
        
            
                
            
        

    
[image: image-placeholder]


A USUAL SUSPECT


Fractured Conclave – Book 1

Vanessa Nelson

Copyright © 2024 Vanessa Nelson

All rights reserved. This is a work of fiction.

All characters and events in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to any real person, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Reproduction in whole or in part of this publication without express written consent is strictly prohibited.

Find out more information about Vanessa Nelson and her books please visit: https://www.taellaneth.com/


For Mum and Dad – the start of another set of adventures.

With much love.


Contents


1. CHAPTER ONE
2. CHAPTER TWO
3. CHAPTER THREE
4. CHAPTER FOUR
5. CHAPTER FIVE
6. CHAPTER SIX
7. CHAPTER SEVEN
8. CHAPTER EIGHT
9. CHAPTER NINE
10. CHAPTER TEN
11. CHAPTER ELEVEN
12. CHAPTER TWELVE
13. CHAPTER THIRTEEN
14. CHAPTER FOURTEEN
15. CHAPTER FIFTEEN
16. CHAPTER SIXTEEN
17. CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
18. CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
19. CHAPTER NINETEEN
20. CHAPTER TWENTY
21. CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
22. CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
THANK YOU
CHARACTER LIST
PLACES AND TERMINOLOGY
ALSO BY THE AUTHOR
ABOUT THE AUTHOR



Chapter one


Hallie turned off the van’s engine, leaving the key in the ignition. She sat for a moment, taking a good look around before she left the safety of the vehicle, noticing the stale smell of fried food and old coffee that had saturated the driver’s cabin. She’d spent far too much time in the van over the past three days. Her clothes and hair probably smelled just as bad. She really wanted a long, hot shower, but she needed to finish the job first.

The view through the streaked windscreen was of what looked like a peaceful night. Overhead, the sky was free of clouds, a full moon and bright stars gleaming against the endless dark. The night sky was framed by the straight-edged, heavy shapes of the buildings that lined each side of the wide road in front of the van. There were no street lights in this part of the city and below the roof lines picked out by the moonlight, the buildings were a mix of slivers highlighted by the night sky and shadows too thick for even Hallie’s sharp eye sight to pick out much detail.

She couldn’t hear anything, which was good. And she didn’t see any movement or gang markings on the buildings around the van, which was also good. All the same, she didn’t relax. There were plenty of places for would-be attackers to hide, like the narrow gap between the old warehouse she’d parked next to and the ugly, squat bulk of the former slaughterhouse next door. There were also several doorways on the smaller industrial buildings across the street, some of them just open dark voids, others with doors barely clinging on to their hinges. There could be a dozen or more people hiding in the buildings and she’d never see them until it was too late. It was a perfect place for a fugitive to hide. And although Hallie hadn’t been to this particular street before, she’d spent enough time in abandoned buildings over the years to know that her instincts weren’t always reliable. Her skin was prickling with the sensation of being watched, but that might just be the empty doors and windows and the sigh of wind that moaned against her ears as she got out of the van.

Out in the cool night air, she took in a long breath, relieved to be away from the stale smells that surrounded the driver’s seat. She listened for several heartbeats before she put the key into the door lock and turned it. The series of quiet clicks let her know not only that the vehicle was locked but also that the several layers of security built into the plain-looking, navy blue panel van had all engaged correctly. It didn’t look like much, but anyone trying to steal the vehicle would be in for several unpleasant shocks.

Hallie wasn’t worried about the van. She was worried about what she might find inside the building. When she’d first been given the assignment, it had sounded easy. Catch a thief. Thieves usually didn’t give her much trouble, even with the added request to recover the stolen property. In this case, she would be paid for bringing in the fugitive, but she’d be paid a whole lot more to recover the item. It was supposedly priceless, and belonged to one of the few museums still operating in low city, housed in one of the few remaining grand ancient buildings in the oldest part of the city. The museum wanted their artefact back. In one piece. The museum director had made that very clear to Hallie’s boss, who had then made that clear to Hallie in vivid and graphic detail.

This thief had apparently given other skip tracers some difficulty already, which hadn’t bothered Hallie. She knew how to do her job, and had some advantages which helped her be effective. She’d expected to be done by the end of the day she’d been given the assignment. It still amazed her how wrong she had been. This particular fugitive had managed to evade her for three whole days, and it had been a long time since anyone had done that. His trail had led her from one side of low city to the other and now to this sprawling, abandoned industrial district.

Her latest bit of information had come from an ancient, homeless man swathed in at least three layers of old coats, wearing boots that looked to be almost the same age as he was, the cracked leather held together by string. He’s been in constant motion, with eyes that couldn’t stay fixed on any one point thanks to whatever substance he was high on. He’d been blabbing to anyone who would listen about the alien he’d seen heading down this street to the old slaughterhouse. As far as leads went, it wasn’t great, but she’d run out of good information about two days before, so she was reduced to following wild tales and rumours. She’d gotten results from rumours before. Sometimes.

Her eyes were gritty from lack of sleep, her clothes wrinkled and worn and covered in dust and dirt from the buildings she’d already explored. Catching a few hours of sleep here and there in the van had left stiffness across her shoulders and back and she was fast running out of patience with this particular skip.

Her current target shouldn’t have been so difficult to find. Even with the extraordinary variety of veondken that made their home in low city, ranging from tiny, furred creatures with sharp intelligence to one or two enormous creatures that were more rock than living beings, and encompassing a variety of apparently human beings as well, there still weren’t many people who were over seven feet tall with green-tinted skin. Such a man should have been easy to find. And yet, three days in, she still hadn’t caught him. The homeless man had seemed quite certain that what he’d seen was an alien, but based on her fugitive’s description and the narcotics that her informant had been high on, Hallie was willing to take a chance that the old man had actually seen the person she was looking for. She spared a moment to hope that her luck would change and she would actually find the target in here rather than just another sighting or rumour to follow up on.

The slaughterhouse door had long since vanished and she stepped across the threshold, her skin prickling again with unease. She was definitely being watched, and it wasn’t just her imagination. There was someone else in the building. She just hoped that any would-be thieves decided to leave her alone, but couldn’t count on it. More than one person had decided that an apparently young woman all alone at night would be an easy target. Slim-built, with long dark hair and pale skin, and almost always dressed in jeans, t-shirt and leather jacket, she knew she didn’t look like much. That was fine by her. It meant she had the advantage of surprise, which had worked well in the past when would-be thieves hadn’t expected her to be able to fight back, let alone fight dirty.

The plain metal disc attached to her jacket collar gleamed faintly in the shadows of the building. Its plainness and copper colour would identify her to anyone in the know as a skip tracer. Her aunt, also her boss, might rail against the requirement for all tracers to be identifiable when they were working, but she also insisted that Hallie comply with the law, so Hallie always wore the badge. And while other tracers might break the law by carrying concealed weapons, Hallie was armed with nothing more than her own skills and the flexi cuffs that all tracers used. As well as the would-be thieves she was forced to fight off from time to time, the fugitives she’d been sent after had also found out that she wasn’t nearly as vulnerable as she looked.

The entrance to the slaughterhouse was a functional, rectangular space with what looked like offices to one side and a pair of heavy, sliding metal doors to the other which Hallie assumed led to the factory itself. A quick look in the offices let her know that someone had been sleeping there. Based on the dust and the mould growing on the fast food wrappers, she thought it had been vacant for at least a month. Long before her fugitive had gone on the run. Which meant that he was most likely somewhere in the factory part of the building.

Hallie had never been in a slaughterhouse before, and could only hope that when the place had been abandoned, the sharp knives and cleavers she was sure must be part of the factory equipment had been taken away. The last thing she needed right now was a fugitive armed with bladed weapons. She eased between the metal doors and had to pause at the onslaught of smells that met her sensitive nose. Decay, rot, old blood, a sweeter smell that seemed to be a trace of sickness, and something earthier, as if there was open soil somewhere in the building. Underneath all of that she caught the faint smell of chemicals. The sorts of harsh cleaning agents that a factory like this would have needed to use.

The sigh of wind was back, whistling through an array of metal pipes and what looked like a rail system hung from the ceiling. She was in an open space with several doorways. There was nothing on the concrete floor, but there were several dozen heavy chains and hooks hanging from the overhead rails, clanging together as the breeze caught them. Hallie’s nose wrinkled. She didn’t want to think too much about what the hooks might have been used for. She picked up her pace. If she lingered too long, she might lose her fugitive again. She didn’t have the energy for another three days’ searching.

She made her way through a series of rooms with hard concrete floors, all of them with drains running down the middle and various bits of equipment here and there. Waist-high metal tables, metal racks, a few cupboards with their doors open or hanging off. But no knives or cleavers, which was a bit of good news, at least.

With each room, the sensation of being watched grew stronger, but she also didn’t see anyone. Her footsteps echoed oddly in the empty building and she kept imagining that the shadows were moving, only to see nothing when she turned to look. It was no wonder that most skip tracers worked in pairs where they could, particularly with old buildings of this size. But no one would work with her, and she had managed so far with just her own abilities.

No longer trusting her senses, she went through the next doorway, eyes on the open space ahead, and had to duck sideways immediately as something flew through the air towards the spot where her head would have been. The projectile landed on the concrete floor with a harsh metallic clatter. She spared a glance at it. A length of pipe as long as her arm. It would have done some serious damage if it had hit her.

Movement nearby snapped her attention away and she whirled on the balls of her feet, eyes widening as she took in the creature who had been lying in wait for her. Easily seven feet tall, his skin heavily pigmented with shades of green. She had found her fugitive.

Relief washed over her. Three days of effort had finally paid off. She was almost done.

The brief moment of elation faded. She wasn’t finished yet. And he had been clever enough to stay ahead of her for several days. She doubted he was just going to meekly give in now.

“Emmet Lowery, I presume?” she asked.

He stared at her, blinking in what looked like surprise. Like many of the city’s veondken, he was human shaped. He had over-long limbs and silky white hair hanging almost to his waist. Two long, pointed ears rose through his hair, twitching in her direction. His vivid green eyes were almost too large for his narrow, bony face. He was clad in what had once been a white shirt, now a dirty beige colour and further smudged with patches of dirt, and loose dark trousers. His clothes had been expensive, Hallie saw. Quality always showed.

“Go back home to your dolls, little girl,” he said. His voice surprised her. It was lighter than she’d expected, and had an almost musical quality to it. The lack of accent matched the expensive nature of his clothing. He might be in the poorest part of the city now, but she was willing to bet that he’d started his life somewhere a long way from here. Possibly not even in the city at all.

Hallie laughed. Three days chasing this man across old town, of being lied to, of sleeping in her aunt’s van, and he was trying to insult her. It was laugh or lose her temper. And it was far from the worst insult she’d had to endure. She looked many years younger than her true age. A lot of people didn’t take her seriously. Not at first, anyway. They soon learned their mistake. “I prefer whiskey,” she told him.

“Precocious little thing, aren’t you?” he asked and took a step towards her. Hallie saw another length of pipe coming towards her and ducked again. His movements were sluggish, far slower than his words.

“Precocious? My, my, what a big word for a common criminal,” she said.

“There is nothing common about me,” he said. His voice had deepened slightly, but still had that hint of music in it. The truth of his words rang through her. She didn’t doubt him. She’d never encountered any veondken like him, and she’d come across a wide variety of non-human species in her years working across the low city. He’d moved closer and she could see a yellow tinge to his skin under the mottled green. He didn’t look well. But then, he’d been on the run for several days before Hallie had been sent after him. And he was still dangerous. The metal pipe he was holding by his side was almost as tall as she was, and looked heavy. There was a scattered pile of similar-looking pipes on the floor behind him, so he had plenty more ammunition to throw at her if he chose.

“But you are a criminal,” Hallie said. He swung the length of pipe at her again. It was an almost half-hearted effort, but the air stirred by the weapon’s movement blew her hair across her face and she took a step back, shoving her hair behind her ears, glaring at her attacker. The tall, thin-limbed man grinned at her, teeth too white against his green and yellow skin.

“Had enough, little girl?” he asked. The faintest trace of something sweet and rotting drifted through the air towards her from his breath. It was the same trace she’d smelled earlier. Some kind of sickness. He definitely wasn’t well. She didn’t flinch or back up. She’d dealt with worse.

“I’m just getting warmed up,” Hallie told him. “You?” she asked. She took a step sideways to keep out of the way of his weapon and grimaced as she sank ankle-deep into noxious water. At least, she hoped it was water. They were in an old slaughterhouse after all. There were all sorts of other, awful, possibilities as to what she could be standing in. Irritation spiked as she felt the unmistakable chill of liquid seeping into her boots. They were old boots, nearly as old as she was, but she couldn’t afford to replace them. She’d add that annoyance to the long list of other frustrations from the past few days tracking down this particular man. Normally she could find a skip in a matter of hours. A rare few managed to hide from her for a day or two, but this unpleasant-smelling fellow had managed to evade her for three whole days after she’d been given the assignment. That was nearly a record for her. And apparently he had been evading other skip tracers for longer. Which was bad news for all tracers, as it gave fugitives the idea that they could evade capture, and made everyone’s life harder.

She frowned, focusing on Emmet. She couldn’t afford to be too distracted. The wild swings he’d made at her with the long pipe he carried had told her that he wasn’t a trained fighter. But even untrained people could be dangerous when backed into a corner, as he was right now. She wasn’t letting him out of here on his own. He was hers now.

Even though she’d been distracted, he hadn’t moved to take advantage, standing a few paces away from her, his makeshift weapon still in his hands.

“Do you still have it?” Hallie asked. She would bring Emmet Lowery in as that was her job, but the large prize as far as the client was concerned was the thing he had stolen. Even after three days, her ears were still ringing from Aunt Gin’s graphic description of just how important it was that Hallie recover the item.

Hallie couldn’t help wonder if Emmet knew that the museum didn’t really care if he was found, only if their property was recovered. And the low city cops who wanted to charge him with theft weren’t at all bothered about how many pieces he was in when he was delivered, or whether he was still breathing. Which was just as well, Hallie thought. As she got a better look at him, her eyes adjusting to the poor light in the room, he looked even more ill than she’d first assumed. She’d never seen anyone with that particular shade of yellow in their skin. The way he was swaying slightly as he stood and sweating profusely despite the chill air suggested he was perhaps well on his way to dying. Which might explain why the local beat officers had sent skip tracers after him rather than trying to catch him themselves. The cops didn’t get paid nearly enough to deal with some new disease or mutation. Tracers were far more willing to take risks. And they knew the best witches to go to for off-the-books cures. Hallie had yet to meet a disease which the powerful network of magic users couldn’t fix.

“Do you know what it is?” Emmet asked. He dropped the pipe on the ground, the clatter of metal shockingly loud, ringing through Hallie’s skull. He didn’t wait for an answer but dug into a pocket, pulling out what looked like a jewelled egg. Hallie’s eyes were drawn to it, and even in the poor light she could see a trace of movement among the gems on the egg’s surface. Great. Just what she needed. A magical artefact to go with a possibly sick, possibly dying, skip.

“No,” Hallie said. “It’s none of my business. But I’ve been given the job of getting it and you.”

“I’m dying,” the man said. He sank to his knees, startling Hallie. She had known he was ill, but he seemed to have aged ten years in a blink. He held the egg out to her with both hands, as if it was some kind of offering.

She stepped forward, out of the foul-smelling puddle, and took the egg, keeping her eyes on his hands and his body language. He didn’t look as if he was going to fight her. In fact, he looked as if he’d given up. He sank back on his heels as she took a step away from him.

It might look like it was crusted with jewels, but the surface of the egg was smooth and warm in her hands. It quivered in her grasp, sending a pulse of power through her, and she had the strangest sensation of something almost impossibly soft curling around her fingers, across the back of her hand, settling into her skin. It felt like the object was claiming her. Hallie wanted to curse. Definitely magic of some kind. She just hoped it was going to stay in its current shape and not transform into something dangerous or try to kill her. The museum director had given her boss a carrying pouch for it and Hallie pulled it out of a back pocket. The egg seemed reluctant to leave her palm, shivering again when she slid it into the velvet, but it didn’t do anything more sinister as Hallie made sure the whole artefact was fully covered. That done, she tucked the pouch into one of her pockets, zipping it shut and trying to ignore the sensation of warmth now settling next to her abdomen. She’d rather face a dozen angry veondken than deal with magic objects. At least she knew where she was with people trying to kill her.

The man hadn’t moved while she put the egg away. His breathing was more laboured than it had been, and there was more of that sweet, rotting smell in the air around him.

“What’s wrong with you?” Hallie asked, taking the flexi cuffs off the loop at her belt.

He looked up at her, his eyes bloodshot. He opened his mouth, then closed it and shook his head. “Doesn’t matter. Dying.” He believed that, the truth of it singing through her.

“I still need to take you in,” Hallie said, ignoring the prick of her conscience. The kinder thing would be to take him to one of the few hospices around the city. He’d get a comfortable cot and some pain meds for whatever time he had left. But then she wouldn’t fulfil the contract out on him. And if she didn’t fulfil the contract, that would be a black mark on her record with the local cops, and Aunt Gin would be mad as hell and almost certainly threaten to fire Hallie again. One of these days Aunt Gin’s temper would spike high enough that she would actually go through with her threats and Hallie couldn’t afford to lose the job. She liked having a roof over her head and food to eat. Aunt Gin was the only person who’d been prepared to hire Hallie. And skip tracing was the only legal thing that someone like her was able to do in this part of the city. If she couldn’t work as a tracer, the only jobs available would be things that would trouble her conscience even more.

So she pushed down the voice in her head telling her that collecting a bounty on a dying man was not good for her soul, and moved behind the kneeling man, looping the flexi cuffs around his wrists. The slender, knotted black substance might look like simple rope but it had a hardened steel core and a receiver in one of the knots that would only respond to the key fob in Hallie’s pocket. Once the flexi cuffs were on a skip, only the tracer could get them off.

To her surprise, Emmet came to his feet without complaint when she asked him to stand, and started walking back to the van with no resistance.

Hallie didn’t relax, though. She had collected her target, and the artefact, with surprisingly little difficulty after the three day hunt. But she hadn’t fully searched the building. There could be other people here. And there might even be other skip tracers in the area.

As she left the building and headed for the van, movement nearby made her tense up.

A pair of powerfully muscled men came out of the shadows near her van, standing between it and her, folding their heavy arms over their chests, looking as if they were prepared to stand there all night. They were both dark haired with warm-toned mid-brown skin, wearing almost identical outfits of battered jeans, leather boots and tight t-shirts that showed off their muscles.

Hallie swallowed her frustration with difficulty. The Thomas brothers. Just what she needed. They were each more thick-headed and stubborn than the other, which should have been impossible. But just as she thought she’d reached the bottom of the depths with one, the other went still deeper.

“Hand him over, Talbot,” the brother on the left said. The younger one, Mick. He had cut his hair since she had last seen him. There was barely any left and she could see the intricate design of a tattoo across his scalp. Even from this distance, Hallie could make out the harsh lines of some kind of spell work. She tried not to roll her eyes. Only an idiot got magic tattooed on their skin, particularly on their head.

“And the thing, too,” the other brother said. The older one, Tom. Hallie had never understood what possessed their mother to name her first born child Tom Thomas, but it suggested that some of their stubbornness and thick-headedness might have been inherited. He’d left his hair longer, so she couldn’t see if he’d also gotten a scalp tattoo, but he did have a ring tattoo of some kind of intricate design around one biceps. It might be magic or it might just be a design he’d liked. And she wasn’t about to ask him. She wanted as little to do with them as possible. But they were still in her way, and she needed to get her target to the cops and the object back to the museum.

“Thing?” Hallie asked, lifting a brow. She was playing for time, trying to think of a way out of the situation. A few years ago, she would have been annoyed with the museum for giving the contract to other tracers, but she’d long since learned it was just one of the hazards of the job. And the museum had been desperate to get their artefact back. It wasn’t all that unusual for the less ethical tracers to try and steal skips. She was lucky that she only had the Thomas brothers to deal with.

“The piece the museum wants back,” Tom said.

“Not happening,” Hallie said, making her voice hard and firm. “Now, get out of my way. It’s been a long few days and I’m not in the mood to deal with you.”

“Too bad,” Mick said, jaw set. “We want the creature and the thing.”

“I’m embarrassed for you,” Hallie said. She gently tugged on the flexi cuffs and moved Emmet Lowery a few steps back, away from the Thomas brothers. Then she took a step sideways and forward, so she was between the brothers and her fugitive. “The veondken are people, you know.”

“Barely. They aren’t human,” Tom said, sneering.

“Rumour is, you’re not human, either,” Mick added, a glint in his eye. They were both bullies. They would both enjoy beating her up. If she let them.

She tried keeping her expression as neutral as possible. Tried not to let them see how their digs stung. She had started off completely human, but had been forced to acknowledge that was no longer true, and hadn’t been for some time. Still, she didn’t need to tell the Thomas brothers all her secrets.

“Get out of my way,” she told them, voice flat.

“Or what?” Mick asked, face splitting in a stupid grin that made her fingers curl into fists.

“Or I will make you get out of my way,” Hallie said, in the same tone as before. “And I assure you, you will not enjoy that one bit.” She could feel the adrenaline surging through her body, getting ready to fight. She was light on her feet, ready to move if they so much as twitched in her direction.

Tom reached behind him and pulled out a rectangular object that was almost swallowed by his fist, and Hallie moved. She rushed forward, spinning as she went and kicking his hand, forcing him to drop the object. It fell to the hard ground with a clatter, the back falling off.

“You little witch,” Tom said, lurching towards her with his fists raised.

“A Taser, Tom, really?” she asked, easily avoiding him. Skip tracers weren’t supposed to carry weapons, but the crude Taser currently lying in pieces on the ground was not the worst thing she’d come across.

Mick reached for the broken Taser and she put her foot out, kicking it away and against the side of the nearest building where it split into even more pieces. Mick growled in fury, rushing towards her at the same time as Tom ran at her from the other side.

Hallie ducked out of the way and let the brothers collide with each other. They somehow managed to bash their heads together, both of them then dazed, staggering back and shaking their heads. She took the opportunity while they were off balance and disoriented to sweep a leg behind first Tom and then Mick’s knees, sending them each to the ground. Then she went back and grabbed Emmet, pulling him towards the van while the Thomas brothers stared at each other in disbelief.

“Get out of here before I really hurt you,” Hallie told the brothers. They were easily stupid enough to try and come after her again, but she hoped that they might be sensible for once. To her surprise, it seemed that they had had enough. For now, at least.

“We won’t forget this, Talbot,” Tom said. The effect of his threat was ruined when he staggered sideways into Mick as he tried to get up and both brothers tumbled back to the ground. Hallie turned her back on them, hiding a smile.

She bundled Emmet into the back of the van. It was still in one piece, which was no surprise. No one had even tried to paint graffiti on the sides or puncture a tyre.

The van’s interior light came on showing a metal bench seat on one side and locked cabinets on the other with a sliding partition between the cargo area and the driver. The cabinet locks all worked off the same key fob as the cuffs, and none of the skips Hallie had ever caught had managed to either break free of the cuffs or break into the cabinets. She kept the egg in her pocket, rather than transferring it to a locked cabinet. Even though Emmet shouldn’t be able to get free of the cuffs or into the cabinets, there was always a first time. Given how much money the museum had promised to pay her aunt, Hallie was going to keep the egg safe with her until she got back to the office to deliver it.

Emmet settled himself on the hard bench with a sigh, as if resting after a long, difficult day. He was watching her with those vivid green eyes, following the movement of her hand. She realised she was touching her jacket pocket where the egg was and snatched her hand away, as if caught doing something embarrassing. His mouth lifted into a smile. “You really don’t know what it is, do you?” he asked, surprising her.

“No,” Hallie said, ignoring the trace of curiosity she could feel. She had a job to do. That was it. Getting involved with magical objects wasn’t part of her job. She took a quick glance over her shoulder, but the Thomas brothers were still lying on the road surface. They seemed to be arguing with each other, which suited Hallie. She turned back to Emmet. She was going to repeat that the magic egg wasn’t any of her business, but she could feel the artefact snuggled against her side. It didn’t seem threatening, but the magic made her uneasy. “It must be important if you risked your life to steal it.”

“I did as I was told,” Emmet said, surprising her again. He was still smiling, the expression at odds with the sweat beading his skin and his laboured breathing. “My task is now done.”

Hallie frowned, mouth half-open to ask him one of the dozen questions that sprang to mind with that statement. She shook her head. It wasn’t her business. It wasn’t her job to ask questions. Asking questions could lead to her knowing things she would very much rather not know. And the Thomas brothers would be back on their feet before too long. So, she just nodded once and shut the door, locking it before she moved around to the driver’s seat.

Given Emmet’s condition, she should take him to the nearest cop shop as quickly as possible, but the way the artefact was still warm and almost purring next to her led her to change direction, heading first to Gin’s offices. Emmet would just need to keep breathing while she got rid of the egg.


Chapter two


Aunt Gin ran her business from a two-room office on the ground floor of a row of shops and other offices right at the edge of one of the nicer parts of low city. Some ambitious local businessman had even attached the high brow name of Erset Avenue to the street. As if using low city’s proper name would somehow elevate the status of the ordinary row of buildings. As she worked over the entire sprawling expanse of low city, Hallie had come across quite a few other streets with similar names, so the idea of trying to latch on to the formal name that no one used had clearly been a shared delusion. It hadn’t worked in any of the cases Hallie had found. This street was better than most, and even then the red brick building had seen better days. Parts of the roof were sagging and there were plants growing in the gutters. The upper floors of the building were taken up by flats, at least one of which had its windows boarded up.

In contrast to the run-down building, the skip tracing agency was ruthlessly tidy, the windows streak-free and gleaming even at the late hour. There were a few lamps on inside, letting passers-by know that the business was still open and highlighting the letters across the window. Regina Talbot - Tracing Agent. Aunt Gin hadn’t done any actual tracking on her own account for at least a decade, as far as Hallie knew, but she kept her licence up and occasionally went out with one of her other tracers. Hallie was always sent out alone.

She’d learned to prefer working solo over the years and to not think too much about the fact that even her supposed colleagues didn’t want to work with her. No one had been able to give a clear explanation as to why, just that there was something different about her. Hallie no longer asked for reasons. She was different.

The bell above the door jangled as Hallie went inside, into the familiar mix of smells of coffee, printer ink, and the rose candle that Aunt Gin kept burning during office hours. Gin claimed that the scent helped her think. Hallie thought it was just to try and offset the less than pleasant smells that some of the clients brought with them into the office space. It was one of the hazards of their work, and Gin had a sensitive sense of smell for a human.

Although almost all of Hallie’s work was tracking down wanted criminals, the agency as a whole would also look for runaway spouses or people who owed their families money or goods, and who didn’t have the benefit of being part of a family vine who would deal with the tracking or recovery for them. All in all, Hallie was happier going after suspected criminals rather than people trying to escape their families. She’d witnessed some spectacular arguments among clients over the years, and the situations rarely ended well for anyone involved. Apart from Aunt Gin, who always took payment up front for those cases.

The front office had walls painted a pale cream, a plain beige carpet that had seen better days, a large desk with two upright chairs on the window side, and a heavy, comfortable leather chair on the other side. The wall behind the desk held a large clock and Aunt Gin’s business licence, so when she sat in the leather chair she was framed by a ticking clock and her credentials. Apart from a few bits and pieces on the desk, and the candle, there was no sign of decoration or softness anywhere in the room. Fewer things for people to get hold of and use as weapons, Gin always said.

At this late hour, the chairs were all empty, but as the door closed behind Hallie, a shadow moved in the open doorway to the back room and Aunt Gin came through. She was of average height for a woman, which put her a little shorter than Hallie, with a shock of short hair that changed colour every few weeks. Gin’s regular hairdresser visits were her one indulgence, as far as Hallie could tell. Right now, Gin’s hair was a deep rust red, arranged in soft spikes over her head. The short style emphasised her strong features, from the straight brow and dark eyes that were Talbot family traits to her firm chin. Gin could be anywhere between thirty and fifty, although Hallie knew she was at the higher end of that range. She wore tactical trousers, a long-sleeved t-shirt and fleece vest. She didn’t look like the shrewd businesswoman she was, but she did look like someone not to be messed with.

“Hallie. It’s about time you showed up. I was about to close for the day,” Gin said, her voice brisk and businesslike, with no hint of warmth. It was a tone Hallie was familiar with. “What news?”

“I found the skip and the artefact,” Hallie said. She unzipped her pocket and dug out the pouch with the egg inside, holding it up for her aunt to see. “Did the museum director tell you it had magic?”

“No,” Gin said, eyeing the velvet pouch warily and making no move to take it. Like a lot of the human population, Gin didn’t have any magic of her own, but unlike some people, like the Thomas brothers, she was properly wary of what she didn’t have and didn’t fully understand. She tilted her chin to the desk. “Set it down there.”

There was a shallow box on Gin’s desk that was supposed to be warded against magic, so Hallie put the pouch into it. Even through the pouch’s fabric, the egg still managed to wrap a coil of magic around her hand so that she had to pull her hand away, leaving the egg on Gin’s desk. As soon as the egg settled into the box, the sensation of it faded in Hallie’s mind. She breathed a sigh of relief. That bit of magic had felt far too comfortable next to her. She was glad to be rid of it. Truly.

“What about the skip?” Gin asked. She looked directly at her niece, something which Hallie always appreciated. There weren’t that many people on the family vine who would look her in the face. But Gin had never treated her any differently, before or after what the head of the family delicately referred to as Hallie’s change.

“In the van. I’m taking him in now, but wanted to get this to you first,” Hallie said.

“Any trouble?” Gin asked. It was a routine question. She liked to keep up to date on what was happening around the city. It was part of why she was so good at what she did.

Hallie grimaced. “I ran into the Thomas brothers after I’d picked up Emmet. I’m not sure how they found me.”

“I’ll sweep the van in the morning, make sure it’s not been tracked,” Gin said. She frowned, looking Hallie up and down. “You seem to be in one piece.”

“They are idiots,” Hallie said. She would have said more, but a huge yawn took over and she had to pause. She shook her head slightly. “I need to get the target to the cops and get some sleep.”

“Alright,” Gin said, heading for the leather chair. She looked up at the clock. It wasn’t like Gin to watch the time, not when she had work to do, which meant she had somewhere else to be. It didn’t take Hallie long to remember where Gin would be going. Family night at the Talbots. A gathering from which she was now excluded. Gin was blunt to the point of rudeness most days, but the one bit of softness she displayed was not reminding Hallie that she’d been cut off. Hallie silently appreciated the consideration. “You go get the skip transferred. I’ll get the museum to come and pick this up.”

“Later,” Hallie said, and headed out the door, trying to ignore the feeling of regret that she was leaving the egg behind. It was better than thinking about the family gathering that Gin would be heading to later. She had some fond memories of being warm and safe, full of food, surrounded by laughter and love.

Between one footfall and the next other far less pleasant memories rose up.

Her brother screaming in pure terror as he ran away. The sound of his footsteps was swallowed by a low, furious growling noise. Her body slamming back onto the wet concrete. Pain pain pain. Teeth, hard and sharp, tearing at her throat, claws ripping through her clothes to hold her down. She hadn’t been able to do anything. Had been helpless to stop the attack.

She slipped into somewhere else for a little bit. Somewhere dark and quiet and free of pain. When she came back to awareness everything was blurry and coloured with sharp points of agony that seemed to be coming from everywhere and nowhere, her teeth chattering together the only movement in any part of her body. And she was so, so cold.

A shadow drew closer and she made a low, whimpering sound, terror surging up at the thought that the beast had come back. She couldn’t do anything. Couldn’t even turn her head to see who was approaching her. A soft, warm hand pressed on her forehead and she felt a trickle of magic through her body.

“Oh, child, you’ve had a bad night, and no mistake,” a low voice said. Hallie had never heard anything so beautiful as that voice. It was gentle and full of a compassion and understanding she’d never known was possible. “You don’t deserve this fate. Stay still a moment.”

Hallie couldn’t do anything other than stay still. Her body wasn’t moving. The overwhelming agony had concentrated into distinct points across her body. There were bright spots of pain on her arms, but the worst was her neck and throat which felt raw and open. Something had fed on her. Then heavy liquid dripped onto the torn flesh at her neck, scalding hot against her wounds and she whimpered in protest.

“Hush, now. Stay still a moment longer,” the gentle voice said again. There was something behind the gentleness this time. A sense of age and wisdom and inner strength that Hallie wanted to draw around her like a warm blanket. Even lying on the wet ground, soaked in her own blood, her body failing, she knew she would never have been that wise, even if she had lived.

The scalding heat spread across the ripped flesh and faded into something more comfortable, little tendrils of warmth and life spreading through her cold body, sinking into her until the world was spinning in fantastical colours. The warmth grew and grew until her body was no longer cold but fiery hot, her veins burning as the liquid sank into her.

“There. That should hold you.”

The person left before Hallie had even managed to see their face.

The next thing she’d been aware of had been her mother hovering over her, furious and frightened. There had been a lot of shouting, a lot of anger, followed by the bright lights and antiseptic smells of a hospital. And then the hushed voices and sideways looks had started. Hallie had survived a creature attack. Not just survived, but the wounds healed far faster than they should, leaving not a single trace on her skin. In fact, all her childhood scars vanished. Later, other changes were noticed. She was faster, stronger, her senses sharper. All signs of a profound change that no one could make sense of. The only thing that anyone was certain of was that Hallie Talbot wasn’t Hallie Talbot any longer.

Hallie realised she was standing beside Aunt Gin’s van, the keys in her hand, caught up in the old memories. She hadn’t had such a vivid flashback for a while now and hadn’t seen that one coming. None of the doctors at the hospital had been able to give her mother answers as to what had happened to Hallie, only that she wasn’t the same as she had been. She had been changed. Equally bad, or perhaps even worse, as far as her mother was concerned, Hallie had broken the rules and left the house the night of a blood moon. There were consequences to disobedience. Her mother had said the decision was not an easy one. Hallie hadn’t believed her, not then and not now. There were other things her mother could have done. Other steps she could have taken. But once her mother made a decision, it was final. Hallie had been disowned. No longer considered blood family, but still part of the extended family vine.

There was no point in dwelling on that now, Hallie told herself for the millionth time. Being angry or bitter or hurt or grieving didn’t do any good. Her mother had spoken. There had been no changing her mind, and Hallie hadn’t tried. She knew her mother well enough for that. They all had to live with the consequences.

And at least she had a job, one she was good at, for which her enhanced strength came in handy. She didn’t need the shelter of her mother’s house anymore. Which was just as well.

Shaking her head at her dark thoughts, knowing they were partly coming up because she was so tired, Hallie got into the van and turned on the engine. She hadn’t finished the job yet. She still had a fugitive to deliver.
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With Aunt Gin’s office being handily located next to a neighbourhood with a lot of criminal activity, Hallie didn’t have to go far to find the nearest cop shop. As it was the closest one, she knew a lot of the patrol officers at the station, but the two duty officers were new and she didn’t know them well. They had most likely been transferred in from another district. Whoever was in charge of postings for the regular street officers seemed to like switching them around from time to time. It made establishing a good working relationship really difficult, but Hallie always did her best to be professional and friendly.

The two duty officers took one look at the yellow tint on Emmet Lowery’s blotchy green face and dove for their protective face shields and gloves, letting her escort the prisoner through the station to the isolation cell at the back rather than having her hand him over at the front desk as normal. With so many people, both human and non-human, mixing in close quarters, low city endured more than its share of disease outbreaks, and it was often hard to tell what could jump from the veondken to the human karlen. So every police station, no matter where it was located, had an isolation room. The windowless room always smelled of cleaning fluids, but it was also always kept at a comfortable temperature and had a decent-sized cot for anyone unlucky enough to find themselves in there. Emmet didn’t say anything more as Hallie took the cuffs off him and stepped back. His breathing had grown even more laboured, and in the harsh artificial light, he looked so bad that she was amazed he was still standing. The unrelenting overhead light cast his face into sharp shadows, his eyes almost disappearing, sweat gleaming on his mottled and discoloured skin. He looked like a man who should be in a hospital with about a dozen machines beeping around him.

“You need to get him some medical attention,” Hallie said, stepping back.

“We will,” one of the cops promised. They were out in the corridor, not wanting to even be in the same room as the man.

Hallie hesitated. The police officer did intend to get help, that much she was sure of. But he wasn’t happy about it. And the sorts of help that a lowly station officer might have access to weren’t likely to be of much use to someone as ill as Emmet Lowery. It wasn’t her business. It really wasn’t. But she also hated the idea of someone dying alone and in pain in this cheerless cell. “I can ask Aneta if she’ll visit,” she suggested, trying not to sound too reluctant. The witch would visit, Hallie was quite sure, but she’d also extract a high price for her cooperation.

“Alright,” one of the cops said grudgingly. He might be new to this station, Hallie thought, but he wasn’t stupid. And he knew Aneta’s name. That was something positive, too. Law enforcement officers lucky enough to live or work in the wealthier areas of the city might turn their noses up at witches, but out here, in low city, there were no medical mages to heal bones or other traumatic injuries and far too few doctors. As a result, witches were often more helpful than the over-worked doctors at treating unknown illnesses.

“Will she be able to cleanse the station?” the other officer asked, eyes brightening.

“She might. I’ll ask,” Hallie promised.

She was about to head out of the cell when her former prisoner moved, closing his fingers around one of her wrists. He moved so quickly she didn’t have time to react. She halted, looking back at him. He didn’t seem to be attacking her, just trying to hold her attention for a moment.

The cops outside moved, pulling their batons from their belts. Hallie held her free hand up, palm out towards them, letting them know she was fine. “It’s alright,” she said. She didn’t sense any threat. She turned back to the man. “What is it?”

“Your kindness will not be forgotten,” the man said. He squeezed her wrist gently, his skin burning hot against her own, then released her and went to sit on the cot, sighing as he settled down. The sweet, rotting smell Hallie had noticed in the abandoned slaughterhouse was gone, replaced with something more delicate, almost fragrant. She frowned, suddenly not wanting to leave him alone. She had a feeling that even if Aneta did agree to come and visit, the man would be dead before the witch got here.

The cops shuffling their feet outside the cell got her attention. They didn’t want to shut her in here, which was good of them, but they also wanted the door shut. The air filtration system built into this cell should stop most diseases from spreading through the station building.

So Hallie left the cell, taking one last look over her shoulder at the tall, thin man hunched over on the cot, elbows resting on his thighs, staring down at the pale tiled floor. She had a nagging feeling that she had missed something important, but couldn’t work out what it was. That unsettled feeling prompted her to ask the cops to make sure they informed the duty lawyer that Emmet was in custody. From the sideways look the officers exchanged, they had not appreciated the reminder, but Hallie felt a little better for having prompted the unknown pair to follow procedure.

She collected a signed receipt for Emmet Lowery, trying to push aside her guilt, and took it, and the van, back to Aunt Gin’s office. She phoned Aneta on the way and was a little surprised when the witch agreed to go and visit Emmet Lowery without too much arguing or haggling over price. By the time Hallie stopped the van behind the office building, she wanted nothing more than a hot meal, a shower and a long, long sleep in her own bed, but there were still more processes to follow. One of Gin’s golden rules, and one she practised as well, was to tidy up at the end of every job. Which meant that the van needed to be cleaned and fuelled up, ready for Hallie or the next tracer to take out. And even if Hallie had been tempted to just go home for some sleep and come back to clean up the next day, Gin was going to check the van for trackers in the morning, so Hallie needed to leave the vehicle inspection ready. Aunt Gin would not be impressed to find the van smelling of stale food and bad coffee.

By the time she was finished and the van parked in the lock-up behind the office, Hallie was bone-tired, her mid-section hollow, little points of light in her vision letting her know she needed to rest and refuel herself soon.

Tucking her hands in her pockets, she started her walk home. It wasn’t too far. Three blocks, if she cut through the dark alleyway. Five if she wanted to keep to the streets. As tired as she was, she knew she needed to take the longer walk. She was in no condition to deal with any would-be muggers. Most of the street thugs in the area knew to leave Hallie alone, but there were always a few who would try their luck, and she wanted to end up asleep in her bed, not bleeding in a gutter. The upside of the longer walk - as well as the more minimal risk of being mugged - was that she’d pass a fast food cart that should still be serving.

Not too much later she was a block away from home, the familiar rumble of a freight train overhead soothing her, letting her know she was nearly in reach of her bed. She was eating as she walked, devouring her second vegetable-protein burger, the hollowness in her middle fading fast, the pin points of light in her vision gone, when her phone rang. Thinking it would be Aunt Gin, Hallie tucked the remains of the burger back into the bag with the untouched fries and answered the call without checking the screen.

“Hallie?” the voice at the other end of the phone whispered. The tone sent a chill of apprehension over Hallie’s skin.

“Yes. Who is this?” Hallie asked. She stopped in her tracks, briefly moving the phone to look at the display. Unknown Number. There weren’t that many people in the city who had her number. And most of them were stored in her phone’s memory.

“I need your help,” the voice said, still in a harsh whisper. “They’re going to think I did it. And I didn’t.”

Hallie opened her mouth to ask who was calling, when the hairs across her body lifted. She did know the caller, even if she’d never heard this particular tone from her. “Rosalia?” she asked, almost whispering in shock.

“Yes,” the voice said, a little more strongly.

Another chill ran over Hallie. Now she had a name, she could almost place the voice but it didn’t match the usually warm and open woman that she knew. The closest friend she had in the whole world. They’d grown up in the same neighbourhood in low city, although they had followed very different paths from there. Hallie always thought of Rosalia as bright and generous. Something truly awful must have happened for her voice to sound like that. “Are you alright?” she asked, concern sharpening her tone.

“I’m fine,” Rosalia said, and even through the phone connection Hallie didn’t believe her. “I need your help,” Rosalia said again, and the truth of that was clear. “I didn’t do it, but they’re not going to believe me.”

And now Hallie could hear the panic, a genuine fear that it was impossible to fake.

“I’m almost home,” Hallie said. It was a stupid and selfish thing to say, but it was the first thing she thought of. She could almost see her front door. She was so close to sleep. But her friend had called her. “What’s wrong?” she asked, the words sharper than she had intended, concern holding her still. She hadn’t seen Rosalia for a few weeks, which was unusual as they usually had coffee or lunch every week or few days. The last time she had seen Rosalia, the woman had been wearing a soft silk blouse the colour of summer sky, surrounded by a delicate perfume and laughing at some tale or other. She was a tall, stunningly beautiful young woman who had always seemed perfectly poised. A far cry from the terrified and barely coherent woman now crying down the phone at her. Hallie didn’t even bother wondering why Rosalia had called her and not her own family. Rosalia’s family hadn’t disowned her in the same way as Hallie’s, but they considered her ruined, that she had sold herself for an easy life.

“He’s dead,” Rosalia said. “Bohort is dead. He’s been murdered. I didn’t do it.”

Hallie closed her eyes briefly then tipped her head back. The night sky overhead, with the moon and stars and the lights from the city around her, didn’t have any bright ideas. Rosalia’s arrangement with Bohort Jacobs had got her shunned from her family and everyone they both knew. If Hallie tried to help, it was going to annoy almost everyone who would still talk to her. The thought slid across her mind, acknowledged but not important. Rosalia was her friend. Perhaps the only person in the world she truly counted as such. And she needed help. Hallie could not and would not turn away from that.

She could feel Rosalia’s terror, even through the phone connection. “Text me the address. Don’t do anything else like trying to clean up and don’t call anyone else. Find a safe space to hide until I get there,” Hallie said, her tone as firm as she could manage, her heart thumping in her ears as she picked up her pace, heading in the general direction of where Rosalia lived. She waited for Rosalia’s acknowledgement then hung up the phone and started running.


Chapter three


Hallie had never been to this particular part of midtown before. She and Rosalia had always met on the fringes of midtown or in low city. It hadn’t felt strange, as Hallie had never invited Rosalia back to her own home, either. They had silently, mutually, respected each other’s privacy. On the few occasions where one of Hallie’s skips had found their way out of low city, they generally headed for the docks or railway terminus and Hallie had spent some time chasing fugitives through the tangle of warehouses and containers there. Despite the location, far from her home, the business side of midtown had reminded her in many ways of the industrial districts of low city. The rest of low city was disorganised and chaotic, made up of a great sprawl of haphazard streets and buildings that had grown up around the original settlement - which everyone Hallie knew just called old town. The newer streets of low city surrounded and hemmed in the narrow, crowded streets of old town, and the city’s original harbour.

Midtown had been started by the wealthier residents of low city, wanting to get away from its humble origins, and was an ill-defined area that sat between the uncoordinated sprawl of low city and the truly wealthy areas on the higher slopes and crests of the hills of the high city, where the hochlen lived. The main things that defined midtown as far as Hallie was concerned were the government buildings for the city, and the new harbour and the rail terminus, both constructed on the orders of the hochlen, who wanted the services closer to them but not actually in their living areas.

The route to Rosalia’s address took Hallie outside everything that was familiar, away from low-lying land and chaos and onto the more organised and planned streets of the middle-class, newer midtown. As the streets grew wider and the buildings grew larger, the land under her also rose with the beginnings of the hills that led up to the high city. Hallie was now on streets lined with gardens and large buildings that she was sure was inhabited by people who considered themselves part of the respectable middle-class and looked down on the residents of the lower-lying city and old town with almost as much disdain as the hochlen in their residences closer to the sky.

She was sure that the people who lived in midtown committed crimes, too. But they probably had expensive lawyers to get them out of trouble, or rich family connections to smuggle them out of the city before a skip tracer could be hired, rather than going on the run with nowhere to run to. She tried not to think about it too much. There was more than enough work to keep her busy in the abandoned industrial buildings of the low city and the narrow, crowded streets of old town.

None of the suspects that Hallie had ever gone after would come here. They would stand out as badly as she did. She felt almost naked, walking along the wide pavements under the muted light from the ornate street lamps. Her leather jacket, t-shirt, jeans and knee-high boots were unremarkable, but she was on her own, and filthy from head to toe after three days hunting Emmet Lowery. She’d been lucky to find a cross-city bus that had been headed for the rail terminus, so she hadn’t had to run or walk all the way here. The karlen bus driver hadn’t cared about her appearance as long as she had the right payment. Out on the streets it was different. The few people she did see were all travelling in twos or more, laughing and joking as they enjoyed their nights. They were all wearing more colourful and softer clothing than she was, not to mention far more expensive fabrics. All the people she saw were also karlen, showing off their elevated status with their clothes. She got more than a few sideways glances and did her best to ignore them. She kept herself to a brisk, purposeful walk. Not fast enough to draw too much attention. She knew she didn’t belong here. But she wasn’t planning on staying long.

The people, the smooth pavements, the muted lighting, along with the wider, well-maintained roadways were not the only differences. The buildings here were large, standing alone in their own gardens. There were a few benches here and there among the patches of green and Hallie could happily have settled on one or more of them to soak in the fresh green life all around her. As well as flowers and shrubs, there were mature trees and she had to curl her hands into fists to avoid the temptation to leave the pavement, go up to the trees, put her hands on the bark, feel the texture on her skin, breathe in the scent of leaves and sap and growing all around her. There were open spaces in low city, but any gardens were for growing food, and the only trees she’d seen recently were the ones who had managed to seed themselves in cracks in the concrete outside abandoned buildings. Although low city had been her lifelong home, the sight of so many trees, the rustle of wind through the leaves, spoke to something deep inside her and made her long for something else. Some other environment. She shook her head, trying to free herself from the longing. It wouldn’t do any good.

A block further on and she reached her destination. This building was made of what looked like muddy green marble, which Hallie had never seen before. In her view, it turned what should have been a beautiful building into something almost ugly, the green looking artificial and out of place among the trees and plants around it and the neighbouring buildings which were made of white stone, sandstone or red brick. The building rose more than ten stories from street level, the height of the windows telling Hallie that the ceilings were higher than almost anything in old town. There were a few grand old buildings in the oldest parts of the city, many of them falling into disrepair, but they hinted at the wealth that had once been part of the area. Wealth now diverted further up the hill and out into the lands around the city.

Hallie frowned as she looked at the building in front of her, understanding why Rosalia’s text had told her to come around to the back door. This sort of building would have its main entrance guarded around the clock by a doorman.

In sharp contrast to the wide, well-lit street along the front of the building, there were no lights along the narrow service road behind the building, the plain door lit by a single, dull lamp. Hallie tried the door handle and it turned easily, opening to show a plain corridor painted in dull grey, and a slender shadow waiting for her. Rosalia. At their lunch a few weeks before, Rosalia had been dressed for being out in public, in tailored trousers and a flowing blouse. Tonight, she was wrapped in what looked like a thin silk robe that came to mid-thigh, her legs bare, feet tucked into frilly slippers that were far too dainty to be worn outside her apartment.

Rosalia was about the same height as Hallie, but other than that, they had almost nothing in common appearance-wise, not even their apparent ages. Rosalia put a lot of effort into continuing to look as young as she could, belying her true age of almost thirty. Despite being a couple of years older, Hallie still looked younger, frozen in time at the age she had been when she was attacked. Rosalia was made up of gentle curves and long lines, beautiful from her head to her toes and was one of the rare people Hallie had met who was even more beautiful on the inside. She had dark brown hair that she kept shining with health, normally worn in soft waves that fell below her shoulders. Even in the shadows, Hallie could tell that Rosalia’s face was puffy from crying. She was also shivering. The air in the corridor was cold against Hallie’s skin, and she was fully dressed.

“You look cold. Have you been waiting here all the time?” Hallie asked, pitching her voice low as the heavy door clicked shut behind her.

“You said to find somewhere safe,” Rosalia whispered back. “I didn’t want to stay in the apartment.”

“I should have told you to get a blanket as well,” Hallie said.

Rosalia made a curious sound, a sort of laugh and sob combined. “I should have thought of that for myself,” she said, “but I wasn’t thinking straight.”

“Understandable,” Hallie answered. “Are you alright?” she asked, trying not to sound as concerned as she felt. She knew Rosalia well enough to know that a hug would not be welcomed right now. Rosalia did not like to be touched when she was upset, and she was more upset than Hallie had ever seen her.

“I’m fine,” Rosalia said. The lie grated against Hallie’s ears. “Thank you for coming,” Rosalia whispered before Hallie could say anything else, the formal words at odds with her trembling voice. “It’s this way.” She turned and headed along the corridor, her frivolous slippers making no sound on the bare stone floor. Hallie followed, walking as quietly as she could.

The ugly, grey corridor led to a large service lift that was also badly lit and painted grey. It moved silently, though, which Hallie guessed was for the benefit of the building residents. No one would want to be disturbed by the servants coming and going, she thought, her mental voice taking on a sharp, sarcastic edge. The plain corridors with their poor lighting and the lift were all there as purely functional spaces for invisible helpers, so as not to affect the residents. The lift took them to the top floor of the building and Rosalia led them along another grey corridor until they reached a heavy door with an electronic keypad. She entered a code then opened the door and they stepped out of chilly, grey gloom into warmth and a riot of colour and sensation.

They were in a kitchen, the sort that Hallie had only ever seen on television or magazine pages before now. The cabinets were all glossy, perfect white, contrasting with deep red walls, and chrome appliances. The lights were dim, just enough for her to see a large table in the middle of the room that was set for two people, with covered dishes along the table that must be the source of the delicious smells making Hallie’s mouth water and her stomach growl. The two vegetable protein burgers and a mountain of fries had just taken the edge off her hunger. And the scent in the kitchen told her that whoever had prepared the meal was a very, very good cook. Hallie knew that Rosalia was a skilled chef, but wasn’t sure if her arrangement with Bohort included a food service and it wasn’t the right time to ask. Hallie herself hadn’t had a decent home cooked meal for what felt like years.

“Is anyone else here?” Hallie asked, keeping her voice low.

“Not yet,” Rosalia whispered back.

“Did you call anyone else?” Hallie asked. There was something off about the other woman. She couldn’t quite place what it was just yet, but her instincts were screaming at her that something wasn’t right. There had been a profound change in Rosalia in the few weeks since she’d last seen her.

“No, of course not. You told me not to,” Rosalia said, her voice rising.

“Alright. Where is he?” Hallie asked, keeping her voice low. Rosalia had said that Bohort was dead, but there was a chance she was wrong. Rosalia wouldn’t have seen anywhere near the number of dead or half-dead people that Hallie had, and, thanks to their natural strength and quick reflexes, hochlen were extremely hard to kill. There was always the possibility that he was badly injured and calling for medical help would solve the whole issue. Then she could go home and get some sleep and this whole visit would feel like a strange dream in the morning. She and Rosalia would meet for lunch or coffee in a day or two and find some humour in the situation.

“This way,” Rosalia said. She led the way through the kitchen, her back straight, ridiculous slippers making no sound on the polished, tiled floor.

The next room they went through was a formal dining room, complete with a table that would easily seat twenty people, an unlit heavy crystal chandelier winking in the dim light from the kitchen as they passed through to a far more brightly lit room. It was even larger than the dining room, laid out as a comfortable place to relax with over-stuffed armchairs and sofas and a fireplace that Hallie could probably stand up in.

As soon as Hallie set foot on the soft, yielding carpet in the living area, she caught the unmistakable tang of fresh blood in the air. A human might not smell it, but Hallie’s senses were far sharper than the average human. Her slim hope that Bohort might just be injured faded.

Rosalia stopped just inside the threshold of the room and Hallie paused with her, taking stock of the other woman in the better light. The first thing she realised was that Rosalia’s face wasn’t puffy from crying, but rather from bruises. One of her eyes was almost completely closed, and the other was bloodshot. There were dark smudges under her cool-toned, pale brown skin which extended down her neck as if someone had put their hands around her throat and squeezed hard. She was holding herself awkwardly, too, as if her whole body hurt. That was what was wrong, Hallie realised. The other woman was carrying injuries.

Rosalia caught Hallie looking and put a hand up, pulling the neck of her silk robe more tightly closed, giving Hallie a good look at the ring of bruises around her wrist. Hallie suspected that her other wrist had similar bruises.

“Is this why we’ve not met for a few weeks?” Hallie asked, keeping her voice gentle, and trying to keep any hint of judgement out of her voice. Rosalia was one of the warmest-hearted people Hallie had ever met. She’d made her arrangement with Bohort for a lot of reasons but, contrary to what Rosalia’s parents had said, over and over and over again to anyone who would listen, Hallie had never believed that Rosalia had simply chosen an easy life. With no outstanding skills, apart from her cooking, that had left Rosalia with extremely limited options for legal employment. And every café or restaurant that Hallie had ever come across was a family business, not willing to hire outside their own vine. Which hadn’t left Rosalia with many options. Rosalia had made a calculation to use her looks for as long as she could. She’d made an arrangement with one of the hochlen to be kept as his plaything. She might have a beautiful home and be wearing real silk, but the apartment and everything in it, including the clothes Rosalia wore, were at her keeper’s whim. And Hallie had heard enough tales of some hochlen men to know that they often liked a bit of violence in their recreation. Judging by the bruises, Bohort had definitely indulged in violence. He would not have been able to get away with it with a woman from his own kind. But the elite didn’t care what happened to the karlen. Common folk were servants, and things to be used. Not people in their own right.

“It’s been building for a while,” Rosalia said, her voice a harsh whisper. “Little things now and then. A few weeks ago it got a lot worse.” She wouldn’t look at Hallie, a line of tears running down her face. “He likes to hear me scream. He likes that I don’t have a choice.”

Hallie absorbed that awful information for a moment, her own heart aching. No one deserved that kind of treatment, let alone Rosalia. Hallie reached out, slowly, and put her hand on Rosalia’s, where she was clutching her robe shut. She squeezed lightly. Not enough to hurt, but enough to let Rosalia know that she’d been heard, that there was someone there with her in the midst of her pain. Beyond that Hallie wasn’t sure what to say or do, so she kept quiet, turning to the room around them instead. She could smell blood, but she couldn’t see a body. “Where is he?”

“Just the other side of that sofa,” Rosalia said. She didn’t move as Hallie went past her.

Hallie made her way around a sofa that could have comfortably seated most of her immediate family, her boots making no sound on the thick carpet. Even in the awful circumstances, she still marvelled at the luxury. She’d always known that the hochlen were wealthy, but to see the evidence of it all around her made it real for the first time. And this wasn’t even Bohort’s main home. This was just the place where he kept his mistress. Rosalia had always been careful to meet Hallie away from her apartment. Hallie had always assumed it was because Rosalia didn’t want even the possibility of someone else passing judgement on her choices. But now that she’d seen the bruises on Rosalia, Hallie wondered if Bohort had banned visitors, not wanting anyone else in this space.

Cued by the smell of blood in the air, Hallie was not surprised to see a large knife sticking out of the dead man’s chest. Her last little bit of hope faded. Bohort Jacobs was definitely dead.

He was lying on his side, facing towards a half-open door that Hallie assumed led to the front of the apartment, his eyes open and face fixed in what looked like an expression of astonishment, as if he could not believe what had happened to him. Bohort Jacobs had been striking to look at in life, and death hadn’t changed that much. He had appeared to be a young man, not more than thirty. But, like all hochlen, the youthful appearance had been a lie and Hallie thought that Bohort had probably been somewhere close to fifty. Hochlen lived far longer than humans and telling their age once they’d matured to adulthood was almost impossible. However old he had really been, it had clearly been enough to acquire deadly enemies. He had skin paler than Hallie’s own, as if he’d never been in the sun, although Hallie knew that wasn’t true; a bone structure that suggested a strong personality, with pale blue eyes and dark, curling hair that he’d usually worn longer on the top of his head, clipped around the sides. To see his face devoid of any hint of the arrogance and stubbornness he’d shown in life was something of a shock, even with her past experience of dead bodies. He’d been wearing silk trousers and nothing else, so Hallie could clearly see what she thought were defensive wounds on his arms. The shallow cuts had bled slightly, and were the only injuries she could see apart from the knife. It looked like he’d been killed by a single strike, the knife at a slight angle up between his ribs.

The knife held Hallie’s attention for a moment. She could only see the hilt, but it looked like the sort of expensive cook’s knife that would go with the luxury kitchen she and Rosalia had just walked through.

“Is this your knife?” Hallie asked, looking over to her friend.

Rosalia peered around the end of the sofa, as if afraid Bohort was going to rise up and attack her. She went still, and even with the heavy bruising on her face, Hallie could read her surprise.

“That wasn’t there before,” Rosalia said, voice breathless and panicked. “It was a much smaller knife.”

“So this is your knife?” Hallie asked, a chill creeping over her skin. Rosalia was telling the truth. Which meant that someone had replaced the knife in Bohort’s chest.

Rosalia’s whimper confirmed Hallie’s guess. That meant that somewhere between Rosalia seeing Bohort’s body and leaving the apartment to wait for Hallie, someone had come inside and deliberately replaced the murder weapon. Hallie tensed. She’d assumed that she and Rosalia were alone. But that had been stupid. After all, someone else had been here to kill Bohort in the first place.

“Did you leave through the kitchen when you came to meet me?” Hallie asked, wondering where someone else might be hiding in the apartment. It was a straight line from the kitchen to here, and they hadn’t met anyone on the way.

“No. There’s another entrance in one of the spare bedrooms. It was closer, so I used that,” Rosalia said. “Oh, Saints, do you think the killer was still here?”

“Well, someone switched the knives,” Hallie said, tone drier than she had intended.

“Are we alone now?” Rosalia asked, staring at Hallie as if she had all the answers.

Hallie went still, listening for all she was worth. Her sharper senses couldn’t pick up any signs of life in the apartment apart from her and Rosalia. But she didn’t know this space. It was possible she was missing something.

“There’s the kitchen and dining room that way,” Hallie said, pointing back they way they had come. “Any other rooms there?”

“No.” Rosalia was still holding her robe closed at the neck again, knuckles white.

“What about through those doors?” Hallie asked, pointing to the other two doors leading from the living room.

“That’s the entrance hall. And that leads to the bedrooms.”

“I need to check them,” Hallie said, taking a step towards the doorway to the entrance. “Do you want to stay here, or come with me?”

“I’ll come,” Rosalia said, her voice firm. Definitely not wanting to be left with a dead man. Hallie didn’t blame her.

“Alright.”

Checking that the rest of the apartment was empty didn’t take long. The front door was firmly shut, and there was nowhere for anyone to hide in the entrance hall. The rest of the apartment was a short, wide corridor with a bathroom and no fewer than three bedrooms, all of which had ensuite shower rooms. It didn’t take Hallie long to be certain that there was no one else in any of the rooms, and she tried not to stare too openly at the enormous wardrobe of clothes in the master bedroom, or the quiet luxury she saw everywhere around her.

Being inside the bedrooms also answered a question that had been nagging her since Rosalia’s panicked call, which was how had Rosalia not heard anything when Bohort was killed? There was subtle, expensive magic built into the walls and doors of all the bedrooms, the sort that Hallie had only come across before on a rare visit to one of low city’s gang leaders. The spells were designed to block outside sounds, and keep the conversations inside the rooms private. So if Rosalia had been in one of the bedrooms when Bohort had been killed any sounds would have been faint.

Coming back to the living room, the sight of Bohort’s body was somehow all the more shocking after the quiet, orderly spaces of the bedrooms.

“He really is dead, isn’t he?” Rosalia whispered. She’d stopped just at the end of the corridor leading to the bedrooms, as if unwilling to come back into the living room.

“Yes. I’m sorry,” Hallie said, as gently as she could.

Rosalia muffled a sob behind one of her hands then folded her arms around herself. Hallie was tempted to give her a hug, but Rosalia’s shoulders were square and rigid, suggesting she still didn’t want to be touched.

With a sense of time running away from them, Hallie forced herself to turn away and take stock of the dead man. They needed to move soon and she wanted to get as much information as she could before then.

A heavy silver bracelet circled one of his wrists, which would have marked him as one of the hochlen even if Hallie hadn’t already known who he was. The majority of citizens had their identity chips embedded into their wrists. Not the hochlen. They wore various different styles of metal bracelets. Hallie had her own version, a very plain steel band that was usually hidden by her jacket sleeves. Her body had rejected every attempt to inject a chip after her change. She’d often wondered if having to get a wrist band was the final thing that had tipped her mother into disowning her, but had never had the courage to ask. She wasn’t sure she wanted to know the answer.

Hallie crouched down a few paces away, careful to stay out of the small blood pool she could see on the floor, and got her phone out, taking a few pictures of the body and the room, making sure she mapped the doorways in her mind. Everything seemed quiet and normal apart from the body. Hallie’s instincts were telling her that there was something wrong with the scene. It could be the way he was lying, or the pattern of the wounds. She didn’t know enough about forensics to say precisely what was wrong, just that something wasn’t right.

“Was he with you today?” she asked Rosalia, looking over her shoulder. Bohort had been in some kind of a fight, and even with the privacy magic built into the bedrooms, it was likely that some sounds might have travelled through the apartment.

“No. He was due to be here about now,” Rosalia said. She was back to holding her robe closed, knuckles white. “I was in the bedroom, getting ready for him. I thought I heard something.” She flinched, almost imperceptibly. “He likes me to come and greet him when he arrives.” The flinch, and the slight tremor in Rosalia’s voice suggested to Hallie that Bohort had reinforced his wishes with violence at some point in the past, ensuring that Rosalia did what he asked. “I came through to find him like that.”

Hallie’s brows lifted. Rosalia was telling the truth. But it was a highly improbable story.

“Would he normally just come inside without warning?” Hallie asked. She tried to keep her voice neutral. She wasn’t judging the other woman, she was asking for information.

“Yes,” Rosalia said, her lips pressed together for a moment. Even with the damage to her face, she was still a striking woman. Hallie wondered why she hadn’t covered the bruises with make-up, and then wondered if Bohort liked to see the results of his violence. A chill ran over her skin. The marks she could see were ugly, and it didn’t look like Rosalia had tried to defend herself. If Bohort had ever truly lost control, it would have been Rosalia on the floor. And Bohort wouldn’t have needed to use a knife to kill her.

“Who else has access to the apartment?” Hallie asked.

“No one.” Rosalia’s words had a ring of truth to them. She lifted one shoulder. “Other people have servants here, but Bohort didn’t want that. There’s a cleaning service, but they don’t have their own keys. I need to let them or any workmen in.”

“Alright,” Hallie turned back to the dead body. Bohort had been a handsome man. All of the hochlen were. But he was at least a head taller than Rosalia, and from what Hallie could see of his torso and arms, he’d been in good physical shape. The hochlen all went through some form of combat training as part of their education. None of the karlen did. Bohort had also seen his attacker coming, judging by the wounds on his arms. The slender and bruised Rosalia, with no combat skills, would have been no match for Bohort if he’d been able to see her coming. It didn’t seem possible to Hallie that Bohort’s kept woman had killed him. But someone had murdered Bohort in the apartment he provided for his plaything, and that made Rosalia a natural suspect.

The shrill tone of a phone ringing drew her attention away from the body. There was a mobile phone on the ground not far from the body. The screen flashed with the caller ID of Security, making Hallie tense up. She’d met some of the hochlen security a few times in passing. They had seemed to be people she should avoid. Along with whoever had replaced the knife in Bohort’s chest.

“It’s been ringing off and on for a while,” Rosalia said. “It started just after I called you.”

“Did he have a life monitor in his ID bracelet?” Hallie asked, glancing back at the body and the heavy metal around Bohort’s wrist. Some kind of heartbeat monitor was not available or required for most citizens, but many of the hochlen had them as standard.

“I don’t know. Possibly.”

“His security team are calling him. They might know he’s not breathing and can probably trace the signal to here,” Hallie said, mostly to herself. From the tight expression on Rosalia’s face, the other woman had already guessed as much. Hallie remembered the panic in her voice. The thought that hochlen security might be on their way was enough to make Hallie’s apprehension spike. She took a couple of quick photos of Rosalia, enough to record her bruises, and to show that there was no blood anywhere on her person, and then put her phone away. “We need to go now,” she said.

“Go? Where?”

“Away from here. Do you have any comfortable clothes and walking shoes? A run kit?” Hallie asked. The thought that hochlen security might be on their way made her want to sprint for the service corridor, but she couldn’t take Rosalia through the streets in a silk robe. She wouldn’t have asked most people if they were ready to run, but Rosalia was not most people. Most people judged her by her striking appearance, but she also had a good brain. She’d made an arrangement with a man who had liked to hurt her. She might not have known about the pain before she’d entered the arrangement, but once she was in it, and with Bohort escalating his behaviour, it was likely that she’d thought about running away more than once. Hallie knew she certainly would have.

“Yes. Yes,” Rosalia said, her voice getting stronger. “I’ll need a minute,” she added, and turned away, disappearing along the corridor, heading for the bedrooms at a rapid walk.

Trusting that Rosalia knew they needed to move fast, Hallie took another look around, trying to work out what was so wrong about the scene of Bohort’s death. Yes, the knife had been replaced, but that wasn’t it. She hadn’t been around all that many dead bodies, but something was definitely not right here.

She crouched by the dead man’s feet, looking at the way he’d fallen on the floor, the defensive wounds on his arms. Nothing made sense to her eyes. For a moment she wished she’d taken a forensics class as well as the necessary lessons to qualify as a skip tracer. Maybe then she might have learned how to interpret crime scenes. As it was, her gut was telling her something was far wrong but her brain couldn’t make sense of it.

Her brain registered a faint click, as if a door had been closed as quietly as possible. She didn’t think much of it. Rosalia might still be trying to be quiet.

The merest suggestion of movement was all the warning she had before a black-clad figure hurtled out of the doorway that led to the entrance, heading across the room towards her. He was carrying a large, expensive-looking bouquet of flowers which he threw aside as he moved. The wrapper around the bouquet burst and long stems of deep red roses and dark green foliage spilled across the carpet. Confused by the sight of the flowers, Hallie was slow to get out of his way, but dove sideways, behind the bulk of the sofa, away from Bohort’s body, and scrambled to her feet.

Her attacker followed her, moving so fast her eyes could barely keep track of him. He was wearing black from head to toe, every bit of skin covered. She just had time to duck under and away from the punch he threw at her, scrambling backwards. The backs of her legs hit a coffee table and she fell, hitting the glass top. It shattered, spilling her and the contents of the table onto the floor. The attacker didn’t stop. She rolled out of the mess of the coffee table, glass falling all around her as she got up. Weapon. She needed a weapon. There. A tall, thin vase that had spilled off the coffee table. She grabbed it up and used it as a club to block the attacker’s next swing. The pottery vase shattered against the man’s arm. He must be wearing some kind of body armour under the black cloth. She threw the remains of the vase in his face, hoping to distract him.

He grabbed for her, managing to dig his fingers into her side and snake his arm around her middle then pull her towards him. She slammed herself backwards into his chest, trying to throw him off balance and instead almost bounced off the unyielding body armour he was wearing under his outer clothing. She scratched at the arm holding her, succeeding in ripping the cloth near his wrist, a shred of fabric coming off in her hand, exposing mid-brown skin with a dark, twisting mark she didn’t recognise. He grunted, and tried to get a more secure hold on her. She stamped backwards, aiming for his foot, the heel of her boot landing on something. He muffled a cry, his grip loosening. He hadn’t expected her to do that. She kicked back, connecting with his knee, then managed to get out of his hold, scrambling away, shoving the bit of cloth into her pocket, then looking for something else to use as a weapon. Her foot slid on the marble surround of the fireplace and she bumped into the fire tools. True to the nature of the apartment, they were of the finest quality, and made of wrought iron. She grabbed the poker, the heavy metal rough against her hand, and used it like a single stick, slapping at her attacker as he came for her.

Her back to the fireplace surround, Hallie had nowhere to go. Her breathing was fast and harsh in her ears, and she could feel sweat under her clothes. She turned her grip on the poker and swung it as hard as she could, slamming it into her attacker. She managed to get under his forward arm and thump the metal into his rib cage. He gave a grunt of pain and stumbled back, reaching behind him. For a weapon of his own, no doubt. Hallie pressed forward, moving as fast as she could, swinging the poker again, aiming for his head.

The heavy length of metal connected with the side of the man’s head and he went down in a heap. Hallie swayed a little, feet braced shoulder-width apart, her breath in harsh gasps, pulse racing as she stared down at the man on the ground, waiting for him to get up. She couldn’t quite believe she’d managed to put him down.

A high-pitched scream split the air and Hallie looked up to find Rosalia just inside the room, now dressed in dark, close fitting gym clothes, with a cross-body bag settled against her hip, staring in wide-eyed horror at the scene, her eyes fixed on the flowers. Hallie crossed the room in a few hasty strides, grabbing hold of Rosalia’s arm, panic rising up and threatening to choke her.

“We need to go.”

Rosalia didn’t say anything, eyes huge, just followed Hallie towards the dining room, around the prone forms of Bohort and Hallie’s attacker.

As they reached the doorway, more movement drew Hallie’s attention. Another two black-clad men appeared from the entrance. Hallie saw the matte, dark shape of a gun and shoved Rosalia into the dining room as the first, flat crack of a gunshot sounded, the bullet hitting the door surround where she and Rosalia had been standing. Hallie kicked the door shut behind them, hoping to slow the attackers down.

“Run,” Hallie said.


Chapter four


Rosalia did as she was told, sprinting across the dining room, through the kitchen, heading for the hidden door to the servants’ corridor. Hallie slammed the kitchen door shut behind them as well, and found a key in the lock on the inside of the door. She turned the key. It might slow the attackers down. She realised she was still holding the poker and dropped it, the metal clattering on the tile floor of the kitchen, then followed Rosalia into the dim grey corridor. Rosalia shut the door behind them, and then ripped the electronic keypad off the wall with a burst of strength that surprised Hallie.

“Is there just the one service lift?” Hallie asked, setting off at a steady jog towards the lift.

“Yes. But there are two, no, three stairwells,” Rosalia said, sounding out of breath as she kept pace with Hallie along the corridor.

“Can we send the lift down, and take the stairs?” Hallie asked. There wasn’t enough air around her. Her chest was tight, heart pounding, but her mind was oddly clear. Someone had killed Bohort and tried to frame Rosalia. And because Hallie had turned up, they’d also tried to kill her. And now the attackers, whoever they were, would be after them. She and Rosalia needed to get away. Fast. And not get caught.

“Yes,” Rosalia said.

They had arrived at the lift. The doors opened when Rosalia pressed the button, and she ducked inside, pressing several buttons, before coming back to join Hallie.

“This way,” Rosalia said, and headed along the corridor, setting a faster pace than Hallie had done.

“We should take the second or third set of stairs,” Hallie suggested, out of breath, but not willing to slow down, “but leave the door to the first one open.”

Rosalia shot her a sideways look, clearly startled. “Have you done this before?” she asked, voice high.

“No. But I’ve chased enough people to know some of the things they do to try and get away,” Hallie said. She had just never thought she’d be applying those lessons to her own escape. Sending the lift down and opening a stairwell door might not fool the attackers, but it should slow them down. And that should give her and Rosalia time to escape. She hoped.

“The third set is quite hard to find,” Rosalia offered.

Hallie saved her breath for running and just nodded in return. They left the door to the first stairwell slightly open, and headed on along the corridor, Hallie all the while listening for the sound of pursuit.

They made it into the third stairwell. It was, as Rosalia had said, well-hidden, but even so Hallie found herself twitching at every noise as they ran down the ten flights of stairs to the ground floor. Once there, they paused inside the back door of the building, both of them breathing heavily. Hallie tried to listen over the sound of their combined, harsh breaths, but couldn’t hear anything. And there were no shadows moving in the stairwell when she looked up. There was no light in the corridor leading up to the door, so she eased the door open a crack, taking a look outside. The first traces of dawn were showing in the night sky, giving her a little more light to see by. There was nothing there. They had come out at one end of the building, close to a thick copse of trees and bushes, and Hallie urged Rosalia out, into the cover of the trees. Rosalia ran as if her life depended on it, Hallie close behind. The door closing behind them sounded too loud to Hallie’s ears, but there were no cries of discovery or alarm. They paused for a moment in the darkness under the trees, catching their breath, looking around, searching for signs of pursuit, then Hallie urged them on. It was only a matter of time before the hochlen security turned up, and when they did, no one in the vicinity would be safe.

Hallie kept moving, silently urging Rosalia to keep pace with her, along the service roads that ran behind the large, opulent apartment blocks. They were two buildings away from Rosalia’s apartment when the harsh sounds of sirens split the air. Rosalia was breathing hard and every now and again made a low sound of pain that she cut off as soon as she made it. Even so, she wanted to run. Hallie kept them walking. From the way Rosalia was moving, she was hurt, and Hallie was too tired to run all the way to low city. They needed to pace themselves. Luckily, there was plenty of shadow and concealment behind the buildings.

For the first time in her life, Hallie was grateful that low city was downhill from midtown. She wasn’t sure she could have made the distance from Rosalia’s apartment building to low city if they had been going uphill. Her skin was prickling with unease and she was jumping at shadows, sure she’d see hochlen security any moment. Despite the adrenaline keeping her going, her body was worn out from several days of lack of sleep and proper food, and every step was an effort. And she didn’t have the injuries that Rosalia had.

When they crossed the street that most people recognised as the border between midtown and low city, Hallie drew her first easy breath for what felt like an eternity.

“Where are we going?” Rosalia asked, her voice low and slurred. She sounded exhausted. Hallie didn’t blame her.

“I’ve got a safe spot,” Hallie told her. She couldn’t take Rosalia to her own home. Even though very few people would connect them as friends - the lowly skip tracer and the kept woman of one of the elite - she was quite sure that hochlen security would turn over every stone in the city looking for Bohort’s mistress and follow every connection, however remote.

“You have a safe house?” Rosalia asked, clearly shocked.

“Sometimes I like to avoid my family,” Hallie said, shrugging and not looking at the other woman. It wasn’t the whole truth, but it was a good part of it, and Rosalia knew her well enough to understand a lot of what lay underneath those words.

“I can understand that,” Rosalia said, her voice softer. She made a low sound of pain. “I’m sorry. Everything hurts. Is it much further?”

“A few blocks. But there’s a fast food cart in a couple of blocks. We’ll get some coffee and food and that will help,” Hallie said. And in this particular section of low city, no one was going to admit to seeing them, or helping them. Hallie knew that, because no one here had ever helped her when she’d been skip tracing, not even when she had tried to bribe them.

With bags from the fast food cart weighing down her arms, she led Rosalia into a narrow, dark alley full of eye-watering smells, and then through a maze of narrow gaps between buildings until she reached a three-storey apartment block. They were deep into low city, but still a few streets from the old town. The apartments were all over-crowded, but everyone who lived in the building was an expert at minding their own business. Hallie led them around the side of the building and down into the basement. Rosalia shivered as they headed underground. Not many people liked the idea of being in basements in this part of the city. It had seen its share of floods over the years. But that meant that no one was likely to disturb them here, and the rainy season was over.

The basement had also been apartments at one point. Thanks to the past flooding, only a few residents remained, and were even better at minding their own business than those who lived above ground. Hallie stopped at the third door on the right and opened the door with an old-fashioned key, letting Rosalia inside.

The other woman staggered through the door and Hallie flipped on some lights, showing a shabby room with a single bed, sofa, armchair, and small kitchen area. There was a door next to the bed which led to a small shower room. It wasn’t much, but it had everything that Hallie needed.

Rosalia headed for the sofa and sank down onto it, eyes widening in surprise as she settled.

“This is really comfortable,” she said.

“Thanks,” Hallie said. She made sure the door was locked and put the roll of cloth back along the base of the door to stop any light leaking out.

With the immediate danger over, and under the artificial light, Rosalia sagged back against the cushions for a few ragged breaths. She looked terrible. The bruising across her face had worsened, but she also looked stunned and disoriented. She dragged the strap of the bag over her shoulder, dropping it on the floor and leaning forward, resting her elbows on knees and her forehead on her hands. Hallie saw her shoulders heave, and turned away to give her friend some privacy, heading for the tiny kitchen space. She couldn’t cook, but she could find mugs and plates for them.

By the time Hallie approached Rosalia with a plate full of food and a mug of hot coffee, the other woman had straightened, her face full of shadows.

“Those men in the apartment. They tried to kill you,” Rosalia said, taking the plate and mug.

Hallie sat in the armchair, trying not to sigh too much as she took the weight off her aching feet and tired legs. “Yes. But I think they were there to kill you,” she said. Her skin prickled. If Rosalia hadn’t gone to the service corridor to hide, or if Hallie had reached the apartment a few minutes later, Rosalia would be dead.

Rosalia shuddered, as if she hadn’t thought of that before. “But, why?”

“My guess is that would give them a neat story for Bohort’s death. Remember the flowers? I think they were trying to set up that Bohort came by, then the two of you fought, you managed a lucky strike to kill him, but he’d injured you enough that you died of your wounds,” Hallie said, frowning as she chewed some of her fries. Not as good as the ones she’d had earlier, but it was fuel and she needed the energy. She replayed the brief fight in her mind. “When the first one attacked me, he was just using his hands. No weapons.”

“Flowers,” Rosalia said, her voice flat. She blinked, as much as she was able, and pressed her fingers between her brows. “He never brought me flowers. No one who knew him would believe that.”

“I’m guessing that the men didn’t know him that well, then,” Hallie said gently. She didn’t want to tell Rosalia just how lucky she was to still be alive. Somehow, Rosalia had managed to avoid encountering the killers when they’d murdered Bohort and then switched the knives. Her luck would have run out when they had looked for her, if she hadn’t already found Bohort’s body. It seemed likely that the men heading out to find a bouquet of flowers to stage the scene had probably saved her life. If they’d remembered that detail on their way over, or decided to get the flowers after they’d staged Bohort and Rosalia’s bodies, her friend would be dead right now. Hallie’s head hurt trying to imagine the extraordinary odds her friend had just survived, even as her heart ached at the thought of how close she’d come to losing Rosalia.

“Do you think he’s dead? The man you hit?” Rosalia asked, her voice quivering.

Hallie’s own hands were shaking as she picked up more fries. “I don’t know,” she said honestly. “I did hit him hard, but I don’t know.” There was a sick feeling in her stomach that had nothing to do with eating even more fast food. She’d never killed anyone before. She’d had to fight with a few people over the years, and had gotten fairly good at picking up things to use as makeshift weapons. But everyone she’d fought with had always walked away. Bruised, perhaps, but still alive.

She’d ripped his sleeve, she remembered, putting her plate down and wiping her hands with a paper napkin before digging the bit of cloth out from her pocket.

“What’s that?” Rosalia asked.

“Part of the guy’s sleeve. I managed to tear it.” Despite the protests from her legs, Hallie got up and went to the kitchen, finding a clear plastic bag and dropping the bit of cloth into it.

“Is it important?”

“It might be,” Hallie said. She put the sealed bag into the freezer compartment of the ancient fridge and came back to her seat, settling down with another sigh of relief. “He also had a mark on his arm. I’ll try and draw it when I get a moment.”

“A mark? Not hochlen, then,” Rosalia said.

“Probably not, no,” Hallie agreed, picking up her plate again. She chewed some more fries. “I mean, some of the younger ones do try temporary tattoos, but they don’t stick.” Nothing stuck to hochlen. Their bodies rejected any piercings or ink or the microchips that the government insisted upon to ID all citizens. And Hallie’s body was now the same. She tried not to think about it too much.

She ate in silence for a few minutes.

“I’m sorry I got you involved,” Rosalia said, her voice harsh as if she was fighting back tears. “But I couldn’t think who else to call or what to do. And if you hadn’t come, I would be dead,” Rosalia said. The food on her plate was untouched, and she was staring at Hallie with one enormous eye, the other swollen shut. “Why did you come?”

Hallie looked down at her plate, trying to formulate an answer that made sense in her own mind, let alone said aloud. She’d managed to eat half of what she’d served herself, she saw. She was a lot hungrier than she’d realised. That wasn’t great news. She needed some rest, badly. Rosalia’s question still hung in the air.

“Us weirdos have to stick together,” Hallie managed to say, a rueful smile pulling her mouth. “If we don’t look out for each other, who will?”

“Oh, Hallie,” Rosalia said, and started to cry. Not delicate little sniffs, but great, gulping sobs. Hallie put her food and coffee aside again and went to find some tissues, handing the box to Rosalia before she took her seat. She knew from their years of friendship that Rosalia didn’t like to be fussed or touched when she was upset, although she had never seen her this distraught. So Hallie kept her distance, and struggled to think of something to say. Rosalia’s life had just been ripped apart and would likely never be the same again. Even if Rosalia herself hadn’t realised that, Hallie’s mind was spinning on the possibilities already. Much easier for her to do. It wasn’t her keeper who had been killed. The hochlen would be hunting for Rosalia, and would likely not rest until they found her. She would be blamed for Bohort’s death. And everyone who Rosalia had ever come into contact with would be questioned. Hallie shivered lightly. That meant the other woman’s parents and siblings, plus her old neighbours and classmates. It wouldn’t take all that long until they got to Hallie.

Hallie’s shivering increased. She was suddenly cold. She’d gone to Rosalia’s apartment to help her friend, and nearly been killed herself. Ice crept over her skin as she realised that she’d probably left fingerprints and DNA at the scene. That had never been a concern when she was working. She didn’t use trace evidence to follow a fugitive. But now she had to worry about it. More than worry. Her fingerprints would be on file with the city government, as with all skip tracers.

“What’s wrong?” Rosalia asked. She’d stopped crying, a bunch of tissues crumpled in one hand, the other hand holding half a burger close to her mouth. At least she’d had some food. That was good.

“I’ve just realised that the cops are going to find my fingerprints in your apartment,” Hallie said, her face stiff and numb.

“Oh. Is that bad?”

Hallie choked on a laugh. “Yes, it’s bad,” she said, and pulled out her phone, checking for messages. Nothing. She wasn’t sure if that was a good thing.

She didn’t know how fast fingerprint processing worked. She suspected that, with the limited resources available to local law enforcement, processing a crime scene normally took several days. But this wasn’t normal. With the death of one of the elite, she could easily imagine that every resource in the entire city was being used. She’d heard that the check points into the high city had electronic scanners that could read fingerprints in seconds. If the police got hold of something like that, they would have her identity in moments. And she’d left her fingerprints on the fire poker, discarded in the apartment kitchen, where it had no business in being. The police would definitely want to speak to her as soon as they could. It was possible that the cops had already tried her registered address and were even now on their way to see Gin.

“Can they trace your phone?” Rosalia asked, panic lifting her voice.

“No. Aunt Gin makes us use encrypted phones and disable the tracking software,” Hallie said. She’d never been more glad about her aunt’s caution than she was now. Gin might want to know where her skip tracers were in the city, but she didn’t want anyone else to know.

There were no messages, but she wasn’t sure if signals would get down to this basement level. She scrubbed a hand through her hair, grimacing when she felt the build up of dirt and grease from the past few days.

“What about your phone?” Hallie asked Rosalia. She couldn’t believe she hadn’t thought of it before. “I didn’t recognise the number when you called.”

“New phone,” Rosalia said, avoiding Hallie’s eyes. Another tear slid down her face. “It’s not registered.”

Hallie drew in a shocked breath. Unregistered phones were illegal, and if Rosalia was found with one, there would be severe punishment.

“I think Bohort has been monitoring my calls and my phone. No, I’m sure about it,” Rosalia said, the words spilling out of her fast and breathless, even as she stared at the ancient, threadbare rug on the concrete floor. “He was always jealous, but it got a lot worse since …” Her voice trailed off and she raised a hand to almost touch the swollen side of her face.

“He wanted to stop you calling for help,” Hallie said, voice soft. Part of her recognised that Rosalia had just revealed a very powerful motive to want Bohort dead. But the greater part of her was hurting for her friend, who’d been in her gilded cage with no means to reach out for help.

“Yes,” Rosalia agreed. She glanced up at Hallie, brushing the tears off her face. “Don’t worry. It can’t be traced. I took the battery out when I was getting changed.”

She’d been getting ready to leave, Hallie realised. The cross-body bag, already packed, and the unregistered phone. Hallie wanted to ask why Rosalia hadn’t called her for help. The question died before she could voice it. It was possible that Rosalia’s plans weren’t fully formed. It was also possible that she’d decided Hallie was too close to law enforcement to risk asking for help. Hallie wasn’t sure she wanted to know the answer to that. Wasn’t sure she wanted to learn that Rosalia hadn’t been sure she could trust her. Or have to face the fact that her first instinct on learning that Rosalia had an illegal phone was to back away. Hallie tried to stay within the lines of the law at all times, not wanting to risk the life she’d managed to build for herself. The important thing was that Rosalia had called her when she’d really needed help. And Hallie hadn’t had a second thought about going to help her. So Hallie kept her mouth shut. There was no point in speculating on what might have happened if Rosalia had called her sooner.

“Good.” Hallie was going to say more but a huge yawn took over and she shook her head. “Sorry. I need some sleep and a shower. I’ve been on a trace for the past few days.” She scrubbed a hand over her face. There was some question at the back of her mind that needed to be resolved before she could rest, if she could only remember what it was. She looked at Rosalia and her battered face, and thought about the fact that she and Bohort had been in their arrangement for years, and he had not hurt her until recently. That was it. That was the thing Hallie wanted to know. Perhaps needed to know, to help unravel the mystery of Bohort’s death.

“I’m sorry to ask. But, had something changed recently to make him more, er, angry?” Hallie asked.

Rosalia flinched, as if remembering being struck, and started to shake her head, then sighed and nodded. “He was coming under pressure from his family. They wanted him to get married and produce an heir or more. Continue the family line,” Rosalia said, her voice soft and sad. “We had an agreement to the end of next year, but his family wanted him married before then.” Rosalia paused, and Hallie stayed quiet, sensing there was more to come. “I can’t be sure, but I think he saw other women from time to time. And his family told him all that needed to stop. At least, that’s what I gathered.” She let out a shaky breath. “He came to see me after a conversation with his father. His father had given him a list of suitable brides and told him to pick one. Within the next few months, I think.” Rosalia’s hand crept up to touch her bruised cheek, and Hallie wondered if that was the first time he had used violence.

“Thank you for telling me,” Hallie said, voice as gentle as she could make it. They were both private people in their own way and it could not have been easy for Rosalia to tell her all of that. Another yawn took her over. With the questions out of the way, all she could think about was sleep. “Sorry. I need some sleep,” she said again.

“Oh. Do you want me to leave?” Rosalia said.

“No. Not at all. No one should be able to find us here. If you’re ok with being underground for a bit, I’ll head out after some rest and see what I can learn. You should probably stay out of sight for a bit,” Hallie said, and gestured to her own face.

One of Rosalia’s hands crept up to her swollen eye and she nodded, more tears running down her face. “You’re right. Can I sleep on the sofa?” she asked.

“If you’re ok with that. I’ve got some blankets. Or you can have the bed. The sheets are clean,” Hallie said, rubbing her forehead. Now that she’d thought of having some rest, it was all her brain could deal with. She could feel the pull of sleep weighing her down.

“The sofa will be fine,” Rosalia said in a small voice. “You’ve done so much for me already.”

“I’m happy to help,” Hallie answered, trying to make it clear she meant it. Rosalia was the only person in the world that Hallie would unhesitatingly refer to as her friend. Another shiver ran through her as she thought again that if Hallie hadn’t been there, the other woman would now be dead. The cops and hochlen security forces would be writing up a report about the savage attack on a fine, upstanding member of the elite by his ungrateful karlen mistress, who hadn’t been suitably thankful for the fine apartment and luxury that he’d kept her in. And as little as Hallie wanted to draw the attention of hochlen security, after so many years working with a troubled conscience, it felt good to have helped someone who deserved it.

“I don’t know what I’m going to do,” Rosalia said, in a whisper so quiet Hallie almost missed it, even in the silent space. She put a hand over her eyes briefly, wincing as she straightened. There were tears on her face. “I can’t go home,” she said. She was looking at the plate in her lap and not at Hallie. “Perhaps I can get to Paradise,” she said, her voice a little stronger.

Hallie hesitated. Paradise was the only human-run country in the world. It was an island about a day’s travel from low city, somewhere across the horizon. There had been a long, very violent, campaign by a group of human activists to set it up. They said they were tired of being ruled over by the hochlen and attacked by the veondken. They promised sanctuary for all humans. But, they were very picky about who they let onto the island. “I’m sorry,” Hallie said, keeping her voice gentle, “but I’m not sure they would take you in.” She was about to say more when Rosalia lifted her head and met Hallie’s eyes, and Hallie regretted speaking at all. Rosalia knew. Her association with Bohort would render her tainted in the eyes of the group that governed Paradise.

“You could go,” Rosalia said, her voice hoarse. “There’s no need for you to stay and get caught up in all this mess.”

“No, I can’t,” Hallie said, in the same gentle tone. Rosalia wasn’t thinking straight, which was understandable. She’d managed to forget that Hallie was seen as no longer human by her own family. That being the case, there was no way a pure human enclave like Paradise was going to let Hallie into their midst. And Hallie had other plans, anyway, that didn’t involve being stuck on one island for the rest of her life. There was a whole world out there somewhere, if she could only find the means to get to it.

“So, I guess we’re both stuck,” Rosalia said, more tears in her voice.

“We have each other,” Hallie said. It was a trite, silly thing to say, but the smile on Rosalia’s face made it worthwhile. “Oh, and I have the entire first season of Happy Place on disc here, too,” she added, naming the over-the-top television show that she and Rosalia had a shared passion for. They had spent many hours over coffee or lunch dissecting the outrageous plot twists and turns. Rosalia’s smile broadened and she laughed.

“Thank you,” Rosalia said, and then had to stop as an enormous yawn took her over.

“Time for some rest, I think,” Hallie said.

As she settled down in her bed, the unfamiliar sound of someone else breathing close by, it took Hallie an irritatingly long time to fall asleep. Her mind was still busy, despite her exhaustion.

The thing wasn’t over yet. The cops and security had a far more complicated story, and no tidy report could be written. The apartment contained at least one dead hochlen. And, despite the arm marking, Hallie thought that the other men might have been hochlen, too. Or worked among hochlen. They’d moved like fighters, and that wasn’t the sort of training that karlen or most veondken got. And only hochlen routinely carried weapons. So she didn’t only need to worry about the police, but whoever it was who had killed Bohort and planned to kill Rosalia. Hallie had spoiled their plans. And anyone who would go to the lengths to kill one of the hochlen in his mistress’ apartment would want to finish the job.

Somewhere in the city, the cops and killers would be looking for both her and Rosalia.


Chapter five


Feeling heavy-eyed and lethargic despite several hours’ dreamless sleep, partly revived by a shower and clean clothes, Hallie left Rosalia in the basement studio with the supplies that Hallie had managed to gather and stash away. She didn’t think it needed to be said, but she still made it clear to Rosalia that the other woman should not leave until Hallie told her it was safe to do so. Apart from the first season of their favourite show, there was an ancient television which got intermittent signal, and Hallie hoped that would be enough to keep Rosalia distracted while she was cooped up.

With her bruises even more vivid after some sleep, Rosalia had been in no condition to argue. Instead, she’d huddled back down on the sofa, wrapped in blankets Hallie had provided, promising not to venture out or answer the door. The cross-body bag that she’d brought with her the day before was tucked in beside her, and Hallie guessed it was a comfort to have her run kit next to her, within easy reach. Hallie wished she could tell her friend that it was going to be okay, and that she shouldn’t worry, but the words stuck in her throat. She was fairly sure that Rosalia wouldn’t have believed her, anyway. The other woman was smart enough to know just how much trouble they were both in.

Hallie emerged from the basement level into weak sunshine filtering between the packed buildings that made up this part of low city. She threaded her way several blocks away from the basement, turning back on herself and randomly changing direction just in case anyone was trying to follow her, until she emerged onto one of the permanent markets that would be full of people no matter the time of day.

The market was just as crowded as she’d expected, a babble of conversation washing over her as she set foot inside the perimeter. This early in the day, the conversations sounded friendly, with several bursts of laughter here and there. A lot of the vendors were talking to each other rather than being on the lookout for customers, exchanging good-natured insults and some involved commentary on a sporting event that Hallie hadn’t paid that much attention to. One of the vendors had brought in a fresh catch of fish and the heavy briny smell cut through the more familiar scents of fried food and some exotic spices that always made Hallie’s nose itch. She made her way through the crowd, trying to stay aware of her surroundings. She needed to find a way of getting in touch with Aunt Gin to warn her about the likelihood of cops knocking on her door, if they hadn’t been there already, and she also needed to find a way of keeping track of the investigation.

Getting an update on the investigation, at least the public information, was easy. She made her way to a busy coffee shop that sat on a corner at the edge of the market square. The place always had several different news channels on its screens, and had two walls of floor-to-ceiling windows that were opened up so people could come and go. The sound from the televisions had to compete with the crowd of people, but the owners usually had the subtitles on as well, so she wouldn’t need to give herself a headache trying to listen through the chatter of other customers. She got a coffee and settled at one of the uncomfortable bar stools and high tables, eyeing the television screens. The murder of one of the hochlen should make the news at some point.

Hallie didn’t have long to wait. She cautiously took her first sip of coffee, trying not to burn her tongue but needing the caffeine, watching the end of a story about the latest round of arguments at the Conclave. There was always some conflict or another, whenever Hallie paid attention to the global news. The images on the screen made her shiver lightly under her jacket. Fighter planes heading out from a vast, flat airbase in a flat, hot country somewhere very far from where she was. The Conclave was trying to broker some kind of peace, it seemed, but without much success. A familiar mix of longing and frustration and apprehension crept over Hallie. She wanted to see the wider world, to find out what it felt like to walk on sand in a country where there were no hills, at the same time as she emphatically did not want to be anywhere near fighter planes or conflict between neighbouring countries.

Before she could get too caught up in imagining things that might never happen, the news screen closest to her flickered and a banner of Breaking News flashed across the screen. A sombre-faced reporter wearing unrelenting black clothes reported the untimely death of the older son of Conclave member, Calibum Jacobs. According to the man on the screen, Bohort Jacobs had died in suspicious circumstances in Wealdton. It wasn’t clear why the son of a Conclave member had been in that part of the city, the reporter said, and even though she couldn’t hear the voice, Hallie could read the disdain on the man’s face. In other circumstances she would have been amused. The human man most likely lived in Wealdton, which everyone else called midtown, and counted himself lucky to be there and not in low city. But for one of the hochlen, it was the equivalent of spending time in a slum. Hallie’s momentary amusement faded as the reporter went on to say that several people were wanted for questioning.

Hallie’s insides were trying to tie themselves in knots. She mentally ran through a litany of curses. She’d known Bohort was important - all the hochlen were, from a karlen’s perspective - but she hadn’t known he was Calibum’s son and presumed heir. Like a lot of hochlen families, the Jacobs family was large, and she’d assumed that Bohort was a nephew or more distant relation. That made things more complicated by a degree of magnitude that made her mind spin just thinking about. With the tail end of the previous news report in her mind, she couldn’t help but wonder if Bohort’s death was less about him and more about hurting his father. To a large extent, it didn’t matter right now. Right now, not only the House Jacobs security, but all the cops in the entire city, would be hunting down Bohort’s killer and would not stop until they had found Rosalia.

Sure enough, the next face to pop up on the screen was a photo of Rosalia, with the caption Person of Interest. Hallie couldn’t help think that no one would recognise Rosalia now, with her face swollen and bruised, compared to the photo. The photo showed Rosalia laughing at the camera with a wide, happy smile. The reporter had mentioned several people that law enforcement wanted to talk to. Hallie put down her coffee and straightened away from the table, with a sick feeling about who else they might be looking for. Sure enough, the photo of Rosalia disappeared, replaced by a blown up image from Hallie’s skip tracer ID.

Even though it was highly unlikely that anyone was going to recognise her from her ID photo, which was as unflattering as they usually were, Hallie didn’t wait to learn more, sliding out of the coffee shop and into the crowd. This was low city. Most people were very good at minding their own business, but there were a lot of people who had had relatives tracked down by a skip tracer. They might enjoy the prospect of turning the tables on her, and delivering her to the cops, particularly if there was some kind of reward.

As she ducked into a narrow alleyway, her phone rang. She answered, expecting Aunt Gin’s furious tones.

“Hallie, darling, I just wanted to thank you for the referral yesterday.”

It took Hallie a full breath and several rapid heartbeats to place the voice and work out what referral the witch was referring to. Then she remembered Emmet Lowery, who she had thought was close to dying, and her call to Aneta, one of the most powerful witches that Hallie knew, to see if she was able to help.

“Aneta. You mean the prisoner in the cop shop?” Hallie asked, trying not to sound as incredulous as she felt. Of all the things she’d expected from Aneta, a thank you hadn’t even been on the list. Top of the list was an eye-watering bill. The witch was very good at her craft, and expected to be compensated accordingly. “Were you able to ease his suffering?”

“I was indeed. He will live a long and glorious life. One of the rarest of beings. It was like being in the presence of the divine. It was marvellous. I owe you a very great favour, my dear.”

Hallie halted, standing stock still in the alleyway. Witches didn’t offer favours lightly, and she needed to pay attention, no matter what else was going on in her life right now. Favours from witches were a serious business. “Thank you. I am grateful for the assistance you provided, and I accept your favour,” Hallie said. That wasn’t quite the right way to phrase it, but she couldn’t remember the correct phrasing right now. No witch had ever offered her a favour before, let alone a very great one. And now that the initial shock of that was wearing off, she wondered just what kind of being Emmet Lowery was to have so impressed one of the most skilled witches in all of old town.

“It shall hold as long as I live,” Aneta said, as a solemn vow, and hung up.

Leaving Hallie staring at her phone, wondering just what had happened in the isolation cell that the witch now owed her, rather than wanting to collect payment.

Voices somewhere nearby snapped her back to her present situation. She was wanted by the cops for questioning. Person of interest, indeed. More likely one of their main suspects. One of the hochlen was dead, and there were traces of two karlen near his body. There was no reason for law enforcement to be looking for anyone else.

With a sigh, Hallie started walking again, her phone in her hand. She should call Aunt Gin. Except she had no idea what she would say. Before she could second-guess herself again, she dialled the office number.

“Talbot Tracers, how may we help you today?” Aunt Gin answered the phone, in her professional manner.

“It’s me. Have you seen the news?” Hallie asked.

“You need to come in,” Gin said, her tone changing to sharp, brittle anger. “I don’t know what in hells you are mixed up in, but I want an explanation.”

“Fine. I’ll be there soon,” Hallie said, and hung up, the coffee curdling in her stomach. As if the day wasn’t going badly enough already, Aunt Gin sounded furious enough to fire her. And then she’d be left under suspicion of murder, with no job, and no means of supporting herself, let alone living an independent life free of the family vine.
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Hallie was about a block away from Aunt Gin’s offices, out of the narrow, twisting streets and onto the wider roads which could actually accommodate vehicles, when a large, unmarked panel van pulled up beside her. She barely had time to register it was there before all the doors opened and a swarm of uniformed men and women flew out of the vehicle, eight of them at least. They grabbed hold of her and forced her to the ground. She went down on her front, her hands pulled to either side, so she couldn’t stop her face slamming into the concrete, her eyes stinging from the pain. Her arms and legs were tugged, hard, and she was flipped over, onto her side and then her back, hitting the ground with only a little less force than her face. There were a few thumps here and there across her body. Knees, elbows or boots. Not concrete. She muffled a cry, blind as her eyes watered from the pain. She struggled against the various holds on her body, panic rising and threatening to choke her, her mind taking her back to a dark, narrow alleyway and pain pain pain at her neck where teeth tore into her, ripping her flesh. She screamed and twisted and someone kicked her in the small of her back.

The deliberate strike shocked her out of her memories and back to reality. She wasn’t at the mercy of some unknown monster. Instead, it was daylight and she was being swarmed by uniformed police. They were holding her tightly enough that she could feel bruising on her bones. But they were karlen. Human. Ordinary people. Not monsters.

“What are you doing?” she asked, her voice high and thin. “Am I under arrest?”

The silence that met her question sent a fresh wave of fear across her body. Even the laziest or most corrupt cop in low city knew they had to advise a suspect of rights when they were being arrested. But then, she wasn’t just a common suspect. She was wanted in connection with the killing of one of the hochlen. It seemed that the normal rules didn’t apply.

“Am I under arrest?” she asked again.

Another deliberate kick, this time to her side, just under her ribs, made her hiss in pain, tears stinging her eyes. She wasn’t going to get any answers, that much was clear. All the same, she had to bite her lip to stop more words, like a demand for them to inform the lawyer on duty that she was in custody. It was one of the most basic rights of anyone held by the police, but very few people actually knew about it. From the lack of formal words of detention or arrest being spoken, it seemed her capture was far, far outside normal procedure. Panic closed her throat. She was a person of interest in the killing of one of the elite. Would the cops even bother trying to question her, or find a way to cut through all the normal processes and head straight for punishment?

A sliver of sanity crept in along with some much-needed air. If the hochlen wanted her dead, she would be dead. But she was still alive. For now.

She forced herself to stay still. They weren’t trying to kill her.

Face up to the bright morning air, eyes watering with pain, she couldn’t see clearly, but she could hear. There was a lot of shouting over her head, none of which seemed to be directed at her, but she heard phrases like got her, and good job. Impersonal and thorough hands patted her down, all over her body, despite her wordless protest, and she felt her phone and purse being taken along with her keys, skip tracer’s badge and plastic ID card. In the midst of the loudness and confusion a low, angry voice spoke next to her ear.

“You brought this on yourself, idiot girl.”

Hallie was still trying to work out what that meant when she was lifted up by a firm grip under her arms, another set of hands grabbing her ankles and throwing her into the back of the van. She hit the metal floor and was dragged up onto an unyielding surface, some kind of a seat, and pushed so that her back hit the wall of the vehicle. She muffled another cry as a metal ridge on the van wall dug into her back. Before her eyes cleared, the van moved, taking off fast, its tyres squealing. The movement tossed her backwards again on the hard bench. She was startled by the sound of clinking metal nearby. As her eyes cleared, she realised that not only her hands but also her ankles were restrained by metal manacles with chains looped between them. One side of her face was stinging from where she’d been forced down onto the rough concrete. Looking down, she saw that her clothes were no longer clean. There were smudges of dirt at various spots on her t-shirt and jeans, and a rip through one knee, a trace of blood showing through the gap. It seemed stupid to be annoyed or upset about the dirty, damaged clothing, but she’d only just washed off the evidence of her trace of Emmet Lowery. She usually managed to stay clean for longer than an hour or two.

Looking up from the damage done to her clothing, she realised that every one of the half dozen people in the vehicle with her was trying to avoid looking at her or anyone else. Through the metal grille to the driver’s cabin she could see another two sets of heads and shoulders. Eight of them. Eight people had been sent to get her. And she knew at least two of them. They might be wearing full body armour and helmets that covered much of their faces, but she still recognised them. Unexpected tears stung in her eyes, blurring her sight again. She’d worked with cops around low city a lot over the past decade, bringing skips in, and although she’d always known that she wasn’t one of them, they’d always treated her with respect, at least. Now, she was being treated like a prisoner. And a dangerous one, at that, judging by her restraints. She’d only ever seen the heavy manacles and chains on violent criminals.

The drive seemed to take forever. Hallie lost track of time and of the number of twists and turns the vehicle took. Eventually, though, it slowed down, made a sharp turn and thumped over what felt and sounded like a narrow gutter. The sound outside changed. They were in an underground space. She couldn’t think of a single building in low city which had underground parking. That meant they were in midtown, which explained the length of the journey.

The vehicle drew to a halt and the side door opened. More uniformed, and armed, cops were there, waiting. Hallie was bundled out of the van and prodded with the end of a weapon to walk forward. She did her best, discovering that she could only manage an undignified shuffle, almost tripping over her own feet more than once. She was bundled into a large lift that reminded her of the service lift at Rosalia’s apartment, although this one smelled truly awful despite the chemical cleaning agents that had been used. One of the officers pressed a button for a higher floor.

The doors opened onto an oddly hushed scene. Hallie shuffled out of the lift surrounded by armed officers into what seemed to be a silent audience of dozens of people, all staring at her. Her face burned at the hostility, even as she tried to make sense of where she was. For someone who spent a lot of time in abandoned buildings, the environment was alien to her. The ground underfoot had low-pile carpet, the ceiling was full of strip lights. Her overall impression was pale beige everywhere. There were rows of desks and other office machines that didn’t make sense to her eyes, and all the people who were staring at her were in similar, casual clothing - lots of jeans and t-shirts - and every one was wearing a badge that gleamed under the overhead lights. With a sinking feeling, she realised that she’d been brought all the way to police headquarters. This must be one of the detective floors.

She was prodded along a corridor walled off from the rows of desks by a head-height screen in the same beige colour as the walls, and shoved into a windowless room which held a metal table bolted to the floor and three chairs - two on one side, one on the other. The officers pushed her into the single chair, and then looped the chain of her handcuffs through a hook on the table, locking the hook down so she was forced to sit with her hands on the table. They gave her handcuffs a firm tug, making sure she was securely held and then left her without a word.

The door closed, bringing the first moment of quiet and privacy that Hallie had had for what felt like an hour. She drew a shaky breath, cutting it off when it threatened to turn into a sob. This wasn’t the worst of it, she knew. She was a person of interest in the killing of one of the hochlen, and not just any one of the elite, but a Conclave member’s older son. There was no possible way she was going to simply be allowed to sit here. There would be questions. And possibly pain. She’d heard tales of what happened to karlen suspected of crimes against hochlen. Just last month there had been a street vendor accused of stealing from one of his high-born customers. He’d had a hand cut off. With no proof, just the hochlen’s word. And she was accused of much worse.

Apprehension crawled over her skin. She should have fought against her capture. Even as that thought crossed her mind, she realised how futile it would have been. Eight of them. One of her. And they were all trained in prisoner restraint, not to mention they might also have Tasers or other weapons with them. She was a decent fighter, but most of it was the hard-won skills of a decade as a skip tracer, not the actual training of police officers. There would have been no contest. She would still have ended up here, just with far more bruises and possibly a broken bone or two.

The cops had also found her fast. It was possible that they had been keeping a lookout around Aunt Gin’s offices. It was an obvious place. Doubtless they had also been keeping watch on her home, too. At least, the one that was her registered address, not the secret bolt-hole where she’d left Rosalia.

A darker explanation presented itself, and one she couldn’t ignore. The cops had picked her up a block away from Gin’s offices. It was possible - more than possible - that Gin herself had called them. For all that Gin was Hallie’s aunt, she was first and foremost a Talbot and a businesswoman. Being caught up in the murder of a hochlen was not good for the family vine or for business.

Hallie clenched her jaw against the sting in her eyes. If Aunt Gin had turned her in, Hallie couldn’t blame her. She might have had no choice. But the thought still hurt. Badly. So few of her family members would talk to her now. Aunt Gin had employed her, given her a purpose for the past decade. A job that, to Hallie’s surprise, she’d turned out to be good at. More than competent enough to earn her own money, and be able to keep her own home. Hallie thought she’d earned her aunt’s respect, and Aunt Gin didn’t respect many people. That respect hadn’t replaced the warmth of being part of her blood family, but it was something. And her dreams and her work kept her going.

And now, Gin might have cut her off. Turned her in to the police, so that she’d ended up here, completely alone in an uncomfortable holding cell, chained to a table. The idea that her family connections, her job and her independence could be lost so suddenly, with no question or explanation, made Hallie’s chest ache. She’d always found a way of surviving, but that had been within the family vine or the city she’d grown up in. She was somewhere else now. Somewhere where she had no authority or control or power. And she wasn’t sure she’d be able to stop, or to survive, whatever came next.


Chapter six


She would not cry, she told herself. She couldn’t afford to show weakness in this place where everything was strange and hostile. She should be used to hostile environments by now. Not only among her own family, but also skip tracers were not popular in general. Still, she’d never had so much open anger directed at her as she’d seen on the faces of the gathered detectives outside the room. Her eyes stung at the memory and she bit the inside of her lip to keep the tears in. She would not cry.

Seeking distraction, Hallie took stock of the room. There was almost nothing to look at. The wall ahead of her had what looked like a mirror, but which she thought was probably a viewing room. There were also little red lights in the upper corners of the room facing her. Cameras. So, even though she had the illusion of being alone, she was being watched, which made her glad she’d fought to keep her composure.

She shifted in the chair, trying to find a more comfortable position. Now that she was on her own and not moving, she could feel the sore spots all over her body from being thrown to the ground, and from the elbows, knees and feet that the cops had used when they had gathered her up. The chair was unyielding, the back of it pressing against her spine as she tried straightening. The chain between her wrists didn’t let her move far. She could lean forward, and ease the pressure on her wrists, which woke up bruises along her spine and hip, and let her know that there was a line of pain just under her ribs, or she could lean back to breathe more easily and take some pressure off her sore hip, but have the handcuffs dig into her wrists and the chair dig into her back. However she sat, it was uncomfortable. And that was the point, she knew.

As well as the hidden bruises under her clothes, the stinging along the side of her face was still sharp. She’d caught a glimpse of her face in the mirror and one side was red and raw and slightly swollen. It would heal soon enough, along with the cut on her knee. It was one of the few advantages to her altered state. She healed fast. Far faster than any other karlen she knew.

Before she could get too uncomfortable, the door opened. She tensed immediately, expecting a horde of furious detectives and shouted, angry questions.

Instead, two men came into the room. They were dressed in casual clothing, but nothing about the men or their dress was the same as the detectives outside. They wore sand-coloured tactical trousers instead of jeans, their leather jackets of far better quality than anything a karlen detective could afford. The one who came in first had a white t-shirt under his jacket, black hair swept back from his brow and what looked like a permanent frown on his pale face. The second man had a navy t-shirt, his sandy-coloured hair tousled in what might be deliberate disarray or indicate that he didn’t care about his appearance. Hallie doubted it was the latter. He looked like he was trying to maintain a neutral expression. Hallie wasn’t fooled. He was just as disgusted with her as the first man. He was just hiding it better.

They both had the subtle, expensive look of hochlen, and she tensed all the way up her spine, clamping her jaw shut as her bruises woke up. Moving hurt right now. Identifying them as hochlen wasn’t anything she could explain, even to herself, but she could always tell. To her, hochlen looked and moved differently to karlen. It might be the higher quality clothes, but Hallie thought it was more than that. They were raised differently and lived so differently from karlen they might as well be on another planet. The elite moved with an unconscious grace and self-confidence that none of the common folk could match.

The second man stepped forward and dropped a clear plastic bag on the table. Hallie saw her possessions inside. Phone. Keys. Purse. Her badge and ID. She wanted to feel relieved that at least everything was intact, but she was facing two hochlen, not the karlen detectives she’d expected.

“So, you’re the karlen scum who killed Bohort Jacobs,” the first man said.

Hallie tried to keep her expression blank. He hadn’t asked her a question. Saying nothing was almost certainly the smart move.

“How did you manage it? He was one of the best fighters I’ve ever known.” The first man sat on the edge of the table, his eyes intent on her face. He wanted to hurt her, she realised. Really, truly hurt her. The way he’d spoken about Bohort made her wonder if this man was somehow a friend of his. But she’d never heard of any hochlen in law enforcement. And they weren’t dressed like hochlen security, who tended to be in all-black tactical clothing, and bristling with weapons.

She kept quiet.

He leant forward a little more and she caught the faintest trace of expensive aftershave. The sort that only hochlen or their favourites could afford. “You will answer me,” he said.

She lifted a brow at him. “Why?” she asked.

“What?” he asked in turn, astonishment clear.

“Why should I answer you?” she clarified, trying to keep her tone neutral. Internally, a voice was screaming, telling her that it was a very bad idea to argue back to this man. He had been given access to her in the middle of police headquarters. And he seemed to have been one of Bohort’s friends. That made him powerful and dangerous.

“Because I’m in charge here,” the man told her.

She didn’t say anything, trying to formulate a response that wouldn’t trigger the fury she could sense in him, but also to explain how genuinely confused she was. She had no idea who he or the other man were, or why he should expect her to answer him. Beyond the fact he was hochlen.

Her silence sparked his temper. He lunged forward, too fast for her to avoid even if she hadn’t been chained to the table, grabbed the back of her head and slammed her face down.

Pain pain pain. He’d rammed her face sideways onto the metal rim that ran along the edge of the table. There had been a sharp snapping sound that made her want to be sick. Something breaking. Her cheekbone, she thought. Or possibly her eye socket. White hot and red and black agony bloomed across her face. Pain pain pain. She tried to breathe through it, her eyes stinging. She’d been hit before. Broken bones before. It still hurt. Every single time.

She straightened away from the table edge slowly, hunching her shoulders. Let him think he’d really hurt her. It was true, but she wasn’t crippled by the pain. Not in the way he would be expecting. Along with her fast healing, she also had a higher pain tolerance than most karlen. She wanted to pull back, run away, but the chains kept her sitting within his reach. She stared at the ring embedded in the table. If she gave it a hard enough pull, could she break free of it? Get some more room to move?

The thought died almost before it had started. Where would she go? She was in the middle of police headquarters, locked in a room with two hochlen. No one was coming to help her, and she wasn’t getting out of here on her own.

She glanced up at the man who’d injured her so easily. His eyes were gleaming with satisfaction. He’d enjoyed that bit of violence. Nausea rose in her throat. Had this been what Bohort had looked like when he’d hurt Rosalia? She remembered the other woman’s words. Bohort had liked to hurt her. Hallie lifted her chin. This unnamed man had slammed the uninjured side of her face into the table so now she was swollen and bruised on both sides, her eyes watering at the pain, but she wasn’t going to let him intimidate her. Wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of seeing how frightened she was.

Her movement had caused her jacket sleeves to ride up, exposing the manacles at her wrists and the slender, plain steel bracelet around her right wrist. She wanted to move, to hide it. She didn’t know of many karlen who had to carry their ID chip in a metal band. It would lead to questions, and she didn’t want to answer them.

She tried shifting position a little, to push the jacket sleeve down, but the men had both noticed. She saw their eyes fix on her wrist.

The black-haired man grabbed her arm, yanking it up. The movement dragged her forwards, the chain holding her wrists to the table tightening, so she was bent forward in the chair, one hand held up at an awkward angle.

“Now, what’s this,” the first man said, disgust in his voice. “Pretending to be better than you are?” he sneered. He twisted her arm so hard that it started to go numb and for a moment she thought he was going to dislocate her elbow. But he didn’t. Not quite. He dropped her arm as quickly as he’d grabbed it. She couldn’t gather herself in time and her hand slammed down onto the table surface. “Why do you have an ID bracelet?” he demanded.

“Accident,” she managed to say, breathless with the dual pain of her face and the feeling coming back into her arm. It was the one explanation that made sense. Karlen did lose their IDs from time to time through accident or injury. Most of them just had their chips replaced. A very few got the sort of bracelet that Hallie had.

He glared at her. If he had access to her records, he would see the notation. It was tucked away, the most innocuous statement possible. ID bracelet supplied following accident. Her mother hadn’t wanted to advertise what had happened to her daughter, so as far as the rest of the world was concerned, Hallie had had an accident.

Frustrated with that line of questioning, he went back to his original bullying.

“You will answer me,” he said. The satisfaction in his face had faded. She hadn’t cried or begged. Not yet, anyway. She saw the shift in his expression. The calculation. He was wondering how much he’d need to hurt her to make her answer his questions. To make her beg.

“Who are you?” she asked. It was a more diplomatic question than why? And she also wanted to know.

The first man’s hands clenched into fists, his shoulders squaring. Getting ready to fight, Hallie saw.

The second man shifted his weight. Just a tiny bit. The smallest movement. If Hallie hadn’t been so hyper-aware of everything in the room, she might have missed it.

The first man sensed it, too. He sent a scowling glance over his shoulder to the second man, then stood up off the table, taking a step back. Interesting. Hallie would have put money on the first man being in charge. He had that air about him. But the second man had reminded him of something. Some obligation or rule that the two of them needed to follow.

“You’ll sign a confession,” the first man said.

“No. I did not kill Bohort Jacobs,” Hallie said. She wanted there to be no mistake. The red dots in the room’s corners, up at the ceiling, meant that there were active cameras. There would be a recording. No one was going to care that the man had hurt her. But she didn’t want there to be any misunderstanding. She hadn’t killed Bohort. She wasn’t responsible for his death. She wasn’t going to say she was. No matter how many times he slammed her face into the table.

Not for the first time, she wished she could share some of her truth sense with people around her, to let them fully understand that she was being honest. Knowing if someone was lying or not was as instinctive to her as breathing. She had long ago learned she seemed to be the only one with that ability, and had taken great care to hide it. It hadn’t taken her long to work out that other people would want to use her ability for their own ambitions. But it was still frustrating when she wasn’t believed.

“Think you’re so clever, trying to burn the place down?” the man said, his voice deepening as he leaned across the table to her. She could see the urge to violence close to the surface. Far too close for comfort.

Confusion made her frown, and immediately regret it at the trails of pain the small movement brought to her face. “I don’t understand,” she said, trying to keep her voice calm and soft. She didn’t wanted to provoke that violence again.

“You tried to burn the apartment,” he said. That edge of violence was still there, his eyes too bright.

Hallie’s mind spun. Fire? There had been a fire? It hadn’t even occurred to her to set a fire. For a brief moment, she wondered if that would have worked. If she could have destroyed all the evidence of Bohort’s death, and her and Rosalia’s presence at the scene. Then the angry man kept talking and she realised that wouldn’t have worked.

“You tried to destroy all the evidence. Well, you missed a spot. We’ve got your fingerprints at the scene,” the man said, his voice deepening. She should have worn gloves, Hallie thought, half-hysterically. And then wanted to argue with the hochlen. Fingerprints were not proof of any crime. Enough for her to be questioned, yes, but not for them to convict her. Then he went on and Hallie realised that he’d already convicted her. The rules worked differently for the elite. They always did. Even when the post mortem exam showed that two different knives had been used, that wouldn’t matter to this man. He had decided she, or Rosalia, or both of them, had killed Bohort. “Either it’s you or that little slut Bohort kept there. Or perhaps the two of you together. Ungrateful bitch. She had an apartment she could never have got on her own, and he treated her well. We found the flowers.”

Hallie wanted to laugh. The flowers. The stupid bit of staging that had saved Rosalia’s life. The impulse to laugh died almost at once as she realised that this man had fallen for the narrative that the attackers had been trying to create. Rosalia set up in what would have been unimaginable luxury, given her humble origins. Bohort the shining protector who even brought her flowers. Her killing him despite his generosity, using one of the apartment’s knives to do it.

She lifted her chin a fraction, unable to keep the anger off her face. This man had no idea who Rosalia really was. Or who Hallie was. And he didn’t care. He had his story and he was going to make her fit into it.

The investigator twitched, and she saw more violence in his face.

“Mel,” the second man said, a hint of warning in that one word.

“Shut it, Girard. This piece of filth is guilty, and she’s not going to get away with it.” Mel sounded even more angry. Mel didn’t fit him, Hallie thought. It was clearly a nick name of some kind. A lot of hochlen had odd names, so she couldn’t begin to imagine what his given name was. Girard, on the other hand, was an almost ordinary name. A younger son, most likely. They seemed to get the plainer names.

The various bits of information Mel had given her swirled together in her brain. Someone had tried to burn down Rosalia’s apartment after Bohort was dead. She would bet that it had been the black-clad men who had come after her and Rosalia. But it had been a partial fire. Not enough to eliminate her fingerprints. Or destroy Bohort’s body. Mel also hadn’t mentioned a second death, which could mean that the man she had fought with and hit over the head was alive. Or that his body had been moved, before the fire was set. Either way, the black-clad men had covered their tracks, but left enough evidence to put her at the scene.

And she couldn’t tell these hostile hochlen about the black-clad men. It sounded fanciful, and she’d lived through it. They would just take it as an admission of guilt.

“I did not kill him,” Hallie said again.

“Lies. I know you did it,” Mel said.

Hallie looked up at him. She couldn’t help it. Through the sharp points all over her body, she could tell one thing for certain. He was telling the truth, as far he knew it. He really believed she was guilty. Her stomach twisted even more. If he believed he was right, there was almost nothing he wouldn’t do to get his confession. Her face ached in time with her pulse. And that had just been one strike. A blow like that might have killed a human, and even though she wasn’t quite human, not any longer, she wasn’t sure how much more she could survive.

Before he could say anything else, or resort to more violence, the door opened.

“Get out,” Mel said, without taking his eyes off Hallie. “This is a closed interrogation.”

“You are holding my client without due process.” The woman’s voice was clipped and professional, and familiar to Hallie, at least. Through a mix of disbelief and a dangerous sliver of hope, Hallie heard the woman continue. “I have a court order requiring her release.” Even if Hallie hadn’t known the newcomer well, she would still have recognised the tone as that of an experienced lawyer. Not just the duty lawyer, paid for by the state to make sure detainees’ rights were respected. No, this lawyer was in a class of her own.

Both men turned to the door, astonishment clear.

The woman standing there looked back at them both as if they were something that had got stuck to the bottom of one of her highly polished leather shoes. She was dressed in a perfectly tailored, dark grey trouser suit that had probably cost more than Hallie made in a year, pale blue silk blouse adding a touch of colour to the outfit. Her dark hair was pulled back into a sleek knot, her face expertly made up. She turned her dark eyes from one man to the other, and held out a single sheet of paper to Mel.

“You will release her now,” the woman said.

“Who are you?” Girard asked. It was the first full sentence he’d spoken. Even with her head throbbing in pain, Hallie noticed that he had a mellow voice.

“Morgana Talbot,” the woman answered in the same, crisp tones.

“Talbot?” Mel asked, a sneer crossing his face. “Related to the killer, are we?”

“You will refrain from slandering my client,” Morgana said, not backing down as Mel puffed up his chest and tried to loom over her. He wasn’t very successful. Hallie’s cousin was as tall as he was, and she was wearing what Hallie always thought of as her game face. No emotion was getting past that mask. Her cousin had stared down far tougher men than this bully, whoever he was. Morgana’s eyes slid past the man to Hallie’s face and her brows twitched together. “She didn’t arrive in the station looking like that. I want your badge numbers.”

“Why should we give you anything?” Mel asked, still trying to loom over Morgana.

“So I can make sure to spell your name right on the assault charge,” Morgana said, not backing down. “Now, release my client. At once.”

Mel handed the sheet of paper to Girard, who glanced at it, his brows lifting as he read the contents.

“You got a judge to sign off on the release of a suspected killer that quickly?” Girard asked, looking up at Morgana, clearly impressed. Hallie barely refrained from rolling her eyes. Everyone was impressed with Morgana. The woman had never put a foot wrong her entire life.

“Your sloppy procedure made it easy,” Morgana answered. She tilted her head towards Hallie. “Release her. I won’t ask again.”

“How did you even find her?” Girard asked. He seemed genuinely curious, and Hallie wanted to know the answer, too.

“A van full of police in riot gear collected someone from a street in broad daylight,” Morgana said, each word precise and clipped. “And yet there was no record of an arrest warrant or writ for detention. It didn’t take long to trace the van.”

Hallie was impressed. She’d always respected her cousin’s abilities, but the speed with which she had not only found Hallie but got a judge to order her release from custody was almost supernatural.

Girard looked like he shared Hallie’s views. Mel looked even more angry than he had been when he slammed Hallie’s face into the table. But somehow Hallie didn’t think he was going to beat up Morgana. Not with the door open and potential witnesses, in any case.

“Your court orders don’t mean anything,” Mel said, his chin jutting out. “We’re special investigators. You’ve got no authority here.”

Hallie had never heard the term special investigator before, but it was clear her cousin had. Morgana’s already pale face went at least a shade paler. Hallie tensed. This was bad. She’d never seen her cousin shaken before.

“The court order applies throughout the city,” Morgana said, recovering her poise. “Even including the Conclave’s investigators.”

Hallie was glad she was sitting down. She’d known she was in trouble, but hadn’t realised quite how much until that moment. Conclave investigators. No wonder they’d been able to walk into police headquarters and slam her face into a table with no worry about the consequences. Bohort’s father was on the Conclave. From what Hallie knew, the group normally concerned themselves with the global affairs they had jurisdiction over - like trying to broker peace between warring countries - and not get involved in local politics or troubles. But this was different. Doubtless Calibum Jacobs had insisted that the Conclave act on his son’s death. It was exactly the sort of thing that Hallie would expect from such a powerful man.

“If you don’t believe me, perhaps we should all go before the judge?” Morgana suggested, one eyebrow lifting a fraction. Hallie would bet she practised that expression in front of the mirror. It was extremely effective. Morgana’s attention to detail was part of what made her such a good lawyer.

“What lies did you tell the judge to get him to order a killer released?” Mel demanded.

Morgana looked back at him, game face back in place. “I don’t lie to get my job done. You have no evidence that my client committed any crime. You had my client snatched off the street without due cause and locked in an interrogation room. There’s no record of her arrest or that she’s been advised of her rights or given the opportunity to seek counsel. No judge in the world would allow you to hold her.”

“She killed a hochlen. She doesn’t have any rights,” Mel said.

“In the eyes of the law, hochlen are citizens, just like any other. The alleged killing of one does not cancel out the requirement for proper procedure,” Morgana said, voice chilly. Hallie’s brows lifted. She didn’t pretend to understand the complex web of laws that were Morgana’s daily work, but she’d never heard anyone suggest that hochlen were simply citizens. It certainly didn’t match the way they were treated, or the way they behaved. “If you wish to bring charges against my client, you will do so in the proper manner. But based on what you have just now, no judge is going to sign off on an arrest warrant.”

Something in what Morgana said must have got past the haze of fury that Mel was carrying. His jaw tightened and he turned on his heel, stalking out of the room without another word.

“You’re not going to release her?” Morgana asked Girard, voice sharp.

“We didn’t restrain her. We don’t have the keys,” Girard answered, before following his partner out of the room.

Leaving Hallie alone with her cousin, her head thumping in pain, and still chained to a table in the middle of police headquarters. The special investigators might have left them alone, but there was a building full of angry cops all around them. Her mind fuzzy with pain, Hallie couldn’t help wondering just what Morgana had planned to get them out of this.


Chapter seven


Morgana made a small, annoyed, sound and took a step out of the room. “Who has the keys to the cuffs?” she asked, pitching her voice to carry.

There was an awkward silence.

“I have a court order requiring her release. Where are the keys?” Morgana asked, voice sharper than it had been.

There was a shuffling sound, as if all the detectives on the floor had discovered that they had urgent business elsewhere, followed by steady footsteps. A uniformed cop came in, with a bunch of keys in one hand. He was still wearing his body armour and helmet. Hallie recognised the scar on his jaw. He was one of the eight who had grabbed her on the street and shoved her in the back of the van. She didn’t know him, but he gave her a glare full of hate and anger, suggesting a temper equally as bad as Mel’s. And he not only had his fists, but a night stick on his belt. He released Hallie’s wrists and knelt and quickly undid the chains around her ankles. Not wanting to provoke him, Hallie stayed where she was until he moved away, out of the room.

She got up from the uncomfortable chair, stiff and sore, her legs weak with relief. Morgana was in charge. Normally Hallie hated to be in someone else’s control, but right now, she thought her cousin was her best chance to get out of the building.

“With me,” Morgana said, her voice still frosty and irritated.

Hallie grabbed the bag of her belongings from the table then did her best to keep pace with Morgana along the corridor to the lifts. She didn’t say anything as she followed her cousin inside the lift car, the air in the small space crackling with unspoken anger and tension.

They got out on the ground floor, a sleek expanse of concrete and glass passing in a blur as Hallie followed her cousin’s straight back out into the open air. Morgana had a car waiting outside the headquarters building. A sleek black vehicle that Hallie would never be able to afford. Hallie’s eyes watered at the brilliant sunshine and she tilted her head up, feeling the warmth on her face, breathing in fresh air, and trying to stay upright. All her bruises had woken up and relief was making her giddy. She was out of chains and out of the police station, at least for now. Remembering the hostility on Mel’s face, she had no doubt he’d try to get her back at some point. But he’d need to find her first.

“Get in,” Morgana said, pointing to the back of the car. She paused to give instructions to the driver, then got in beside Hallie. There was a partition between the passengers in the back and the driver, and Hallie sensed magic on it. Any conversation in the back of the vehicle would be private. Hallie sank back into the firm but comfortable seat, trying to ignore the sore spots across her body.

“Thank you,” Hallie said. It was inadequate, but it was all she could think to say in that moment.

“Don’t thank me. My mother saw the police take you. She insisted I get you out,” Morgana said. She was staring out the window, her jaw tight. She was as angry as the cops and special investigators had been. A shiver ran through Hallie. She hadn’t thought that Morgana had been there out of kindness, but her cousin’s temper still stung.

“Well, I am grateful, anyway,” Hallie said quietly. And silently grateful to Aunt Gin as well. Her employer might have turned her in to the police, but she had also sent the best lawyer they all knew to get Hallie out.

“The Magravine is furious,” Morgana said. She still wasn’t looking at Hallie. “We’ve never had a family member wanted for murder before.”

“That’s not true,” Hallie said. The current Magravine had been in charge of the family for several decades, and things generally ran very smoothly indeed, but Hallie was aware of a much darker, rougher time a few years before she’d been born when a lot of ugly accusations had been flung around. Including murder. At least one of her uncles had been charged with the crime. He’d conveniently died before the trial, but the general consensus among the older family members, who had been alive at the time, was that he’d been guilty of that crime and others.

“Family disagreements,” Morgana said, with an impatient wave of her hand. She still wouldn’t look at Hallie. “I’m to instruct you that you will cease any and all involvement in this matter. The Magravine is concerned that you might be harbouring a fugitive. She has instructed me to tell you that Rosalia Fondevil is not welcome on Talbot properties, and must be handed over to the authorities.”

“She told you all that?” Hallie asked, her own temper stirring. Her head was still aching, it hurt to breathe, and she had a sharp line of agony under her right eye where she thought the bone had been broken. “If my mother has instructions for me, she can tell me herself.”

“You know she doesn’t like you calling her that,” Morgana said. For the first time, there was a hint of softness in her voice. Morgana was an only child. Gin and Morgana argued like cats in a bag, but they still loved each other unconditionally. There was no possible way that Gin would have disowned her child. Hallie had been jealous of the pair since she was old enough to realise just how differently Gin treated her daughter to the way Hallie’s mother treated her.

“I know,” Hallie said with a sigh. She looked away, blinking to clear her eyes. It had never been easy, growing up as a daughter of the head of the family. Hallie had discovered life was even less easy after her mother had disowned her. She hadn’t been in the same room as her mother, whether as her birth parent or as the Magravine of the Talbot family, for at least five years. “But what’s she going to do? Disown me again?”

Morgana made a sound that was suspiciously like a choked laugh, making her seem less like the polished and professional lawyer that she was and more like the fun cousin who Hallie remembered from her childhood. “I am sure she will have something more subtle in mind.”

“Indeed,” Hallie said, sighing again. There was no point in trying to speculate about what her mother might or might not do. As Magravine, she expected absolute compliance and obedience to her word. And she’d always seen Hallie as the disobedient one, of all her children. Hallie had watched other families where the youngest sibling was favoured, even babied by the others. Not in her case. Her four older half-siblings had followed their mother’s direction without any hint of dissent. The decision to disown Hallie as being of her own blood had been shocking, even to Hallie, but no one questioned her. No one ever did. Gin was the older sister, so the title and role of Magravine should have passed to her on her mother’s death, but Hallie’s mother had assumed the role without contest or objection. And Gin now stayed in line with the rest of the family, not once criticising or arguing with her little sister in public. Hallie was quite sure that there were some spectacular disagreements behind closed doors, but in front of witnesses, even the closest family, Gin was an obedient member of the vine. It was just Hallie who was seen as difficult.

With that reputation, Hallie usually took a great deal of care not to annoy the Magravine. After all, as part of the family vine, even if she was no longer considered blood family, Hallie was at the mercy and direction of the Magravine as much as everyone else. And that included her employment. Aunt Gin might threaten to fire Hallie from time to time, but most of the time Hallie knew that the threats were not serious. Her aunt was running a business, after all, and Hallie made money for her. But her mother’s calculation and thinking were quite different. The overall Talbot vine was wealthy, in low city terms, and her mother could most likely find other ways to profit from Hallie whilst also making sure Hallie stayed obedient.

Hallie shivered. The job she had suited her. It wasn’t always easy, and there had certainly been times when she hadn’t wanted to take in a suspect who she believed was innocent. She’d found ways to help the innocent over the years. A quiet word or two to cops that she knew well, or the duty lawyers. The system generally worked. So Hallie kept working within it. But the Magravine could take all that away with a few words. Almost all the family business was perfectly legal, as far as Hallie knew, but like all large vines, there were enforcers on staff. People sent to collect what the Magravine considered she was owed. Terrorising already frightened and poor families into handing over more money than they could afford. With her extra strength, Hallie knew she would be a good candidate in her mother’s eyes for that work. And she’d rather scrub floors in a slaughterhouse than extort money from the poor. She shivered again. The possibility of her mother finding a different job for her was an ever-present threat. She usually managed to put it out of her mind. But right now, with the Magravine’s displeasure clear from Morgana’s words, it was impossible to ignore.

Even more terrifying was the prospect that her mother would find out about her truth sense. They had come to an agreement, around the time Hallie had started working for Gin, that would allow Hallie to buy her way out of the family. But if her mother realised that Hallie had the ability to ferret out truths and lies, there would be no escape. The Magravine would not let such a valuable talent go to waste, and Hallie would never be free. The Magravine would find a way of forcing Hallie’s compliance, one way or another.

“Don’t look so worried,” Morgana said, surprising her. “Whatever punishment she has, I’m sure it won’t be that bad.”

Hallie kept quiet. She couldn’t explain her fears to her cousin without potentially exposing her secret, and Morgana was still a Talbot, after all. So she looked out of the window, seeking distraction, and found it.

The car turned, beginning the long, sweeping turn that took them along the main road from the heart of midtown back towards low city. Hallie had never seen the city from this angle before. She’d never had any business in the complex of government buildings that included the police headquarters.

Glancing across the car, looking out the window on Morgana’s side, showed Hallie the lush green slopes of the hills that soared high overhead, rising from the gentle slopes along the coast. Somewhere up there, amid all that green life, were the houses and residences of the elite, along with the Conclave building. Not that Hallie would ever see that building, or anywhere else in high city. The hochlen liked their privacy, keeping out unwanted karlen with their checkpoints and armed guards on each road.

Turning away, back to her own side of the vehicle, Hallie had an excellent view of the sprawl of buildings that made up low city. Rather than the wide roads and clearly defined layout that made up most of midtown and the streets Hallie could see closer to the car, her home territory looked chaotic. It was a rambling, incoherent sprawl of buildings formed haphazardly over centuries, building up from the original settlement and harbour. The original settlement - Angleton, or old town - was easily identifiable from its sand-coloured buildings and the green patches of rooftop gardens. The newer buildings and housing that had sprung up around it were mostly made of red brick or painted, with sloping roofs that didn’t allow for gardens. Just past the tangle of buildings she caught a glimmer of the sea and the old harbour. It was almost shocking to see how small old town looked from this viewpoint, insubstantial against the wider sprawl of low city. It was a sharp contrast to the wider streets and cleaner air of midtown, and the sharp angles of the area around police headquarters. The city looked almost peaceful in the afternoon light, but Hallie knew as well as anyone that was deceiving.

“Do you need money?” Morgana asked, startling Hallie out of her self-pity.

“As long as my accounts are still valid, no,” Hallie said. She opened the evidence bag and pulled out her purse, checking its contents, somehow not surprised to find that the cash was missing. She always carried a decent amount of cash as there were still places in old town that didn’t accept cards.

“Then I’ll drop you off here,” Morgana said, and must have given some signal to the driver as the car slowed to a stop.

The car had reached the outskirts of low city. Morgana had moved out a long time ago, gaining her partnership in a successful law practice in midtown. She didn’t come back all that often. Hallie assumed Morgana visited her mother, but hadn’t seen her cousin for years. Right now, Morgana was working and wouldn’t want to risk her gleaming vehicle in the narrower, rutted streets of her home turf.

“Alright,” Hallie said, and reached for the door handle.

“Remember what I said,” Morgana warned. “The Magravine is not pleased.”

“She never is where I’m concerned,” Hallie said, hearing the bitterness in her own voice and not able to do anything about it. She turned to Morgana and met her eyes. “And thank you again. I am grateful, even if you were just doing what you were told.”

Morgana’s face softened for a moment, so that just for a brief second she looked like the cousin Hallie remembered, and an almost twin of the reflection Hallie saw in the mirror. Almost, but not quite. Morgana was wearing expensive and expertly applied make-up, and she appeared to be at least a few years older than Hallie. That wasn’t just the make-up, Hallie knew, and tried not to feel sad. It was one of the effects of her transformation that was becoming more apparent as time went on. Everyone around her was ageing, and, on the surface at least, Hallie was still the youngster she’d been when she was attacked. “You look like you’ve been in a fight. You might want to put some ice on that eye,” Morgana said.

The practical words and crisp tone made Hallie want to smile, rather than cry. Her cousin just couldn’t help giving advice. And good advice, at that.

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Hallie promised, and got out of the car, evidence bag with her belongings in her hand.

She stood at the side of the road and watched as Morgana’s car drove away. The windows were tinted so she couldn’t tell if her cousin was looking back at her, but Hallie still raised a hand in farewell anyway just as the car turned out of sight.

With a sigh, she put her belongings back in her pockets, along with the folded and empty evidence bag.

The Magravine had ordered Hallie to turn Rosalia over. To stop looking into Bohort’s death. The Magravine probably assumed that Rosalia had killed her keeper. After all, that was the story the media appeared to be running with. And the Magravine wouldn’t care enough about Rosalia to consider the matter further. All Hallie’s mother would be concerned about was the well-being of her own vine. Which meant that, apart from Bohort’s true killers, only Hallie and Rosalia knew or cared about the truth.

Which put them both in significant danger. Not just from the special investigators who would not let something as flimsy as a court order stop them from coming after Hallie, but also from the real killers. The men in black who’d already tried to kill Rosalia and Hallie.

If the mystery had just been Bohort’s death, and Hallie and Rosalia hadn’t been anywhere near him, or the apartment, then Hallie wouldn’t care about who had killed him. He’d been an unpleasant bully in life. Hallie was quite sure that any number of people would have wanted him dead, and none of them had anything to do with her. But she couldn’t ignore his death.

Hallie shivered despite the warm afternoon sun. No one was going to believe her or Rosalia were innocent. She was just a usual suspect, as far as the hochlen were concerned. There was only one way to get out of this mess, and get both her and Rosalia free of suspicion, and that was to find the killers herself.

She turned on her heel and headed for the narrow, crowded streets in the heart of low city. She needed another change of clothes, and then she needed to start a trace of her own, looking for Bohort’s killers.


Chapter eight


Hallie made it back to her own home as night was falling. Without support from the family vine, she’d had to find her own shelter and had ended up in one of the many places in low city where no one really wanted to live.

Despite the over-crowded, cramped conditions in old town, the karlen still had their pride. They wanted to be close to their heritage, and if they could, most of them wanted to live with their families or friends, and not in the sprawling, abandoned industrial areas, or near utilities, such as under the overpass of the train line that took goods and passengers from the new harbour or midtown out to the hochlen estates in the country. So Hallie didn’t have any close neighbours.

As she drew closer to her home, going along one of the side streets that was busy during the day and quiet after dark, a freight train was going overhead, the great length of it stretching as far as she could see, the movement and weight of the various cars sending tremors down the heavy support pillars into the ground below. The train terminal at the new harbour was at a slightly higher elevation than low city and rather than bring the train down to ground level, the hochlen operators had decided to take the train right over a section of low city. They had skirted around the edges of the original part, old town, but cut through the rest of low city. There were no stations in low city itself, of course. The trains went from the new terminal and served the hochlen estates far outside the city, far beyond the reach of low city’s karlen population.

Movement at street level caught her attention. There were no working outdoor lights here, but the moon was bright enough to let her see some basic details. A group of indistinct shapes were strolling towards her, moving with the sort of careless self-assurance that suggested this was their street.

Hallie tensed. It had been another night with a full moon, a blood moon, long ago when she’d been attacked and her life changed forever. Thanks to a younger sister giving into her brother’s pleas to keep him company as he slipped out of the house. Peter had lost his phone at some point on his walk home from a friend’s house and hadn’t wanted to admit the loss to their mother, or that he’d been disobeying her by sneaking out when he had promised he’d be studying. So Hallie, flattered that her older brother had wanted her help, had agreed to go with him. A simple decision that had cost her dearly.

The shapes coming towards her were ordinary human size and outlines. She did not remember much about the veondken that had attacked her, but her impressions of it were imprinted on her mind. Tall enough to tower over her, with broad shoulders and heavily muscled, over-long arms. She had never seen anything like it before or since.

The people coming towards her were close enough now that she could make out some details. Young men, probably all teenagers, and all bearing the lean, hungry look she associated with junior gang members across the city. They all had tattoos of some kind on their faces, necks and arms. From what Hallie could see, each of them had a tattoo of a jagged, crude lightning bolt that had been adopted by one of the newer, smaller gangs in the city.

Frustration spiked, chasing away her apprehension. She did not have time to deal with a shakedown or posturing or whatever it was that this particular group had on their minds. The gangs mostly left her alone, but they also made a point of sauntering around the city, marking their territories.

“Hey girl, who beat you up?” the man on the right asked, staring at her face. Even in the moonlight, the bruises and swelling would be obvious.

Four of them, Hallie thought, her body tense even as she tried to look calm. She’d dealt with four at a time before. Of course, she hadn’t been injured then. But still, it gave her the confidence to lift her chin and stare back.

“You should see the other guy,” she told him.

The gang members laughed as if she’d told them the world’s funniest joke. Then the one on the right took a half step forward.

“Maybe you needed a lesson in treating men right,” he suggested, eyeing her up and down. Hallie rolled her eyes. She couldn’t help it. The kid looked and sounded ridiculous to her.

“Well, if you see any men, send them my way and we’ll find out,” she said. Not the wisest thing, perhaps, but she’d long since learned not to back down in front of bullies.

The rest of the group laughed at their friend’s expense. His hands bunched into fists and he took a full step forward, anger making his face ugly.

“Yo. Not tonight,” one of the others said. “We’re late already.”

“Besides, we want it to be a fair fight,” another added. “This chick doesn’t look like she could fight back right now.”

“I guess it’s your lucky day then,” the angry man said.

Not the one in charge, Hallie realised. He’d backed down too easily. It was probably the quiet one, who was just observing, who was the leader of this particular pack. She didn’t really care. She just wanted them gone, and to get to her home.

The group brushed past her, deliberately connecting their shoulders to her despite the wide pavement.

Hallie stayed where she was, breathing too hard, until she was sure they had gone. She had a sinking feeling that she’d encounter them again at some point. Luckily, they hadn’t met her outside her home, so they couldn’t be sure where she lived. Not yet, anyway. She just hoped that she was in better shape the next time their paths crossed.

Trying to shake off the adrenaline from the encounter, she kept going.

Hallie’s home had been made out of one of the archways under the overpass. Some enterprising low city resident had thought to capitalise on the vacant spaces under the rail tracks by making units for small businesses, and had gone to the lengths of setting up the necessary electric and plumbing services. Only two units had been partly completed before it became clear to the entrepreneur that no one in low city was interested in living underneath the railway. None of the people scraping for work and trying to make ends meet wanted to be reminded with each train passing, several times a day, that the hochlen had moved the entire harbour and all of the jobs that went with it, further along the coast, out of reach of low city and old town and their residents. Not just the reminder of all the jobs that had been lost, but the trains which moved silently through midtown created noise here. None of the rail track builders had thought it was necessary to put sound proofing along the section that travelled through low city, or try to dampen the effects of the vibrations through the support pillars to the ground below.

The other unit that had been completed in the rail arches had been used as a drug lab for a while, but apparently even people cooking up illegal narcotics had standards, and they’d moved somewhere else in the city. With the commercial activity around the harbour and most of the local industry gone, there was no end of empty industrial buildings. Hallie had come across a few drug labs when she’d been hunting fugitives. It was hard to tell who had been less happy about the discoveries - her or the drug makers.

The unit that Hallie lived in had had basic plumbing and electrics installed, and the entrepreneur had started with some soundproofing before giving up on the project. Hallie had come across the place on one of her earliest skip traces, when she’d been living in a tiny room in one of the narrow, over-crowded buildings in the heart of old town. She’d taken a bit of time to explore the empty lot and realised that the sound proofing was effective, even though it had been incomplete. It had taken her a few weeks to make sure there was no one laying claim to the place and a few weeks more to make it basically habitable, but it was now as comfortable as an archway under the rail tracks could be. The ground still shook when a train went past, but she’d learned to sleep through that. And it was hers. As abandoned property, it had nominally been under control of the city government. She’d filled in what had seemed to be endless reams of paperwork at the local branch of the government offices, and paid the sum they’d set as the property price. It was as secure a settlement as she could reach. The only real danger was a previous owner challenging her occupation, and their time to do so was running out. In a few short months she would have secure possession.

Having spent her entire life in over-crowded living quarters, whether at various houses in the wider family vine, or in the tiny rented room, the sheer size of the unit was a luxury in itself, and she’d only used about half of the available space. Everything was basic and Hallie could pack all her personal possessions into a bag in a few minutes, if she needed to, but it was hers.

As she approached her front door, she realised that it was ajar. She never left her door open or unlocked. Someone had been inside. She hesitated, but then kept going. She needed a change of clothes, and she also needed to see what had been done to her home.

She approached the door from the side, not wanting to alert anyone who might still be inside, and paused, listening, as the train finished rumbling overhead and quiet fell again. She couldn’t hear anything. No conversation, no movement inside. After another moment of stillness and thinking, she moved to the door and reached in, flipping the light switch just inside the door.

A row of bare bulbs suspended from the ceiling panels showed her absolute chaos, but no other person present.

She moved into the doorway and stared around in dismay. Her place had been searched. Not just searched, but ruined. The cushions on the sofa had been ripped open, foam and stuffing spilling out onto the floor. The coffee table was cracked in two. Every cupboard in the small kitchen area had been opened, and it looked like most if not all the containers and packets of food had been split, their contents poured onto the floor. The bed, half-hidden by a heavy curtain suspended from the ceiling, had been turned on its side, her sheets and blankets tangled on the floor. And on the back wall, which had been made of unpainted soundproof panels, someone had written the word killer in large, uneven capital letters.

Hallie stepped sideways and leaned back against the front wall, her eyes stinging for what felt like the hundredth time that day, then looked sideways at the door. The locks were heavy duty, probably worth more than just about anything else in the place. But the heavy metal had been smashed in, the thick wooden door splintered around where the locks had been. She knew exactly what tool had been used to do that. It was a specialist piece of equipment that was only legal for the city’s police force to own and use. She’d seen the cops use it from time to time when they’d been making entry to someone’s property. And no one else in low city would use a tool like that.

A painful breath stuck in her throat, shock and anger and something that felt like grief all fighting for attention. The cops had been here. Had searched her property. Her home. And had done everything they could to make it uninhabitable. She could tell it had been them rather than any of the local gangs by the destruction. The local gangs, like the group she’d met on her way here, would have taken things in one piece, picked the whole place clean and left nothing for her to come back to. None of the food, furniture or clothing had been worth much, but it would have been worth something to somebody. There was always someone in need in low city. And everything here had been worth the world to Hallie. This had been her home. Her own space. The only place she had ever had which had truly been hers, and no one else’s. And it was ruined.

She scrubbed her hands over her face, forgetting for a moment about the injuries, and winced as she touched the healing scrapes on one side of her face and the swelling and bruising on the other. She needed a shower and clean clothes. She wasn’t going to shower here, not while the door was broken, but the police might have left her some clean clothes. Something she could salvage and wouldn’t have to replace. That thought got her moving across the space.

Her little bit of hope faded as soon as she reached the overturned stool that had sat at the foot of her bed. The contents of her small wardrobe had been thrown across the floor along with the blankets and sheets from her bed, and someone had brought milk from the fridge and poured it over the pile of fabric along with what she thought was a full bottle of cooking oil and coffee granules. The milk was going to rot and smell in a few days. She picked through the pile of clothing to see if anything was undamaged and couldn’t find a single item that wasn’t stained with milk or oil or coffee. With a sigh, she turned away. The cops hadn’t even left her a change of clothes.

The officers who had been here had apparently been more interested in destroying her home rather than searching it properly, she realised. Despite the widespread mess, they hadn’t found any of the hiding places she had created. She left the better-concealed hiding spots alone, heading back to her small kitchen. She pulled off the kick plate at the bottom of one of the kitchen cabinets and prised out the small box she had stored there. It was full of cash, which she had a feeling she was going to need in the days ahead.

Grabbing hold of her phone charger, which was somehow still in one piece, she headed out, turning off the light and pulling the door closed behind her so that her home looked secure from a distance. She couldn’t leave the place too long, as there were rats and other scavengers who would be happy to eat up the spilled food and doubtless other items in her house, but she didn’t have time to even start a proper clean just now. Morgana had got her out of custody for now, but there was no telling when the investigators, or the cops, were going to come looking for her again. She needed to get moving.

Ten years of skip tracing told her that the best place to start looking was with the fugitive’s home and family. In this case, she had no idea who her target was. But she knew who they had killed. So she could start there. Who had wanted Bohort Jacobs dead?
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It seemed to take forever to get across low city, to the basement room where she’d left Rosalia. She had to stop to get more food, and some other supplies, and then make sure that her phone was turned off, the battery out, so that no one - not even Aunt Gin - could trace her. Then she had to make sure she took an indirect route to the basement, so that anyone who might be following her on foot couldn’t get to her and Rosalia at the same time.

By the time she got back to the basement it was the middle of the night, possibly into early morning, and she was light-headed with exhaustion and hunger.

She let herself into the room, finding the lights on. Weighed down by packages, she awkwardly turned and quickly closed the door to stop the light leaking out, kicking the rolled length of cloth back in place. She turned and almost dropped the packages, staring around in amazement.

The basement room had been transformed. From a grubby, disorganised and gloomy space, it was somehow brighter, and certainly cleaner, than it had been when she left.

Rosalia, who had been dozing on the sofa under the blankets Hallie had given her the night before, woke up with a start and a sharp sound of alarm. She went completely still until her eyes focused on Hallie, then Rosalia slumped back against the back of the sofa.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you,” Hallie said. She should have knocked, she realised. After what Rosalia had been through, it was no wonder she was jumpy. “I’ve brought more food and water. Are you hungry?” Hallie moved across to the small kitchen space, putting the packages down on the clear and clean work surface. That done, she took a longer look around, assessing the changes to the room. As well as cleaning all the surfaces that Hallie could see, Rosalia had painted the walls. All the walls to just above head-height were now a pale off-white. There was a blurred line above head height with the original, darker paint at the top and across the ceiling, showing how high Rosalia had been able to stretch to reach from the floor.

“I did a bit of tidying,” Rosalia said, getting up from the sofa, a hint of colour in her face. “I hope you don’t mind. It was good to keep busy.”

“Mind? No, not at all. It’s amazing. You must have worked all day on this,” Hallie said. “I’d forgotten that I’d brought paint here,” Hallie added. It might be plain paint, but the difference it made was astonishing. Hallie frowned at Rosalia. “Are you alright? Shouldn’t you be resting up?” she asked.

“I’m really stiff and sore, but it’s helpful to keep moving,” Rosalia said, a hint of sadness in her voice. Her entire life had been turned upside down. And it hadn’t been all that wonderful before then. Hallie couldn’t help a sideways look at the heavy bruising on Rosalia’s face, and wondered just how often and how badly Bohort had hurt her. Rosalia was avoiding Hallie’s eyes, which might mean she was in a lot more pain than she was letting on.

“I should take you to my home,” Hallie said, mostly to herself. “The cops were there earlier and trashed the place.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry,” Rosalia said, then frowned. “Are you alright? You’re dirty. And bruised,” Rosalia added, touching her own face where Hallie could still feel the swelling around her eye.

“It’s been a long day. I’ll tell you about it while we eat,” Hallie suggested.

“Why don’t you sit down? You look like you need to,” Rosalia said.

It seemed like a good idea, so Hallie went across to the armchair and folded into it, grimacing as various sore spots in her body woke up. She didn’t just need some food, she also needed proper rest. She healed much faster in sleep. But that was some way off, she thought. She needed to tell Rosalia what had happened and plan what to do next. So she concentrated on staying awake and trying to find the least painful way of sitting while Rosalia moved around the tiny kitchen space, collecting plates and cutlery and pouring glasses of water for each of them.

When they’d both had something to eat and drink, Hallie told Rosalia about her day. The broken bone in her face had faded to a dull ache. If she managed to get some sleep, all the bruising and swelling should be gone by the morning. The bone itself would be tender for a few days, she knew, but it would heal, too. In a week, no one would ever be able to tell that she’d been injured.

Rosalia would not be so lucky. The bruises that she’d had the day before had deepened, vivid colours showing through as the injuries aged. The swelling around her eye had gone down, though, and she was far calmer and more confident than she had been the day before.

“I need to go to the cops. Turn myself in,” Rosalia said, her voice shaking a little.

“No. Don’t do that,” Hallie said at once.

“But they think you killed Bohort.”

“Honestly, the special investigators think either you or I killed him, or we did it together. They don’t really care which,” Hallie said, an edge to her voice. “They aren’t even considering any other explanation.”

“I didn’t know that the Conclave had its own investigators,” Rosalia said. She seemed to have lost her appetite, sitting with the remains of her meal balanced on her knee, one hand curled around the water glass.

“Neither did I. But Morgana knew about them. I’ve never seen her worried before,” Hallie added.

“No,” Rosalia agreed. “Mind you, I never knew her all that well. Is she still living in midtown?”

“I think so, yes.” Hallie put her empty plate on the floor beside her, too tired to get up and take it to the sink, and settled back in her chair.

“What can we do?” Rosalia asked. The confidence Hallie had noticed earlier had faded, and she looked as frightened as she had the night before. Hallie wished she could tell Rosalia that it would all be alright, that it would all work out and their names would be cleared, that they would be able to go back to normal lives with no threat of detention or arrest or worse hanging over them. But she couldn’t lie, not to her friend.

“I’m going to find out who really killed Bohort and clear our names,” Hallie said, as firmly as she could. That was the plan, anyway. The effect was slightly spoiled by the enormous yawn that came over her. She shook her head slightly, feeling colour rise in her face. “Just as soon as I’ve had a few hours’ sleep and got some new clothes.”

“Oh, I washed the clothes you left here,” Rosalia said. “They’re hanging in the shower. They should be dry by now.”

“You are amazing,” Hallie said, meaning it.

“I like to keep busy,” Rosalia answered, her face warming. Then she tilted her head to Hallie. “How are you going to find Bohort’s killer?”

“I’m not absolutely sure yet,” Hallie admitted. “But I have some ideas. After all, finding people is what I do.” She didn’t mention the scrap of cloth still in the freezer compartment. Telling Rosalia that she had some ideas was over-stating it a bit. She had two ideas. Delving into Bohort’s past, and seeking out a veondken to do a reading on that bit of cloth. Neither of her ideas were that good, but they were all she had. And the veondken involved magic, which she generally tried to stay away from as much as possible. Meantime, there were far less magical and practical steps she could take. She put her water down as well and fetched a newly purchased notebook and pen out of her jacket pocket. She didn’t normally like keeping too many notes about her targets or traces, but with her head so fuzzy, this felt necessary. “I need you to tell me everything you can about him. I know, it’s probably the last thing you want to do, but I need as much information as possible if I’m going to work out who wanted him dead.”

“Whatever I can do,” Rosalia promised.

“Alright. Good. Perhaps start by telling me again how the two of you met?”

Hallie had heard little bits and pieces of the story before, dropped into previous conversations, but tonight Rosalia seemed to want to talk. Despite the bruises on her face, Hallie could hear regret and a trace of grief in her friend’s voice. She had cared about Bohort, and while Hallie might not understand why, she could respect Rosalia’s feelings.

Rosalia had been working at one of the exclusive fashion boutiques in midtown. It was the sort of place Hallie had only seen in magazines or on news screens. She was quite sure that they would have locked the doors rather than let her inside. But not only had the owners let Rosalia inside, they had also given her some of their clothes to wear while she worked. Hallie could easily understand why. Rosalia’s striking beauty was the thing most people noticed about her. Almost no one ventured beyond that, missing her intelligence and kind heart.

Bohort had accompanied one of his sisters to the shop. He’d seemed to Rosalia to be a charmingly overprotective older brother. He’d found time to strike up a conversation with Rosalia, though, which had been followed by what Rosalia described as a lunch meeting a few days later.

“He was very clear about what he was offering,” Rosalia said, looking across at Hallie, as if that point was important to her, and critical for Hallie to understand. “Yes, I found him to be good looking and good company, but the thing that made me take him seriously was how direct he was.”

Hallie ducked her head back to her notes, trying and failing to imagine just how that conversation had gone.

Then Rosalia yawned, and winced. “I’m sorry. I’m a lot more tired than I thought. Is that enough for now?”

“Yes,” Hallie said, a little bit of her hurting on her friend’s behalf. In the retelling, Rosalia’s whole posture had softened, as if remembering a far happier time. And now that she had stopped speaking, she looked as if she had just remembered every single one of her bruises and how she had acquired them, her face reflecting grief and sadness.

Hallie fell asleep replaying the story in her mind, and wondering what had happened to take the charming, direct man that Rosalia had first met to the overbearing, abusive bully he’d been in the past few weeks and finally to a corpse on the living room floor of an apartment that he’d paid for.


Chapter nine


With a few hours’ sleep behind her, and another meal, Hallie felt almost normal. The bruising on her face had faded to the point where it shouldn’t draw too much attention out in public. She made sure she left the basement by a circuitous route, not wanting to risk being followed, and headed into the heart of old town.

At this hour, around mid-morning, the streets were crowded with the familiar mix of people rushing to and fro on their own business, street vendors selling almost everything that anyone could want. There were a few brightly lit neon signs on several buildings, promising all sorts of delights for anyone who had the cash to spend.

The chatter of street vendors and more muted conversations of people heading to or from work were familiar background noises to Hallie, and she tuned them out. When she was working, she would quite often listen in on the discussions around her, often gaining valuable bits and pieces of information. Disappearing, or trying to hide, in the vast sprawl of low city, with its dense population, was not as easy as a lot of people assumed. The family vines kept an eye on who was coming into their territories, and Hallie had never met a witch or market stall vendor who didn’t have an almost insatiable curiosity about the people around them.

A slight hitch in the babble of background noise drew Hallie’s immediate attention. It took a lot to interrupt a street vendor in full flow. The babble started up again, but to Hallie’s ears it seemed stilted and strained, as if it were now a performance and not something natural. Then another note sounded. A single voice, speaking in tones designed to carry. Hallie glanced around with what she hoped looked like idle curiosity and saw the source almost at once. A group of expensively dressed people had entered the marketplace, accompanied by a quartet of heavily armed, black-clad security agents. At the head of the group was a tall, almost painfully thin blonde woman carrying a vivid pink parasol over her head, the parasol standing out amid the more muted colours of the buildings and karlen clothes.

Hallie almost tripped over her feet, and took a hasty step sideways, into the shadows of the nearest market stall, watching in amazement as the blonde woman stopped and turned to address the group with her, launching into what sounded like a prepared speech.

Casting her eyes over the group, Hallie realised that they were all hochlen. The expensive clothing had been her first clue, but it wasn’t just the clothing, made out of fabrics that almost no one in low city would be able to afford, like the sheer silk scarf draped around one of the women’s shoulders. It was the way they all stood and moved. The subtle but unmistakable confidence and self-assurance that came from being born to wealth and privilege. None of the people in the group would ever have had to worry about finding somewhere to sleep or whether there would be food to eat that day. Those were the sort of everyday things that hochlen took for granted. Hallie knew that, because she had taken all that as simple facts of life until her family had disowned her and she’d realised what an unforgiving place the world could be.

But the group of four women and two men standing within the protection of their security, listening to the blonde woman talking, and staring around them with wide eyes would never have had to struggle to ensure their basic needs were met, of that Hallie was quite sure.

“Look at them all gawking at us.” The vendor of the stall Hallie had stopped next to moved over to stand near her. He folded his arms across his chest, glowering at the group of hochlen. Hallie could tell he was wealthy, by low city standards. His clothes might be plain, but they were well made, and tailored to fit his stocky form. There was also a faint trace of soap in the air around him, the kind of expensive soap that lingered long after a bath.

“You’ve seen them before?” Hallie asked. She had heard a rumour about groups of hochlen taking tours in the heart of low city, but the tale had seemed too fanciful to be real. And yet, she had the evidence of it right in front of her eyes.

“Not them. The blonde, yes. She brings different groups from time to time,” the man said, his disgust clear. “Staring at us like zoo animals. Like they’re so much better than us.”

Hallie made a low sound, which could have been agreement, and turned her attention to the blonde. The group’s leader and organiser. Hallie had no idea who she was, but she wanted to make sure she would recognise her again. The blonde was using her folded parasol to point to various features on the buildings around the market, and then to various stalls.

“If you don’t mind, miss, either make a purchase or move on. They might stare at us like we’re garbage, but their money is still good,” the vendor said.

“I’m glad you’re getting something out of it,” Hallie said. And she would bet money that he also inflated his prices a bit for the hochlen. She didn’t blame him. She cast a quick glance over the man’s stall, but it was a variety of leather goods that she had no use for, so she moved on, careful to avoid the tourist group. As she saw the hochlen begin to make their way through the market, picking up various items here and there, she couldn’t help wonder how the elite would feel if a group of karlen turned up on their streets, staring at their buildings. She suppressed a laugh. That would never happen. Access to the high city was tightly controlled, and no karlen tourist group would get past any one of the check points. But there were no check points around the karlen areas of midtown and low city. Nothing to stop the hochlen coming and going as they pleased.

Hallie shook her head, out of sight and hearing of the group. Low city had enough problems. It didn’t need hochlen tourists to add to them.

The further she got away from the hochlen, the more normal her surroundings became again, the tension easing out of the air.

Amid the noise and the rush, there were also people moving more slowly, their clothes worn and ragged, their skin unwashed. People out of work and possibly also homeless. There were too many of them, in Hallie’s opinion, a familiar spark of anger lighting inside her. A lot of the karlen liked to blame the hochlen, but Hallie knew it was a lot more complicated than that. It was true that the hochlen had moved the port away from the original harbour, along with most of the related industry and those jobs. But there were still jobs and there was still wealth in low city. But almost all of the family vines, like the one whose name she carried, wouldn’t help anyone outside their own vine. And for some families, it was all too easy to sever someone from the vine if they became troublesome, or too old or infirm to work. People who had spent their whole lives serving their Magravine or Magrave to the best of their abilities found themselves without food or shelter through no fault of their own.

Seeing what had happened to so many people past their best had led Hallie to make her own plans for the future. The small box of cash she’d taken from under her kitchen cabinet had been just one of several stashes she kept. Almost enough to buy her freedom. She was so close. So very close.

But she needed to survive the pursuit of the cops, special investigators and find Bohort’s true killers if she was to have any chance of true independence.

Walking with her hands in her pockets, she kept her fingers in contact with the plastic bag she’d taken out of the freezer before she left. Rosalia had watched her, but hadn’t said anything. Perhaps the other woman didn’t want to know where Hallie was going. Hallie had been grateful for her silence. She didn’t want to worry Rosalia even more, or think too much about where she was headed. There weren’t that many places in low city that would be able to make sense of the cloth, and none of the options were good ones.

Hallie made a few purchases from street vendors. Some fruit, some freshly baked bread, and a chunk of pale cheese that made her eyes sting at the sharp stench of it, even wrapped in layers of paper. She made sure that the offerings were in separate bags, and kept going. Her stomach curled in apprehension, not just from the smell of the cheese. She’d made this journey before and had hoped to never make it again. But she didn’t know where else she could turn for honest answers. Yes, there were other people in low city who would examine the bit of fabric she had, and would spin her a fabulous tale. But they would be far more interested in her money than in telling her the truth. And if she was going to survive, she needed the truth. So she kept walking.

As she passed through the heart of old town, heading onto the spit of land that jutted out into the sea, forming a natural wall around the old harbour, the crowds around Hallie vanished. There were no more street vendors or busy people. The land wasn’t empty, though. Even on this narrow strip, the karlen and veondken had built houses. Small, single-storey dwellings made of pale mud and clay. The sorts of structures that could easily be rebuilt if they got torn away by a flood or storm.

And as she walked, Hallie could feel the memories of the first time she had come to this part of the city. There had been a tremendous storm that had lasted a few days, and had destroyed quite a few of the homes along the spit. The storm had passed, vanished as if it had never been there, leaving a clear blue sky and warmth on her back. She’d walked through old town with her father, her smaller hand swallowed up in his, until they had reached the ruins of the houses along the spit. The people who lived there, all of them looking tired and worn even to the much younger Hallie, had been co-operating, helping each other disassemble the ruins of their houses and start to reform the clay bricks to rebuild. Hallie remembered asking her father if they were all of the same vine, as she’d never seen different households cooperate with each other. He’d explained to her, in his quiet, calm voice that, no, the people who lived there were helping each other because they were neighbours. And then he’d rolled up his sleeves and joined in the repair efforts, Hallie doing her best to be useful alongside him.

It had been one of many lessons in kindness that she’d learned from her father over the years. One of the rare times that it had just been the two of them, and they hadn’t been surrounded by the noisy, forceful voices of her half-siblings and other members of the family vine. She could still remember the feel of his hand around hers, keeping her close by and safe as they walked through the city streets.

She blinked, clearing the memory away. As much as she loved that memory, she couldn’t afford to be distracted. There was no storm damage today. No groups of exhausted residents trying to repair what little they had. The path leading through the houses was narrow, barely enough room for two people to walk side by side. Hallie didn’t like the close quarters. Not only did she feel like the walls were pressing in, there wasn’t anywhere to hide if the cops, or hochlen, or killers caught up to her. On the other hand, with one path in and out, she should be able to see danger coming in advance. It wasn’t much comfort.

Passing between one low house and the next, a sharp wind from the sea caught her hair and she paused, looking out past the harbour at the great expanse of ocean. There were other lands out there. Somewhere. She’d seen images on the news. Heard the different languages that were spoken. Her brain couldn’t comprehend the distances, though. The ocean looked impossibly huge from her viewpoint. She couldn’t imagine other lands over the horizon.

A burst of laughter from a group of youngsters huddled in another gap between houses brought her back to the here and now and she started walking again.

At length she reached the end of the path and the low houses and was faced with a pair of giant metal gates. They were sagging off their hinges, an opening between them. Beyond the gates, the spit of land broadened out into what Hallie always thought of as a diamond shape. The lower point of the diamond was these gates. The upper point was an ancient lighthouse that had stood for centuries. In between was an old fortress, with thick walls made of heavy stone blocks. It had been responsible for the defence of the harbour for many centuries. Before technology had advanced to a point where people didn’t need to attack other nations with wooden ships or cannons, but instead could fly over their enemies and drop bombs. Or even launch attacks from a long distance. So the old defences were useless for their original purpose.

The hochlen had long since abandoned the fortress. Hallie wasn’t quite sure why, as hochlen seemed to prize old objects. Perhaps the fortress’ new residents had driven them out. They had certainly driven out most people. There was a reason why the karlen and veondken had made their homes on the spit of land, rather than inside the fortress’ huge walls.

Hallie passed between the heavy metal gates and felt the change in the air at once. She hadn’t been here for a long time, and she’d forgotten just how dramatic the difference was. The salt tang of sea air disappeared, replaced by the sweet and sharp scent of citrus and the deeper note of rich soil.

The fortress ahead of her shimmered, the great, pale stone walls fading away, replaced by thick walls covered in climbing plants. The tops of several trees poked up from inside the fortress walls, and somewhere there was a musician playing a stringed instrument. It looked and sounded utterly idyllic, but Hallie’s memories were of crawling sensations over her skin and absolute terror as she left through the metal gates. Not yet, she knew. To start with, it would all be quite civilised. The fear came later.

Hallie kept going along the narrow cobbled path from the metal gates to the opening in the fortress walls. There was a person waiting for her there. She’d never been here and not been met. The veondken who lived here disliked visitors, as a rule, and tried to discourage them as much as possible. The person assigned to greet her would happily throw her into the sea if she displeased them.

As Hallie drew closer, she saw that it wasn’t just any veondken waiting for her, but a seven foot tall man with green-tinted skin. She halted a few feet away.

“Emmet Lowery?” she asked, her voice rising in surprise. He was transformed from the dirty, half-dead fugitive she had last seen. His skin was smooth and clear, the yellow tint gone, his clothes were clean, and his long white hair gleamed with health. She had been right about the quality of his clothing, she saw. It looked hand-stitched, which generally only the elite could afford.

“The same.” He put his hands together, palm to palm, fingers pressed together, under his chin and inclined his head. “It is a delight to see you again, Mistress Talbot.”

Hallie opened her mouth to say something sarcastic, but the words jammed in her throat as she realised he was being perfectly sincere. “I’m surprised,” she managed to say. It was an understatement.

“That I am released, or that I am delighted to see you?” Emmet asked, with a flash of humour that made her smile.

“Both, actually. And also to see you recovered.”

“Your friend Aneta is an extremely skilled and powerful witch. She was kind enough to share some of her gifts with me,” Emmet said, with a warm, remembering smile that made Hallie’s curiosity spike. It would be rude to ask for details, though, and she kept quiet. His smile faded and his eyes focused on her face. “You were just carrying out your job,” Emmet told her, surprising her again. In Hallie’s experience, fugitives never forgave the people who caught them. “As for the other, well, that’s not my story to tell.” He paused, eyeing the bags she was carrying. “You came here for a purpose?”

“I came to request a reading,” Hallie said, her mouth drier than it had been. She lifted the bags. “I bring food for the table, as well as my questions.”

“The offerings do not guarantee you any answers, or even a hearing,” Emmet said, a certain coolness in his voice suggesting that he thought she might be at some limit of good manners.

“I’m aware,” Hallie said, “but a friend and I are both in need of some answers, so I would like to make my case.”

“Very well. Come with me. If you have been here before, you will know not to touch anything or stray from the path,” Emmet added over his shoulder, turning and heading into the fortress.

“Yes,” Hallie agreed, knowing it was easier said than done. She set her jaw and followed the veondken through the thick walls of the building into its centre.

The shock that rang through her should have had a sound, it was so profound. She stumbled between one foot fall and the next, recovering her balance and keeping to the path with some difficulty. She had almost lost conscious control over her body, her feet half-turned out, away from the path, before she turned them back to follow Emmet.

She had stepped into a magical garden. That’s what it felt like. There was a hint of damp in the air around her which was saturated with heady scents of green life and the sweet and tangy traces of flowers and fruits. Great trees, some with dark, gnarled bark, others with pale, smooth silver stems rising up, and still others with their trunks patterned with red and ochre were settled into the earth at random intervals, their branches spreading out, laden with leaves that ranged from slender, almost silver fingers to much larger plates of deep green that looked almost like giant hands waving in the slight breeze and diamond shapes of vivid crimson. Hallie could see and hear creatures and birds playing among the branches above her. Closer to the ground were tall flowering shrubs with glossy, dark green leaves and enormous flower heads made up of frothy bits of all shades of lavender from almost-white to deepest purple.

Temptation gripped her. She wanted to step off the path, go up to the shrubs and breathe in the scent from those frivolous flowers. She wanted to walk up to trees, to put her hands on each of them, to feel the different textures of the bark against her skin from the smoothest to the roughest. The wish to step aside, to surround herself with the life just out of arm’s length was far stronger than it had been on the way to Rosalia’s building. The gardens there had been pale imitations of the vivid life she could feel all around her here. And yet, she could not. Dared not. The enchantment she could sense all around her was false. She knew that. She had memories of her past visits. As luscious as this patch of wild looked, there were dangers lurking among the leaves and branches. And she was not here just for herself. Rosalia needed her, too. So she focused on putting one foot in front of the other, trying to ignore the pull of the wild, staying to the path, following her guide.

On her first visit, in fulfilment of a family order, she had stared too long at the garden and it had been almost impossible to tear herself away. She’d been standing still for the better part of a half hour before her guide had urged her forwards, and it had felt like a heartbeat. She couldn’t afford to be distracted or, worse, break the rules of this place. She had never found out what happened to people who strayed from the path, and did not want to learn by first hand experience. The fear that had followed her to the gates on her previous visits had been bad enough. Her pulse quickened in memory, a chill washing over her skin, breaking some more of the magic.

The urgency of her quest on the second visit had kept her moving, kept her focused. There had been a missing child, and time had been running out to find him. Even with the stunning life all around her, she’d managed to keep going.

Now, she kept herself moving through determination not to let Rosalia down, and knowing she had no other choice if she wanted to get some real answers.

In the centre of the fortress’ heart was a large gravel circle with a small, plain table and a few chairs gathered around it. Emmet headed for the table, without looking back, and Hallie followed.

When her feet hit the gravel, the pull of the garden faded. There was some magic involved, Hallie was sure, but she didn’t know enough about the ancient powers to be able to say what had been done or how. She just knew she was free of the compulsion to look around, to stop and stare, or the almost unbearable temptation to stray from the path.

Between one step and the next, people appeared around the table, settled on the mismatched chairs. A varied trio, despite all being dressed in similar loose, pale linen robes. A young boy, with copper-coloured skin and hair like molten gold, a woman who looked entirely human, with pale skin and blonde hair, but whose eyes were pools of smoke, and an ancient-looking veondken who Hallie had met before. This last was the person Hallie had come to see. The veondken had deep green skin, her hair and eyebrows pure white, her eyes gleaming points of brilliant emerald, her face lined with a span of years Hallie could only guess at. She was the oldest living person Hallie had ever met and the only oracle that Hallie was aware of. She’d been called Owenna on a previous visit, and seemed to have no other name.

“We have seen you before,” Owenna said. Her voice was firm and clear, despite her age, and heavily accented. Hallie had no idea where the ancient woman had come from, or what language she had first spoken, but her voice somehow carried the hint of a deep, wild forest far larger than the fortress garden around them.

“Yes,” Hallie said, even though it had not been a question.

“Interesting,” the boy said, his voice shimmering with metallic tones. “Most people only approach the grand lady once. If they make it this far.”

“You are braver than most, then,” the human-looking woman said, her mouth curving in an unfriendly smile. Her voice was deep and rich, just at the edges of what might come from a human throat. “Or perhaps just extremely foolish.”

Hallie said nothing. The boy and the blonde woman were new to her, but she’d been through something similar with another trio on her second visit. She could easily believe that very few people came back for a second, let alone a third, visit. Right now she was standing in what felt like a safe space, although the people around her were not safe. But she remembered the feeling of dread when she had left the two times before. She’d run the entire length of the spit the first time. She’d managed to keep to a walk the second time, but her breathing had been far too shallow and fast, and she’d been constantly worried about someone following her. It had taken days for the feeling of unease to leave her skin both times. But, as she’d told herself over a dozen times on her way here, she didn’t have a choice.

“This one is not foolish,” Owenna said, lips parting in what might have been a smile, showing a row of gleaming white teeth that had a certain edge to them suggesting they were capable of ripping through flesh. Hallie swallowed, hard. She didn’t think that Owenna would do anything as crude as bite into another living person, but every time she saw razor-sharp teeth like that she had a visceral wish to run away, the memories of teeth ripping into her own flesh rising up close to the surface. Hallie had never properly seen her attacker, all those years before, but she had a vague memory of fur and fangs and claws, none of which Owenna possessed. So she held herself still and tried to push her fear aside.

“Is that why you let her live, grandmother?” the boy asked.

“We welcome curious minds, child,” the younger woman said. “You know this.”

“I just like to hear you say it,” the boy said, a smile full of pure mischief on his face. There didn’t seem to be any malice in it, but Hallie didn’t trust the innocent appearance. No one got a seat at the old lady’s table without proving themselves. And, as Hallie knew from her previous visits, Owenna did not suffer fools at all.

“What do you bring for us?” the ancient woman asked, her pale green eyes turning to Hallie.

“Some offerings for your table, and questions,” Hallie answered.

“The young Emmet says you helped him,” Owenna said, her eyes still on Hallie’s face.

Hallie didn’t move, skin prickling. This felt like a trap to her. Everything here was a test, from her walk through the garden to standing here in front of the oracle and her circle. “I asked a witch to visit him,” Hallie said carefully. “After I had delivered him to the police.”

Owenna’s face creased into what looked like a genuine smile, almost charming despite the sharp teeth. “So, he did not lie. And neither did you.”

Another jolt went through Hallie. The woman was speaking what she believed to be the truth. And that suggested that she, too, might have the gift of knowing when people were lying. Hallie had never come across anyone else with that particular skill. A lot of karlen had other natural magics, such as a bit of extra strength when they needed it, or like her mother’s gift for profit and business. But then this woman wasn’t karlen, but veondken. And she’d lived a very long time. More than long enough to get a deeper understanding of people.

“What did you bring for us?” the boy asked, sounding impatient with the direction the conversation had taken. He leant forward in his seat, eyes on the bags.

“Please,” the human-seeming woman said, waving her hand towards the table top, indicating that Hallie should put her offering there.

Hallie took a few careful steps forward and emptied her bags onto the platters that had appeared on the table surface. Fruit, fresh bread and the eye-watering cheese. She stepped back when the offering was made, folding the bags and tucking them into her pocket.

“Ah,” the old woman said, smiling again as she looked at the food on the table. “Good choices. I am particularly fond of that cheese.”

Hallie just inclined her head, not sure what to say, tension sliding across her back and shoulders. From what she’d learned from past visits, and her own enquiries in old town, a three-fold offering of fruit, bread and cheese was standard among veondken. But the offerings needed to be freely given, with no expectation in return. So the trio could dismiss her now, and she would have to leave, her questions unanswered. Nervous tension slid across her skin and she had to remind herself to breathe.

“You have been here twice before, and know what awaits you on the way out,” Owenna said, settling back in her chair. “And yet you still came a third time. Why? What is so urgent that you wanted to seek our help?”

“One of the hochlen is dead. A friend and I are suspected of causing his death. We are innocent. I am here to seek help in finding his true killers,” Hallie said. She’d rehearsed the words on the way over here, trying to think of a way to express the bare truth without putting her own emotion or perspective onto it. She doubted that this trio would be interested or would care that Rosalia was her only true friend, and that Hallie had a deep-seated need to help her.

“You are here for you or the friend?” the human-looking woman asked.

“Oh, a good question, Lynelle,” the boy said, reaching forward for the bread.

“Later, Jared,” the old woman said. The boy stopped his movement at once, and sat back in his chair. He didn’t seem to resent Owenna’s intervention, turning his attention back to Hallie. The oracle lifted one white brow at Hallie. “Well?”

“Both,” Hallie said honestly.

“You were careful to say friend,” Lynelle said. “What is this other person to you? Who are they?”

Hallie pressed her lips together for a moment. Lynelle had asked questions she really hadn’t wanted to answer.

“Rosalia Fondevil. We are of similar ages and grew up in the same neighbourhood,” Hallie said. “She called me when she found the hochlen dead. She is my friend.” She couldn’t think of a way to explain what the simple human connection with Rosalia meant to her. Not in ways she could make another person understand.

“You were the one she called?” Jared asked, brows lifting. He sounded sceptical, and self-assured in his doubts. Hallie decided she didn’t like him much, and suspected the feeling was mutual.

“Yes,” she answered.

“This sounds like an interesting story. Tell it,” Owenna commanded.

So Hallie recounted the tale of Rosalia’s terrified phone call, her arrival at the apartment, finding Bohort dead, her fight and their escape. She made sure to mention the twisting design on the attacker’s arm, and the scrap of cloth she’d managed to tear off. She hesitated, and then described the next day’s events. Being picked up by the police, the special investigators, her cousin’s rescue and the command relayed from the Magravine to turn Rosalia over.

“That is a great deal of trouble to go to, even for a friend,” Lynelle said.

“She is the only person I count as a true friend,” Hallie said. The bare, unvarnished truth sounded thin to her ears in this magical place. It was all she had, though. She drew a breath and went on. “We are both suspects. The special investigators or the police would be happy to convict either or both of us of the crime.”

“This hochlen. Bohort Jacobs. Was he a good man?” Owenna asked.

“No,” Hallie said, with no hesitation. “He hurt Rosalia and took pleasure in it.”

“So you are not interested in justice for him, then,” Lynelle said, sounding disapproving.

“Not really,” Hallie said, and shook her head slightly. “I mean, I do not think that people should be killed. I think there should be consequences for that, even if the victim was not a good person. But I am more concerned about Rosalia and me than I am about him, that’s true.”

“And you brought the bit of cloth with you,” Jared said. It wasn’t a question, so Hallie did not answer. “Hand it over,” he commanded, holding his hand out.

Reluctantly, Hallie took the plastic bag out of her pocket, took the necessary two strides to the boy and handed it to him. It was her only tangible proof of the fight, and that her story was even partly true. She didn’t trust him. And yet, she needed his help. His, Lynelle’s and Owenna’s.

He lifted the bag, holding the cloth up to the light, and his brows lifted again. “Interesting,” he said, and handed the bag to Lynelle. She opened the bag and took out the cloth, holding it up to her nose and breathing deeply.

“Male. Not hochlen. Hybrid. Powerful. With a very sore head,” Lynelle added, an unexpected smile full of wicked delight crossing her face.

“Still alive?” Hallie asked, surprised by the relief that coursed through her. If he was alive, she might be able to get answers from him. And it meant she didn’t have a death on her conscience.

“For now,” the other woman answered, still with that wicked smile. She passed the cloth to Owenna, who held it on her palm for a moment, before putting it into her mouth and swallowing it.

Hallie had to stifle a cry of protest. Her one piece of evidence had just disappeared. On her previous visits, Owenna had held the object Hallie had brought and told her where to look for its owner.

“His name is Verge Moseley. He is part of a security team,” Owenna said. Her eyes were clouded over, looking at nothing. “He is angry and sore, and set on revenge for his injury. He has companions. Two of them. They also seem angry. He feels he has failed in the task he was set. To kill Bohort Jacobs and his plaything.” The woman’s nose wrinkled in distaste. “He has some very unpleasant thoughts about women. He thought it would be easy to kill Bohort’s toy. He was annoyed that he wasn’t allowed to enjoy her, but they had been ordered to make it look like Bohort had killed her, and she’d managed a lucky blow on Bohort which killed him.” The old woman’s voice deepened. “They killed Bohort at his home, and brought him to the apartment.”

Hallie drew a shocked breath in. She’d known that something was wrong with the scene in Rosalia’s apartment. And that was it. Bohort’s body had looked staged, because it had been staged. Killed elsewhere. That made sense. If he’d been attacked in the apartment, Rosalia would have heard it. And she would have been dead, too, Hallie realised. It had taken three people to kill Bohort and bring him to Rosalia’s home. They would have had no difficulty in killing Rosalia, too. But in their rush to get Bohort into the apartment, they’d forgotten a bit of window dressing. The flowers. The stupid flowers had saved her friend’s life.

The old woman’s eyes cleared and she looked at Hallie, her face set in grim lines. “Does that give you the answers you were looking for, child?”

“I believe so,” Hallie said, mind turning over what she’d learned. Far more than she had hoped. A name. Verge Moseley. She didn’t know the family name, but that was hardly surprising if he was associated with hochlen. But she had somewhere to start, and confirmation of what she had suspected about framing Rosalia. “Now, I just need to find him.”

“There will be no need of that, I think,” the woman answered, a hint of mischief on her face. Hallie was immediately wary. Owenna looked dangerous. “He is looking for you.”

“In low city?” Hallie asked, her voice rising.

“Even so. Now, you have had more than enough from us. Go, now, and think very carefully before you bother us again.” The warning under Owenna’s voice made Hallie shiver where she stood, as did the gleam of the woman’s sharp white teeth. She hadn’t told Hallie to never come back, but the implication was there.

“I will.” Hallie had to bite her lip to hold in the automatic thank you. She’d made an offering. The trio had answered her questions. Giving thanks would upset the balance they’d achieved, in the veondken tradition. So she inclined her head to them and turned, ready to head back through the garden.

She had to force herself to take that first step, and the next, every part of her stiff with resistance. One step off the gravel and her body seized in terror. She’d forgotten how bad this was. Everything around her that had been magical and full of wonder on the way into the space was now deathly dangerous. The shrubs would strangle her. The trees would swallow her whole. The grass would poison her. Even the air was too heavy and too thick in her lungs. There was no possible way she was going to make it out of this garden. Everything here wanted to kill her. But she had to leave. She had to get back to the city, get back to Rosalia.

“This way.”

Hallie jumped at the voice nearby. Emmet Lowery was there. He was standing on the path just in front of her.

“Follow me, and keep your eyes on my back,” he told her.

With her heart trying to thump its way out of her throat, she did so. With every step the sense of dread pressed in on her, but she could focus on his back and the path ahead, and managed to walk all the way through the garden and out to the metal gates.

Her teeth were chattering together, fingers and nose and toes numb with cold, despite the sunshine beating down on her, as she reached the gates. Emmet stepped to one side, letting her go ahead.

She paused under the shadow of the gates and looked back at him. He was watching her with an expression she could not read.

“Thank you,” she said. He had been her guide into the garden. He had not needed to lead her out as well.

He put his hands together under his chin and inclined his head again. “Good hunting,” he told her.

She nodded, not trusting her voice to say anything else, and stepped out of the shadow of the gates onto the spit of land, heading back to the heart of old town, her legs weak and her mind spinning. Even with a guide, the journey out of the fortress had been bad.

But she had got what she had wanted. She might have lost her only piece of evidence, but she had a name. Not only that, but he was here, in her territory. It was time to put her training to work. She had a fugitive to find.


Chapter ten


By the time she had made it along the length of the spit, back into the heart of old town, her body had warmed up and her legs had stopped trembling. Her mind was still spinning with what she had learned, and all the implications of it. Bohort had been killed at his house. That meant someone who had access to his property had killed him in the high city, and moved his body from there to Rosalia’s apartment in midtown. The three-person team would have needed transport of some kind, and the appropriate passes for them and the vehicle to get through the check points on the routes into and out of the high city without being searched. Hallie was quite sure that the hochlen security at the check points would stop a vehicle if they found a dead body inside. So that meant a very high level clearance that would allow the vehicle to enter or exit without inspection. The sort of pass that no karlen would ever get. There were karlen servants in the grand houses of the high city, but they generally lived on the property and were rarely given permission to come back to midtown or low city.

All of which led Hallie to conclude that Bohort had been killed by his own people. Other elite. With at least one hybrid on the team, as Lynelle had told her. Hybrids were unusual. The hochlen liked to keep their bloodlines pure. But then they also liked to play with other races. So there were hybrids. They tended to be karlen-hochlen mixes, but Hallie had heard of hochlen-veondken mixes, too, although they were much rarer. The offspring were mostly shunned by their blood parents, but occasionally the elite houses found them useful. Particularly the ones that inherited the better qualities of their elite parents, like enhanced strength and speed. Remembering her encounter with Verge Moseley, Hallie could certainly attest to his speed.

And the oracle had said that he was looking for her. In low city. Which gave her some ideas. Even as her brain turned over how she could find someone who was looking for her, she was aware that all of her ideas were bad ones, and mostly dangerous. But she didn’t see any alternatives. Neither she nor Rosalia would be safe so long as Verge and his team were hunting them, and the wider world believed that they were responsible for Bohort Jacobs’ death. She needed to clear her and Rosalia’s names. The death of one of the elite demanded a swift, harsh response from the hochlen, and if she couldn’t find a way of identifying the real killer or killers, she and Rosalia would bear all that fury.

Even thinking about the likely pursuit was making her feel as if she had an enormous neon arrow over her head, drawing attention from everyone nearby. And this was low city, where she’d lived her whole life and usually had no difficulty in blending in. Trying to act normally when she knew she was being hunted was harder than she had imagined. She had to keep reminding herself to relax her shoulders and keep her walking pace purposeful but not too fast. Too quick or too slow would draw attention that she didn’t want. She was definitely getting a new perspective on what the skips she had traced over the years had gone through. Then again, most of them had had family or friends willing to help them hide. There was no way she could appeal to her family vine. Morgana had got her out of police custody to spare the vine embarrassment, but that had been more than Hallie could ever have hoped for.

There were a few places in low city which were essentially choke-points, intersections between busy thoroughfares. There were no vehicles in old town, or its surroundings, and most people moved about on foot. Even people trying to hide might pass through the choke-points, as they were the quickest and easiest ways across old town or from one part of low city to another. The intersections would be good places for hochlen or hybrids not familiar with low city to start their search.

Aware of how isolated and vulnerable she was on her own, she headed for the nearest of the choke-points, where a permanent market was held. It would be crowded and busy and she should be able to blend in. If she didn’t get any luck there, she’d make her way around the other ones. Even working alone, it wouldn’t take her all that long. The market vendors had set up their stalls in almost a maze pattern, so that it would take anyone a while to walk through. It was an ideal spot for many of old town’s entrepreneurs to trap potential customers.

As she headed for the market, she glanced at the news screens she could see in one of the open-fronted bars. She was relieved to see that none of them were carrying pictures of her face right now. It might be too much to hope for that she was no longer a publicly declared fugitive, but the extra anonymity was helpful. The news stories tended to change fast, and she was sure there would be a far more scandalous story taking over soon enough. It didn’t mean that the cops or special investigators would not be looking for her, though. It just meant they were being quieter about it.

She found a coffee shop off the main road with its front doors pushed wide open, letting its patrons have a good view of the street. She took a table in the shadows with her back to the wall. Her position was close enough to the intersection that she could keep an eye on the crowd. She didn’t know what Verge looked like, but she suspected that he and his two companions would stand out among the locals.

She was working on the assumption that Verge and the others didn’t know the ancient heart of the city, or the surrounding area, very well. They would probably try some of the busier places, hoping to find someone to share information with her. Or just to search for her in the crowd. If she stayed here long enough, she might spot them, or they might find her. Now all she had to do was come up with a plan to get them to talk before they had a chance to kill her.

In her mind’s eye, she could see Gin shaking her head, a disapproving expression on her face. You’re going to get yourself killed, girl, Gin said in her mind. Got any better ideas? Hallie asked her imaginary aunt. Not surprisingly, Gin didn’t answer, but the disapproving expression remained in place.

Before Hallie could have any more imaginary conversations, a shadow fell over her. She looked up, startled, wondering how Verge had crept up on her. But it wasn’t Verge. She didn’t know what Bohort’s killer looked like, but she did recognise Girard, the second special investigator from the day before. He was standing in a pool of daylight, his skin a fraction darker than hers, the sun highlighting points in his sandy-coloured hair and letting her know he had deep blue eyes. He was glaring down at her, wearing an expression even more disapproving than the one her imaginary aunt had been only moments before.

“What are you doing here?” she asked.

“What are you doing?” he asked at the same time.

They stared at each other, Hallie wondering how in the world he’d managed to creep up on her. She’d been looking for people who were out of place in the crowd. He was standing over her with typical hochlen arrogance, in similar clothes to the day before. There was no way he should have been able to get this close without her noticing.

After the pause had stretched on, a frown replaced the disapproving expression on his face. “You are a murder suspect,” he said, voice clipped. “What are you doing here?”

“Having coffee,” Hallie said, gesturing to the cups in front of her. She was onto her second cup, and was now very glad she had switched to decaf. The last thing she needed was coffee jitters to add to her already stretched nerves.

“That’s ridiculous,” he said.

“They don’t have coffee up in hochlen city?” Hallie asked, lifting her brows, an unexpected and inappropriate bubble of laughter easing some of the tension in her. He hadn’t tried to arrest her, which meant she was safe from him for the moment.

“Voldain.” He corrected her reference to the high city with a clipped tone. Hochlen liked to give things their proper names. No one Hallie knew in low city ever referred to the different parts of the city by their proper names. And everyone managed to get about just fine. But Investigator Girard wasn’t finished being arrogant. “I doubt that what’s served here would pass for coffee,” he said, looking around the shop. The crowd had thinned a bit since Hallie sat down, and a few more people were heading for the exit. The residents of old town had good instincts, and didn’t want to be anywhere near one of the hochlen. Particularly not one who seemed to be in a bad mood.

“Now, that’s just insulting,” Hallie said, the laughter dying inside her. He was one of the elite. The arrogance was as much part of him as his hair colour.

“You really don’t feel any remorse, do you?” he asked. The note of disbelief in his voice was genuine.

“I didn’t kill Bohort Jacobs,” she told him again. He didn’t believe her, but she wanted to say the words. Perhaps if she said them often enough, some piece of doubt would creep in. Or perhaps not.

“Then how do you explain your fingerprints at the crime scene?” he asked her.

Interesting. That was a genuine question, and one she hadn’t expected. She’d assumed he would just shout and try to bully her like the other investigator had done. Instead, he was looking down at her with a frown, as if she was a puzzle he wanted to solve. And he was waiting for an answer from her.

Hallie stayed quiet. She didn’t want to explain why she’d been in the apartment. Doing so would not only compromise Rosalia, but she’d also be admitting she’d been in the same place as a dead hochlen, and hadn’t immediately called the authorities.

His frown deepened as her silence continued. He shifted his weight a fraction, easing back a little bit, as if trying to give her a little bit more space rather than looming over her. He looked as if he was thinking hard, trying to work out what to ask next.

Before he could say anything, the coffee cup in front of Hallie exploded, shards of pottery flying into the air along with the last few mouthfuls of her drink. Hallie stared at the shattered cup in shock, her brain trying to process what had happened. The world around her was so silent it was deafening.

Girard moved. He grabbed hold of her arm, dragging her out of her seat and onto the floor, crouching down beside her. As she fell to her knees, the cushion she had been sitting against erupted into feathers and torn fabric and dust.

In the background, Hallie was aware of the other customers in the coffee shop diving for cover, and heard some cries of alarm. They all sounded at a distance, as though she was in a bubble, unable to touch the real world.

“What’s happening?” Hallie asked, staring at the cushion.

“Someone is shooting at you,” Girard said, sounding grim. He had a weapon in his hand, a matte black gun that reminded Hallie of the one the attackers had held.

The bubble around Hallie burst and a cacophony of noise assaulted her ears. Screams and shouts of alarm. The harsh rattle of metal. The coffee shop owner was pulling down the barriers across his shop front. As well as the bits of broken cup, there were shards of glass on the floor, some not far from Hallie’s knees.

With the rush of sound and awareness of activity came another spurt of feathers and cushion filling near Hallie’s head. This time she heard the flat crack of a weapon, a distinct sound that cut through the cries of alarm of the people nearby. Whoever was shooting at her was still there, but wasn’t a good enough aim to get her when she was tucked behind the table.

“We need to move,” Hallie said, and got her feet under her, staying low. “There’s a back way. Follow me.”

Without waiting for Girard’s response, Hallie walk-crawled her way through the coffee shop, weaving between tables and other terrified customers until she reached the door to the kitchens.

The tiny kitchen area was crowded with three members of staff sitting on the floor, backs to the heavy metal cabinets. They looked up with wide, frightened eyes as Hallie and then Girard came into the room.

“Back door,” Hallie said. They’d rearranged the kitchen since she’d last been in here and she was momentarily disoriented.

One of the three pointed, hand trembling.

Hallie nodded, straightening up and setting off. The heavy back door opened into a narrow alley, the sort that threaded through most of old town. She jumped down the shallow steps and took off at a run, heading for the corner of the building that should give her a glimpse back towards the market.

“Where are you going?” Girard asked in her ear. “You’re heading towards the shooter.”

“I need to see who it is,” Hallie told him. She frowned over her shoulder at him. “You don’t need to come with me,” she added. The last thing she needed was a hostile hochlen following her.

“Oh, yes, I do. How many other crimes have you committed?” he asked.

“I’m a skip tracer,” Hallie told him, not looking at him. “I hunt down criminals. I am not one.”

They’d arrived at the corner of the building by then and she stopped, back pressed against the wall, listening. She couldn’t hear anything beyond the continuing cries of alarm from the market.

“Everyone seems panicked,” Girard said, sounding puzzled.

“We don’t have guns in low city,” Hallie told him, risking a peek around the corner of the building. The next alleyway, which would take her back to the street, was clear, so she went around the corner and set off at a jog.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Girard said, sounding scornful.

“And just how many years have you lived here?” Hallie asked him, anger sharpening her voice. “I mean here, in low city or old town. Not in your palace on the hill.”

“Gun crime is rampant in Erset,” he told her, voice stiff. Even in the middle of low city, he was insistent on the proper name. It set Hallie’s teeth on edge.

Hallie was about to correct him on the issue of gun crime, when shadows appeared at the end of the alleyway. Three of them. And all of them in dark clothing, carrying guns.

Before the three men could react, she sprinted forwards, catching them off guard. No one ever expected her to be able to move that fast. Not the first time, anyway. She body-slammed the nearest one, tumbling him back onto the ground. He hit the cobblestones with a satisfying thump and the gun he’d been holding slid away, clattering on the smooth stone. She got a knee on his chest and grabbed one of his arms, staring down at him. She didn’t know the face. He had cool, pale skin, pale blue eyes glaring up at her, and close-cropped blond hair. Not the man she’d hit with a poker.

Hard hands grabbed her arms on either side and lifted her away from her captive. She twisted in the grip, surprising one of the two men who’d gotten hold of her. His grip loosened and she kicked out, catching him in the knee. There was a sickening, satisfying crunching noise. She’d broken or dislocated something. Good. He grunted, dropping her arm, folding onto the ground.

Which left her with the third man. He had a bandage over one side of his head, his mid-brown skin beaded with sweat, dark eyes boring into her as he tightened his hold.

“Verge Moseley, I presume?” Hallie said in the most cheerful tone she could manage, pleased that she didn’t sound breathless despite her racing pulse. The lightness wasn’t entirely false. She had found the man she’d been looking for. Alright, he’d found her, but it was still a win as far as she was concerned.

His eyes widened. He hadn’t expected her to know his name.

“What in hells is going on here?”

Girard’s voice cut through whatever Verge might have said. Hallie risked a glance over her shoulder to see the hochlen holding up a badge of some kind. It looked like a fancier version of a detective’s badge.

“Special investigator. Stay where you are. You’re under arrest.”

“On what charge?” the first man that Hallie had tackled asked, getting up from the ground. He was moving slowly, holding his ribs. She’d hurt him. Good. They’d tried to kill her, and she had no sympathy to spare for them.

“Discharging a weapon in public, for starters,” Girard said, his voice crisp. Hallie blinked. She’d assumed, from their one previous meeting, that he was very much a junior on the investigation team, but he was full of authority now.

“Don’t think so,” the first man said. He turned his attention away from the investigator, as if Girard didn’t matter at all. “Bring her,” he told Verge. “And get up, you’re embarrassing yourself,” he added to the man still on the ground, clutching his knee and making low sounds of pain.

“I can’t walk. Bitch destroyed my knee,” the groaning man said.

“You’ll get up or I’ll put a bullet in you,” the first man said with a sort of cool indifference that suggested he meant every word. He was still holding a gun, Hallie saw, and tensed in Verge’s tight hold. He wasn’t aiming at her right now, but that could change.

“Put your weapons down, put your hands on your heads,” Girard said. He was holding his own gun level and ready in front of him, aimed at the talker, who seemed to be the leader of the group.

The man looked at Girard and lifted an eyebrow.

“Girard Abbott, isn’t it? You don’t want to get involved here. Go home like a good little boy, and you won’t get hurt.”

Hallie saw the confusion on Girard’s face. He hadn’t expected to be spoken to like that. He’d expected them to obey his orders.

While the trio were distracted with the special investigator, Hallie made her move. She turned her body towards Verge, lessening the power of his hold, before delivering a swift, hard kick between his legs and twisting out of his suddenly loose grip. She sprinted away, out of the mouth of the alley and into the marketplace. Angry cries sounded behind her. It wasn’t going to be long before they would come after her again. Or try to shoot her again.

The marketplace was crowded with confused and distressed people. Guns and gun violence were not common in low city - whatever Girard might think. Everyone was trying to make sense of it. But no one tried to stop Hallie as she did her best to avoid bumping into anyone, sprinting through the crowd and between the vendor stalls then out the other side of the market.

She ducked around the next corner, breath coming in gasps, checking in her headlong run for a moment to look around for somewhere to hide, or something to help her disappear. Her luck had changed, somehow. There was a rusty metal ladder leaning against the side of the building. She was halfway up the ladder when she realised it didn’t quite reach the roof, and it might not hold her weight all the way. She moved faster. The metal creaked and the second-to-last rung snapped under her foot. She lunged up and forward, fingertips catching hold of the roof edge. The final rung held, somehow, and she used it as leverage to push herself up and over the lip of the building. Then she risked sticking her head back over the wall, looking to see if the three men had come after her. There was no one there. She pushed the ladder away from the wall, wincing at the crash it made when it landed, and headed off across the roof.

This was old town, which meant not only that the buildings were crowded together but also that the roofs were mostly flat, with a slight slope to let the rain run off, so she had decent footing and if she kept her speed up she could jump from one building to the next. She just needed to stay motivated.

The thought of being caught again, or shot, was plenty of motivation. She set off at a hard run.


Chapter eleven


The tightly spaced buildings and expanse of old town meant that she ran out of breath before she ran out of roofs to travel across. She had changed direction a few times, trying to shake off anyone who might be pursuing her, but hadn’t seen or heard anyone after her for quite some time. Rooftops passed in a blur, some of them better maintained than others. She tripped and almost fell a couple of times when what looked like a solid surface gave under her feet. She ducked under and around lines of washing, old mattresses and the occasional set of chairs in her flight, but kept moving. She didn’t know how far or fast the men with guns would follow her, and wanted to put as much distance between her and them as possible.

And then she crossed another gap between buildings, her legs trembling on her landing, letting her know that she was almost at the end of her strength. She slowed to a walk, breathing hard, feeling sticky with sweat and effort, and took stock of where she was. Almost at the edge of old town, and quite far away from the market. She was on one of the oldest three storey buildings, the roof standing out from the others for the low wall that ran around it, and the small vegetable and fruit garden that the building occupants had made. A couple of streets over she could see some taller buildings and sloped roofs that marked a newer part of low city. If she’d kept going in the same direction, she would have needed to go back to ground level anyway.

Hallie left the plants around her alone. They were someone else’s property, and she had no right to them. Instead, she found a bare spot by the wall and settled onto the rough stone of the roof surface, elbows braced on her raised knees, trying to slow her breathing and make a plan for what to do next.

Turning to look back over her route, to check that no one had managed to follow her, she had an excellent view over much of old town. There were only a couple of buildings that were higher than the one she was on, but for the most part she was looking down on rooftops in various states of repair. And she couldn’t see another person, which was a relief.

There were several other roof gardens around her, the abundance of green leaves making her think of the fortress garden again. Even with the cold fear she’d felt to her bones on the way out, she still remembered that garden with a sense of longing, her fingers itching to touch the bark of the trees, and run her hands across the leaves of the shrubs and other plants. The phantom scent of the fortress garden, green and alive with an undertone of rich soil, took her by surprise. She shook her head, scrubbing her hands through her hair to try and get rid of the memories. She’d made three visits to the oracle, which was three more than most people ever made in their lives. She doubted she would be welcomed back for a fourth visit. Better to try and forget the garden and all the temptation it held.

But it was so difficult to push the memories away when she was surrounded by other plants. The vegetables and fruits around her didn’t tempt her nearly as much. She shook her head again, and looked past the plants around her, double-checking she hadn’t missed any signs of pursuit.

Old town was a mix of muted brown and beige walls, with its flat roofs mostly matte black or dull grey. The wider low city was mostly made of the same materials, with the occasional brighter rust red or orange showing the sloping, tiled roofs, and a few brighter, lighter buildings showing where some owners had painted their properties. The buildings in the heart of low city were almost impossibly hot in the summer months, the flat roofs pulling all the heat into the rooms below. Apart from the roof gardens around her, Hallie couldn’t see any patches of green or evidence of gardens.

Beyond the cluster of roofs in old city, she caught a glimpse of the slopes of midtown, with its wider streets and larger swathes of green. Above all of that were the slopes of the high city, the buildings far grander and more spaced out, with several sets of lights showing along the crest of the hills. Like most karlen, Hallie had never been into the high city, and unlike many of her siblings and cousins, hadn’t spent time looking at it through telescopes when she was younger. It was another world, as far as she was concerned. There was more than enough for her to deal with in this one.

She couldn’t make out any detail, even of midtown, which was partly due to the distance but also because the light was fading, which meant it was early evening. Night would be here soon enough. She had no illusions that would stop Verge and his companions from trying to find her. Or the special investigators.

Noise overhead drew her attention. High in the sky above was a sleek, white shape with wings to either side. An air plane. Hallie’s eyes followed it and the trail it left across the pale blue sky, wondering where it was coming from, where it was going and who was on board. It looked big enough to be a commercial passenger plane. Old news and television footage gave her an idea of an enclosed cabin full of people. The thought that there might be so many people both willing and able to travel a distance that needed an air plane was still astonishing to Hallie. Almost no one she knew had travelled outside the confines of the city, and the few people she knew who had been further were fishermen or had worked on the enormous cargo vessels that now docked at the new harbour. Getting permission to travel was hard, even assuming anyone could get the money together to make a trip. Hallie’s chest hurt. One day, she promised herself. One day she would be a passenger on one of those sleek white planes and travel across the globe to a place where no one knew who she was, and where she might just find a bit of space and freedom to make her own decisions.

It would not be anytime soon, she knew. She had to get out of her current trouble first.

As the plane vanished into the never ending sky, her breathing finally slowed and the adrenaline left her. The temptation of the gardens vanished into far less pleasant thoughts. Verge and his companions had tried to shoot her. In broad daylight. In one of the busiest places in old town. She’d assumed that they had been trying to kill her, but they’d taken several shots and missed each time, and then they’d also tried to kidnap her. So perhaps they hadn’t wanted her dead quite yet.

It didn’t take more than a breath or two for her to come up with the reason why. They wanted to know where Rosalia was.

Hallie dropped her head to her chest and closed her eyes for a moment. The men were still trying to get to Rosalia, to finish the job. Perhaps they still thought that they could frame her for Bohort’s death.

They wouldn’t stop, Hallie knew. Unless she could prove that they had killed Bohort, they would keep coming after her and Rosalia. And Hallie herself was even more dangerous to them, now, because she knew one of their names.

Despite her heavy body, the urge to keep moving had her up on her feet again. She grimaced as her muscles protested. She’d done a lot more fighting and running today than she normally did. But sitting here feeling sorry for herself didn’t help anyone, and didn’t solve anything. She should update Rosalia on the events of the day, and make sure the other woman was fine.

Before she had gone more than a few strides, heading for the doorway into the building, she had dismissed the idea of heading back to the basement. She owed Rosalia as much information as possible, and Hallie had almost nothing but a name for Verge Moseley. She should at least try to find out more about him and his companions. Which meant accessing the net. Even though she was carrying her phone, she’d taken the battery out and dared not use it in case it was being traced. She needed another source. There was a web café not that far from here, which should be open until late. She could do her searches there.

The door from the roof wasn’t locked. She made sure to close it behind her before heading down the stairs to the building’s back door.

She came out onto a narrow side-street which looked like it had been swept recently. There was no litter on the cobblestones. The houses on either side had window-boxes full of flowers. The window-boxes finally reminded Hallie where she was. She should have realised from the roof gardens, but she’d been distracted by the possibility of people trying to find her and kill her. The family vine which ran this part of old town took pride in appearances. They also would not be happy to find one of the Talbots - even an estranged one - on their territory, so Hallie pushed herself into a brisk walk, heading to the end of the street and turning onto a busier road.

The streets were bustling with people at this time of the day. It was shift change for many of the businesses still operating in low city, and anyone finishing work had a small window to get to the more popular shops for their supplies before things closed down for the night. So Hallie had a crowd of people around her to blend in with.

She’d turned into the street where the web café was when she became aware of someone closing in on her from behind. She stepped sideways, out of the flow of foot traffic and glanced over her shoulder to see Girard, of all people, a few paces behind her. She halted in sheer surprise, her back to the nearest building.

He stopped beside her.

“How did you find me?” she asked.

“Trade secret,” he said, with the faintest glimmer of a smile.

Hallie frowned at him. There were people who had some magic for tracking - her family vine had several - but she hadn’t thought he knew her well enough for that, and he hadn’t taken any of her possessions to use as an anchor.

But he had grabbed hold of her in the coffee shop and magic wasn’t the only way to follow someone.

“A tracker?” she speculated, digging her hands into her pockets. His smile deepened as she pulled out a small, flat metal square. She’d never seen one of that particular design before, but there was no mistaking what it was. She stared at it, a chill running over her. She hadn’t even noticed him putting it into her pocket. After running across half of old town, she could have believed herself safe and gone back to Rosalia, leading the investigator right to her. It had only been her wish for more information to take back to Rosalia that had led her here, and not straight back to the basement room.

She held the tracker out to Girard. She had the strangest sense of betrayal, as if he had somehow breached a trust between them. Which was ridiculous. He thought she was a killer. In his place, she would have done everything needed to follow him. So she couldn’t blame him. At least, not logically.

He took the tracker back with obvious reluctance. She searched her pockets again and ran her fingers under her jacket collar to make sure she hadn’t missed anything, ignoring the investigator’s frown. If Girard had managed to put a tracker on her, perhaps Verge and his companions had, too. When she found nothing, she relaxed a fraction.

“Why are you following me?” she asked, and almost kicked herself for the stupid, obvious question.

“I’m waiting for you to slip up,” he told her, surprising her with the honest and direct response. “You’ll make a mistake at some point, and I’ll be able to prove your crime.”

“I didn’t kill anyone,” Hallie told him bluntly.

“You’re hiding something, though,” he said.

Hallie lifted her chin, glaring at him. He was right, but she didn’t need to tell him that.

A low buzzing sounded and Girard reached into a pocket, pulling out a sleek phone. His brows lifted as he saw the caller ID and he answered. “Sir?”

Even Hallie’s sharp hearing couldn’t catch the other side of the conversation, but Girard’s face closed in as he listened.

“No, sir, I don’t believe that’s the case.”

He listened a bit more. Hallie stayed where she was, interested almost in spite of herself. And she wasn’t in immediate danger from Girard. He didn’t have enough evidence to arrest her again. He might even be useful. After all, she knew nothing about hochlen society and he might be able to give her some information that would help her understand why Bohort had been killed.

“Understood,” Girard said at length, his face and voice grim. He hung up the phone and put it away, turning the grim expression to her. “I’ve been asked to request that you come with me,” he told her.

Hallie’s brows lifted. He was holding himself still. He hadn’t made any move to grab hold of her, or to reach for the cuffs which she was sure he carried, like any other police officer. Which meant he was making a genuine request.

She squashed her first instinct to just simply refuse. She might be able to learn something. “Why?” she asked.

“The senior investigator wants to hear your story,” Girard said.

For the first time, Hallie didn’t believe him. It was partly the truth, but there was something else going on. And the pauses between Girard speaking on his call had covered a lot more than that simple request.

“I don’t have to go with you, though, do I?” she asked. It was mostly a guess, based on the way he’d phrased it. A request, not an order.

“I’ve been asked to make sure that you do,” he told her. He was holding himself still, tension clear in his body. Once again, he’d surprised her with his honesty. Most people lied to her. The directness made a refreshing change.

“Oh, really? You think you can make me? All on your own?” Hallie asked, a silly bubble of laughter growing inside her. He’d seen her fight three men earlier. And he still thought he could compel her to go with him?

His face lightened with brief, unexpected humour. “I don’t know. I don’t really want to have to find out. I like my knees the way they are.”

Hallie found herself smiling, caught off guard in a way she’d never thought possible with one of the hochlen.

The distraction cost her dearly. She saw the shadows moving towards her far too late. Not Verge and his companions. There were a lot more than three people. Dark-clad men and women in the tactical outfits of hochlen security.

They threw a heavy cloth over her head, blinding her. She kicked out, using the building wall to brace herself. It didn’t help much. Her new attackers were moving silently and quickly, and in co-ordination with each other. Hard hands grabbed at her arms, then her ankles, and she was lifted off her feet. She was dimly aware of voices talking over her head, in what sounded like rapid shorthand. Not cops. She knew enough of their codes to recognise them. These people were hochlen. Or hochlen security. Even as she wondered if Girard had betrayed her again, calling in his people to detain her, she thought she heard Girard’s voice, demanding answers, and a response from someone around her.

She didn’t have any attention to spare. She was being kidnapped. Again. Twice in two days. She didn’t like it any better this time. This second team were at least as well-trained and disciplined as the police officers had been. No matter how much she struggled, she couldn’t get away from them. She managed to get a wrist free, but the rest of her was still held securely. Her wrist was taken again, and then she got an ankle free, and it was grabbed up again. She heard a low hiss and felt her wrists and ankles pulled together, some kind of cord put around them. Not chains. Some kind of flexible material that moved with her, but didn’t loosen as she struggled against the binding.

Then she was thrown into the air. She didn’t have time to be frightened or react before she landed, with a heavy thump, on a flat metal surface, the impact of her landing jarring her teeth.

“You can sit there, Abbott,” a hard masculine voice said. “If you insist on coming with us.”

“This is my suspect,” Girard’s voice answered. He was reasonably close by. He sounded annoyed. So he hadn’t planned this. Hallie wasn’t sure why that pleased her, but it did.

From the sound of the voices, and the rumble of an engine starting, Hallie realised that they were in the back of a van. She still couldn’t see anything. The cloth over her head made her blind, and was also muffling the sounds around her. Low-voiced conversations were happening nearby and she couldn’t make out a single word, which was frustrating.

The van moved, rumbling over the cobbled streets of old town. It was going far faster than was wise through the narrow streets, but whoever was driving didn’t seem to care. Hallie slid across the floor every time the vehicle turned, and had nothing to brace herself against. She found a moment to be glad she was wearing her leather jacket, jeans and boots. Any lighter materials would have been shredded with all the moving about.

Hallie tried the bonds at her wrists and ankles again. She managed to turn one of her hands so she could brush her fingers against whatever had been used as a restraint. She bit back a curse. It felt like flexi cuff material, in which case there was no possible way she was going to get herself free. As part of her training, the instructors had tied Hallie and her classmates up like fugitives and let them try to get free. No one had. No matter how much they struggled, or how many of the tools at hand they tried to use. The only thing that worked was the key fobs they were all issued.

She did have a key fob with her. In her jacket pocket, along with the bags she’d used to carry the oracle’s offering. She tried sliding her arms up, to move her wrist restraints closer to the fob, wondering if that might work. Nothing. Not even the slightest reaction from the cuffs.

“There’s no point trying to get out,” the cold masculine voice said over her head. “We’ve got you secure. You’re not getting out until we release you.”

Hallie decided she didn’t like that man. Whoever he was. A member of hochlen security, that was all she could be sure of. But each of the elite families had their own security teams. She opened her mouth to try and speak, and got a mouthful of the fabric over her head instead, gagging on the cloth. She heard faint laughter through the heavy weave, and forced herself to settle back on the floor. She couldn’t get out. Couldn’t see. And she wasn’t going to give them the satisfaction of watching her choke or try and fail to escape. Her mouth was dry, heart thudding too hard and too fast. With the security team around her, she wasn’t going to get many chances to escape. She needed a plan. Anything. Perhaps she could let them believe she was subdued and compliant, and they would make a mistake that she could take advantage of. It was a slim chance, but right now it was all she had. Something to focus on and keep her from spiralling into panic.

The floor of the van tilted. They were going up a hill. Of course they were. They were out of low city now, passing through midtown. From the speed of the van and the smoothness of the surface under them, which she could judge by the engine noise and the sensation of movement, she thought they were on one of the main artery roads that linked the different parts of the city.

The van tilted further and Hallie slid across the floor, coming to rest with a thump against what she thought were the back doors of the van. More laughter sounded. The security team was enjoying her helplessness. She was trapped, but she needed to stay alert and keep looking for an opportunity to escape, not panic. However tempting it was to just melt into the hysteria she could feel bubbling away under the surface of her mind. She focused on her breathing and staying as loose and relaxed as possible. She didn’t want her muscles to cramp.

The steepness of the road told her that they were on their way to the high city. There were no roads this steep anywhere else. The van passed over some kind of grate in the road, which might be one of the check points, and then all road noise disappeared as if by magic. And perhaps it was. She could feel traces of power from the road seeping up through the floor of the van. The common folk in low city and midtown might have to put up with traffic noise, but not the elite here in the upper levels of the city.

They drove for what felt like an eternity, the road flattening out as the journey continued. So not just the high city, but deep into the elite districts. Even if she had been able to see, she would have been completely lost. There were no maps of the high city available to the karlen.

Despite her best intentions, panic rose up and tightened her throat. The high city. Where people like her had no value. Not even her formidable cousin would be able to rescue her now.

The silence in the van took on an ominous weight. No one was talking to her. Not even Girard. They weren’t even bothering to taunt her. That didn’t seem like a good thing.

But she was still alive, she reminded herself. They hadn’t killed her. Not yet. And if she was still alive, she still had a chance to get free. She wanted to laugh hysterically at the idea, but swallowed the sound before it could escape. Deep breath in. Hold. Breath out. Hold. And repeat. After a couple of cycles of breathing she was fractionally calmer. The fever edge of panic was still there, pushed back far enough to let her thinking brain take over for the moment. She needed to wait for a chance to get free.

The van made a sharp turn, which sent her sliding across the floor again, and drove on for a little bit longer before coming to a halt. The vibration of the engine stopped.

The doors Hallie was pressed against were opened abruptly and she fell out of the van, down onto a rough, unyielding surface with multiple, tiny sharp points digging into her. Gravel. And even through the cloth over her head, she could smell and taste that the air here was different. Cleaner than low city. There were none of the chemical smells she was used to. No overpowering exhaust fumes from ancient vehicle engines, or smoke, or harsh cleaning chemicals. Instead, it smelled pure. That was the only word she could come up with. There was the faintest trace of green in the air, and she caught the very slightest hint of what might have been the van’s exhaust fumes, but nothing else.

“Did she give you any trouble?” a new voice asked. Another man, speaking with authority. Hallie had the impression that this new speaker was older.

“She wriggled a bit, but otherwise, no,” the previous speaker answered. She heard and felt a small vibration of something on the ground beside her. Someone jumping out of the van, she guessed. A boot nudged her in the back. The old bruises from her previous kidnap, which had almost healed, woke up. “Come on. Get up.”

Hallie didn’t move. She couldn’t see. The cuffs at her ankles and wrists wouldn’t let her move very far. She wasn’t sure she could sit up, let alone get to her feet.

The boot nudged her again. Harder. Closer to a kick.

“Don’t be stupid,” the newcomer said. “You’ve got her tied. Bring her into the house. The master wants to see her.”

“She’s not been tamed yet,” the previous masculine voice said, a hint of something that sounded like eagerness under his words. Yes, she definitely didn’t like him. He nudged her with his foot again.

“Bring her, and don’t question me again,” the newcomer said. “Abbott, I don’t know what you’re doing here, but you might as well come, too.”

“Sir.”

Just one word, but Hallie thought it was Girard speaking. And now she had his full name. Girard Abbott. Like everyone else in the city, she knew of the Abbott family. Another ancient and powerful family, whose head was on the Conclave. Along with Bohort Jacobs’ father. Hallie’s stomach turned. The little bit of connection she’d felt with Girard faded. He believed she was guilty. And he was part of the highest ranks of people in the world. The day was just getting worse and worse.

Then she was being picked up, by her shoulders and ankles, and carried through the air. She wanted to protest, but if they dropped her, she had no means of getting back up again. Under the cloth covering her head, her face burned with fresh humiliation as she was carried along like a piece of meat. And despite the fact she was already bound hand and foot, those carrying her had a tight grip. No one was going to be letting her go until they were ready. She remembered her earlier idea that she might find a chance to escape. There was no opportunity now. Perhaps later, she told herself.

The sound of gravel underfoot changed to hard floors. Some kind of stone, she thought, and then the ground changed again to something softer. Carpet, perhaps.

She was carried for what felt like a long distance, then abruptly dropped. She didn’t have too far to fall and landed onto velvety softness thick enough to deaden and cushion her fall. Some kind of carpet. Much better than gravel.

“This is her?” a new voice asked. Another man. She had the impression he was older than all the others, his voice rich and full. Accustomed to giving orders. The voice was also faintly familiar, although she couldn’t place it just now.

“Yes.” That was the man who’d met them outside.

“Well, get her up,” the older man demanded. “Let me look at the karlen scum.”

The cloth was ripped from Hallie’s head even as the bindings at her wrists and ankles were released. She flopped on the carpet for a moment. As sensation began flooding back into her toes and fingers, she realised that the bindings had been a lot tighter than she had thought. Far tighter than she would ever use on a skip. She bit her lip against the discomfort of prickling heat running underneath her skin.

“Get up,” the cold voice ordered, speaking close to her ear.

Blinking in the bright light, she turned her head slightly to see the speaker. Her hair had fallen over her face, blocking most of her view, but it was far better than the cloth. A muscular man not much older than she was, wearing the all-black tactical uniform of hochlen security. He had sallow skin, close-cropped mid-brown hair and flat dark eyes. She definitely didn’t like him. She nicknamed him Bully in her head. It seemed appropriate.

“Is there a problem?” That was the man who’d met them outside. The security chief.

Hallie turned her head a fraction more, her vision blurring for a moment at the riot of colours around her. Highlights of deep red, vivid blue and accents of gold. She blinked, trying to focus. She was in a large room of the sort she’d never encountered before. It had high ceilings painted with some kind of elaborate design, with more patterns painted on the walls. It was lit by a series of golden lamps sticking out from the walls, and a pair of enormous, ornate crystal chandeliers hung from the ceiling. It was the sort of room she’d only seen in history documentaries or photographs, the sort that only the very wealthy could afford. It was not the sort of place where a lowly skip tracer belonged.

She dragged her attention from the ceiling to things closer to her. There was a group of chairs and sofas not far away. On one of the chairs an older man was sitting. She did know him. At least from the news screens. Calibum Jacobs. One of the senior members of the Conclave. And Bohort’s father.

Her breath stopped in her throat for a moment. She wasn’t just in the high city, out of reach of everything that was familiar to her, she was in the residence of one of the most powerful men in the entire world.

She was in a great deal more trouble than she had imagined.


Chapter twelve


Bohort’s father stared down at Hallie. She couldn’t help looking back with some interest. She’d never been this close to any member of the world’s Conclave before now.

Calibum Jacobs was wearing a black suit that looked as if it had been made for him. It probably had. He was more than wealthy enough to afford it. He wore a crisp white shirt under the suit, and the harsh contrast of black and white drew any natural colour out of his already pale skin. He looked almost shockingly old. The man that Hallie remembered from the television news had been full of life and vigour. The man sitting in the chair in front of her seemed a hundred or more years older than his last television appearance. There were purple smudges under his dark eyes and his white hair was thin, swept back from his brow, which somehow only emphasised the lines and shadows of his face. He was thin to the point of being gaunt, cheeks sunken in. He was glaring at her. He looked as if he hated her. Of course, he believed she had killed his son.

He should have been impressive. Or, more impressive than he was. As it was, he looked frail and old and full of negative emotion. She couldn’t trust that impression, though. He didn’t need to be physically strong to harm her. He had people to do that.

She’d been still and staring for too long. The security officer next to her kicked her in the ribs. She’d been right about his nature.

“Get up,” Bully ordered.

Not wanting to be kicked harder, Hallie managed to get her feet under her and rose unsteadily to her feet. Her body was sore from the earlier running and being on the floor of the van, but upright and sore was far better than being on the floor being kicked or worse. She brushed her tangled hair back from her face, wanting to see clearly.

The security team that had grabbed her from the street was standing in a loose half circle a few paces back from her. A half dozen of them. All hochlen. She could tell that even though they were standing still. She wondered if she should be flattered that so many had been sent to collect her. But they had probably just been careful. No one would want to fail the head of the family. Girard was standing outside the security team’s grouping, carefully to one side and about equal distance between her and Calibum, looking less than pleased. Standing next to the investigator, a clear pace closer to Calibum, was another man who Hallie assumed must be the new voice she’d heard outside. Someone important in the household, based on the way he had spoken and the fact he was closest to the old man. He wore a dark suit, once-black hair peppered with grey. The way he was standing, with his back upright, perfectly balanced on his feet, suggested that he had been working security for most of his life. Most likely the head of security for the Jacobs’ family.

Hallie’s eyes travelled past them all, back to the man who must have commanded that she be brought here. Calibum Jacobs. He was still sitting, but there was no doubt he was in charge. Now that she had a better view, she could trace a faint resemblance to Bohort in his face. He caught her staring at him and lifted his chin, a hint of colour crossing his face. Not embarrassment. Anger. To go with the hate she’d seen earlier. He wasn’t happy that she was here, even though he must have ordered it.

“Has she confessed?” Calibum Jacobs asked the security team.

“Our orders were not to question her, but to bring here here.” Bully again. His eyes gleamed. “But I am happy to encourage her to talk.”

Hallie’s skin crawled. She’d seen a similar look in the eyes of Mel, the other special investigator. The unnamed security officer wanted to hurt her. He would take great pleasure in it.

“Do you know who I am?” Calibum asked Hallie.

She looked back at him. “Calibum Jacobs. A member of the Conclave,” she answered, her voice flat.

“I am told that you killed my son,” Calibum said. His dark eyes were flat and cold, staring at her. “It hardly seems possible.”

“It’s not. I didn’t kill Bohort Jacobs,” Hallie said.

A blow across the small of her back sent her forward onto her knees, an involuntary cry escaping her. A tight, scorching hot knot of agony bunched into a fist then spread out across her lower back and she bit back another cry. That hit had hurt far more than it should have done.

“You will address the master with respect,” Bully said.

She glanced over her shoulder at him and saw him putting a thick, heavy looking stick back on his belt. He must have hit her with it. Her own temper stirred. He’d gotten away with a few kicks when she’d been tied up, but she was free now, and she was getting very tired of being manhandled.

“Get away from her,” the dark-suited man said. “The master will decide what to do with her.”

Bully glared at the older man, but didn’t say anything, taking a few steps back to join his team.

Which left Hallie on her own on her knees in the middle of a very expensive carpet. She got to her feet again, trying not to show how much pain she was in. The stick that Bully had used on her hadn’t just been a simple cudgel. Pain was still radiating out from the small of her back, little shock-waves running down her legs, weakening her muscles so it was an effort to stand upright.

“I was in the process of questioning her when your people arrived,” Girard said. His voice was cool, and Hallie couldn’t help noticing that he didn’t get hit across the back for his disrespect.

“You’re here on sufferance, Girard,” Calibum said, his voice full of the temper Hallie had sensed earlier. “I’d rather you weren’t here at all.”

“I’m sure,” Girard said, still in that chilly voice. He lifted his chin a fraction, staring back at the Conclave member. “But it is my job.”

“I see you’ve acquired a sense of humour since I last saw you,” Calibum said, an unpleasant smile pulling his mouth. “Your office has no authority here.”

A shiver ran through Hallie. Partly from pain, partly from worry. The only person in this room who seemed willing to treat her like a person was Girard. From his words and actions, she knew that he sincerely believed he was far superior to her, but he hadn’t hurt her or seemed like he wanted to. That made him the closest thing to a friend she had in this strange place, and she didn’t want to lose him.

“You of all people know that is not the case, sir,” Girard said. He managed to sound both cool and respectful at the same time. “You assured Director Roth that you would leave this in the hands of the Conclave investigators.”

“You are impertinent,” Calibum said, the last word spat out. He glared at Girard. “And you are taking too long. It’s been more than a full day, and you haven’t made any progress. Roth assured me that this would be the top priority.”

“And it is,” Girard said, still in that cool and respectful tone, even as Hallie tried to grasp the concept of anyone closing a death investigation in less than a day. It seemed that things really did work differently among the elite. Then Girard went on. “Every investigator currently in the city and all of our support teams are working on this.”

“I see no evidence of that. You haven’t even found that piece Bohort was paying for.” The contempt in his voice lit Hallie’s temper on Rosalia’s behalf.

“Our teams are questioning the family and friends of all of the women Bohort had known associations with,” Girard said, his voice a touch cooler. Hallie’s brows lifted, her curiosity piqued despite her own circumstances. The kind of questioning sounded like a proper, full investigation was being carried out and the Conclave investigators, at least, weren’t just assuming that she or Rosalia was guilty. It gave her a tiny bit of hope. And may also explain why Girard was currently working alone, without the angry, violent man he’d been with in the police station.

“Questions?” Calibum voice was shaking with anger. “What nonsense. We all know what happened and who is responsible.”

“Sir, I will remind you that you agreed to the investigators’ authority in this matter,” Girard said.

“You’re in my house now, boy. And badly outnumbered.”

“I’m here to bear witness,” Girard said. He was keeping his calm, and not backing down from the old man, which Hallie thought was impressive. Calibum Jacobs was one of the most powerful men in the world, and looked furious enough to throw the investigator out of the house.

Hallie watched with growing apprehension as Calibum’s face twisted in anger. He had an armed security team close by who would obey his every command. And yet the old man didn’t order his people to throw Girard out, instead turning his fury to her.

“Well, what have you to say for yourself?” he demanded.

“I don’t know what you mean,” Hallie said. The pain still coursing through her was making it difficult to think and she finally realised that Bully must have used a shock stick or something similar on her. She’d never seen one in that design before, but she couldn’t think what else would still be so painful. She clenched her jaw, trying to clear her mind and come up with something coherent. “I have told you that I did not kill Bohort Jacobs. I have not killed anyone.”

“I don’t believe you,” Calibum said, his voice shaking with suppressed anger. And grief, Hallie realised. He had lost a son, after all. Bohort might have been a poor excuse for a person as far as Hallie was concerned, but she supposed that even his family must have cared for him. “And what about Tristram?” he asked. There was a different tone in his voice then. More grief.

“I don’t know anyone by that name,” Hallie said honestly. It was another hochlen name. And from the way Calibum had said it, someone close to him. He had other children, she remembered. At least three daughters, and another son, or so she thought. Was Tristram his other son? Her head swam, the idea fragmenting before she could get hold of it.

“Lies,” the old man shouted.

Hallie couldn’t think of anything she could say to deflect the old man’s anger or convince him that she was innocent, so she kept quiet.

“Sir, will you allow me?” the dark-suited man asked.

“Just get her to talk,” Calibum said, the grief in his voice faded to fury again.

“You were accused along with another woman,” the dark-suited man said to Hallie.

“Raff, you will not name her in this house,” Calibum said, his voice shaking with feeling.

“I was not going to, sir,” Raff answered, inclining his head to his master. He turned back to Hallie. “If you did not kill Bohort, then perhaps this other woman did?”

“More than likely,” Calibum put in, before Hallie could answer.

“No,” Hallie said flatly, keeping her attention on Raff. To her surprise, he didn’t seem to be angry at her. Rather, he seemed to be trying to get to the truth of the matter. “She didn’t kill Bohort, either.”

“And you know this to be true?” Raff asked, brows lifting.

“Yes,” Hallie said.

“So you were there when Bohort was killed?” Raff asked.

He hadn’t even tried to hide the trap, Hallie thought. He’d just come straight out and asked. “No,” she answered.

“Then how can you be sure?” Raff asked.

Hallie could sense Girard’s keen interest in her answers, and even Calibum was leaning forward a little. Willing to listen. It was an improvement.

“I am certain,” Hallie said.

“This is ridiculous,” Calibum said, temper stirring again.

“Alright. Let’s assume for one moment that you are telling the truth,” Raff said, ignoring the snort of disbelief from his master. He frowned at Hallie. “If you did not kill Bohort, then who did? And why?”

“I have no idea why,” Hallie said honestly, “but I believe the killers were three men.”

“The ones who tried to kidnap you earlier?” Girard asked, eyes intent on her face.

“The same,” Hallie confirmed.

“Wait. What is this, now?” Raff asked, eyes travelling between Girard and Hallie. “You have been withholding vital information, Investigator Abbott.”

“You didn’t ask me any questions, sir,” Girard answered easily. Hallie noticed that his tone had changed. There was no coolness in his voice when he spoke to the older man. Instead, he clearly respected Raff. Interesting.

“Alright,” Raff said, and shook his head. “Tell us this tale. Someone tried to kidnap this karlen woman?”

Girard gave a brief, clipped account of finding Hallie in the coffee shop, and escaping out the back with her then encountering the three men. “She called one of them Verge Moseley,” Girard added.

“And she escaped from them and from you?” Raff asked, brows lifting again.

“We were all taken by surprise,” Girard said, a touch of colour on his face. “But I had put a tracker on her.”

“Ah.” Raff nodded, as if satisfied.

“Do you know the name Verge Moseley?” Girard asked Raff.

“No,” Raff said.

He was good, Hallie had to admit. If she hadn’t had her own magic, she wouldn’t have been able to tell he was lying. But it was a lie. And, from the tightness around his mouth, Girard didn’t believe Raff, either.

“This is a fairytale,” Calibum said, glaring at Hallie. “Three men mysteriously kill my son, and then try to kidnap you? What nonsense.”

“It would explain some of the anomalies we found at the scene, sir,” Raff said, his eyes on Hallie. “Such as the damage to the walls and the door lock at the servants’ entrance.”

Hallie tried to keep her face as expressionless as possible. She wasn’t a good liar at the best of times. Something about being able to see the truth in others made it very hard for her to lie.

“You think there was a fight in the apartment?” Girard asked. He’d already thought of that, Hallie saw. The fire that had been set hadn’t destroyed all the evidence, then.

“The fire would make more sense, if that was the case. It looked like a poor attempt to burn the place down and conceal the death,” Raff said, “but if it was meant to hide the presence of others, that would explain why it was started so far away from where Bohort was killed.”

Hallie did her best to keep her face neutral. Raff was clearly both intelligent and an experienced investigator. But even he didn’t seem to have realised that Bohort had been killed somewhere else.

“I want the truth,” Calibum said, glaring at Raff then Hallie. “My son is dead. Someone needs to pay for that.”

“I will question her,” Raff said, and took a step forward, closer to Hallie. “We have a room set up.”

All of a sudden, Hallie didn’t want to leave this opulent space. She had a vague idea of what kind of welcome Raff might have prepared for her and didn’t want to go. The city police might be constrained in the interrogation methods they could use, but no such restraint applied here, in the high city.

“No. Here,” Calibum said, his mouth working for a moment. Despite her fear, Hallie frowned, attention caught. She tried to smooth her expression at once, but something wasn’t right. The old man was still sitting, despite his fury, and she now wondered if perhaps he could not stand. He was one of the oldest members of the Conclave, she knew, and he’d had Bohort late in life. But it might not be simply age that was keeping him in the chair.

“Very well,” Raff said. He made a hand signal to the security team that had them surging forwards and taking hold of Hallie again before she could react. She struggled against them, writhing in their hold, but there were six of them, and they were under their master’s eye. They weren’t letting her even get a hand free. They held her off the ground, immobile, and she set her jaw in fury and against the sting of renewed humiliation at being treated like unwanted baggage yet again.

“This is going to sting,” Raff told her as he approached, a syringe in his hand. Hallie renewed her struggles to get free. She had no idea what was in the syringe, but she absolutely didn’t want it in her body. Panic closed her throat. The security team holding her kept her struggles contained with insulting ease. Raff jabbed the syringe into her neck just above her collar and stepped back, waving the security team away.

The security team simply dropped her and she fell to the floor, crumpling in a heap as sharp, blinding pain spread out from the site of the injection across her body. A powerful drug of some kind. She still didn’t know what it was. She lost control of her body for a long moment of blackness, coming back to awareness still on the carpet, staring up at the ceiling, her face wet. The pain had faded and instead there was a lethargy taking over her limbs. She wanted to stay where she was.

“Get her up,” Calibum ordered.

“She can stay where she is,” Raff said.

That was odd. That seemed nice of him. Why was he being nice?

“I want to see her face,” Calibum said.

“The drug is painful. If you make her stand, we might not be able to tell when she’s telling the truth,” Raff said, his voice cool.

“I still want to see her face,” Calibum ordered.

“Very well.” There was a resignation in Raff’s voice. Hallie couldn’t hear or see what he did, but more hands grabbed hold of her and pulled her upright until she had her feet more or less under her. Then the hands vanished and she was left, swaying slightly, standing on the carpet.

“Tell me your name,” Raff ordered. He’d moved to stand closer to her.

She blinked at him. It was such a simple question. A little question. And she wanted to answer. The urge to answer was almost overwhelming. It surged up from her toes and had taken over her mouth before her mind caught up with it. “Hallie Talbot.”

She blinked. She hadn’t meant to speak. The drug was still making her limbs weak and her mind wander. Everything was slow and fast at the same time, old memories and thoughts popping up along with more recent impressions of the hard surface of the van floor under her and the suffocating cloth over her head. The sharpness of the memory of the van ride was unsettling. It was almost more real than the experience had been. Truth drug. She mentally ran through a list of curses. Truth drugs were dangerous. Lethal, in the wrong dose. Little rivers of pain were still running from the injection spot on her neck, joining up with the remnants of the pain at her back where Bully had hit her with the shock stick.

“Did you kill Bohort Jacobs?” Raff asked her.

“No,” Hallie said, her mind and mouth in agreement on that one. The more she could tell the truth about that, the better.

“She’s lying,” Calibum said.

“I don’t think so,” Raff said. His eyes were intent on her face. She felt as if he could strip away whatever expression she was wearing and see beneath. It was not a comfortable feeling. Not at all.

“How did you find out about Verge Moseley?” Girard asked, before Raff could speak again.

Hallie blinked at him. He had moved closer to Raff, his eyes intent on her face. She was still unsteady on her feet, and the change in focus made her wobble. Her knees didn’t want to lock, but somehow she stayed upright. The impulse to answer was there, pushing the words up into her throat. She clamped her jaw closed for a moment and the pain spiked. Somehow the drug knew she was trying to resist it. Which was ridiculous. It was a drug, not a sentient thing. She breathed through the trails of white and red pain, trying to think of a true but not full answer. “Asked informant,” she said, the words slurred. It was true enough. She only hoped Owenna would never find out that Hallie had referred to her as an informant.

“Informant?” Raff asked, brows lifting. “You have informants?”

“She’s a skip tracer,” Girard said, as if that explained everything.

Hallie wanted to laugh. They believed she had informants. That was funny. It was also a good thing. It made her story believable.

“What about the other men?” Raff asked. “Who are they?”

“Don’t know,” Hallie said. “Just Verge.” That was safe enough. And also true.

“How did you identify Verge?” Raff asked her.

The urge to answer almost choked her. She took another breath. She wasn’t going to get away with an actual lie. Not in front of this man, and not with the drug in her system. She needed something truthful but not fully honest. She had an idea that if she told everything she knew, she wouldn’t survive until morning. “Saw markings on his arm,” she said.

“So you admit that you were in the apartment,” Raff said.

It wasn’t a question, but Hallie wanted to answer it anyway. She bit the inside of her lip. That tiny movement set her off balance, worse than before, and she crumpled to her knees, breathing hard. The thick carpet had cushioned her fall, but the pain in her body was rising again, the drug turning scalding hot, burning. She was on fire from the inside. She let out a whimper and then clamped her jaw shut again. She didn’t want to show weakness. Not here. Fighting off the pain and trying not to show it sent her body sliding sideways until she was lying on the carpet. She was aware of her limbs twitching and tried to hold herself still and failed. Her body was doing its own thing and she was no longer in control. She hated that.

“What’s wrong with her?” Calibum demanded.

“A reaction to the drug,” Raff said. “It’s rare, but it does happen. We’ll need to flush it out of her system before we can ask her anything else.”

“All you’re going to get are more lies,” the master of the house said, his voice shaking again. “And you haven’t even asked her about Tristram.” There was that name again, Hallie thought, as her teeth clattered together. Someone important.

“She hasn’t actually lied once,” Raff said, his tone thoughtful.

“You believe she’s telling the truth? You’re deluded,” Calibum said.

Lying on the carpet, her body still twitching in response to the drugs, Hallie couldn’t help wondering how Raff felt about being insulted by the master he served. If her guess was right, he’d have been working for Calibum or the Jacobs family in one form or another his entire life.

If he was offended, his face didn’t show it. Instead Raff turned his shoulder on Hallie, looking to his master. “She’s not telling us everything, that’s for certain. But what she has said has been honest.”

“Told you. Didn’t kill anyone,” Hallie said, her words slurred. There was damp around her mouth and she realised, with a distant feeling of dismay, that she was drooling onto the expensive carpet. Served them right for putting her here. Kidnapped. Kicked. Hit with a shock stick. Drugged. Hurt. So much hurt.

Her vision faded to shades of grey, and a pair of feet appeared in front of her. She was too sore to move.

“What did you give her?” Girard’s voice asked.

“A standard cocktail,” Raff answered. His voice cut in and out in Hallie’s ears. The feet in front of her slid out of focus.

“She’s about to pass out,” Girard said.

Sleep sounded like an excellent idea. Hallie closed her sore, heavy eyelids and dove down into blackness.


Chapter thirteen


Some idiot was practising their drumming right next to her head. They were terrible at it, too. There was no pattern or rhythm. She tried lifting her head to tell them to shut up, and hissed in pain. Even that tiny movement hurt. Her skull felt like it was coming apart.

“Don’t try to move.”

She thought she should know that voice. But she couldn’t place it through the drumming in her head and the pain coursing through her.

“Drink this.”

Something was put to her mouth. A straw. Her mouth was so dry she wasn’t even sure she could drink or swallow, but she managed to get some liquid up and onto her tongue. It was tart and sweet and just what she needed. She drank some more, making a wordless sound of protest when the straw was taken away.

“Too much might make you sick,” the voice said.

Right now, she was willing to risk a bit of nausea for more of that drink. If she opened her eyes and sat up she might be able to get hold of it herself. She blinked, the world around her in blocky shapes and shades of grey, with a sliver of blinding white that made her hiss in pain and shut her eyes again. No. Not moving. Not yet.

“Close the door,” the voice said.

There was a small noise and she opened her eyes again to find that the blinding light had gone. Everything around her was still grey. But it wasn’t hurting her eyes. And as the liquid settled into her stomach, a bit of energy built in her. Enough for her to try and sit up. Her vision was still blurry and her body didn’t want to cooperate with her. She slumped back into a lying position.

“Stay where you are just now,” the voice said. Investigator. That was it. Special investigator. Girard Abbott.

She had no idea what he was doing here, or why he was acting as a nurse. But he hadn’t tried to hurt her.

She blinked and her eyes cleared a little more. She was in a small room, lying on what felt like a hard cot bed. As the youngest sibling, she’d slept on a few of those over the years and recognised the feel of the steel frame against her back. There were no windows, the light coming from a pair of muted lamps close to the floor. Girard was sitting on a stool next to her bed. He was holding a tall glass with a straw in it. Her eyes fixed on the drink and she tried to lift a hand, wanting more.

“It’s fruit with some extra nutrients. No drugs,” Girard said, holding the glass towards her. “Sip it slowly.”

With the prospect of getting hold of the drink, Hallie managed to sit up a little, back propped against the wall, and took the glass. She took another drink and had to restrain herself from gulping the whole thing down, but the pain in her head was still there and the last thing she wanted was to be sick as well, so she managed to take small sips, spaced out.

“She’s recovering more slowly than I expected. I had no idea that karlen were so fragile.”

Hallie jumped, almost spilling the contents of her glass. She hadn’t realised there was anyone else in the room. It was Raff. Standing in the shadow of the door. Her eyes still weren’t working perfectly.

“Your man hit her with a shock stick and then you pumped her full of drugs,” Girard said, an edge to this voice. He looked over his shoulder at the older man. “How long do you think she should take to recover from that?”

Now that she knew where to look, Hallie could make out more details of Raff, like the grim expression on his face.

“You’re here as a guest, Abbott, remember that.”

“I do,” Girard said, still looking at Raff, “but I also know that you can’t question a dead woman.”

“You were the one who identified her as a suspect.”

“We found her prints at the scene,” Girard answered. He got up, moving away from Hallie’s side. “It was Mel who decided she was the killer.” Hallie’s mind gave her an image of the dark-haired, angry man who’d slammed her head into the table. She spared a moment to be glad that Girard had managed to escape from his partner. And also that Mel hadn’t had access to a shock stick when she’d met him. She’d had no idea they were so painful.

“You didn’t agree?” Raff asked, lifting a brow. Hallie was very interested in the answer to that question, too.

“I thought we should question her,” Girard said. It was a non-committal answer and Hallie swallowed more juice along with her disappointment. It wasn’t rational to feel disappointed, she knew. She didn’t know him, and in his position, she also would have wanted to talk to anyone who had been at the scene of Bohort’s death.

“Well, we can’t use any more drugs on her. Not for a while, anyway,” Raff said. He sounded disappointed. Hallie kept her eyes on her drink. She’d thought he was an intelligent man, but he was also part of the Jacobs household, and clearly not on her side.

“Perhaps we could just try a conversation like rational people?” Girard suggested.

“And how has that worked for you so far?” Raff asked, an unpleasant edge to his voice. Definitely devoted to the Jacobs family.

Hallie had finished the juice. She set the empty glass down on the stool that Girard had been sitting on and pushed herself into a more upright position, swinging her legs over the side of the cot. She had intended to get to her feet but had to pause for a moment, the room spinning, head pounding. Whatever had been in the juice had definitely helped, as she couldn’t hear the drumming any longer, but her body was still full of sore spots and nothing was quite working as it should be. The small of her back, where Bully had hit her with the shock stick, was twisting agony as she tried to sit up straighter.

For some reason, her inability to stand made her think back to Calibum Jacobs sitting in his chair, speaking his fury in a trembling voice. And, now that she remembered that, she wondered why there hadn’t been any other members of the family present when she’d been dropped in front of the head of the house. She thought that there was a wife as well as the other children. Daughters. A son. Bohort’s siblings. Surely one or more of them would have wanted to confront their brother’s supposed killer? But no one else had been there. And Calibum had mentioned Tristram, as if that name mattered to him and should mean something to Hallie. It was all important, but Hallie’s mind refused to process anything any further, the room lurching unpleasantly. She set her jaw. She would not faint again. But she had remembered her strong impression from the encounter that something wasn’t right with Calibum Jacobs. She might not have seen him in person before today, but she was quite sure that he hadn’t looked that old when he was last interviewed on television.

“Old man Jacobs is ill, isn’t he?” she asked, her voice rasping.

“Who told you that?” Raff demanded, taking a step away from the door.

“No one,” Hallie said. She managed to get to her feet. She wasn’t quite steady, but it was better than having to look up to the two men. “I just worked it out.”

“You were the one who brought her here,” Girard said to Raff, his tone flat. “If you didn’t want anyone to see your master in his current state, you shouldn’t have done that.”

“I had orders,” Raff said, voice clipped. Hallie looked across at him. He was staring back at her, a hardness on his face she hadn’t seen before. He was wondering if he was going to need to kill her, she realised, a tremor running through her. She didn’t want to die. Not here, in this little room with two strangers. “The master wanted to see her for himself.”

“You didn’t want to bring me here, did you?” Hallie asked. It was part guess, part conclusion from what she’d heard and observed.

“No,” Raff answered, still in that clipped voice. “We could have set up somewhere in old town. Disposed of you without anyone being wiser.”

Another tremor ran through Hallie. She lifted her chin, not wanting this dangerous man to see how frightened she was. “Well, you’re out of luck now, aren’t you? Your people grabbed me in front of witnesses.”

“It doesn’t matter. No one is going to care if you disappear,” Raff told her.

Hallie couldn’t argue with that. Sure, Aunt Gin might be irritated that she’d lost her most lucrative skip tracer, but apart from that, no one would miss her. Not really. After a few days, Rosalia would figure out that Hallie wasn’t coming back. It would take a while, long after the shock had worn off and the bruises had faded, but in time, Rosalia would be alright. She had a good brain, and had been preparing to move somewhere else already with her run kit and her illegal phone.

“Half the Conclave and most of our neighbours suspect that there’s something wrong with Calibum,” Girard said. “Are you going to kill all of them, too?”

From the expression on Raff’s face, Hallie realised that he had considered it. Somehow that was even more chilling than knowing he was seriously considering killing her. She needed to find a way to make herself useful, to survive a bit longer.

“What about Tristram?” Hallie asked.

“What about him?” Raff demanded, face tight as he glared at her. “How do you know about him?”

“I don’t. Old man Jacobs mentioned the name twice. Seemed to think I should know it,” Hallie said. The longer speech drained her energy and she swayed a little, putting a hand on the wall to steady herself for a moment.

Raff stared at her, the coldness still in his face.

“Well?” Girard asked. “They’re both ill, aren’t they?”

To Hallie’s surprise, Raff nodded, once.

“What’s wrong with them?” Girard asked.

Raff glared at Girard, then Hallie, his lips pressed together in a tight line, as if he was holding back words. Girard waited. Hallie stayed silent, too. The silence weighed on her, but she wasn’t willing to break it. Raff swallowed, and seemed to grow a little paler. Whatever he was holding back was troubling him.

“We don’t know,” Raff said at length. “The first signs looked like trifan poisoning.”

“Trifan?” Hallie blurted out in surprise. It was a natural toxin found in the soil around the city, where a lot of the basic foodstuffs were grown. As well as being extremely potent, it was also easy to detect and counteract. There hadn’t been a case of trifan poisoning in low city for well over a decade, as far as Hallie knew. The last outbreak she was aware of had killed a dozen people before the city inspectors had managed to find the source.

“It’s a toxin sometimes found in grain. Quite deadly,” Raff said, with what sounded like forced patience.

“I know what it is. I was just surprised that this house would be at risk,” Hallie said.

“As it turns out, it wasn’t trifan. It just looked like that to start with. Nausea, headaches and joint pain.” The almost clinical description didn’t do justice to the effects of the poison, Hallie knew. She’d read the accounts. It was a horrible way to die, and those who survived had a long recovery to get back to anything like normal life. Raff pressed his lips together, as if holding in more information, before he went on in a cool voice. “The medical teams are still working. They seem confident of a complete recovery.” Raff turned his angry stare to Hallie. She could almost feel him thinking, and doubted any of his thoughts were going to be good for her. She wanted to make it out of this room alive.

“We want the same thing,” Hallie said, speaking as the idea formed in her head. “To find out who killed Bohort Jacobs. I know it wasn’t me or Rosalia. And I think you believe that. So the killers are still out there. And if you believe it wasn’t me or Rosalia, then I don’t think you know why he was killed. And that bothers you.” She closed her mouth before she went on to point out that with Calibum and Tristram ill, Raff had other things requiring his attention.

Raff stared back at her. The initial surprise had faded into a controlled, tight expression as he tried to hide his feelings. She said nothing, trying not to breathe too loudly, trying not to think about her situation, trapped in a room with someone who had definitely wanted her dead a few moments ago. Even though Girard was there, and had seemed at least neutral towards her, she didn’t think he could stop Raff if the older man decided that Hallie should die.

“You seem to know a lot,” Raff said.

“I pick up on things. It’s part of my job,” Hallie said, trying to sound a lot more assured and confident than she really did. It was at least partly true. She did have to be a good observer of people for her job. But the truth sense that she carried also let her make connections between disparate bits of information and leap to conclusions before her conscious mind had caught up with what she’d observed.

“What’s your catch rate as a skip tracer?” Raff asked.

Hallie blinked, turning the question over in her mind. It didn’t make sense. She was sent out after fugitives and she found them. “I don’t understand,” she said.

“How many fugitives have you failed to bring in?” Raff asked, a touch of impatience in his voice.

“Oh, that. None.”

“Are you asking me to believe that you have a hundred percent success rate?” he asked, disbelief clear.

“You can believe what you like, but I have never failed to bring in a fugitive,” Hallie said. Her nose wrinkled. “A few of them weren’t breathing by the time they got to the cops, but that was from illness or previous injuries. Not me.” She waited for Raff to accuse her of lying and ask her how many of the fugitives had been dead at her hands. She’d already told him and Girard several times that she had never killed anyone, but they hadn’t seemed to believe her.

Raff looked past Hallie to Girard. He lifted his brows. “Do you believe this?”

“Actually, yes,” Girard said. “We did a preliminary background check on her and her aunt. The agency overall has a ninety-five percent success rate, which is impressive. Far higher than any of their competitors. From what we could tell from the limited public data, a lot of that is due to Miss Talbot.”

Hallie had a moment of displacement, wondering who he was referring to. She couldn’t remember the last time anyone had referred to her as Miss Talbot. It felt odd to her, like a pair of shoes that were a half size too small and would have her in blisters before the end of the day.

“So, you are offering to work for me?” Raff asked, an unexpected trace of amusement in his face as he looked back at Hallie.

“Saints, no,” Hallie said, the words out before she realised how rude that might sound. It didn’t look like Raff was offended. “You’re going to let me go, and I’m going to find out who killed Bohort.”

“And then what?” Raff asked.

“Then I’ll tell the police. They are the proper authorities, after all,” Hallie said.

“No,” Raff said. He moved slightly, shifting his weight forward so that Hallie was aware again of the smallness of the room and the potential for lethal harm she’d sensed in him. “You’ll tell me.”

“I will go with her,” Girard said. His mouth curved up as both Hallie and Raff turned to look at him. “You both look like you hate that idea. But it makes the most sense. I have an open investigation and power to arrest whoever I consider a credible suspect.”

That last bit made Hallie’s brows lift even further. She’d always understood that the cops needed to get arrest warrants approved by the local judges. It seemed that the Conclave’s investigators had extra powers. Which made her wonder just why Girard hadn’t already arrested her. Unless he was beginning to believe she wasn’t guilty. That was an improvement. She tried not to feel too hopeful about the possibility. He might just be waiting, seeing if she could be useful before arresting her.

“I work alone,” Hallie said.

“My master wants the murderer in his own hands,” Raff said at the same time.

“I’m sure both those things are true, but my way is better,” Girard said. “We’ve wasted enough time here. We should head back to Erset, see if we can pick up the trail,” he said to Hallie.

She stared at him. The effects of the drug and the shock stick had more or less worn off, but she was far from at her best. She tried to consider the offer from all angles but trying to think around the implications made her head spin. And Girard was offering to get her out of here, away from Raff and the Jacobs family. It might be the best offer she would ever get. So she nodded, once.

“I’ll send a team with you,” Raff said.

“Not a good idea,” Hallie said at once. “They will stand out a mile, and we need to be able to move freely and ask questions.”

“Then you’ll wear a tracker,” Raff said.

“Not me,” Hallie said. She couldn’t really stop him. He had a whole security team who would be more than happy to hold her down while he planted a tracker on her, and she thought he was perfectly capable of doing that. She didn’t know much about hochlen technology, but was fairly sure they would have some kind of tracking device that she would find hard to remove.

“My location on duty is monitored,” Girard said. “I am sure Director Roth would be happy to share that data with you.”

Fully expecting Raff to argue, Hallie was surprised when he did nothing more than nod his terse agreement and demand that they check in with him personally every few hours.

“One question,” Hallie said. She thought she was most likely not going to get an answer, but Raff might answer one question, or let slip some information that she could use. Raff lifted his brows, silently prompting her to continue. “Who benefits from Bohort’s death?”

There was a moment of profound silence, and she wondered if she had gone too far and Raff was even now wondering how to dispose of her body. Then he frowned.

“That question has been on my mind, too,” he admitted, surprising her with the honesty. “Bohort was not universally well liked, but I have difficulty believing that someone he was cruel to would have done this.”

“The most obvious suspect is Tristram,” Girard said. “With Bohort gone, he is next to inherit. But from what I’ve observed, he has no interest in the responsibility of head of the house.”

“That’s true.” The faint softening in Raff’s expression suggested he was far more fond of the younger brother than he had been of the older.

Hallie thanked them both, a little startled by their frank answers, and decided not to push her luck by asking another question. She had more than enough to keep her mind occupied for a while.

Raff gave her a direct look, then transferred it to Girard. “Remember that I expect to be kept updated.”

With that understanding, Raff opened the door. Blinding light flooded the room. It was daylight. So she’d been in the Jacobs’ custody for at least a night, possibly longer.

She followed Girard out of the room, onto the pale stone of a vast courtyard. She glanced back and saw that they had come out of a plain, single storey building that stretched away to either side, half-hidden by trees and tall, leafy shrubs. There were a few dark vehicles parked outside the building with a pair of men working on them. Beyond the vehicles rose the largest single house Hallie had ever seen in person. That must be the Jacobs residence, where she had been taken the night before. Her jaw dropped as she took in its sheer size. She could barely see either end of it, and it was at least three storeys high, each storey twice as tall as the buildings she was used to. And this was all for one family. She couldn’t imagine how anyone could fill that amount of space.

It was made of pale stone that seemed to reflect the available light, and, at Hallie’s first glance, looked to be covered in ornate decoration. There were carvings around the windows, and a row of what looked like statues at the tops of the walls. She’d never seen so much decoration on a single building before now. It was a potent reminder that the people living in this house could afford to pay someone to decorate their windows, not for any purpose other than because they wanted the embellishment. Hallie had seen decorations on houses in low city, but almost all of them served a purpose from the awnings that could be pulled out to shade the building in summer to the gargoyles that funnelled water off the roof after rain. But there was no purpose she could see to the statues at the top of the wall, or the geometric designs around the windows.

“I’ve got a car waiting,” Girard said.

Not wanting to linger and give Raff time to change his mind, Hallie forced her heavy, sluggish body to move and keep up with Girard as he headed away from the house, along a wide gravel road. There was a sleek, gleaming city car parked a short distance away and in moments Hallie was in the front passenger seat, Girard behind the wheel, and they were driving away from the Jacobs’ buildings, a sense of urgency taking hold of Hallie. The Jacobs’ security team had found her once. If Raff did change his mind, they could find her again. She had to get to Verge Moseley and get a confession from him or the other men on his team before old man Jacobs decided to overrule his head of security and haul her back here to kill her. Not even a Conclave Investigator would be able to stop that from happening. She had to find the truth. And she might need to find a way of slipping out of Girard’s watch to do so. He seemed decent enough, but he was hochlen and that, and his fine clothes, would stand out in low city. Besides, she had her own way of questioning people and her skin itched at the idea of having an audience while she used her truth sense to pick out the real story from someone’s answers. And she didn’t want to leave Rosalia for too long. There was no way she was going to try and get to her friend while she had the investigator with her. She might as well turn them both in at the nearest police station.

She settled back on the luxurious, cushioned seat and set her mind to planning how she was going to track down Verge Moseley and slip away from Girard Abbott.


Chapter fourteen


Normally the novelty of being somewhere completely new to her, or indeed of being driven anywhere in such a comfortable vehicle, would have kept Hallie fully occupied, but she was distracted by the plans she was forming, and the hollow feeling in her stomach. The nutrient drink she’d been given was no substitute for real food.

“Is there somewhere I can leave the car?” Girard asked, breaking through her distraction.

“There’s a secure parking structure just inside low city limits,” Hallie said, and gave him the address. There was only one such facility in the whole of low city, and the operators took great pride in making sure it was truly secure. Hallie didn’t approve of their methods, but it was the only place she could recommend to Girard to leave such an expensive vehicle and be sure it would still be in the same state when he returned. Low city might not have the gun crime that the investigator suspected, but it certainly had its share of theft and a gleaming car like this one would be picked apart in no time if left unattended on most of the city streets.

“Alright,” he agreed, and fell into silence again.

Pulled out of her own scheming, she took a closer look at her companion. He was focused on the road, not her, and didn’t seem to notice her staring.

She couldn’t work him out. Not entirely. He had the typical hochlen arrogance. And yet, he’d seemed prepared to listen to her, which didn’t fit.

She was still trying to work him out when they reached the parking structure. They got out of the vehicle and Girard gave a large sum of money to the attendant, asking that his vehicle be kept safe. Hallie tried to keep from staring at the amount of money the hochlen so casually handed over. More than she earned in a week, and she was well-paid compared to a lot of people. The parking attendant swore a solemn oath to look after the car, and Hallie believed him.

“Where to?” Girard asked.

“I need to eat,” Hallie said. “There’s a café not far from here where we can stop. We might get some leads there,” she added. She didn’t tell him that the café had four or five exits. It might be an excellent place to give him the slip.

He agreed, and fell into step beside her as she started walking. She was thankful that there had been a car ride out of the high city as her legs didn’t want to work properly. She kept going, though, grimly determined not to show weakness in front of her unwanted companion. And they didn’t have to go far. The parking structure was next to a reasonably prosperous area of low city, with plenty of businesses, with the café conveniently located to catch anyone wanting lunch or an early evening meal.

It was late afternoon when they reached the café, and it was fairly quiet. The owner greeted Hallie like a long-lost friend, and settled them in a booth which would give them some privacy, and an excellent view of the door. It was where Hallie usually sat when she came here.

The owner himself, an ancient karlen with pure white hair and richly toned deep brown skin, came out with bowls of food moments later, the smell making Hallie’s mouth water. She wanted to fall face-first into the dish, but managed to maintain some self-control and pick up her spoon instead.

“This smells amazing,” Girard said, surprising her. She was sure that the simple dish must be far from what he was used to in his enormous home. “What is in it?”

“It’s some kind of soup. All vegetables or vegetable protein,” Hallie told him.

“You’re vegetarian?” Girard asked with open curiosity.

“No. But this café doesn’t serve meat,” Hallie told him, ducking her head so she didn’t catch his eye and draw further questions. She didn’t want to get into an explanation for the hochlen about why meat was so rare in old town, or discuss her own diet.

The growling in her stomach had faded completely after two bowls of the soup, and tiredness was creeping over her. She badly needed some rest, but had a feeling she wasn’t going to get any for a while.

“What now?” Girard asked. He’d only had one bowl of soup, but the café owner had also given him a selection of deep-fried vegetables to try while Hallie had her second helping. To Hallie’s surprise, Girard had tried everything that had been put in front of him, and pronounced everything delicious. It was one of Hallie’s favourite places to eat when she got the chance to sit down for a meal, but she hadn’t expected one of the elite to enjoy it as much as she did. And he was being quite truthful, which made Hallie wonder just what kind of food found its way onto a hochlen table.

“Am I under arrest?” she asked bluntly. It didn’t really make a difference if she was formally arrested or not, as she was quite sure local law enforcement would defer to the demands of a Conclave Investigator and detain her again if Girard asked, but a full stomach and the familiar smells and feel of low city all around made her more confident.

Girard looked surprised, but answered in a serious tone. “No. I have not arrested you, or recorded you as detained.”

“So, I’m free to go?” Hallie asked, and almost kicked herself for putting that idea out into the open.

“I would prefer that we work together.” That was not a no, as far as Hallie heard it, but not a yes, either. He lifted his brows. “So, what now?” he asked again.

A few possible answers filtered through Hallie’s mind. She could excuse herself and go out one of the back doors of the building. If she got a reasonable head start, she might get far enough away that Girard would have trouble finding her. Even though that had been her plan on reaching low city, she was oddly reluctant to leave the investigator. And she couldn’t be sure that he or Raff hadn’t put a tracker on her while she had been unconscious. She hadn’t found time to check for one yet.

Before Hallie could answer, the café door opened and a group of men came in. Hallie’s tiredness vanished into apprehension. She knew every one of the men in the group. They were far out of their territory, but this part of low city was neutral space, not controlled by any particular family.

The leader had the familiar dark hair, dark eyes and pale skin of her family vine. There were lines around his eyes and the first hints of grey in his hair, even though he was almost exactly two years older than she was. He stopped in front of the booth and eyed Girard up and down, expression one of disapproval. Then he turned to Hallie. She hadn’t seen him up close for a while. As well as looking older, he seemed even more surly than she remembered.

“The Magravine wants to see you,” he said.

“How did you find me?” Hallie demanded. She was fairly sure that the family vine didn’t use trackers, but she wasn’t absolutely certain. She hadn’t been close to the inner family circle for quite some time.

Peter jerked his chin towards the café owner, who covered his face with his hands in a gesture of profound shame.

“We put a want out for you,” Peter said, lip curling.

“It’s alright, grandfather,” Hallie said in a gentle tone to the old man, who was still looking uncomfortable. She couldn’t blame him for obeying a Talbot vine request, any more than she would blame him for obeying any other vine’s request or the city’s laws. She turned back to Peter, face and voice hardening. “It will need to wait. I’m on a job,” Hallie said, not even trying to be polite.

“She’s not willing to wait,” the man said, an unpleasant smile lighting his face. “You’ll come with us now. Leave the boy toy here.”

Not looking at Girard, even though she wanted to know how he felt about his new label, Hallie lifted her chin. “Do you speak for her?” she asked.

“I do,” the man confirmed.

“Who are you?” Girard asked, before Hallie could say anything more. It was probably a helpful intervention, as the only things running around her head were angry and rude. Neither of which would help her.

“I don’t have to tell you anything,” the man said, his jaw jutting out.

“Don’t be an idiot,” Hallie said, exasperation getting the better of her. “This is Peter Talbot,” she told Girard, and turned to Peter. “And this is Girard Abbott, special investigator for the Conclave.”

“Talbot?” Girard asked, brows lifting. “Any relation?”

“Not anymore,” Hallie answered, at the same time as her brother said No, in a short, angry tone. She couldn’t look at him again because every time she did, all she could see and hear was the worst night of her life, with him running away, screaming in fear, while she lay on the wet ground, a beast biting into her neck.

“Let’s go,” Peter said to Hallie. “You can stay here,” he told Girard.

“Unfortunately, I can’t,” Girard answered, with cool hochlen arrogance that set Hallie’s teeth on edge. And made her realise that he hadn’t been arrogant with her, not for a while. “I’m working with Miss Talbot and I need to stay with her.”

“Then you can keep your mouth shut, hochlen,” Peter said. Hallie managed not to roll her eyes, but it was difficult. Her whiny and annoying brother had grown into a whiny and annoying man, full of his own self-importance.

If Girard was offended by Peter’s tone or manner, he didn’t show it. He got out of the booth with Hallie, leaving money on the table to pay for their meal. Hallie could have told him that the amount was far too much, but she liked the café owner and suspected he would be grateful for the extra cash. She just hoped that none of the men with Peter would take it into their heads to try and rob the investigator while he was here. It was just the sort of stupid and hot-headed thing Peter and his cronies might have tried when they were growing up. It was possible that they had grown out of it, but her brother had been openly hostile and rude to the hochlen, so she didn’t place much hope on her brother’s good sense. It was just one more thing to worry about as she followed Peter out of the café and further into low city.

Hallie wasn’t surprised when Peter led them a few streets over to one of the few remaining factories still working in low city. Unlike the abandoned buildings she spent a lot of time in and around, this one was in good repair with all its windows intact, gutters clear of plants, walls painted, and a bustle of activity visible through the partly open front doors.

“What do they make here?” Girard asked. He sounded interested. She wondered if he had ever seen a factory or workshop up close before. She couldn’t imagine him in filthy overalls wrestling engine parts into place, which she’d done a lot in her childhood time here.

“This factory mostly does repairs of machinery,” Hallie told him.

Girard looked like he had more questions, but Peter had stopped in front of them.

“Wait here,” he told Hallie, and went into the factory.

The group of men he’d brought with him stayed hovering around Hallie and Girard. In the past, Hallie would have found them intimidating, but she’d been kidnapped by karlen police and by hochlen security in the past few days, not to mention shot at, and her brother’s local thugs didn’t impress her any longer. She was fairly sure she could get away from them if she needed. She stayed where she was. She was already out of favour in the family vine, and breaking free of the group around her wouldn’t help that one bit.

Hallie had an impulse to tell Girard that their escort was only here to make sure she stayed. He could leave if he wanted. But he’d come this far, and he seemed interested in what was going on. It was unlikely he’d simply walk away. So she kept quiet and tried not to think too much about the fury that was probably coming towards her.

They didn’t have long to wait before Peter came back out through the doors. He was walking beside an older woman, her long dark hair tied back in a simple, severe bun that accented the bones of her face.

Hallie had a moment of shock seeing her mother again after so long. It was like being confronted with an older version of her own and Morgana’s faces, although both Hallie and Morgana had escaped the angular, sharp-edged look that dominated the Talbot blood family. Hallie wasn’t sure what she was supposed to feel but apart from the jolt of surprise at seeing her mother in person, she didn’t have any warmer feelings. Theirs had never been a loving mother-daughter relationship. Her mother had always valued effort and results over kindness.

Wilona Talbot looked older, but that might have been partly due to the tight expression on her face and the anger simmering in her dark eyes. She was dressed in her usual coarse cloth overalls, smudged with grease and oil. Wilona might head up one of the largest and most powerful family vines in low city, but she believed in the power of working with her own hands and spent as much time as she could in this factory. Or, rather, she had when Hallie had last been close enough to her to know her movements.

“Leave us,” Wilona said to the men hanging around Hallie and Girard. “You, too,” she said to Peter.

“Mama,” Peter said, protest raising his voice.

“No,” Wilona answered, tone clipped. “Wait inside.”

Hallie might not have been around her blood family for a while, but she knew that Peter wouldn’t tolerate that tone or take that instruction from anyone else. Even as he obeyed the Magravine, Peter glowered behind her back and dragged his feet as he slowly made his way inside the factory doors.

Wilona turned to Hallie and Girard.

“This doesn’t concern you, so stay out of it,” she told the investigator. The blunt dismissal of one of the elite startled Hallie. She had grown up with her mother’s disdain for hochlen, and her pride that the Talbot blood family could trace their pure human heritage back nearly twenty generations. But she had never seen her mother interact directly with one of the ruling class, and the bluntness was shocking.

Without waiting for a response, Wilona turned to Hallie. “You were told to stay out of the matter of the hochlen’s death and hand Rosalia over to the authorities,” the Magravine said. “You’ve failed to do so. There will be consequences.”

Even though her mother didn’t have any truth sense, Hallie did her best not to lie. It was partly the respect she owed to the head of her family vine, partly because she was so bad at lying, and partly a matter of principle. Hallie was surrounded by lies so often she disliked the feeling of them in her own mouth.

“I don’t know where Rosalia is right now,” Hallie said truthfully. “And I’d love to stay out of the matter of Bohort Jacobs’ death, but the people who killed him have tried to kill me.”

“Do not question me,” Wilona said, her face even tighter.

Hallie managed to stop the hasty, sharp retort that came to mind and instead tried for some bare semblance of manners. “I’ve been asked to find the killers.”

Wilona glared at her daughter. “How dare you take an assignment contrary to my will?”

“I didn’t have a choice in the matter,” Hallie said, and heard the snap in her own voice too late. Wilona might have disowned her, but there was nothing like blood family to push buttons that had lain dormant for years. Hallie set her jaw, trying to find a polite way to tell her mother and head of the family vine to go take a dip in one of the springs in hell.

“Calibum Jacobs wants to know who killed his son,” Girard said, his voice calm and professional.

“This doesn’t concern you, hochlen,” Wilona said, her voice brittle with irritation. In that moment it was easy to see where Peter had inherited his temper and surly attitude. The difference was that Wilona’s hot head was normally offset by her intelligence and years of experience as head of the vine.

“Unfortunately, it does,” Girard said. He held up his badge. “I am a special investigator for the Conclave. We have been assigned to investigate Bohort Jacobs’ death and bring his killers to justice.”

“Well, I’m not stopping you.” Wilona folded her arms across her chest.

“The killers were last seen in old town. We need someone with experience in tracking people in Erset, so I need Miss Talbot’s services.” Girard put his badge away. He still looked calm.

“That shooting at the cross market. That was you?” Wilona asked, staring at her daughter.

“Not me shooting, but the killers were trying to shoot me, yes,” Hallie answered. It was important to be precise when talking with her mother. Hallie would never have got away with the half-answers she’d given Raff and Girard if her mother had been in charge of the questions.

Wilona kept staring at Hallie for a few more heartbeats. Long enough for Hallie to wonder just what was going through her mind. Then the Magravine dipped her chin. She’d come to a decision.

“Very well. The sooner the killers are caught, the better it will be for all of us. You may work with the special investigator,” Wilona told Hallie.

Hallie didn’t move. Not yet. There was more to come. Her mother had mentioned consequences. She never forgot about punishment.

“For your disobedience, you will pay an extra tithe for this month,” Wilona said.

“I understand,” Hallie said, trying not to show how much that penalty bothered her. It was going to set her own plans back. The freedom that she’d wanted moved further out of reach. But it was still there, she reminded herself. The bargain she had struck with her mother all those years ago still held. This would set her back a month or two, perhaps. But she could still be free of the vine.

“Get away now,” Wilona told her.

“Good day to you.” Hallie turned on her heel and stalked away, trying to ignore the stupid burning in her eyes. It wasn’t just the effect on her own plans, it was the humiliation. A financial penalty was something levied on fringe members of the family vine or near-strangers, not blood relatives. It was designed as both a punishment and a reminder to Hallie of her position in the vine. Her mother no longer thought of her as a daughter. It had been true for a very long time, but the reminder still hurt.

“She is a formidable woman,” Girard commented as he walked beside her. She could almost feel the questions building in his mind. “I’d heard that there were some female heads of household in Erset, but it was fascinating to meet one.”

“Head of the family vine,” Hallie corrected automatically. “Not just a single household, but the whole family network including its businesses,” she added, seeing the look of confusion on Girard’s face. His puzzled expression cleared into evident surprise. “Aren’t there any female heads of families among the hochlen?” she asked, curious.

“No. Well, almost none. There’s one, but she’s generally regarded as very eccentric and powerful, and old enough that no one questions her,” Girard said.

“Saints, only one?” Hallie asked, shocked. She’d known in a sort of abstract way that the lives of the hochlen behind the barrier to the high city must be very different to those of the karlen and veondken who lived in the rest of the city, but she hadn’t realised just how narrow-minded the hochlen were. Now she thought of it, she realised that the Conclave was extremely male-dominated. The few women that she could remember seeing on news screens as Conclave members were from far away lands, or higher-order veondken.

“Yes,” Girard said.

“So what happens if a head of house has no sons, only daughters?” Hallie asked, curiosity getting the better of her.

“The title and succession pass to the next living male of the family,” Girard answered. From the way he spoke, Hallie could tell it was a fact he’d known since childhood. He was completely matter-of-fact. “By age, of course. Eldest first,” he added.

“That is …” Hallie let her voice trail off as she tried to think of a polite way of saying it seemed both bizarre and ridiculous to her. “So, women are not permitted to hold rank in your society?” she asked instead.

“That is a far more complicated issue,” Girard said, sounding almost apologetic. “There are many women in senior positions in households and government.”

Hallie could feel a sharp retort on her tongue, but managed to hold it back. However strange the hochlen custom seemed to her, it was none of her business.

Girard hesitated and Hallie lifted a brow, silently prompting him to continue. “Forgive me, but you have very similar features to the Magravine.”

Hallie was tempted to ignore the personal observation, but she had just asked him about hochlen society, and the information he’d asked for was readily available among karlen.

“My mother,” Hallie said, words bitten off. “Although she no longer acknowledges me as such.”

“Oh?” Girard asked, clearly wanting to know more. When she didn’t immediately answer, he went on. “Does that make Peter Talbot your brother?”

“Half-brother,” Hallie said, the correction out before she could stop it. Wilona’s first husband, and Peter’ father, had died when Peter had been a baby. Hallie still wasn’t absolutely sure why Wilona had decided to remarry, but that decision had caused some resentment from Hallie’s four older half-siblings. She blew out a breath. She didn’t want to think about them. Seeing Peter and her mother again had been hard enough without dragging up other memories or wishes that things could be different. There was no point in wanting things that couldn’t happen, she told herself for the hundredth time.

“Oh?” Girard asked again.

This time he didn’t press for more when Hallie stayed silent. She turned the subject. “We should go back to the central market and see if we can pick up the trail of Verge and the others from there. And I also wanted to do a net search on Verge Moseley to see what information I could find.”

“I can do the net search as we walk,” Girard offered.

Relieved that he hadn’t pressed the matter of her complicated family, Hallie agreed, and turned them in the direction of the central market. She was hoping that someone in the area might have some idea of where to start looking for the killers. And hoping that Peter would leave her alone for another several years.


Chapter fifteen


They reached the market where Hallie had been shot at the day before as the sunlight was fading. Even in busy areas like this intersection, street lights were few and far between, and a lot of them didn’t work, so the market was full of shadows when they arrived. None of Hallie’s previous fugitives had taken refuge around here, which meant that she didn’t have any pre-existing connections with the vendors or places to go for information.

She paused at the edge of the market, taking a slow look around. Girard stopped next to her.

“Hey, human, watch where you’re going.”

The deep-voiced complaint came from somewhere near the small of Hallie’s back. She stepped aside, closer to the nearest building, half-turning and raising a hand in apology.

“Sorry. I didn’t realise there was anyone behind me,” she said. It was true. She’d been distracted by the many questions she had, the recent encounter with her mother, and having someone else with her.

The stocky, bearded man behind her gave her a hard glare. She didn’t recognise him, but she had met others of his kind. They came from somewhere far colder and more mountainous than this city. Her mother had often commented that they had an almost magical affinity for metal and tools, but they also tended to work only with others of their kind, and Wilona had never been able to persuade any of them to come and work for her.

The short man’s glare turned into a scowl. He had tied his chestnut hair back in a ponytail and she could see the tufts of hair at the tips of his pointed ears. The sleeveless shirt he was wearing showed muscled arms with a line of hair along the edge of his forearms. Hallie didn’t need to look down further to know that he would also be barefoot.

“Pay more attention,” the man scolded her before moving past her and Girard, heading into the market.

“What was that?” Girard asked, in what he probably thought was a whisper.

Hallie managed to resist the urge to tell him to be quiet, in case he was overhead, but only just. It was one of the unspoken rules in low city that no one commented on another creature’s appearance. Or, at least, that was what polite people did.

“One of the veondken,” she told Girard, glancing across and seeing confusion on his face. “Non-humans,” she clarified, then couldn’t help but add, “but you probably don’t have many in high city.”

“Where?”

“Voldain,” she clarified. The proper word for high city was strange on her tongue. Apart from the original settlement of Angleton, all the names had been given to the city by the hochlen, and no karlen used them as a matter of stubbornness and principle.

“High city? Really?” Girard asked, sounding amused. “I suppose the name fits.”

“It is higher than everywhere else in the whole city. And us common folk are not welcome there,” Hallie said, then shook her head, not giving Girard time to respond. “Come on, we’re burning daylight.”

She moved away from the wall, heading for the market and a vendor on the outer edge, not far from where she thought the three men must have been when they tried to shoot her. She asked a few questions, and bought some of the vendor’s wares as a thank you, then moved on to the next stall, hoping that she wasn’t going to have to go through the entire market. She didn’t have that much cash left on her, and still had her financial penalty to pay to the family as well.

It wasn’t just the lack of funds that was making her uncomfortable. She was used to working alone, which meant she could focus her attention on whoever she was talking to and allow her truth sense to work. Many years of practice meant that hiding her ability was second nature, but she was still careful. She never challenged anyone directly in a lie, just tried to read between the answers they gave her and the questions they pretended not to hear or understand.

Today, though, she had the investigator with her, and could feel tension across her shoulders and down her back as she tried to ignore the unspoken curiosity she could feel rolling off Girard and to focus on the people she was talking to, at the same time as being doubly careful to hide her magic.

To her surprise, Girard stayed quiet, even though she could feel his attention on her and the people she talked to. He moved with her, drawing curious looks from the vendors, but didn’t try and push himself forward or demand answers, as Hallie had half-expected him to do. He was hochlen, after all, and none of the vendors were being particularly co-operative.

By the time they’d gone from one end of the market to the other, Hallie had bags full of purchases and no answers.

She paused in the gathering dark, wondering if she should go back and speak to more vendors. She was going to run out of cash, but it might be worth it if she could get a decent lead on the three men. The vendors she’d spoken to had all denied seeing anything, but a couple of them had been lying. She hadn’t been able to get any good information out of them, other than the fact they had seen something. It was one of the frustrating things about her truth sense. She could always tell when someone was lying or not telling the whole truth, but she couldn’t tell what the actual truth was, or make them talk to her. Usually she had more time to ask questions, to skirt her way around an issue and get information by what people would say and not say. But with night falling and Girard a silent observer, she didn’t have the space to do that.

As she paused, trying to work out what to do next, a familiar rumbling sound drew her attention and a smile to her face, despite the frustrating day. She turned to see a pair of elderly women making their way along one of the narrow side streets, pushing an ancient wooden wheelbarrow between them. The women were like enough to be twins, both hunched over with age, grey hair tied up in knots behind their heads. They were dressed in loose layers of multi coloured fabrics that they wore year round, no matter the weather.

“Alms for the poor, sweet girl?” one of them asked.

“Oh, what a pretty boy you are,” the second said, sidling up to Girard and pressing herself against him. The hochlen looked horrified, and half-raised his hands to push her away, halting as if he didn’t want to harm or touch such an old woman.

“Still pulling that act, are you, Nelda?” Hallie asked, her smile deepening. She hadn’t seen the sisters for a long time, and she’d missed them.

The witch pressed up against Girard sent her a wicked grin, showing a set of perfect teeth despite her age.

“Well, if it isn’t little Hallie. It’s been ages since we’ve seen you, pretty girl.”

“I know. How have you been?” Hallie asked.

“Can’t complain, missy, can’t complain,” the first woman said. She eyed her sister, still pressed up against Girard. “Leave the boy alone, Nelda. He’s far too young for you.”

“Tasty little morsel, isn’t he, sister dear?” Nelda said, stepping back from Girard with evident reluctance.

“Give him his wallet back, Nelda,” Hallie said.

The witch stared at her with wide eyes and an expression of false innocence. “I am sure I don’t know what you mean.”

Girard patted his pockets and his expression of surprise made Hallie want to laugh. “And my phone and badge and keys as well, please,” he said.

“Kendra, talk to your sister. You can have all of this,” Hallie said. She pulled a bottle of water out of the bags she was carrying, tucking it into a pocket, then held up the bags, showing the weight of her purchases. “Just give the man his possessions back. Including everything that was in his wallet,” she added.

“Oh, presents, is it?” Kendra asked.

“I got them for you both,” Hallie said. It was the truth. As she’d started making her way through the market, and realised she was going to have to make some purchases to keep the vendors’ attention, she’d thought of Kendra and Nelda and things they might like. The sisters were a contradiction. At first sight, they looked as if they might be homeless, but a closer look revealed that they were clean under the ancient clothes they wore, and they always seemed extraordinarily healthy for their age. Hallie had never wanted to insult them by either asking outright or assuming that they were poor, or trying to give them cash. But they had a great fondness for gifts, and Hallie felt good making other people happy.

“You went shopping for us? Dear child,” Nelda said.

Girard’s wallet, and everything else she’d slipped out of his pockets, appeared in her hands as if by magic. The investigator took his possessions back, and Hallie could see him pause, wondering if he needed to check the contents of his wallet. He decided against it, putting his belongings back in his pockets. She wouldn’t have blamed him for looking, but it might have insulted the sisters, so she approved of his decision. She turned back to the witches.

“Bits and pieces,” Hallie said, “including some of the salt taffy you like.”

“Oh, my dear, it was a piece of good fortune to run into you,” Kendra said, taking the bags from Hallie’s hands with surprising strength and putting them into the wheelbarrow. She peered into the bags. “Oh, a good offering, my child. Very good indeed.”

“The spirits keep you safe, dear girl,” Nelda added, sidling up to Hallie and enveloping her in a hug. Hallie returned the hug, but grabbed hold of her purse as Nelda was trying to lift it out of her pocket, and quickly checked that everything else was still where it should be before waving the two witches on with their nightly rounds. Hallie saw a few of the vendors keeping a close watch on the sisters as they passed by their stalls.

Girard looked after the pair with a bemused expression on his face.

“They don’t have witches in the high city?” Hallie asked, unexpected laughter bubbling up. Kendra and Nelda were generally harmless, if she kept an eye on her possessions. Pick-pocketing was something like a compulsion for the pair of them. Hallie had never got the impression they meant any harm by it. They’d always returned things when she’d noticed they were missing. The trick was noticing when things were missing and asking for them back immediately.

“We don’t have anyone like that,” Girard said. Rather than the disgust she would have predicted from one of the elite, he sounded more confused than anything else. “Did you really shop for them?”

“Partly to get information from the vendors, but also partly for them. They usually come through here about now, and they’re always glad of anything I can give them,” Hallie said.

“What do you get in return?” Girard asked.

There was something in the way he asked the question that suggested it wasn’t just idle curiosity. But Hallie couldn’t tell. She didn’t know him well enough to fully read his tone, and there was an old street light flickering not far away, casting his face into shadows and sharp relief, so she couldn’t read his expression.

“Information sometimes. And I like them,” Hallie said. It was part of the truth. Close enough, anyway. She didn’t want to get into the status of witches with him. Not right now. Her eyes went past the investigator and she frowned. “There’s something in that alley,” she said.

The sisters forgotten, Hallie strode forward into the shadows. This was the alley where she’d climbed the ladder to escape her pursuers. The ladder she’d used was propped up against the wall again, and in the pool of shadows at its feet there was something huddled against the wall.

As she drew closer, her sharpened eyesight adapting to the poor light, she realised it was a person. Not just any person, but the very man she had been looking for. Her initial surprise was followed by suspicion. It seemed oddly convenient to find him here, where she had last seen him.

“Verge Moseley,” she said, dropping to a crouch near him. He was turned sideways, pressed against the wall, his arms wrapped around himself, body shaking. He looked ill. “What’s wrong with you?”

His eyes opened and he stared at her as if he couldn’t remember who she was. Girard crouched down beside Hallie, close enough that their knees almost touched. She caught the faintest trace of a scent from the investigator. Something like pine sap, wild and fresh, and not at all what she would have expected.

“Dying,” Verge said, voice a harsh whisper. “Your fault. Scum.”

“Are you injured?” Hallie asked, frowning. She couldn’t see any obvious wounds on him. There was no trace of blood in the air, and no bandages on his body. Even the wrap he’d had around his head was gone. There was a huge bruise and some swelling, but no obviously fatal wound.

Verge ignored her, turning his head to rest the undamaged side against the wall.

“Where are the others?” Girard asked, his voice low and stern.

“Not here,” Verge said. His breathing was harsh and shallow, sweat beading on his face. He did look as if he might be dying, Hallie realised.

“Not wounded,” she said. “Disease?” she speculated.

Girard flinched and she could feel the amount of self-control he had to exert to stay crouched beside her. His wish to move away was understandable. Everyone in the city knew that low city suffered regular outbreaks of disease, and despite their different natures and advanced medicines, even the hochlen weren’t immune. Most people were wary of the very mention of disease.

Hallie stayed where she was. Low city didn’t have fancy medicines, but it did have witches. And the witches that lived here had more than earned their keep providing cures for a lot of people. Hallie’s own immune system was strong enough to fight off most things. On the very rare occasions it hadn’t been, Aneta or her sister witches had been able to help her.

Verge opened his eyes and glared at her. “Not sick,” he said, an odd click in his voice letting Hallie know that his mouth was dry. She pulled the water bottle out of her pocket, unscrewed the cap and held it out to him. He needed it far more than she did. He took it, his fingers visibly trembling, and took a small sip before drinking half the bottle in great, greedy gulps.

“You say you’re dying,” Hallie said, when it seemed he’d had enough to drink. “Who killed you?”

“Your fault.” Verge huddled closer to the wall. He looked like he was in a lot of pain.

“So you said.” Hallie struggled to keep her voice even. “But I didn’t kill you. So, who did?” She silently willed him to co-operate. He was her only lead in Bohort’s death. She needed to get something out of him.

“Don’t know. Something in the drink,” Verge said. He looked at the bottle in his hand and flinched, throwing it away. The plastic split on the cobblestones, spilling the rest of the water onto the ground. “What did you do to me?” he asked, his voice a little stronger. He doubled over, as if his stomach hurt him, and moaned low in his throat.

“It was just water,” Hallie assured him. “It shouldn’t have hurt you.”

“Burns,” he whispered, the word sending chills across Hallie’s skin. One of the most recent diseases that had ripped through low city had caused an almost unbearable fever. But he had none of the signs of that disease.

“Should we get him to medical?” Girard asked Hallie, speaking in a soft voice, as if trying not to worry the sick or dying man.

“I don’t think they will be able to do anything,” Hallie said. She frowned at Verge. The only thing that might help him now was magic. “But I might be able to find a witch to cure him.”

“No. No more poisons,” Verge said, lifting himself away from the wall with a gasp at the effort of the movement. He slumped back against the wall, glaring at her.

“You think you were poisoned?” Hallie asked. That made things more complicated. “Where?”

Verge shook his head, not wanting to answer.

“Tell us,” Girard urged. “Perhaps we can get you some medical assistance.”

“Too late,” Verge said, lips pulling up in the parody of a smile. “Too far gone.” Hallie could hear the truth of that in his voice, and in the rasp of his breath. She wished they had found him sooner. He might have been able to talk more, tell them more. He might have been willing to consider a witch’s help.

“Where are the others?” Hallie asked, restraining herself from grabbing hold of his shoulders and trying to shake the answers out of him. She silently willed him to answer. She needed to know. But he was dying and there wasn’t a lot she could offer to get him to speak.

“Safe house. Above the golden pawn shop,” Verge said, the words slow and slurred. He was scowling at her, as if he didn’t want to answer but was somehow compelled to do so. “What are you doing? Get away from me,” he said, flinching back. His leg moved, a weak kick aimed towards Hallie.

“Alright,” Hallie said. She should probably thank him for the information, but he’d tried to kill her once and then kidnap her. She couldn’t bring herself to form the words.

“You know where that is?” Girard asked her.

“Yes,” Hallie said, keeping her eyes on Verge. His breathing had slowed and his body was gradually sliding down the wall as if he lacked the energy or will to hold himself even in the slumped position he’d been in. “I don’t understand why he’s here, though,” she said, mostly to herself. The golden pawn shop was a few streets from here, on one of the busiest corners in old town. It made sense that three outsiders would find refuge there. They would be able to get a feel for old town, and no one would care who they were or what they were doing. But if Verge had been poisoned, she didn’t understand why he had come here, to this alleyway, to die.

“Is he dead?” Girard asked.

“I don’t know,” Hallie said, looking at Verge. “Not quite yet, I think.” She could see the faintest of movements in his chest. She straightened to her feet. He wasn’t going to speak again. And yet she didn’t want to leave him dying alone in the alleyway with no one to remember him, even as an enemy.

“I’ll call the local police,” Girard said, getting to his feet as well. He pulled his phone out and moved away to make the call.

Leaving Hallie standing over the dying man.

“Why are you here?” she asked in a low voice, not expecting an answer.

To her surprise, his eyes flicked open and he stared up at her. The faintest of smiles pulled his mouth. “Lost you here. Found you here,” he said. Then he slid back on the ground and a long sigh left his body. His last breath.

Hallie wanted to grab him and shake answers out of him, but he truly was dead now. What he’d said made no sense. He’d been dying, so perhaps she shouldn’t place too much weight on his words. While she was standing over him, she reassembled her phone and made sure that its network capability was turned off before taking a photo of Verge. It was possible that Rosalia might recognise him, although with the bruise on his face it would make identification harder. She put the phone away, out of temptation to turn the network access back on and check for messages. It was highly unlikely that anyone had been trying to get hold of her.

Girard came back to her side.

“He looks dead now.”

“Yes,” Hallie agreed.

“Did he say anything else?” he asked.

“Nothing that made sense. Do you need to stay for the local police?” she asked.

“I should, yes,” he said, and frowned. “You’re not thinking of going to the pawn shop on your own, are you?”

“Of course. It’s our best lead, and if we wait too long we might miss the other two.”

“Alright,” Girard said, frowning down at Verge Moseley’s body. “He wasn’t a pleasant individual, but it still seems wrong to leave him like this.”

“He won’t care,” Hallie said, wincing slightly at how hard-hearted that sounded, even though it was true. And Verge hadn’t exactly been a good person. She headed for the other end of the alley. She wasn’t surprised to find Girard keeping pace with her and wondered if he felt the same sense of urgency. Verge Moseley was dead, and any answers he might have given her were lost. But there had been two other men with him, and she wanted to find them while they could still talk.


Chapter sixteen


“Oh, my Saints, that really is a golden pawn shop,” Girard murmured in her ear.

They were tucked into another alleyway, diagonally across from a small business front which had been decorated at some point in the past with ostentatious gold leaf all over the brickwork. The gold leaf had mostly peeled away over the years, and the owners had decided to fill the gaps with gold-coloured paint, or what they must have imagined would look like gold paint. It was more of an ugly, harsh yellow, as far as Hallie was concerned. But it certainly made the shop stand out on the street, and from all the other pawn shops across low city.

“There are apartments over the shop?” Girard asked.

He was standing too close to her, as far as Hallie was concerned. Close enough that she had caught another breath of that wild and fresh pine scent from him, and could feel the warmth of him as the day’s warmth faded into the night air. After a childhood spent in close quarters with her family, one of the things she’d missed after the attack was that no one wanted to be close to her anymore. It seemed that she’d grown used to, and liked, having her own space. It was an odd thing to realise with a hochlen nearby. She thought about elbowing him to make him move back, but he hadn’t actually done anything to harm her, and didn’t seem to be aware of how close he was standing. He just seemed to be interested in the sight in front of him. She didn’t need to ask him if there were any pawn shops in the high city. There weren’t any. There weren’t any in midtown, either. At least not businesses like this. She was sure there were some money lenders who would operate in a similar way, but they wouldn’t do anything as crass as advertise their services.

“More like rooms to let,” Hallie answered. There was only a single storey above the pawn shop, with small windows looking out onto the street. A good place to set up a hiding spot, with an excellent view of the street out front and a nearby junction in the roads. She couldn’t help wondering just how Verge and his team had found this place. The team had moved like hochlen, and it seemed unlikely that any of them had spent much time in low city, let alone old town. She hadn’t managed to do a search for information, but Girard had, and she hadn’t found time to ask him what he’d learned yet.

“What did you find out about Verge?” she asked.

“There’s not much public information,” Girard said. A puff of his breath, let out in frustration, brushed against her cheek. He was definitely too close. “And even our database didn’t have much. He seemed to have worked security but was dismissed a couple of months ago.”

“Hochlen security?” Hallie asked, keeping her eyes on the building ahead of them.

“Yes. Somewhere in the high city.”

Hallie thought about that for a moment. “Being in security at another house, he might have come across Bohort?” It was speculation. It seemed like a tenuous link, but it was something to follow.

“Unlikely,” Girard said, dismissing the idea before Hallie had had time to fully consider it. “Security doesn’t mix with other household family members,” he told her. “Different security teams would know each other, though,” he added, a note of speculation in his voice.

“The Jacobs’ security manager, Raff, seemed to know the name,” Hallie said. That felt like a more solid connection between Verge and Bohort, but it still didn’t explain why Verge and his team had killed Bohort. She wished she’d been in a position to ask Raff for more information, but she also knew that she’d been lucky to get out of the Jacobs’ family compound in one piece.

“I saw that, too,” Girard said. She could almost feel his surprise. “How did you pick up on that? Raff has excellent self-control.”

Hallie shrugged one shoulder. She wasn’t ready to tell him about her magic gift, and didn’t imagine she ever would be. “I’m good at reading people,” she said. It was part of the truth, at least.

“Very good, if you picked that up from a stranger,” Girard commented. The praise made her skin heat. She wasn’t used to compliments. She could feel his eyes on her face, but didn’t turn around.

Before he could ask more questions that she didn’t want to answer, she spotted something in the windows ahead of them. “There’s someone in there,” she said. “Second window from the right.”

“I see it,” Girard said a moment later. He was almost pressed against her back, doubtless also straining to see more detail.

“There should be a way in at the back of the building,” Hallie said, shifting her weight back, forcing him to retreat a little. She turned, finding him almost nose to nose with her. “We can keep out of sight if we go this way.”

“Of course,” Girard said. In the poor light she couldn’t be absolutely sure, but it looked like he was blushing. She couldn’t imagine why and didn’t have time to ask. They had killers to find.

She led the way back along the alley and in a loop through the narrow gaps between buildings until they reached the back of the pawn shop building. There was an ancient-looking wooden staircase leading up to the upper level and a door that seemed one strong gust of wind away from falling off its hinges. Hallie headed up the stairs without waiting to confer with the investigator. The steps creaked and trembled under her weight, but held, letting her reach the equally ancient-looking wooden platform outside the door.

Hallie put her hand on the door handle and turned it, not expecting much. To her surprise, it gave under her hand and the door swung inwards, giving her a glimpse of a shadowed corridor lit by one naked light bulb that was swaying slightly, casting wild shadows on the walls.

Not all of the shapes were shadows, Hallie realised too late, as someone barrelled out of the corridor towards her, thumping into her mid-section and sending her back, out of the corridor. She thudded into Girard, who had been right behind her, and they both tumbled onto the platform along with the attacker, sliding across the rotting wood to the top of the staircase.

The ancient stairs gave way with a loud snap and the three of them fell to the ground. Hallie twisted mid-air, jabbing her elbow into the attacker and then tumbling, landing on her feet and immediately rolling forward, lessening the impact. She was upright a heartbeat later, at the same time as the attacker and Girard. The attacker pointed at her. No, not pointed. He was carrying a gun. She dove sideways even as the flat crack of a gunshot rang out, bullet striking the ground where she’d been, sending up a shower of dirt.

Girard body-slammed the black-clad attacker before Hallie could recover herself, knocking the gun away. The two men went down in the dirt, both of them grunting with effort or pain, Hallie wasn’t sure which. She scrambled in the stirred-up dirt and shattered remnants of the staircase, coming up with the attacker’s gun. It was heavy and warm in her hand and she wanted to drop it at once, but didn’t want the attacker to get hold of it. She held the gun between both hands, aiming at the fighters.

The two men were still wrestling, and Hallie had never fired a gun before. She couldn’t risk firing and hitting Girard.

She was dimly aware of shouting nearby, but kept her eyes on the men. They were both skilled in unarmed combat, she realised. Neither of them had a clear advantage. The attacker managed to wriggle free of Girard and aimed a kick at the investigator’s head. Girard ducked it with apparent ease, making a grab for the attacker’s ankle.

Now that the two men were separate, Hallie raised the gun, pointing at the black-clad attacker. He had rolled away from Girard and ended up on his knees.

“Stay where you are,” she called.

He stilled, head turning towards her. She couldn’t be sure, but he seemed surprised.

He looked as if he was going to move. Her mouth dry, she tightened her finger on the trigger and met with an odd resistance. She didn’t really want to fire, but she couldn’t move the trigger any further and was sure that was not supposed to happen.

“You’re under arrest,” Girard said. He had his own gun in his hand, pointing at the attacker. He was focused on the kneeling man. “The safety is still on,” he added, speaking to Hallie.

“Safety?” Hallie asked, staring at the gun in her hand. She saw something that might be a switch on the side of the gun, but she didn’t know what it did. So she lowered the weapon to her side. If nothing else, she could use it as a club.

“You don’t know how to use a gun?” Girard asked, sounding amazed.

“Guns are forbidden in old town,” Hallie reminded him, trying not to sound as irritated as she was. “And I’m a skip tracer. We’re not permitted to carry weapons.”

“That’s a ridiculous rule,” Girard said. He still had his weapon trained on the attacker.

“Perhaps we could discuss this another time?” Hallie suggested, annoyance getting the better of her. “I want to take his mask off,” she told Girard.

“Alright. Give me the gun,” he said, holding his free hand out towards her. He didn’t want her going near the attacker with a weapon, Hallie realised at once. It made sense, even if she found herself irritated again at the idea that she might yield a weapon to the attacker. She put the gun in Girard’s palm, glad to be rid of the thing, and made sure to stay out of his line of sight as she made her way across to the attacker.

The man stayed perfectly still as she approached. She took hold of the top of the knitted head covering he was wearing and pulled.

Before she could reveal his face, the man moved. He grabbed hold of her wrist and twisted, forcing her to fall towards him or risk her arm being broken. She turned in his hold, aiming a kick at his mid-section and he pulled harder, sending her off balance and in front of him. She stepped in towards his body, using her free elbow to jab up towards his face. He let her go, springing backwards into an impressive mid-air somersault and landing on his feet before sprinting away into the gathering dark.

Hallie went after him.

Or tried to. She got three paces in and was blocked by a pair of police officers coming towards her. Only two of them and one of her. She liked those odds. But they were both aiming what looked like handguns at her. They weren’t guns, Hallie knew, but Taser weapons. They would take her down just as effectively as a gun, and with far less mess. And even with their slower reflexes, they would be able to shoot her before she’d made contact with them. So she couldn’t escape them right now.

“Hands on your head. Interlock your fingers. Get on your knees,” the one on the right said.

Hallie put her hands on her head and got to her knees as instructed, impatience and fury biting at her. The idiot police were between her and her quarry, and as she hadn’t seen his face or got any sense of who he was, she had no means of tracking him.

“Investigator Abbott,” the other police officer said. “We heard a gun shot. Are you alright?”

“I’m fine. Let her go,” Girard said, his voice clipped. “Miss Talbot is assisting me with my investigation.”

“I thought she was the main suspect, sir?” the police officer asked, astonishment clear.

“New evidence suggests otherwise,” Girard said. “Did you find the body?”

“We did. The crime scene techs are looking at it now, sir,” the second officer said. Both police officers lowered their Tasers slightly, so they weren’t pointing directly at her.

Hallie got to her feet, lowering her hands.

“I didn’t say you could move,” the first officer said, and stepped forward, raising his Taser like a club to strike her. Hallie took a step back, out of range, at the same time as Girard moved forwards, putting himself between her and the other man. Hallie wasn’t sure who was more surprised - her or the police officer. As her heart rate slowed, she stared at Girard for a moment, wondering what had prompted him to intervene.

“That’s enough,” Girard said. “Keep a watch out here while Miss Talbot and I look inside.”

“Inside there?” the first officer asked, looking up at the rotting staircase and derelict building.

“Yes,” Girard said, and turned to Hallie. “I’m not sure that what’s left of the staircase is going to hold our weight,” he said.

“No,” Hallie agreed, turning away from the police officers, the spot between her shoulder blades itching at having them behind her. They had both looked a little too ready to use their Tasers for her liking. She tried to put them out of her mind, looking instead at the back of the building. Most of the steps had shattered under the combined weight of her, Girard and the attacker falling through them. The few steps that were left were near the bottom and looked like they would crack if a strong wind blew on them. She and Girard would need to find another way up.

It was only one storey and she might be able to jump, but her body still felt heavy after the drugs that had been pumped into her at the Jacobs’ residence. She moved carefully around the police officers and towards the back of the building. Some of the uprights from the staircase frame were intact, as was the platform outside the door. In contrast to the remaining steps, the uprights looked reasonably solid. She took hold of one and tested it then climbed up, using the stumps of the steps as hand- and footholds, pulling herself up onto the platform when she reached the top. She went inside the building, not surprised when she found Girard beside her.

She hesitated inside the door, eyes searching the corridor, looking for more danger.

The corridor looked just as gloomy as it had before. The single bulb swung gently, the shadows still oddly shaped. But there didn’t seem to be anyone else waiting for her. One wall of the corridor was the back wall of the building. There were four doors on the other side, all of them closed.

“Did you see where he came from?” Girard asked. He was still carrying his gun with both hands in front of him, ready to use. She caught a glimpse of the second gun tucked into the back of his waistband.

“No. He was in the corridor already,” Hallie said. “But he was further along than this door,” she said, nodding to the door closest to them.

“We should check them all anyway,” Girard said.

“Yes,” Hallie said absently, her attention caught by a smell making its way along the corridor to her. The faintest trace of sweet rot. The scent made her think of Verge, his body loose and uncoordinated in death. “Do hochlen smell after death?” she asked Girard.

When he didn’t answer, she looked around, brow lifting. He looked like he was sniffing the air.

“I don’t smell anything,” he said after a moment. “Why?”

“There’s something there,” Hallie said. “Behind the second door, I think. Possibly the third.”

“Alright. But we’ll do this in order,” Girard said and put his hand on the door knob of the nearest door. The door opened, revealing a gloomy room with a filthy window letting in limited light. The room had a few bits of discarded, rotting furniture but no signs of life.

They moved on to the next one. Hallie stayed behind Girard without being asked. After all, he was the one with the weapons, and body armour. The faint smell in the air suggested that there was something unpleasant in that room. Apprehension crawled over her skin as Girard approached the door, wondering what they might find inside.

He opened the second door and the trace of sweet rot in the air grew stronger.

The room was in a much better state than the first one, with two windows that had both been cleaned recently, letting in a decent amount of light from the street outside. There was also a small lamp on the floor, giving a muted orange glow that provided more than enough light for Hallie to make sense of the shapes in the room.

The closest objects were a table and four chairs. Two of the chairs had been turned over. There was a body lying next to one. A low cot had been placed along one of the walls and there was another body lying there. The table surface was covered with takeaway wrappers and cartons, mixed with what looked to Hallie like some serious weaponry.

Girard moved into the room, checking for a pulse on the man next to the table and the one on the cot. “They’re both dead,” he said, voice grim. He holstered his own gun and crouched next to the bed, breathing in. “I can smell something. Sweet and also rotten.” He tilted his head to Hallie and lifted his brows.

“Yes, that’s what I smelled outside.”

“I’ve never heard of hochlen having a particular scent on death,” Girard said, finally answering her earlier question. “And I don’t think these are hochlen. They both have markings on their arms.”

Hallie moved into the room and crouched next to the man beside the table. His eyes were still open, staring straight at her, and her skin crawled as she looked down at his outstretched arm. The same twisting symbol that she had seen on Verge Moseley’s arm was there. She reluctantly looked back at his face and frowned. “This was one of the men with Verge the other day,” she realised. The talkative one, who she’d assumed was the leader of their particular group.

“This one, too,” Girard said. He was still crouching beside the man on the bed, and had taken out his phone, snapping pictures of the man’s face and the symbol on his arm.

“So these men are the rest of Verge’s team,” Hallie said, straightening so she didn’t have to see the man’s staring eyes. She forced herself to stay still, not to give in to the temptation to swear, frustration gripping her. First Verge, and now this pair. All dead. None of them would be talking, or able to clear her and Rosalia’s names as suspects in Bohort’s murder.

“Verge thought he’d been poisoned,” Girard said almost absently. He came to his feet and took pictures of the second man then started typing something on his phone. “I’m sending the photos to my office to see if anyone can identify them.”

“Can you show them to Raff?” Hallie asked. Her three best leads were dead. But Raff had known a lot more than he had told them.

Girard’s attention came back to her, surprise evident. “Why? Because he knew Verge Moseley’s name?”

“And you said that hochlen security tend to know each other,” Hallie reminded him.

Girard’s surprise turned to a frown and he hesitated, looking down at his phone screen. He paused for a moment then nodded once. “Alright. I’ll send the images to him as well,” he said.

Hallie made a silent bet with herself that Raff would recognise the men far more quickly than the special investigator’s office, but kept quiet. Taking pictures of the men seemed like a good idea, so she took a couple of photos of her own, avoiding Girard’s gaze and the inevitable questions. She wasn’t sure when she might be able to get back to Rosalia to show her the photos, but she felt better having them ready. That done, she turned her attention to looking around the room.

“They’ve been hiding out here at least a couple of days,” she said, noticing the amount of empty food containers. None of the men had bothered getting rid of their rubbish, it seemed.

“This looks like older food,” Hallie said, pointing to empty noodle cartons. “But this looks more recent. More like a celebration of some kind,” she went on, pointing to the four open pizza boxes. There was still a lot of pizza left, and even though it was cold and going stale, the smell curled towards her, tempting her. It had been a long time since she’d had pizza. There were also several bottles of beer, some unopened, some empty and a few partly drunk.

“Four pizzas,” Girard noted, coming to stand beside her, eyeing the mess on the table. “Seems reasonable to assume one per person.”

“Agreed.”

“So, someone else was here. Brought pizza and beer,” Girard concluded. “Even so, they wouldn’t have let just anyone in.”

“No,” Hallie agreed. “But they were working for someone else,” she said, the sequence of events becoming clear in her mind as she spoke. “So, what if the boss turns up with food and drink? They would let him in.”

“You seem quite certain that they were working for someone else,” Girard said, his eyes narrowed as he looked at her. Hallie lifted her brows in surprise, and realised that despite his and Raff’s attempts to question her, she had never actually shared all the information that the oracle had given her.

“I am,” she said.

“You’re sure of the source?” Girard asked, tension in his shoulders.

“Yes,” Hallie said without hesitation.

“Alright.” Girard blew out a breath. “If they were working for someone else, that makes a lot more sense than three security agents suddenly deciding to kill Bohort.” He frowned, looking around the room again, his eyes coming back to the pizza and beer. “So, the boss, whoever he is, decides to eliminate his accomplices, also witnesses to what he’s done.”

He had a sharp mind, Hallie reminded herself. And while he seemed to be on her side, or not actively working against her just now, she could not rely on that to always be the case.

“If we assume the man we just met was the boss,” Hallie said slowly, “I’m pretty sure that a masked man buying pizzas and beer would get noticed.”

“Ah. So, he had to show his face at the shops,” Girard finished, eyes brightening. “Something to ask the locals to look into.”

Hallie stayed quiet. It was a sensible and logical thing to do, but she couldn’t help feel that whoever was behind the deaths would have found some other way to disguise himself while he was shopping.

“What do you want to bet that they were poisoned by the food or drink?” Girard asked, taking a deep breath in over the pizza boxes, as if he could identify the poison by smell alone. “The symptoms look like trifan poisoning.”

Hallie shook her head. “Not possible. I know all of these food places. None of them would use contaminated grain.”

“You’re sure?”

“Positive. Food production is heavily regulated. The local lore has it that there are more food inspectors than cops in low city,” Hallie said.

Girard raised a hand, and she realised that she had sounded angry. “Alright,” he said. “So, they weren’t poisoned by whoever made the food. It had to have been added later.”

“Remember Raff said that they suspected trifan poisoning?” Hallie asked, knowing that Girard would remember. He didn’t forget details like that.

“I’ll make sure that the techs test the food and get blood samples,” Girard said. “Although getting samples from Raff to test is likely going to be difficult.”

“So you won’t be able to tell if it’s the same poison,” Hallie concluded. And without that tangible link, there was no evidence so far to connect the dead men here - or Verge - to the sick and possibly dying Calibum Jacobs and his remaining son. It made sense to Hallie that they were connected, but she was sure that Raff wasn’t going to just take her word for it.

“I don’t recognise these weapons. What are they?” Hallie asked, changing the subject.

“It looks like a disassembled long range rifle,” Girard said. “I’ve trained on one, but not this model.”

“How long range?” Hallie asked, a chill running over her skin as she realised that, with their vantage point from the windows of this room, the men had a clear range of sight over several blocks. They could have seen her walking one of the streets. Could have used one of the rifles to fire on her. She could have been hurt, or worse, without having any idea she had been in danger.

“More than a few blocks,” Girard said. He was frowning again. “You really don’t know how guns work?”

“I’ve told you. There are no guns allowed in old town.”

“Alright,” Girard said in a way that spiked Hallie’s temper. He sounded like he was humouring her, as if he knew something that she didn’t.

“Do you have any gloves?” she asked him, trying to channel her anger into something productive, like searching the dead men.

“Sure,” he said. He pulled two pairs of latex gloves from his pocket and handed one to her. They were a little big for her hands, but they would do.

She moved away from him, going to take a closer look at the man on the bed. The sweet and rotten smell was stronger around him, making her wonder if it might be a personal scent rather than poison. Or perhaps he’d ingested more of the poison.

She patted him down, making a quick, thorough search of his person. He had a wad of cash in one pocket but no bank cards or any other ID. And no phone that she could find. In his back pocket she found two printed photos. The images that she’d seen on the news what seemed half a lifetime ago. Rosalia, smiling and happy. And Hallie’s skip tracer ID photo.

She put the cash and photos back where she found them and turned to see that Girard had been conducting a search of his own, with eerily similar results. He held up the photo of her.

“It’s not a good likeness,” he said, surprising her. He sounded amused, as if inviting her to join him in a joke. She refused to be drawn in. He was working with her just now because she was useful, nothing more.

“No phones,” she said.

“I noticed that, too,” he said. He put the cash and photos he’d found back as well and rummaged through the debris on the table surface. “Nothing here, either.”

“The man who ran away. He might have taken them,” Hallie said, her own frustration spiking again. The lack of answers to her many questions made her restless. The three men she thought were responsible for Bohort’s death were all now dead. They all seemed to have been killed the same way. She and Girard had surprised a fourth man in black, but he’d gotten away from her. Or, rather, the arrival of police officers had stopped her going after him.

In the silence of the room, Girard’s phone pinged. He pulled it out of his pocket and read the message on the screen, brows lifting.

“Raff says he doesn’t know the two men,” he reported. He didn’t look convinced, though.

“What is it?” Hallie asked.

“I don’t believe him,” Girard said, looking across at her. “Raff makes a point of knowing all the major players in the security industry. He also didn’t say anything about the markings on their skin.”

“So, he’s not telling you what he knows,” Hallie said. “Why? He must want to know who killed Bohort and why?”

“You’d think so, wouldn’t you?” Girard said. He pressed a few keys and held his phone to his ear. “I need a forensics team right now,” he said to whoever answered. He listened for a moment. “Yes, more bodies.” A shorter pause. “No, I didn’t kill them.” Another longer pause. “I’ll text the address. The team might need a ladder to reach the upper level. The stairs broke.” He ended the call. “We should check the other rooms,” he said to Hallie.

“Yes,” she agreed, taking another look around the room as she stripped off her gloves and tucked them into a pocket. It was ordinary and run-down. There was nothing here to suggest that three men had been plotting to kill her and Rosalia, and certainly nothing to tell her why.

Questions raced each other around her head as she followed Girard out into the corridor to search the other rooms. Not least, would she even be able to clear her and Rosalia’s names now that the main suspects in Bohort’s murder were dead?


Chapter seventeen


There was nothing useful in the other rooms. They had been recently occupied, and perhaps still were. Both were plainly and barely furnished with single cot beds, small tables and a pair of chairs in each. In contrast to the room where the dead men had been, the other rooms were tidy.

As they came out of the last room, two people in bulky white coveralls that concealed their identities and shapes appeared in the doorway. Crime scene techs, Hallie realised, seeing that each of them was carrying a heavy looking silver metal case.

“Investigator Girard. You have more bodies for us to look at?” the first tech asked in a light, feminine voice. The coverall hood was pushed back onto her shoulders, showing cool-toned, pale skin and dark blonde hair slicked back into a tight knot at the back of her head.

“Technician Sabard. Yes, indeed. Two of them. In here,” Girard said, and strode forward to show the techs into the room.

Hallie stayed where she was. The room wasn’t that big, and she didn’t know enough about forensics to be helpful. Besides, she needed a moment alone to think. Rosalia had been on her own in the basement room for too long, and although she had supplies of food and water, Hallie knew her friend would be worrying about what was happening outside. And there was no way for Hallie to get a message to her. She was going to need to find a way to ditch Girard so she could get back to Rosalia and update her on everything she’d learned. And everything she didn’t know as well. Verge and his companions had been killed. The most obvious suspect of all the people that Hallie knew about was Raff. Even so, Hallie found it difficult to believe that Raff had been able to track them down before her. That wasn’t arrogance, it was common sense. She knew low city, and Raff did not. Besides, she hadn’t really tracked down Verge and his team. Verge had come looking for her, it seemed, and he’d told her where to find the others. Raff, or his people, would not have had that advantage.

So someone other than Raff had found Verge and his team and poisoned them. Some other person or persons that Hallie hadn’t come across yet, or hadn’t identified. And she couldn’t work out why. Unless Verge and the others had been a danger to someone. If they had been acting on someone else’s orders, for example. Now, that made some kind of sense. Hallie sincerely doubted that Verge on his own had possessed the necessary skills and access to get into the Jacobs’ residence, kill Bohort, get him out of the residence and into the apartment in midtown. Not without Raff or one of his team noticing.

Her head hurt. She’d been beaten up, hit with a shock-stick and drugged within the past day and had been short on sleep before any of that had happened. She rubbed her forehead. She needed some more food. But more than that, she needed rest. She wasn’t going to be any good to Rosalia, or anyone else, unless she could recover some energy.

Judging by how her body felt, she would need at least ten hours’ sleep. And something told her that she didn’t have ten hours. Whoever had been in the room before she and Girard had got here had seen both her and Girard. They might try to find her. So she didn’t have time for sleep. There was another option. One she didn’t like to use, but which might be necessary. With some reluctance, she pulled out her phone and found Aneta’s number. Rather than a phone call which might be overheard, she messaged the witch. Do you have any wide-awake potion for sale? Can you meet me in the centre?

The potion would keep her going for perhaps a further full day. Right now, it didn’t seem possible that she would have solved this matter by then. But given everything that had happened in the past day, she couldn’t rule it out. She would normally go and visit the witch at her workshop, but didn’t want to risk drawing police or investigator attention to Aneta.

Her phone vibrated with an incoming message from Aneta. Sure. Have it with me. Where shall I meet you?

Outside the golden pawn shop. I’m there now. Hallie sent, and glanced down the corridor.

Aneta’s reply came quickly. Two minutes.

The hochlen were all in close conversation. Hallie made her way to the ladder that the forensics team had set up and reached the ground without anyone trying to stop her. There was a very junior-looking uniformed officer at the bottom of the ladder who frowned at her as she arrived next to him.

“If Investigator Girard asks for me, I’m just meeting an informant and I’ll be back in a moment,” Hallie said in what she hoped was a coolly professional manner before walking away.

She rounded the corner of the pawn shop building in time to see the witch coming towards her from one of the side streets.

Seeing the witch again, Hallie was struck as usual by the fact that Aneta didn’t look like anyone’s idea of what a witch should be. Most of the old town witches played up to stereotypes with layers of black clothing, black hair and at least one black cat around them at almost all times.

Aneta was around the same height and age as Hallie, with a similar, slim build. The witch had even paler skin than Hallie and vibrant red hair in long, thick curls to her waist. She was dressed in an array of vivid colours from deep red, wide-legged trousers to a pale yellow shirt, a bright orange scarf trailing behind her as she lifted a hand to wave at Hallie before crossing the street to join her. For anyone with dull senses, the only thing that marked her as a witch was the small tattoo of a sickle on the inside of her right wrist. It was one of the very few rules that the witch community insisted upon - all their members had to be marked, even those that were part of a wider family vine and not members of any of the covens around the city.

“Hallie, it’s been too long,” Aneta said, and pulled her into a warm hug.

Hallie returned the hug, breathing in the distinct scent of witch before letting the other woman go. Hallie had never been able to work out just what that scent was. It had a lot of layers to it, including sandalwood and jasmine as well as a hint of sharp tangy citrus. Flavours that shouldn’t have combined well, but which somehow worked with witches. Aneta rocked back on her heels, smiling with her usual warmth. For anyone with sharp senses like Hallie, Aneta vibrated with life, the strength of her power almost a halo around her.

“You’ve had a bad few days,” Aneta said, her smile fading and concern shading her expression.

“I’ve had better,” Hallie admitted.

“I know you didn’t kill that hochlen. Any idea who did?” the witch asked. The directness was normal, and quite wonderfully familiar to Hallie after so much recent strangeness.

“Not yet. My best suspect is dead,” Hallie said.

“Bad luck,” Aneta said, with genuine sympathy. “Here, this will keep you going for about a day, but you’ll need to rest after.” Aneta held out a small bottle of virulent green liquid.

Hallie took the bottle and handed a fold of cash back. “Thank you.” She put the green liquid into a pocket. She’d learned the hard way not to take Aneta’s potions in public. She would need to find a quiet spot and a few moments to be alone.

“No worries. You’re one of my best customers,” Aneta said, a smile forming again. “And I’m still glowing from that veondken the other day.”

“I saw him afterwards. He looked transformed,” Hallie said. She had long ago learned not to ask the witches for details of what they did to perform their magic, so she kept her curiosity to herself even though she really wanted to ask what the witch had done.

Aneta smiled more widely, with a lot of mischief. “It was very much my pleasure, my dear.” She shifted her weight slightly, ready to move on.

“Before you go, a question, if I may?” Hallie asked. She always took care to be polite with witches, no matter how friendly.

“Oh, more intrigue? Of course, do tell?”

“I’ve come across what I think is a poison that kills slowly. It weakens the victim, and eventually leads to death. It’s like the body shuts down. There’s a scent of sweet and rot,” Hallie said. “Does that sound familiar? Do you know anything that might counter it?” With perhaps three people already dead from the poison, it seemed sensible to know how to stop it.

Aneta was frowning, all mischief and laughter gone from her face. “I don’t recognise that description, but that’s a seriously bad combination. Slow acting poisons are nasty things. I have an antidote to most things that should work, though,” she said. She dug into the cross-body bag at her hip and produced a vial of black liquid that hurt Hallie’s eyes to look at. “Yes, it doesn’t look nice, but it will absolutely kick the legs out from under any poison anyone has ingested. Works on most poison spells, too,” Aneta added.

Hallie took the vial, feeling the glass warm and sticky against her hand. She dug into her pocket and pulled out all the remaining cash she had. “This is all I’ve got on me just now. I can get you the rest later,” she said, holding out the paper money.

“That will do,” Aneta said, taking the cash. A hint of a smile peeked out. “Clever girl, not wanting to use your favour for something like this.”

“I wouldn’t treat it so lightly,” Hallie said, with no hint of an answering smile. She could almost feel the weight of obligation between them. It wasn’t unpleasant, but it made her feel a little off balance. She wasn’t used to people owing her things.

“Then you are wiser than most,” Aneta said. For a moment the hint of some old and deep wisdom stared back at Hallie through Aneta’s vivid green eyes, then the witch smiled and was back to her normal self again. “I would love to hear the tale of all this when it’s done.”

“I would be happy to tell you, when it’s done,” Hallie answered, smiling back. She didn’t count the witch as a friend, not as she counted Rosalia a friend, but she’d be happy to share stories with the witch.

“Until then,” Aneta said, and headed off, disappearing into the night moments later.

Hallie carefully put the black liquid into one of her pockets and headed around the corner of the pawn shop. She almost ran into Girard, who was standing next to the building, watching her with a frown.

“Who was that?” he asked.

“Someone I know,” Hallie answered. She was quite sure that Aneta could look after herself. She was equally sure that the witch would not thank her for drawing the Conclave investigator to her door.

To her surprise, Girard didn’t press the issue. “Did you learn anything useful?”

“I’m not sure,” Hallie said, and then was caught in an enormous yawn. “Sorry. It’s been a while since I got any decent sleep,” she said, feeling her face warm.

“I imagine so,” Girard said. His face settled into a grim expression and she lifted a brow. “I just got word from my supervisor. He had a call from a news reporter about a rumour that Calibum Jacobs and his son Tristram have been poisoned and are both dying or dead.”

“Tristram’s his son? Well, that explains why the old man was so upset. Is the story being confirmed?” Hallie asked. News outlets in low city ran with unconfirmed rumours as a matter of course, but she imagined things worked differently for hochlen. And no one would want to risk angering one of the Conclave members.

“No. Not yet. Based on what we’ve learned, it seems accurate, but the Jacobs family aren’t talking to anyone about it.”

“No, and they won’t, will they?” Hallie agreed. “Old man Jacobs will just deny it, and Raff isn’t going to betray his master.”

“Very true,” Girard said. “It’s very bad news if it is true, though.”

Her mind sluggish with tiredness, it took Hallie a moment to think that through. “You mean because it says that someone has targeted three members of the Jacobs family. And they got past their security to do it.” She drew in a breath as the implications of that sunk in. “Oh, that is bad news.”

“Yes,” Girard agreed. He scrubbed his hand through his hair, sending it into even more of a mess, and frowned at her. “I need to head back to Voldain and see if I can speak to Raff, get him to confirm the news.”

“And you don’t want to take me with you,” Hallie guessed, trying not to smile. She’d been looking for a way to ditch the investigator, and here it was. “I need some rest,” she admitted, her words proven a moment later as she couldn’t hold in a huge yawn.

“Alright. I’ll go and speak to Raff. You get some rest. I’ll meet you back here tomorrow morning,” he suggested.

“Have you put another tracker on me?” Hallie asked, all of a sudden bristling with suspicion. He was letting her go far too easily.

“No,” Girard said, seemingly startled by the idea, “but I think what you said to Raff is true. That we both want the same thing. To find out who killed Bohort.” He hesitated, then pulled a small card rectangle from an inner pocket. “Here’s my contact information, in case you need to reach me.”

Hallie took the card, seeing his name and number written on it in bold type. She bit her tongue before she could say anything that might make him rethink leaving her alone. With nothing more to say, they parted ways. She watched him head off into the night and turned on her heel. Rosalia needed to know what had been happening. And she needed to find a quiet place to take Aneta’s potion.


Chapter eighteen


Not far from the golden pawn shop, a small side street made an odd, sharp turn which provided a pool of shadow for Hallie to stop in and drink down Aneta’s potion. She slumped back against the wall, waiting for the drug to take effect, hissing as sharp, bright pain coursed through her body, setting her fingertips on fire and making her feet feel like she was standing on needles. The sensation passed, along with an uncomfortable swirling in her gut, and the world around her sharpened. The background smells of old town grew more prominent. She could smell a fast food cart not that far away, along with the richer scent of a restaurant she’d never been in, but which always made her mouth water when she walked past. It served real meat, something she rarely had. She could hear the footfalls of the few people walking about at this time of night, along with low-voiced conversations coming from the buildings around her, including at least one heated argument. She’d straightened away from the wall before she knew what she was doing, hearing the potential for violence in the raised voices, and had to remind herself that it wasn’t any of her business. Unfortunately, couples did argue and lay hands on each other from time to time. If she was going to make a habit of intervening, she’d never have time for anything else. There was the lighter noise of a night animal on the top of the wall nearby, scurrying about on its business. Possibly a rat or one of the wiry foxes that she’d seen from time to time. Not a cat. Cats were utterly silent at night.

Now that she was wide awake, her senses sharp, she headed back to the alley behind the pawn shop, careful to stay out of sight of the forensics team. The person who had attacked her and Girard had run off into the narrow old town streets and now that no one was trying to arrest her, she wanted to see if he had left a trail.

It was impossible for anyone without strong tracking magic to follow a specific individual in the busy streets of old town, even the narrow back alleys, and Hallie didn’t have any tracking magic. What she did have was a decade of experience in hunting down fugitives, and she had learned that most people tended to follow a predictable pattern when they were running away. It might not apply to her quarry today, as he had attacked her and Girard and might not be expecting anyone to follow, but it was something to try, at least.

So when Hallie reached the first fork in the alley way, one leading to a wider, busier street, the other dark and narrow, she turned to the darker path without hesitation. Really clever fugitives, the ones who could be harder to track or who had more experience of running away from law enforcement, would have headed for the crowds. No one in this part of the city liked talking to cops, and that included skip tracers. A quick fugitive could get lost among the throng of people and feel confident no one was going to point to his trail. Hallie was taking a gamble that her target was not experienced at running away, and would head down what looked like the easier place to hide.

This particular alley was so narrow that someone had put a ladder overhead, acting as a sort of bridge between the buildings on either side. There was also what looked like a rope ladder on the wall near to the overhead bridge. Hallie paused. The rope looked worn and well-used, the steps sagging with the weight they had carried. It would be an excellent place for a runaway to climb up and take refuge on the roof tops.

She looked up and saw movement along the roof line. A darker shadow just over her head, showing clearly against the night sky.

Before she could work out whether it was just a curious home owner - perhaps the person who had set the ladder in the first place - the figure on the roof rose to his full height. He was wearing black from head to toe. It was not an outfit common to low city. She had found her target. She drew in a sharp breath, her already heightened senses sharpening, body tense, ready to move.

Trying to keep an eye on him, she took a sideways glance at the rope ladder, wondering how quickly she would be able to climb it. Not fast enough, was her immediate conclusion.

The black-clad figure put his hands on his hips, head tilted down towards her. She wished she could see his face, to know who she was dealing with or what he was thinking.

“Are you following me?” the man in black asked, his voice pitched low so that she couldn’t make out an accent or whether it was someone she knew.

“Yes,” Hallie answered, tilting her head back to get a better look at him. “You tried to kill me. I take that personally.”

A low laugh greeted her.

“I wonder if you can find me again?” he asked, and turned away from the roof edge.

Hallie was up the rope ladder almost before she knew it. She’d lost him once already today. She wasn’t going to lose him again. Her hands burning from the rough rope, she hauled herself over the roof edge and paused for a heartbeat, looking for her target.

He was only one house over from where she was. He had stopped and turned back to watch her. She scrambled to her feet and heard his low, mocking laugh gain. He seemed to be daring her to follow him.

Hallie started running. The clear sky above gave more than enough light to let her judge and execute the jump to the next building.

He was running, too, the laughter drifting back through the air to her, spurring her on. He was far from the first man to laugh at her. She never liked it, and this night was no exception.

She chased him across three more roofs before he paused at the next edge, glancing over his shoulder before he dropped out of sight.

Breathing heavily, Hallie stopped at the edge and looked down. She couldn’t see him in the street below. Some quirk of geography meant that the cobbled surface of the street was as brightly lit as the rooftop. It was a two storey drop. Perfectly within Hallie’s capabilities.

She stepped off the edge, landing gently on her feet and immediately folding into a roll to lessen the impact. She came back to her feet, slightly dizzy from the movement, to the rustle of cloth nearby.

The black-clad man was on her before she realised it. There was no mocking laughter now. She barely had time to duck away from his attack, his reaching hand slamming into the wall next to her shoulder instead of closing around her arm. He recovered more quickly than she did, sending a sweeping kick towards her feet. She tripped, stumbling into the middle of the street, and turned to face him. He aimed another kick towards her, this one targeting her knees, and she moved sideways, just out of reach, spinning on her toes and aiming a kick of her own at her attacker.

He hadn’t expected her to move like that, she realised. Her kick caught him just under the ribs and the air rushed out of him in a grunt. He wasn’t done yet, though. She’d seen how skilled he was when he had been grappling with Girard. He grabbed at her raised leg and pulled. She twisted, aiming her knee at his groin, letting him take her weight. The move seemed to surprise him and he stumbled back, thumping onto the ground, taking her with him as he still had hold of her leg. She landed on top of him, feeling the hard edges of body armour under his clothes.

He grabbed for her hair, and she slammed a hand into his face. He whipped his head sideways before her strike could land and she hit the cobblestones instead, pain running up her arm. Her heart was going too fast. He was stronger and more skilled in unarmed combat. She couldn’t win by strength or skill. She needed to try some dirty tricks. She kicked out, rolling away, grabbing at his head again as she did so. He was still wearing the cloth mask. Her fingers scrabbled for purchase, then got hold of the fabric, pulling it with her as she rolled.

She came to her knees in the middle of the street, drawing in gulps of air, the mask in her hand, and stared at her attacker’s face, lit by the faint moonlight that managed to make its way through the buildings.

He was still crouched, facing her. He had skin as pale as her own with dark hair and deep set eyes that were just shadows. He looked hochlen, but that wasn’t a surprise, given how he had moved and his skill at unarmed combat. He looked almost familiar, and yet she was quite certain that she had never seen him before.

“Who are you?” she asked, getting to her feet. It didn’t look like he was going to attack her again right now, but she couldn’t be sure.

His teeth flashed in an unexpected, angry smile as he came to his feet. “You don’t recognise me?” he asked.

“No,” Hallie said, getting up as well. “Should I?”

He was still smiling, but there was no humour in it. He was annoyed that she didn’t know him. But she would be hard-pressed to recognise and name many of the elite. Her life and her work were in low city, not the high city. “But I recognise you, Hallie Talbot,” he said. “So unfortunate you had to interfere.” She almost asked him how he knew who she was, but her face had been all over the news not that long ago. And if he was the one behind Bohort’s death, he had most likely been keeping watch on the investigation. So of course he knew her name. More surprising was the anger she could sense in him. The promise of violence in his voice made Hallie want to take a step back. He wanted to hurt her.

“Interfere in what?” she asked, bewildered for a moment. “Oh, you mean trying to make Bohort’s death look like Rosalia killed him? Like that was going to work,” she finished, the lie thick on her tongue. It would have worked. The police and the elite wouldn’t have looked any further than Bohort’s plaything as a suspect, if this man’s plan had succeeded and she’d died alongside her keeper.

“She was convenient,” the man said, each word bitten off, revealing just how angry he was.

“But, really, that was the best you could do?” Hallie asked, not taking her eyes off him. He was standing still and talking to her right now, but that could change in a heartbeat. “Kill Bohort and have him dumped in Rosalia’s apartment? Not very elegant.”

“The idiot wouldn’t cooperate,” he said, voice deepening. He was furious at that as well, angrier at Bohort’s lack of compliance than Hallie’s interference.

“Cooperate?” Hallie asked, confused again.

Before the man could answer, or she could press him for more information, a burst of laughter nearby startled her into looking away. There was a group of people passing the end of the street. All of them youngsters, full of the heady joy of being out after dark with no parents around.

When she looked back, the man had gone. Vanished as if he’d never been there. Leaving Hallie standing in the middle of the empty street, holding his mask, and wondering just what had happened. He’d attacked her. She had found him. He had meant to kill her. And he’d left when witnesses had turned up, but not before he’d given her some tantalising new information.

She could try to follow him again. She had a face now. But he would be expecting her this time, and the bruises over her body were telling her that she couldn’t beat him one on one. They were also close to a busy part of low city, where even a man in black would be able to disappear. Frustration lodged a low sound in her throat. She had had her hands on him. But she hadn’t been able to keep hold of him.

She looked down at the mask in her hand. It was finely-woven cloth and if she had access to a forensic lab, she would be able to get some DNA or other trace evidence from it, she was sure. But she didn’t have such access.

Then a smile crossed her face. She didn’t have such access. But she knew an investigator who did, and who she suspected would be happy to use the Conclave resources to track down this particular man. She pulled a bag out of her pocket and dropped the mask into it, curbing her first impulse to turn her phone back on and call Girard. The mask could wait a little. She had some more hours of good energy and she needed to check on Rosalia and make sure she was alright. The walk would also give her time to think over what she’d just learned and try and make sense of it all. She had the feeling of being on the edge of something, close to answers, and yet she couldn’t see clearly right now. Soon, she hoped. Very soon.


Chapter nineteen


Rosalia was bleary-eyed, waking from sleep after Hallie had lightly knocked on the door and come into the basement room. One of the pair of table lamps had been left on, so Hallie could see that Rosalia had been making more improvements to the room while she’d been away. Rosalia had managed, somehow, to reach up to the top of the wall and across the ceiling to finish the painting. She’d also done some cooking. The room was filled with a scent that made Hallie’s stomach growl and her mouth water. Having given all her cash to Aneta, Hallie hadn’t managed to get more food on the way back, and headed straight for the pot on the small two-ring hob in the kitchen area. She lifted the lid and almost dove in head-first. She had no idea how Rosalia had made something that smelled so good from the bare ingredients that Hallie had kept in the basement room.

“What time is it?” Rosalia asked. She got up from the sofa and stretched. The bruising was fading, Hallie saw, although Rosalia winced as she stretched out her arms. She’d had other injuries, and even if Rosalia had said it was helpful to keep moving, Hallie had an idea she needed far more rest than she’d been getting.

“It’s late,” Hallie admitted. “Sorry I couldn’t get back sooner, it’s been a busy day and a bit.”

“No need to apologise,” Rosalia said.

“How did you manage this?” Hallie asked, grabbing a bowl from the small store of crockery and ladling some of the contents of the pot into it. She picked up a spoon and headed for the armchair, her stomach growling again as she sat down.

“Oh, you know I’ve always loved to cook and I like a challenge,” Rosalia said, smiling a little. She went to the kitchen and poured two glasses of water, bringing one across to Hallie before she settled back on the sofa, wrapping herself in the blanket again. “Do you like it?” Rosalia asked a moment later.

Hallie nodded, her mouth full of food. She chewed and swallowed. “This is one of the best things I’ve ever eaten. It’s amazing. Thank you.”

“I’m glad.”

Rosalia sipped her water and waited in silence while Hallie finished her meal.

When the bowl was empty and her stomach had settled, Hallie picked up her water and leant back in the chair.

“Will you tell me what’s happened?” Rosalia asked.

So Hallie gave her an update on what had happened over the past day or so since she’d last seen her friend. The telling took a while, interrupted at various points by exclamations and questions from Rosalia, who was horrified at the risk Hallie had taken going to the oracle, and horrified again at Hallie having been kidnapped and taken to the Jacobs’ residence.

Hallie showed Rosalia the photos she’d managed to take on her phone, not surprised when Rosalia shook her head, not recognising any of the men. Hallie wished she’d been able to take a picture of the fourth man, but she had a feeling that if she had tried, he would have killed her.

“So, I think that someone has poisoned Calibum and Tristram,” Hallie finished. “I don’t know what really happened with Bohort, but the three men who actually killed him are dead. The fourth man is somewhere out there.” She couldn’t sit still any longer, and headed back to the kitchen area, washing her bowl and spoon before coming back to her seat. She did need to rest for a moment. Aneta’s potion was keeping her moving and alert, but she didn’t want to overdo it.

“Poor Tristram. He was such a sweet kid,” Rosalia said sadly. “I can’t believe that anyone would want to poison him.”

“You’ve met him?” Hallie asked, startled.

“Oh, yes,” Rosalia said. A sad smile crossed her face. “Bohort took me to his family residence more than once. He liked smuggling me in and showing me off to his little brother.”

“How did he get you past the security checks?” Hallie asked, her curiosity stirring and the beginnings of an idea forming in her mind.

“Oh, there are ways.” Rosalia paused, lips pressed together for a moment. “There always are. There’s a secret path past the high city perimeter which very few people know about, and a secure entrance to the Jacobs’ residence which only family can use. I suspect most family residences have them.”

“Do you think you could describe the way in for me?” Hallie asked, sitting forward.

Rosalia frowned. “I am not sure I could describe it. But I could show you. Why?”

Hallie drew the vial of black liquid out of her pocket and held it up. “Whatever the Jacobs family doctors are doing doesn’t seem to be working. But this is one of Aneta’s cures. She thinks it should work on most things.”

Rosalia sat up, the blanket falling away around her, eyes sharpening. “Wait, you think that could help Calibum and Tristram?”

“Only one of them. There’s only one dose in here. But, yes, it could.” Hallie’s heart rate had sped up as she thought about her outrageous plan. “It might work on Tristram, as he’s younger and I’m assuming was healthy.”

“He always was,” Rosalia said, tossing the blanket to one side. “Come on, I will take you in.”

“I just want to point out that you’re still suspected of Bohort’s murder,” Hallie said, not moving.

“Saints, what does that matter? I’ve been stuck here for days while you’ve been getting kidnapped and tortured,” Rosalia said, getting to her feet and waving her hands in a dramatic gesture. “Getting you into the residence to see Tristram is one thing I can do.”

“Alright,” Hallie said. She could sense the determination in the other woman, and her own sympathy had been stirred. Tristram Jacobs didn’t deserve to die because of someone targeting his family. There had been plenty of death over the past few days. Actually saving a life would be a nice contrast. So she put the antidote potion back in her pocket, got up and headed for the kitchen.

“Where are you going?” Rosalia demanded, almost dancing from foot to foot in her impatience to be moving.

“I need some more cash,” Hallie explained, lifting an old tea tin down from the shelf and taking out about half the contents, separating the paper money into different folds and distributing them in various pockets, and a hidden compartment in one of her boots. “Do you need any?”

“No,” Rosalia said, patting the cross-body bag she had.

Hallie eyed the bag. If her guess was right, Rosalia’s run kit had a great deal of cash in it, perhaps along with some jewellery. Anything that could help her fund a new life. It was a lot of wealth to be carrying around.

“Don’t worry,” Rosalia said, a hint of mischief in her face. “I, er, borrowed some space in your hideaways in here, so I’m not carrying all my cash.”

“Good,” Hallie said. She wasn’t surprised that Rosalia had found her hiding spots. The other woman was smart and resourceful. “Ready?” she asked.

“Ready,” Rosalia confirmed.

[image: image-placeholder]

The journey away from the basement room was a sharp contrast to taking Rosalia there on the night Bohort had been killed. Even though it had been Hallie’s idea, the other woman was practically vibrating with energy, clearly wanting to move faster than the steady pace that Hallie set. But she didn’t protest aloud, just kept checking her stride to match Hallie’s.

They stopped to get Rosalia a rudimentary disguise of a slouchy cap to cover her hair and a loose dress to go over the gym clothes she was wearing. Baggy clothing was in style, so Rosalia looked far more fashion-forward than Hallie did as they made their way across low city, heading for midtown. They managed to get a bus on one of the wider streets in low city, saving them a walk into the heart of midtown.

Once off the bus, Hallie found herself in the unusual circumstance of having to let someone else take the lead. Rosalia didn’t hesitate. She took them to a car rental garage that had automated payments, and got them a small electric vehicle. Even as Hallie worried about cameras and other surveillance, Rosalia got behind the wheel. She lifted a brow at Hallie. “Don’t worry, I’m not using my own ID. The cops won’t be able to track us.”

Hallie opened her mouth to ask questions, then decided she would rather not know where Rosalia had gotten a fake ID that allowed her to borrow a vehicle. However close they were as friends, they’d also always had separate lives. Hallie had just assumed she knew more of Rosalia’s secrets than Rosalia did of hers. She was having to adjust her thinking. Hallie got into the passenger seat. The car was small enough that it felt cramped with two tall women in, but it would save them a lot of time, and Hallie didn’t mind a bit of discomfort if it meant she might be able to save a life.

It was a surreal experience, being driven across midtown in the dead of night, both of them potential suspects in a hochlen death. Rosalia was a careful driver, sticking to the speed limits and obeying all the traffic signals. Not wanting them to be stopped for any foolish reason, Hallie realised.

They barely said a word to each other on the drive, Rosalia seemingly focused on the road, Hallie busy with her own thoughts. She still couldn’t work out why someone would try to kill Calibum, Bohort and Tristram. There had to be a reason, it was just one she couldn’t see. Not yet.

She fidgeted with the contents of her pockets and came across her phone, still disconnected from the network, and Girard’s business card. She frowned at the stark black lettering for a while, then connected her phone and sent the investigator a message. I have clothing from the man who attacked us above the pawn shop. Can your forensics team check for DNA and other trace evidence? Hallie.

Not expecting a reply for a while, she put the phone on silent. She was about to put it back into her pocket when a message popped up from Aunt Gin. It was perhaps a day old.

Let me know when you’re ready to get back to work.

Hallie stared at the words for a while, wondering what she was supposed to read into the short message. She was almost sure that Gin had let the police know where to find her. While she couldn’t necessarily blame Gin for that, and Gin had also sent Morgana to get Hallie out of police custody, Hallie also wasn’t ready to completely forgive her aunt, either. And now Gin wanted her back at work? She had threatened to fire Hallie on a regular basis over the years. It was an odd turn of events for Hallie to now be wanted back at work. Unless it was another trap. But Hallie couldn’t think of what else Gin might be setting up for her. The family vine knew how to find her - Peter had proved that by tracking her down at the café. So if her mother wanted to send a message, she didn’t need to go through Gin. It was possible that the message meant just what it said, and Gin simply wanted to know when her employee would be back to work.

“What’s wrong?” Rosalia asked, her voice loud in the small car and the silence.

“Not sure,” Hallie said, and explained about Gin’s text message and how Hallie though Gin had set her up for the police to catch her.

Rosalia was quiet for a bit, so long that Hallie thought she might have nothing to say, then Rosalia shook her head slightly, making a low noise in her throat. “Families. So darn complicated.”

“So true,” Hallie said.

“My mother won’t speak to me directly, but gets one of my cousins to message me every few weeks or sometimes even every few days to ask for money,” Rosalia said, her voice full of bitterness.

“I’m sorry,” Hallie said, not sure what else she could say. From the conversations they’d had over the years, Hallie had known that Rosalia had provided financial support for her family, but to hear that it had been demanded made her respect Rosalia’s family even less. Artur and Berta Fondevil would tell anyone who listened that their daughter was dead to them, that they wanted nothing to do with her. And yet they also expected Rosalia to support them and the wider family.

“It’s not for her, you understand,” Rosalia said, the bitterness turning almost savage, “it’s for my youngest sister, or for my younger cousins. Medical bills. More education. New shoes. It never stops.” She paused, gave a half-laugh with no humour in it. “Well, it’s going to stop now, isn’t it? I doubt even my mother can expect me to keep giving them Bohort’s money when he’s dead.”

“Do not give them anything else,” Hallie said forcefully, the words pulled out of her. “You need to keep what you have. They’ve got more then enough, and there are plenty of other people in your family vine who can chip in.” Hallie’s voice was harsh by the end and she had to take a pause. “I’m sorry, it’s none of my business,” she said, aware that a lot of the bitterness she was feeling to Rosalia’s family was really being diverted from her own situation. Hallie was still part of the extended family vine, and expected to contribute. Blood or service or money were the acceptable methods. And no one had any plans to marry Hallie off to one of the other families, so her blood was useless. No one in the family, apart from Aunt Gin, wanted to work with her, so she couldn’t give her service. Which left money. A tenth of her wages every month at least. Two tenths this month, with the extra penalty that the Magravine had decreed for her disobedience. And that was on top of the family dues that she had to pay, the taxes the city required and the cost of living, which she couldn’t share with anyone else. It had also been an expensive few days, with all the extra spending Hallie had done. She would survive. She would be fine. But the extra demands had seriously slowed down her plans and that was an irritation she couldn’t shake off just now.

“No, it’s alright,” Rosalia said, breaking through the spiral of Hallie’s thoughts. “I’m glad someone else sees it,” she added, and glanced across, a smile pulling her mouth. “Although, you’re in a similar spot, aren’t you?”

“A little,” Hallie admitted. They had never talked in detail about money before, but it didn’t surprise her that Rosalia could see the similarities between their very different circumstances.

“We’re here,” Rosalia said.

Hallie looked ahead. They had been driving through the wider streets of midtown for a while, climbing the slopes that led to the high city. They had arrived at what looked like a parking structure. Rosalia drove through the gates, and Hallie caught the glimpse of a camera near the entrance. Their arrival would be noted.

“Where is here?” Hallie asked.

“The entrance to the high city is through the back of this car park,” Rosalia said. She drove them up several levels, all of them full of sleek cars sleeping under the dim night lights. Finally they reached what Hallie thought was the upper level and Rosalia parked the car near the downward ramp. “We’ll need to walk from here,” Rosalia said, turning the engine off and getting out of the car.

Aware that she was far outside her comfort zone, Hallie walked with Rosalia across the mostly empty floor of the car park to the lift shafts and stairs. They were built into the slope of the hill, Hallie realised as the sounds of their footfalls changed, no longer echoing in the space but sounding dead in the air. Rosalia went across to the wall beside the lifts that looked like it backed onto the hill. The wall was made up of a simple design of black and white tiles. She pressed a certain sequence of the wall tiles and a click sounded. One of the tiles slid out of its spot, revealing an electronic keypad. Rosalia entered a code, and a large section of the tiled wall swung inwards, revealing what looked like a deep, dark hole.

“Come on,” Rosalia said, “it doesn’t stay open for long.”

Hallie followed her into the darkness. The tiled wall swung shut behind her, almost brushing against her as it closed, and she had a moment of choking panic, closed into the pitch darkness.

Before she could spiral further into her panic, small points of light appeared overhead. Tiny spotlights built into the ceiling of what she could now see was a tunnel. It had been formed out of the pale red rock of the hillside, and was crudely made. There had been no effort to dress it up or to smooth out the walls or the floor. It was as if someone had made the most basic tunnel they could and left it at that.

“We need to go up for a bit,” Rosalia said, walking forward.

A bit was an understatement, Hallie quickly realised. The underground tunnel led to a set of narrow steps that went straight up into the dark farther than Hallie’s eyes could see. The steps were as crudely made as the rest of the tunnel, all of them different heights and with different tread depths, meaning she had to concentrate on each footfall. She climbed after Rosalia, losing count of the number of steps somewhere around a hundred.

At length, when Hallie’s whole body was sore from the climb, the stairs led them to another stretch of plain tunnel which ended in a heavy metal door set into the crudely cut stone. It was only as she started walking on the tunnel floor that she realised she hadn’t seen a single spider web or other signs of life the entire journey. There must be some magic, or some chemical, built into the tunnel to stop such intruders.

Ahead of her, Rosalia was breathing audibly, and looked as if she was trying not to limp. It wasn’t very successful. She’d had a couple of days in the basement room, but she hadn’t had long to recover from whatever Bohort had done to her, and she hadn’t been idle, either. All the cleaning and painting and cooking had taken energy.

“We can stop for a rest,” Hallie suggested as they reached the door.

Rosalia shook her head. Her face was beaded with drops of sweat, and her jaw was tight. She was definitely in pain. “We should keep moving,” she said, her voice low and breathless. Hallie wished she had thought to ask Aneta for a pain killing potion as well. But then she would have had to explain to the witch what and who she wanted it for, and she hadn’t been ready to bring the witch that far into her business when it wasn’t finished. Telling the tale when it was all done was quite a different thing.

Hallie just nodded and followed as Rosalia opened the door and led them out into the night air. One breath was enough to let Hallie know that they were in the high city. She remembered the freshness of the air from being outside the Jacobs’ residence. She looked back at the metal door as it swung shut and saw it disappear before her eyes. Magic.

All the same, she was startled to find that there was a well-worn route from midtown to the high city. She’d always believed that Voldain was impenetrable. That was the image that the hochlen liked to project. And they loved their privacy. They didn’t want any ordinary folk having free access to them. And yet, someone had organised and built the underground stairwell.

Hallie shook her head. She wasn’t sure she would ever understand the elite. And now that the door had been covered by magic, there was no going back. She turned her attention to their surroundings.

They were in a thicket of trees and bushes, the vegetation around them dense enough that no one would be able to see them from the outside. Rosalia turned and made her way through the bushes and trees, pausing to duck under a branch here and there or to pull back a stem of leaves from the bushes.

As they walked, Hallie breathed in the lush scent of vibrant life all around them. In other circumstances, she would have wanted to go up to the trees and touch their bark, rub her fingers on the leaves, and just sit for a while with the sense of life and peace around her. As it was, her senses were on alert, worried that they might be found at any moment. Unauthorised karlen visitors in the high city would not be treated well. The various checkpoints along the roads were primarily there to keep the common folk out, after all.

The trees and bushes thinned gradually until they reached what looked like a dirt track that ran along the outside of a high stone wall.

“This is the Jacobs’ perimeter,” Rosalia murmured to Hallie. “We need to go under the wall. There’s a tunnel along here a bit. It’s quite tight.”

Hallie just nodded to show she’d understood. She didn’t trust her voice. She’d never thought of herself as claustrophobic, but she hadn’t enjoyed the experience in the stairwell leading up from the car park, and wasn’t looking forward to an even tighter fit.

Rosalia led them a little way along the wall to a specific point in the ground where she knelt and uncovered an electronic keypad. She hesitated.

“What?” Hallie asked, crouching beside her.

“I’ve just realised I’ve been assuming that Bohort’s code will still work,” Rosalia said. “Damnit. I should have considered it might not.”

“Have you tried it?” Hallie asked.

“Not yet.”

“Well, give it a go and see. If not, we’ll try another way in,” Hallie said, trying to sound confident. Rosalia had got them this far. They couldn’t stop now. If they went to the gates of the property, she could ask for Raff. He might come out and see her. If he didn’t order her shot on sight. But there was a slim possibility that he would listen to her long enough for her to deliver the antidote.

The soft click of a lock opening cut through her speculation. Rosalia put her hand on the ground and pushed gently. A hidden trapdoor swung silently down, the dark maw of another tunnel looming in front of them.

“It worked,” Rosalia said, as if she still couldn’t quite believe it.

“I see that. Come on,” Hallie said, swinging her legs over the entrance to the tunnel. She could just see the floor and it wasn’t that long a drop.

She landed lightly on the ground, turning to find Rosalia descending more demurely by means of a simple ladder made of metal rungs hammered into the wall. As soon as Rosalia’s head was clear of the trapdoor, it swung back up, shutting them inside.

As with the stair tunnel, small points of light came on as soon as the tunnel closed, giving enough light to see that this tunnel was as crudely made as the other one, with a much lower ceiling. This tunnel was formed mostly of earth, though, with a few bits of stone here and there.

Rosalia led the way, squeezing past Hallie. Both of them had to duck at certain points to avoid hitting their heads on the packed earth ceiling. The tunnel went steeply down and then back up almost at once, and Hallie’s legs were protesting the extra effort by the time they reached the end, which was marked by another simple ladder and another trapdoor. Rosalia went up the ladder and opened the trapdoor a fraction, taking a look around. As soon as she opened the door, the lights in the tunnel went out, plunging Hallie into suffocating darkness. She tried to keep breathing and not panic as Rosalia made sure it was safe for them to leave the tunnel.

Rosalia went up the last few rungs of the ladder and Hallie followed, trying not to crowd into her friend in her rush to be out of the cramped tunnel.

When she reached the outside, Hallie looked around in surprise. Rather than being in the vast gardens around the residence, they were in what looked like a stone cavern. Hallie would have thought it was natural if it hadn’t been for the wine racks all along one wall and the metal-banded, wooden storage chests set along another wall.

Rosalia carefully closed the trapdoor, then beckoned Hallie to follow her. Hallie stayed silent, taking her cue from Rosalia. They were inside the Jacobs’ residence now, and although all seemed quiet, that could change in a moment.

Rosalia took them through a series of what had to be servants’ corridors, formed of bare plaster walls and stone floors, with dim lighting, and up at least two flights of stairs before she stopped at a small door in the wall. She frowned slightly, her ear to the door, trying to listen. Hallie pressed her ear to the wood as well. She couldn’t hear anything. No voices, no shuffling of feet. Nothing to indicate there was anyone on the other side of the door.

Rosalia turned the handle and the door swung silently open.

Hallie looked around with wide eyes. They seemed to be in a bedroom, but it wasn’t like any bedroom she’d ever seen before. It was easily twice the size of the basement room which Rosalia had occupied for the past couple of days. The ceilings were so high they were mere shadows overhead. There was a great four poster bed to one side of the room, hung with red velvet drapes all around. The covers were tossed this way and that as though the bed’s occupant had been a restless sleeper. Or possibly occupants. The expanse of mattress could easily take several full grown adults. There were ornate tables on either side of the bed, holding round lamps that were casting a dim, diffuse light around the room, letting Hallie see the gold leaf on the bed frame and the wall panelling, and some of the detail of the thick carpet that covered the entire floor.

“Well, this is unexpected,” a thready voice said from somewhere in the shadows near the bed.


Chapter twenty


Hallie froze, heart thumping, wondering if the next thing that happened was going to be a gun shot or the strike of a shock stick to her back again.

Instead, a hand emerged from the darkness and waved at the lamp nearest to it. The lamp brightened, revealing a large, high-backed armchair and a young man huddled in blankets settled on the chair. He had similar dark hair and features to Bohort, Hallie saw at once. He also looked almost painfully thin, and as she followed Rosalia across the room and got closer to him, she could see that his pale skin was beaded with sweat, high spots of colour on his face.

“Rosalia,” the young man said, smiling. “Come to kill me, too?”

“Tristram, you idiot, of course not,” Rosalia said, her voice full of warmth. She bent and gave the younger man a hug, which he returned, before stepping back and tugging the cap off her head, her hair tumbling around her shoulders. “You look awful.”

“I feel awful,” Tristram admitted. His eyes travelled past Rosalia to Hallie and he frowned faintly. “Now, who is this? Oh, don’t tell me. You must be the infamous Hallie Talbot. Are you going to kill me?”

“No,” Hallie said shortly. Rosalia seemed to find the young man charming. She was reserving her judgement. “I believe you’ve been poisoned.”

“That’s the rumour, yes,” Tristram said. He coughed, a wrenching, wretched cough that seemed to come up through his feet and made Hallie wince in sympathy. He reached to the cluttered table beside him and picked up a glass of water. His hand was shaking as he brought it to his mouth. He took a few sips and put the glass down again. His hand was still shaking, but his breathing was fractionally better. “None of the doctors have been able to figure out what’s wrong,” he said, his voice harsher than it had been. “I’ve had so much blood taken it’s a wonder there’s any left in me.”

Hallie hesitated. The vial was heavy and warm in her pocket, but now that she was here, faced with the reality of a very ill young man, she paused. A witch’s cure was never an easy thing to endure, even for a strong person. And from the little she’d seen of Tristram Jacobs, he looked as if a harsh wind might finish him off. She hadn’t done anything to harm the young man yet. He already looked extremely ill. She didn’t want to be responsible for anything worse happening to him.

“That’s why we’re here,” Rosalia said. “Tell him.” She turned to Hallie, clearly not understanding why Hallie had hesitated.

“I have something that might help,” Hallie said, almost reluctantly. She drew the vial of black liquid out of her pocket. “It’s supposed to be a powerful cure.”

“Supposed to be?” Tristram asked, brow lifting. His full attention was on her, and she noticed that he had the same pale blue eyes as Bohort. He didn’t seem to be old enough to have developed the unconscious arrogance that his older brother had always displayed, but Hallie knew this wasn’t the best time to judge his character. What was clear was his scepticism. Hallie couldn’t blame him. Two women appeared in his bedchamber in the middle of the night and claimed to have a cure. She would have been doubtful, too.

“The witch I got it from has never failed me,” Hallie told him truthfully. She felt compelled to add a warning. “You should know that her cures usually leave me feeling quite weak.”

“You are vouching for her?” Tristram asked Rosalia.

“Hallie is my best friend. I trust her with my life,” Rosalia said. Despite the circumstances, Hallie wanted to hug her. One person in the world thought she was trustworthy. It was more than she’d ever hoped for, after that long-ago awful night which had changed her forever.

“What about the witch?” Tristram asked, not impressed.

“I don’t know her that well, but she has a formidable reputation,” Rosalia said, without hesitation.

“Well. Weak is better than dying,” Tristram said, his eyes returning to the vial that Hallie was holding, an almost hungry expression on his face. “It can’t hurt worse than this,” he added, reaching out for the bottle. Hallie took the cork out and handed it across.

“The potions normally-”

Tristram had swallowed the dose in one great gulp before she got to finish her sentence.

“- taste really bad,” she finished lamely.

The young man’s face twisted in a grimace.

“Ugh. Foul, foul, foul,” he said, throwing the empty vial at her. She caught it one-handed. He grabbed for the water again. He missed. The glass tipped over, spilling water across the table and onto the carpet. Hallie put the vial back in her pocket and stepped forward, then set the glass upright and filled it from the jug that was also on the table before handing the glass to him.

As Tristram took the glass, Hallie saw that there was a picture frame among the objects on the table. It held an image of three men in a lush, forested area. They were all wearing green camouflage clothing, crouched together behind a dead creature of some kind, all three men laughing at the camera, clearly pleased with themselves. Hallie went still, heart thudding so hard she thought the others must have heard it. She knew all the faces in that photograph. She had no difficulty in recognising Bohort and Tristram. But it was the third one that made her stop.

“Who’s this?” she asked, voice sharp, pointing to the third man. She’d last seen him in a narrow street in old town when she’d torn the mask off his face. The light hadn’t been all that good, but she had got a close enough look at him to be sure that he was the same man in the photograph.

Tristram had swallowed half the water in his glass, and paused, frowning at her.

“That’s my cousin. Lionel Mercer. Why?”

Hallie hesitated, not sure what she should or could say. Cousin. That explained the odd sense of familiarity she’d had when face-to-face with the black-clad man.

Before she could make her mind up, Tristram gave a low moan and hunched forward, one hand going to his abdomen. The glass fell from his fingers and landed on the heavy carpet with a dull thud, the remaining water spilling out.

“What’s wrong?” Rosalia asked, concerned.

“Hurts. Oh. That hurts. So much,” Tristram said. He slid out of the chair and the blankets he’d been wrapped in, curling into a ball on the floor, moaning and quivering. With the blankets gone, he was left in striped pyjamas that looked like they were made of heavy silk and he appeared even thinner than he had before. Whatever the poison was, it had taken its toll on him.

“Is that supposed to happen?” Rosalia asked Hallie in a low voice.

“Maybe. I don’t know,” Hallie said, concerned. She crouched down near Tristram, careful not to touch him. She didn’t want to cause him more pain. He was whimpering, eyes screwed shut, tears on his face. There was more sweat on his skin, but the high spots of colour on his cheeks were gone, leaving him white.

“I think you may have killed me,” Tristram said in the barest thread of sound before his whole body went into a violent spasm, tearing out of the curled position into a long, rigid line and he cried out in pain.

Before Hallie could move away or otherwise react, a door opened and bright light spilled into the room.

“Intruders. Seize them,” a deep, commanding voice shouted.


Chapter twenty-one


Bodies rushed into the room, past the man standing in the doorway. Hallie barely had time to realise that it was Raff who had shouted before she was seized and dragged away from Tristram. She caught a glimpse of Rosalia being seized under her arms and lifted off her feet by a pair of black-clad security officers, one of which was Bully. Rosalia looked utterly stunned, and didn’t resist as she was carried away. Hallie spared a moment to hope that he didn’t use his shock-stick on Rosalia. Hallie wasn’t sure that the human woman would survive it.

For the third time in a handful of days, Hallie found herself bodily lifted off the ground and carried away by hard hands. She made a token effort to get free, more on instinct and out of pride rather than because she thought it would work. There were four people carrying her, and none of them were going to let her go. Suspended by her wrists and ankles, she managed to twist enough to see Raff kneeling by Tristram’s side, speaking rapidly into his phone. Doubtless summoning medical help. The last sight Hallie got of Tristram was him lying worryingly still on the carpet. Dismay ran through her. She had truly thought that Aneta’s potion would help. But it seemed that she might have killed the young man.

Her carriers turned and she lost sight of Raff and Tristram. She was being taken along a wide, well-lit corridor with ornately decorated wooden panels on the walls and what looked like a wooden ceiling that had been carved by true artists. There weren’t many buildings in old town with this level of craftsmanship, and even in the circumstances, Hallie had to admire her surroundings. There was nothing overdone or brash about the building. It was quietly elegant, steeped in ancient tradition and wealth.

The people carrying her were not bothering to care for her comfort and she was jolted as they took a sharp turn, one of her arms twisted as they lost co-ordination for a moment. She bit back a cry of pain, not wanting to show weakness. Then they went through another set of doors and dropped her without warning onto a carpet that looked oddly familiar. She stayed on the floor but lifted her head to look around and saw that she was back in the room she’d been brought to on her first visit.

Calibum Jacobs was sitting in the same chair as before, looking even more gaunt and unwell, even though Hallie could tell that some effort had been made to hide the extent of his illness. The dark smudges under his eyes had been concealed and his skin was unnaturally smooth, even for one of the elite. She couldn’t help wondering just how ill he looked underneath the make-up. He was gripping the handle on a slender silver cane, knuckles white.

He wasn’t alone. There was another man sitting near him, leaning back against the overstuffed cushions of a large sofa, one arm resting along its back, perfectly at his ease. In sharp contrast to the frail old man, the younger man was almost glowing with health from his carefully styled dark hair to the toes of his polished dress shoes. He was wearing a red silk shirt that showed off his pale skin, and formal black trousers. The pose and the outfit were a far cry from the aggressive fighter in tactical gear that Hallie had encountered in old town but she would know that face anywhere. Lionel Mercer. Tristram’s cousin. The fourth man. Her stomach tightened in unease at finding him here, and so comfortable in Calibum’s presence. He looked so at ease that she felt a frown gather on her face, wondering if she had imagined the previous encounters. She didn’t think so. She didn’t believe her imagination was that good. He had been in low city and now he was here. And he was playing a very dangerous game with every appearance of confidence.

He caught her watching him and she saw a flash of surprise and recognition cross his face, swiftly disguised in a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. He raised the wine glass he was holding in a silent toast before taking a sip from it. Just as self-assured in his uncle’s house as he had been in the streets of low city. It was no surprise he was comfortable here, Hallie told herself. He was part of the wider Jacobs family. He had probably been invited here. Whereas she and Rosalia had stolen into the house and harmed the only remaining son. The real mystery was how one of the hochlen had become so familiar with low city. Somehow, she didn’t think she was going to get any answers to that just now.

“What is the meaning of this?” Calibum asked. He directed the question past Hallie and Rosalia.

Hallie pushed herself up to her knees, careful to move slowly so that the security team wouldn’t think she was a threat. She glanced over her shoulder, not surprised to see that Raff had come into the room. He was followed by someone she hadn’t expected. Girard. The investigator looked like he hadn’t slept. He had dark circles under his eyes and his hair was standing on end as if he’d been running his hands through it. He was dressed in the same casual clothing Hallie had last seen him wearing. Girard’s eyes travelled between Hallie and Rosalia, and his initial surprise was swiftly hidden by a tight, controlled expression. Hallie could not even begin to guess what he was thinking.

“Are you alright?” Hallie whispered to Rosalia. The other woman was huddled on the carpet, rubbing one of her wrists. She glanced up and Hallie saw that she was crying. The swelling on her face had gone down, but she was still bruised and battered from Bohort’s attentions and being carried through the house had probably hurt her even more. Despite the tears and bruises, Rosalia nodded, once.

“I found these two in Tristram’s chamber,” Raff said, speaking over Hallie and Rosalia’s heads as if they weren’t there. “He was having some kind of seizure.”

“What?” Calibum surged up from his chair. Or, rather, he tried to. He barely managed to get halfway to standing before he collapsed back, his face turning red under the make-up, and his breath coming in short, sharp gasps. “What did you do to my son?” he demanded, glaring down at Hallie. He ignored Rosalia, which Hallie found interesting. He hadn’t wanted her name spoken in the house on Hallie’s first visit, and now seemed to be pretending she didn’t exist, that she wasn’t right in front of him.

“I brought an antidote I thought would help him,” Hallie said, staying where she was, kneeling on the carpet. She didn’t want to risk getting to her feet. Not while Bully and the other hochlen security were still at arm’s length. But she wasn’t going to cower. Or lie. She didn’t see any point in lying. She assumed that there were tests that could be done to show what Tristram had ingested.

Just past Calibum, out of sight of the old man, she saw Lionel’s expression change. The amused façade he’d been wearing slipped for a moment and he frowned. The news of a possible antidote did not please him, Hallie saw. Now, why would Tristram’s cousin be upset that he might get well? Hallie couldn’t think of any good reason.

“An antidote?” Calibum asked, voice shaking. “You poisoned him?”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Hallie said, almost absently, the greater part of her attention on Lionel as her brain finally connected the pieces of information that she had with an almost audible set of clicks. “I didn’t harm either of your sons,” she told the old man. “Why in the world would I do that?” she asked, not expecting anyone to try and answer it.

“Didn’t Bohort hurt your friend here?” Lionel asked. He had recovered a lot of his composure. He had set down the wine glass and was leaning back against the sofa again, one arm stretched out. Trying to look casual. Hallie wasn’t fooled. His body was tense. He was ready to move.

“You seem singularly well informed,” Hallie said to him, holding his eyes. She didn’t move. She didn’t dare. But she gathered herself, ready to spring up the moment he so much as twitched in her direction. He seemed fond of guns, she remembered. She didn’t know if Raff would have permitted him to carry one in this house, but she couldn’t take the chance.

“Bohort never made any secret of his tastes,” Lionel said. “And didn’t he look after her well?” He sounded completely sure of himself again. He’d created a narrative and was building on it.

It would probably work, Hallie knew. She and Rosalia were just karlen, as far as the others in this room were concerned. Disposable. Things to be used. Not really people at all. And Bohort had kept Rosalia in the kind of luxury very few karlen attained. And then there were the flowers. She remembered the blood-red roses spilling out as Verge ran forward to attack her, that night in Rosalia’s apartment. She might have known that Verge and the others wouldn’t think of roses. No, that was a point of finesse which Lionel had thought of.

“Is this true?” Girard asked.

Hallie didn’t take her eyes off Lionel. She’d seen how fast he could move, and how skilled he was at combat.

“Bohort hurt me, yes,” Rosalia said, in a small voice. “But Hallie didn’t know anything about it.”

“How touching,” Lionel said, sarcasm dripping from his voice.

“This thing is not permitted to speak in my house,” Calibum said, his voice shaking. He was addressing Raff again, talking over Hallie and Rosalia’s heads. So much for ignoring his dead son’s plaything, Hallie thought. He seemed almost as offended by her presence in his house as he was angry and grieving at his son’s death.

“Leave it with me, sir,” Raff said. He sounded cool and professional, but Hallie thought she could detect some anger in his voice.

“As a matter of interest, how did they get into the house?” Lionel asked. It wasn’t an idle question at all. Hallie wondered if Raff or Girard would see the tension across Lionel’s shoulders, despite the tone of his voice suggesting he didn’t really care one way or the other about the answer.

“They used the tunnel and Bohort’s access code,” Raff said, sounding reluctant. Hallie still wasn’t taking her eyes off Lionel, so she couldn’t completely read Raff’s mood. “We got an alert that Bohort’s code was in use. I’d just started a search of the house when we came across them in Tristram’s room.”

“My son,” Calibum said, as if only just remembering he had one left. “Is he still alive?”

“The doctors were with him when I left,” Raff said.

“I want to know,” Calibum insisted.

“I will find out. But first, let me take these two away and dispose of them,” Raff said.

“That’s not going to happen. This is a Conclave investigation. You will turn them over to me for questioning,” Girard said, voice firm.

“Questioning?” Raff’s voice was as laden with sarcasm as Lionel’s had been a few moments before. “You’re too soft on her. You’re not prepared to do what is needed.”

“We found Verge Moseley,” Girard said, his voice cool.

If Hallie hadn’t been watching Lionel, she would have missed the change in his face. The confidence slipped, fury taking its place. He had encountered them at the safe house, where he’d left two dead bodies, but he hadn’t realised until then that she and Girard had found Verge. As quickly as his expression had changed, the fury was packed away, hidden behind a polite expression she knew was a mask. Her focus on him sharpened. He was making some internal calculation, she felt, thinking rapidly behind that acceptable public expression. The only sign of his intensity was the pulse beating in his throat. Hallie had to admire his self-control. He must know that his scheme was in danger of being exposed. It didn’t stop him from being dangerous. Far from it. She had the sense he was more dangerous now than he had ever been.

“Oh?” Raff prompted.

“He was still alive when we came across him. He’d been poisoned, as had the two other members of his team,” Girard said.

“Really, this all sounds like a melodrama,” Lionel said, getting to his feet. He pretended to stifle a yawn, one hand covering his mouth. The affectation in his manners grated Hallie’s already stretched nerves. He was play-acting, every move and word false. “Uncle, I hope you will excuse me. It has been a long day.”

“Of course. It was good of you to visit,” Calibum said, his voice softening a little as he spoke to his nephew.

Hallie was still watching Lionel, wound up like a spring, ready to move. He raised an eyebrow at her, as if amused by her attention, and crossed the room. He ducked towards his uncle as if to give him a hug goodbye, and Hallie saw something in his hand. Lionel had left four bodies in his wake already, and as little as she cared for the old man, she didn’t want to be witness to murder. Without further thought, she leapt forward, colliding with the hochlen and carrying him back, away from his uncle. Something small, sharp and metallic fell out of Lionel’s hand as they fell.

“Knife!” Lionel shouted as they tumbled to the ground, shocking Hallie into loosening her grip on him.

She landed on top of Lionel and he twisted under her, grabbing her hair and tearing her away from him with a low, savage sound. She bit her lip against the pain in her scalp and pivoted as best she could, striking out towards his throat.

“She tried to kill uncle,” Lionel yelled. His back was to the rest of the room, and only Hallie could see the savage glee on his face. Hallie wanted to scream in frustration. He had set her up. He had known she was watching, and must have taken a gamble on the fact that she would try to intervene to stop him from killing someone else, even the old man. She would bet that the knife she’d seen in his hand would be the sort of plain, sharp blade common in low city. She had a few in her kitchen.

“Liar,” she said, voice high and breathless. “It’s your knife.”

Behind her the room erupted into shouting and anger.

Lionel let go of her hair and rolled, knee on her chest, pinning her to the ground. He was breathing hard, fury clear as he looked down at her.

“Well done, Lionel. Got the little scum,” Calibum said in a high, shaking voice.

Raff was almost to Hallie’s side.

“He was going to hurt the old man,” Hallie said, her voice high from lack of breath. “Look on the floor,” she said, and pointed.

She expected both Girard and Raff to grab hold of her instead, acting on Lionel’s word, not hers. But, to her surprise, Raff did turn and look, along with Girard. There on the carpet next to Calibum’s chair something metallic gleamed among the thick carpet fibres. Girard pulled a glove out of his pocket, bent and picked the thing up.

“Looks like a kitchen knife,” Girard said, holding the thing out for Raff to see.

“Just the sort of thing a karlen would use,” Lionel said. Still trying to set her up.

“Careful. Poison,” Hallie said to Girard, voice still too high. She was struggling to get enough air, the edges of her vision going dark as Lionel pressed harder on her chest. “You killed them, didn’t you?” she asked Lionel, the puzzle pieces fitting together in her head. Bohort. Calibum. Tristram. The men of the Jacobs’ blood family. He’d left the women alone. Because only the men stood between him and what he wanted. Hallie struggled to breathe, unable to form any more words.

He leant down towards her, so close she could feel his breath hot and fetid on her skin. “You are not going to spoil this for me,” he told her, voice low, meant to carry to her alone. He moved, lifting one hand.

Fearing that he had another of those small, poisoned blades, Hallie planted her feet and pushed up with her hips, sending him off balance just enough that she could wriggle free from him. She rolled forward, scrambling to her feet and turning to find him getting up in a far more leisurely fashion. They were at the other end of the sofa that Lionel had been sitting on, far enough away from Calibum now that she didn’t think Lionel could reach the old man to kill him, if he still wanted to. Besides, all of the security agents had gathered around their master’s chair as a physical barrier to anyone else approaching him. Rosalia was safe, Hallie saw, huddled on the expensive rug next to a chair opposite Calibum’s seat.

Lionel flicked a hand at Raff. “Do your duty. Kill her. She tried to kill your master.”

Hallie tensed, waiting for Raff to draw a weapon, or order one of his team to seize her. He did neither. Instead, he stared at Lionel, colour draining from his face. “Miss Talbot doesn’t have any reason to kill the master,” Raff said, his voice trembling slightly. “But you do.”

“Lionel,” Girard said, a warning in his tone. He had a hand on the butt of his gun, ready to draw. He and Raff were standing arm’s length from each other, blocking the way to the door. The security agents were equally tense, hands near their weapons as well. No one had drawn a gun, but they were all on edge.

Hallie’s knees threatened to give up and she locked them in place, not wanting to collapse. Not until this was done. Her heart felt lighter than it had for days. Neither Girard nor Raff believed she had tried to kill Calibum. She wasn’t out of danger yet - and nor was Rosalia, watching everything with wide eyes, hands clenched together at her stomach - but she couldn’t help the bubble of relief in her chest.

“You said that Bohort didn’t cooperate,” she reminded Lionel. “What did you mean by that?”

Lionel stared at her with a fixed expression for a moment. Thinking, Hallie guessed. Trying to work out if he could get out of this somehow. Then he smiled. A terrible, almost maniacal smile.

“I talked too much, didn’t I?” he asked, voice light and almost cheerful. “Mind you, I never would have imagined that uncle’s head of security would believe a piece of karlen scum before me. So I suppose I’m not really to blame, am I?”

“What have you done?” Raff asked, voice trembling even more.

“It doesn’t matter,” Lionel said, eyes fixed on Hallie. “Nothing you say is going to make a difference.”

He believed that. Hallie felt his certainty to her bones. He didn’t think anyone would believe her. After all, she was just karlen, as far as he was concerned.

“What about what I say?” a new voice interrupted.

Everyone, including Hallie, turned to the door to find it open and Tristram standing there. He still looked pale, but he looked far more alive than he had when Hallie and Rosalia had first come into his room. He was swathed in a rich, ruby red dressing gown that pooled around his feet and looked three sizes too big for him. He lifted his brows as he looked around.

“You had a party without me. How rude.”

“Son,” Calibum said, his voice trembling. “You’re alive.”

“Of course I am. That foul-tasting thing Miss Talbot brought me actually worked. Far better than anything the doctors gave me.” Tristram came into the room and took the seat opposite his father. Rosalia uncurled from the floor and took a step back. Staying close to Tristram, but giving him some room. From the careful way he was moving, Hallie suspected that he was trying to appear in control, but had needed to sit down before he fell down. After all, he’d been dying not that long ago, and then seized with the after-effects of the antidote. She wanted to sit down, too, relief making her knees weak again. She hadn’t hurt him. Hadn’t killed him. In fact, Aneta’s potion seemed to have saved him. Tristram had a small smile on his face as he looked around the room, clearly enjoying the impact of his entrance. “And now, I am starving. Will someone wake the cook up for me?”

“You gave us quite a fright,” Raff said.

“You worry too much,” Tristram said. His eyes travelled past his father to where Hallie and Lionel were still standing in a little bit of space. “My dear, dear cousin. What have you been up to?”

“What do you mean?” Raff asked.

“Oh, you tell them,” Tristram said, waving a hand at Hallie. “You have put it together, haven’t you?” he asked, a sharp edge to his voice.

“Yes,” Hallie answered, a snap in her own voice. Rosalia might like this young man, but she was definitely not so sure. His manner was as affected and false as his cousin’s. She looked around the room and saw that she had everyone’s attention. Even Calibum was looking at her, waiting for her to speak. She shifted her weight, uncomfortable with the scrutiny. “Lionel Mercer is responsible for Bohort’s death, and for poisoning Calibum and Tristram Jacobs. He is also responsible for the deaths of the two men we found above the pawn shop, and Verge Moseley,” she told Girard. The investigator was frowning, looking between her and Lionel and Tristram as if he wasn’t sure what to believe.

“What proof do you have?” Calibum demanded.

“The blade Investigator Abbott is holding, for one,” Hallie said. “And I encountered Lionel Mercer in old town. I got this off him,” she said, pulling the cloth mask out of her pocket. “I’m sure that forensic testing will show it belongs to him.”

Girard looked at the mask she was holding up and nodded, as if she was confirming something he had suspected. “I did a bit more digging,” he said, talking to her as if they were the only two people in the room. “Verge Moseley used to work for the Mercers. He was dismissed a few months ago.”

“Why do I doubt that’s the whole truth?” Hallie asked, lifting a brow. Girard’s chin dipped, agreeing with her. Hallie didn’t know much about the inner workings of hochlen families, but from the limited interactions she’d had she could tell that their security teams were both dedicated and loyal. Being dismissed from service, if that was what had happened, wouldn’t necessarily have affected Verge’s loyalty.

“I don’t understand why,” Rosalia said. She was still standing close to Tristram, as if she believed he was the only safe person in the room. Hallie wanted to tell her friend to move away, but she didn’t think Tristram would hurt Rosalia. He seemed fond of her, in fact. And being close to the son of the house put her out of reach of both Lionel and Bully, which was a good thing.

“I do,” Girard and Raff said together, each looking and sounding grim. Girard tilted his head at Tristram and went on, speaking to Rosalia. “Inheritance. With Bohort and Tristram gone, Lionel was next in line.” Girard looked across the room at Lionel. “It was a stupid plan,” he said, surprising Hallie. “I mean, if the head of family and his two sons died close together, you would be an obvious suspect.”

“Only if their deaths could be traced back to me,” Lionel said, that manic smile back on his face, “and you can’t prove anything.” He was putting on a brave front. If she hadn’t had her truth sense, Hallie might have believed his apparent confidence. But he was lying. The little blade that Girard was putting into an evidence bag, and the cloth cap that Hallie was holding were tangible bits of proof, along with the clear motive that Girard had outlined.

“What I don’t understand is why now. The inheritance has always been the same,” Girard said.

“Bohort was being pressured to get married,” Hallie said, remembering her conversation with Rosalia what seemed like half a lifetime ago. The pressure to provide heirs for his family had driven Bohort to hurt her friend, but had driven Lionel further, into trying to kill the men in his family.

“But Bohort has three sisters,” Rosalia said, sounding bewildered.

“The hochlen only care about their male heirs,” Hallie told her friend, unable to keep the edge out of her voice. The elite, who considered themselves so far above the ordinary folk, disregarding half their population. That was why Lionel had ignored Bohort’s sisters. They were no threat to him.

“Well, that explains a lot,” Rosalia said, her nose wrinkling in distaste. Her shoulders slumped. She looked exhausted. And no wonder. “Do you think we can go now?” she asked Hallie.

“Not so fast. I want answers,” Raff said, most of his authority back in his voice.

“And I don’t have any for you,” Hallie told him. She nodded to Lionel. “He does. But somehow I doubt you’re going to pump him full of truth serum to find out what you want to know.”

It wasn’t fair to so openly criticise Raff, but Hallie was not feeling fair. And, from the embarrassment on Raff’s face, she was perfectly correct. There would be no truth drug for Lionel. And no shock sticks, either.

“What did you mean when you said Bohort wouldn’t cooperate?” Raff asked Lionel. Hallie wasn’t surprised that Raff had remembered that question, but did wonder if she was the only one surprised that the head of security was taking up the question she had asked.

For a moment it seemed as if Lionel was not going to answer, but then the smile reappeared. He wanted to tell them, Hallie thought. He’d come up with what he had believed to be a clever plan with no one to share it with, and he wanted to tell them all about it.

“Bohort was supposed to drink his wine, the same as Calibum and Tristram,” Lionel said. “You’d all spend time worrying about trifan poisoning and by the time you realised it wasn’t that, it would be too late. It was beautifully subtle.”

“All three men in the Jacobs household getting ill at the same time would have raised alarms,” Girard said.

“It happened around the time of a family meal,” Raff said, voice harsh. “We suspected the chef, not an outside source. It seemed more likely, given the early symptoms.”

“Which were extremely unpleasant, by the way,” Tristram put in, giving an exaggerated shudder.

“So, Bohort didn’t drink the wine you gave him,” Hallie said, turning her attention back to Lionel and trying not to think about what had happened to the innocent chef. “So, what, stabbing him was the next best plan?”

“Don’t be stupid. I was trying to add something to his vitamin drink when he came in unexpectedly,” Lionel said, the manic grin finally gone, replaced by raw, naked fury. “He laughed at me. Called me a girl. After that, I had to improvise. Luckily, I remembered the little piece that he kept in the city. Except you interfered before my men could finish that simple job,” Lionel added, glaring at Hallie.

He’d thought of Rosalia as nothing more than a convenient pawn in his plans, Hallie realised, her own temper spiking. The hochlen really were a different breed.

“You are a girl,” Calibum said, his voice weak and shaking with effort and emotion. “Using poison on your own kin.”

“Don’t pretend to be so outraged, uncle,” Lionel said, an acid edge to his voice. “You were trying to force me out of the succession.”

“If I’d known you were capable of this, I would have done it years ago,” Calibum said, glaring at his nephew. “You always were disobedient.”

“I’m not your puppet, uncle.” Lionel’s fury had twisted his face into something ugly. Even so, Hallie had a fleeting moment of sympathy for him. It was not easy having someone else in control of major life decisions. But it had never occurred to her to solve her problems by killing off her family.

All at once she felt sick to her stomach and had a strong urge to follow Rosalia’s excellent suggestion and just leave. The potion Aneta had given her was still working, and she should be able to make it down the secret passage back to the car. Assuming they could get out of the house and grounds.

She moved across to Girard and held out the cloth mask in its plastic bag. “Here.”

“This is what you messaged me about?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“You could have called, you know,” he said. “I would have listened.”

“I didn’t start really putting it all together until I saw a picture in Tristram’s room of Bohort, Tristram and Lionel,” Hallie said. She glanced over her shoulder. Lionel was still there, face pale, chest rising and falling with his rapid breathing, fury still evident. He was trapped. In his uncle’s house, faced with both his uncle and cousin as well as a Conclave investigator. And he was still dangerous. He had absolutely nothing to lose. “What now?” she asked Girard.

The investigator pocketed the cloth mask along with the knife and reached for his belt, producing a pair of flexi cuffs very like the ones that Hallie used for restraining fugitives.

“Lionel Mercer, I am arresting you on suspicion of the murder of Bohort Jacobs and the attempted murders of Calibum Jacobs and Tristram Jacobs.” Girard started walking across the room to Lionel. “You do not have to say anything but anything you do say can be taken down and used in evidence against you. You have the right to legal representation. If you cannot afford it, the Conclave will arrange representation for you.” Girard stopped in front of Lionel. “Hold out your hands.”

Lionel put his hands out and Girard reached for his wrists. Lionel stepped sideways, putting his shoulder towards Girard, reaching around him and grabbing for the gun that Girard carried.

Raff shouted and the black-clad security officers in the room surged forward, grabbing hold of Calibum and Tristram and dragging them away, heading out of the room even as Girard and Lionel wrestled for control of Girard’s gun.

The gun went off, loud even in the big room. Rosalia screamed. Frightened, rather than hurt, Hallie saw in a quick sideways glance to check on her friend.

The two men were on the ground now, wrestling for control over the weapon. As she’d noted before, they were evenly matched. They’d had similar upbringings and similar training.

In the rush to get out of the room, the Jacobs’ security team had left Calibum’s silver cane behind. Hallie picked it up and stalked across to the wrestling men.

“Let go,” she told Girard.

Somehow, in the midst of trying to stop Lionel gouging his eyes out, the investigator heard her. He released his grip on Lionel. Hallie swung the cane, like she had swung the poker in Rosalia’s apartment what felt like months ago, into the side of Lionel’s head.

The cane wasn’t as heavy as the poker had been, and Lionel had turned away, seeing the blow coming, so he didn’t slump into unconsciousness. Instead, he dropped his grip on Girard’s gun and rolled away, coming to his feet near the window.

“This isn’t over yet,” he said to Hallie, then turned and ducked between the heavy curtains. Hallie heard the sound of breaking glass and a rush of cool air swirled into the room.

Girard was on his feet, gun in hand, and across to the window before Hallie could react. He shoved the curtain aside and stared out into the night.

“Gone. I can’t see him. I’ll need to get teams out looking for him,” he said, and pulled his phone out of his pocket.

“You’re actually still going to try and arrest him?” Hallie asked, unable to hide her surprise. She put the silver cane down.

“Of course,” Girard said, frowning at her. “Why? Don’t you think he’s guilty?”

“I do. But he’s hochlen,” Hallie said. And hochlen lived by different rules, she finished in her own mind. They were never held accountable. Not once in all the time she’d been alive.

“That’s why the Conclave set up its investigation team,” Girard told her, perfectly serious, “so that we could begin to hold even hochlen accountable.”

Hallie opened her mouth to say something, but couldn’t find the right words, so just nodded, once, and tried to hide the inappropriate urge to laugh and smile that came over her. It seemed likely that Lionel Mercer was not going to get away with murder. It was a strange and good day indeed.
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Of course, saying that Lionel would be held accountable and actually doing it were two different things, as Hallie learned over the course of the next few hours. She and Rosalia had been shuffled into a different room which Raff referred to as the small dining room. It held a long, polished table that would easily seat twenty people but no food or drink in the time they spent there. They endured a series of questions from a pair of grim-faced hochlen who Girard introduced as other Conclave investigators. The hochlen had wanted to separate Hallie and Rosalia, but Hallie had refused. She’d been more than a little surprised when the investigators agreed, but hadn’t questioned it. She’d got what she wanted.

She and Rosalia went over their versions of the night of Bohort’s death several times, giving their true and accurate accounts. She could tell that the investigators were sceptical, but they had a near confession from Lionel Mercer made in front of Calibum and Tristram Jacobs as well as the Jacobs’ head of security and Girard. It was the additional witnesses, and the hard evidence of the knife and mask, that swayed the matter, Hallie thought. If the investigators had just been relying on her and Rosalia’s testimony, it could have been a different outcome.

As it was, after several hours, the investigators somewhat reluctantly said that they were free to go.

Light-headed from hunger and gritty eyed from lack of sleep, the last thing Hallie wanted to do was to walk back down to midtown to pick up the vehicle that Rosalia had left. But she discovered that she wanted to stay in the Jacobs’ house even less.

They left the house by a side entrance, escorted by a grim-faced, sulking Bully. He shut the door behind them as soon as they were out.

It was early morning by then, the sun bright overhead, the sky clear of any clouds that Hallie could see. The side of the house that they had been shown out of had a view over the rest of the city. Hallie moved across the gravel path to the low border of scented plants and stared at a view she’d never seen before.

“It looks so tiny,” she said to Rosalia, who had come to stand next to her.

“It does,” Rosalia agreed. She sounded like she was trying not to cry. “So odd to think that everyone we know lives there. Or, almost everyone.”

“I know,” Hallie agreed. Her eyes followed the slopes from the high city down to midtown, with its swathes of green and wider roads, then further on to the more crowded sprawl of low city. There were no large patches of green that she could see apart from the fortress, a tiny diamond of lush green life jutting out into the sparkling grey-blue sea. “No wonder the hochlen look down on us so much,” she said. “I mean, it feels like a different world up here.”

“It is,” Rosalia said, her voice flat and still with that edge of tears.

“What’s wrong?” Hallie asked, turning to her. It was a stupid question, perhaps, after everything that had happened. But Rosalia had been amazingly resilient for days. It was odd to see her finally beginning to fall apart.

“I just realised that everyone still thinks I killed Bohort, and I’ve got nowhere to go,” Rosalia said, the words coming out of her in a rush. “I mean, you’ve been wonderful, but I can’t sleep on your sofa forever. And no one is going to hire me if they think I’m a killer.”

“You can stay with me as long as you want,” Hallie said, her voice firm. “My home is wrecked right now, and it will take a few days to sort out, I think, but there’s more than enough space to build a second bedroom, so you won’t need to sleep on the sofa.”

“Are you sure?” Rosalia said, a little bit of hope crossing her face.

“Of course I’m sure,” Hallie said. “It will be nice to have some company for a while. And if you ever want to cook, I won’t object.”

Rosalia laughed, and for a moment looked like her old self, warm-hearted and open. “I do love to cook,” she said.

“And I love to eat,” Hallie said. They both laughed.

Footsteps nearby drew Hallie’s attention. Girard and Raff were coming towards them, both men looking as tired as Hallie felt.

“Lionel’s gone to ground,” Girard said, “but we will find him, don’t worry.”

“Alright,” Hallie said. She suspected Lionel Mercer would be too busy trying to find a place to hide to hunt her down. Or at least she hoped so. She faced the two men. “When will the public statement be made?”

“What do you mean?” Raff asked, his expression closed.

“I mean that right now most of the city believes that either Rosalia or I are responsible for Bohort’s death. You know that isn’t true. I want my life back, and so does Rosalia. So there needs to be a public statement,” Hallie said. She held Raff’s eyes for a moment before looking at Girard, wondering if she might need to give Morgana a call. If anyone could put pressure on the police or even the Conclave Investigators to issue a retraction, it was her cousin.

To her surprise, Girard’s face lifted in a small smile. “That’s completely fair,” he said. He glanced at Raff. “We’ll make sure that something gets out in public, letting you both off the hook.”

Surprised by the easy agreement, Hallie nodded. She was tempted to demand more details, but didn’t want to push it too far. They were going to get their names cleared, and that was the important thing as far as she was concerned.

“My master wants you both off the property as soon as possible,” Raff said. He sounded almost apologetic. “I can offer you a lift, if that’s helpful,” he added.

“Yes,” Hallie said, before Rosalia could say anything. “It’s the least you can do,” she added, and saw the initial anger in Raff’s eyes before he nodded, a rueful smile on his face.

“I’ll take you back to low city,” Girard offered.

Hallie exchanged glances with Rosalia, wondering about the hire car that they’d left in the parking structure.

“That would be welcome, thank you,” Rosalia said.

And so for the second time in as many days, Hallie found herself in the butter-soft, comfortable seat of a sleek city car, being driven back to low city. She directed Girard to take them as close to the centre as possible, before the streets got too narrow for his vehicle, then bade the investigator a cheerful farewell before she and Rosalia made the rest of their journey on foot. By the time they got back to the basement room, they were both stumbling with exhaustion and collapsed into sleep by mutual, silent agreement. The killer had been unmasked. Their names would be cleared. Everything else could wait until the next day.


Chapter twenty-two


The next day, after Hallie had slept without moving for longer than she had ever slept before in her life, thanks to Aneta’s potion wearing off, Hallie and Rosalia stopped at a local café for a much-needed breakfast and ate while they watched the television reporters going over the remarkable news that Bohort Jacobs had been killed by disgraced former hochlen security officers, who had then tried to frame other people for the murder. The news report didn’t mention either Rosalia or Hallie by name, and Hallie for one was happy with that. She didn’t like that the report wasn’t completely truthful, but it did the job as far as getting her and Rosalia off the suspect list, and that was more than she had hoped for a few days before.

As the news cycle started to repeat, Hallie’s phone buzzed with a text. Aunt Gin was expecting her back at work as soon as possible. Hallie had to shake her head, with a rueful smile. Trust Aunt Gin to be keeping up to date, and to be focusing on what mattered to her. Hallie sent a message back saying she needed a couple of days off, and then turned her phone on silent. She had rarely taken any time off in the years she’d worked for Gin, and right now she needed a break and to get her house sorted before she could get back to hunting fugitives.

Rested, refuelled, with their names cleared, they made their way across old town to Hallie’s home. They had left the basement room as tidy as they could, ready to be used when needed. Hallie sensed that Rosalia was relieved to be out of hiding, and out above ground level. Rosalia’s bruising had faded to mere shadows on her face, and she was smiling at something or other when they turned the corner to come in sight of the train overpass and Hallie’s front door. They were both carrying bags of supplies, as Hallie had warned Rosalia that there would be no edible food in her home, and likely no useful cleaning products, either. Undaunted, Rosalia had still insisted on coming with her. After all, she was going to be staying there, too, she’d said. Even knowing the amount of work ahead of them, Hallie’s heart had lightened at the thought of having a room mate, even for a little while.

There were people outside her front door. Hallie checked in her stride, startled. She never had visitors. It was one of the reasons why she’d chosen this place for her home. As she moved forward, her brows lifted, surprised again. Of all the people to have visited her here, she would never have expected Kendra and Nelda. The ancient witches were settled on what looked like the remains of Hallie’s own sofa outside the front door, their ever-present wooden wheelbarrow next to them.

They were holding mugs that Hallie thought might be ones she had kept in the kitchen, the scent of fresh-brewed coffee drifting towards her as she approached.

“Good day to you,” Hallie said. They might look old and frail, but they were witches. It was always wise to be polite to witches.

“Hallie Talbot,” Nelda said, a smile full of mischief spreading over her face. “I hope you don’t mind that we started without you.”

“Em, no, I’m sure I won’t,” Hallie said, glancing at the open front door to her home. “I’m just surprised to see you here.”

“Oh, child, when we heard about the state your home had been left in, we had to help,” Kendra said, sounding far more lively and vigorous than Hallie could ever remember.

“That is very kind of you,” Hallie began, feeling as if she’d come into a conversation part way through and was struggling to catch up.

“Nonsense. Go and take a look. We’re just having a rest, but we’ll be ready to keep going in a moment,” Kendra said, making a shooing motion with her free hand even as she raised the coffee to her mouth.

Hallie went to the doorway and paused, staring into her home. She had left it in ruins, with cushion stuffing and food stuffs strewn all over the place. There hadn’t been a single piece of furniture still in place, and most of the items she owned had been ripped open or broken.

Now, the area immediately around the door had been cleaned, as had the large windows to either side of the doorway. There were metal grates on the outside for security and bright daylight filtered in. The extra light let Hallie see that there wasn’t a speck of dust to be seen inside, let alone a crumb of cushion stuffing. There was a wide path of clean and clear floor to the kitchen, which had been almost completely tidied. There was no food left on the floor, and the broken crockery had been cleared up, too. An ancient-looking coffee machine, that Hallie had bought from her mother’s repair shop some years before, was sitting in pride of place, bubbling away so that the whole space smelled of fresh brewed coffee rather than rotting milk.

“We haven’t made much progress yet,” Kendra said right next to Hallie, startling her into a jump and undignified squeal of surprise.

“It is amazing,” Hallie said, her eyes stinging. She hadn’t expected such kindness. Not from anyone. “Thank you,” she said, before wondering if she should have thanked the witch.

“Oh, I’m pleased you are pleased,” Kendra said, smile taking over her face.

“I am so grateful. But I don’t understand,” Hallie said, turning so that she could see both Kendra and Nelda. “You didn’t need to do any of this for me.”

“Dear child,” Nelda said, standing next to her sister, mischief dancing in her eyes. “You have done so much for us over the years. It is such a little thing to return that favour.”

“You have been more than generous,” Kendra added, mischief in her own face. “Always so kind to two bothersome old women.”

“Giving without expecting anything in return,” Nelda said, still smiling.

“We were going to finish the kitchen next,” Kendra said, before Hallie could think of anything to say. “Unless you want us to start somewhere else?”

“I think the kitchen would be fine,” Hallie said, and wrinkled her nose. “I suppose I need to deal with the bedsheets.”

“Not at all, my dear. We cleaned those,” Nelda said, and waggled her fingers in the air.

“Wait. You used magic on my behalf?” Hallie asked, astonished. She’d never heard of any witch using her powers outside her coven without some form of payment.

“Like I said, you have been more than generous to us. Let us help you a little,” Kendra said, giving Hallie a one-armed hug before moving past her, heading for the kitchen.

“We assumed that you’d want to add in bedrooms, if Rosalia is staying with you,” Nelda added, pausing next to Hallie. “So some of the boys are bringing materials around a bit later. They might even put up some walls for you, if you are able to feed them,” she added, giving a pointed look at the bags Hallie and Rosalia were still carrying.

Feeling as if she was in a dream state, Hallie glanced at Rosalia and lifted a brow.

“Oh, if you can give me a kitchen, I will be happy to cook for anyone who wants feeding,” Rosalia said, her eyes bright. She looked like the old Rosalia, warm-hearted and carefree. “Hallie can barely burn toast,” she added, grinning.

“That is true,” Hallie agreed. “Alright. I’m not sure how much of the stuff in the kitchen can be saved, but I’ll start in the bedroom and bathroom,” she said, handing over a bag of food to Rosalia and taking a bag of cleaning supplies in return.

As she made her way across the floor, she started plotting out where new walls might go in to make two bedrooms. One for her, one for Rosalia. Hallie’s current home took up perhaps half the space under the archway, so there was room to expand.

As she started picking up her miraculously clean sheets and bedding from the also miraculously clean floor, Hallie found herself smiling. She’d come to her home today prepared to spend the day feeling exhausted and sick to her stomach at the damage done by the police who’d raided her home. Instead, she found witches using their magic to restore the place, her best friend ready to cook, and more help and materials on the way to expand her home. Her heart swelled. Everything was going to be alright.

[image: image-placeholder]

Late in the evening, her home had been transformed. The boys that Nelda and Kendra had summoned had turned out to be an entire work crew from one of low city’s master builders, complete with a van full of tools and a trailer loaded with building supplies. They’d listened to contradictory instructions from Nelda and Kendra, and some suggestions from Hallie about what she thought would work, and then taken down the entire back wall of Hallie’s home, expanding her home to fit into the entire archway before putting in soundproofing and panelling on all the newly exposed walls. Hallie had stared, open-mouthed, as they worked far more quickly than should have been humanly possible, extending her home with two large bedrooms each with its own bathroom. The soundproofing was effective enough that the noise of the trains overhead was barely audible even to Hallie’s sharp hearing. They also put a half-wall in between the kitchen and living space, so she could expand the kitchen if she wanted, something that Hallie on her own would never have thought of, but which made Rosalia’s eyes light up.

It didn’t take Hallie long to realise that the work crew were also witches, and using their magic to speed the process along. With nothing for her to do, Hallie sat down on her miraculously restored armchair and watched them work, mouth open. Kendra and Nelda brought her repaired sofa back into the building and sat down on it, both of them watching Hallie with an ancient wisdom in their eyes.

“Not used to people helping you, are you?” Kendra observed. She’d produced a bottle of wine from somewhere and offered Hallie a glass. Hallie was quite sure that there had been no wine glasses in her house that morning.

“No,” Hallie said, her voice hoarse. She accepted the wine. It was a rare treat, but the whole day had been so extraordinary that the wine barely registered.

“This is marvellous,” Rosalia said, flopping down in an extra armchair that Hallie was quite sure hadn’t been there earlier in the day. Her face was flushed, and the scent of something amazing was filling the space. “Can I really stay here?” she asked Hallie, a hint of nervousness in her voice.

“Of course,” Hallie answered, with no hesitation. It was one thing she was absolutely certain of. “And now we don’t even have to argue over who gets the first shower,” she added.

It was a lame joke, but Rosalia laughed and reached over, squeezing Hallie’s free hand on the arm of her chair. “This is quite simply amazing,” she said, eyes drifting to the work crew who were now adding doors to the bedrooms.

“No more so than your wonderful cooking, child,” Kendra said. “You have a true gift.”

Rosalia shrugged one shoulder. “I like to cook,” she said simply.

Kendra and Nelda both turned towards the front door, brows lifting. “Are you expecting anyone else?” Nelda asked.

“No,” Hallie said. She put her wine glass down on the repaired coffee table and headed for the front door. Even though the work crew had done most of the heavy labour, she still felt exhausted, her muscles sore.

She arrived at the door just in time to meet Girard, who was looking around the space in front of the building with a frown, as if not sure what he was seeing. The builders’ van and trailer were still there, along with Kendra and Nelda’s wooden wheelbarrow and an impressive pile of sawdust and offcuts of wood and other building materials. He turned back to Hallie as she appeared in the doorway.

“It looks like you’ve been busy,” he said.

“Unexpectedly so,” she agreed. She hesitated, reluctant to invite him into her home. He didn’t seem to be her enemy, but he wasn’t quite a friend, either.

“Do you have a moment?” he asked, and tilted his head to one side, silently suggesting they talk outside.

Relieved that he wasn’t trying to get into her home, Hallie nodded and stepped outside. She’d left her jacket somewhere indoors and the cooler evening air made her wrap her arms around herself as she walked a little way away from her front door with the investigator. He paused just out of the light from the door and the work van, his expression serious.

“Lionel Mercer is dead,” he said.

“Not me,” Hallie said at once.

“No, I know,” he said, a hint of frustration in his voice. Then he shook his head. “No, that’s fair. Sorry, I’ve been interviewed pretty much all afternoon and came straight here. I wanted to make sure you got the news from me.”

Hallie frowned slightly. She wasn’t sure what she was supposed to make of that. She didn’t understand why he’d felt compelled to come here. Why he’d wanted to tell her about Lionel Mercer’s death. “How did he die?” she asked. Perhaps an answer to that would explain what he was doing here.

“It looked like his heart simply stopped in the middle of the night,” Girard said. From the set of his jaw, it was clear he didn’t believe it. “The chief investigator tried to question Calibum Jacobs and Tristram, but neither of them were available.”

Hallie shivered, her mind giving her a clear picture of the two men when she’d last seen them. Calibum looking as if he was being held up by will alone, frail and bitter. Tristram sitting in the armchair in his father’s house, the ridiculously opulent red dressing gown pooled around his feet, staring back at his cousin with a hard expression on his face. “It wouldn’t be Calibum,” Hallie said without thinking. “I mean, if it wasn’t a natural death.”

“What makes you say that?” Girard asked, sounding genuinely curious.

“Too soon,” Hallie said, and shrugged. “I’m not sure I can explain it better, but the old man seemed to me to have a lot more patience and subtlety with his own kind.”

“Interesting,” Girard said, drawing the word out. He didn’t disagree, though. “Anyway, I thought you should know,” he said, taking a half-step back.

“Thank you. You didn’t need to come all this way to tell me,” Hallie said. It had been a day of people behaving strangely, and unexpected gifts.

Girard didn’t respond at once. He looked back at the open door of her home and then up at the train tracks overhead. “This is a very unusual place for a house,” he commented.

Hallie felt heat in her face, and swallowed her first impulse to defend her home. He hadn’t sounded critical, just curious. “It’s quiet,” she said, just as a freight train began rumbling overhead.

Girard’s mouth pulled up in a smile, and she smiled back.

“You know what I meant,” she said.

“I do,” he agreed. “I should be getting back. It was an interesting experience working with you, Miss Talbot,” he said.

“And you, Investigator Abbott,” she said.

His smile deepened. He inclined his head and turned, walking away into the gathering night. Hallie found herself staring after him for far longer than was polite, her whole body warm despite the gathering chill of the night around her.

“He seems nice,” Rosalia said from a few paces behind her.

“He does, doesn’t he? Once you get past the hochlen arrogance,” Hallie agreed, turning to her friend.

“Will you be seeing him again?” Rosalia asked, a hint of mischief in her face.

“I doubt it,” Hallie said immediately. “I cannot imagine what business a Conclave investigator and skip tracer could have in common.”

“Oh, well, the world does move in mysterious ways,” Rosalia said, then waved a hand. “Come on, if you want anything to eat, you’d best get there quick before Kendra and Nelda’s nephews eat the lot.”

Needing no further encouragement, Hallie headed inside with Rosalia, finding herself wrapped in warmth and laughter and lively conversation, her heart lighter than it had been for a long, long time.

There might be some dangerous politics playing out in the world of the elite, but right now she had a warm, safe home, good food and good company and that was more than enough.
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