mixed with the craziness of her smile. “Got more than he bargained for.”

“So you killed him because you didn’t like him?” Hallie asked, astonished, eyes travelling between Lunete and Mador. It was a truly stupid reason to kill someone, as far as she was concerned. But if fit with what she was seeing of them both.

“We needed blood for the pattern. And his mere existence was more than reason enough to want him dead,” Mador said.

“What about the workers? The pair of karlen who were also dead?” Hallie asked. She was far more concerned about the ordinary folk than she was about the two hochlen who had also died in the train shed.

“Wrong place, wrong time,” Mador said, dismissing the deaths as unimportant. He turned his attention back to Lunete. “Like I said, sacrifice. And, as annoying as you are, I didn’t mean you.” Mador gestured around the cavern. “We have enough here.”

“That’s true,” Lunete said, straightening, a thoughtful expression on her face. “What do you propose?”

Any sympathy that Hallie might have had for the woman vanished. She was calmly and coolly discussing making sacrifices with Mador, much as she might go over a shipping manifest. Hallie glanced across to Aneta, Emmet and Girard to find that they had been paying close attention. They had also managed to rescue Kendra and Nelda, getting them away from Mador’s security team and back towards the edge of the cavern. Possibly while everyone else was distracted by the shrike. The sisters were standing behind Aneta, one to either shoulder. Emmet’s disguise was still holding.

No longer looking after the witches, Mador’s security team had their weapons pointed at Girard, apparently seeing him as the greater threat. They were very carefully not aiming their weapons anywhere near Kendra or Nelda. Hallie couldn’t help wonder if the agents had checked their weapons, and wonder, too, just how much ammunition Nelda had managed to steal.

Besides the witches, Emmet and Girard and the security team, the misshapen creatures were still where they had halted, most of them standing on the thick lines of the pattern on the floor.

Hallie turned her attention back to Mador and Lunete and realised she’d missed something from the self-satisfied expressions on their faces. Before she could ask what they were planning, Mador pulled a knife from somewhere inside his robes and made a shallow cut on his palm, wincing as he did so. He knelt next to the nearest line of blood-and-bone.

Seeing his plan, Hallie yelled a warning. She thought that her people were outside the lines, but Mador’s own security force was not. And neither was she. She scurried away from the place she had been standing to a clear patch of floor just as Mador’s bloody hand made contact with the line and a shockwave of power ran around the space. Inside the hollow, Lunete was kneeling, her own palm pressed against the stone. A second pulse of power joined the first. Hallie struggled to stay on her feet.

She fared much better than Mador’s security team or the revenants. The four members of the security team and all the creatures who were standing on the lines crumpled to the ground, the thump of their bodies hitting the stone an odd counterpoint in Hallie’s ears to the thumping of her heart and her harsh breathing.

Her eyes widened as she looked at the bodies hitting the ground. They didn’t have a mark on them. There was no sign that they were actually dead apart from their frozen expressions of shock. The same expression was reflected on the faces of the revenants who had escaped death, all of them looking at each other and then at Mador. A low, keening noise rose among them as if they were mourning their dead.

Hallie had no time to deal with the sudden deaths as Mador was turning his attention to her, a small, unpleasant smile around his mouth.

“I guess I will need to kill you myself,” he said, and took a step towards her.

He was all wrong. Where he had been an ordinary hochlen, and quite forgettable, he was now coated in darkness and a foul odour that seemed to seep into Hallie’s skin. As he stalked towards her, his too-large robes billowed around him, no longer comically large but now shrouded in shadow and dark magic.

Mador’s face was tight with purpose and underlying anger. The full force of his power slammed into her, sending her stumbling back onto one of the curving lines of the floor pattern. She tried to move, to step further away, but unseen ropes snaked up her legs, holding her in place and she could feel her energy draining, cold taking over her body. She struggled, but it was no good. The ropes wouldn’t let her go.

The zauber in her pocket flared, sending a shocking wave of heat across her skin, scorching the ropes that bound her in place. She almost tripped as she finally moved away, her legs a mix of burning hot and burning cold.

Mador was nearly at arm’s length to her and he stopped, expression changing to what looked like genuine shock. “How did you do that?” he asked. Without waiting for an answer, he raised his hand, with the wound still open, and did something Hallie couldn’t see. She felt the effect of it, though, as more power thudded into her, denting the armoured vest that she wore, her feet sliding back on the stone floor. She was outside the pattern now, though, so there was nothing to tie her in place. She managed to get herself to a halt and stand facing Mador.

“You just killed all those people. For what? For power? Is that what happened to the men in the tunnels and train shed?” Hallie asked.

“You will not question me,” Mador said, his face reddening and distorting with anger. “No one will question me. Not ever again.”

“That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve heard in a while,” Hallie said, and meant it. “You were head of your own household. You had power. No one in your household would have challenged you, I’m quite sure.”

“You think that’s power? Stupid little girl,” Mador said, his face twisted into something ugly. Rage and bitterness and longing all mixed together. “I was going to rule.”

“Rule what?” Hallie asked.

“Everything. Everyone,” he answered, voice low, jaw tight. “You would have bowed to me.” He was perfectly serious, Hallie saw, cold and ruthless and calculating. He believed everything he was saying.

“I don’t think so,” Hallie said, words out before she could stop herself. Then the extra bits of information he had given her slotted together with everything else she knew. Gathering the shrike eggs, setting up the ritual space, had all taken time and resources. Mador had emptied out his house to fund the plans and had mentioned a deadline of sorts to Lunete, suggesting he was running out of time. It didn’t take long to work out why. “The Conclave,” she managed, voice choked as the realisation hit her. “You were going to take your power and use it on the Conclave.” Her voice was barely above a whisper, almost unable to voice the words. The concept was shocking. As shocking to her as someone deciding to blow up a container vessel. Or to sacrifice another living person to get their blood.

Mador made a low sound of acknowledgement, letting her know she had been right. Then he lunged forward, his hands closing around her throat. She hadn’t realised he was so close. Or perhaps the stolen power he had in him was giving him extra speed. She could feel a trace of wet blood from his still-open wound. His skin was burning hot against hers and he tried to lift her from the floor. Hallie relaxed her body, making herself a dead weight. Mador’s eyes narrowed and more rage poured out of him when she stayed stubbornly on the ground.

Hallie flexed her knees slightly, twisted in his hold and brought one arm up and across Mador’s elbows, forcing the joints to fold. The grip on her throat vanished. She aimed a kick roughly where his knees should be for good measure. He howled in anger and pain and stumbled back, almost tripping on his too-long, too-large robes.

“How did you do that?” Mador stuttered.

“I’ve been catching bullies like you for a decade now,” Hallie told him, not taking her eyes off him. For all the dark power around him, the distortion of everything that was natural, she wasn’t afraid of him any longer. He couldn’t best her in a fight, and the zauber in her pocket had protected her from his magic. He was defeated. He just didn’t know it yet. She kept watch on him, though. Bullies were often at their most dangerous right about now. “Girard, do you have cuffs with you?”

“Yes.” His voice came from somewhere else in the cavern. She heard footsteps approaching. “You’re going to arrest him?”

“No, I’m going to tie him up and let you arrest him,” Hallie said. She didn’t have a warrant for the man. But Girard had the power to detain him.

Mador had other ideas. Naturally. He charged at Hallie, hands reaching for her as if he was going to try to tear her apart with his bare hands. Hallie dodged to one side, letting him rush past her and slam into the wall. He didn’t have time to brace himself, a crack sounding as his face met the stone. He whirled, blood streaming down his nose, and charged at her again. Hallie dodged again, and watched in horror as he stumbled into one of the blood-and-bone lines on the floor and stopped in place, a low sound of fury and then of pain emerging from his throat. He turned his head, the rest of his body seemingly locked in place, and glared at her.

“You’ve killed me,” he said. Then he collapsed, the life gone from his body.

[image: image-placeholder]

Hallie stared open-mouthed at the dead man. Despite having seen so many of the creatures dead, it was still shocking how quickly he had gone from being alive and furious to lifeless on the ground.

“He killed himself,” Girard said. He was standing near her, watching her carefully. “You know that, right? It wasn’t your fault.”

Hallie turned to him, not sure what she could say. It might make sense logically, but she still felt guilty that yet another person had died in front of her. “I didn’t mean for that to happen.”

“You saved me the trouble,” Lunete Murphy said. While Hallie had been occupied with Mador, the assistant had climbed out of the hollow and crossed the floor to stand a few paces away from Hallie. She had been transformed, like Mador. No longer just a hochlen woman, dark shadows flickered around her, and Hallie caught the scent of blood. Whatever power Lunete had possessed before had been magnified. She was watching Hallie with a sharp, calculating expression. “And you are far more than you seem, aren’t you? Not just a skip tracer or karlen scum. What’s that thing you are carrying in your pocket? It feels very tasty.”

Lunete had laced magic into her words, whether deliberately or not, and the power tugged at Hallie, making her want to comply. It took an effort for Hallie to stay still and not reach for her pocket, or answer Lunete’s question.

“Surrender now, Miss Murphy, and I will see you are fairly treated,” Girard said.

Lunete half-gasped, half-laughed as she stared at him and her voice was full of bitter scorn when she spoke. “Are you serious? You think I’m going to fall for that? Is he serious?” she asked, turning to Hallie, her disbelief clear. The magic had faded a little from her voice. Still, Hallie chose to answer.

“He is perfectly serious,” Hallie said, “he normally is.”

“I’ve got all of Mador’s power now, and he left his property to me in his will,” Lunete said, an unpleasant smile on her face. “So why would I meekly surrender? I’ve worked hard to get here.”

“You are an intelligent woman,” Hallie said, wondering if it just might be possible to reason with the other woman, to get her to submit without more death or destruction. “There is no way out for you. If you want to live, do what Girard asks.”

“And what kind of life would that be? Some penal colony on a remote island? Confined to a cell for the rest of my days?” Lunete’s scorn poured over Hallie. “And who’s going to stop me? You? Him?”

“Not them.” Aneta’s voice came from somewhere nearby. It was full of her power and authority. “You have threatened this city.”

Hallie turned to find the three witches in a line facing Lunete. Emmet was standing a few paces behind them, his face stern. Ready to assist if needed.

“And as its guardians, we are going to stop you,” Kendra said, her voice full of the same authority as Aneta’s.

“You would do well to obey the hochlen,” Nelda added. “You will like our version of your future much less, I assure you.”

Hallie had never seen the three witches so solemn, and a fresh wave of apprehension swept over her as she wondered just what the three would do, or what they could do.

Lunete glared back at them, clearly unimpressed. She might be carrying a lot of power in her own body, but she didn’t seem to have the ability to realise who or what she was facing. Typical hochlen arrogance, Hallie thought. And she wasn’t going to give up, Hallie realised, a moment before Lunete raised her hand, palm out, the wound she’d made still open, blood congealing around it.

This time, Hallie was ready for the surge of power. She ducked to one side, Girard doing the same.

Aneta, Kendra and Nelda all spoke a word at the same time, a word that crackled in the air like lightning and crashed down on Lunete’s head, sending the woman spinning off her feet and onto the floor. She landed just next to one of the blood-and-bone lines, not far from where Mador’s body lay. Lunete scrambled to her feet, backing away, eyes widening in horror. And she still wasn’t ready to give up. She gathered herself and turned to face the witches.

Sick of the death and the struggle, Hallie marched forward and took hold of Lunete’s wrist. Like Mador, Lunete’s skin was burning hot, even through the sleeves of her robes. She tried to free herself from Hallie’s grasp, whirling on her. Hallie held on.

“Give up,” she said. The egg in her pocket pulsed, as if reminding her that it was still there. Can we take Lunete’s power away? Hallie wondered. The zauber pulsed again, and she almost dropped the woman’s arm in shock. She hadn’t expected an answer. Then the warmth at her side flared into searing, white-hot heat that made Hallie gasp. The flare extended out, along Hallie’s arm and onto Lunete, smothering the woman in power before retreating back along Hallie’s arm and into her pocket where the egg seemed to shake itself, then settle down for a nice nap, purring loudly.

“What did you do to me?” Lunete asked. She was trembling so hard Hallie had difficulty keeping hold of her. The fire under Hallie’s hand was gone, along with the shadows and crawling sensation of power around the other woman. “Where has it gone? It was mine. You had no right.”

As she spoke, Hallie caught the faintest trace of scent from her. An expensive perfume. It was the same as the one Hallie had smelled at the forklift, hours before. So Lunete had carried out the break in and theft from Mador’s second container by herself. Unlike Mador, she hadn’t tried to enlist anyone else to do the work for her.

“Girard, can you arrest her?” Hallie asked.

“Lunete Murphy, I am detaining you for questioning in relation to the deaths here and a conspiracy with Mador Sandoval,” Girard said. He brought out his flexi-cuffs and threaded them around Lunete’s wrists. She didn’t resist, eyes wide open staring at nothing as her lips moved silently. She seemed to be repeating It’s gone, it’s gone, it’s gone, over and over to herself, as if she couldn’t believe what had happened.

Hallie took a few steps away from the bound woman and leant forward for a moment, resting her hands on her knees, light-headed with relief and the after-effects of the power that had been released around her. She was alive. The people she cared about were alive. She wasn’t sure she quite believed it was over. Not yet. Even though Mador was dead and Lunete’s power had been sucked out by the zauber still purring in her jacket pocket, there was still dark magic in the air and ground and walls around her. It had the feeling of something old and foul, and she didn’t want to stay near it any longer than she had to.

She had a feeling that the foulness would linger so long as the blood-and-bone pattern was there. Straightening, she turned to the others to see if Aneta had any ideas about what to do with the remnants of the pattern.

Before Hallie could speak, Kendra took a step away from the others, turning to face them all. “I know you called us here, but that’s about the only sensible thing you did,” Kendra said, her voice sharp and angry. Hallie was shocked to realise the old witch was talking to Aneta. “That’s the only object of power we had in the entire city, and you gave it to Hallie?”

“Not me,” Aneta said, seemingly unconcerned by the older woman’s anger.

“I gave it to her. The zauber recognised her as worthy,” Emmet said, in a gentle tone that still didn’t allow room for argument. “And may I suggest we proceed to cleanse the space before the rest of the hochlen arrive?”

“Don’t think this is over, skinny lad,” Kendra said, glaring at the sinisir. With a shock, Hallie realised that the witch couldn’t see through Emmet’s disguise. As Kendra and Nelda turned away, looking across the floor, Emmet surprised Hallie by giving her a wink and a smile that held more than a bit of mischief in it.

Not sure what the witches and Emmet had planned, Hallie moved with Girard and Lunete away from the pattern on the floor and stood silently watching.

Aneta shed the backpack that she was still carrying, drawing out several vials of fluid and jars of what looked to Hallie to be ground herbs along with several short, thick candles. With Kendra and Nelda’s help, Aneta set the candles around the hollow that the shrike egg had sat in and scattered the herbs around, all three witches chanting under their breath, words that Hallie couldn’t understand. That done, the three of them swallowed the contents of the vials and joined hands with Emmet around the hollow. Hallie might not understand what she was watching, but she could feel the effects. Clean, bright power with the flavour of jasmine and the warmth of spring sunshine flooded the air, whipping through the cavern, taking with it the stench of old and new blood and the chill of the dark, ugly powers with it until the air was clean and she could breathe more easily and the floor was nothing more than uneven stone. It was almost peaceful. If she ignored the many, many bodies littering the ground and the gaggle of creatures huddled near the tunnel entrance that Mador and Lunete had used.

Just as she was wondering what to do about the revenants, the quiet of the scene was destroyed by rapid bootsteps and bright lights from a dozen or more headlamps along with the sharp scent of gun oil. Hallie turned and looked up to find people pouring into the cavern through the entrance she and the others had used. The tac team had arrived.


Chapter twenty-four


It was dawn before Hallie, Aneta, Kendra, Nelda and Emmet were released. The director had had questions. A lot of questions. And he hadn’t been happy or satisfied with many of the answers he’d gotten. He’d been openly sceptical of the idea that Hallie had made a bargain with a sentinel shrike that had seen the creature just fly away, taking the giant egg with it. He’d had no difficulty in believing that Mador and Lunete were involved in some kind of conspiracy, though.

In the course of the long night, more information had come to light. Lunete’s confidence and self-assurance seemed to have vanished when the zauber had drawn out her powers, and she was meekly answering any question anyone asked of her. By hovering at the edge of that conversation, with Lunete settled in the back of one of the investigators’ vans, Hallie discovered that Lunete had long formed a habit of snooping in the containers left in long-term storage at the docks. It seemed to have started as a harmless curiosity. She hadn’t come from great wealth, and had wanted to see what the wealthy and powerful elite might think worth storing. That same curiosity had led her to listen in on any communications she could find around the port, using the equipment she had access to at the Harbour Master’s office. That meant, as far as Hallie could tell, that Lunete had been able to listen to almost everything that was said in or around the port if she chose. From the director and Girard’s reactions, Lunete’s eavesdropping habit was a serious crime in its own right.

Through one of Lunete’s explorations, she had come across the first shrike egg. Based on what she said, it seemed that Mador had imported the eggs a few weeks before, in separate containers and through separate shipping routes. Mador seemed to have been in the habit of visiting his possessions and Lunete had taken to following him. It hadn’t taken her long to work out that Mador had been up to something. In her stalking of him, she’d discovered the tunnels and had seen what he was up to with the creatures, setting up some kind of ritual space.

Lunete was every bit as intelligent and determined as Hallie had thought she was. At various points, Hallie felt an odd kinship with the woman, and almost envied her ability to follow her interests. The feelings were fleeting as Lunete had decided to use her ill-gotten information for her personal ambition rather than reporting Mador to the authorities, and it also became clear that Lunete’s interests included dark magic.

It seemed that Mador had left orders with the revenants to get the first egg when they saw an opportunity. When the first explosion had happened, the creatures had broken into the container and taken the egg, smuggling it into the tunnels. Lunete wasn’t sure what had actually happened, but it seemed that the egg had possibly been dropped or jostled too much when it had been moved and had hatched.

Mador had been furious. Lunete had laughed when she’d told that part of the story. There was an old legend about how a sentinel shrike would imprint on the first thing it saw when it hatched. And Mador had planned for that to be him. If that had gone according to plan, the shrike would have done whatever he asked. Just that thought made Hallie shudder.

But the shrike had hatched alone, in the tunnels, with no one around to take charge of it. It had quickly grown into its power and had the potential to be a formidable threat. Mador had been frantic, as well as furious, according to Lunete.

But the ever-efficient Harbour Master’s assistant had discovered that Mador had a second egg in another container. When the transmissions she intercepted suggested that a second bombing was imminent, she hadn’t reported the matter to the Harbour Master or Conclave Investigators, but had instead made plans of her own to take advantage of the disruption. From what Hallie understood, it seemed that Lunete might have done something to the security system to make sure that it failed again when the second explosion happened, giving the other woman enough time to steal the second egg. She’d made a point of breaking open the container so that Mador would know he’d been robbed. She had been equally deliberate and far more careful in her handling of the second shrike egg, making sure it stayed intact and in as quiet an environment as possible so she didn’t risk the creature hatching early. With that in her possession, she’d struck a bargain with Mador.

Hallie could fill in the rest without needing Lunete to tell her story. They’d planned to enter bargains with the shrikes, giving the hochlen pair extraordinary power which they would then use to fulfil their own ambitions. Mador had thought the shrikes’ power would give him the ability to rule the Conclave. Lunete’s dream seemed to have been less about taking over the world and more about ensuring her own independence.

With Mador’s interest in history and objects and Lunete’s fascination with dark magic, they had separately discovered the history of the land under the rail yard and next to the port. Mador had done most of the actual planning, setting up the ground, recruiting the revenants. Lunete had simply taken advantage when she had the opportunity. The ancient pattern that Mador had revived would have allowed them to tap into the power of the land. With the shrike’s help they could have made that power permanently theirs. With the shrike gone, the blood sacrifice was the only way to gather power to them, even though they had known it wasn’t going to be permanent.

Even after all the death Hallie had seen, hearing Lunete lay out her plan in a calm, quiet voice as if it was the most normal thing in the world had been sickening, particularly when she’d explained that shrikes in their eggs, and as hatchlings, could drain the life force out of people to give the creatures the energy they needed to hatch out of their egg and to survive the first few hours until they were able to eat prey. The four dead hochlen that Hallie had come across were all members of Mador’s own security team, ordered to keep watch on the shrike. The shrike had returned their vigilance by killing them.

Out of extra caution, Mador had removed the hochlen ID bracelets himself and disposed of them somehow, apparently believing that if he could delay a connection being made between the dead and him, he would have time to implement his plan and take power. After that, it wouldn’t have mattered if the bodies had been identified. He would have been untouchable. Or so he had believed, and from what Lunete said, she had believed it, too.

Having heard enough, Hallie moved away from Lunete. The director and the rest of the Conclave Investigators seemed to have more questions, but Hallie didn’t think she could bear anything more just then. Worn out, sick to her stomach and wondering how she was going to manage to smuggle the zauber back into the museum without anyone noticing it had gone missing, Hallie leant against the side of one of the vans, a cup of coffee in her hands. The warmth had long since vanished from the drink, but with all the talk of stealing power, the ruthless ambition that both Lunete and Mador had shown, she needed the comfort of something familiar.

She looked out across the rail yard at the sun rising, making the functional blocks of the train sheds almost beautiful. The enormous curve and span of the roof of the terminus building glowed in the early light, reminding Hallie of the kind of beauty that hochlen were capable of creating when they chose.

She’d been trying to find some calm and comfort in being alone, but when Girard had turned up, taking a place next to her with his own cup of coffee, she had welcomed his company.

“There’s still so much we don’t know or understand, but I’m not sure I could take any more today,” Hallie said.

“No. It’s been a long few days,” Girard agreed. “The director still wants to send the tac teams after those creatures. The revenants.” There was something in his voice which suggested he found the thought as sickening as Hallie did.

“He should speak to the witches first. From what Aneta said, they might have been living under the ground for a long time and didn’t cause any trouble. They were doing what Mador told them,” Hallie said, her voice heavy. She had found the creatures disturbing and frightening when she’d first encountered them. But the real monsters in this had been Mador and Lunete.

“I know. The Conclave isn’t going to want them running around under the port or rail yard.”

“Isn’t there somewhere else they could go?” Hallie asked.

“It’s going to take a couple of days to get everyone organised for a proper search. Time enough to work out an alternative. I hope,” Girard said. Hallie had another impulse to hug him. He was a decent man. A far, far cry from the selfish ambition shown by Mador and Lunete.

“There’s one thing I’m still worried about,” Hallie said.

“Just one?” Girard asked, with sour humour.

“Alright. More than one. But for right now, the explosions on the ships. It sounds like Lunete didn’t have anything to do with them. I hate the idea of that kind of violence so close to home,” Hallie said, a light tremor running through her.

“I know what you mean. We’ve got a lot of people working on it, and following up with other ports and investigators in other countries.” From the way Girard spoke, he had confidence in the work that was being done, which soothed some of Hallie’s concern. The attacks had directly affected hochlen, after all, damaging their property. That would be of far more concern to the elite than the fact that the containers had also held goods meant for midtown and low city which the karlen could not easily replace. Girard was frowning as he went on, “It seems clear she just took advantage, but the fact she knew about it and said nothing is chilling.”

“If you two are done courting, these old ladies need to get some rest,” Kendra said, appearing in front of Hallie along with Nelda and Aneta. She cast a critical eye over Girard. “You could do better, girl, but he’ll do. For now.”

Hallie laughed even as heat crept up her face. Girard smiled, apparently amused rather than offended by Kendra’s blunt words.

“He gives the best hugs, though,” Nelda said, and plastered herself against Girard. Hallie had to squash a moment of irrational jealousy. She hadn’t managed to get one hug from Girard. Then she reminded herself that as much as Nelda enjoyed hugging people, the witch always had another motive.

“Can I have my things back, please?” Girard asked, when the old witch let him go.

Nelda looked up at him and her face creased into a warm smile, holding the echoes of the lovely young woman she must have been many decades before. “I do like this one, sister,” she said.

“I know you do. You like anyone who will let you hug them,” Kendra said, fond exasperation in her voice. “Now, give him his belongings so we can be on our way. My bones are tired. And you,” she said, turning to Hallie. “That object you’re carrying belongs to the city, not to any one person. See that it’s returned.”

A stab of hurt ran through Hallie. It seemed Kendra thought she wasn’t worthy of carrying the zauber. And although her first impulse was to agree with Kendra, out of long habit to deferring to witches on magical matters, Hallie’s hand strayed to her pocket and she had to admit, even if just to herself, that she wasn’t sure if she could return the egg. It vibrated against her ribs as if content with her line of thinking.

“The zauber goes where it wills,” Emmet said. Hallie hadn’t even noticed him standing behind the witches. He was still wearing his hochlen disguise and managed to remain still and almost unnoticeable even when he spoke. “It was content to be in the museum for a while, and now it has chosen Hallie as its bearer.”

“We need it,” Kendra said, her jaw set in stubborn determination. “We don’t have much left to defend ourselves with.”

“As long as the sisterhood exists, low city will be well protected,” Emmet said.

From the expression on Kendra’s face, it was clear she did not agree.

“We’ve relied on its presence for a long time,” Aneta said, her voice mild. “It’s time for us to do some more work ourselves.”

“Work? What do you think we’ve been doing for the past several decades if not working?” Kendra said.

It sounded like an old, old argument.

“Sister, dear,” Nelda said, “now is not the time. Let’s discuss it with the others.”

“Have you given that nice young man his things back?” Kendra demanded, sidestepping Nelda’s suggestion.

Nelda’s mischievous smile made Hallie want to laugh. Clearly, the witch had been hoping that her little thefts would be forgotten in the other conversation. With a sigh, she dug into her pockets and came up with car keys, a phone, some kind of plastic card that looked like a building access, and a roll of cash.

Girard took everything back with a quiet word of thanks, and also patted his pockets, as if checking to make sure everything else was in place. Nelda lifted a brow at him, still looking unrepentant, and he held a hand out silently. She gave an even more dramatic sigh, dug into another of her pockets and drew out a folded knife with what looked like a bone handle.

“Is that everything?” Kendra asked her sister, her tone sharp.

Nelda smiled again, but didn’t speak. Hallie shook her head and lifted a brow at Girard. “If you find anything else missing, let me know and I’ll see if I can make arrangements.”

Girard looked as if he wanted to argue, but just nodded instead.

“Now then, who’s getting us home?” Kendra demanded.


Chapter twenty-five


Another handful of days passed by. Hallie, the witches and Emmet were taken back to low city by one of the junior investigators, with the only wrinkle in the journey being Nelda trying to steal the young man’s phone. Truly worn out, Hallie had barely found time to give Rosalia a hug and a brief recap of events before sleeping for twelve hours straight.

Rosalia’s bakery had opened, with Kendra and Nelda among its first customers. Everything sold out within hours. The pattern continued for the first few days, prompting Rosalia to speculate that she might need to hire more staff other than the assistant she’d found.

Hallie had gone back to work. She had ambitions and half-formed plans, but nothing concrete and working kept her busy. After a successful trace hunting down another pair of fugitives, who had a fondness for low city’s rooftops, Hallie also found time to see Girard. She wore the sweatshirt he had given her and met him in midtown to take a walk through one of the parks there, a place she hadn’t ever been to before. It had been the most purposeless and decadent thing she could ever remember doing. They hadn’t had any particular destination in mind, or any agenda or task to fulfil. They had just walked at an easy pace, exchanging bits of information. Hallie hadn’t wanted the afternoon to end.

On her way home from that bit of fun, her phone had rung with the information she’d been looking forward to getting and also slightly dreading. One of her father’s old contacts knew where he was now.

As ready as she would ever be, Hallie turned away from her house and headed two districts across to an area where she almost never went. It was outside of the network of family vines and populated almost entirely by working families who tried to stay inside the law as much as possible. It also held some of the largest vegetable gardens in the entire city, and as she walked through rows of arched canes waiting for the next crop of beans to be planted and grow, Hallie realised she should have anticipated her father would be in a place like this. He had loved working in the garden and getting his hands into the soil.

At this time of year, the gardens looked empty and Hallie wondered how she would find someone to ask. Then she spotted a small wooden shed in the midst of the garden, its door open and the faint smell of apple and ginger tea drifting out into the air. It had been one of her father’s favourite drinks on a cold day.

Her feet took her to the doorway of the shed. Inside, the shed was spotlessly clean and neatly arranged with tools hung on the walls. There was a man sitting on a stool, patiently peeling open seed pods and pouring the dark seeds into a pottery jar, discarding the dried husks into a larger wicker basket.

He looked up as her shadow crossed the doorway and went still, his eyes widening.

Hallie couldn’t speak, couldn’t breathe for a moment. It was him. He looked almost exactly the same as she remembered. There was a little bit of grey at his temples, and a few more lines on his face, but she would know those dark eyes and the lean features anywhere.

“Hello,” she said, hearing the uncertainty in her voice. “I don’t know if you will remember who I am.”

“Hallie,” he said, before she could stumble on. He got to his feet, face transforming into a wide smile, his eyes bright with unshed tears. “My daughter. I’ve thought of you every day since I left. What a fine woman you have grown into. Come, sit, tell me about your life.”

Before she sat down, Hallie took another step forward and found herself enveloped in a fierce hug, breathing in her father’s familiar scent. Her eyes stinging, she let herself be held like a child, home and safe for what felt like the first time in a long, long while.
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