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PROLOGUE

			The man ran.

			A low, red sunset glared in his eyes, as sullen as exhaustion. The dust in the wind stung his skin.

			But he ran. He’d always done this, always stopped the end before it started. As he turned the narrow corners, straining now for every breath, the long evening shadows crept slowly towards him, like fingers reaching for his heart. 

			He may be too late.

			Behind him sprawled the poorer part of the city, a maze of crumbling walls and tight alleyways, some of it derelict, much of it underlain by the rusting metal stillness of the tram-tracks. Ahead, there lay the tidier, tessellated roofs of the merchants’ homes and warehouses, and, glimpsed in flashes between, the flat, metallic glint of the river.

			But these were not what filled his vision.

			He turned a corner and there it was, huge against the hell-tinged sky: the twisting, spiral rise of the city’s centre. Long curves of steps traced about its sides, past pillars and archways, levels and layers, roofs and spires; red light gleamed from the windows, and glinted from the gargoyles wrought deep into the stone. This was the city’s living, breathing heart, crafted by its Builders, ten thousand years before. And now, its shadow crawled towards him, across the spread of streets below.

			The man still ran. 

			He skidded onwards, through a knot of alleyways and past the backstreet shrines, their candles flat and flickering. Some bore offerings to the greatest of the hellspirits – Kei of the sky and Vei of the water – but he kept running, ducking under crumbling stone arches, and past the shuttered and rattling doors.

			Another corner, and he could hear it.

			Singing. Shouting. Drunken, youthful laughter, thrown careless and skyward. As the red sun sank to the lip of the surrounding crater, he knew that he’d found it.

			There.

			His instincts had not failed him. Under a mounting storm that had the population quailing, this was exactly what he’d come to stop…

			The end of the world. 

			It was an old tale, and one he knew well. A tale of a red sun, bloated and weary. A tale of a great city, sealed in a huge caldera. A tale of metallurgical equations, and of raucous teens, dancing in the dirt. 

			He could see them, cavorting reckless by their gusting, flattened flames. Above them, the rusting metal of the city’s water clock stood like a guardian, all rotted with age and spray. Its wheel still turned, but the little figures that had once whirred from their lairs and tapped at each other with tiny, curved swords were creaking and soundless now; their jaws flapping like skulls. 

			Everything rattled as the wind grew higher. The birds tumbled like refuse.

			The kids danced on, oblivious. The equations were unknown to them, a joke; they had no idea what they’d done. But he knew, he could feel it: that thin, bright thread of re-awakened consciousness.

			And he knew it – ah – so well--

			The crash of roof tiles startled him. Provoked and exultant, the kids laughed at the noise, at the storm, at the sheer violence of it. They were daring, drinking, jumping…

			Every one of them would die before the figures on the clock fought again. 

			The man leapt at them. They turned, angry, demanding to know what the hells he was doing…

			But he shoved through them, blurring their equations with his boot. The fire gusted, flared at him like something living. Coughing at the sudden roar of heat, he raised a hand to shield his eyes…

			The flames detonated, searing his skin.

			He stumbled back, his hair smoking. The spray from the clock made his burned clothing steam; he could hear screaming. The kids were scattering now, panicked. One collapsed beside him, blood gouting from her mouth. Her companion fell to his knees, keening thinly, his hands wrapped round his head. 

			There was laughter, a breath in the wind. It said, ‘Not this time.’

			Another kid stumbled past him, sobbing. 

			He answered, ‘This time is no different.’ His voice was soft, grey. ‘I’ll always be here, and I’ll always stop you.’ 

			The kids were charred and dead, twisted in suffering. Their flesh blackened the stone. The surrounding roofs were rattling madly now, as if they housed a thousand panicked creatures all trying to escape. The clock creaked in protest.

			A touch caressed his cheek. Without warning, the fire was gone.

			The air was cold.

			The voice said, again, ‘Not this time.’ In the sudden darkness, the words were like music. ‘This time, you’re too late.’ Laughter, pieces of it falling round him, splintering into different voices and angles – he spun, but he couldn’t keep track of them. ‘Sooner or later, you knew I’d find a way.’

			They tangled him like wire, hurting. 

			The voices said, ‘Enjoy the storm.’

			He said, ‘I’ll stop you—’

			‘You’ll have to find me first…’ the laughter was fading ‘…my love.’

			The man stood alone, surrounded by the dead, and looking up at the raging sky.






			PART ONE: 
FAMILY

		


		
			
CHAPTER ONE: HANGOVER

			Caphen Talmar had a hangover.

			No, not a hangover, a monster. A hellspirit. A righteously-earned miner’s hammering, a rock-rubble-rumble in the back of his skull that prevented him lifting his head. He was limp-limbed, parched-mouthed, and felt like he’d been hit with a shovel.

			He groaned.

			Recollection was just too much effort. Blindly, he groped for the timeglass that would tell him how late he’d slept.

			But his hand found nothing familiar. The table beside him was all wrong – wrong surface, wrong shapes. Debris scattered and tumbled at his touch; the clatter was tremendous. With a wince, he untangled himself, and sat up. 

			And had no bloody idea where he was.

			What?

			Blinking, he ground his gaze into focus.

			The room was dim and small and grotty, wooden walls and flooring that had seen better days. A single, shuttered window held the red sun at bay, though an errant stain filtered past it, blurring on the opposite wall. A shrine in the corner offered a clumsy triptych of images – Kei and Vei, dragon-spirits all entwined, and the city held between them like a pearl. Its offering bowl was jammed with incense sticks and the smoked ends of last night’s reeds. 

			Empty bottles were scattered at it base.

			He stared at them, letting the memories bob like flotsam – his father’s anger, the slamming door. It was the same old story – the disappointments, the accusations…

			Bastard.

			And he’d stamped out of the house, again; left his family’s cold shoulder for the warm embrace of the wharf. And, again, he’d woken naked and hungover, his clothing strewn gleefully across the room…

			Another memory: hot breath on his ear, the taste of salty skin. A surge of need, the heat of hands and body. And a mouth that whispered want and hunger, saying his name as he finally shuddered to orgasm…

			The blankets were cold, his companion gone. Reflexively, Caph checked for purse and jewellery, then, irritated, threw the whole thing aside. He needed to piss, and thoughts like that weren’t helping.

			Groaning, he turned to sit on the edge of the bed.

			He knew this all too well, and the comedown was a bitch.

			It had started with defiance, with the need to lose himself. He’d stamped down the long steps, away from the upper city and towards its antithesis – the sprawl of the working wharf. 

			The place where his father couldn’t follow.

			He was house Caphen, named family and elite – and he hated it. He hated the wealth and the property management; he hated the paperwork and the mercantile guilds. Caphen weren’t family Elect, not part of the rulers of the city, but even so, their name was prominent and it came with expectations, with stuffed shirts and mannered fakery – and with a lack of permission to be out this far, wandering the walkways all guardless and alone.

			But decorum be damned, Caph liked the wharf – the scent and bustle of harbour and market, the slow, easy slosh of the caldera’s waters. Here, he could lose his name and walk free. He could buy a fish roll and sit in the sun, looking out at the crater’s distant walls, all shaded to fantastic patterns and dusted with white at their peaks. 

			Sometimes, he wondered what was out there. The city’s Builders, dead ten thousand years, had done more than just conjure the stone - for reasons lost to legend, they’d sealed the crater behind them. The Outside was forbidden, taboo, and that superstition still lingered – compressed by the weight of years into the belief that there was simply nothing out there. 

			Besides, the city had everything it needed. Its gaze had turned inward – to metal, to stone, and to money.

			Caph shook the crumbs from his roll-wrapper, and watched the sea birds peck round his long boots. The Builders were semi-mythical, steeped in forgotten symbols; the population of the city was descended from their servants, the retainers they’d sealed in with them to answer to their every need.

			And those retainers had thrived. They’d swiftly grown past the skills of their masters – and past the support of the crater’s arable land.

			He remembered from his history classes: the wharf had been built from need and panic, and it had saved the city’s life. Constantly expanded and repaired, it now stretched fully halfway round the shoreline, battered and ragged and dotted with fishing ports, channelled with waterways and sagging with shantytowns. 

			But still, he liked it here – liked its ribald and rickety humour, its noise and clutter. And, as the sunlight faded and the gloom of the crater’s edge swelled to swallow the water, he pulled himself from the view and went in search of wine. 

			Slowly, the red sky darkened to lavender, and the lamps gleamed warmly in the dusk. The blue moon rose, a sliver like a promise. The dockers and loaders, their shifts over, put flame to swaying strings of lanterns, and settled in groups to drink and brag. Clouds of midges rose amongst them, occasionally flashing to incendiary doom. 

			Caph drifted to a pause, watching them.

			And as the people eddied and settled, a grinning woman upended a heavy, kelp-woven basket and gestured for him to sit. Around her, her circle was all talk and exhaled smoke, the reeds sweet and euphoric. Cheap glass bottles were passed from hand to hand. Some of the workers bore spirits, or cargo from their day – they threw it all down with noise and boasting. Caph had coin – silver, many-edged ripans bearing the nine-pillared mark of City Hall – and he threw a handful onto the planking between his feet.

			The woman next to him grinned. She had wrought-metal dice, each four-sided and rusted with age; she blew on them, rattled them, threw them into the centre of the circle.

			The dice bore metallurgical glyphs, traditional symbols of stone and metal, and, out here, only their most basic principles were remembered. But his education knew them well, and, as the woman picked them up and threw them again, he dared to enter the clamour of bets. Gestures surrounded him, sharp and demanding. He liked the energy of it.

			Stuff decorum, and stuff all the bloody rules.

			The dice bore symbols that made simple equations – alloys and reactions. The gamblers round him taunted and swore. He laughed with them, getting caught up in their anticipation. The woman passed him her bottle. He swigged, coughed, grimaced, passed it back. The surrounding hilarity lifted him like a buoy.

			The next man along rattled the dice, daring. As the bets were placed, he blew on them and threw them down. The equations were cumulative – the patterns got harder and more unlikely with each throw made. But Caph’s pulse was racing – the smoke and the booze were making him grin like a knife. He shed his jacket; his skin tingled with sweat. As the dice passed sunwards round the circle, he bet more, and harder, vying now against the older and wilier members of the group, the gap-toothed men and women who’d been down here years and who’d learned this game by long experience.

			He won, and won again. The combinations grew more intricate. He still won. Voices about him caught with tension. Cautious, he made a choice to lose a round. He carried a short blade, but it was a poor tool for fencing and slow wits were a fool’s game. As the rolls came back round towards him, though, he was still thrilling with expectation. He was up on his feet and cheering with the others, waiting for the one that’d--

			He was being watched.

			The gaze wasn’t threatening, it was curious, appreciative. The shadows were deeper now, and through the lamplit curls of soft smoke, he saw a young man at the outer edge of the circle, watching him with a faint half-smile. He was a typical dockworker, dark and lean and sinew-strong, his garments plain, his arms and shoulders bare. His skin was inked from wrist to neckline, all dragons and coiling, and a chain round his throat carried a simple Vei ward, a prayer for the mercy of the water. Leaning back on one elbow, he caught Caph looking and his smile deepened. He raised his bottle in greeting.

			Caph caught his breath. He stared for a moment, then dropped his gaze, his pulse roaring in his ears. He was suddenly, acutely aware of how much he must stand out – all spoiled rich boy – but, hells, he didn’t care! No-one judged him here, no-one told him who he had to be, what he had to do. His awareness of the man sharpened to almost painful, but it was good, he liked it.

			Agitated, he couldn’t sit down. He gave up his caution and won the next round with a rush of pure energy, an exaltation that carried him forwards into recklessness. Stuff going home, stuff every promise he’d made, all of it. Tonight, he was on a roll, and he was damned well going to enjoy himself.

			The man continued to watch him, still smiling.

			Next to Caph, the woman who’d invited him to sit got up. She was skint, no wealth remaining. Several of the others, too. As the circle began to shift and change, Caph caught the man’s gaze. With a certain tight anticipation, he gestured to the basket beside him.

			The man took a swig from the bottle, and came to sit.

			He said, ‘You play very well.’ 

			His voice was soft and dark, had the slight, rough accent of the wharfside. Close up, Caph could see that he was slightly older than his wire-lean frame suggested and that his eyes were blue – brilliant blue, striking, lightning blue. They dominated his face, marking him apart from the dockworkers around him – and they caught Caph like an angler’s lights.

			‘Thank you.’ He realised he was staring, shook himself. ‘It’s... ah... not really that difficult. As the rolls get more numerous, the possibilities of a successful combination actually go down, not up. You have to pick the most likely path...’ Then, realising he sounded ridiculous, he apologised – that wasn’t how he’d meant that to come out. 

			Hells, why was he suddenly nervous?

			‘Aden,’ the man said, by way of greeting. He studied Caph thoughtfully, still with that curious, intrigued smile. ‘You’re a scholar?’

			His voice hinted at a question – the one that wondered what the hells he was doing here.

			Caph shrugged and picked up the dice. He folded them in long fingers. Their cold metal bit his skin. ‘Not anymore.’

			Aden raised an eyebrow at him, still smiling. Caph blew on the dice, and threw them into the circle.

			Back in the dosshouse, still sat on the bed, Caph looked down at his hands – artist’s hands, musician’s hands, his fingers twisted where they’d been broken several years before.

			He was still struggling, fighting though that complex haze of hangover and guilt and lingering thrill. Dark hair, tanned skin. Strong body, all lean, hard muscle. It made his stomach tighten to think about it. But hells, apart from those eyes, Aden could’ve been any dockworker this side of the crater. He’d given no family name – Caph hadn’t expected one, and he hadn’t given his own. 

			But...

			He exhaled, dismissing the rest of the thought, and lunged to retrieve his shirt. As he rummaged, it took him a moment to realise he was looking for the note, for the keepsake, for the parting request to meet him at the same place...

			Stupid.

			It wasn’t there, and he knew better than to expect it. Untangling his clothing, he tried to remember more of the evening, and why he would even think such a thing.

			As the sun set completely, the gambling circle fragmented and finally broke up. Far out across the gleaming water, the heights of the crater stood huge against the starlit sky, a tattered giant whose ancient hands cupped the city within.

			The evening was a blur, after that. A stumble through the darkened market, urgent kissing, hands sliding down his back, body pressed hard against his thigh like a guarantee. Ready laughter, rich humour. Aden’s touch had kicked Caph’s pulse into clamouring – a wanton chain reaction that left him greedy and craving...

			Oh hells…

			Heat and promise exchanged – had there been another bottle? Laughter coming easily, figures in the gloom and harder drugs than reed… They’d spun into a whirl of loud, alcoholic humour and trembling, super-heated expectation.

			Then a fall through a corridor to a rickety wooden door, a tumble onto a bed that had seen better days. And no willingness to wait, just to reach for skin and sweat and release, all of it in the half-light of the closest room they could find…

			*

			By every flaming hell.

			With an effort, his head still pounding, Caph dismissed the recollection. He shrugged his way into his shirt, into the waistcoat and the long jacket. They seemed pretentious, this morning, all overstated and gaudy. The jacket lacked the usual embroidery, but was still smooth enough to catch on his fingertips. 

			 Feeling ridiculous, he buckled his trousers, pulled on his high boots, gathered his purses and pouches and hung them at his hips. He ran a hand through his long, sandy-coloured fringe, and wondered if he looked as crumpled as he felt.

			The light in his timeglass told him it was midday. Any hopes he had of getting home unnoticed had long since gone up like a wharfside insect.

			Shit.

			But he wasn’t ready to face all that, not yet. He retrieved his short blade from under a blanket, checked the room for the last time, and eased open the door. He would go back to the markets, and try and find some tea…

			And some courage.

			He snorted, slipped down the corridor and out into the light.

			And then he stopped, startled and blinking.

			Across from him, far too close and rising massive from the shining water, was the crater’s silent wall. Here, it was no more than a couple of miles away, and, as his eyes focused, he could actually make out the striations of colour, the layers of history and geology, the flashes of crystal that dazzled and danced. Surprised, he turned to follow the curve, to watch it as it smoothed into a flatly crafted wall and a titanic, sealed gate, warrior colossi standing guard. Even from here, he could see their faces were crumbled with vast age, their outstretched hands all fingerless and filthy. He knew what it was – of course he did – the gate had been crafted at the founding of the city and had stood for centuries without number, never opened, never touched. As a child, he’d often wondered what the Builders had actually fled…

			Now, it just meant that he was a lot further darkward than he thought he was. The previous night’s adventures must’ve taken him all the way around the wharf to almost its darkenmost edge.

			Shit…

			Again.

			Tension curled. He became aware of the smell, of the garbage, of the dilapidation, of the graffiti. Of the occasional slumped figure, all huddled in blankets. 

			Uneasily, he tucked his purse into his belt and loosened the blade. He needed to get out of here quickly, and get back to the places he knew…

			And he still needed to piss.

			Faceless, the distant guardians didn’t care; they had no interest in the city before them. Its tiny, squeaking life was beneath their notice.

			Damn, his head hurt.

			Dismissing whimsy, Caph turned his back on gate, guardians, the whole bloody lot, and went out to face the day.

			The dosshouse doorway bore the curled-feather engraving of its sponsor, house Thantar. It was supposed to be a charity, a place for the homeless and the hopeless, but Caph knew better – these things were more about tax-breaks and deniable labour then they were about altruism. The wharf was corrupt – everyone knew that – and assets moved more quietly on water than they did on land. 

			Another reason why he shouldn’t be out this far.

			Nervous now, he grimaced.

			Head down, very conscious of his height and clothing, he walked quickly around the sagging shantytowns, their uprights faltering now and their old homes sliding into the water, many of them still lived in. Swinging bridges took him across narrow channels and made his stomach churn. Ferryboat captains called for business, but he ignored them, paranoid or cautious or both. As he came back to the marketplace proper, his breathing eased – there were crowds and smells and sizzling fish, here. Running children. A crier, calling the news of the day. Men and women and families, all weaving one through another; household staff with baskets on their arms, guild- or family-marked porters. There were lone figures pushing carts or bicycles, carrying cages, or laden with trays of still-gasping sea-life. There were magicians and conjurers, all metal and smoke. There were preachers for every layer of hell that Caph could name, calling threat and damnation as such beings always did. There were performers and panhandlers, craving attention and coin. There were working men and women both. And everywhere there were the dockworkers, their garments ragged-plain and their skins inked in complex patterns. They obeyed no rules but their own, and they carried baskets, wheeled trolleys, unloaded cargo. Any one of the men could have been Aden, and, after his heart hit his teeth for the third time, Caph snorted and gave it up. 

			The rich scent of cooking fish coaxed him to pay for some breakfast, and he sat at the edge of a small, roofed stall, his head still pounding and his hands round a bowl of tea. 

			Its warmth ached in the old breaks.

			The stallholder cackled at him, waving his tongs in the steam. ‘I have the best fish, the early catch.’ He nodded gleefully. ‘The best vassul-fish your coin can buy!’

			He was right, the fish was excellent. Caph nodded at him, and paid him a full ripan.

			The day had become hot, the air salty and still. As the crowd shifted and flowed, he could see one of the conjurers on the far side of the square, a tall woman, dancing with wondrous fluidity, her feet never moving, but her arms and shoulders flowing to allow her robe to shift, and to accommodate a brass, many-legged insect that scuttled across her like a pet.

			He’d seen her a couple of times before, though he’d never stopped to watch. Now he was curious, so he stood up, heading out across the marketplace. 

			But he’d got no more than five paces before his own name stopped him like a punch in the kidneys.

			‘Talmar.’

			The word was pure scorn. And no-one ever used his given name, only his parents, and…

			Caph stopped, breath forgotten. 

			And just as he was starting to feel better.

			They lay sleepy, sated, legs tangled and skin gleaming. The night’s adventures were catching Caph now, and he could barely keep his eyes open – the work-roughened fingertips that stroked his back were both welcome, and not helping.

			‘Y’know?’ Aden’s chuckle was deep and wicked; his lips brushed Caph’s shoulder as he spoke. ‘You’re gorgeous. What the hells are you even doing out here?’

			Faint shrug. ‘Running away?’

			Aden murmured in response, then said, ‘Will you run back this way?’ 

			The question was light and softy spoken, it slipped under Caph’s awareness almost without him realising. Half-asleep, he raised a curious eyebrow. ‘Would you be here if I did?’

			And in that moment, something changed. Some unwritten rule was broken, surpassed – it expanded beyond the heat and sweat of the wharfside and into something more. A flicker went through Caph’s body – he was too tired to do anything about it, but he stared at Aden’s impossible blue eyes and he felt the shift in the air. 

			‘I might even make a point of it.’ Aden had a grin like the wharf itself, pure rascal. ‘Find out all your secrets, city boy.’

			The promise had an odd edge, but Caph was too weary to worry. Aden’s smile broadened, wicked in the half-light. His eyes were blue as the moon, blue as the water, and Caph could only look at him, still caught like that struggling fish.

			They stayed like that for a moment, then a crane or something cried outside and Aden brushed his thumb across Caph’s mouth. ‘You’re almost asleep. Sorry.’

			The fingers returned to caressing his back. He slid under them, sweetly exhausted and knowing, on some level, that the morning would come all too soon.

			He didn’t know it, but the fingers continued to stroke his skin long after he’d ceased to be aware of them.

			‘Good night, was it?’

			The voice went through Caph’s back like a blade, cutting him, severing his spine. He stopped in the middle of the walkway, suspended somewhere over the edge of utter disbelief.

			No.

			Nonono.

			‘You look like every hell.’

			The words were caustic.

			Any thoughts of Aden fled; there was no space left for them. The man’s voice filled his consciousness completely, filled it with white-cold fear. Caph found his knees like water, his shoulders shaking.

			But he turned around.

			On the wide walkway, the crowds had rippled back, withdrawing from the figure as if he were a rock, thrown in their midst. The man had changed since Caph had last seen him; he was heavier set, stronger, and his short hair and beard were greying as they met his ears. His skin was paler than Caph remembered, but his bearing was still the same, pure self-assurance; he was strikingly, aggressively handsome and as sleek and fit as a hunting shark. 

			Dion Mol Ganthar, once nicknamed Molly, had a presence like a fist in the face.

			For a moment, Caph stared, mouth dry, couldn’t speak. His world shrunk, screamed. His own fists were knotted and his breathing short. His heart was right up in his throat, choking him. He found himself backing away and made an effort to stop.

			‘You’re looking well.’ He managed sarcasm, but only just. ‘The fresh air suits you.’

			‘I’m enjoying my freedom.’ Molly took a step forward. He was a hair taller than Caph, but considerably stronger, and the wood creaked under his weight. His garments were a luxurious version of Caph’s own, and his long blade hung at his hip. House Dion was one of the families Elect, and it looked like they were happy to have him home. Caph wondered, slightly dazed, if City Hall had restored his commission.

			‘You can’t touch me,’ Caph said. ‘My father will have your head.’

			It was meant as a threat, but came out laced with spit and fear.

			Molly’s grin spread. ‘Your Daddy doesn’t scare me, little man.’

			Caph glowered – Molly was the only bloody person in the city who could call him ‘little’ and mean it. The hangover fought with the fear and the temper and the fish in an effort to see what would make him puke first. 

			But he didn’t back down. ‘You fancy another two years, Ganth? Collecting garbage and scrubbing stonework? You just keep walking.’

			Not creative, perhaps, but it had to do.

			Around them, the square was quiet. The conjurer and her spider had gone, evaporated like a dream with the morning light. People were whispering, pointing. At the edges, the crowds were glancing, tense, and moving away. From somewhere, Caph could still hear dancers, a tambourine, but around him the air was glass-sharp and hard as a promise.

			Molly chuckled. He sauntered across the walkway, closed one hand round Caph’s throat and lifted him, bodily, to his tiptoes. His strength was ludicrous, effortless. People gasped, but no-one moved. 

			Forcing Caph backwards into the stall behind him, he leaned in, perfect teeth bared, almost close enough to kiss. He had a grip like a dockside crane, and breath that smelled like wealth and spices.

			‘What?’ he said softly. ‘Like this?’ 

			Hells. The scent of him was so familiar…

			But those days were over. Caph slammed one forearm into Molly’s elbow, a second time, a third. His body was shrieking tension and fury – he’d done this, exactly this, once before. And it wasn’t happening again.

			Molly threw him sideways, the gesture scornful. Caph stumbled, tripped, found himself looking up at the man as if he was one of the gates’ guardian titans. Livid, he scrambled back to his feet.

			‘You touch me again…’

			With no particular malice, Molly backhanded him across the face. The power in it was staggering. 

			‘I can do anything I want,’ he said. ‘And no-one can stop me.’

			The blow was contemptuous rather than hard, but the hand carried a spiked metal ring. It had slashed at Caph’s skin, and the rip stung like every hell.

			The people were scattering now, shrieking for help.

			Caph bit on a curse, touched a finger to his sliced cheek. It came away bloody. He couldn’t manage anything better than, ‘You even try it…’

			From somewhere, pounding feet were rattling the wharf. The tambourine had stopped. The stallholder was jabbering, gesturing in their direction. 

			Pressure screamed in Caph’s veins.

			Molly glanced briefly back, then grinned. ‘There’s a whole new beginning coming, Tal.’ His dark eyes flared. ‘A whole new world.’

			Trembling, a toxic alloy of confusion and fear and fury, Caph wanted nothing more than to slam one hand into Molly’s face. Feel him break. Watch him stumble and fall, watch him bleed. 

			But it was pointless, had always been pointless. Against Molly, he couldn’t win.

			Watching, probably well-aware of Caph’s thoughts, Molly’s grin became a leer. He stroked his thumb across the cut, leaned in, whispered almost in Caph’s ear. ‘Make no mistake,’ he said. ‘You’ll pay for those years, sweetheart. And this time, it won’t be just be your fingers I’ll break.

			And then there were pounding feet, demands, fragments of shouts. Molly stepped back, flicked a salute like a promise, his fingertip bloody. He made no effort at stealth, just turned and walked away as if he owned the wharf and everything in it.

			And Caph stood there, tense and silent, deafened by his own thundering anger. He knew he should get out of there – but he couldn’t grind his confused body into motion.

			And the hollow rush of comedown sucked the air from round him.

		


		
			
CHATPER TWO: PROTEUS

			The mist on the water lay soft and grey.

			Watchful and silent, Aden stepped out of the flophouse door and paused to listen, his breath a plume in the pre-dawn chill. 

			Behind him, Caph snored gently, blissfully oblivious to the outside world – he would probably sleep well into the day. There was the gentle hiss of the water against the uprights, and the first creaks and shouts of the harbours’ fishing fleets…

			But that was all. 

			Soaked in blue moonlight, the wharf was still. There were no traders, at this time of night, no conjurers with their robes and smoke. The servants and performers who’d crowded in colours were long gone, and gone were the workers who’d lazed in their wake, the denizens of the warm and sprawling evening. Cupped safely by rock walls, the great city slept, and its wrought-iron gates were all closed. In some places, huge swathes of its empty streets stood waiting – the parts of the lower city never re-inhabited after the famine…

			There were those who still lived in their desolation, but they flickered like rumour, unseen.

			Here, there swelled a different life. A ghost-life. A life that shifted by the yellow light of the sodium lamps and the blue gleam of the moon. There were shadows here, figures that clumped and plotted in the darkness, that exchanged words and blades in the places where no-one dared look. Here, deals were struck or broken, lives ended, skin split and blood wasted. In a city once blighted to the point of starvation, where all movement and trade was now rigidly controlled, where City Hall claimed merciless omniscience, the murk of the wharf was inevitable as disease, a seething shadow-commerce beneath its well-dressed, outer skin. 

			And like all diseases, it spread.

			*

			Aden gave the quiet a count of ten. Then he offered the sleeping Caph a brief and backward smile, and closed the door. Out across the mist, the moonlight picked out the gate’s guardians, highlit titans that stood in silence…

			He didn’t care.

			At night, the wharf was tense. Eyes watched from every shadow. His spine prickled, but the sensation was familiar – it was a warning, and he knew it well enough to welcome it. He breathed it in, stink and all; let it flow around and though him. 

			Let it make him one of its own.

			‘Aden’ was not real. The character was a fiction, an illusion, a name and a personality created for the working docklands. And now, fluid in the moon-tinged darkness, his face shifted. It became older, more sallow and lined; his hair became wispy and loose. His body lost the tight muscle and hunched in on itself, hungry and hopeless. His distinctive tats thinned like ink in water, vanishing into his skin. His boots were off, slung over one shoulder on their laces, and he huddled deeper into his cheaply woven blanket, one frayed at the edges and taken from the mattress upon which Caph still slept. His Vei-charm waited in a small pocket. 

			The dockworker was gone, less than a memory. Now, the man bore a lurker-face, a weathered face that belonged to the extreme poverty of the wharfside outskirts. He’d never given this one a name – it didn’t need one.

			Long ago, he’d asked his mentor – why? Why he could do this, could change his skin as he did. He’d asked who he was, what he really looked like, what his real name had once been – but Austen had just shaken his head. Instead of answers, the old man had offered him a label, a something that he could call himself that would give him an anchor, at least, an identity to which he could return.

			Austen had called him ‘Proteus’, the name taken from a legend of the Builders. Ironic, perhaps, but the joke had suited him, and Proteus had claimed it for his own.

			And now, sheltered by the doorway, Proteus’s change was complete. He was blotched and starving, a homeless shambler that had lived here all his life, his feet filthy, his muttering wordless. As if he’d absorbed the very feel of the surrounding destitution, he reflected it flawlessly. He fitted, and he faded completely into the background.

			Caph’s snores were still audible, even as he closed the door.

			But as Proteus shuffled away, not even the scuffling tarras looked up.

			Slowly, he headed for the first glimmers of dawn, the paling sky, the first glint of the sun at the edge of the crater. He avoided the walkways that Aden had taken the previous night, choosing instead the shorter route, out to the district gate – the route that no-one would follow. 

			These were places where the traders didn’t venture – the wide sprawls of dereliction, half-fallen into the water, the areas decaying and tumbledown, all splattered with pictures and slang. These were the poorest habitations, scattered with rubbish, the places that the upper city derided, the places that young men like Caph, in their blindness or naiveté would never see…

			The high families did have hands down here, delving into the dirt and what it concealed – but those hands were not their own.

			Yet these were the places where Proteus learned the most. The graffiti on the walls told shifting tales of power, of territory, of security, and of hope…

			Hearing a noise, he paused. 

			It came again – a scuffle, a sharp cry, feet. He stayed still, hunched in his blanket. Two figures ran into view, frantic and glancing around them for help, or cover. They were skinny, dirty, barely teenagers, wearing an assortment of scavenged clothes and a grinning, rodent-patch design that he recognised. They were Tarras, named after the creatures – rummagers and scroungers, gang-kids who traded in whatever oddments they could find. Once, he’d been very like them.

			As he watched, they stopped in a huddle, panting. 

			Their fear was tangible; the girl was almost sobbing. She had a short, serrated knife clutched in one hand. The boy seemed to be nursing a wound; there was a dark blotch spreading across his lower belly.

			‘It’s okay,’ the girl said, like a mantra. ‘It’s okay.’

			He watched them, unmoving and expressionless.

			Then he heard other voices, older and deeper, mocking. Deliberate, heavy feet – the pursuers were in no hurry, and their confidence was hard-edged and brutal. 

			‘Teach you to raid us, you little shits,’ one said. ‘We can see you.’

			The girl pulled the boy to his feet. He held a hand to his wound, wincing. She looked round and her eyes passed over where Proteus crouched, then snapped back as if she’d only just realised he was there. 

			‘Please,’ she said, desperate. ‘Please help us.’

			He didn’t respond. He could save them if he chose – the petty thugs of the wharfside held no fears for him. But he had no need for them; they had nothing he wanted. And he had no intention of breaking his cover.

			He stayed still, hunched in his blanket.

			The girl said, ‘Please…’ but the word was a whisper, as if she already knew it was hopeless. The boy said, ‘Leave him. Let’s hope they knife him next, hey?’ 

			He spat, and they vanished into the gloom. 

			The voices went after them, coarse and laughing.

			If those kids were lucky, the fishers would hoist their corpses out of the harbour in the morning – the first catch invariably picked up the previous night’s debris. 

			If they weren’t…

			Silently, Proteus slipped backward, away from sound and conscience. Wharfside politics was savage, an endless cycle of opportunity, betrayal and revenge. And he had no alliances, and nothing to prove – no reason to get caught up in any of it.

			As the sun crested the caldera wall, Proteus came to the district gate.

			The sky had paled, and the high clouds were streaked with fantastic colours, reds and purples like the all the layers of hell. The crater’s edge had lit like a bonfire, heralding the full sunrise; the temperature was beginning to climb. 

			The damp wood of the wharf steamed.

			Standing like supplicants, a ragtag group of people awaited their morning freedom. Most were workers, heading for their shift, or back home. Others were district-approved traders; several stood with gletars, small and stocky herd beasts bred for work and burden. The creatures carried simple cargo: salt, fish, shellfish, weed, the staples of the city now marked for the industrial districts, for the farmers at Vanchar, or for the merchants’ or artisans’ guilds. And most of the traders bore high family colours – they weren’t slaves, but their lives were owned just the same.

			As the people moved restless, metal glinted. Compulsory copper wrist-tags carried names, permitted routes and family affiliations; without one, you couldn’t leave your own district, and you couldn’t carry anything more than the clothes you stood up in. The gates had been built after the famine – from City Hall’s compulsive need to manage both goods and consumption. There were a few, senior servants of high families, who bore tags of gold and a freedom from questions – but you wouldn’t find those out here.

			Proteus had a copper tag, a forgery punishable by permanent facial branding, but he rarely needed to use it. Instead, he was back in Aden’s face and garb and dockside credibility, his chain and tats all in place – the latter identical to their previous incarnation, a detail that had taken years of practice.

			A herd beast stamped a hoof, the sound echoing sharply from the wall. 

			 The sun bulged at the crater’s edge. At the gate, the uniformed greycoats stood waiting, blades at their hips, faces impassive. Like the tags, they belonged to City Hall – they had no loyalty to a single family, and they stood staunchly in the face of any smuggling or corruption…

			Well, most of them.

			Voices rose further, getting impatient. The edge of rising sun grew larger, lighting the clouds to bloodsmoke and ruin. At last, there was the sound of a horn, a single, long note. The guards moved and the people shifted and surged. 

			Proteus held to their centre, waiting. As he shuffled slowly forwards, the wrought iron gates loomed austere over his head, sternly intricate and rusted with time and salt. Upon them, in severe metal lettering, was the word IVAR, the name of the district beyond. With a protesting grind, they broke apart and the name cracked in half like a seal.

			The crowd moved as if commanded by the noise.

			He stayed at their centre, eyes down. As they huddled through the gateway, each offering their allocation marker, he went with them, drifting at their heart like a water-reflection.

			The greycoats looked straight past him.

			As the shuffle of workers came through to the gates’ far side, Proteus’s pace didn’t change; he showed no self-consciousness or triumph. The crowd began to disperse, and he drifted into the narrow, stone roads, past the sagging shrines, the scattered rubbish and the beggars on the corners, out towards the raggedly piled, dusty slums where Austen was waiting for him.

			Another morning, and another report to make.

			‘You’re back,’ Austen grumbled. ‘And where the hells’ve you been?’

			‘Aden had work to do.’ Proteus dumped himself on Austen’s sagging daybed, rush-padding puffing out of it at the impact. He let his face relax from Aden into his ‘home’ face, as bland as a comfortable shirt; he thumped his dirty, booted feet on the table. ‘He gets hired, remember? Unloads shit at the harbour?’

			 With a gesture as ingrained as habit, Austen shoved his feet back onto the floor, sitting him upright with a lurch. ‘Don’t you get sarky with me.’ 

			Austen was guardian and tutor, the long-time father figure who’d raised Proteus from a lost and faceless child. He was elderly, angular and thin-faced; reedsmoke wreathed from his breath. And he was agitated, he paced his scruffy room, six steps one way and six the other, kicking through its covering of junk as he went. 

			Proteus helped himself to a reed, lit it, and shook out the match. ‘Hells, Aus, this place gets worse. Can’t you clear up in here?’

			‘If I did that,’ he said. ‘I’d never bloody find anything. Now, where have you been? You’ve got deliveries to make, and I’ve got one happy customer who hasn’t paid up.’ He grinned, his teeth filthy. ‘Yet. You need to get your ass out there.’

			‘Out there’ was district Ivar, poor and heavily industrial; it was dirty, too hot, and most of it taken up by the noisy and sprawling quayside that served the mines. Lurking like some hunched and agoraphobic spider, Austen had lived in this room forever, surrounded by his shabby jumble of trash. 

			 ‘Told you,’ Proteus said, ‘Aden had work to do. Unloading a lot of stuff for house Enshar, looked like building materials. Interesting – they’re family Elect and it makes me wonder if they’re expanding. And into where.’ He blew smoke. ‘And you might want to know: there’s was a bit of a ruck at the Buoy Inn, don’t think Ghen’s going to be offering much info, any more. You don’t, when you’re face down with a blade in your back.’ He grinned, brief and harsh.

			‘Shit.’ Austen stopped his pacing and glowered, thin arms folded. ‘Ghen was a sound chap, known him a long time. Who’s taking his spot? The Buoy’s a good location.’

			Proteus shrugged. ‘There’s a couple of options. I’ll do the necessary.’

			‘Anything else?’ Austen asked him. ‘Criers got any news this morning? What happened to the women with the potash?’

			 ‘Greycoats got that one yesterday – hung her out for the crows. She had no tag, and you know how that ends. No fair hearing for an outskirter.’ Proteus took another pull on the reed and let it out more thoughtfully. ‘Thend’s lost his controlling interest at Vowen harbour, there’s a new man in charge who… needs to be made aware of how things work down there.’ He blew smoke, letting it dance towards the tar-stained ceiling. ‘And Hectan’s got a couple of new boatmen on her shift. They’re looking for some extra coin, if you catch my meaning. Sometimes you got to hang around late in the bar to catch the good stuff. Let me know what you want to do with them – any routes or cargo you think might work.’

			Austen cackled, ‘I’m sure I can come up with something.’

			‘I don’t doubt it.’ Proteus took another drag, then breathed it out more thoughtfully. ‘Oh, and ah… one more thing.’ His tone was carefully neutral. ‘Kind of a new opportunity.’ The smoke danced with the glittering dust. 

			Austen turned to raise a shrewd and angled eyebrow. 

			‘There was a son of Caphen at the wharfside.’ Proteus kept it nonchalant, reed between his lips, and now squinting through the smoke as he unloaded pockets and pouches on the table-top: Austen’s due coin, the scattering of contraband carried through the gates. He glanced up, removed the reed, blew another lungful of smoke. ‘Interesting guy.’

			‘Caphen?’ Austen said, surprised. ‘What was--?’

			‘Sulking.’ Proteus gave a grin. ‘But you know what they say: a contact made is a contact gained.’

			Austen’s look was halfway between curious and sceptical. ‘And what did your contact teach you?’

			‘Not much this time around.’ Proteus chuckled and unloaded the last item, an old tea bowl in some sort of etched metalwork. He flicked it, and it rang like a miniature bell. ‘You might call him a, ah…’ his grin was wicked, ‘…longer-term investment.’

			 Austen studied him for a moment. ‘Careful with him, Ro,’ he said. ‘Caphen have power – he could make you way too visible.’ He jerked his thumb at the window, indicating the quayside beyond. ‘Let’s not have greycoats on the doorstep, hey?’

			Proteus dropped a handful of ripans into the tea bowl, making it ring with sharp, metal music. ‘C’mon, Aus.’ The grin spread further. ‘Having Caphen on side? He was just wa-ay too good to miss.’

			His shameless tone made Austen laugh, the sound like ancient, wheezing bellows. It faded into a cough, and the old man sank back, thumping his thin chest and gasping for breath. Used to this, Proteus didn’t look up.

			He jumped, though, when Austen, still coughing, skimmed something onto the table. 

			‘Since you’re feeling so bloody pleased with yourself,’ he said. ‘You tell me what that is.’

			Outside, shouting had started in the street.

			Puzzled, Proteus picked the thing up. Austen watched him, rubbing his fingertips over his days-long growth of greying stubble. The rasp was audible

			Proteus frowned. The thing looked like a half a coin, an unusual, oval shape and in an odd, rusting-red metal he’d never seen before. Raised symbols lined its edges. It had been broken, snapped almost clean across with considerable force, but that was not what stopped him. 

			It had a peculiar, odd-shaped hole in the centre in which something needed to fit.

			Weighing it in his palm, he found it had a strange feel, unsettling and uncomfortable. He lifted it to the light, turned it to see the markings more clearly. It reminded him of an eye.

			‘What the hells?’ he asked.

			‘Teka brought it in,’ Austen told him, naming one of the myriad streetkids that ran his errands for him.

			‘Teka needs to make her deliveries. Where’d she find this thing?’ Proteus lowered it, turned it over. It had an identical series of symbols on the other side – not one of them familiar. 

			‘Combing the waterline – she finds all sorts.’ Austen was watching him now, his eyes the colour of rust, of newly dried blood. ‘Clean up crews would’ve got it, she thought it might be worth something.’

			The clean up crews took much of the garbage, even out here. Long ago, City Hall had seen the wisdom in reusing everything it could. 

			Proteus lifted the thing, looked through the hole. When it showed him nothing further, he looked back at Austen, and shrugged. ‘Do you know what it says?’

			‘Not a clue,’ Austen told him. 

			‘I thought you knew—?’

			‘I thought I knew.’ Austen turned the question into a statement; his life of junk and forgery had taught him every symbol there was. 

			 Proteus shifted the coin to the other hand. It was giving him an irrational urge to wipe his palm down his trouser leg, to go and wash and wash and wash…

			Austen was watching him, nodding. ‘You feel it too,’ he said. His eyes were sharp, wary. ‘We all tell jokes about the Builders’ hells, y’know? The spirits of this and that? And that’s all great fun when you’re telling tales in the bar.’ He pointed at the coin. ‘That thing gives me the heebie-jeebies, Ro. I can’t read it. And I don’t know why.’

			Proteus put the thing down. ‘What did Lyss make of it?’

			Lyss was his sister, the toddler that Austen had found with him, wrapped in his arms like treasure – and the only thing remaining of whoever he’d been. She, too, had singular abilities, though hers were all perception and detection. As kids, they’d used to play hide-and-seek around the backroads of the district, both of them sharpening skills they’d barely known they had. He could change his face to anyone, but she could always find him.

			Austen shook his head. ‘You know Lyss, I don’t see her for weeks.’ He paced back across the room, then stopped by the window and stared out at the district’s scruffy and jumbled roofs. The sun was huge, weary and swollen, and the streets glowed with its bloody, afternoon light. ‘You’re right, though, this needs her insight.’

			‘I’ll go see her,’ Proteus said. ‘Need to catch up anyway, she’s probably gotten herself into trouble. You know what she’s like.’ Catching Austen’s thoughtful mood, Proteus came to join him, looking for somewhere to stub out the reed. 

			Out there, far across the water, lay the series of tall, symbol-carved entranceways the served the city’s mines. There was a grubby, stone harbour, mostly the flat barges that brought the trucks across to Ivar, and an old tram station, long abandoned.

			Above the mines’ entrances, standing in his own hollow in the caldera wall, there was an immense, rusting golem – a toy at this distance, but a vast and impossible metal figure, untouched in lifetimes beyond counting. His crafting was beautiful, elaborate and ancient. Proteus couldn’t see from here, but his dead eyes must look out at the cargo boats, each one laden with ore stolen from his realm.

			His attention came back to the coin on the table and he shuddered; an odd shadow flickered in the air.

			Austen said softly, ‘I don’t know why I can’t read it.’ He, too, was looking out at the mineworkings, the empty station, his gaze full of age and memory. ‘I’ve spent my life in information, Ro. Politics and history, watching the wheels of this city as they turn. And I don’t know what these mean.’

			Proteus said, ‘Nothing’s beaten you yet.’

			But Austen was watching the golem. ‘You know the legend of the thousand hells? One for every hellspirit – for every crime, every fear, every depravity? Some tales say they’re still Outside, the things the Builders fled when they crafted their haven. And some say they’re in here, the creatures they imprisoned when they sealed the gate. Some even say we stand above them, as they layer, down and down, into the living stone below.’

			Proteus said, ‘And some say they were made up by the Builders to keep their servants in line – that’s why you only get shrines in the lower city.’ He grinned – but Austen made no response, and his frown didn’t fade. ‘C’mon Aus, they’re just tales.’

			‘Maybe they are,’ Austen said. ‘But maybe they’re not. Maybe all it would need would be one too-curious miner, digging too deep, to make all those hells manifest.’ His fingers made a descriptive gesture. ‘Bubble to the surface like lava.’ He still stared at the golem as though he expected it to rasp into life, to graunch its rusted fists into the air and bellow in ancient rage. Proteus stared at him. ‘Lyss’ll know.’ He tailed off, frowning. Then he repeated, in almost a whisper, ‘Lyss’ll be able to read it.’

			The words were painful; they made him sound like an old man. And the plea in them hurt.

			But Proteus had a final play of his own, a piece that showed that he, too, could gamble – could source the information, weigh the odds, and win. He affected a conjurer’s gesture and produced the final piece of from his scavenged treasure. It was metal, with four sides, each one carrying a different symbol – silver, copper, iron, zinc. 

			His souvenir from the previous evening.

			His mentor’s sudden grin was filthy and reed-stained, with a definite edge of malevolence. ‘Taken from Caphen?’

			Proteus grinned. ‘Metallurgists and academics, and owners of all we survey.’ A jerk of his chin indicated the harbour. ‘We’re not the only ones with insights, Aus.’

			Suddenly chuckling like some lined and spidery fiend, Austen held his hand out for it, weighed it in his palm. 

			Proteus said, ‘You’re welcome.’ 

			‘You don’t miss a trick, do you?’ Austen’s other hand shook him by one ear, a gesture he’d used since Proteus had been a sulky teen. ‘You must’ve had a great teacher.’

			‘Asshole.’ The word was a grin, a familial affection that was one of the few emotions he allowed himself, and something he’d never show outside these walls. Austen had been there for him from when he was a small boy, lost and overwhelmed, swept along by the moods of the city and by its many tumbling faces, since he’d been found, hopeless and faceless and nameless, with a tiny and terrified girl wrapped in his arms.

			Austen had named her too, and raised them both as his own. He loved them, in his own slightly scruffy and feckless way. They were an odd family, but they could still pull together when they needed to.

			‘Tell your sister to stop messing about and get over here,’ Austen said. ‘If the hells are going to come screaming out of the rock, then I need both of you home.’

		


		
			
CHAPTER THREE: AGAIN

			It was evening before Caph could face going home.

			The sun had sunk past the rim of the crater, and the air was heavy and still. Ahead of him, the long curve of steps seemed endless, one side rising slowly against the wall, the other offering an intricate, arched balustrade and glimpses of the city below.

			Caph was worn out. He’d had little sleep, and he knew he’d have no patience with his family’s bloody judgements, not tonight. He wanted to get inside, lock himself in his rooms, and not come out until the morning. 

			Maybe not come out at all.

			Molly was free, for hells’ sakes – he’d been dreading this moment for the last two years. Caph was afraid, and angry, and sweat tickled his shoulders as he climbed. 

			This time, it won’t be just your fingers…

			Stop it.

			He tried to think about something else – about the oriels and pillars that he passed, about the walkways and the boulevards and the gates to every level.  About the Hospital, the University, the Theatre, the homes of the lesser named families. About the insane iron grotesques that the Builders had once conjured, their crystal eyes glittering and their tentacles like roots, anchoring them in the rock. The great spiral of the upper city was impossible, beautiful, the love of the Builders crafted into every symbol and shape. Yet tonight, even the gargoyles could not distract him – Ganthar’s release was too much, too overwhelming, and all he could see were the memories – the years of their relationship, and that final, furious explosion of jealousy, the moment the pressure had burst.

			Wryly, he stretched his twisted fingers and felt them pull and click. Seemed Molly’s need for attention and control just hadn’t bloody changed. 

			He snorted, and kept climbing.

			When he reached the level of his own home, the duty greycoat nodded at him. ‘Caphen.’ 

			The gate was closed, and Caph had no tag – but that didn’t matter, he was named family and he was home. Even more than the stone archway, though, the man’s use of his title marked the boundary, the point of no return…

			Stop it!

			He ducked through the side-gate, nodded at the greycoat and told himself to get over it. Maybe, if he was lucky, he’d not see Ganthar again – there had to be fifty thousand people living in the city. 

			And maybe, if he was really lucky, he’d get back in the house before anyone saw him.

			His luck, however, had stayed at the wharf. House Caphen gleamed with lights; they pooled on the lawns and they glittered in the living metal trees. And as he came close, the front door opened and an arc of brilliance streamed down the path. 

			Framed in perfect silhouette, the household manager, Darrah, was waiting for him.

			‘Good evening, sir.’ The words were chill, flawless. Despite his youth, Darrah was the best house manager the family had ever had, ruthlessly organised and as efficient as a squad of greycoats. ‘Your mother wishes to see you.’

			Stomping up the steps, Caph glared at him, at the gold tag that glinted at his throat. ‘Can’t she wait ‘til tomorrow? I feel like shit.’

			The manager’s amber gaze lingered on Caph’s hair and crumpled clothing, on the seeping cut across his cheek. ‘She’s requested your presence for tea, sir.’ 

			‘And there’ll be tea in the morning.’

			‘I’m afraid not.’ His tone was almost smug. ‘Please, follow me.’ He turned, his long robe rustling.

			Stifling the sigh, Caph did as he was asked. 

			The corridor was warm and dark, decorated with brass and with the rich hangings of the Rhentaka markets. Darrah walked as though he owned it, stray strands fallen from his topknot and fluttering at the back of his neck. He had a grace to him that Caph had once found captivating – and that had ended in a deliciously drunken half-hour at the close of a household party.

			Caph mother had rapped him severely over the knuckles – Darrah was the youngest son of a Caphen-affiliated family, and far too important to be casually rolled in the grass. And Darrah himself had seemed to take it as a broken promise – as if Caph had made him some unspoken offer, and then failed him. Further efforts at communication had been met with that same, cold politeness.

			The manager stopped at a decorated door, and knocked. The soft light above him made his flawless features shine.

			And a contralto voice said, ‘Come in.’

			Caph remembered.

			The final performance of his University years, his zanyar across his lap, bow and strings singing under his fingers. He was just twenty-one, in the foregarden of City Hall itself, playing solo for an audience of the city’s highest families – not just the six families Elect, but all eighteen named houses, his own among them. And the zanyar was alive with his touch, a swelling, multi-voiced cry to the open garden. It offered a passion and wonder that took him far from doubt and fear, far even from the people that watched him, stunned. He was sweating, long fringe in his eyes, seasilk shirt sticking to his skin. And the music played through him, with him, it turned him into something more – it cried for him, lived in him. And as it rose to its final crescendo, the garden rang with it; the stone of City Hall was humming to the skill of his playing. When he finished the piece and stood up, shaking, the audience waited for one thunderstruck moment, then stood with him, cheering, their applause tumultuous. 

			He’d been introduced to Ganthar at the same event.

			Bastard.

			Caph had been the finest musician of his generation, For two years, he’d revelled in his skill and in the adulation it had brought him – he’d played with an ache and a fury that had left his listeners speechless and prickled with gooseflesh. The families had thrown flowers to him, muttered among themselves; their younger sons and daughters had eyed him with twinkling brightness. He’d had the best of their attention, the city at his feet, parties in his honour…

			The zanyar lived on, untouched. It was a hand-crafted instrument, made for his reach and span – it even had a name. And now it hung on the wall of his father’s study, tainted with dust and regret. As much as his hands, it represented the thing he’d lost – the years he’d played for the city, the success that had made his family proud…

			And had caused such jealousy in his partner.

			Dion Mol Ganthar hadn’t just beaten him. Molly had destroyed his career, and he’d done it deliberately. And somehow, Caph had never quite managed to pick himself back up.

			‘Oh darling.’ Now, that long disappointment was rich in his mother’s tone. ‘Look at the state of you. What have you been doing?’

			Caphen Kol Jularn was tall, and reed-slender. Her hair was long and fine and grey, her layered robe embroidered with real silver. Her beauty was exceptional, given luminescence by her age. And Jularn had authority – she was a woman who knew herself exactly, and who carried no fear. She was also one of the most powerful metallurgists in the city.

			In her presence, Caph was a boy again, all gawky angles, inadequate and self-conscious. He said nothing, and resisted the urge to look at his feet.

			Beside Jularn’s metallurgical table, seated with her long legs outstretched, there was a second figure, younger and more strongly built. Like Caph, she was dressed in jacket, waistcoat, long boots. Bectar, his sister and his elder by almost a decade, caught his eye and winked. 

			Despite the gesture, her presence worried him – it made this feel like a trial.

			Darrah moved to pour the tea, but Jularn waved him away, the metals at her wrists glinting.

			‘Do something about his face, Darrah, will you? And do find him better clothing. He can’t come in here looking like that.’

			‘Ma’am.’ Darrah sketched a half-bow, and slipped out.

			Jularn picked up the teapot, swirled it gently, poured steaming tea into three black glass bowls.

			Over them, she considered her son, her lips compressed to a line.

			Caph dropped his gaze to the table-top, to the pattern of metallurgical equations all marked in brass inlay. What he had toyed with, with the dice at the wharfside, she had here drawn in its full glory. 

			The secrets of the city’s ancient powers.

			Over them, Jularn passed him his tea. He took it, waited. 

			‘Oh, Talmar,’ she said at last. She passed a tea bowl to his sister with strong, ringed fingers. ‘Look at you. Drinking, fighting, gambling – and every time, you come home looking like you’ve fought a war.’ Her tone was laden with regret, as if it was her fault he’d turned out like this. ‘Really, this is just too much.’

			He still said nothing, sniffed the tea. It smelled like jasmine. After a moment, he managed, his voice low, ‘I don’t want to have this conversation again—’

			She stopped him with a raised hand. ‘’Again’?’ Her tone was sad, but hardening now, readying itself. ‘It’s perpetual motion, Talmar, it never reaches an end because you storm out, again, you slam the doors, again. You come home hungover, stinking of smokereeds and worse, again. I dread to even think where you’ve spent the night, or with whom. Frankly, I feel the company you keep is… questionable.’ The word was delicate, like a silk kerchief at a bad smell. ‘You’re going to find yourself in an alley, one night, with a blade against your throat. You’ll lose your purse or your house keys, and end up face-down in the water. And I don’t wish to find my home raided and my possessions taken for illegal trade and who knows what else. Thinking about your behaviour, frankly, makes me shudder.’

			Caph said, ‘They’ve released Molly.’

			The name fell like a stone, lay on the rug as if the room would fold up round it. 

			Molly.

			Out of their mother’s eyeline, his sister’s expression was alarmed. Molly? She mouthed questions, but he couldn’t understand them. Jularn searched his face, her eyes flicking to the cut. A frown passed like a shadow.

			‘Ah,’ she said, softly. A flash of sadness, a touch of something both genuine and gentle – just for moment, she faltered. ‘And are you two… talking?’

			Acidly, Caph said, ‘Conversation really not his strong point.’ 

			His tone of voice earned him an arched eyebrow in reprimand. He subsided. His hands were shaking and he put down the tea.

			‘A shame,’ she said. ‘I’d always hoped that you would work out your differences. There was a time he would have done anything for you—’

			‘He had a bloody funny way of showing it!’ Caph was really angry now, on the verge of a full loss of temper, of slamming his way out of the room and away. Again. ‘You—’

			‘That’s enough.’ Jularn used her professional voice, the tones she saved for her conjuring. ‘I will not have you using language or raising your voice in my presence.’ 

			‘Right,’ Caph said. ‘Because that’s what matters.’

			Bec was gesturing, telling him to stop, to calm down.

			Jularn said, ‘And that, Talmar, is exactly the problem. Your lack of respect for this house is the only thing that matters… which rather neatly brings me to the point.’ Another sip of tea, like she’d rehearsed this several times. She took a breath, said, ‘I’ve spoken to Bectar,’ she glanced sideways, ‘and to your father, and the family has reached an agreement.’

			Oh no…

			He stared at her, his heart suddenly sinking. Behind him, Darrah had come back into the room and Jularn waved a hand, her metal bracelets jingling. She directed him to Caph’s side. 

			Caph said, ‘What do you mean?’

			Jularn said, ‘We’ve been more than patient. For the last two years, we’ve kept you, clothed you, fed you, put a roof over your head. Tolerated your outbursts, and financed your… excursions.’ The word was twisted with distaste. ‘I really have tried to give you time, Talmar, to let you find your feet and a new career, and something… else… to fill your life. But you’ve done nothing, made no attempt to better yourself. And after last night, I’ve had enough.’

			He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. The room seemed to tighten, breathless, at his throat. 

			Jularn continued, ‘You need to show some discipline and some respect, take proper responsibility. You are the first – the only – son of this household, and you’re going to start acting like it.’ She sipped her tea. ‘With all of your education, to be lounging around at the wharfside is just unacceptable. And, as you have not yet found work for yourself, I have taken the liberty of finding some for you.’ She gave him a look that was pure chill. ‘And I want you to try and play again.’

			‘What?’ He shivered with reaction, shrinking away from her physically, pulling his hands behind his back. Play again. ‘You know I can’t do that.’ Even the thought of it made him panic; bite back on a scrabble of refusal, a mouthful of rationalisations as to why it was impossible, impossible. He looked to Bec for help, but his line of sight was blocked as Darrah carefully took his jaw in thumb and forefinger. The manager’s slim fingers were cold. If he noted the bruise across Caph’s throat, he said nothing. He turned Caph’s chin to the light, and looked carefully at the cut.

			 Jularn was still talking. ‘I do understand your loss.’ The words were gentle. ‘And I’m prepared to go back to the physicians, if that’s what it takes. But.’ The word was final.

			‘’But’?’ Caph turned to look at her, horrified, but Darrah moved his chin back to the light.

			‘Stay still,’ he said. 

			Memories of the man’s body blurred with those of Aden, of the freedom of the wharfside now lost. He bit back a stream of savagery.

			‘You’ve hidden behind your hands for far too long, Talmar, they’ve become your excuse for everything,’ Jularn said. ‘From tomorrow, you’ll return to the exercises that the physician gave you, and to regular practicing – though there will no performances, please, until you reach a respectable standard. And until that happens…’ and she fixed him with a stern glare, ‘…you’ll be assisting my research. You’ve always had a flair for it, and I have a project that needs your help.’

			 Warm cloth stroked the cut on his cheek. Despite himself, he winced.

			‘And lastly,’ Jularn said. ‘After last night, all unapproved excursions are hereby curtailed. You’re to stay in the house until you can behave in a decent fashion. I will not have you dragging our name though the whorehouses and gambling dens of the wharf. If you do need to go anywhere, you will leave with your sister, or with Darrah. Do I make myself clear?’

			 He stared at her, disbelieving. The panic closed tighter about his throat – there was no way everything could change like this. Will you come back this way? Would you be here if I did?

			‘You can’t just--!’

			‘I can not. Have my son. Behaving the way you do. Looking like you do. Keeping the company you do.’ Each phrase was clearly enunciated, as if she needed to make sure he understood. ‘I have responsibilities, Talmar, not only in my research, but in finding ways to utilise my skills for the benefits of the city entire.’ She tapped the table-top, drawing his attention to the tree of equations, the symbol of her work. ‘I have a professional standing to uphold, one that you undermine with your every misdemeanour. How do you think water pours from the apex of the city?’ She tapped the water-symbol, ‘gal’. ‘How do you think people heat their homes, light their lamps? Our ore is smelted at the mines?’ The heat symbol, ‘fu’. ‘And your behaviour reflects on me, on my skills, and on the family. You, Talmar, with everything you could have been, to waste your days lounging and drinking and whoring and who knows what else…’ There was a tremble of rage in her voice, a note of fury that was more about her failure than his. ‘You behave like some boat boy.’

			‘I’m twenty-five.’ He had the feeling of a caged creature, a gasping fish. He wanted to throw his tea across the room. ‘I can’t play anymore, you know I can’t. If you have any dreams of seeing me give another solo recital at the Theatre, I’m afraid you’re going to be disappointed. And if I want to go somewhere, I’ll just go—’

			‘Stay still,’ Darrah said, his smug tones like a goad.

			Caph rounded on him, snarling, but Jularn was faster.

			‘Please, darling.’ This time, the term wasn’t an endearment. ‘Enough is enough.’ She gestured at his clothes, his face. ‘You will return to your zanyar, and your exercises. You will assist me in my forthcoming project. You will pull your weight as a member of this family. And you will find a stable relationship with a decent gentleman, or I will find one for you. I will not have your behaviour—’

			‘My ‘behaviour’?’ He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He wanted to rant at her, to wrench everything out of his heart and show it to her, to cry ‘I don’t want any of this!’ He wanted to flee the room, flee the house, never come back. His thoughts were a smear, blurred by temper and comedown and exhaustion, by a day that had turned into a hell all of its own. Aden, stretched out on the mattress beside him, his lips brushing Caph’s shoulder. Darrah, teasing him at the party, then pulling him down in the sweet, cool grass. And Molly...

			…hoped that you two would work out your differences—

			Work them out with a boathook, maybe. 

			Darrah dropped the pad back in the bowl. ‘The cut is clean,’ he said. ‘You shouldn’t need stitches, and when it heals, you’ll have quite the duelling scar. He met Caph’s eyes, raised an elegantly sardonic eyebrow. ‘Frankly, you’ve been very lucky.’ 

			Lucky.

			The word was a slap, deliberate.

			Fuming, Caph stared him down, and he dropped his gaze, feigning innocence. 

			Lucky.

			With the air of an unpleasant task completed, Jularn picked up her tea.

			Lucky.

			Smothered by the heavy darkness, Caph sat in the garden, the long fall to the lower city tumbling away from its outer edge. He’d been given clean clothes and was now dressed as befitted his rank, but the high shirt collar was chafing at his throat. He wanted to scratch at it, but knew, if he did, he’d end up tearing the whole thing off him like some bloody parasite.

			Despite the height, there was still no breeze, and he felt like he was struggling to breathe.

			Trying to concentrate, he sat with his zanyar across his lap, the bow in his left hand, but both lay there like strangers, far too close and making him uncomfortable. This wasn’t the instrument from his father’s study – this was its lesser brother, the one he’d been bought to practice with.

			Lucky.

			He wondered where two years had gone – how the time had passed without him really being aware of it. He’d spent so long trying not to think about what he’d lost – the stage lights, the audiences, the rush of it all. The wide-eyed young men, all awed by his playing…

			Ganthar’s constant, bubbling rage.

			He would have done anything for you.

			In his head, Caph heard small bones snapping, systematically, one at a time. Heard himself scream.

			But… two years. Hells, maybe his mother was right.

			Holding down the dread, he settled the zanyar more comfortably across his knees, drew the bow over the strings. It moaned like a wounded soul, like it understood his reticence. Its voice was familiar, deep and haunting and poignant, like a longing for so many things, now so lost…

			Carefully, struggling to remain calm, he played the five open strings, one after the other, listening for their sound. He could still tune it by ear, even now, and he played a minor chord, then another. With a headlong urgency, he surged past scales and basic training, and tried to play the first few bars of a simple melody – Vanatar’s Lament for Bird Fallen, a flush of liquid notes and something he’d learned as a teen. For a moment, he had it – or thought he had it – then his left index finger went into cramp, and pain flashed up his arm. The zanyar’s voice became an atonal shriek and failed completely.

			Furious, he pushed it to the grass and it rang softly, the sound oddly sorrowful.

			Lucky!

			He closed his eyes.

			When he opened them again, Bectar was standing by the weeping trees, watching him with pain in her face. 

			‘I’m sorry,’ she said. 

			The clouds had parted, and the blue moon lit her to a shimmer. With her blade at her hip and her short hair a tousle of curls, she looked like some storybook warrior – his sister was every bit as tall as he was, and with the same breadth of shoulder. 

			He shook his head, leaned to pick the instrument up. ‘This should be fun.’ He bit his lip as his voice cracked, then sighed. ‘Why now, Bec? Why’s she got this into her head now? This isn’t about last night.’

			‘Politics,’ she said. He groaned, but she went on, ‘The families Elect have been stable for more than forty years – there’s not been a change, a new Selection, in your lifetime, or in mine. But rumours rattle down the streets like marbles – house Claisal falters. And Dad’s been waiting for this—’

			‘Oh, you’re joking.’ Caph stared at his sister. 

			‘We’ve always known this,’ Bec said. ‘It’s the only thing he’s ever wanted – it’s why he married Mum in the first place.’

			‘Because he wanted her spooky metallurgical powers? Wanted a wife who could pull pure metal from a bloody rock?’

			‘You know the story,’ Bec said, patiently. ‘She was the city’s senior Assayer, head of her guild. And absolutely lethal because she could pick up any ore and know exactly how much pure metal was present.’ A brief grin. ‘She made so much coin. And when he met her, and he saw what she could do… He married her because together, they’re absolutely unstoppable. And they’ve been waiting for this for far longer than we’ve even been in their lives.’ They deserve it. She didn’t say it, but he heard her anyway. 

			‘Why would anyone want a seat in City Hall,’ he said. ‘All that ‘preserve the balance’ talk is just so much bloody frogspawn – they watch everything we do, every ripan we spend. Most people can’t even leave their districts—’

			‘They protect and defend us, look after the city—’

			‘They track every tag, and you know it,’ Caph said. ‘City Hall’s not about ‘security’, it’s about paranoia. A person puts a foot in the wrong place, you never hear from them again.’ Bec looked sceptical, but he surged on, ‘And there’s no risk of famine, not now. The whole thing’s a fiction, just designed to keep everyone in their places. Why the hells we’d ever want to be a part of it…’ His voice cracked and he stopped. 

			‘It’s their choice, Tal,’ Bec told him, eyebrow raised in warning.

			‘And what about you?’ He shot it straight back at her. ‘You’re thirty-four, and if there is a new Selection coming up, they’ll be wanting you married off to some chinless dandy from house Thantar—’ 

			‘You watch who you’re calling a commodity—’

			‘We both are and you know it—’

			‘They can try,’ she said, her smile savage. ‘I’m too busy, I’ve got all of my Theatre stuff, plus the fencing, and I’m up to my ears in Dad’s economic studies. I don’t know shit about metallurgy, but I know more about distribution routes and inter-district taxation laws than I’ll ever bloody need.’ She rolled her eyes. ‘But yes, fair point, they’ll probably try something. Who knows, at this rate, I might end up dating Molly.’

			‘Good luck with that.’ He plucked at the strings with his fingertips. The skin was soft, his calluses lost. ‘I hate all of this.’

			‘I know.’ She eyed him thoughtfully. ‘Where do you go, Tal? Is there someone you see? Someone you stay with?’

			‘I just go to lose myself.’ 

			The admission faded into the image of Aden’s inked arms, his rough fingers gentle down Caph’s back. Will you come back this way? Would you be here if I did? 

			He found himself on his feet, zanyar still in hand, looking out over the dark garden. Far below, the lights of the wharf glinted on the water, their warmth a thousand miles away. The clouds had closed again, smothering the rim of the crater, and the sky grumbled, threatening.

			‘Don’t you get claustro?’ He asked at last, turning back. ‘Being watched all the time? Structured? Judged? Assessed? Controlled? I hate having everything I do questioned; I hate carrying around the family name like some kind of gold yoke. I hate having to watch what I wear, what I say, where I go, whom I see.’ The words twisted. ‘And I hate this bloody shirt! Dammit, Bec, I wish there was somewhere. Somewhere I was invisible, where I could let all of this go; somewhere no-one expected anything of me. I wish I could go away, and just… vanish. Not have anybody care who I was.’

			‘It’ll never happen,’ she said gently. She came to stand with him, at the outermost edge of the garden, looking way, way down at the glittering outskirt below. ‘Wherever you go, Caphen Jularn Talmar, your name is going to follow you. And you’d better get used to it.’

			As if it agreed with her, the thunder rumbled again. 

		


		
			
CHAPTER FOUR: GAMES

			District Vanchar, lazy in the afternoon sun.

			The largest and most rural of the city’s districts, Vanchar was a rolling haven, bordered by cliffs and dotted with ancient stone farmsteads, their muddy roads rutted by carts. Vanchar had fed the Builders as they’d crafted, and its soil still supported almost all of the city’s arable land. 

			Proteus liked it out here; it was uncomplicated and quiet, and mostly unbothered by the distant, towering spiral of the upper city’s power. Lyss had lived in Vanchar for most of her adult life and he was a regular visitor, bringing her news, and questions, and Austen’s latest antics – and sometimes the things that needed her insight.

			Lyss could see where he couldn’t – and she was rarely wrong.

			Enjoying the clear air, he walked out from the district gate, his hands deep in the pockets of a distinctive, patchwork coat. In Vanchar, he took on a long stride, a tanned and wind-weathered face and a thinning grey tail of hair, and the coat was an important part of the character – like Aden’s blue eyes, it was there to distract from the rest of him, to be the one thing that the people remembered. The scatter of nearby farmers called him Luye, and they knew him for a storyteller, an affable nomad that brought messages and gossip. Sometimes, he’d sat in the cider-house with them for long evenings of tales and merriment.

			Luye was Vanchar personified, as easy-going as the open and sunlit grass, and a relief, in many ways, from Aden’s streetwise wickedness and Proteus’s ruthless detachment. He was a man that was never in a hurry; he smiled for no reason, and enjoyed life for its own sake. 

			And this afternoon, life needed to be enjoyed. The land was green, the sky a cloudless and blazing indigo, ever-tinged by the red sun. The volcanic soil was rich and lush; tiny figures worked the fields. Once, the Builders had crafted other dwellings here, descending from the upper city to perhaps consider the quiet, but as the population had expanded and the arable land had become critical, the retreats had been turned into farm- or storehouses, a small handful of them abandoned completely. They dotted the soil like half-ruined guardians, silent creatures crouched in their stonework.

			One of these buildings was smaller than the rest, one side all but sunken into the soil. He veered from the cartway and headed in that direction, his boots cloying with mud. Years ago, Lyss had fallen in love with it, with its flowered and clambering creeper, with its age and quiet. Her heightened perceptions made long stays in the city intolerable and her little, crumbling house had made her welcome – or so she’d told him.

			She’d also told him she could feel the people that had lived here: academics and historians, men and women of peace and learning. They’d had a sadness to them, she’d said, a loss she’d found both poignant and oddly comforting. 

			Despite his best efforts, he’d never felt any such thing.

			The sun at his back, he headed for the side door, but the little house was oddly silent. Lyss normally came to greet him, knowing he was close long before he actually knocked…

			When he reached the door, he stopped.

			Perhaps it was the smell, the stealing-faint odours of unwashed body and rotten food; perhaps it was the stain on the steps at his feet. Perhaps Lyss’s unseen ghosts were trying to tell him something, chill fingers on his skin. The pillared and tumbledown house felt wrong, and a week of rubbish was piled in the doorway.

			Behind it, the door stood half-ajar, and he pushed it carefully open.

			‘Lyss?’

			Her rooms were beautiful, unique. They had an old and elaborately decorated floor, and an overgrown window that lay slightly on the slant. The ceiling, too, was at an angle, as though the room was half under the ground and half in the light…

			 But there was no light in here now.

			Instead, the window was covered with a soiled throw of fabric, ragged at the edges. Hummocks of shadow rose from overturned furniture, manifesting like a swelling of ghouls. Her belongings were scattered, smashed and kicked across the floor. Her table had collapsed; her sodium lights were broken. It was filthy in here, and it stank.

			Lyss?

			Luye evaporated like sweat from his skin. Proteus was himself – bland-faced, watchful, a creature of perception and information. He was combat-tense, all his senses sharpened.

			He considered calling her, dismissed it.

			Instead, he checked behind him and closed the door, then, very carefully, shrugged out of the patchwork coat. The air felt wrong, tasted wrong, as if all the building’s ghosts were thronging at his back.

			He couldn’t tell if no-one had been here in weeks, or if someone had been though here like a tornado, tearing the room to sun-bloodied shreds-- 

			 No, the body-smell was recent. Someone was still living here, or had been, until very recently.

			Lyss… or someone else.

			Scanning the room, he picked his way across the wreckage. A glance told him that her water-room and sleeping area were the same – both covered in trash in a way that would make even Austen shudder. Her bed was destroyed, a rumpled and dirty mess.

			As he moved, he listened for any shifting or movement. He was tense now, all his senses searching.

			But the rooms were silent.

			Leaning down, he picked up a long scarf, one of the colourful seasilk weaves from district Thale. He remembered Lyss stealing it, dancing with glee as she’d rounded the corner. Look! she’d said, Look, isn’t it beautiful? It hung on his fingers like web.

			He wrapped it round one fist, the movements deliberate. Then he moved on, carefully nudging at the debris with his boot. He found a carved wooden fish. He found feathers, a decoration she’d worn in her hair for some party or other. He found a length of fine and shining chain, no longer attached to its timeglass, and a broken tea-bowl, cracked down one side.

			Fragments of her life; memories discarded.

			His skin prickled. 

			‘Lyss?’

			The word was soft, cautious.

			He reached the far wall and pulled the fabric from the window, flooding the room with light. He knew the layout, the other rooms, the likely positions for intruders. And he knew the stone engraving on the nearside wall that told the legend of the Builder called ‘Artifice’, the renegade…

			Something scuttled.

			He saw it, a flash of metal, skittering under the mess. 

			It was quick, all claws and scrabble, rustling the debris on the far side of the room. It wasn’t close, but it moved wrong for a tarras, more insect than mammal. He stayed where he was, the wall at his back, watching…

			There.

			Rumples though the rubbish, behind one thing, under another. He lost sight of it, held his breath. A moment later, it came up the far side of a fallen wooden cupboard and sat there, a wrought-metal spider in copper or brass, easily a handspan across. It raised angled forelegs, tasting the air. He stared at it – it looked like the clockwork things that the conjurers played with in the marketplaces, tricking the passers-by into giving up their ripans.

			But this one moved differently, fluid; it almost seemed alive.

			It turned towards him. Leapt.

			And shit, it was fast.

			He reacted without thinking, pure street-fighting reflex. He judged its speed, shifted his weight, took it clean with a scarf-wrapped backhand. It went sideways, hard, smashed into the wall and slid in a clatter of legs to the floor. After a brief moment’s thrashing, it righted itself and scurried back under the litter. 

			He lost it, couldn’t see where it had gone.

			His pulse was up now, his blood hard in his ears. The thing was as creepy as every hell; he stayed where he was and slowly, tightly, scanned the room. He concentrated on the floor, on looking for the scuttling ripples that shifted through the clutter. He thought it was over there, and he waited, unmoving.

			But, as though it knew he was looking, the beast was likewise motionless.

			And then he saw it, over in the shadows, a dark shape against the base of the clothes-chest. It moved like a piece of the gloom, like the moon across the sun, but it was limned in glitter, a metallic shine. Scattered rolls of seaweed-paper undulated as it scurried beneath them and vanished again. 

			He tried to track it – saw it re-emerge as it reached the corner. 

			It swivelled, and stopped. He could feel it watching him, though it had no eyes, and he stared back at it…

			I’ve got you now, he thought.

			It shimmered in answer, mocking.

			Not taking his attention from it, he took a sliding step along the wall, watchful where he put his boot. 

			Carefully, he took another step and put his back to the corner. He stretched out a foot and cleared as much of the floor as he could reach – he didn’t know how far the thing could leap, but he wasn’t taking chances. 

			He had no idea if it knew who he was – or what he could do – but he saw it as it came for him, again, fast and deadly.

			And he was ready for it.

			Proteus had learned to fight in Ivar’s backstreets; he fought hard and dirty and completely without conscience. Whatever this thing was, he would take it to pieces. As it jumped, he moved, dropped his shoulder, spun on one heel. The beast hit the wall beside him, just as he drove one elbow, hard, into its back.

			The metal dented, the crunch palpable. Broken bits of leg and monster tumbled down the wall, and vanished back under the debris. 

			They twitched, and he put his boot on them.

			Then he stood silent, breathing slowly, evenly, outwards, and checking for any further motion. 

			The room was still. 

			He said, ‘Lyss?’

			The word was louder now. It seemed to hang in mid-air, suffocated by the mess. The place was foul; it smelled of unwashed garments and uneaten food…

			Fear and denial rose like twin smoke-tails, coiling one around the other. With an effort, he dismissed both. Though his pulse was still thumping, he had learned long ago to compartmentalise his emotions, focus on what he had to do. It was one of the things that Austen had taught him – perhaps the hardest lesson of all – and it had enabled him to control his reactions to the moods of the city, to not unexpectedly change face and attitude in the middle of a district, or a building, or a suddenly-restive crowd… 

			Not unless he needed to.

			Not relaxing his guard, he crouched down to look at the broken beastie. It was made of brass, tinged with green at the edges. It had eight crystal eyes, cold and empty, and it wasn’t new – it looked more like some over-large and intricate brooch than any kind of threat. 

			But it had no gears.

			Puzzled, he retrieved a bradawl from the clutter at his feet and turned the bits over, studying them with sharp curiosity. The thing had no mechanisms of any sort – no gears, no screws, no welds, no hinges. Its legs were jointed for ease of movement, but they were hollow, perfectly smooth both inside and out. 

			He sat back on his heels, muttered, ‘That’s not possible.’ 

			He knew the legends: how the Builders could craft the stone, could mould shapes titanic and impossible without the need for mining or tools, how they could extract pure metals, craft alloys, create creatures… all from the still-breathing rock and the living metals it contained. But such things were long gone.

			One too-curious miner, delving too deep...

			Whispers of the Builders’ abilities remained – there were a scattered few who could still manipulate the basic equations. Proteus seemed to think that house Caphen had such skills, but he didn’t know much more. 

			But surely even they… they couldn’t make a living creature?

			He studied the thing for a few moments longer, but could find no artisan’s mark, nothing to give crafter or district. At last, baffled, he retrieved the patchwork coat and put the pieces in one of the pockets. He didn’t know what the thing was, but maybe, if he looked, he could find the answers.

			Lyss lived alone in her strange little house.

			The building itself was a distance from the nearest farm, but the questions had to be asked. He checked his face and hair and voice and stance and coat, ensured his Luye persona, and had a wander round to Lyss’s immediate neighbours, but they greeted him as though nothing was wrong. No, they hadn’t seen her recently, was there a problem? He congratulated them on their home brew, fed them crumbs of city gossip and left them alone. 

			Instead, he came back to the house. Trying to think, he walked the scatter of ruined outbuildings, almost as if he was trying to ask Lyss’s unseen ghosts…

			But if they were there, they were as silent as the cold, as the odd fears that tiptoed across the back of his mind.

			The outer buildings were empty. There was not as much as a footprint where the wind’s debris had been disturbed. In one, a slide of books had fallen to the floor, but they were buried under piled leaf mould – they’d been like that a long time.

			Proteus found himself back at the house, standing in the front doorway and looking out at the vine flowers and the rambling and overgrown garden.

			He couldn’t afford to worry, or to make assumptions. 

			He needed to stay detached.

			Somewhere, while he’d been searching, the sun had finally set. The last of the light tipped the distant edge of the crater and overhead, the early stars glimmered. Kei’s constellation was bright, a curving arch of lights. His open mouth pointed sunward, a guide to all the city; up by his head, twin spirits Hakhness and Hekhnar, irony and destiny, winked at him, laughing. 

			Like Proteus, Lyss had more than human skills, though hers were focused differently. She was more fine-honed; she could track something’s origins from a touch, know who had handled it and when… ironically, the best person to find Lyss would be Lyss herself.

			Proteus found he had Caph’s dice in his hand, was rolling it thoughtfully between his fingers. It came with a sudden flash, a hot and very physical memory that he stepped immediately away from – there was no place for it, not here.

			He put the dice in a pocket, and went back inside.

			The job was a long one.

			All through the dwindling evening and late into the night, he methodically worked his way through the mess, searching for anything that might help. All the time, he half-expected Lyss’s eager-light tread on the step outside, a cry of welcome – or outrage – as she came home and found him going through her things, but there was nothing.

			The land outside was quiet, broken only by the sharp barks of the hunting tashwyn.

			Slowly and by lamplight, he tried to understand what had happened, what was missing. Why. As he dug through the wreckage, he found dirty clothing, and half-empty platters of discarded food, all rotting where she’d eaten two bites and then left them.

			Despite Austen’s example – or perhaps because of it – neither he nor Lyss had ever lived like this.

			And then, as the blue moon glimmered cold through the window, something new caught his eye.

			It was a box, long and flat, undamaged in the chaos. It had a shell-made pattern in the lid and a crafter’s mark on the bottom, a man from the artisans’ district of Rhentaka. Proteus knew him as an irritating loudmouth, boasting that he had skills descended from the Builders themselves…

			He took his bradawl, and prized the little box open.

			And stopped.

			The box contained letters. They were pressed seaweed paper – each one carefully folded and sealed. They had no water- or wax-mark, but they smelled like the air and the ocean, like they’d come from Vei herself. The covering writing was blue ink, elegant and strong, a cursive style both feminine and very sure of itself. And, opening them with a certain necessary dispassion, he found a history of Lyss’s most recent relationship – her increasing infatuation with her last and latest love.

			When he finished reading, it was late into the night.

			He laid the final letter down, and sank back against the cold wall, eyes closed. His head and back were hurting; he was hungry and chilled through. He was also tired – and it was occurring to him that he’d had almost no sleep in the last two nights.

			But he had to focus. He sat up, and read the last few letters through again.

			Lyss had had many lovers, and a long habit of tumbling from one to another, falling head-over-heels every time. She’d broken hearts without ever noticing, and lost her own with frequency and wonder. And this time, it seemed, had been no different. She’d met Sahar while walking the ramshackle street-markets of district Kier. Sahar had been a performer, a newcomer looking to make contacts, and Lyss had been happy to help. Sahar’s first letters were rich with gratitude and affection.

			After a time, they’d met up privately and spent more time together. And after that, Sahar’s letters had begun to change.

			‘I’m so sorry that you didn’t come to me,’ one said. ‘I waited for you, and waited for you, and my heart missed you so, so much. And every time I saw black hair, pale skin, I thought that the woman was you. I never imagined that you could leave me standing alone like that, bereft of your company and wondering if I would ever see you again… and I see you so clearly. I see you in my dreams, Lyssy, and I miss you, the scent of you on my pillow…’

			The words were gentle, as soft as a caress, but something about them left an odd chill – to Proteus, they felt tainted, more guilt trip than love letter. And he knew his sister well enough to know her softness of heart – her enhanced senses made her both exquisitely aware and incredibly vulnerable. Perhaps they were why she fell so easily, and so often.

			Telling himself not be cynical, he kept reading.

			A little later, another said, ‘I love you, Lyssy, and after last night, I can think about little else. Who could have dreamed that we could fly so high? See so much? Understand our lives in such colour and wonder? I trust you feel well this morning, and are not too grey with the loss. I am busy today, regretfully, but please come to me tomorrow, and I will show you how to soar again…’

			He lowered the paper, blinked, lifted it to read it again.

			But, cynical or not, his thought remained the same.

			To him, it read as if Sahar had led Lyss to some exultant and shared experience, and had let her crash to the ground, hollow and alone, on the far side. Yet there was nothing to fear, because Sahar would return, would pick her up again, would show her the wonder once more… and so would make Lyss completely dependent upon her presence.

			Hells.

			He read it a third time, more carefully. Proteus had no use for anything as complex or as uncontrolled, as love – but sex, he understood all too well. And this was familiar: temptation and glamour, tease and caress. Manipulation and control.

			He lay the letter down as if he’d walked in on them. 

			Or walked in on himself.

			A contact made is a contact gained.

			The paper rustled at his hypocrisy, words curling like mockery and smoke. He dismissed the twinge of conscience, and read on.

			The last one, dated two days previously, asked for Lyss to come to meet Sahar, in a special place, a new place, a place of celebration. She would meet friends there, it said, and there would be new beginnings. There was no mention of where it might be.

			It wasn’t, however, the end of the story.

			In the bottom of the box lay a faceted crystal ring, oddly shaped, and a small bundle of long matches. He struck one against the cold floor, watching as the head flared yellow and green, then warmer as the wood caught light.

			And in the flare, he could see that there was one other thing – a tiny, fabric bag with a symbol embroidered on its outside.

			He stopped absolutely still, his chill increasing.

			Oh, of course there was.

			Comprehension was like a slap. The build-up, the crash-down, the mess, the need – they were suddenly so obvious.

			He lifted the bag out, staring at it in the match light. The symbol was unknown to him, but not the play it had made.

			Seemed Sahar had shown Lyss pleasure, all right. And knowing his sister’s hedonism, there would have been no resistance. She would have fallen under its temptation as easily as she had under Sahar’s expert caress.

			Proteus placed the little bag on the floor, then fished in his pocket and pulled out the pieces of the creature, laying them beside it, glittering and silent. Instinct told him there should be a connection, though he had no idea what, or how such a thing could be possible-- 

			The match burned his fingers, and he shook it out, struck another. Light flared from the broken creature, made shadows of the places where its gears should have been.

			He needed to get all of this back to Ivar.

			Perhaps Austen would know more.

		


		
			
CHAPTER FIVE: QUESTIONS

			‘Right now,’ Austen told him, ‘I know ‘sod’ and ‘all’.’

			The old man was sat in his workroom, a half-finished tag gripped in the vice-jaws on his desk. He held a needle-file in his long and filthy fingers, but his attention was not on his work.

			Instead, he was frowning like a man who’d seen his own demise.

			Around him, his workroom was piled high with overflowing drawers, tottering stacks of boxes and baskets, many of them latticed metalwork and as old as the city itself. The tiny sodium light on the bench made them glitter with the grimy temptation of forgotten treasure, but it left the ceiling in shadow.

			The clatter of the harbour outside seemed like a district away.

			Proteus, back in the ‘bland’ face he wore at Austen’s home, rapped a finger at the pile of letters. ‘You read them,’ he said. His voice was layered with tension and he made no attempt to hide it; it’d been a long couple of days. ‘You read these hellsdamned letters all the way through, and you tell me if I’m imagining it.’ He tapped again. ‘This ‘Sahar’ has pulled her into something, and it’s not something good. Her house was a tip.’

			The old man gazed at the pile of paper for a long moment, saying nothing. The frown deepened, recognition and worry. When he looked back up, his blood-rust eyes were huge as a nightbird’s and his work-glasses glinted with reflected light. He said, very gently, ‘You’re sure about this? It’s not just one of her jaunts? You know what she’s—’

			‘Jaunts, my ass,’ he said. ‘You tell me who’s crafting living spiders? Who can do that?’ Beside the letters, Proteus had laid out the rest of the contents of Lyss’s box – the matches and the bag of dust, the pieces of the insect now added to the hoard. In his pocket, he’d kept the crystal ring, its weight oddly reassuring. It felt like a promise that he wouldn’t abandon her. ‘I’ve been at Lyss’s all night,’ he said. ‘And I can’t make head nor tail of all this. Why would she—?’

			‘Because she can,’ Austen told him. ‘You know what she’s like, she can’t help it. She’s all ‘want’, all ‘now’; she’s never been one for thinking. And then she feels everything and she gets overwhelmed.’ He felt the topmost letter between thumb and forefinger, leaving stains on the paper. ‘Look, you need to go and get some rest, Ro. Leave these with me, and go home. You’re no use to me, or your sister, if you’re dead on your feet—’

			‘Not yet.’ Proteus turned for the outer room. He said over his shoulder, his words both threat and promise, ‘Not ‘til I’ve got a place to start.’

			He paused, testing, but Austen didn’t reiterate the instruction. When the old man picked up the pieces of insect, Proteus ducked out under the doorway and returned to the main room, intending to sit with a smokereed and a glass of spirits… but the daybed was heaped with layers of newssheets, several already curling onto the floor. 

			The top one bore a drawing of a man who must be Caph’s father, by his patrician features. It caught Proteus’s attention; he picked it up and moved to the window, stood looking out at the harbour, at the boats all blue and gold, at the rumble of truck and crane, at the bustle and thump and shout of the workforce. The unloading had a mechanical fluidity to it – it was rhythmic and oddly comforting, oblivious to anything but itself.

			The sun was low, its huge, red shape dazzling; the sky like fire. It was almost time for the shift-change.

			Proteus glanced through the newssheet, but it was more drama than information and he threw it back on to the bed. Instead, he rummaged for a reed, lit it, and considered his next step – what leads he could follow. Luye had walked every footstep of Lyss’s house and grounds; he’d talked to the greycoats at the Vanchar gate, though he’d decided against the council offices, the district’s bureaucratic leaders, as it would have raised too many questions. And he’d learned little, only that the messengers who’d been to the house had said it had been very quiet. But there were other routes he could follow – Aden had different contacts, the dealers and watchers of the harbourside who saw the city’s underbelly, and who could perhaps tell him where Sahar’s powder had come from, and offer him a lead on Sahar herself.

			As for the insect…

			No, that defeated him. It was a creature impossible, moving and reacting when it had no mechanism. He knew little about the skills of the city’s metallurgists, but he’d never heard of them making anything like this…

			Though Caph might explain it.

			Austen’s voice said, ‘No gears?’

			The old man had stooped into the room, reed in mouth and the pieces of the little creature all cupped in both hands. He dumped himself in his chair, and scattered them on the table some fragmented crab dinner, leaning forward to poke at them. He still had his glasses on, and he peered at the fragments as if he expected them to get up and fuse together, or to scuttle under the mess and disappear.

			‘No gears,’ Proteus repeated, exhaling smoke. ‘So, you going to tell me how it works?’

			‘Nope.’ The old man coughed like a laugh, then sat back, chewing his lip. From outside, there came the long hoot of an instrument, a flat, single note. The regular clanking of the harbour stopped as if it had been shut off. 

			The quiet was deafening. 

			Austen said, ‘You think Sahar gave her this?’

			Proteus shrugged. ‘Would be my guess, but why—’

			‘And no artisan mark, no nothing,’ Austen said. He slotted the bits together like puzzle pieces, let them tumble apart again. ‘Maybe this was a guard, or a watcher. Left behind to keep an eye.’ He grinned. ‘Or eight.’

			‘And how the hells would that work?’ Proteus said.

			‘You familiar with the Eyes of the Stone?’ The old man sat back, propped his glasses on his forehead and rubbed at his eyes, wincing. When Proteus shook his head, he said, ‘It’s a belief that some kinds of rock – calcite, amethyst, there are others – can see what the stone sees, and can hold those images. It’s how a timeglass works, it remembers the movements of the sun.’ 

			Proteus was watching him now, oddly fascinated. Outside, the workforce had begun to shout and jeer as it left the harbour gates and spread out to head home. The mines never stopped, and the new shift would be already waiting to replace them, and get on with their long night’s work.

			Proteus asked. ‘So – what? – this thing’s a watch-critter?’

			Austen shrugged, still poking at the bits. ‘Which would imply that Sahar left it.’ He glanced up, eyes bright, raised an eyebrow. ‘And is coming back to get it. To see what it did see.’ He prised out one of the tiny crystal eyes with the end of his needle-file, and lifted it to the light.

			‘Let’s hope she does,’ Proteus’s smile was cold. ‘Luye gets on with the neighbours – anyone goes near Lyss’s house, we can find out pretty quick. In the meantime, Aden has contacts at the wharf, and at the harbour. You stay with this thing, see what you can work out. I’ll go track the powder, see where it came from, who’s selling it. If I can get a fix on Sahar, I’m in.’ The word had an edge of viciousness.

			‘In up to your neck, I’m guessing.’ Austen still looked thoughtful. He’d stubbed out his reed and was still poking at the bits of creature, fascinated by how they went together.

			Proteus said, ‘That’s when the fun starts.’

			The old man glanced up properly, and Proteus caught the expression. He thrived on information – it was a game, one he enjoyed, and one he played very well. But--

			‘Go careful,’ Austen told him. ‘And stay quiet. We don’t know what this is, or where it’s going to take us, not yet. Don’t you get emotional on me – you lose your detachment, you lose your fine control.’ He held Proteus’s gaze as if making sure he understood. ‘This time, Ro, this isn’t a game. Your heart’s in this, and it’ll touch and hurt you—’

			‘She’s my sister—’

			‘I mean it: you keep quiet. You do what you’ve always done, you be part of the background,’ the old man said. ‘And before you do anything else, you go home and you get some rest.’ He flickered the very edge of a grin. ‘And maybe, if you want to know about living brass beasties, you should talk to young Caphen.’

			The name sent the slightest chill through Proteus’s skin, a thrill of recollection. Carefully dismissive, he said, ‘I know his family study—’

			‘He’s a smart lad, you said it yourself.’ The grin was still there. ‘And maybe it’s just the excuse you’ve been looking for?’

			Proteus snorted smoke. The noise was meant to be sceptical, but it came out more like consideration. ‘All right,’ he said, ‘I’ll get him a message.’ 

			‘You do that,’ Austen said. ‘Take him on a date, or something.’ The grin fully manifest now, he picked up a piece of the insect and held it to the dying red sunlight. ‘And you can ask him about the symbols on Teka’s coin, while you’re at it.’ He grinned. ‘You never know what you might learn.’

			In answer, the broken edges of the creature shone like tiny copper blades.

			Dawn.

			The sun was not yet as high as the crater and the sky was a glory of colour, the richly layered reds of pure indulgence. Proteus was back in his own rooms, the far side of district Ivar, and all thick-headed from a patchy night’s sleep. Dreams had invaded the long night’s quiet: dreams of his sister when they’d been small, racing round the back streets with skinned knees and dirty fingernails, dreams of Austen and the scuttling insect, dreams of Sahar, of crystal eyes in living stone…

			Dreams of Caph, and of the hot skin on the back of his neck.

			There was a half-drunk bowl of tea on the dresser at his elbow. Cursing himself, he drained it, and tried to focus.

			He was stood before a long silver mirror, sodium lights illuminating his every pore to flawless detail. A second mirror reflected his back. As a peculiar quirk of his ability, he had no need to shave, but his mornings had a habit that was just as regular. Down the years, it had become almost ritual, a focus of clarity and discipline. It was something that made everything else fall into place, that made the day make sense, and it had become as much as part of him as the questions with which he awoke, every morning of his life…

			Who am I?

			Leaning forward now, he turned his jaw from side to side and, carefully, began to trace his fingertips over his skin. Forehead and cheekbones and jaw, eyebrows and nose and mouth. His ears, the end of his chin, his throat and shoulders and chest. He checked his hair, and he held his arms out to the rising light, minutely examining shift and colour. 

			As a child, his face and form had been unsettled, instinctively responding to his emotions, fluctuating almost without his knowledge. As he’d grown older, he’d understood himself more clearly, and learned how his responses could be both used and controlled. Under Austen’s guidance, he’d trained himself to an emotional quiet, a stillness in which he could read a district or a place or a party, could observe the moods and movements and garments of its people. And once he’d understood, he could let its atmosphere flood into him, and lead his mood, and then his form. 

			Some of his abilities were limited – he could change his flesh, but not his body mass or bone structure. He could be more muscular, or less, softer of outline, overweight if he chose to be – but that was all. Changing his height or the breadth of his shoulders was down to performance and confidence, and had nothing to do with trickery. 

			Proteus had become a consummate actor. He still worked on core instinct, but fine-tuned, now, by his experience and observation and his ever-growing knowledge of the city. Twenty-five years of training had left him with significant skill, and with the ability to go anywhere, and remain unseen.

			And now, he had several contacts, Caph among them, which he intended to use. The first one was probably the easiest, but also the least likely to be any use – he very much doubted that the loudmouth Rhentaka trader actually had skills descended from the Builders, but the questions would be quick, and he could cross the man off the list. 

			Besides, he never knew what he might learn.

			He paused, thinking.

			Rhentaka was an artisans’ district, much of it taken up by traditional indoor markets. Like all the districts, it was run by Council offices, but many of the high families owned property and trade routes within. Rhentaka was loud, and busy, a constant tessellation of political interests and byplay. And Proteus needed a face that fitted, someone who could ask the questions without being questioned in return. 

			The man that looked back at him, stretching and grimacing, was the not the bland comfort of the ‘home’-face, not the lined and weary figure who huddled in wharfside doorways, nor was it Luye, or Aden. His skin was rich and dark, his hair long and black. His body lacked Aden’s wire-tight muscle, though it was trim enough; he flexed his shoulders, feeling how they moved, and thinking about habitual gestures, body language – all different, all new.

			Proteus named the character, ‘Khavas’.

			At the top of one cheek, just tugging at the corner of his eye, he gave Khavas a long, well-healed scar. It was the same device as Aden’s blue eyes, as Luye’s coat – not only the distinctive feature that people remembered, but the cornerstone of the new creation. He decided it was a fight-scar, from the Brass Man Bar on the edge of district Kier. A fight over a girl, a fight he’d lost, but only so the girl wouldn’t get hurt. Khavas was a good man, apparently, and a wise one. He greyed the hair at the roots slightly, gave the face a scatter of lines. A little age carried a lot of credibility, if he used it right. 

			Satisfied, he looked through the rack of clothing – uniforms, shirts, robes, jackets – and pulled out what he needed. He tried a voice, an accent, a trigger phrase – the one that would settle his vocabulary and tone of voice. 

			‘Try some,’ Khavas said to himself in the mirror, straightening his shirt. ‘It’s the best kelentar in the city… kelentar… kelentar in the city.’

			It was enough – it would get him through the district gate, and to where he needed to go.

			He checked it one last time, then, identity complete, he chose one of the building’s multiple exits and headed out into the day.

			The dusty streets of Ivar were trudging with the morning shift, obedient only to the long hoot of the horn. He moved sideways through them, against their current, but they had little interest in his presence – they were too morning-weary to care. Dimly, he could hear the crier on the steps of the council building; it made him wonder, briefly, about Caph and his father in the paper, but the news was too distant to distinguish from here. 

			He glanced up at the tall twist of the city, at its stairways and balconies and pillars and waterfalls, at its glasslights all glittering… Then he shook his head, and moved on.

			The air scattered with rain. The sun had barely crested the edge of the crater before the clouds had amassed to swallow it; they’d left it only as a lidded eye, an angry red line across a jagged horizon. Had Proteus believed in omens, he would have been catatonic.

			But he had no interest in such whimsy. Kei and Vei were superstitious myth; the hellspirits a manipulation, created by the Builders to keep control. He just wanted the information that would keep him ahead of the game.

			He came to the district gate, the gargoyles looming sombre in the evil light. The greycoats were still yawning; they waved him through without even looking up. 

			And on the far side, the mood of the city changed almost palpably. 

			Unlike the workers’ trudge of Ivar, Rhentaka was awake and alive – the fishing fleets were in, the cargo was already moving, and despite the spotting of the rain, the streets were alight with energy, a morning eagerness that saw people stopping and gossiping, exchanging the news of the previous night. There were new, rumbling rumours of a change in the families Elect, and a thrill of delicious speculation as to what would happen next. Intrigued, Proteus slowed down to listen.

			The information didn’t take long to put together. House Claisal had lost much of its property and holdings, it was surely doomed. Claisal Danwar herself would be thrown from the upper city, said some, her family would be driven across the Taar and down to the outskirt, their property would be seized and reallocated in order to preserve the almost-sacred ‘balance’ of City Hall… the rumours were gleeful, and rife. He heard the world ‘Caphen’ more than once, refused to let himself react to it; he learned all he could, then pushed away from the conversations and towards the great indoor marketplaces that housed the man he sought.

			The chatter of the morning crowds followed him like his night’s dreams.

			Once inside, his progress grew slower; the bodies were pressed close, in here, shoving at each other with good-natured insistence. The building’s stone roof had a ring of glass windows and they cast a pattern of lights across the crowds below, the colours sliding like paintbrushes over the rustle of shoulders. The place stank of sea-life, of shellfish and crustacean, of weed and wrack, of soap and medicines, of manta-ray leather and sharkskin-sandpaper, all of it thrown in together until the stone building itself seemed to be bulging at the corners.

			And the noise. It was a tumult, a buffeting chaos of sound that rang in his ears and his skull.

			But he had prepared for this – the claustrophobia was safe, secure. Proteus had made Khavas to belong here, and Khavas understood these people; this was his place and he moved through it, affably confident, at home in the press and the sweat. Stopping only to grab a fresh fish roll for breakfast, he twisted sideways, catching gazes and grinning with an easy empathy, slipping through the crowd to the stall he was looking for…

			…he found it empty.

			He stopped, surprised.

			That wasn’t right. These spaces were profitable and popular, most of them owned by the guilds and, in turn, by the houses of the upper city; they didn’t stay empty for long.

			Seeing him, the woman at the closest stall called out, ‘You looking for Vinkar?’

			Kelentar in the city.

			‘I was actually looking at the space,’ Proteus said, a polite half-smile creeping up Khavas’s face. ‘Would you happen to know who owns it?’ He came over to speak to her, casting an eye over the bone-crafted jewellery on her stand.

			‘No-one,’ she said, bluntly. ‘Not now. Vink got took. About a week back. No-one wants this patch. Bad luck.’

			Something in her tone of voice prompted him: ‘Couldn’t happen to a nicer man.’

			That made her look at him again, then chuckle, low and filthy. She leaned forwards in a conspiratorial gesture, and he approached the front of her stall, picking up a random brooch as if to ask her how much it was.

			She said, ‘Must’ve upset the big boys, if you take my meaning. Woman who came down here wasn’t messing around.’

			‘I thought he had skills descended from the Builders?’ Proteus made the question a joke. 

			‘Builders.’ The woman snorted. ‘They shut him down so fast he didn’t know what’d hit him.’

			Proteus looked at the brooch – it was an eye. The faintest of shivers went across his shoulders – anticipation, or fear. He said, ‘Who shut him down?’

			‘Greycoats. Poor Vink. Scared the life out of him.’

			Proteus turned the information over, but could make nothing of it – and this had been a long shot at best. He shrugged, as if uninterested, and continued looking at the brooch. 

			‘If you’re interested in the patch, though…’ The women left the hint hanging.

			He grinned, paid her for the thing, dropping it in his pocket. ‘Let me think about it,’ he said. ‘I—’

			‘Not sure now?’ She nodded, understanding, and reaching for change in the apron at her belly. ‘People are nervous now, if there’s a Selection happening. Going to be more greycoats down here than just that one.’ She winked at him, though the expression seemed to be complimenting his cautiousness. ‘Maybe you’ll come back when it’s all over, hey? Talk then.’

			‘Maybe I’ll do that,’ Proteus said to her. ‘And thank you.’ Remembering the axiom about making new contacts, he passed her an extra ripan, and returned the wink. ‘I’m Khavas. Nice to meet you.’ 

			As he turned back into the crowd, she said, ‘Good luck. And go careful.’ 

			He raised a hand in acknowledgement, though the stop had shown him nothing useful, and carefully shoved his way back out through the seething crowd.

			Stepping back out into the morning, he looked back at the upper city, at the clouds gathered about it like some mantle of shadow. Anyone else would have a problem getting up there, and through the gateway, but Proteus… well, if he was going to have to speak to Caph after all, it just took knowing whom to be.

			*

			Wearily twitching through his endless, mindless finger-exercises, Caph was startled by one of the household footmen, standing outside the door to his rooms. 

			It was afternoon. The weather had cleared and the red sun tumbled though the long windows, lighting lazy rectangles on the rugs. With a slight bow, the liveried footman offered Caph a folded letter.

			‘This came for you, Sir.’

			‘Thank you, Lant.’

			‘Anything good?’ Bec was sitting on the floor of her brother’s room, carefully polishing her long blade. Housebound and going crazy, the fencing had been a good distraction – though his stupid fingers hampered that too, and he wasn’t as deft as he had been.

			‘Sir. Ma’am.’ The footman bobbed another bow and stepped back, closing the door behind him.

			Intrigued, Caph turned the letter over, looking for marks. It was a single piece of paper, not very clean, no envelope, no watermark. He had no idea what it could be – or why it should come to him directly, and not go straight to his parents, or to Darrah.

			Bec craned to see what he’d got – for all the city, as if he was small and he’d found a toy that wouldn’t show her.

			‘Go on – what is it?’

			Mystified, Caph unfolded it. It was coarse on his fingers. He read the writing, ragged and black and slightly spiky. Then he crumpled it and stared at his fist, not quite sure if he’d somehow made it up. 

			‘Don’t tell me,’ Bec said. ‘They’ve conjured you artificial hands that’ll make you play like a hellspirit.’

			‘That’s not even funny.’

			‘Sorry. But what is it?’ She was on her feet, now, almost jumping with impatience.

			He stared at her, the paper held in his hand like a hope, a lifeline. Like an impossibility. He had no idea where this had come from and for a moment, he expected some elaborate hoax – though sense told him that, for all his father’s flaws, he just wasn’t this underhanded.

			You’re going to lose your purse, or your house keys.

			I just go to lose myself.

			 ‘Don’t keep me waiting, damn you!’ Bec was nearly jumping up and down.

			Caph said, his voice thrumming like the zanyar, ‘I can leave the house with you, yes?’

			She looked at him. 

			‘Because I need to beg a favour. A really big one.’

			Pulse racing, he held out the parchment, his face breaking into a huge grin.

			It said, ‘Festival Day’, though the word ‘Festival’ was spelled incorrectly.

			And it was signed, ‘Aden’.

		


		
			
CHAPTER SIX: FESTIVAL

			Caph stood on the sunlit harbourfront, surrounded by a seething, clamouring hubbub, a whirl of shouts and scents and colour and music. This was Vowen, the largest and wealthiest of the city’s fishing ports, and the Festival had turned its normal workers’ bustle into a bright and gleeful chaos.

			Hyped on nervousness and mutiny, he was pacing restless, heart pounding. He searched the crowd constantly, looking for a face he wasn’t sure he’d see, wasn’t even sure he remembered… and flatly refusing to ask himself just what the hells he thought he was doing.

			Bec was covering for him, but he was still in absolute defiance of everything his family had instructed…

			If they caught him, he’d be in chains in the bloody basement.

			Ahead of him, the stone-walled harbour was wide and shining and lined with boats – fishing vessels and cargo boats, and a couple of the city ferries, half-pulled up the slipway and held by heavy chains. A few of the boats bore gold-and-blue Caphen colours; most had eyes on their bows to watch for Vei’s fickle moods. Normally, the harbourmaster would be out here, collating tags and tallies, but today, he was presumably as free as anyone else.

			Caph paid a quarter-ripan for a bowl of tea, and then stood with it, warm in his aching fingers, waiting.

			The long curve of the waterfront was lined with grey stone buildings, warehouses that contained everything from fish-meal and fertiliser to sacks of dried and edible weed. Coloured banners stretched from window to window, birds wheeled and cried above them, banking on the currents from the food-stalls. At the crowd’s outer edges, there were rickshaw porters, shouting for custom. More people arrived with every moment.

			But he couldn’t stand still for long. He was wound tight as a teenager, trembling with something that might have been hope, and that might have been sheer terror. He couldn’t even put a face on the man, for hells’ sakes, maybe he should just leave, right now, before he made an idiot of himself…

			The breeze carried the distinctive voice of a zanyar, the sound deep and clean. For years, the sound had bought only loss, but now he found he could listen to it, his fingers pressing the notes against his thigh.

			It felt like a flush of hope. 

			And a soft voice beside him said, ‘Hey.’

			He jumped, turned, his pulse roaring.

			Aden was standing right there, right there in the sun, his inked arms folded, his scruffy hair caught back in thin bandana, his eyes as startlingly vivid as Caph remembered. He was clean-shaven, and he’d lost his ragged dockworker garb. Instead, plain, pale shirt-sleeves were pushed up to his elbows. 

			Caph stared at him, dry mouthed. He looked younger in the full sunlight and without the stubble, but – how could he not have remembered? – just as good as he’d done at the wharf. Caph wanted to touch, half-raised a hand, let it drop again. Somewhere, he’d forgotten to breathe.

			You’re here. 

			By every hell, you’re actually here.

			‘Caphen. Jularn. Talmar,’ Aden said, thoughtfully, watching his expression. ‘Just… y’know, playin’ hookey.’ His smile twitched to humour, but he was still watching Caph’s face, eyes flicking to the cut on his cheek, to his mouth, then back again to meet his gaze. ‘Still, guess it made you an easy man to find.’ Then he said, with a shrug that was ever-so-slightly self-conscious, ‘I didn’t know if you’d got the note. Or if you’d be here.’

			The phrase had layers, a hint of amused deprecation, a feeling of reaching, a sense of absurdity and marvel that somehow matched Caph’s own. 

			‘I very nearly wasn’t,’ Caph replied. Then, realising what he’d said, he added quickly, ‘But I wouldn’t’ve missed it.’

			Aden’s rascal smile made him catch his breath. Not allowing himself to think twice, he reached out, took the sides of the man’s jaw in both hands, and kissed him.

			With a murmur, Aden returned the kiss, his hands sliding round Caph’s ass and pulling him closer. Caph could feel the surge of greed and passion that had marked their encounter at the wharf, could feel it expanding into something warmer and deeper, something bathed in the hot, red sun. His breathing tightened, hardened into a gasp.

			He had a sudden, strong urge to shove Aden against the nearest wall.

			But several people were already snickering, and a passer-by made a cheerfully lewd remark, ‘Put him down, son, you don’t know where he’s been!’ Guffaws followed.

			‘Sorry.’ He stepped back, grinning like an idiot. He couldn’t for the bloody life of him think of anything to say.

			Aden’s blue eyes shone like the water. He ran a rough-skinned thumb down the cut on Caph’s cheek. ‘That’s new.’

			‘Present from an old friend,’ Caph said. The comment was meant in humour, but the threat of Molly’s presence lurked still like a spectre, like the notes of the zanyar, lingering on the wind. It turned the joke into something rueful, tinged with fear. 

			Aden’s gaze lingered on the mark for a moment, almost as if he was trying to work out what had made it. Then he grinned. ‘C’mon, city boy. I’m out of practice at this dating shit, but aren’t we supposed to buy food?’

			The afternoon passed in a haze of crowds and sun. It was a perfect day; a day to enjoy the cooking, and the freedom, and to wait at the edge of the harbour as the rowing boats went to place their offerings in the water, to ease Vei’s hunger for another year. The boats were crewed by teams of strong-shouldered men and women, muscled arms gleaming in the light. 

			Caph watched them, fervent and breathless.

			Away from the heated darkness of the wharf, Aden seemed somehow different. He was less intense, casual and lighter-hearted; he suited the daytime and the holiday mood perfectly. Caph found himself grinning like a loon, his family and their demands were a world away, forgotten, even Molly’s leering ghost had faded in the sunlight. Aden was here, bright and irreverent, uncaring of Caph’s name, or of what he could twist out of it… he may be the first person Caph had ever met who genuinely wasn’t interested in his status.

			‘One time,’ Aden said, as they walked through the stalls, ‘The fishers came back with this giant squid – huge damn thing, big as a house. It was still moving, had eyes like tea bowls. Scared the shit out of me. The crew wanted to hack it up and sell it for steaks, but we named it ‘Kul’ and threw it back. They reckon it’s still out there.’ 

			He had Caph laughing, amazed at the tall tales, at the window he opened onto a world that Caph had only ever seen through smokelight. 

			Only ever played at.

			‘One guy on my shift thought it was Vei herself, but he was trading in better stuff than fish, if you know what I mean.’ Aden chuckled. ‘Still, we’ve not lost a boat since, so maybe he had a point, who knows?’ 

			The sun had tumbled slowly towards the distant crater, and they’d stopped to sit at the harbour’s edge, feet dangling. Out over the water, the caldera wall was almost at its furthest, visible only as a blur, a faint line between sea and sky. If Caph squinted, he could see some of the distant fishing villages, seeming to hover in the haze. 

			Like all of this, perhaps, some sort of bloody dream. 

			He said, ‘How did you know who I was?’

			That made Aden laugh, the sound unashamed, rich in the red sun. ‘C’mon, that one’s obvious.’ His grin was pure wickedness. ‘I live in Ivar – and you leave ripples, you can’t help it. Finding you was the easy bit. Working out what the hells to say…’ He tailed off, shook his head. ‘I still don’t know if I’m supposed to call you ’sir’.’

			Without missing a beat, Caph said, ‘If it makes you happy.’

			‘You’re funny.’ Aden was still grinning. The bird hopped closer, its head shifting from one side to the other. Several more land behind it. He threw them more fish, and they scattered with a whir of wings. 

			Caph heard the zanyar again, the sound clear in the light. 

			‘Besides,’ Aden admitted, ‘I’d – ah – seen you at the wharf before. Wondered who you were.’ His hand closed on Caph’s thigh, and the touch felt like lightning. It made Caph shiver. ‘Not to mention…’ sudden laughter, as if he’d just remembered something, ‘…wondering how the hells you managed to skin that many dice players.’

			It was Caph’s turn to laugh. ‘Secrets of my education,’ he said, complete with gesture. ‘Magic and ritual and darkness.’ He grinned. ‘Actually, that’s all shit – it’s just maths.’

			Aden snorted. ‘So – what? – you just sat down and learned all that?’

			‘They teach you the basics at school,’ Caph said, surprised.

			Aden laughed. ‘I didn’t go to school, Caph, I was unloading fishing boats before I was ten.’

			Caph stared at him, at the sudden chasm between their lives; he felt an odd thrill that might just have been danger. ‘I was at the University until…’ He stopped, suddenly not wanting to sound as sheltered as he felt.

			‘We knew this,’ Aden said. He turned sideways, one knee drawn up on the stone. ‘Can you teach me?’

			‘You want to learn the equations?’

			‘I want to learn how you made that much coin in less than an hour.’

			Caph laughed again, amused by his shamelessness. ‘That bit’s easy.’ He began to sketch on the stone between them, the lines from his mother’s table now drawn invisibly with a fingertip. ‘You start with your ore, and apply your first principle: heat, or water, or pressure. That’ll give you your element, your pure metal. And then, if you want an alloy…’ He was still sketching. ‘You’d apply a second, and so on.’ More symbols. ‘It gets complex when the alloy agent has a previous equation of its own – you can end up with whole trees, with sprawling-massive patterns where everything applies to everything else, but that’s the simple version.’ He shrugged. ‘If you want to gamble with it, you just need to know the symbols well enough to anticipate the dice rolls.’ He raised an amused, slightly cynical eyebrow. ‘I can teach you in detail, if you want.’ 

			‘Hells yeah.’ Aden grinned, then said, ‘And can you teach me to do all the scrabbly metal insect things, like in the market?’ 

			‘Those you’d have buy,’ Caph said. ‘And they’re not really creatures, they’re all gears and wheels and sleight of hand.’ Caph’s grin broadened, then faded. ‘My mother’s one of the finest metallurgists in the city – she could craft one, but not even she could make it live.’

			Aden nodded, seemed to be thinking.

			But Caph didn’t really notice. The mention of his family loomed sudden and grey, like the long shadow of the upper city had rotated to cover the harbour. He wondered how long he’d got left. 

			But Aden was sketching on the wall-top with a piece of charcoal, ‘Okay, genius, you tell me what this is.’ 

			Caph deliberately shoved reality aside. ‘That’s ‘fu’, heat. Even today, it’s used to power the lights throughout the city.’ He remembered his mother’s lecture. ‘And other things. If you’re trying to test me, you’ll have to do better than that.’

			‘Okay then.’ In quick and quite flamboyant succession, Aden sketched copper, zinc, gold. Brass. Caph didn’t flicker – this was rudimentary stuff – and after a few more, Aden laughed and drew something else, more complex. ‘Okay, okay, try this one.’

			Caph grinned. ‘Now that’s a tough one. Older. It’s glass – or crystal – but it’s an obscure translation. As close as I can manage, it means ‘Cloudglass’ or ‘Skyglass’. It was once used as a theatre direction, meaning something… striking, visual. It can also mean a particular mark in the stone, like something to remember.’ He chuckled. ‘Where the hells did you even find that?’

			Aden chuckled. ‘You’re too good. And these?’

			‘Those aren’t symbols.’

			‘They’re legit.’

			He stared at them. ‘I’ve never seen them before – they’re not even complete. Are they half of something?’ He blinked. ‘You’re teasing me.’

			Aden’s blue eyes were bright, curious. He grinned, pure mischief. ‘Did I getcha?’

			‘Apparently.’ Caph was watching him, an odd sense of alarm stirring somewhere in his belly. ‘They’re no element or principle I’ve ever seen. They don’t even make sense.’

			Aden looked at him, then chewed his lip and shrugged, looking self-conscious. ‘Shit. I was trying to be funny. Guess that didn’t work too well. Sorry.’ He looked so embarrassed that it struck a chord with Caph’s own nervousness and he reached a hand to the man’s shoulder. The rush of real, human empathy made his skin thrill.

			‘Happens to us all.’

			At the touch, Aden glanced up. He smiled with a wash of genuine warmth, then covered it with his more usual, rascal self.

			He caught Caph’s hand as it withdrew.

			Without warning, he asked, ‘So. You going to tell me what happened to these?’

			Caught absolutely off-guard, Caph snatched his hand back, recoiled like he’d been burned. The feeling of empathy went up in a flash of sparks; he found himself bereft of breath and words, trembling on the edge of a cliff. Admitting his own helplessness was not something he could do.

			Not aloud, not with this man.

			Without thinking, he touched the cut on his face. He couldn’t meet Aden’s gaze. He managed, his voice low, ‘It’s a long story.’ 

			Aden studied him, flickering a frown. ‘They’re not an accident.’ It was a statement, not a question.

			Caph felt himself flush. ‘No.’

			He was looking at his feet, at the day’s rubbish that bobbed on the water. He could feel Aden’s expression – somewhere between puzzlement and concern. For the second time that day, he had no idea what to say.

			Then a hand lifted his chin, turned his face. There was a mouth on his, warm and surprisingly gentle. He kissed Aden back, the contact becoming urgent, almost frantic. Then he pulled away and took a long, trembling breath.

			‘I… I should probably go.’ He was half on his feet before he’d even realised he’d moved. ‘It’s late – I have to be home.’ 

			‘Now?’ Aden said. The note of disappointment was clear.

			‘My family… I should really… I need to get back.’

			Aden said, very gently, ‘Caph. I’m the last person in the city to be passing out judgment – and I mean that with more honesty that I can ever explain.’ There was an odd note to his tone, something Caph couldn’t quite define. ‘If you want to tell me…’

			Caph didn’t trust himself to speak, just shook his head. 

			‘Okay.’ Aden said. ‘Sorry.’

			Caph nodded, then offered him a wrist clasp and pulled him up – and they stood there in the rich red sunlight, the distant zanyar still singing to the open sky. Aden took Caph’s jaw in his hand and kissed him again, gently at first, as if wary of intruding – then harder, strong and hungry. Chuckles and comments came from the people heading past them, but neither of them cared. From wanting to hide, Caph found he was as eager as a teenager, and hard enough to hurt. Aden’s kiss was hot, and sensual, and his hands left Caph trembling.

			As he came up for air, he was trying to find words, to explain…

			But Aden said in his ear, his voice very deep and soft, ‘It’s not even sunset yet. Stay for a drink?’

			Caph was torn. He knew he had to leave, but… ‘I must get out before the gates close.’

			‘Yeah,’ Aden said. ‘I know.’

			Half an hour later, they lay sprawled and breathless in a room above the nearest bar.

			They had a mattress, a couple of unnecessary blankets and a bottle of the rough wharfside spirit, acquired from the barman downstairs. The man had glowered at them, then handed over both booze and key without a word. 

			The room, at least, was better than the one in the flophouse. A shark’s open jaws held pride of place over the door, and the arch under the gable offered an old window, a round and dirty timeglass now cracked down the centre. The last of the sunlight gleamed through it, and lit a red glow on the floor by the bed – a refracted countdown to the moment Caph had to tear himself away.

			Aden lay beside him, relaxed against his shoulder, his breathing deep, his skin hot and smooth. His hand on Caph’s thigh was easy, a warmth of contact that made the raw spirit uncoil in his belly. He took the bottle as it was passed back.

			‘I’m glad you’re here,’ Aden said. ‘You know – the Selection and everything – I really wasn’t sure you’d show.’

			‘I told you, I wouldn’t have missed it.’ Caph chuckled. ‘Though my family would have collective bloody apoplexy.’

			Aden grinned, passed the bottle back. Suffused in contentment, Caph found himself swigging again and letting it all radiate through him. As Aden asked questions, he let himself talk – about his education, his family, the possibilities of the forthcoming Selection. He shied away from the subject of Ganthar like it would bite him – but Aden seemed to understand, and left it alone. 

			Slowly, things became a blur. The talk became less serious, scattered with laughter; Caph swigged more, enjoying the touch of the now-lazy hand, the occasional chuckle or question that encouraged him to keep going. He blinked, found the bottle back in his hand. He was glugging the stuff now, unflinching, smoking Aden’s reeds, watching the smoke as it curled through the moonlit air. His head was swimming; he didn’t care. Molly, his family, the zanyar – they were a world away, forgotten. He didn’t notice when the clock-face slid sideways into sunset, and then glowed blue with the rising of the moon.

			* 

			Proteus came awake with a jolt, startled by stillness.

			The room was almost dark; the moonlight had faded and the timeglass was no more than the faintest ghost. Rain scattered on the window. Warm and still and curled against him, Caph lay on his side, all long and naked. His snores echoed gently in the roof.

			The air was cold.

			Trembling with realisation, Proteus quelled a sudden, panicked urge to scrabble to his feet, to recoil in appalled horror at the impossible blunder he’d just made…

			He’d fallen asleep.

			Spent, happy and half-drunk, he’d fallen asleep. 

			What in every hell had he been thinking?

			Fearing the worst, he eased away from the body beside him and put his hands to his face, tried to work out who he was…

			Caph muttered, settled again.

			But Proteus was lucky – it seemed he hadn’t slept long enough, or deeply enough, for Aden to lose traction. His face was still intact, his ink in place. Letting out his breath in soft, wordless relief, he sat for a moment, fingers ensuring his features more thoroughly, and trying to think clearly through the haze of sex and booze…

			Trying to work out what had gone wrong.

			But it wasn’t difficult to understand. Looking down at the sleeping figure, he knew exactly what’d happened, of course he did. He’d played his role flawlessly, got as much information as he could, had even managed to get Caph drunk and talking about metallurgy, the Selection, and his family. The insights had been fascinating…

			And he’d let himself go – he’d let himself go. He’d been caught by Caph’s company, by his warmth and sincerity and laughter. By the strength and surge of his body, by the hot gasp as he came…

			By a sly tendril of affection that had curled in, right under his awareness… 

			Hellsdammit. 

			Hugely irritated at the loss of control, he cleared his thoughts and, very carefully, slid out of the bed. He needed to leave before Caph woke, and he padded around the room on bare feet, retrieving his clothing.

			Undisturbed, Caph slept on, his slow breathing counterpoint to the slow roll of the water outside, to the staccato rattle of the rain. His lips were parted, his refined face peaceful, his chest rising and falling. There was a scattering of old acne scars across his shoulders; they made him very young, both fallible and human. He looked—

			Proteus made himself look away, look out of the window, look out across the water to where the fishing villages glittered with lights…

			There is fear in this city, Austen had once told him. Old fear; it breathes in the stone. You, Ro, you never forget that. Give your trust carefully. Don’t wake it up.

			Trust, by the hells.

			He was a man with neither face nor explanation; trust wasn’t something he could afford. Aden was a fiction, albeit a very carefully created one. And just for a minute there, he’d forgotten. 

			Lost himself in a fantasy.

			He wasn’t his sister, for the hells’ sakes; he had no ongoing need for affection. Pleasant though this was, his core objectivity was what kept him sane, stopped him sinking in a sea of different faces. 

			He picked up his boots, turned to leave. Relentlessly ignored that part of him that just wanted to lie back down, curl around Caph’s back and to stay there, to pull the blanket over both of them and shut the rest of the world away. Relax, finally and completely…

			To be himself.

			And that thought nearly made him snort audibly – he didn’t even know what that was.

			The rain scattered again. Proteus checked Aden’s face one last time, tied the bandana back around his hair, and eased out of the room. 

			Closing the door behind him, he walked away.

		


		
			
CHAPTER SEVEN: HAVEN

			Downstairs, the bar was all but empty.

			The barman was sat half-dozing, his reed hanging out of his mouth. When Proteus approached the bar, he glanced up and his face curled. 

			‘Six ripans,’ he said. ‘And another for the bottle.’

			The cost was extortionate, but Proteus said nothing – he dropped a handful of coins onto the bar-top.

			‘Give him an hour,’ he said. ‘And then wake him up. This is to make sure he gets out of here in one piece. If he doesn’t,’ the comment was pointed, ‘I’m coming back.’

			The barman snorted. ‘Pay you well, did he?’
Proteus smiled, the expression edged, then shoved at the pile of coins. ‘Just make sure he’s safe, okay?’

			His distaste apparent, the barman still wasted no time in scraping the pile into his apron.

			Once outside, Proteus inhaled the cold air and took a minute to think about his next course of action. He considered going back to Ivar – but it was too late now and the gates were all closed. He could find one of the more dubious night-boatman to take him round the outside of the city, but with all of the political rumours flitting about, there may be greycoat patrols on the water – and he didn’t really want to be answering questions. Perhaps the time could be put to better use. 

			He could catch up with Austen in the morning.

			With a last glance up at the window, he headed away from the harbour. Not back towards the wharf itself, but sideways, away from the main roads and up into the narrow maze of ragged alleys that sprawled behind the buildings. He kept Aden’s face despite the change in surroundings, though a blanket over his shoulders gave him basic cover. 

			Some habits were not only reflex, but common sense.

			Walls closed in like shelter. Over his head, shadow-walkways stretched silent, silhouettes against the clouded ghosts of the moonlight. In places, the light caught folded cranes, rusted with disuse, or ghost-signs, like memories engraved in the rock. Guild Danchar, said one, Property of house Milumar. 

			But the signs were misleading – these alleyways were not empty. Behind the façade of the harbour lurked a smugglers’ den of storehouses and speakeasies, a tarras-nest of opportunity where the city’s high families stretched concealed and dirty claws, and where their guilds did their real wharfside bargaining.

			The harbour might have a pretty frontage, but it appearance was deceiving – everything that landed here, marked and taxed and tagged and labelled, cast a shadow. And those shadows were for sale, if you knew where to look.

			Proteus kept his head down, his blanket hunched across his shoulders. He passed figures lounged in doorways, all long shadows and dark eyes; he passed dockworkers and soldiers, reeling with drink and intent. Where there were dealers – buyers and sellers and brokers and whores – there were always those who lived at their edges, picking at the leftovers. They hunched in the half-light, and he drifted among them like flotsam.

			The moonlight faded, and the alleys became narrower. The scavengers thinned to desperation, hungry and unwell. Many of them had addictions, and nastier things than reeds. One pulled a blade on him, teeth bared in a half-rotted grin, but he had nothing to prove by facing her, and was gone before she could articulate the threat.

			Another corner, and he could see his target, the place where he might yet find answers to the thing he needed the most…

			Answers to Lyss’s absence.

			‘Ad!’ Jay greeted him like an old friend, grasping his wrist and grinning. ‘Been far too long. You bring me anything good?’

			‘Always.’ Proteus returned the grip. ‘Only the best, you know that.’

			They stood in the side office of an abandoned tram-station, its ironwork rusting now and its cracked glass roof all glimmering filthy. The tram still stood out there beside it, mossed wheels unmoving and windows long since blinded by time.

			Next to the office, in what had been a waiting room, some thirty people huddled on mats, some spooning soup from steaming bowls. The susurrus of conversation was comforting, a pulse of information that moved and breathed with the drafts across the floor. 

			Proteus had let a smile bring subtle shifts to Aden’s face – gentler lines, a crinkle of humour. 

			‘So you always tell me.’ Jay was small and slender, scruffy and amiable, deceptively youthful despite the lines at eyes and mouth. He stepped back, waving a hand at the bench along the wall. ‘It’s been weeks, where’ve you been?’

			‘You know how it goes,’ Proteus told him. ‘Everywhere.’

			He chuckled, and the sound brought an odd understanding, a sudden, sartorial flash: Aden may be a fiction…

			…but he was a fiction that existed in the hearts and minds of more people than just Caphen Talmar. 

			The thought caught at him like a fish-lure, tempting. 

			He put it aside.

			Instead, he laid the blanket on the desktop and emptied his pockets of ripans. It wasn’t much, but Jay counted it, nodding.

			‘’Preciate it,’ he said. ‘We’ve had an outbreak of Ambrie’s disease, and we’re struggling. House Yannsar messenger brought us food, but not much more – I swear she only wanted to go through the ledgers. Selection’s not even announced yet and they’re already paranoid – who’ll get Selected, what’ll happen next. They might tell everyone they’re our sponsors, but they’re watching us like sharks, wanting to know everything we do. Who’s been in here, what they were carrying, where they’d gotten it. All the info. Bloody woman was obsessed, she must’ve sat in here questioning me for an hour.’ He snorted. ‘And how are you? Going up in the city?’

			Proteus raised a curious eyebrow. ‘Not last time I checked?’

			‘Caphen?’ Jay’s tone was mischievous. ‘That Festival’s pretty damn public.’

			That rocked him slightly. ‘That was fast.’

			‘Say the same thing about you.’ His chuckle was filthy, but it didn’t last long. ‘You watch yourself, hey? If a Selection does happen, Caphen might start getting picky about their friends.’

			And I’m – what – a dirty roustabout?’ Proteus winked, his tone carefully casual. ‘Don’t worry, Jay.’ He made the point of saying it, as much for himself as for his audience, ‘Nice guy, but wa-ay out of my district.’

			But Jay didn’t let it go. ‘I mean it – Caphen might keep themselves out of the light, but they’ve got significant investments, and not just in Ivar.’ He was watching Proteus’s expression, making sure he’d made the point. ‘They own the mines outright; they control all of the assaying and smelting and much of the raw export. Don’t underestimate him, Ad.’ When Proteus said nothing, he went on. ‘City Hall watches every single thing we do, you know that. Claisal messed up, they got caught, and now it’s all descending into some bloody bunfight. The families that want to be Elect are consolidating their assets, and the families already Elect are running scared, because they’ve got stuff to hide and every one of them’s afraid that they’ll be next. And they’re all trying to brush the dodgy stuff under the rugs.’ His look was direct. ‘You watch your own ass, okay.’

			‘Thanks for the lecture.’ The comment was edged.

			Jay held his gaze for a minute, then turned round to sit at the stationmaster’s desk.

			The desk was old and scarred, graffiti gouged by long-forgotten knife-edges. It bore a heavy, ink-marked ledger, opened to a half-finished page. Proteus ran an eye over the records, who had been in, and where, and why. Yannsar’s wheel-symbol hovered over the top of each, a statement of possession and control. Many of the high families sponsored charity outlets, and not from generosity – a place like Jay’s offered a unique opportunity, a bridge between upper city and lower. It offered a flow of information, tax reductions, public reputation, deniable and tag-free labour, and a location for the discreet storing or movement of capital or goods. Jay had played both sides for many years, and he was about as good at it as Proteus had ever seen.

			He accepted the lecture and the wisdom that went with it.

			Above the desk, the wall was striped in a series of rickety shelves. Last time Proteus had been in here, they’d been all glass bottles and heavy, leather tomes – the medicines and journals that Jay had taken from his Hospital job in the upper city. Now, they were layered with candles and artefacts, incense burners and images of the various hellspirits.

			‘What’s up with the souvenirs?’ he asked. ‘You been summoning something?’

			‘Mostly trouble.’ Jay leaned back and picked up a figurine, a little bronze image of Hisham, all spiked teeth and long chain. ‘These are Ebi’s. There’s a spirit for every hell, she tells me, and she’s got a hundred of them. I think she’s trying to scare me.’

			‘’Ebi’?’ Proteus expression cracked a smirk.

			Jay shrugged, delightedly embarrassed. ‘When I asked her where the ‘heaven’ was, she told me I was already living in it.’ His smile was genuine, gorgeous. ‘Apparently, that’s why I came out here, to try and make that statement true.’

			His happiness was radiant, warming the room; somewhere, a part of Proteus’s soul was almost envious. He smiled back. ‘You’re an idealist, Jay. One of the few. It’s why I love you.’

			‘Flatterer.’ Jay turned to face him, grinning, and put Hisham back on the desk. ‘So – spill it. What do you want?’

			‘That obvious, huh.’ Proteus spread his hands in a gesture of helplessness, one not entirely contrived. ‘Your help. Because this time, this shit’s got me baffled.’

			They sat in the little refectory, at a round and battered table holding steaming bowls of tea. Ebi had joined them, a small woman, dark of skin and eyes and hair. She had an exquisite smile, and she wore the gleefully coloured clothing of the marketplace performer. Jay’s affection for her was new, and obvious, and wonderful – it warmed the air between them, and it touched their every word and gesture. 

			The little pouch sat in the table’s centre. Caph had identified the symbol, but Proteus wasn’t in the habit of giving information away.

			‘This,’ he said. ‘I need to know what this is, and where it came from. And you’re in just the best place to tell me.’

			A frown flickered across Jay’s face – a reaction to his tone of voice, perhaps, or to the tension in his shoulders. He picked it up with a physician’s careful fingers, lifted it to the yellow glitter of the sodium lights. His face tightened into a frown.

			Watching him, Proteus found his breath suddenly tight – a flush of fear of what the information might show him.

			Jay’s eyes met his, his expression clouded. ‘Where’d you get this?’

			‘Long story.’ Proteus didn’t elaborate. The touch of personal distress was deliberate, and it was just lever enough. Jay raised an eyebrow at him, and he gave a short, tight sigh, said, ‘I just need to know what it is.’

			‘You haven’t touched it yourself?’ 

			 ‘Had to try it out on the way,’ he said, straight-faced. ‘You know how it is.’

			Jay gave a short, mirthless chuckle.

			Proteus was still clenching his jaw. Despite his efforts, his emotions were bothering him, weeds growing through his critical detachment. Aden’s thoughts, his own. He was worried about Lyss, about Austen… 

			About Caph.

			Ebi touched his arm, support and sympathy. ‘It’s all right,’ she said. ‘You know we’ll help. Did you say where this came from?’

			Again, he sidestepped the question. ‘It was a gift.’ 

			‘Special.’ Ebi watched him for a moment, then took the bag from Jay and studied it, her expression curious. ‘Why would someone give this to you?’

			She was asking too many questions; Proteus needed to get out in front of the conversation, pilot it, but a sudden thought stopped him. What if Sahar and Lyss had not met by coincidence, as he’d originally assumed? Perhaps this wasn’t just a question of his sister’s hedonism getting her into yet more trouble; perhaps this was more than that. 

			Deliberate.

			It would explain the presence of the insect.

			Jay had taken the bag back. Very carefully, he eased the drawstring open. He touched the end of a table-knife to the contents and raised it to the light. The blade was flecked in tiny, glittering black fragments, no more than dust. It looked odd, almost metallic. He eyed them, brushed a tiny touch between the fingers of the opposite hand, then tested it with very tip of his tongue.

			At the taste, he recoiled, dropping the knife and spitting, wiping his mouth. ‘Augh…’ 

			‘What?’ Proteus asked, ‘What’s the matter?’

			He shook his head, picked up his tea. ‘Hells, that’s horrible.’

			 ‘D’you know what it is? Where it might’ve come from?’

			Jay swilled the tea round his mouth and spat it back into the bowl. He looked at Proteus, his face etched in concern; he seemed to be searching for words. ‘Who gave you this? This isn’t some wharfside recreational, Ad. This stuff’s new.’

			‘’New’?’ The word was sharp.

			‘Very,’ he said. ‘Been creeping out, down here, only in the last couple of weeks. And whatever it is, it’s not coming through the usual routes, not via the harbour, or the wharf. It’s coming from inwards, not outwards.’

			‘From the upper city?’ Proteus asked, surprised.

			‘I don’t know yet,’ Jay said. ‘We had a guy come in, two days ago, absolutely off his head. He—’

			‘What happened to him?’ Proteus pounced after him, merciless. ‘Is he still here?’

			‘He died.’ The words were blunt, Jay’s expression tense. ‘I tried, but there was nothing I could do. I pretty much sat there and held him down.’ His face twisted, and Ebi rubbed his shoulder. He said, ‘He was hallucinating, had no idea where he was.’ 

			Died.

			‘We’d never seen the stuff before, either of us,’ Ebi said, ‘But it was all over his fingers, all round his mouth, embedded in his skin. It felt like… like he couldn’t get enough of it. Like he was trying for every sensation, every last drop of its thrill.’

			Died.

			Time lurched forwards, gained urgency. Something that been Lyss’s usual mischief became suddenly very cold and very real. Understanding rose like fear, claws against his throat.

			Every last drop.

			He said, ‘Did you keep his tag?’

			‘We had to hand it in—’

			‘Did you tell house Yannsar?’

			‘Hells, no.’ Ebi eyed her now-cold tea and put the bowl back down – then she grinned like a fiend. ‘We faked the ledger entry. Give me a minute and I’ll go get it.’

			She came back with Jay’s heavy ledger, dumped it on the table with a dusty thump. Leafing through the crackling pages, she found the reference: the man’s name had been Galeas, a resident of the harbour, and a crafter of scrimshaw. He’d had no family affiliation, no guild membership, no artisan status. He’d just carved bones and sold them. 

			The ledger recorded that he’d died of a heart attack. Apparently, house Yannsar saw exactly what Jay wanted them to see, and nothing more. 

			Some contacts, Proteus mused, were worth their weight in ripans. 

			Looking through the entries, he spared a thought for the Selection. Caph had told him that, forty years previously, five members of house Balkar had died in a kitchen fire, and that the family had been deemed too weak to remain in power. Rather than risk the unElected families scrabbling for the undefended assets, City Hall had simply stepped in and taken control. They’d eradicated every member of the suffering house, right down to the last child. Then the greycoats had marched in and taken possession of every resource – properties, infrastructure, guild sponsorships, charities. And then, when the assets were secure, City Hall had made their choice, and a new name had joined the families Elect. The assets were redistributed, and the balance restored.

			Caph had also told him that City Hall knew every man and woman by name; knew everything they did, every moment of every day. Told him that they tolerated no rebellion, no freedom, no challenge. No defiance.

			Yet the city had thrived, it had been free from war, unrest, hunger, ever since the famine.

			Out this far, though, Proteus knew of some different truths – that here, City Hall’s absolute control was a little more shady, and that it traded in things darker and less legal. Jay himself was testimony: the families’ presence was still here, discreet and well-paid eyes and ears that kept their masters’ hands clean, kept the ripans still flowing upwards.

			Despite its appearance, much of the wharf’s corruption was just as well-managed as the trade through the merchants’ districts. 

			Proteus said, ‘How did Galeas die?’

			‘He did have a heart attack, of sorts,’ Jay said. ‘Whatever that stuff is, he must’ve taken far too much of it. And it wasn’t only physical – he was delusional, talking about how he was everything he’d ever dreamed he could be.’ His smile was humourless. ‘Mostly wealthy.’

			‘Do you know what’s in it?’

			‘Elevated potassium levels can make a heartbeat irregular – but nothing like that.’ Jay gripped Ebi’s hand, looked across the table at Proteus. ‘I took a sample of it up to the Hospital. I do still have some friends up there, and I wondered if they might’ve seen this stuff, or know where it comes from.’

			Proteus nodded, but he was still thinking about Lyss. Knowing his sister, she must have revelled in it, must’ve fallen at its very first touch…

			Died.

			The fear clawed again, and he forced it down – his emotions were becoming a nuisance, an absolute hellsdamned distraction. He needed to get back to Ivar, to Austen and the spider; he needed to know where this stuff had come from, track it back to its distributors, its crafter. He needed to know what was in it, how to counter its influence, what happened when you stopped taking it…

			But something here didn’t make sense. If this stuff was rare, and new, he didn’t know how some small-time scrimshander would have access to it, or be paying for it. And Lyss – Lyss had no real coin. She crafted occasionally, but mostly, she made her ripans from a little petty thievery, sold on through Austen’s network of contacts. And, aside from her liking for parties, she kept herself in Vanchar.

			Neither Lyss nor Galeas had any influence to speak of. They couldn’t afford to buy it, and there was no reason why the drug would be given to them…

			No, something here was wrong.

			Around them, the refectory was almost empty. A cleaner was mopping the floor. 

			Proteus shook his head, picked up his empty tea bowl and looked into the bottom. ‘It’s not much to go on, Jay,’ he said. ‘Did he tell you where the stuff came from, who’d sold it to him? Anything?’

			‘Nothing.’ Jay shook his head. ‘He said something about ‘glass in the sky, glass—’

			‘Skyglass.’ Proteus was suddenly sitting up, tea forgotten, tight with anticipation. ‘Did he use the word—?’

			‘Skyglass?’ Jay blinked at him, confused.

			‘Or Cloudglass? Did he say…?’

			But Ebi had her hand on Proteus’s arm. ‘Cloudglass?’ she said. ‘That’s not what he said, but… Where did you hear that?’

			The three of them stopped dead, sudden tension bringing silence, a need to understand. Proteus looked from face to face, but the two of them were staring at each other, puzzled, intent.

			He said, ‘How do you know the word?’

			‘It’s a… theatre word,’ Ebi said. She turned back to face him, confused. ‘It’s very old, used to be used in direction – to make an actor emphasise a particular line or gesture.’

			‘It can also means marks in the stone, points to remember…’ Proteus let the sentence tail off, thinking hard now, trying to tally Austen’s words with those of both Caph and Ebi.

			Jay said, half-joking, ‘Maybe they’re the same thing – you know, making something memorable.’

			Proteus nodded, but he was watching Ebi and picking his words. He said, ‘What did Galeas say? Exactly? Why did he say about glass in the sky?’ He was suddenly reminded of Caph’s dice playing, of how he pieced the information together – of the leap of intuition that was the gamble on the forthcoming roll. ‘Was there something he… needed to remember? Had he seen something, somewhere?’ He was struggling, now, and he knew it. He thought about the contents of the letters, about the fact that Sahar had been some sort of performer. ‘Maybe in a theatre?’ 

			Jay said, ‘He didn’t—’

			‘There’s a theatre in Kier,’ Ebi said slowly. ‘The only one in the lower city, very old. It’s right on the edge of one of the abandoned parts of the district, it was derelict for years.’ She looked from face to face. ‘It’s been re-opened. Recently. Within the last year, I think.’

			‘Kier.’ Proteus repeated the word like a mantra, trying to focus, to think – Sahar’s letters had mentioned meeting Lyss in Kier. ‘Re-opened by whom?’

			‘I don’t know,’ she said, ‘I have friends out that way, but it’s a bit off my patch.’

			‘Can’t hurt to look,’ Jay told him.

			Proteus turned back to him, ‘What did Galeas actually say? Can either of you remember?’

			Ebi said, ‘He asked me to tell him his fortune.’ Her words were faintly confrontational, like she was used to being challenged, or to having to defend herself. ‘In one of his last lucid moments – I think he wanted to know which hell he was destined for.’

			‘And could you tell him?’ Proteus was curious, sceptical and amused.

			 ‘He was dying,’ she said, with a slightly helpless shrug. ‘How could I tell him his future? All I could do was to comfort his last hours, and tell him which hell he feared the least.’

			Proteus was watching her now, intrigued by her subtlety and wisdom – she and Jay were a good match. He asked her, very carefully, ‘What was he afraid of?’

			‘Failing,’ she said. ‘He told us the same thing, over, and over. ‘Eyes that showed the truth reflected, the light that would come. Eyes that remembered everything, that showed him everything’. He was afraid that he would fail – or had failed – whatever was watching him.’

			‘Cloudglass,’ Proteus said. ‘Memorable things. Eyes in the stone.’ He sank back in his chair, tea-bowl still in his hand. ‘Okay,’ he said, ‘I’m going to go have a look at this theatre. Jay, if you get anything back from the Hospital, hang on to the info and I’ll swing back this way. Couple of days probably. And Ebi…’

			She held out her hand for the bowl. She was grinning wickedly now, and she studied Proteus as if for a reaction. She said, ‘Well, go on then – pass it here and let me have a look. Maybe there’s a hell for you too.’

			*

			Caph came to with a start as something kicked at his ankle, none to gently.

			‘Come on, son. Up you get.’

			What?

			He sat up and blinked round him, struggling to see in the poor light. The figure standing over him, arms folded, was the barkeep.

			The bed was cold.

			Aden had gone.

			Again.

			‘Did you hear what I just--?’

			‘I heard you.’ Caph grabbed at the blanket and sat up. He ground his gaze into focus, looking around him properly. Surely…?

			But Aden’s garments were gone, and the clock-face on the floor read well past midnight. 

			Understanding came in a rush: the gates were closed. His father was going to kill him.

			Shit.

			The adrenaline brought him fully awake, shivering in the chill.

			‘Come on, laddie.’ The barman kicked his ankle again. ‘Out you go.’

			‘All right, keep your hair on.’ He scrabbled half upright, blanket clutched awkwardly in one hand. ‘Let me dress, will you?’

			The man sneered at him, but backed out of the room.

			Retrieving his shirt, Caph wondered, stupidly, why Aden would just vanish like that – vanish again. He wondered what he’d done wrong, what he’d said. Had the man just rolled him for his ripans after all? 

			But no, his purse was there, and as full as it had been. Whatever Aden had been after, it hadn’t been coin.

			He finished dressing, stamped grumpily down the stairs and across to the bar. The barman was no help, only told him to get the hells out, and then watched him leave, his glare unfriendly.

			And Caph found himself on the doorstep, still half-pissed, and in a toweringly foul mood.

			The wind was cold; the twisting spiral of the upper city and the top of the crater had both been swallowed by low cloud. The harbour where they’d sat, feet dangling, was empty now, the stalls skeletal ghosts in blue moonlight. 

			Rubbish blew about their feet. 

			He turned to look up. Home was up there, somewhere, lost in in the grey. He’d have to head round through the merchants’ streets of Kymar, pass the tall towers in Thale – he could get through the gates, if he wanted to risk being recognised, but the steps were a bloody long climb.

			By the hells. It wasn’t the first time he’d gone home drunk, he just hoped his navigation still worked, and that he could make it after this much booze…

			Hoped – this time! – that he could get into the house without being noticed.

			Take deep breath, another, he headed for the steps.

			He walked at first, unsteady and reeling. But after a while, the fear caught him like a stalker in the dark and he found himself starting to run, afraid of the truths that awaited him.

			Breathing four paces in, four paces out, he headed through the night streets of Kymar, one of the poorer merchants’ districts. The buildings here were a mad clutter, a thrown-together jumble of stone-built homes and streets. Metal balconies offered bright and decorous flags; tiny, pillar-fronted temples waited at the corners. In places, stone fountains poured streams of continuous water down the centres of the roads. 

			He ran through a small square, and the looming metal skeleton of the old water clock made him jump. He remembered Bec telling him that the figures had used to move, when she’d been a child – she’d come out here to see them. But they’d been damaged by the great storm some twenty-five years before, and now they were frozen, ever-waiting for that final fight. 

			Thrown coins glinted in the pool around its feet.

			The running steadied him. It hurt like every hell at first, then his head began to clear. He found himself trying to work out what’d happened. 

			Why the hells Aden had just left him. 

			Again.

			At the back of Caph’s mind, suspicions shifted, nebulous as phantoms. What were the symbols that he’d drawn on the wall-side? In retrospect, the subsequent change of subject had been as blunt as a punch in the face. Despite his accent, his vocabulary was impressive – and, poor spelling or not, if he hadn’t been to school, then where the hells had he learned to read and write?

			Don’t be ridiculous, Caph told himself, he got someone else to write it for him.

			He ran on.

			He passed the district gate into Thale, and the soldier saluted him, half-asleep. He turned down Narbonne Road, closing on the wide curve of the river, and the streets became steadily wider, homes all recessed behind larger gardens. At times, he crossed the old tram-tracks, long rusted into their grooves. There were stations, as well – he saw one in the half-light, long derelict, its trams still sitting patiently within. 

			He ran on, and there were open markets and now-silent street-fairs. There were parks, metal trees and real ones all catching the moonlight; there were streams and ponds, all glittering cold. He ran along the wide bank of the Taar, all donks and cranes, and crossed at the long sunward bridge, the barges moored beneath.

			The upper city was right over him now, colossal in the moonlight, its long steps twisting up into its heights. This was no longer the cut, mined stone of the surrounding streets, this was the elaborately decorous rock that the Builders had crafted, the beating heart of their sealed haven.

			He slowed as he climbed, breathing hard now.

			The stairway was tight and claustro; its vaulted roof was completely dark and spatters of rain flicked past the outer pillars. He passed several of the lower levels – the Theatre, the Hospital – but he didn’t slow down. The soldiers eyed him, but they seemed quiescent enough; as he reached his own gate, he stopped to lean on his knees. 

			‘Caphen.’

			He nodded back, and ducked through the side-gate, trying not to look as panicked as he felt. The air was sharp and windy, up here, and his mufti made him stick out as much as the finery would have done at the harbour. He needed to get home, and quick.

			The wide boulevard and the great metal trees pulled him onwards, glasslights glinting at him all the way.

			He reached the Caphen house and found it in darkness, no lights at the windows, no Darrah in ambush on the doorstop. Pulse pounding, he slipped round and through the garden, hoping to every hell that Bec had left the kitchen window open – and then weak with relief when he found that she had.

			He grabbed the sill, and fed his feet through it, sliding painfully over the catch.

			Then a moment of panic as he realised that the last time he’d come through this way must have been a good five or so years before – and his shoulders had filled out considerably since. He got stuck, squiggled frantically, tore skin and shirt getting in – but landed on the kitchen floor, thanking every hell for the good fortune.

			The kitchen was quiet, not even the houseguards were up.

			Taking a moment to shut the window, he carefully crept across the floor, then slipped out into the lower hallway…

			And came face to face with Darrah.

			Shit!

			For a moment, they stared at each other. The house manager was bare-chested, dressed only in his sleeping trousers. Stupidly, Caph’s mind registered just how gorgeous he really was, standing there in moonlight, his hair loose – then Darrah pulled himself to his full height, and his expression congealed.

			Caph stepped forward, laid a hand on his arm. He said, breathless with panic, ‘Darrah, please…’

			Darrah glanced down at his hand like it was an insect, shook it free. He looked Caph up and down, taking in the dirty boots, the filthy shirt, the rip in his skin. The stinks of reeds and spirits. 

			He gave a tiny, momentary smile. 

			Then he said, the blandness of his tone as stark as a slap, ‘Goodnight, sir. Do sleep well. Doubtless I’ll see you in the morning.’

			Then he turned his back – his long, naked back – and he walked away.

		


		
			
CHAPTER EIGHT: KOLMARCH

			Proteus left the old station at past midnight, returning to the crumbling darkness of the wharfside backstreets. Jay had offered him a place to sleep – but he could no more sleep under their roof than he could pull off his features and leave them by the bed.

			Something about the wicked and no rest.

			Instead, he’d headed back towards the harbour, winding his way through the cluttered grey dirt of the district’s alleyways. He’d needed distance, emotional and physical, and the anonymity had been welcome, flooding into him and asking nothing. He’d let Aden fade, smoke in the moonlight; embraced the lined face of the lurker with a sense of relief, if it were a set of old and comfortable garments.

			Over him, the clouds sank thunderous, low and angry.

			He pulled the blanket higher over his head – he had no wish for trouble, not tonight. Turning past an old gateway, half-fallen into bramble and creeper, he crossed a broken wall to a crumbling temple, a pillared and headless carcass, layered with debris. He sat in its sanctuary, his knees drawn up and his arms around them.

			Carefully, he wrapped himself against eyes and cold. Then he leaned against the stonework and let the tiredness take him.

			But sleep wouldn’t come. As if his emotions had grown unhindered, he’d lost his place of lucidity, his critical calm. The wind rose, creaking at the half-hinged metal gate; he shivered at the memories of dreams. Lyss dying while Jay fought to save her. Austen, his voice layered with reedsmoke and dread. 

			And Caph, the heat and the taste of him…

			Frustrated, he banged his head on the stonework, as if he could physically knock the memory free; he breathed slowly, five beats in and five beats out, timing the count, striving to find the central place, the place where the information was cold…

			Detached.

			But the memories wouldn’t leave him. Loitering with Lyss by the quayside in Ivar, watching the cargo boats, all laden with their ore from the mines. They’d had Caphen colours even then, he remembered, gleaming blue and gold. Their paint had reflected in the sun-bright water. 

			When he found the dice in his hand, he didn’t let it go.

			And at last, the spectres left him alone.

			He awoke with the first flush of the dawn, and with echoes of shouting coming from the nearby Vowen harbour.

			He was chilled through, his back stiff. His eyes felt itchy and sore. He blinked at the dirt; put his hands to his face—

			Found he was still holding Caph’s dice.

			The shouting coalesced into marching feet, and sharp, greycoat orders. There was a flurry of scuffle and protest, then the crash of thrown glass. The shock of it brought him properly awake.

			Tense now, he shoved the dice in a pocket, and sat up. The first rays of the dawn were just touching the tops of the pillars, making them flare like a warning.

			More shouting. The marching stopped; there was a scatter of running, then the surge and shatter of real violence. A sergeant’s voice whip-cracked across the cold air, feet responded in faster pace, running in hard rhythm. Flames crackled to life. He heard the distinct slide of drawn metal…

			A roar of outrage…

			Screaming.

			Proteus froze.

			But the battle was brief, shockingly one-sided. He followed its progress, the outrage soon overpowered, the shouting replaced by more orders and by fading cries of pain. He heard the greycoats’ bursts of laughter, and then a series of splashes. 

			By the hells.

			The greycoats were already here, the weapons that followed City Hall’s sharp eyes. Remembering what he’d told Austen about the politics of Vowen harbour – and only days ago – Proteus wondered if its new power had been Claisal, and hence very short-lived. It seemed that, when a Selection was called, even the deniable murk of the wharf was no protection.

			Birds rose, crying like children.

			He needed to move – and if there were greycoats at the harbour, then the gate-guard would be doubly alert, and he’d need to be careful. Almost ritually, he exhaled, hopes and thoughts and doubts. He cleared his mind completely, counted calmly through to twenty, drew in a long breath…

			And, again, he began his day.

			*

			The summons came with first light.

			Caph was agitated. He hadn’t slept or eaten, and he was edgy and sandy-eyed. He’d been pacing his rooms, staring out of the windows as the garden slowly paled, watching the creeping-long fronds of the rising light. There was an old kit-bag in the middle of the floor, laying where he’d filled it and then changed his mind. It slumped there like a dying thing, accusing.

			Much as some part of him needed to, he couldn’t just leave. Faced with the reality, he’d realised that there was a whole world of difference between storming out of the house, and fleeing with no intention of coming back. All his stamping and noise, and when it came to it, he was just too damn scared, okay? He had no idea where he’d go, what he’d do – he had no practical skills, only a headful of academic knowledge. He couldn’t as much as busk, for hells’ sakes. He had no idea how he’d feed himself.

			City boy.

			How long would he last, really? If he left his high tower?

			The thought was sharp, cutting through layers of self-protection and denial. It had him seeing himself, his behaviour, in a whole new light. He was trying to understand what had changed, but all too swiftly, long streaks of pink and lavender had striped the clouded sky. 

			As if warning of the storm to come, the colours of the morning were particularly glorious.

			And the storm came early. 

			The knock on the door was sharp. When Caph opened it, Darrah stood in the shadowed hallway, bearing tea on a shining metal tray. He walked in without an invitation, his amber eyes cold, his topknot flawless, his perfect face completely composed.

			‘Your father wishes to see you, sir.’ He put the tea on a side table. ‘As soon as you’ve arisen and bathed.’

			Caph had known it was coming, but the rush of nervous tension overtook him anyway. It was always the same – the confrontation, the aggression and control, the war he could never win.

			And this time, he was out of both weapons and credibility.

			‘Why did you do it?’ The question was bitter, and he didn’t expect an answer.

			But Darrah turned and levelled him with a look. The rising sun lit his skin to a gleam. ‘I did think about it, if that helps.’

			‘Wrestle your conscience, did you?’ For no reason, Caph realised that Darrah was wearing the same robe that he’d once worn in the moonlit garden, the one that had knotted round both of them in bouts of kissing and tangling limbs. He had no idea if the choice was deliberate.

			 Darrah answered him, ‘Not for very long.’ His demeanour shifted, back to its professional precision. ‘Now, may I pour you some tea?’

			‘Get out.’

			Still smiling, Darrah offered him a half-bow, backed out of the room and closed the door. Caph sat down on the bed, fuming. A moment later, he got up again, and hurled the tea tray against the wall.

			The tray clattered, ceramics exploded in all directions, tea splashed, steaming. He had a sudden flash-memory of the windblown rubbish at the harbourside, and sat back on the bed, bridge of his nose pinched between thumb and forefinger.

			Well done, idiot, he thought, that really helped.

			He got up, and he picked up the pieces. 

			And then, with a certain angry defiance, he dressed in every last stitch of his full household armour. High collar shirt, long waistcoat, the finest embroidered jacket he could find. Metal jewellery at throat and wrists, blue-and-gold sash around his waist. The choice had nothing to do with his personal appearance and everything with the layer of confidence that the garments brought with them – they made him feel taller, and surer of himself.

			If he had to face his father, he was going to need it.

			 

			When Caph knocked on the door, there was a moment of silence before his father answered, ‘Come in.’ Feeling like he was walking to his own execution, Caph stepped into the room.

			Caphen Jularn Kolmarch was waiting for him; stage all set, seated calm behind his desk. His chair was carved wood, high-backed and slightly taller than the chair opposite – but Caph knew that game of old, and he stayed standing. 

			Around him, the walls were full of family memories – moments of pride and wonder. There was the zanyar, glowing with lost warmth. There was his father’s longsword, sheathed and silent. There was a painting of himself and his sister when they were much smaller – he sort of remembered posing for it. There were Bec’s fencing medals, all three of them, and several of the music scores from his performances. And there were other images, older – his parents on their wedding day, more than forty years before. Layers of ancestors, grandparents and great-grandparents, the history of house Caphen that he’d learned as a child and mostly forgotten. And one of his father, crashing though the finish-line as a champion step-runner, his youthful face and form so like his son’s were now.

			The ambition and accomplishment of it all were crushing, walls leaning down to laugh at him with wide mouths full of disappointment and jagged, painted teeth. Despite his armour, the room felt mocking. 

			‘Sit down.’ His father’s voice was calm, interview rather than interrogation – he was far too sure of himself to pick a fight.

			And that thought was more unsettling than ever.

			Caph stayed standing.

			Kolmarch looked up at him, saying nothing. At well past seventy, he’d lost none of his presence and almost none of his hair – he was stern, lean-faced and all dignity. If Caph’s mother could make him feel like a gawky boy, then his father had always looked like a schoolmaster, and the one that wouldn’t spare the cane.

			Caph looked back. The room shrank round them.

			At last, Kolmarch said, ‘I understand they released Ganthar.’

			Caph blinked – this wasn’t the opening he’d expected. He said guardedly, ‘Yes.’

			‘And that he shows little remorse,’ his father said. He tapped his fingertips together, as if thinking it through. ‘I wish I could say I was surprised.’ Kolmarch almost smiled, though it didn’t last long. ‘Perhaps, this time, you’ll consider standing up to him.’ He rejected the whole thing. ‘If you can.’

			Stung, Caph said, ‘I’ve told you before.’ His voice cracked, angry, a demand for understanding that had been dismissed so many times. ‘I might as well have tried to fight a rockslide. You know that.’

			‘So you’ve said.’ More finger tapping, then, Kolmarch leaned back. His attitude was weary, disinterested in excuses. ‘But this is old ground and we have no need to cover it again. Perhaps we can cut, instead, to the chase.’

			Caph stood still, feeling played. He knew his father, knew his games – the conversation had been to unsettle him, to put him off-balance and rattle his confidence. To set him up for whatever was coming next…

			And it came swiftly.

			With no pre-amble, his father said, ‘Where have you been?’

			The sheer bluntness of it took Caph aback – he’d expected to have to tiptoe round this. Giving himself time to catch up, he kept his answer short, ‘Out.’

			‘Another conquest?’ The question was rhetorical, with a hint of scorn. Kolmarch disliked his son’s sexuality, but he was socially astute enough to keep it to himself. It was always there, though, another layer of disappointment, another way his son had let him down. ‘I understand it was all but dawn by the time you came home.’

			Caph inhaled; he had known this was coming, but his father’s mind- and word-games were notorious, and he didn’t know the correct response. He wished he could just tell the truth, about Aden, about the wharf; wished his father would just understand.

			Kolmarch surveyed his son, waiting.

			But Caph said nothing. Around him, the room was being slowly drowned in sunlight and becoming less and less real. It was almost like he could see other figures, other shadows – they were moving around him in the shining dust--

			‘Talmar.’ His father leaned forward again, using his name like a brushstroke, a dark mark through the brightness. ‘Listen to me. Last night, while you were… carousing, house Claisal surrendered to the formal judgment of City Hall. They’ve renounced their holdings and assets. Claisal Danwar herself has been incarcerated, her immediate family is being… held… and their property has been confiscated and is awaiting redistribution. For the first time in four decades, a new Selection has been formally called.’

			‘Oh no…’ Caph felt his shoulders sag.

			But Kolmarch’s face was dangerous. ‘Talmar, you show woefully poor awareness of the city’s politics, and this is a critical time. If I wish to stand for the place of the new family Elect – and please understand that Caphen is not alone in this wish – I am required to submit a bid. And that bid must reflect our assets, wealth, property, influence, credibility, decency, charity, public opinion… and you – you have nothing to add to this, no success of your own. You’re out of time, Talmar, and you’re out of second chances. This isn’t a game, anymore.’

			Caph stared at him, knowing exactly, now, the play that his father was making – there were many named families that were not Elect and could be bidding for the place… and Kolmarch did not intend to lose.

			‘So, tell me,’ Kolmarch said, ‘Who is Aden?’

			‘Why?’ Caph threw it back at him, refusal and denial and suddenly rising panic. ‘Is he a threat, now?’ He felt caught, like the walls of the room were closing round him, suffocating him with light. This was the point at which he should throw himself to his feet and rage out of the house – again – but this time, it wasn’t that simple. 

			Checking a sigh, the old man reached into a breast pocket. He dropped on the desk the crumpled piece of paper that bore Aden’s message about the Festival. 

			 ‘You’re not leaving this room until you give me answers, Talmar. I take it this ‘Aden’ has no family name?’

			‘No.’

			‘He’s an artisan, or a performer. Or a… merchant.’ The last word with a curl of dislike. ‘

			‘No.’

			‘That doesn’t answer the question.’

			‘It was a statement, not a question.’

			Kolmarch sniffed. Somehow, Caph had scored a point, and they both knew it.

			‘Talmar, we imposed the curfew on you for good reason – to help you get back on your feet, and to contribute to this family in a constructive fashion. The fact that you took the very first opportunity to flout the restriction – and that you involved your sister—’

			‘She wanted--!’

			‘I’ll deal with Bectar separately. You two uniting against the family’s best interests has happened before, and I will not have it. Your behaviour is critical, both of you. The fact that you’ve even dragged her into this—’

			‘Into what?’

			‘This ‘Aden’ is a dockworker.’

			It was deliberate, ice-cold. 

			Caph snorted. ‘Why ask me, if you already know?’

			But his father ignored the barb. ‘Name of all hells, boy, have you lost all sense of discretion? It’s bad enough you pick these… people up… but having them message the house? What did he want? Money?’

			‘No!’ The denial was emphatic, to himself as well as his father; it bought Caph a pace forward, fists closed. ‘I didn’t even tell him who I was.’ 

			Not at first.

			But Kolmarch didn’t hear or care. ‘And if that’s not enough, you cavort with this dockworker, at a noted public event, where you are seen. And lastly, to add salt to the wound, you drag your sister through your sordid games with you. As if Darrah wasn’t enough!’

			Caph was shaking now. ‘Darrah. I’ll wring his bloody neck for him one of these days.’

			‘Be careful he doesn’t overpower you as well.’ The words were vicious.

			Caph inhaled sharply, stung to the core. He gripped the edge of the desk so hard it made his twisted fingers hurt.

			Kolmarch exhaled, steadied himself. ‘Talmar, I apologise, that was out of order. I stood to your defence over Ganthar’s cruelty and would do so again.’ He relaxed, hands resting on the desktop. ‘But this dockworker – this stops, and now. I will not have your – habits – calling this family into disrepute.’

			‘How?’ Caph spread his hands, challenging his father. ‘Aden isn’t a criminal. Nor is he a smuggler, a thief, a pirate, a dealer, a gang-member—’

			‘How do you know?’

			The question caught him. Actually – he didn’t know. All he knew was a handful of funny stories, and a heat that left him shaking, even now.

			But that wasn’t the point.

			He said, very softly, ‘You don’t get to tell me whom I can see.’

			‘I don’t think you understand, Talmar.’ His father’s voice was soft, but absolutely uncompromising. ‘City Hall is everywhere, and the criers and the newssheets would be all too happy to spread any family misdemeanour – this is a delicate business. You will not see this man again.’

			Caph blinked. Sudden ice went down his back. 

			‘What the hells does that mean?’ His heart was really pounding now. ‘Are you threatening--?’

			‘That’s enough,’ Kolmarch snapped. ‘Our bid—’

			‘And that’s all that matters, isn’t it?’ Caph had never been angrier in his life. ‘I’m sick of this family’s hellsdamned prejudice. I’m sick of you judging people on their income. And I’m already sick of the bloody Selection and everything to do with it. You treat me like a child—’
‘Because you act like one.’ His tone was cold. ‘And if you don’t like it, you can leave.’

			The baldness of it stopped Caph mid-rant. He stared at his father, bereft of words, not actually believing that the old man would call his bluff like that.

			‘Pack a bag, and go,’ Kolmarch said, rising to his feet and perfectly calm. ‘I will not have you compromising everything I’ve worked for. Make your choice, one way or the other. If you choose to leave, I will not pursue you. If you choose to stay, no more will be said on the matter – but you will not be seeing this ‘Aden’ again. Do I make myself clear?’

			Caph gaped.

			‘And you’ll apologise to your mother.’ Kolmarch’s face was like steel. ‘One way or the other, Talmar. This time, if you walk out, I will not take you back.’

			Caph stared at him for a moment, looking for a chink, a flaw, a break in the smooth and lethal metal of his expression, but there was nothing. 

			‘One day,’ he said, his voice low, ‘You’ll learn that our name isn’t everything.’

			Without another word, he turned on his heel, and walked out of the room.

			Back in his own chambers, Caph stood alone, poised on a blade-edge with no idea which way he would fall – or if it would just cut him in half. The broken tea bowl still sat on the side table; the kit-bag still squatted in the centre of the floor. His high shirt collar was itching but he ignored it – he stared at his fingers as if they held some kind of answer.

			He knew one thing, clear and cold as a single star – if he left, it had to be for himself. Nothing to do with Aden, or with any nebulous fantasies about the future. If he walked out, he must take full responsibility for his decision and be prepared to face the consequences. 

			The realisation felt like a breakthrough, like a truth he’d never previously understood.

			But though it was equally enticing and terrifying, he didn’t honestly know if he had the courage.

			Yet – if he stayed, he would have to face the social sentence. The imprisonment of his name and his rank and his scratchy high shirt collars. The Selection. The constant eyes of bloody City Hall. The ‘decent gentleman’ his mother would choose for him. And the return to his music, to the thing he’d been hiding from for the last two years…

			A flash of memories: the screaming and the snapping and the weeks and months of splints. The being helpless, unable to do anything for himself. The humiliation of it all, the acute pain in cold weather. The exercises, stretching and relaxing in a hopeless, pointless effort to regain his dexterity. The first time he’d tried to play, and heard himself, the jarring mess that his skill had become. He’d been so full of himself, as well – two years of success had made him think the city owed him. And he’d thrown a massive sulk – he realised that now. 

			The understanding made him feel ridiculous.

			But… could he play again?

			From somewhere, he found he really wanted to – he wanted to beat this, to feel the music back in his blood.

			He turned his hands over, and back. He extended his fingers, wincing. Not one of them went completely straight. He looked back at the kitbag, slumped like a corpse in the centre of the floor. 

			If he ran away, there would be no more pressure, no more failure, no more family name…

			But Aden…

			No – he caught himself – this couldn’t be about Aden. Not about chasing some hot and breathless phantom, some dream of the wharfside…

			Twice, he’d woken up alone. 

			The hope was foolish, and he knew it.

			He straightened the sash, more reflex than necessity.

			And he went across the hall to his mother’s study.

			He found Jularn standing at the edge of her table, its complex brass inlay exposed. She had a piece of raw, greenish stone resting in her hand. He paused at the sight, and, as he watched, he saw the veins of copper glow through the rock, saw them shift and begin to coalesce – the pure metal flowing, gathering. He could feel the resonance of it, the tones that she hummed, almost too deep to hear, all under her breath. 

			He’d seen such things before, but they still left him awed – this was real metallurgy, the skills that his equations should reveal. What he knew as a clinical study, his mother could bring to life.

			It was the tiniest fraction of what the Builders had been able to do, but it was still miraculous. And after she’d married his father, she’d turned her skills to research, both practical and academic – she could touch the very life of the stone, and her breakthroughs were significant. 

			It wasn’t something that he’d never been able to emulate, despite many attempts. 

			She laid the stone on the table, now cold, dark rock. In her other hand, she held pure copper.

			He said, ‘I’m sorry.’

			Jularn looked at him, unspeaking. She laid the metal down, reached under the table, and produced a box, plain and polished steel. It bore no district or family marker, only a hook to keep it closed. She held it out to him, said, ‘I think you made the right choice, Talmar.’ Her tone held neither triumph not smugness. ‘I hope I can trust you.’ 

			He nodded, took the box. It was unexpectedly light.

			She said, ‘I mentioned a project with which I needed your help.’

			Caph wondered if that was it, if Aden or the wharf would ever be mentioned again. If he would ever be able to lose his name, walk freely. The room was suddenly airless – he found the shirt collar chafing, closed like hands about his neck.

			But he let out a very long breath, striving for calm. He’d made his choice, and there was no going back.

			He reached for the hook.

			‘Before you open it,’ Jularn said. ‘Please understand that this project is outside my normal studies, and has taken a great deal of my spare time. Sadly, I don’t… I don’t know how to finish it.’ Her face flickered with tension. ‘But I do need to know if the time has been wasted.’

			Carefully, Caph laid the box down and unclipped the lid. He felt like he was opening some portal of wonders, like his face would be bathed in sudden light, in answers from another place. 

			But the inside of the box held a delicate glint of metal. It took him a moment to realise what he was looking at, then--

			‘By every hell,’ he breathed, awed. ‘By every bloody hell and spirit.’

			Jularn made no response. She waited.

			He breathing caught; he reeled with disbelief, as if he’d seen that other world. He gave his mother a single blazing look – a request for an explanation – then, very carefully, took the first shape out of the box, lifting it to the light. It was incredibly delicate, brass, and silver, intricate and perfect and cold on his skin – an external skeleton, glinting in the morning sun. As he carefully tried to spread it out, find its shape, check every detailed and individual finger, he could see the subtle bracing for the joints, the narrow rings that would encircle the bones and muscles, the wires that would stretch between them. 

			‘Actuators.’ He said the word like a taste, as if it was new. ‘You built me actuators.’

			Shivers went down his back – wonder, and sheer, cold terror. He had no idea why she’d done this for him; he was the golden boy who’d failed. And more than that: they also meant that he had no choice, he had to face his fears, his lost music – it was time to get over it. Carefully, he laid the thing down on the table, and took out its opposite, laying that one down beside it. And then he stared, looking past his broken hands at the new ones, at his mother’s ability and ambition and compassion, at his own future reclaimed.

			He said, to himself rather than his mother, ‘Why?’

			But Jularn said softly, ‘Currently, I’m afraid, they’re just so much jewellery, they have no power. I have silver, and copper, conducting materials that should…’ she broke off, then said, ‘…I can’t make them work.’

			He said, hearing himself through the ringing in his ears, ‘You can’t wire metal to nerves, no-one can.’

			‘Silver has the right conduction,’ she said. She turned her wrist to show him a web-work of tiny white scars, the places where the experiments had failed. ‘And it’s not impossible, there are rumours, breakthroughs…’ Passion shivered in her voice, and again, she caught herself. ‘These were taken from the casts of your hands when your zanyar was made,’ she said. ‘Before we take this anywhere else, I need to know if they fit.’

			Anywhere else?

			With trembling hands, he picked the right one up, drew it over his fingers like a particularly fine, metal glove. It didn’t quite fit him – he could feel it pressing against his skin where his fingers were bent, like feeling the ghost of the hand that had been his own. Fine wires trailed from the wrist at front and back.

			He held it up, moved his fingers within it. It caught the light like hope.

			‘Why have I never seen these?’ he asked her. 

			‘Because you didn’t deserve them, Talmar,’ she said. ‘I grew weary of your excuses and your laziness and your philandering – yet I kept the project going in odd moments of time. Perhaps I was hoping you’d grow up.’

			‘Growing up is overrated,’ he said, half-joking.

			‘That’s more true that you know,’ Jularn said, smiling faintly. ‘The secret is to learn to fake it.’ 

			He picked up the other hand and flexed his fingers into it. ‘And these will help?’

			But the moment of almost-banter had passed. Jularn drew herself to her full height like a priestess, her expression alight. She said, ‘You miss your playing, and I know you do. You may fool yourself with your denial, but I’m your mother.’ She flickered a brief smile. ‘And there’s been a new metallurgical breakthrough, something unseen since the time of the Builders.’ Her tone was trembling now, wonder or envy. ‘There’s a man in Kier, a student who was once at the Academy – and he’s broken every rule I’ve ever learned, every barrier that’s ever been put in my way. Talmar!’ And now she caught his gaze, her voice whispering with intensity. ‘He can make these work.’ Her eyes met his. ‘Give you your music back. His name is Raife, and he has become a showman, a man of great presence and theatre. He’s invited you, he wants you to go and see him. And he can—’

			The door slammed open, and the moment shattered. Caph could almost see the pieces, like a mirror in shards on the floor.

			A sense of horror swamped him; he turned.

			In the doorway was Darrah, his poise forgotten, his face white. Behind him stood Bec, her arms folded and her expression dangerous.

			‘What do you want?’ Jularn demanded. ‘How dare you—’

			‘Ma’am…’ Darrah stopped, as if searching for words. Genuine emotion looked strange on his face – he was drawn and anxious, trembling. ‘Ma’am… I fear I bear ill news.’ His eyes flicked to Caph and then back. ‘The mines… the mines have suffered a cave-in, and the machinery may fail. You’re needed.’

			Jularn was moving before he’d finished the sentence, sliding open the drawers beneath the table and retrieving items – a leather case, a pair of gloves.

			‘Ma’am…’ Darrah said. ‘The wharfinger… he suspects sabotage.’

		


		
			
CHAPTER NINE: ARTIFICE

			Caph stood at the front of the boat, hands on the railing.

			The wind was as cold and sharp as salt-crystals, the sun warm on his cheek and shoulder. Across the shadowed hues of the water, the rock of the crater wall grew steadily to fill his vision, a colossal layering of colours and refracted, glittering light. He’d never seen it this close, not even the morning after Aden, never seen the arches of the mines’ entranceways and the patterns of symbols – the same ones that lined the stairway to the upper city – here crafted by the Builders themselves. Like the colossi at the sealed gate, this was history overwhelming, a whole world that lay behind his own.

			Ten thousand years towered over him, and they left him silent.

			Leaving her accompanying guards in the cabin, Jularn had come to stand beside her son, her face rapt and her slim frame upright. She was shivering, yet Caph got the impression that it was with anticipation, not cold.

			She said, ‘I haven’t been out here in years.’

			Nervous, not sure why she’d asked him to come, Caph made no reply. The thought of Aden lingered briefly in the sunlight, but it tangled round his memories of Ganthar, and his family’s ambition. He wondered where he would be once the Selection was over.

			Are you two… talking? 

			As if in sympathy, the waters grew rougher and the boat began to pitch, forward and back, the currents swelling beneath it. His belly pitched with it and he braced his feet on the decking, his tension rising. The craft was wooden, old but flawless, and the inside of the housing had been decorated with the Builders’ ancient, angular art.

			He could hear the grunt of the rowers below, the occasional call of the captain.

			Eventually he said, ‘Do you know what happened?’

			Jularn touched his hand with her own, gripping it for a moment where it lay on the railing. The touch was maternal, rare, and slightly awkward; her rings were cold. She said, ‘Did you know that Darrah’s family run the mine and the harbour for us? We’re fortunate in their loyalty.’

			Most of the high families had similar arrangements – affiliated families and guilds that had been loyal to them for generations; he could her the subtle reprimand in her words. He said, ‘But what happened? Why are we out here?’ 

			‘If the mine has been damaged,’ she said, ‘Then that damage needs to be assessed. And repaired, if possible.’ She watched the rising stone, the silent golem, then said, ‘The timing of this is critical. Our assets must not be seen to falter.’

			The wall grew closer, angles of sunlight and shadow slanting across the rock. He could see the glass, glinting sun-red like some promise the Builders had made and forgotten. As the boat came closer, the wall rose huge to blot out the sky and the wind faded and died.

			It grew colder. Jularn pulled her robe tight at her throat, metal threads shining. She said, ‘Do you remember your history classes, Talmar? As I recall, you had more pressing interests at the time.’

			He gave a brief chuckle, then said, ‘I know the Builders didn’t actually craft the mine.’ His eyes tracked the symbols, curious. ‘They had no need for it.’

			Jularn nodded, loose tails of her grey hair fluttering around her face. ‘You should at least remember the basics,’ she said. ‘That the upper city was crafted by the Builders when they first sealed the gate, the stone raised and shaped by their abilities alone. They revered the life of the rock, and they had no need for mining.’

			‘I remember,’ he said. ‘And I remember about the war – long before the famine came. Builder fighting Builder in a war of ideology, a battle to decide how the city would grow.’

			Under the blind bows of the boat, the water frothed with darkness.

			Jularn nodded. ‘The tale is an old one – sealed here within their crater, the Builders crafted themselves a haven. A celebration, a fabulous city to stand ten thousand years and more – but a city they did not live to enjoy. As the millennia passed, they lost their way and their vision. They had no more children. Their numbers declined, and they forgot their skills. And at last, their haven became a hell. They couldn’t – or wouldn’t – leave, and they began to die.’

			Birds rose against the rock wall; in places, they nested in the stone. He looked up at them, unspeaking.

			‘And yet their servants – our ancestors – thrived. Our numbers grew larger with every generation, and we demanded new places to live. We demanded to leave the crafted rock of the upper city, to cross the Taar and to spread across the island. And the surviving Builders were overwhelmed. They were old, and they couldn’t craft swiftly enough to house everyone, to mould the breathing stone into streets and temples and sewers, to craft the living metals into the resources that their servants demanded. Homeless, the servants begged for picks and hammers; they begged to be able to hack ore from the living rock, to kill the stone, to shatter it and to build with it, one block upon another. But it was blasphemy, and the Builders refused.’

			The wall was right above them, now. Standing in its niche, the golem loomed over them, empty eye sockets hiding numberless hundreds of years. It leaned forward as if it were listening, as if it would step down and drown them, one foot pushing them under forever.

			‘And inevitably,’ Jularn said, ‘Rebellion came, servant facing master. The servants were more numerous, but they had not the skills, and they stood to be defeated – until one of the Builders broke with her fellows and defended them. Her name was Artifice, the renegade – and they called her the greatest Builder of all. She faced her surviving peers, among them her own husband, and she defied them. She taught the servants to smash the stone, to rip it from the crater’s living walls and to build what they needed with it – the streets of lower city. She taught them heresy.

			‘But her husband stood forth to oppose her, and the resulting war slew them all.’

			Caph felt shivers go down his neck. He knew this tale – it was coming back to him in a rush – but the nearness of the wall, and the golem, and the mines, made it suddenly less like ancient history, and very immediate and real. 

			Jularn pointed at the symbols that arced over the entranceways. She said, ‘Water, pressure, heat, magnetism. All ways to rip metal from ore. And all sacrilege. Committing her last act, it was Artifice that crafted the mine. It was her final gift, her legacy for her servants and followers.’

			Jularn was watching the wall, her expression alight with an almost girlish wonder.

			‘They say that Artifice craved life,’ she said, ‘Above all things. That she alone fought back the despair which destroyed her people, and that she lived on through her servants and the help she had given them.’

			Orders barked below, and the boat began to turn, nosing towards the stone outcrop of harbour.

			Jularn looked across at her son and smiled. ‘There also are those who believe that she was… a little more involved with those servants than just their champion. That, in her desire to survive, she made sure that her bloodline would continue.

			Caph stared at her, having a horrible premonition of what she was about to say.

			‘It’s the secret I’ve never told you, Talmar, the reason I’m so hard on you, the force behind my abilities. The strength behind your father’s ambition – why he loves and strives for us.’ As the boat pulled into the harbour and bobbed to a stop by its fellows, she smiled like the rising sun. ‘You and I, Talmar, we’re the children of Artifice. And she gave us everything you see.’

			Everything you see.

			Caph had no idea what he’d been expecting. Tunnels and dirt. Trucks, like the ones at the quayside. Miners with filthy faces and picks and callused hands, men and women stooped in darkened stonework, roofs all braced by wooden beams.

			But that was not what Artifice had made.

			As they left the warm, red gleam of the harbour, Caph found himself shivering. He was cold out of the sun, and he was nervous, and he freely bloody admitted it. Ahead of him, two of the household guards bore blades and lights, the yellow glint of sodium making the damp walls glisten; behind them, the other two did likewise. 

			Walking carefully, the six of them headed into the tunnels.

			The hem of her robe rustling softly, Jularn stayed at her son’s side. She moved like a Builder herself, like she was Artifice manifest; she had a sense of excitement about her, a tension that felt like thrill. Caph had never seen her like this – somehow never understood that she’d had a past before she’d married his father, that she, too, had once been young and full of wonder. 

			And that her wonder had been postponed by the responsibilities of her husband and her children, but never forgotten. 

			She belonged here, in many ways, far more than she did in house Caphen.

			And he understood something fundamental: that his father’s ambition was because he loved her so much, and he wanted to be worthy of her…

			Of this.

			Of Artifice herself, perhaps.

			He had no idea how he’d never seen it before.

			He shivered again. The tunnel was bitterly cold, the stone ancient and merciless. In places, there were long, metal supports, some of them eaten away by age; there were huge gaps over his head that lead to tunnels above, black holes at his feet that dropped into tunnels below. He saw great, metal winches, long unused, the occasional, parallel gleam of tramlines under his feet. He had no idea where he was, the whole of the crater wall seemed to be an absolute labyrinth of unseen routes; he felt like an insect, burrowing blind in cold flesh. The only illumination was the glow of the guards’ lights, and soon, the darkness beyond them became utter, a saturation of absolute black. 

			He began to stumble, unable to see the floor.

			Before long, he found the weight of the rock pressing down on him; he struggled to breathe and made an effort to keep calm. 

			‘Easy,’ Jularn said. ‘There is no reason to fear. These tunnels follow the curve of the crater wall and they’re old, long unused, their ores gone. Our quest for resources has taken us wider, generation by generation. We mine copper here, zinc, silver, iron, some gold. Zircon, and quartz. This is Caphen’s strength, Talmar, the reason we can rise to Selection. The gift that Artifice gave her children.’

			He stumbled again, had visions of himself tumbling down some unseen hole. Despite the cold, his palms were sweating. He rubbed them together, then found that he couldn’t stop. The rock over him was too much, too heavy, suffocating. If it carried the whole of the—

			He paused, gasping, one hand on the wall. 

			‘There is no danger,’ Jularn said. ‘The volcano sleeps, and the basalt is cold, deep beneath the city. There are few fissures, and little danger of us encountering one. And while the stone is still under stress, that stress is very old and very slow.’ Her voice was lit with something that might have been love. ‘Can you not feel it? Can you not hear it sing?’

			 ‘No, I can’t.’ The words were shorter than he’d meant them; but he stood up and they moved on, changing direction now and heading inwards, towards the city itself. Caph felt the air begin to move. It sighed past him like a hot, metal-laden breath, hinting at, not more tunnels, but at some vast space beyond. He started to hear noises – something that groaned and creaked as if some huge and unseen monster awaited them… Some vast metal brother to the ancient golem that waited, so patiently, outside…

			Caph was rubbing his hands again; he stopped himself.

			‘Stop here,’ Jularn said softly. ‘Captain, you and Ghalpana come with us. You two,’ to the other guards, ‘There is a ledge here, to the left. Hold this position and, under no circumstances, move anywhere without an order from my son or myself, is that clear?’

			‘Yes, ma’am.’ The houseguard captain, Caph thought his name was Illuar, gave brief instructions. Then he and Ghalpana, her face gaunt in the light, took positions front and back.

			‘Very well then,’ Jularn said. ‘We’re close now. Move quietly.’

			 They crept forward. Caph could see little, only their safe circle of illumination, but the sounds were growing louder, as if the air ahead of him was huge, and breathing. The space below seemed filled with a shuddering potential; he didn’t understand it. He knotted his fingers until they hurt.

			Beside him, Jularn’s gaze seemed filled with the sodium light, aflame with anticipation. Her breathing was fast and her gemstones glittered. This was her place, and she knew it. 

			Children of Artifice.

			He had no idea if it was his.

			They crept forward.

			The noises grew louder, the rhythmic rattle of metal and stone, the continuous, grinding creak of machinery. There came a distant glow of heat, a ruddy glimmer against the roof of the tunnel. There came the rumble of falling water, a huge quivering in the rock. Something in his head knew what the noises were – but this was not his mother’s table, not the hotly diced equations of the wharfside…

			Can you not hear it sing?

			The stone down here was breathing. The life he’d never felt in the Caphen house, in the high streets crafted by the Builders, so long ago – it was here, and raw, and real. He could feel it in his skin, in the bones behind his ears; feel its age and weight and strata and growth. Its life. He could feel the ancient pressures that seemed to push outwards from the volcano’s centre; he could feel the sharpness of the metals and, somewhere, the long splits of the fissures in the rock. And he found he understood – why cutting the living stone was deemed blasphemy, and why the Builders had turned upon Artifice when she’d shown her servants how to survive…

			They came to the end of a tunnel, and stopped. 

			Ahead of them, the tunnel became an open mouth, looking out over a space below – a space seemingly filled with ruddy, noisy, metal-stinking chaos. Shadows moved on the ceiling, and they hinted at some titanic and mechanical motion below.

			Compelled, Caph crept to the very edge, and peered over. And, there it was: the single most bloody insane thing he’d ever seen.

			The cavern below was measureless, its roof arched and dark and hanging with stalactites. They glimmered with crystal, reflecting the red glow into a sky of scarlet stars.

			But that was not what held his attention, what reft him of breath. Below him lay a huge, industrial complex, a sprawling, spider-like city of metal and fire, of carven pillars and elaborate archways, and of a dark and churning something that seemed to fill the endless depths. 

			He blinked, peered.

			The floor of the cavern was all machine. A creaking, thundering, rotating machine, a smelting machine, a machine flanked by endless trucks and rails and outbuildings, a machine with the huge, grinding wheels of pulverisation and the glitter of water as it washed the mined ore clean. And the sound of it was overwhelming, a rumbling, echoing music that made him want to put his broken hands over his ears and shout back at it to drown it out. 

			He found himself retreating; was stopped by his mother’s hand. ‘There is no need to fear,’ she said. ‘We’re under the water here, not yet as far as the city itself, and we’re quite safe.’ She was smiling, her face rapt. ‘And this… this is what Artifice gave to us. You already know the symbols…’ Her arm came past him to point at where they were gouged into the metal. ‘The principle here is exactly the same. They draw upon the life of the stone itself, and they power, the heat, the water, the pressure – the extraction of the pure metal. It’s just… on a larger scale.’ There was a flicker of humour in her tone. 

			The guard captain, said, ‘Ma’am. But where are the miners?’

			‘There are no miners,’ Jularn said softly. ‘And only a scatter of trusted staff.’ She joined Caph at the very outermost limit of the tunnel, her robes flickering faintly in the air that came up from the heat below. ‘In my days as Assayer, I came here often – it’s where I first met your father. This has been my life’s work, Talmar, the research and strength that I have brought to the city, and to house Caphen. ‘

			He stared at her, uncomprehending.

			With a flicker of impatience at his lack of understanding, she said, ‘Below you, you see only the heart, the node of the machine. Almost all of the mined ore is weighed and smelted here, and what goes back to the city is pure metal, already processed. Most of it goes to Ivar, some to the wharfside, some even as far round as Vanchar, or Rhentaka.’ She stood over it, proud and protective, looking down at this monster that had brought house Caphen its power. ‘I married your father because he had the infrastructure to give us – give this – control of our outreach. He and Bectar have secured our property and trade routes, wrested many back from the other houses. They have the influence and the organisation to bring our strength to the light. Bectar is brilliant, fearless and strong, very much her father’s daughter. But you, you are my son. And this is the legacy that I would leave you. That Artifice would leave you.’ She paused, making the point. ‘And that you must earn.’

			Caph had no words. The sprawling thing ground and creaked and turned, it roared and rumbled with heat and molten metal. And yet the city above it remained unknowing, oblivious to even its presence. The people knew the mines were here, but to understand what they really consisted of… They didn’t know what Artifice had wrought, this thing that lurked in the depths…

			Yet Darrah had said ‘sabotage’.

			Someone knew all this was here – and that someone had the skill to break it.

			‘Now,’ Jularn said. ‘Let us continue. We have work to do.’

			They turned away from the great cavern, heading back into the tunnels in the wall. Caph could still hear the machine, still feel it in the stone; his chest hurt with the resonance of it. For no reason he could define, it made him miss his music, its expression and relief, more than he had in years. The thought of his zanyar exhilarated him – he could have new hands, a new future… 

			If this ‘Raife’ could make them happen.

			He paused on the thought for a moment, stumbling along the corridor, pulled by the little bob of sodium light. He was walking in the heart of Caphen’s power, its strength and potential and metallurgical might, its connections to the Builders. His connections. And yet this ‘Raife’ could perform miracles that his mother could not…

			Behind him, Ghalpana stumbled, cursed. Instinctively, he turned to help her, but she was upright again, her face a sickly oval in the faint, yellow gleam. She smiled, but the expression was hollow – she went back to looking at the walls, their slick dampness, at the weight over their heads.

			Ahead of him, the captain held up a hand. ‘Ma’am,’ he said. ‘We’ve come to a… a ledge.’

			Jularn said, ‘Captain. You and Ghalpana stay here. Talmar, with me. Watch your step.’

			They turned down a tunnel, the air thick and still. Caph found he was breathing dust motes. He coughed.

			‘These tunnels are mostly silver,’ Jularn said. ‘We’re getting close now, so walk carefully.’

			Caph didn’t need telling twice. He eased along the tunnel with his heart in his mouth, all thoughts of music forgotten. As they came to its end, he realised he was sweating, and that his household finery was stuck to him, and filthy. There was a peculiar, harsh dissonance in the air, something that didn’t feel right – almost as if he was playing his zanyar with the strings tuned all wrong…

			Jularn stopped at the far side, gestured. ‘There.’

			Ahead of him, the tunnel opened out into a wide, tall cavern. But its roof had come down – the floor was a mess of debris. And from it stuck the crushed remnant of mangled metalwork…

			Metalwork that was neither upright, nor winch.

			‘The roof may be unsteady,’ Jularn said. ‘Speak and move softly.’

			‘Now you tell me.’ He blew out a careful breath, trying to stop his heart from pounding. Something in his head said, You may die here.

			But Jularn walked into the cavern with no fear of death, no fear of the crushed metal, the rockslide, or the weight of the crater wall over her head. She stood alone, her figure slight against the stone and the darkness. 

			‘What’s under there?’ he asked, pointing. ‘What…?’

			Her answering chuckle was very soft, but it echoed in the stone as if she owned it. ‘What do you think does our mining for us?’ she asked. ‘Like the trams, the machinery was old and much of it had ceased to function, but its repair was not so difficult.’ There was power in her tone. ‘Perhaps the trams can be restored too, in time.’

			Caph felt, rather than heard, her inhale as if she could breathe in the very life of the stone.

			He heard her start to hum the dissonance, the notes angular and broken. He heard the air begin resonate around her; he could almost see it shimmer; react to the sheer force of the sound. 

			She tipped her head back, raised her arms. Her hands described the equations that he knew so well, but they were not what held his attention. The music that came from her was changing, shifting from disharmony to an eerie, minor chord, and then dropping by almost an octave, the suddenness of the bass notes making the whole of the landslide ripple.

			Sounds made patterns, he knew that. Caused waves, and reactions. Enough force from a single note could shatter glass… or stone.

			Was that how the Builders had crafted? 

			How they’d moulded the living rock?

			Below her, he saw the landslide shift, heard it groan; he saw her stagger under the weight of it. The hum dropped again, became two notes only, simultaneous and powerful, a demand for absolute submission.

			And then, Caph saw the whole of the rockfall begin to move.

			*

			Tock… Tock…

			In the stillness of Caph’s bedroom, a metronome marked out the time.

			Outside, the sun was sinking in a clear and flawless sky – the spread of the city’s outskirt, far below, shone with the ruby glow of evening. Inside, the curtains billowed faintly in a soft breeze and he touched his fingertips to the strings at the zanyar’s throat.

			His mother was still unconscious, laid out on her bed and being watched by the house physician; she had exhausted herself with the healing of the silver mines and Caph couldn’t – wouldn’t – fathom what she had done

			He was still reeling from it all, from a broken-open understanding that was more than he could take on board, possibly at all. He’d heard her voice, seen her hands; he’d seen her extract metal from ore, seen her heat and cool it, shape it, merge simple alloys – but he’d only seen it in tiny amounts, like his hands… To see the stone move at her command, tons of it, to see it change, to see it lift and fuse and rebuild itself like molten metal, to see the entire mine shift like the sand in a child’s pit… 

			He’d heard the music, felt it in the walls, in the life of the stone. 

			Children of Artifice.

			It terrified him – and yet he understood now. He understood why his family had been so angry with his presence at the wharfside, with his refusals to grow up. He understood about Aden, why they’d reacted as they had. His sulking suddenly seemed so small, compared to everything that house Caphen could muster…

			Everything they carried responsibility for.

			He carried responsibility for.

			That you must earn.

			With a shiver of nervousness, he drew the bow across the instrument’s open notes, slowly, making it keen, deep and gentle.

			Tock… Tock…

			But he couldn’t play it, not yet. His head was still too full of the music of the stone, the sound of Jularn’s power. His hands needed to express something that he wasn’t sure he understood…

			He was afraid that he could, and afraid that he couldn’t.

			He wondered if Bec knew about the machinery; realised that Darrah had known all along. We’re fortunate in their loyalty. Realised he’d been kept unaware, and deliberately, for his entire adult life…

			…because they didn’t trust him.

			Shit.

			Letting out his breath, he counted the metronome’s time. Beginning before he could doubt himself, he played something simple and familiar, the easily dancing notes of an older piece that he’d learned as a teenager – Loier’s Sacred Stone. It wasn’t complex, but it had an eloquence he’d always loved and the zanyar cried aloud under his fingers, notes rising and tumbling. Its deep voice was mournful, yet full of power; it rose to fill the evening light with fervour.

			Yes. I can do this!

			With a sudden rush of confidence, like an addict given a fix, he closed his eyes, let his body move with the instinctive, precision dancing action of the bow, let its voice wash over him. 

			The machine had been shattering, enlightening. It had given him strength, a faith in his own family and background that he’d never known. His heart was tight, thinking how close he’d come to leaving this, to never understanding it. To never being trusted or adult enough. Flickers of memory came from the wharfside, heat and strength and hunger, but it wasn’t enough--

			I can still play!

			Once, the zanyar had been everything; it had been light and life and outlet, sanity, rhyme and reason. It had been his best friend, his career and his past and his future; it had been the love of the city and the only thing he’d ever really wanted. 

			Tock… Tock…

			Faster now – the zanyar’s voice lifted higher, following the music’s rise and fall to a sweet thunder, a cry against the darkening of the summer air. As it gathered volume, a cascade of deep and liquid sound flowed out to fill the room, and he—

			The tempo changed and the metronome threw him. He missed a note.

			Only for a second; his fingering missed the G-string and he flubbed the phrase, lost the bar, lost the time.

			Shit!

			Tock… Tock…

			Gone.

			And then he was sat, just himself, human and mortal and flawed, his fingers hurting, the zanyar in his lap like a disappointed lover.

			Hells! A sudden, childish explosion of helplessness and frustration. I can do this! I know I can do this!

			He flexed the fingers of his left hand into a white-knuckled fist, bit his nails into his palm for a moment while he hung grim-death onto a sudden, ludicrous urge to pick the instrument up and shatter it into matchwood – it’s not fair! – then he let out his breath, stretched out his hand and ran his thumb over the aching, callus-free pads of his fingertips. 

			The door to his room creaked half-open, and a knock preceded a feminine voice. 

			‘Tal?’ Ducking under the slope of the ceiling, Bec was in a long and glittering gown, her blonde curls elaborately dressed – on Caphen’s behalf, she patronised the upper city’s Theatre and he’d always felt it was her version of his music, the place she went to escape. At the sight of him, she stopped and gave a sudden, surprised smile. ‘You’re playing.’

			‘Not really.’ Caph’s answer was curt; he couldn’t face his own lack of ability, not yet. 

			‘You will.’ Bec smiled at him, really meaning it. ‘I didn’t mean to interrupt, I just came in to tell you that Mum was awake.’

			He looked up sharply. ‘Is she all right?’ Rumbles of memory echoed alongside the metronome. ‘Bec, she was incredible. I’ve never seen anything like it.’ As if to explain the zanyar, he said, ‘I can still hear it. Everything.’

			‘Dad took me down there, about five years ago,’ Bec said. ‘And I know what you mean.’ She pushed a tendril of hair out of her face. ‘But yes, she’s fine, just exhausted. She wanted to get up, but Darrah wasn’t having any of it – he can be a right tyrant if he puts his mind to it.’ A brief grin, then she paused, looking at the instrument where it lay in his lap, now voiceless. ‘Tal…’

			Her tone had an odd reluctance, as if there was something she didn’t want to say. 

			Tock… Tock…

			Caph made a swipe for the obstinately thumping metronome. The room was suddenly silent. He said, ‘What? She is all right?’

			‘She’s fine.’ Bec picked up his bedside timeglass, put it back. ‘But she still doesn’t know what happened. She can’t explain it.’

			He stared, not following her. 

			Bec sighed. ‘Who sabotaged the mines, I mean.’ Her face was etched in tension. ‘The wharfinger swears that no-one had gone down there.’

			Caph shook his head, ‘Mum said it had staff—’

			‘A small number, and trusted. He can vouch for all of them personally.’

			Caph stared. The setting sun was glorious, its glow red through the windows. ‘Are there other ways in?’

			Bec’s expression was grim. ‘Not on foot. Illuar’s gone back to the harbour; he’s trying to unravel it now.’

			‘I don’t get it.’

			‘Me either.’ She came to sit on the side of his bed; it creaked as she sat down. ‘Maybe you’ll get your wish, Tal, and there’ll be no Selection. You can keep your dodgy dockworker lover and hang out at the wharf for ever.’ Her tone was wry, and she smiled at him.

			He frowned at the zanyar. Images of Aden tumbled, heat and smokelight, the sunlight of the harbour; images of a world oblivious to responsibility, a wistful lingering freedom. But the truth of the mines had stayed with him.

			After a moment, he said, ‘I want to live up to my name.’ He looked up, met her storm-grey gaze, so like his own. ‘I want to understand all of this. And I want to know what goes on in City Hall. How they see everything, how they really keep control…’ 

			I want to play again.

			Bec nodded at him. ‘You’re Caphen to your fingertips, Tal. I’ve always known, and I think Mum has, on some level.’ She gripped his shoulder, her hand strong. ‘Be proud of yourself, little brother. I am.’

			She said nothing more, just got to her feet and left the room.

			And Caph picked up his bow as if the zanyar had offered him an answer.
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CHAPTER TEN: CLOUDGLASS

			Kier.

			The sun had sunk past the rim of the crater and rising, angled shadows clawed at the bruise-coloured sky. Beneath them, the streets were darkening now, sprawled out in the day’s last heat; a scatter of people lingered, but Proteus paid them no heed. They passed him by unseeing, a casual brush of scent and laughter. 

			Kier was a district of laziness and wealth, of wide pavements and evening bars, and he was back in Khavas’s face, complete with scar. His black hair was neatly tied back and decorated with patterned rings of silver. He’d chosen the shirt and waistcoat to identify as a comfortable merchant – well-made, but nothing too ostentatious – and the guise had taken him easily through the streets. From here, though, he had less idea as to what to expect.

			He was chasing a phantom, a hunch. And he could only give his face and clothing his best guess.

			After Jay and the harbour, Proteus had returned to Austen in Ivar. He’d hoped that the old man had uncovered some clarifying truth about the spider, or what it had seen, but Austen’s agoraphobia had been in full yammer and his mood more cantankerous than usual. Instead of bothering him, Proteus had rounded up a couple of the smarter streetkids, and sent them into Kier to find the old theatre. Teka, certainly, was adept at getting through the gates without being stopped.

			After that, he’d gone home, and slept. He’d been woken at mid-morning by Teka throwing stones at his window – the building was definitely in use, she’d said, and it had something big coming up. Bottles of wine had been delivered that morning, look, she had one here.

			Proteus had relieved her of the wine, but had paid her a full ripan for her trouble. Then he’d returned to his mirror and his costumes and his tea, and he’d considered what to do next.

			The tea had brought the memory of Ebi’s fortune telling – something about a metal spirit and a man with a face of pure violence… he’d chuckled as he’d drained the bowl.

			He’d spent the day adjusting Khavas’s clothing, going through his sewing box for the right braid and trim. The activity was calming; it cleared his mind, and settled him.

			And later, as dusk as had come, he’d donned the character like a set of fine garments, made sure he had face and voice intact. Then he’d headed into the district, following Teka’s sharp wits. An idle evening walk through the paved and patterned streets, and then down to find its theatre…

			And he’d wondered just what would be waiting for him.

			When the scatter of people had gone, seeking wine and merriment, Proteus checked the road both ways. He was tracking Teka’s steps exactly; he ducked under the bridge and found the waiting stairwell, a stone spiral that twisted downwards into the district’s abandoned heart. The steps were dipped, worn smooth; they made his heart jump and his boots skid. 

			And at their end, a web-work of roadways led outwards into nothing. 

			But Teka’s instincts had been good – as Proteus followed the maze, listening, watching, there came a tease of sound. It tempted him like the gateway to the hells themselves…

			Music. 

			Down here, echoing through roofless walls and empty rooms, through smugglers’ routes and old pirates’ hideouts, there was music.

			It seemed his hunch had been right after all.

			Tense now, edged with excitement and very conscious of his face and clothing, he followed. 

			The sound became louder: a ripple of strings, a bass drumming that echoed in the walls. He turned a corner, another. The roadway widened, was joined by a second. There was light, laughter, the rustle of conversation. 

			Proteus paused, waited. A tall, robed gentleman emerged from another road and crossed the open space. The man was richly dressed, and he wore a decorous, russet mask – a stylised, city tashwyn.

			Glancing at his own decorated waistcoat, Proteus winced. If that was the theatre’s standard, then he was significantly underdressed – but there was nothing he could do about it now. His training would just have to be enough.

			Assuming an attitude of confidence, he followed. The man’s shadow flickered along the wall.

			And then, another turn and there it was: an open archway flanked by glasslights, and an old name carved in the stone. The Torquar Theatre. There was no hoarding to offer the name of the show within; instead, a hefty silhouette lounged against the wall-side.

			Proteus pulled back, out of the man’s line of sight, and made a quiet show of checking his purses and pouches. As two more people approached, a man and a woman, both of them masked, he stood upright and smiled, attached himself to them as they turned the corner. The three of them came to the door together, and he gave the heavy figure a polite nod and a flash of copper. 

			Confidence was the trick. He was here because he was meant to be, a guest, invited. Despite the error in his clothing, he had friends, and the authority of a man who belonged. 

			The doorman looked the three of them up and down, stopped the man in the lead. With a short, impatient sigh, the man extended his wrist. The woman with him waited, ostentatiously tapping her foot. 

			And Proteus walked straight past, his pace even, his heart thumping. Whatever they were doing down here, their security was good.

			Good… but he was better.

			On the door’s far side, he found a sudden wash of heat, a rise of glitter and banter, a tumult of flickering darkness and sparkling lights and glorious, faceless costume. Many of the revellers bore masks, eyes glittering from their sockets. And there were a lot of people here, perhaps a couple of hundred. The number made him pause.

			This was not what he’d expected. Was he in the right place, or had Teka got it wrong? What the hells had he just stumbled into?

			But he was here now, and Lyss could be close – he wasn’t leaving without an answer. He allowed the crowd’s press to welcome him, hot and familiar; let himself feel and absorb its society, its community, its flush of hope and expectation. Mask or no, he was Khavas and he understood this; he was just the same as everyone else. He moved effortlessly – but he was looking for answers, for faces he knew, for those in power, for Galeas’s drug, for skittering spiders, for Sahar, for Lyss herself…

			The room stretched into a long curve of vaulted stone. At odds with the older decoration, metallic struts lined the longer wall, and glasslights gleamed in myriad colours. Opposite, at the curve’s inside, there stood the stage, a tall screen at its back. The lights played on it with a sense of rising eagerness.

			He wondered what it concealed. This whole thing was more people – and more show – than he’d anticipated. He remembered Austen’s warning and wondered if he was out of his depth, then dismissed the doubt. Sahar had been a performer, and if Lyss was here, or had been, he needed to know. 

			Needed to find her.

			The crowd shifted, people greeting friends. They were wealthy, their rank betrayed by garments and voices and body language. There were senior guild members, artisan masters, ladies and gentlemen of glittering leisure or accomplished corruption. Here was Veklash, guildmaster and runner of boats through the wharfside; here was Kajan, one-time courtesan, now retired to run his business in the heart of district Berchane. There was a scatter of family colours, though less then Proteus might have expected. Enshar Val Taneth, youngest daughter of her father’s house, and beside her, grinning with very prominent eyeteeth, her family’s household manager. By their familiarity, he was a little more than just her escort.

			But gossip was not what he’d come for. He acquired a wine glass – prop, rather than drink – and slipped on through the people. He nodded at some, greeted others, remembered names. He stopped to speak to another Kier merchant, a key-smith with many locks to his credit and an old contact of Austen’s. The easy conversation was another layer of belonging.

			And then, as he rounded the curve and saw the far end of the room, he found what he was looking for.

			There. 

			That was where the power was: a balcony, metal and fabulously wrought. At its leading edge, polished boots on a level with Proteus’s head, stood a strong, sleekly muscled man. He had a casual authority; he was big, fit, and he wore his high family finery like a soldier, like a man who had no use for it. He bore no mask; his dark hair and beard were neatly trimmed, greying as they met his ears. 

			Beside him, one elegant hand on the silver head of a walking cane, was a tall, raw-boned woman. She was perhaps forty; she had skin like polished wood, hair like a multi-coloured waterfall. There was a huge, crystal ring upon her little finger, splitting the light into shards.

			Proteus paused to speak to the woman by him; let the flowing cluster of people offer concealment. His pulse was starting to tighten now; his instincts kicking in. Those two, up there – if this really was ‘Cloudglass’, then they had the answers.

			He waited. He discussed fishing quotas with a small and fussy-looking lady, shaking his head at the strict rules imposed by City Hall. And he watched the balcony from the corner of one eye, gathering what he could, calculating his approach. He saw the woman suddenly stand more upright and snap something at the man. She gestured with the end of her cane.

			Fishing-quota woman left for more wine. Making sure the gesture was covered by the shifting crowd, Proteus looked round. Austen’s warning forgotten, he was looking for anything he could use as introduction, as information, or as leverage.

			But there, unmistakable despite the mask he wore, stood Caphen Talmar.

			Caph?

			The heat and light and music all stopped dead, leaving him flung out by velocity, shattering slow and soundless as he hit the wall. The rush of memory robbed him of heartbeat, of speech. He was motionless in shock and adrenaline, staring in disbelief.

			Caph?

			With an effort, he regained control; he stopped himself from stepping back. Instead, he swiftly scanned the rich garments, the elaborate skull that covered most of Caph’s face, the flat steel box he held in one hand. He had an odd tension to his shoulders and stance, but he stood to his full height like an act of defiance. 

			His authority was unconscious, but, by the hells, he looked good—

			Proteus drowned the thought in a gulp of wine, and considered his options. The man and woman on the balcony obviously knew who Caph was, and he may well be the device that Proteus needed… he could go over there, speak to Caph as Khavas, find out what this was. But the memories were too recent – he’d walked away from this man for a reason. And he couldn’t afford a mistake, not in here.

			A chime from the stage saved him from the decision. The illumination in the room faded, and a whisper ran through the crowd.

			Caph turned, the box gripped like a talisman. 

			A sudden lightshow flared on the long metal uprights – sparks of bright magnesium that made the people beneath them gasp.

			This all felt like the peak of something… like something dressed to impress.

			Expectation rustled. Footlights sparked and flared like fireworks – strontium and sodium, red and yellow. Glasslights rose in the wings, a scatter of colour. And then, walking out onto the stage’s centre came the woman from the balcony, her cane clicking in the silence, her hair glorious and impossible. She had a compelling presence, almost inhumanly mesmeric, and now she wore a jacket to put Caph’s to shame, a flare of mothwings in a spectacular pattern.

			As she spread her arms, the room gasped.

			‘Welcome,’ she said, her voice rich and bold. ‘Welcome, my friends, to Cloudglass!’

			Well, Proteus thought, that was blunt enough – he was definitely in the right place. The woman gestured and the fireworks jumped again, copper and blue, higher this time, as if they leapt for her command. 

			‘I know many of you are new to us tonight, ‘ she said. ‘My name is Anatar, I’m a lifelong merchant of Kier, and I belong to no guild, no house. I owe my loyalty to no named family. I belong only to the Cloudglass dream. To the Torquar Theatre that we’ve made our home. To the future that we build here. A future we secure for our friends, our sponsors and supporters. A future in which our visions of freedom come true.’

			Caph was staring at her. The line of his shoulders was tense, but his expression was impossible to make out beneath the skull. Proteus quelled a dangerous urge to reach out to him, a palm-itching desire to touch.

			 ‘You know your history, your legends,’ Anatar said. ‘You know the tale of Artifice, the renegade, the Builder. Our protector and defender. She was a woman who fought for her servants’ lives, and who brought the city new knowledge. A woman who helped us cut and build the stone, design the wide roads of Kier, the tall towers of Thale.’ Proteus could have sworn that Anatar was looking straight at him. ‘A few of you have been with us before and know the story, but for the rest of you...’ She paused, and the crowd held its breath. ‘Artifice,’ the word was a hiss, ‘Defied her fellow Builders, her own husband, to bring her servants knowledge, and independence.’ She came to the front of the stage and crouched to give a loud, conspiratorial whisper. ‘Yet still, we’re denied our true freedom.’

			He saw Caph tense.

			‘You know your history, my friends,’ Anatar said. She stood upright and walked the stage like a storyteller, gesturing so her jacket flared. ‘Know your tales of wonder. How Artifice gave us knowledge, resources, wealth. So, I ask you…’ and she spun to face them ‘…why are we still controlled? Why are we ever interrogated, gate to gate to gate? Why are we tagged, like animals, questioned like children, denied our liberty of movement, our full potential?’ She spread her hands in query, asking the audience. ‘There is no threat of famine, no lack of resources. So why are we, the city’s true providers, the merchants and artisans who bring prosperity, why are we still restricted, still controlled by the high families and the Assembly at City Hall? Do we not deserve better?’

			The crowd was rapt, silent. They watched her in utter fascination. Her charisma seemed more than human, utterly compelling; her jacket and hair glimmered in the stage lights and the colours in her ring flashed. She stepped back, spreading her arms and calling to them, summoning their awe. The copper tag on her wrist glinted, making the point.

			‘Witness, my people!’ Her voice rose over the crowd, completely in control; the tag flashed like a lure ‘Witness the very restriction that holds us back! The symbol of our slavery, of the power that the high families keep for themselves! You are here because you understand – we will no longer be controlled! We will walk free!

			She gestured, and the screen behind her was pulled away, revealing…

			Proteus stared. 

			It took up the entire back of the stage, horrific and mesmerising: a twisting spiral strip, a coiled, rusting, rasping metal spirit like Vei herself, a dirty ouroboros that rippled like something living. And it was huge, three meters and more in height – it towered over the stage, its eyes as pure and bright as glass. It looked almost as though it writhed to music that no-one else could hear… 

			Living stone and breathing metal.

			A creep of unease crystallised across Proteus’s skin – he felt like the sculpture itself was growing out of the stone floor, somehow, night by night, hour by hour…

			He could almost hear it, slithering in the stone, a resonance in the bones behind his ears...

			Almost feel it looking, straight at him.

			But that wasn’t all.

			His focus was gone, snapped out like a light. He had an irrational, overwhelming compulsion to bare his soul, to tell it everything, to fall to his knees and let his words overspill themselves in an outpouring of honesty, to release himself in a catharsis like he’d ever known. If he’d had a face, a real face, a real name, a real voice, he would have shown it, given it everything. He saw every lie he’d ever told, every person he’d ever deceived. Every life he’d ever taken. He saw his sister, saw Caph’s innocence and trust; he saw his own history. He saw every last brutal detail, all stripped of its glamour and white as bone. 

			But it didn’t stop there. 

			The lights flashed, and he saw Lyss; saw the odd, crystal ring from her box of letters. He saw the light dancing fragmented, like a handful of metal filings thrown wide across her floor.

			Tiny spangles, each one an insight.

			And then the rush really came and everything else was lost. 

			In her rooms, Lyss was crouched on the floor. Flickerings of leaf-shadow passed across her pretty, round face, her shining waterfall of pitch-black hair. She was writing, a letter. The words flowed out of her like ecstasy, all falling over themselves in her need to be heard, accepted. 

			Loved.

			Time flew faster, and the leaf-light flickered again. The leaves browned and fell, torn from their places. 

			And Lyss was at a party, buzzing with heady elation, her ringed hand upon a cut-crystal glass of wine. Her other hand held a bronze metal insect. She turned her wrist and arm admiringly as it scuttled over her skin and she laughed with wonder at its miracle. She looked up and she met Proteus’s gaze. She started to say something…

			…and then her eyes and mouth widened into a shriek that never sounded, a cry that opened her jaw to an impossible angle. She strove to speak, but her face was starting to tear, to rip open at the corners. The insect ran over her, and cuts were appearing in her skin, and she was screaming and she was fading in the light, her image fainter and fainter as if she were a ghost, dissolving in the time-glass realisation of morning…

			Lyss!

			In slow-motion, Proteus watched as Lyss’s ring fell through her non-existent finger, tumbled over and over, then hit the floor and spun round on its rim. Fragmented white light hit the wall and exploded into a thousand colours, whirling like the blades of a wharfside juggler.

			Lyss… What did they--?

			But she had gone.

			There was no light. The air was cold. 

			I miss you, Lyssy…

			The memory sliced a clean line between reality and fantasy – he had been on the floor of her house, with those letters in his hand. Snarling, he shook himself; he found himself staggering backwards, physically and mentally, tearing the images down and throwing them away…

			Anatar’s voice reached him, a caress that made him shiver. ‘Trust us,’ she said softly, her tone like molasses, like dark silk and mulled wine. ‘This is the Torquar Theatre, we are Cloudglass, and we bring hope. City Hall’s lies cannot fool us, we see all. We are here to help you, to free you, to heal you. To bring you change, to grant your every wish and dream. You have time to think, to reflect on what we offer. But we know some of you have come already seeking our help.’ As he focused, he saw her look at Caph, smile. ‘You have come to us, and Raife will guide you. He will give you everything you need.’

			The stage lights went out.

			The plunge of darkness was like being doused in ice-water. Proteus stood still, his mind reeling, trying to untangle himself from all of it and spinning round a crystal image of pure fear…

			He had no idea what had just happened to him.

			Was that what Austen had meant by the ‘Eyes of the Stone’?

			That… thing… that had just taken his mind clean out of his body?

			He made an effort to steady himself. He put his hands to his face – just checking – and remembered his detachment. 

			Five breaths in, five breaths out…

			Clear your mind.

			Think.

			Proteus had thought that Cloudglass was the name of the stimulant – but this was something organised, and strong. This wasn’t about some new narcotic, loose on the streets of the city; this was some kind of conspiracy.

			What the hells had he just found?

			He realised that he was still running his hands over his face – reassuring himself that Khavas was still intact. Thankful it was still dark, he dropped them back to his sides, made an effort to recall his stance and character.

			He should probably get back to Austen, but he was fascinated in spite of himself. As the lights in the room came slowly back up, he glanced at Caph, standing staring at the box in his hands. Carefully, the man laid it on the table by the pillar. By his movements, he, too, was utterly shaken.

			What was he doing here?

			The woman with the cane knew him – did Caph know what this all was?

			The thought dangled like temptation, an excuse to go closer, but Proteus dismissed it. He needed to get to Anatar, to the big man on the balcony; he needed to get a good look at that metal snake. He needed to understand what the hells they’d just done, how they’d played him like that, if they’d played everybody. How much of him had been visible. And he needed to understand if Lyss had been here, why they’d wanted her, how the Cloudglass drug fitted into the puzzle…

			He breathed again, slowly, letting his thoughts cool and steady. One thing at a time, one answer, one understanding. 

			Five breath in, five breaths out.

			A movement caught his eye. 

			As if conjured by some off-stage prompt, the big man from the balcony was moving. He was in his early thirties, perhaps, brutally handsome, a head taller than the crowd around him, taller even than Caph. His thumbs were hooked casually in his trouser pockets, and he walked with a confident saunter that parted the people like a wave. Somehow, even in full family dress, he looked like a pirate.

			House Dion, by his colours – this man was family Elect, a member of the City Hall Assembly and easily the highest-ranking person in the room. And he didn’t fit – why in hells would a member of a ruling house be a part of the revolution? 

			Still breathing steadily, Proteus kept watching.

			As the man came close, Caph lifted his chin. He said, his voice tight, ‘Ganthar.’

			Proteus watched.

			The man’s attention was fixed on Caph, his dark eyes flaring with heat. ‘Glad you came, Tal.’

			‘Really.’ Caph’s tone was scornful, and his apprehension audible. 

			‘City’s changing. Everything. And soon.’ Ganthar’s smile was one-sided, confident and wicked. He was standing too close to Caph, looming over him like a wall. ‘You never got the family life, any more than I did. All that posturing. You belong here.’

			‘You’re funny as ever.’ Caph snapped it at him, not backing away. ‘Going to give me another scar? For the collection?’

			Ganthar’s grin broadened like he was drawing a blade. He raised a hand, ran one thumb, very gently, over the skull-mask’s cheek. ‘I like it,’ he said, grinning. ‘Elegant.’

			With a sharp gesture of his forearm, Caph knocked the hand away. He stepped forwards, jabbed a broken index finger into Ganthar’s chest. ‘You don’t scare me. I’ve seen what my family can do. And I don’t know what petty threats you’re making, what game all this is, but I’m done playing. Certainly with you.’

			‘You’re done playing everything, from what I hear.’ Ganthar took his hand, raised it to his lips and kissed the knuckles like a courtier. ‘Your music’s gone, Tal, you’re a liability, useless. Your family don’t want you and you— Shit!’

			With a gesture as shattering it was unexpected, Caph had slammed his wineglass clean into the side of the big man’s face. For an instant, everything was stillness, spinning shards and drops of burgundy and scarlet.

			Then the shock rippled through the crowd. People backed up, shouting, there were screams. Proteus caught the woman with the cane – Anatar – heading swiftly their way from the side of the stage.

			Ganthar spat blood, one cheek now a mask of red. He had a myriad cuts, cheekbone and upper lip, one in his eyebrow that bled profusely.

			Caph said, determinedly unrepentant, ‘Don’t you comment on my family, you lumbering goon. Don’t you dare.’

			Ganthar nodded at him, grinning. ‘You’ve grown some balls, I see.’ He sounded amused; his own blood streaked his teeth. ‘Good for you.’

			Caph snarled at him, ‘Get out of my face—’

			The first punch took him clean off his feet and crashed him two feet backwards, skidding across the floor. People leapt out of the way, shrieking. He crunched, shoulders first, into one of the pillars, spilling the table and scattering glasses. They shattered, shards and wine and light everywhere. Ganthar didn’t care; he went straight after Caph, picking him up by the front of his jacket, the gesture easy, one-handed. With a casual strength that left Proteus gaping, he backhanded Caph hard enough to snap his head sideways and send him reeling, crashing to the floor again. The glasslights wavered.

			The man’s face was sheeted in blood, now, in absolute vehemence.

			‘I told you,’ he said. ‘At the wharf. This time, it won’t just be your fingers.’

			Proteus stood still; he was trembling, his nails biting into his palms. Anatar would be on them in a moment.

			But Caph, unbelievably, was back on his feet. His mask had gone and his face was white with fury.

			 ‘You’re insane.’ The words were distorted; by the sound, his teeth were cracked or broken. ‘By every hell and spirit, this time, I’ll make sure they’ll never let you out.’

			But Ganthar just laughed at him. ‘They can’t touch me, I told you. This is Cloudglass, no more family, no more rules, no more games. Did you come down here for miracles, Tal? Think Raife would just… fix you? Conjure you magic new hands and you could play again?’ His grin was like a shark’s. ‘Be the golden boy? Play the birds out the sky? Maybe he will. But first, you’ll have to be nice to me.’

			He took Caph’s jaw in one hand, and kissed him, full on the mouth. 

			And something in Proteus snapped. 

			As Caph shoved the man off him, spitting blood and fury, Proteus was already moving. Still in Khavas’s face, he reacted without thinking, without hesitation. All his confusion surged forwards; his fear for his sister, every hot memory that still lingered from the wharfside, and from the harbour. Every spin of recollection that this place that just given him, his own rage at its unwelcome invasion…

			He made no threats, gave no warning. He slammed the heel of one hand upwards into Ganthar’s nose, crunching the cartilage with the force of the blow, and knocking him clean over.

			Proteus had fought for his life in the backstreets of Ivar – fought from when he was eight and ten years old. No swaggering bully was a match—

			Ganthar rocked on his heels. 

			He didn’t go down.

			For an instant, it was hard to know who was more surprised. 

			But recoveries were quick.

			Pumped now, coldly focused and furious, Proteus followed the strike with a second, hammering him backwards, this one to the side of the man’s head – to the place where the largest of the glass-splinters still stuck from his skin.

			It didn’t even connect.

			Ganthar was not some petty thug. His style was formal, militaristic, and he was fast, far faster than Proteus had expected. He blocked the strike, his other hand slamming back with a force that sent Proteus reeling, pain clanging through his skull. His vision blurred; he shook his head to clear it. But Ganthar was relentless, and he didn’t waste time with threats. A third strike, and a fourth, both to Proteus’s jaw. Proteus blocked both, but he might as well have put his forearm in the way of a flying steel bar – they hit him anyway.

			Hard.

			He bit his tongue and his mouth filled with the metal tang of blood.

			He was aware that Caph was shouting, raw and edged. 

			But Ganthar moved like a machine, another strike, and another, a glitter to his dark eyes that was vivid, tightly controlled fury. His face was a mask of violence…

			A man with a face like pure violence.

			A metal spirit.

			Something in him went absolutely cold. 

			The two things crossed, overlapped – Ebi’s humorous fortune-telling, the visions he’d just seen. And it hit him like another fist: a certainty beyond anything he’d ever known – Lyss had been here, and now he knew it for sure.

			By every hell.

			A chill rage filled him, an ice-cold fury that he’d that not felt since childhood, since Austen had first taught him to control his emotions, and his flesh. But there was no controlling this, this was a pure-white promise: this man was going to die. 

			Right here. 

			‘Gan-thar!’ With a furious bellow, Caph took two steps and hurled himself forwards. He slammed one shoulder into Ganthar’s stomach, locked both arms round his waist. They went over together in a furious, sliding tangle. 

			But it was too late.

			The rage in Proteus was too much, still rising. He couldn’t control it; it was heating, melting, catching fire, even as he tried. It didn’t stop, wouldn’t be withheld; the fury in his head and heart was too strong. He was dimly aware of Ganthar, bouncing back up and turning to Caph, of Caph, arms over his head to shield himself from the inevitable kick; dimly aware of Anatar, reaching the scene and snapping at Ganthar to stop, her cane still in her hand. But more than anything, he felt it as it happened – he felt his emotions rage, felt his face lose traction, felt his skin slide like it was burning through from the inside, felt his muscles shudder as though his control had finally gone and he’d caught fire from his own fury.

			‘Shit!’ His hands went to his cheeks; he couldn’t help the exclamation.

			Anatar surged forwards. And he heard the word that came out of her mouth – the word that was every answer, and every question…

			‘Proteus.’

			The room smashed, spinning outwards like glass…

			She knew who he was. 

			How the hells did she know who he was?

			Leaving Caph, leaving Lyss, leaving all of it, he stumbled back into the crowd, and fled.

		


		
			
CHAPTER ELEVEN: FEAR

			He ran.

			He had to; he had no choice. He was overmatched and – now – prepared to admit it. And he was still awash with the imagery, the memories of the stone, or whatever the hells it had been. He shoved his way through the shocked blur of people, heading for the archway and the alleys back to Kier.

			But the big man – Ganthar – was right behind him, and he was heavy, and fast. He pounded the floor like the thunder of incoming storm-waves, merciless and unrelenting. People stumbled back from both of them, gathering their friends and families and wineglasses…

			Proteus had no idea what his face even looked like, was trying to feel his skin as he ran – the thought flickered briefly that if he managed well enough, he could lose himself back in the crowd – but he had no change of garments, and no time to think. He shoved the young Enshar and her house manager out of his path and reached the arch…

			The doorman blocked his way.

			He didn’t care. A fist to his temple and the thug reeled backwards, hitting the wall outside and sliding to the floor like he was broken. He gave a faint, final sigh that might have been regret.

			For reasons he didn’t need to analyse, it made Proteus feel better.

			But Ganthar was still behind him, chasing him down, uncaring of the confused and milling people and yanking the more foolish or stupid clean out of the way. As Proteus went through the archway and out into the streets, there was barely twenty feet between them.

			And there was nowhere out here he could hide. He wasn’t some glamorised assassin who could vanish in the shadows; without a crowd to sink into, he was all too visible.

			With no other option, he kept running, turning tight corners one after another. His shadow ran along the wall-sides; his feet echoed from the stone.

			‘I see you.’ Ganthar was through the arch, his voice distorted by his broken nose. ‘I see you, Proteus. We know exactly who you are, she told us. She told us everything. In the end.’

			Lyss!

			Anger flared, fear; he didn’t want them, they got in the way. He made mistakes. Striving for clarity, he began to change, to shift his face, his hair. The silver rings fell behind him in a trail, tinkling with absurd and musical merriment.

			But he wasn’t going back for them. Still running, he shed the waistcoat, wished he’d had the hellsdamned foresight to leave himself a cache. As he skidded round one corner, and then another, he realised he was getting lost – he began to concentrate on the air currents, on trying to find a way back out to the night streets of district Kier.

			A figure slumped by the wall, bottle still in hand. Not waiting to see if it was alive or dead, he grabbed the overflowing bag at its feet, rummaging though it as he ran on. A bundle of tarras squeaked and fled in a filthy scuffle of fur. 

			‘We’ve been waiting for you, Proteus. Waiting for you to come for her.’ He was leaving the heavier Ganthar behind, but the man’s laughter was deep; it rolled from the walls like rocks. ‘Do you want to know what she told us, about what you can do? Do you want to know why we need both of you?’

			The taunt bit at him, but he didn’t pause. It some ways, it only made it easier: he would take this man down, but not here, not now. It would be at a time and place where he could win.

			There – a long slope, running upwards towards the main streets. A rain gutter ran down one side, choked with silt. Trying to deepen his breathing, he went up the incline with one hand on his face, feeling the skin as it settled back into place. His instincts kicked; his bruises shifted and faded, the pain receding. He was younger now, paler and fitter, his shirt unbuttoned down the front – he was rapidly crafting one of the street-side youths that caroused, carefree and bare-chested, in the still heat of the caldera evening.

			But as he hit street level, he turned, just for a moment. Below him, too far back to catch him now, Ganthar had reached the bottom of the slope. A tumble of streetlight caught him, lit his face to blood and cruelty, his teeth to a startlingly predatory smile. They stared at each other, ghosts in the shadows between them. Lyss, Caph. 

			Proteus.

			In losing his face, he’d given himself away – lost his secrecy.

			Why we need both of you.

			Lyss must have told them everything – who he was, what he could do. Which meant that the spider must have been left in her rooms for him, to track or locate him, or to pick up his patterns…

			He turned back to the road, and was gone.

			Ganthar’s voice came after him. ‘She can always find you,’ he said, ‘You know she can.’

			But it made him believe that his sister was still alive.

			This face had no name, no depth, no history. It had been flung on like a street performer’s make-up, so much paint and panic. It had advantages – his bruises had gone, and the pain had faded almost to nothing – but it was shallow, an emotional reaction almost like those of his childhood, and it had no work or investment behind it. Wearing it as best he could, Proteus stood in the very back of a sweatily packed bar, a glass of spirits on the bar-top in front of him, this one more medication than prop. 

			He paid for a smokereed, lit it, and tried to think.

			He’d tracked Lyss – but to what, he had no idea. He was recognised, compromised, and out of luck. He’d had his mind blown open by a seething metal snake, his ass handed to him by a high family thug. He had a headful of questions that he had no rational way to unravel. And he had no idea whether he’d just stumbled on some scheme to unbalance the Selection, or to challenge City Hall…

			Why did they need Lyss? Need him? 

			And why had Caph been there? Why would any member of a high family be permitted audience to an insurrection?

			What had Ganthar said? ‘Think Raife would just… fix you? Conjure you magic new hands and you could play again?’

			A commotion sounded at the door and he had to force himself not to look round with anything other than the required sudden startlement. He knew they’d come after him, and he sat still, watching the Torquar’s goons as they barged into the room. The best thing he could do was, as ever, be just like everybody else.

			At the front of the bar, people backed up, shouting. He showed surprise, looked round at his companions for answers, blew smoke. There was a brief scuffle as the barman confronted the intruders – shouted questions, demands – and then it died away, and they were gone.

			As the bar settled back down, though, his hunger for information was growing, all tight and sharp and curious; he needed to understand. Not only about Lyss and himself, but about Ganthar. And Anatar. And this ‘Raife’. What Cloudglass were, what they actually planned…

			Somehow, this all fitted together. He needed to get back to Austen – never had he wanted the old man’s guidance so much.

			But another thought occurred to him: Lyss knew where Austen lived. And if she’d told Cloudglass everything, then Austen, too, may be compromised…

			Proteus.

			Lyss must have told them absolutely everything.

			Confounded, he blew smoke at the ceiling. 

			He had blown it, well and truly – he’d disregarded Austen’s advice to stay quiet, and he’d made a right bloody mess. And now he was out of his mind, of his depth, out of his district, and out of ideas. 

			Irritated, he downed the spirit and shoved the glass across the bar. Without speaking, the barman poured him another.

			He wanted to speak to Caph, but was wary of his own desire. Proteus was a man with no past, no present. Sex was one thing, enjoyable, useful, and soon forgotten, but Caph… Caph had broken though those barriers, and Proteus’s need to see him was not entirely professional.

			No, there was only one place he could go, whether Austen was compromised or not.

			And that was home.

			*

			As his adrenaline faded, Caph realised that he hurt. 

			He was leaning on a pillar, breathing hard, his face smarting where the skull-mask had impacted the blows across his cheekbone. The mask itself lay on the floor, split down one side. Its empty sockets stared back up at him. 

			It looked just like its skin had twisted, shifted like nightmare…

			He kicked it away.

			It must’ve been his imagination, or a trick of the glasslights. He shook his head and then winced – his lip was split and his mouth was swollen. And at least one of his teeth was cracked; he could find the sharp edge with his tongue.

			Bloody hells.

			He was battered and bruised and filthy, his jacket destroyed. Both his forearms hurt where he’d blocked the kick, and he’d lost the box with his bloody hands in it…

			Typical. He was going to have to go home like this.

			Again.

			He exhaled as if he were deflating, then stood upright to look round at the emptying room.

			The lights had faded, leaving pools of shadow like water across the floor. There were scattered glasses, wine-stains; someone had lost a shoe. The last of the guests were at the door, now, and the party was definitely over.

			Party, indeed. The thought brought anger – that familiar rush of helpless, furious outrage. And it wasn’t even with Ganthar, it was with himself. For not being strong enough to face him down, for being a hellsdamned victim. 

			He drained the closest wine glass, smacked it down, picked up another. The thought of going home like this – of facing his father’s anger, his mother’s disappointment – was just too much. 

			The wine was bitter, and too warm.

			‘Caphen.’ 

			The use of his title made him turn, scowling.

			The woman from the stage had stopped to speak to him, cane planted in front of her. She carried herself like a performer, elegant and tall; a pair of ubiquitous heavies stood at her shoulders.

			But he’d had enough, and he didn’t care. ‘What?’ He folded his arms and glowered.

			She flicked the cane at one of the goons. ‘Fetch Caphen more wine.’ 

			‘Don’t bother, I’m not staying.’ The words hurt as he said them; his jaw and teeth moved all wrong. Ignoring it, he went to step past her, but she held out the cane to block his path.

			Holding him there, she spoke to the other goon. ‘And you, round up the rest of your team and go after Ganthar. Go through every inch of Kier, every bar, every party. Stand by every gate. I want that man found!’ 

			‘Ma’am.’ The goon turned, gathering her troops.

			‘I said, ‘I’m leaving’.’ Caph went to shove through the cane, but he wasn’t as together as he thought he was. His knees were shaking, and he stopped. It was all too strange: the man’s shifting, impossible face, the loss of his hands and his hope. And Molly… 

			You’ll have to be nice to me.

			Anatar said, ‘How do you know him, Caphen?’

			Caph blinked. ‘How do I know who?’

			She planted the came on the ground, said, ‘He came to your defence. Why?’ The words were edged in necessity. 

			‘Defence?’ It took him a moment to catch up. ‘The man with the – the face?’ The query was unexpected; Caph had no bloody idea. ‘How the bloody hells would I know?’

			‘You know him from somewhere.’ Anatar rapped the cane like a demand. ‘Where?’

			He bared his teeth. ‘Why do you want to know?’

			‘He blew his cover for you, Caphen. You may not realise it, but you know who he is.’

			‘Don’t be ridiculous.’ The anger flared again. ‘I came down here to see Raife, that’s all. He knows my mother. And if I’d known about your resident thug, I wouldn’t have bothered.’

			Anatar stared at him, calculating. The goon had returned with a bottle of wine.

			Caph refused the wine, offered her a cynical eyebrow. He said, ‘I’m going home. And you can tell Ganthar he’ll never see the daylight again.’ The words twisted. ‘And that’s a promise.’

			But the goon’s other hand landed on his shoulder, the grip tight.

			Anatar smiled. ‘Consider yourself our guest,’ she said. ‘Lonthar, here, will find you somewhere quiet where you can… think. Maybe it will help you remember. And do take the wine. It’s from Vanchar, I understand, and it’s very good.’

			‘You can’t keep me here.’ The words were disbelieving. He went to shake the goon off, but the grip was vice-tight. ‘Oh, this has to be some kind of joke. My family won’t stand for this and you know it.’

			She leaned in. ‘Why did he help you, Caphen?’

			‘I’ve never seen him before.’

			‘Why did he help you?’

			‘Maybe he just doesn’t like assholes.’

			‘Answer me.’

			‘Why do you need to know?’ Long years against his father enabled him to throw it back at her, to stare her down. ‘Why don’t you tell me who he is, as you seem to know so much.’

			‘Don’t you goad me, boy,’ she told him. 

			‘What are you going to do?’ Caph shot back. ‘Torture me?’

			She laughed, the sound rich and deep. ‘Your naiveté’s outrageously charming,’ she said, ‘But I’ll do nothing so crass.’ The goon’s hand was still on his shoulder. Anatar ran her fingers through his fringe, the gesture disturbingly intimate. ‘You’re so pretty,’ she said. ‘And Ganthar loves you so very much.’ Her smile was perfect, elegant and beautiful. ‘He’s missed you, you know. He’s spent two years scrubbing the stonework and thinking only about you, Caphen Talmar.’ She tangled his hair around her fingertips, long nails gleaming. ‘What you had done to him, and when he would see you again.’ Her hand slipped down to the scar on his cheek. ‘That sort of obsession… can do things to a man’s mind.’

			Shuddering, he tried, again, to pull free. 

			Again, the goon yanked him back.

			Anatar turned away from him, gestured for the goon to take him away. As though it were an afterthought, she turned back over her shoulder and said, ‘Why don’t you have a little think, hmm? While you wait for him to get back? I’m sure your memory will come up with something.’

			*

			Dawn filtered, red and uneasy, through a thick, grey sky.

			Sunk below the rim of the crater and obscuring the heights of the city, the cloud was low and angry; it seemed to smother Ivar’s very rooftops. 

			Beneath it, the streets were sweating and empty, workers scurrying to the harbour with their eyes down, fearing the storm to come. Light glowed in alcoves little tiny havens; rubbish danced in whirls. Kei’s anger was rising, and it seemed to seethe in the hot, thick wind.

			Holding down his tension, Proteus turned off the tight, stone roadway and took the steps two at a time. He came up to the cluttered porch panting, sheened in a dirty sweat. It stank up here – of piss and breakfast, of life and humanity. Layers of noise drifted from the tangle below – a crying child, a blazing row, the grunts of married sex.

			Glancing all around him like a fugitive, he knocked on the door. ‘Austen.’

			The wood rattled in the frame. No-one answered. 

			After a moment, he banged harder. ‘Austen!’

			A count of five, nothing. Dismissing fear, he pulled the spare key from his pocket and let himself in--

			The room was empty.

			For the first time in over a decade, Austen was not at home.

			Proteus stopped. 

			The window was unshuttered and open; he could hear the creaks and rumbles of the harbour. A rise of shouts reminded him of Vowen, but this was Ivar and Caphen-owned, and it was unlikely there’d be greycoats out here. A hot exhalation fluttered discarded paperwork.

			‘Austen?’

			He remembered scuttling insects, the gleam of brass. Treading cautiously, he shut the door and yanked back the curtain to the water room. Nothing. Echoes of nightmares flickered like dread and it took him an effort to stifle them. 

			In the centre of the room, he stopped, slowly turning all the way round and watching the mess for movement, for the glitter of moving metal. He realised he was holding his hands to his face as if he’d lost his faith in it; as if his skin would crumble like dried clay, scatter into nothing on the floor. The understanding made him afraid.

			He’d had his mind taken from him.

			He’d lost control, and in public. 

			Proteus.

			Maybe they’d already been here, and Austen had gone…

			No, they hadn’t had time.

			He turned further, looking for answers, for a message. The battered old chair glowered at him, familiar and filthy. Around it, memories chased each other like children: images of Lyss, dancing, her step light as a feather, of himself, sitting cross-legged, three stones in front of him. Tell me who they are, Austen had said, paternal hand on his shoulder. Their names, their histories, their personalities. Are they angry, peaceful, confused? Why?

			Proteus had trained all his life, and it hadn’t mattered, hadn’t been enough. But Lyss was down there, somewhere, and he had to get to her. 

			Had to trust in his own control.

			Irritated now, he started looking properly. If Austen had gone out of his own volition, there would be a message here somewhere.

			He began with the chair itself, empty spirits bottles, brass urns for offerings now all choked with reeds, tea bowls with tannin caked thick in the bottom. There were old glasslights, cracked and broken, ripans of every denomination. And spreading out from the chair’s centre like some widening dark stain – discarded clothing, items of jewellery, household oddments, a lone glint that looked like a scroll-case, decorated silver and as old as the city itself. It was Austen’s marriage certificate, the tiniest echo of the old man’s distant youth.

			But no message. Not one item in the heap was any real use.

			He rummaged further, grimacing.

			And then, he found something familiar.

			And he felt like bloody kicking himself.

			*

			The goon marched Caph to a small room behind the stage. 

			It had been a storeroom, perhaps; it was tiny, and laden with boxes. It smelled of dust and had no access other than the door. And when that was closed on him, it was absolutely pitch bloody dark.

			He spent a moment gawping – surely this couldn’t be real? – before realising that the door was being bolted from the outside. 

			Clunk. 

			They were absolutely dead bloody serious about leaving him here.

			He surged forwards, propelled by the shock – he was Caphen, by the hells, they couldn’t do this to him. His father would be down here, demanding explanations. He began banging, shouting. He had no hellsdamned clue who that man had been, all right? This was ridiculous; he’d never seen him before. And what had happened to his face anyway, how was that even possible?

			The door rattled, and stayed closed.

			Furious, Caph searched his pockets for matches, found nothing. He felt the boxes on the floor, sure he would find a handy something left here by the theatre crew – but he had no way to pry their lids off with just his stupid, broken fingers. He clawed at them for a moment, then stood up and kicked at them, raging.

			Shit!

			Then, defeated, he sank back on the pile and tried to think – there had to be a way out of this.

			But the dread grew slowly cold, and the darkness closed in on him, its silence singing. Anatar’s threats loomed large and they brought a very personal fear…

			You’ll have to be nice to me.

			He remembered the row, the rage, the beating; remembered Ganthar hammering him backwards across the room, blow after blow that he had no hope of stopping. He remembered falling, and the weight of his man on his back. He remembered struggling furiously, a faceful of matting, one arm twisted right up to his shoulder – at the time, he’d been genuinely afraid that Ganthar would rape him. But no, the row had been about his music, and it was his music that had to be stopped. Ganthar had snapped his fingers, one after the other, and he’d sung a child’s rhyme as he’d done so, mocking Caph with every one. Caph hadn’t wanted to scream, hadn’t wanted to give the bastard the bloody satisfaction – he’d lasted three fingers before he hadn’t been able to help it. 

			Two years, they’d been together. Two years.

			What the hells had he been thinking?

			He still loves you.

			Panic brought him back to his feet.

			But a further round of banging just left him with splinters.

			At last, he sank back on his box. He wondered if his father would come for him, or if the old sod would just leave him here to teach him some sort of lesson…

			Another memory: a City Hall party, all soft music and false humour, and all of it for him, shining right at its centre. Colonel Dion Molnek, tall and severe, her military dress uniform flawless. ‘A truly stunning performance, Caphen. Tell me, have you met my son?’

			Molly had been dashing, wicked, absurdly handsome. Slimmer of shoulder then, more able to grin – and equally unimpressed with the stuffed-shirt ostentation of the Elect. He’d felt like a kindred spirit, like someone real in middle of all this glittering, flowing fakery. 

			Someone who’d understood. 

			They’d wound up in the refectory with a cheekily acquired bottle of spirits, then, later, in the empty barracks, splashed across Ganthar’s single, officer’s bed. There had been no cruelty to him, then, just heat and passion and strength. It had been good, at first.

			The memory twisted. Caph held it out and let it burn. 

			Bitterly, he wondered how long he’d last.

			But the dark was silent, and it offered him no answer.

		


		
			
CHAPTER TWELVE: RAIFE

			Proteus knew what it was as his hand closed around it. He knew by the hard, broken edge, by that same feeling of slipping and the now-familiar sensation of wanting to recoil.

			As he pulled it free, Austen’s strange, broken coin caught the grey gleam of the storm-light. 

			He considered it, looking at the odd-shaped hole in its centre, then flipping it across his knuckles like a marketplace performer and letting it come to rest in his palm. He knew what it was now, of course he did – knew exactly where it had come from. He still couldn’t translate the symbols, but they no longer mattered – what mattered was where he’d seen this metal, this reddish rust…

			It belonged on the ouroboros, with the strange spirit in the depths of district Kier. The same place where Lyss must have met Sahar. 

			 On a sudden, impulse, he reached into his pocket and pulled out the strange-shaped crystal ring that he’d found in Lyss’s box of letters. He fitted it into the gap…

			Fitted it perfectly.

			The Eyes of the Stone.

			Then, following a compulsion he wasn’t quite sure he understood, he lifted it to the window and looked through it.

			Go on then, he thought. Show me.

			Show what you remember.

			And it cut into his vision like a blade made of light…

			Lyss.

			He was wearing her face and he was laughing, spinning though elation with Sahar in his arms. Happiness flooded her, wonder; a love like she’d never known. Sahar was everything she’d ever wanted, and her face was beautiful and her hair was like rainbow and her kiss was like blood and wine and rain…

			Anatar.

			It all fitted so flawlessly that he fell back on his elbows, sprawling against the chair. Piled rubbish scattered.

			But it didn’t stop there.

			At the Torquar, stage lights flashed. They lit a writhing, whirling flicker of metal. Flames flared and guttered; music rose, discordant and plucking at her nerves. She was on her back, held down by claws, the seethe of the Cloudglass serpent above her. She could hear it; see the patterns it made as if it drew them in the darkening air.

			It sparkled, laughing at her. 

			Proteus fought the vision, tried to collect his thoughts. This was nothing; dreams and illusions, more trickery. With an effort, he pulled himself into a sitting position. He struggled to feel the chair, the matting, the coin in his hand.

			Cold, hard edges. Things that were real and made sense.

			But the onslaught grew worse.

			Cloudglass: Anatar, sitting with Lyss before the great metal creation that stretched like some industrial monster, its crystal eyes alight with resentment.

			But Lyss had stared into the coils and said nothing.

			Anatar tried to speak to her – a caress, a drink. But she was too far gone, too consumed by the stimulant. 

			She had no words.

			Above her, the huge metal might of the sculpture started to move.

			It was wrong, sinuous, impossible, a writhing of steel and zinc and copper – but the sculpture itself was not shifting. Instead, it was shedding its metal skin, and that skin was alive.

			As the scales peeled back and hit the floor, so they became creatures, different sizes, arachnid, many-legged and sharp-pincered. Hundreds of them. Thousands. Even as she stared, her mouth and eyes wide, they were on her and over her and in her eyes and her ears and her mouth and her hair and they were pinning her down. Holding her to the bench, a thousand sets of pincers sinking home.

			Proteus watched, unable to move. And they went from being part of the sculpture to a part of the metal bench – a new skin, welding her fast and helpless.

			Ganthar smirked, ran a hand down her cheek. Her mouth was held open by pincers in her lips, her cheeks and jaw.

			Anatar said, ‘My poor love. I’m sorry. But this has to happen.’

			The claws about her mouth ripped through her skin.

			Watching this, Proteus knew that his own skin was shifting with horror, and with his love for his sister – a love that came straight from the innocence of their childhoods, from things so long-lost he’d all but forgotten them. 

			When it was over, Anatar held her thumb and forefinger over Lyss’s face, almost as though she held a writhing scorpion by its tail.

			‘This is truth,’ she said. ‘It will show you where we came from. Reveal the lies that Austen has told you, and tell you what he has not.’ She let the unseen thing go. ‘Why you belong with us.’

			Ganthar smiled, tasting her blood on his thumb.

			She sprang taught, choking – on her own horror, on the fragment of unseen creature that Anatar had dropped down her throat. Her back arched, but the metal pincers would not let her move – they tore great gashes in her skin, in places she was down to the bone. She was trying to scream, but her mouth was opening wider, wider, way beyond the scope of her jaws. Cuts slashed into her skin. And she was starting to fade, to waste away like some desiccating corpse…

			The smouldering presence of the ouroboros watched her.

			Anatar shook her head. ‘I’m sorry we had to do this,’ she said. ‘But Raife will make it better – for all of us. Our family will be together again. The hurt will stop soon.’

			But then Proteus’s vision blurred – as his sister faded completely, he lost the focus and the scene was gone.

			He was sat on the floor at the foot of Austen’s chair, tears streaking his face, his bland ‘home’ face that he wore like old shoes--

			‘Did you find what you were looking for?’

			He rubbed his hands across his eyes, peered through the grey smudge of light. Austen stood in the doorway, black-clad against the weather, all height and angles. He’d raised an eyebrow, half-curious, half-amused.

			‘Aus…’ Proteus looked up at him like he was some spindly metal construct, looming in the light. ‘You’re okay.’ His voice refused to obey him, it sounded dirty, full of rust. He tried to sit up. ‘You’re back.’ 

			‘Of course I’m back.’ The old man grinned, extended a thin hand to help Proteus to his feet. He eyed the coin that now lay on the floor. ‘So are you, by the looks of it. Want some tea?’

			*

			Caph had no idea how long he’d sat in the dark.

			When he heard the bolt shoot back, though, he was on his feet, his heart stopping, his throat closed. Light cracked round the edge of the door, blinding him; he raised a hand to shield his eyes.

			But the figure was too slim to be Ganthar.

			He sat back down, almost shaking with relief.

			As his vision adjusted, he saw that it was an older man, dark of skin, and wearing the full robes of the ranking metallurgist. He bore a glasslight that lit his bald head to a gleam, and he had a sophistication of presence that rose from him like warmth. In his other hand, he carried the box that Caph had lost.

			His hands.

			‘Raife.’ Caph stared at him as he closed the door. 

			‘Caphen,’ the man returned politely, sketching him a half-bow. His voice was like dark silk, soft and deep, perfect. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you; I’ve been an admirer of your family’s work for a very long time. Something I deeply wanted to emulate, when I was a younger man.’ He smiled. 

			‘So what’s this now?’ It was harsh, and Caph didn’t care. ‘Empathy? Bribery?’ He folded his arms and glowered. ‘Let me the hells out of here.’

			‘You can leave whenever you choose.’ The man was still smiling. ‘I’m not here to threaten you, I’m here because I’d like your help.’ There was a sincerity to him that was touching, very human. ‘And I wanted to see if you’d… remembered anything.’

			Caph sighed. ‘I’ve told you—’

			‘The man who fought for you, who lost his face. He’s my… brother.’ Raife took Caph’s jaw in one hand and looked carefully at the bruising. ‘And I’ve been looking for him for a very long time.’ He smiled, the expression faintly chill. ‘He’s clever, and dangerous. He’s a masterful player, a musician of human emotion. He strums people like you’d play your zanyar. And he’s vanished into the crowds of Kier, and is proving impossible to find.’ His hands on Caph’s bruises were clinical, but he could feel the pain lessening. ‘Caphen, you know him. You and he have a powerful connection… and you’re going to tell me what that connection is.’ He paused, searching Caph’s face. ‘Please understand me: it’s critical that I track him down.’

			Caph pulled back from the contact, said, ‘I’m not doing anything until you tell me what the hells is going on.’

			‘The future,’ the man said, his smile spreading. ‘Your future, too, Caphen Talmar. I can heal your hands, fully and finally, give you back your music.’ He lifted the box, opened it, let it shine. ‘If you have the courage to let me.’

			Caph caught his breath; torn by an answer he had no way to give.

			‘Jularn’s craftsmanship is exquisite,’ the man continued, angling the box towards the light. ‘I was at the Academy with her, did she tell you? She was many years ahead of me, and I was in awe of her, lost in wonder at her skills. Yet I’ve gone further, fulfilled things even she has only dreamed about. She was right to send you here. You, Caph, you have a potential unequalled, a chance for your music to surpass everything this city has ever seen.’ The words were pure magic, but Caph didn’t understand what he meant. ‘Let me give you back your voice, your purpose. All the adulation you lack.’ He leaned forwards, his tones soft. ‘You deserve them, Caph, you know you do. Haven’t you suffered enough?’

			Caph stared at them. His own hands were clenched; suddenly aching for strings and skills they’d missed, for the ripple and flex of their lost dexterity, for the freedom that his playing had brought him. 

			‘Who are you?’ he said suddenly, looking up.

			 ‘Who I say I am,’ Raife said. ‘Thantar Velten Raife, years ago; now, yes, just ‘Raife’.’ He gave a short, graceful bow. ‘And you’re Caphen,’ he said. ‘With all of Artifice’s gifts behind you, whether you realise it or not.’ He closed the box with a snap, cutting off the shine of the actuators. In its place, he took a small bag from a pouch at his belt. ‘My family disowned me, did you know that? House Thantar are the oldest family of all, their line goes back to the first days after the Builders, when their servants took command of City Hall. And I know the secret of its power, how it sees everything, and how it keeps control. And I know how to break it.’ Smiling, he opened the bag, tipped the smallest amount of the substance onto his fingertip. ‘Change is coming, Caph, and swiftly – my family is nearly complete. And now, I have you…’ He smiled. ‘I have little patience with Ganthar’s brutality, but your skills, Caphen, I have such great things in store for you… Tell me how you know my brother, and you can have anything you wish.’

			*

			Back in his chair, skinny fingers wrapped round a bowl of tea, Austen had kicked off his boots and was sat, one thin leg outstretched, toes spread, inspecting a hole in his sock. 

			Proteus wondered where the old man had been.

			Pacing, rubbish underfoot, his own tea was forgotten on the table. He had a headful of information, too many questions, too many images, nothing he could completely trust. He could see the coin as it glittered on the table-top, its glass casting rainbows on the wall. He could feel Lyss’s death, crawling over his skin like it had skittered over the floor of her rooms – on little metal feet. He could feel the dirty metal serpent, the loss of his own mind.

			He could feel the loss of his own detachment, and confusion rising in its wake.

			He said, ‘You went outside?’ 

			But Austen didn’t reply. He drew the knee up and rested his chin upon it – watching Proteus out of shrewd, bright eyes. 

			He said, ‘I went looking for someone. A… ah… customer.’

			Proteus matched him, stare for stare. The old man didn’t like the outside; he’d not set foot beyond these rooms in ten years or more. The lies that Austen has told you. He wondered what Austen was hiding…

			Hiding in all of this junk.

			When the old man said nothing more, Proteus indicated the coin. ‘D’you know where this came from?’ He threw out the question like a fisherman’s line, a hook at its end. ‘Lyss was taken, Aus.’ It was a barb, an accusation. ‘Taken by people who tortured her, maybe to death.’ His voice twisted, and it was a moment before he could carry on. ‘And whoever they are, they knew her, they know me, and they know you.’ As if his control had abandoned him for good, he was glowering now, anger bristling across his shoulders. ‘You want to tell me what I’m missing?’

			Austen leaned forward and picked up the coin. He looked at it, and at the crystal it now contained, turning it over and over so that the lights played across his skin. Then he exhaled, sagged back like an empty sack, closed his eyes. ‘I warned you, Ro,’ he said. ‘I told you to be careful.’

			‘What is this? What the hells have I just blundered into?’ He was angry; his careful control was cracking. With an effort, he submerged the feelings of betrayal.

			‘What do you need to know?’ Austen said, his eyes still closed, ‘That the sun is older than the Builders? That Kei and Vei are real? What we’d find if we had the courage to leave our haven?’ He cracked one eye open, looked at Proteus from its corner. ‘Or that when I found you and Lyss, you weren’t alone?’

			Proteus stopped his pacing, like a man who walks along the cliffs at Vanchar and suddenly finds himself at their edge, staring a hundred feet down at the glass beach and the water. 

			He said nothing. Stone-dust trickled from the cracks in his childhood.

			Austen opened both eyes to look up at him. There was no fight in the old man, no defiance; he had an air of… inevitability, almost, as if he’d been expecting this. ‘I’ve told you the story many times, Ro, the story of the storm and the water clock.’ His gaze was old as rust, old as the red sun. ‘The story of every priest and doomsayer, decrying that Kei was angry with us for something-or-another, and was coming to destroy us.’ His smile was rueful. ‘And there you were, you and Lyss, crouched against the wall, tiny and lost, and very scared. You were homeless, scruffy, starving. And I saw you there, and I brought you back to Ivar. And all of that’s still true.’

			 ‘But there’s a background,’ Proteus said. ‘A ‘rest of the story’. 

			‘You were only onlookers, crouched on the outskirts,’ Austen said. ‘Nothing to do with what was really going on. In the square, there was a gang of other kids, some teenagers, a couple a little older than that. And there was a hell-rage to the storm…’ he was reciting it like a litany, ‘…and the city had never seen its like.’

			In the back of Proteus’s mind stirred a faint image, a ghost of a childhood memory: wind-torn sky, shattering tiles, metal creaking and screaming. He stayed where he was, staring at Austen.

			The old man went on, ‘They had a bonfire and a big dare and a lot of half-baked knowledge. They were making equations in the dirt, drinking and laughing. And they had no idea what the hells they were doing.’ He learned forward, though his eyes were still focused on the memory. ‘They were only playing, only pushing their boundaries, as kids will. But sometimes maybe Kei does listen; maybe that miner does dig too deep. And they summoned it, Ro, they called it up from the very hells themselves.’

			Proteus had a sudden chill, a very visual memory of Ebi’s little figures on the shelf in Jay’s office. He said, ‘There’s no such thing as a hellspirit—’

			‘Of course there is,’ Austen said. ‘And it came, and they couldn’t understand it, or control it. And it tore them to screaming pieces.’ His eyes flickered at the recollection. ‘Well, most of them.’

			Proteus was still staring at him, a rise of dread in his heart. He knew this; on some level, somewhere, he remembered this happening. 

			‘Three of them survived,’ Austen said. He met Proteus’s gaze, a red spark growing in the heart of his vision. ‘I tried to stop it, I tried…’

			A cloaked figure… a shadow, fighting…

			Proteus still stared at him, transfixed, trying to understand. He had too many questions, a multitude of loose ends pulled from a knot of incomprehension… 

			‘I faced it, the thing they’d summoned.’ Austen was talking like a confession. ‘But it fooled me, it broke into pieces, and the pieces fled. Hid themselves. And now…’ His eyes were bright now, scarlet-tinged and fierce; he turned to Proteus. ‘Ro, Proteus, my son. You need to tell me everything. Everything you’ve seen, everything you’ve found. Everything the eyes in the stone just showed you. I need to know who and what and where these people are. Because I’ve been waiting for this. They carry the pieces of the thing they summoned, and I need to find them.’

			‘Pieces?’ Proteus was still staring, still struggling to understand. ‘How can you fight a hellspirit? How do you face…?’ 

			Austen gave a grin, edged and nasty. ‘Age, mostly,’ he said. ‘And knowledge. And if I’m going to do it again, then I need information – everything you can tell me.’

			Proteus could feel the old man’s tension – its echoes coalesced into droplets of sweat on his skin. And it made him realise something else, a fear entirely of his own and of something that was far more real and immediate... that he’d made a mistake. He had stumbled right into the middle of something huge, something…

			Austen had told him to be careful.

			‘Hellsdammit, Aus.’ He said it like shock, like the city had tilted sideways and he was struggling to keep his balance. ‘What the hells is all this? I’m foundering here. You’re supposed to explain it to me…’ 

			Austen stood up, came to put a hand on Proteus’s shoulder, look into his face. It made Proteus feel like a regretful teenager, shamed by some unwise prank. His breath caught, and he faltered. ‘I know you told me just to watch – but I wanted to know about Lyss. I was only… looking for a way in, for answers. Same as I’ve always done.’ His voice pulled with shame. ‘They’ve got a… a creature, down there, like a great rusting beastie. It’s a construct, an icon that… got inside my head. The one time it mattered, really mattered, I—’

			‘I got us into this mess,’ Austen said. ‘And I have to fix it. Tell me what you can.’

			Proteus dropped his gaze, unable to speak. The image was burned into him: Ganthar, Anatar, Lyss, Caph. He wet his lips, managed to say it, ‘I lost control, lost my face. And they knew who I was, they recognised me.’ It was a confession. ‘I… I fled. I left Lyss, left Caph. I just ran.’

			‘Caph?’ Austen let go, his face cracking to a faint smile. ‘Was he there with you?’

			‘Of course not,’ Proteus said. ‘But they knew him too – he’s mixed up in all of this. Somehow. And I… I…’ 

			Austen said, very gently, ‘You fell in love with him.’ The words were amused, kind.

			‘Don’t be ridiculous.’ Proteus snapped the denial, broke away to pick up his tea.

			‘And don’t be ashamed,’ Austen told him. ‘It happens to all of us, if we’re lucky.’ His smile was almost wistful, a touch of a memory long-lost. ‘That person who touches your soul as well as your body, whose presence makes you catch light.’

			‘Leave it out, will you?’ He turned back to the attack. ‘You’re the one who told me not to trust anybody. This is all some huge hellsdamned mess and Lyss may be dead and I’m seeing things and you’ve just left your rooms for the first time in ten years…’ He drew in a breath; spread his hands wide and helpless. ‘Everything I understand is coming apart – people summoning hellspirits and who knows what else. And who did you even go and see, anyway?’

			But Austen was still smiling, a whisper of wisdom and gentleness that he rarely showed. Proteus glowered at him, and the smile broadened to a grin, the expression indicating that he wasn’t fooled for a second.

			Proteus said, ‘He cost me my face. If Caph’s anything, he’s a hellsdamned liability. And if I had half an ounce of sense, I’d drop him in the harbour. Be done with it.’

			Austen gave him a long amused look, then chuckled, let it pass and followed the change of subject. He said, ‘I’ve been tracking your friend Galeas.’

			‘Galeas was a customer?’ Proteus gave him a sharp glance. 

			‘I thought I knew the name,’ Austen told him. He sat back down and picked up his tea. ‘And if he was just a scrimshander, then I’m a Builder’s uncle.’ He grinned. ‘Why don’t you sit down and we’ll try and work this out?’

			*

			Raife had a fine metal powder in a soft drawstring bag, a bag he’d carefully opened in front of Caph.

			His attitude was conspiratorial. He said, ‘You probably know what this is without me telling you. Iron, mostly, a little copper, traces of cobalt, fluorine, manganese, selenium. It mimics the composition—’

			‘Of human blood,’ Caph said.

			‘Quite so.’ Raife smiled like a pleased teacher. ‘It has a scattering of other components, and some… ah… additions of my own.’

			Unable to help himself, Caph looked into the bag. It contained a fine, metallic glitter, oddly fascinating. He half-expected Raife to tell him some distillation-horror-story about its creation, but he only pulled the bag open further, so that Caph could see clearly.

			‘This,’ he said softly, ‘is the herald of the real change.’ He shook the bag. ‘You’re the metallurgist, you should understand.’

			Raife had touched a finger to the dust. Following the gesture, Caph did likewise, lifted it to the glasslight, and rubbing at it. It glittered on his skin, like tiny points of stars.

			Raife closed the bag, and stood up. ‘Have a think about what you’ve seen,’ he said. ‘And what I can do for you. I’ll come back in a while, and see if you’ve had any… insight.’

			He left the light, and closed the door.

			Caph wondered what the hells he’d meant.

			But before long, he found himself thinking about his music, about his performance at City Hall. He could hear the piece he’d played, complex and classical, music leftover from the Builders themselves and a score he’d adapted himself. He found he was caught by his own dreams, filled with a craving to be what he’d once been, a need to break through his silence and play with enough passion to bring the whole city to listen… he could feel the resonance of it in the stone, the surge and the swell of it…

			Adulation, Raife had said. And maybe there was truth in that, too – a need for attention, or for validation, or to feel valuable. 

			He found he had the actuators back on his hands, their wires trailing, and all he could hear and see and feel was the sound he could make with them. They were agile, had a swiftness and precision to them that even his fingers could never have matched; his mind soaring, he held the imaginary zanyar in his lap. He closed his eyes and let his touch ripple over strings that were not there. He sang the tune, wordless in its woven harmonies; he felt and lived it, tried to remember its rise and fall, the rhythm and pulse in his blood. He had existed within it; he remembered that much, he’d been lost to himself, to the city entire as it had carried him away…

			He felt as through the room were listening. As though the great metal serpent he’d seen was coiled and watching him. As though the music reverberated in the stone, in the sprawling metal monster of the Caphen machine. He lost the time, lost the fear, lost everything but the music.

			And when the rush finally began to fade, he couldn’t bear it. Like the world was suddenly black and white after being full colour, monotone after its voiceless song, he was broken and bereft all over again, and it was almost too much.

			But he understood. Oh yes, he understood all right.

			The play Raife had made was bitterly, poignantly clear – tell me who the man was, and I will give you back your life. Refuse, and…

			The threat of Ganthar returned. He lifted the useless metal hands to the light; curled them into fists.

			Next time, it won’t just be your fingers I’ll leave broken.

			With a spasm of anger, he pulled them off and threw them down, left them like delicately tangled metal spiders. He wished, he wished, that he had Raife’s answer, that he could watch as they were wired to his nerves, as they came alive. That he could take his new hands home and say ‘Look! They work!’ He wished he could pick up the zanyar in his father’s study; maybe even stay at the University until he could teach, as well as play, be a patron to the building as his sister was to the upper city Theatre…

			He found himself biting his lip. For a moment, it was all overwhelming, not real, too real, a heap of huge rock like the crater itself, and something he had no idea how to climb. Everything had gone wrong, and it had all landed him here, trapped in this room, his face all swollen, without as much as a bucket to piss in, held hostage against an answer he had no way to give.

			He leaned down, picked up the actuators and shook them like captured prey.

			He wished he knew who the man had been, the man who’d had enough skill and power to break Ganthar’s nose, and had got his ass kicked for his trouble. He’d been fast, strong. He’d have taken anyone but bloody Ganthar to pieces.

			Anyone…

			By the hells.

			Caph lowered the actuator, staring at nothing. 

			By every hell and spirit.

			Because there, there in the silence, there in the cold stone space of that little room, he had suddenly understood something.

			Something monumental.

			That man – Ganthar had beaten him. Had slammed him backwards, relentless, blow after blow; the man had been blocking them, but they’d hit him anyway, cracking at his face and shoulders, beating him down.

			He’d been good, whoever he was, fearless and fierce. But not good enough. He couldn’t have won.

			Couldn’t have stopped it.

			Couldn’t have ‘stood up to him’.

			By…

			Caph was on his feet, actuator forgotten. The memory was suddenly sharp, so close – he and Ganthar had fought about his music often, about how it took up too much of his time. Pure jealousy. 

			And now, for the very first time, Caph was staring at a truth he’d never dared acknowledge – he genuinely understood that there was nothing he could have done. That he wasn’t weak, or helpless, or less than a man, or not trying hard enough. That he didn’t need to be ashamed. That he couldn’t have stopped what had happened to him. That there was no way he could have fought back, ‘stood up for himself’.

			That it wasn’t his fault. 

			The understanding was huge, overwhelming. And it felt like a release, like the sun coming up over the wall of the caldera, lighting his skin as he closed his eyes to welcome the warmth. It made him fall back onto the boxes, made him pull his hands back on and stretch them to the light like hope. 

			It wasn’t his fault.

			None of it.

			He still had no answers, and if Ganthar was coming for him, then there was nothing he could do.

			But, for the first time in two years, he was able to stop blaming himself. 

		


		
			
CHAPTER 13: FORTUNE

			Distracted and not paying attention, the hand on his shoulder caught Proteus by surprise.

			‘Sir? Your tag.’

			Back in Aden’s familiar ink, his scruffy hair hanging loose past his ears, Proteus halted in the shadow of the district gate. His surprise was momentary; he lifted his wrist, gave his name and district and destination.

			Nodding at him, the young officer let go, and waved him though.

			‘Thank you, sir. Enjoy the harbour.’

			‘Yeah,’ he said, ‘I will.’

			He crossed under the archway with reflexive confidence, but the shock of the failure bothered him. It felt symbolic, somehow, as if even his quintessential skills were being steadily eroded. His skin crept with the feet of little, metal insects.

			He had to end this. Cloudglass had Lyss, they wanted him, they threatened Austen. Hellspirits were real; Austen had faced one. And now it was returning, and Proteus needed all of the knowledge he could find.

			‘Listen,’ Austen had told him. ‘We’re running out of time.’ The old man had picked up Lyss’s ring, had looked into the eyes of the stone for himself. He hadn’t spoken of what he’d seen, but it had brought him to his feet with his expression grim and all the resolution of a newly forged blade. ‘And you’re right, if they know where I am, they’re going to pay me a visit. And soon.’ His tone was dark. ‘So: I want everything you can put together. After what I’ve just told you, I want everything you can get on Galeas and the drug. Everything you can get on Ganthar, Anatar and Raife. Go to Caphen, get everything you can out of him, too. Metallurgical theory, the secrets of City Hall, the lot. All your skills, Ro, everything I’ve ever taught you – it comes down to this. Raife and his friends – they were the kids at the fire, the ones who survived. They hold the pieces of the summoned spirit. And we need enough information to know what they’re going to do next.’

			‘And where are you going?’

			‘I’m getting the hells out of here, for a start.’ He’d grinned, all smoke and filth. ‘Meet me at the Torquar Theatre in thirty-six hours. At dawn, just after the gates open.’ He’d closed his hand around the crystal, as if he could shatter it to powder with his grip alone. ‘If we’ve got enough info, we go in. If not, we wait and we watch. And no messing it up this time.’

			And Proteus had looked at him, at his focus and energy and resolve, and it had somehow made it worse. The old man had faced a hellspirit – he was different and unfamiliar, the faith of years somehow betrayed. And Proteus couldn’t trust his mentor, his childhood, his training, his face or his detachment…

			Hells, he couldn’t even walk through a hellsdamned gate without getting stopped.

			As he ventured towards Vowen harbour, though, on route to the first of his contacts, he found his attention caught by something else. 

			In amongst the chaos, he’d forgotten about the Selection, and now it all returned in a rush – the streets of the harbourside had changed almost beyond recognition. Gone were the huddled figures of the deprived and homeless; gone the whores who’d lounged at the wall-sides and called to passing opportunity. Gone was the cocky loiter of the sharp-eyed dealer and her casual enforcer; gone the beggar with his hands held out. Many of the buildings were now sealed and eyeless, denied to all; others were being pulled down. Still more were re-occupied, and not by the locals. Even the lurkers’ graffiti-dawn symbols were missing.

			And this wasn’t just Claisal’s property – more than one high family owned property down here. City Hall was taking the official opportunity to rid itself of the deprived, the vagrant, and to clean up the illegal trade of the wharfside…

			Now, instead of the blanket-huddled poor, there were greycoats wherever he looked. They were armed with long blades and patrolling in pairs and threes, sharp and relentless. In some places moved the robed figures of the local council, or officious men and women who bore the nine-pillared brooch of City Hall. Some of the smaller thoroughfares were cut off completely, and at the end of one tumbledown street he saw three figures holding a man against the wall, a thin child huddled at their feet. They were angry, and the child was crying.

			Proteus paused, stopped by an odd pang of conscience – but Aden had no rank or authority, and the risk of apprehension was too strong. As the figures pressed the man closer, blades drawn, Proteus turned and he walked away, abandoning scene and conscience both.

			He didn’t wait to listen to the end.

			Instead, he took two more corners and stopped at a familiar, silent doorway. 

			His quiet knock brought no answer. When he knocked louder, there was a curse and a shamble, then the crash of someone tripping over something. 

			The door cracked an inch, and stopped.

			‘Aden.’ A surprised Ebi blinked out at him. She was blanket-bundled, her hair awry and her face all creased with sleep. ‘What do you want?’ She made no move to let him in. 

			‘Ebi.’ He glanced back at the roaming greycoats. ‘Bad time, I guess. Sorry. Can I come in?’

			‘Jay’s not here,’ she said. Her voice was tight with fear; she went to close the door on him. He moved a foot and stopped it.

			‘Where is he? Will he be back?’

			She paused, glaring. Eventually, she said, the words a challenge, ‘The greycoats took him. They closed the station, confiscated the ledgers, everything. They said he was smuggling substances from the Hospital, selling them, treating people without the proper approval. I was half the night trying to find out what they did with him.’

			‘Shit.’ Proteus moved his foot, his startlement genuine. ‘Ebi, he’s my friend.’ The words were almost genuine. ‘If I can help…’

			She eyed him a moment longer, then opened the door and stepped back.

			Checking back for curious greycoats, he ducked into the gloom.

			Jay’s rooms were lazy and lived in, almost unchanged from the last time he’d been here. A huge painting of Kei and Vei curled on one wall, a line of shelves occupied another, still laden with the ledgers and medical bottles from the Hospital. The guards, it seemed, had not yet raided the house. A scatter of figures sat by the fireplace – Ebi’s, he guessed, as he’d not seen them before – and a brass urn overflowed with the smoked ends of reeds.

			She rounded on him, bristling with confrontation. ‘Why are you here?’

			Proteus managed Aden’s rascal grin, and flumped onto a cushion with an innocuous confidence that he really didn’t feel. He’d come to follow up on what Austen had told him about Galeas and the drug – but Jay had gone. Aden’s friend, someone Proteus had known for three years and more… the greycoats could not have taken a more unlikely criminal.

			And the loss bothered him. Like Caph, like Lyss, like his failure at the gate. Like Austen…

			It all wound through him like creeper; it was becoming harder and harder to untangle himself from his emotions and think clearly.

			He said, ‘You know if they took him into protection? They didn’t…’ He let the sentence hang.

			Ebi shook her head. ‘Too well connected,’ she said. Her tone was fierce. ‘But he’s one of the lucky ones. So many of the faces from the station, the people we’ve fed and taken care of… they just didn’t come back. Jay started asking questions. And then he didn’t come back either. When I tried to find out what he’d done, they threatened me.’

			Proteus said, ‘You’re safe, Ebi, and that’s good.’ Somehow, the weave of words that usually came so easily to him felt clumsy, forced. He tried again. ‘You stay that way. Do you have anywhere else you can go? Away from here?’

			She glowered at him. ‘You ever loved someone? Really loved someone? I’m not deserting him—’

			‘No, and neither am I.’ He offered a faint smile. ‘But I do have at least one friend in a high enough place to help.’

			She blinked at him.

			‘His name’s Caphen.’ He grinned with as much reassurance as he could muster – whether he spoke to Caph or not, Ebi needed to believe him. ‘And I can at least ask.’

			She stared at him. ‘Caphen… Do you think he would?’

			‘I don’t know. But…’ He shrugged. ‘I don’t have too many friends, and Jay matters to me too.’

			She nodded, her relief and hope so radiant that he felt slightly guilty, then she dropped onto the cushion opposite like something had given way. With a hand that shook, she reached into a leather roll for a smokereed. She said, ‘If he could…’

			‘He’s a good guy, I’m sure he will.

			She nodded, biting her lip. He gave a moment to gather herself, then said, ‘But maybe you can help me with something.’ At her curious look, he went on, ‘I wanted to ask you about our friend Galeas.’

			‘What about him?’

			Proteus raised an eyebrow in request, then picked up one of her smokereeds, and outlined what Austen had told him the previous evening. ‘Ebi, Galeas had a forged tag. He wasn’t a scrimshander, he was a moneylender, with contacts all across the merchants’ and artisans’ districts.’ And now, he let the urgency into this voice. ‘I don’t think he was just some unlucky recipient – I think Galeas was the distributor.’

			‘So?’

			‘So,’ he said, ‘I think this stuff is spread wider than we realised.’ He thought about the crowd at Cloudglass. ‘Maybe a lot wider.’

			‘Jay never got the sample back from the Hospital,’ Ebi said. ‘But we did have one other case before they shut the station.’ At his look, she went on, ‘Another merchant, very senior, very superstitious. She died the same way. She claimed the spirits were speaking to her, that they’d marked her for some ‘glorious purpose’—’

			‘The spirits were speaking to her,’ Proteus said. He was nodding somehow unsurprised. ‘It makes sense: Galeas was a moneylender, and you said he dreamed of wealth. This woman dreamed of the spirits’ touch.’ And Lyss… He lit the reed, unable to believe that he hadn’t realised this before. ‘So, what if this stuff gives you what you want the most? Grants your dreams, if you like? Who could resist that?’ He snorted. ‘And if Galeas had that much reach in the merchants’ districts, maybe he knew exactly the right people to target…’

			The people who’d follow Cloudglass, he finished the thought silently. It would explain why the drug had not been seen at harbour, or at the wharf – Galeas had not been selling, he’d been buying, and what he’d been buying had been loyalty.

			Ebi said nothing. She sat with her reed in her hand, smoke curling from her fingers.

			Proteus watched her, trying to gauge his next step. ‘You’ve gone all quiet.’

			She met his gaze, held it. Then she said, her voice tight, ‘What is all this? What the hells are you involved in?’

			He let out his breath, considering, giving ground. ‘Honestly? I don’t know,’ he said. ‘But I’m trying to understand something.’ He blew smoke, a thoughtful plume. ‘Is there anything else you can tell me? About the drug, about…?’ It ended in spread hands.

			She shook her head, frowning. Then she looked up and him and said, ‘I could cast for you again? If you wanted?’

			He stared at her. It wasn’t the answer he had come here looking for, but hells, she’d been right once. 

			‘Okay.’ He heard himself say it. ‘Why not?’

			*

			Caph was half-dozing, uncomfortably on the boxes, when the door clanked unlocked and slammed open.

			He started and scrambled to his feet, his back stiff and his heart pounding, but it still wasn’t Ganthar.

			It was Anatar. 

			Her expression was bleak. ‘It’s your lucky day,’ she said. ‘In more ways than one. The morning has passed and the criers are come to the steps of Kier. It seems City Hall has issued an edict.’ Her smile was rich and dark. ‘And it demands the presence of house Caphen.’

			‘Oh, you’re joking…’ Caph stared. In the middle of everything else, this was about the last thing he needed.

			‘Hardly,’ she said. ‘The Selection hasn’t yet been formally called – but the rest is academic. You and your family are required to attend for your Assessment, and then to join the Assembly for the observation of your assets. All, as they say, will be revealed.’

			Assembly. He didn’t manage the word aloud.

			She tapped her cane. ‘Not even Raife can keep you out of City Hall,’ she said. ‘At least… not yet.’ She stood back to let him out of the door, her expression edged. ‘And keeping you here would be far too much of a risk. But.’ She tapped the cane. ‘Please understand that I will be sending an escort with you, all the way into the upper city. And you can be sure, Caphen Talmar, that Ganthar will be at the Assembly, and that he’ll be watching you.’ Her cane tapped out the threat as she stood back to let him go. ‘Watching you very closely.’

			*

			‘Before I do this, are you going to tell me what all this is about?’ Ebi asked.

			From in among the cushions, she’d retrieved the bag that contained her little figures – dozens of them, by the size, perhaps one for every spirit and every hell. She’d handled it with a careful reverence, laying it down between them.

			Proteus said, ‘I can’t do that, Ebi, I’m sorry. But I’ll take any info you can give me.’

			‘Info?’ The word made her smile. ‘I’m not a seer, Ad, and I don’t have some magical key.’ He watched her, his curiosity caught by more than just the need for answers – there was more to Ebi than he’d realised. ‘I can’t solve your life’s crisis, or pull answers out of thin air. If I were in the market, I’d glean what I could from your clothing, your conversation, and I’d interpret that knowledge in the light of which figure I withdrew. In short, I’d give appropriate suggestions, and your needs and wants and fears would do the rest.’

			‘But you can’t do that here?’

			She didn’t answer him. ‘You can ask me three questions,’ she said ‘Clear in your own mind as well as clearly spoken. For each, I’ll draw one figure. I can’t conjure you a miracle solution, but they may give you guidance, or confidence in a decision, and enable you to find that solution for yourself. Does that make sense?’

			He grinned. ‘Perfectly.’

			‘And then I want you out.’ Her tone was flat. ‘I’ve got enough to deal with. Whatever it is you’re up to, I don’t want the greycoats tracking it here.’

			He nodded, and she went on, ‘Okay. So you have a think for a minute, and make sure that you know what you want to ask me. And then tell me when you’re ready.’

			Questions tumbled, as if he’d been granted three wishes and didn’t know what he wanted the most. But he let out his breath and his worries, and tried to pinpoint the right words, the insights that he needed.

			He said, ‘Where’s Lyss?’

			Ebi drew a figure from the bag, held it up. It was obsidian, a little carven skull.

			Proteus felt his heart shrink.

			‘Oeir,’ she said. ‘The traditional face of Death, or of waiting in line for your particular hell to be assigned. Oeir is the indicator of the ways, the judge.’ She flickered a smile. ‘She doesn’t indicate death, she just points it out. To me, she suggests… limbo.’

			Proteus nodded, feeling a chill shiver go through his blood. Again, Ebi’s accuracy was uncanny.

			She said, ‘Ask again.’

			Proteus thought about it, then said, ‘What’s Cloudglass? What’s actually down there?’

			She drew the second figure from the bag, this one a face of glass, its mouth open. It was completely transparent.

			‘Lasseh,’ she said. ‘Truth. Usually seen a ‘good’ spirit, but a hell all of his own. Truth can be brutal, stark and more than we can handle. Lasseh can be used as a weapon, or as a personal justification. He can strip us of our comforting illusions, the lies we tell ourselves, and he takes a pleasure in inflicting his understanding.’

			Proteus looked at the light as it caught in the little figure. 

			‘In response to your question,’ Ebi said, ‘I can’t tell you specifics, but I would say that you’re very close to where you’re going, very close to the answers, but that the result…’

			‘May be too much?’

			‘May be too much.’

			Proteus leaned back, looking at the figures. His nervousness flickered again.

			A shadow passed the window. Ebi said, ‘You don’t have to have a third question, if that’s enough.’

			‘No, I….’ Proteus stopped. He’d had a specific question in mind, but now wondered whether he should ask it – whether it would give too much away. Perhaps he should ask, instead, about the Selection? And somewhere, some ludicrous teenage part of him wanted to ask about Caph – does he, did he?

			But this was no time for foolishness. No, he needed to know more about what Austen had told him. He needed…

			He wanted to know who he was.

			And that thought rose so fast it consumed the room, the cushions, the cross-legged from of Ebi. Suddenly, more than anything, he wanted to ask ‘Who am I?’

			It came so close that his lips parted under the pressure, it escaped him in a soundless sigh of smoke. 

			Ebi watched him, understanding. She said, very softly, ‘Ask.’

			‘I don’t know what to--’

			‘You’re afraid?’

			‘Yes.’ It was perhaps the most honest thing he’d ever said.

			‘Would you like the third figure drawn?’

			Proteus paused, ‘I… I don’t know.’

			Slowly, still studying Proteus with that odd intensity, Ebi shook the bag. She said, ‘Ask.’

			‘I’ve got too many questions,’ he told her, trying to grin. 

			‘Go on.’

			He took a breath, the risk, the opportunity. ‘Do you believe in hellspirits?’

			Hand halfway into the bag, Ebi paused. ‘What?’ Her voice was chill. ‘Is that your question?’

			He shrugged. ‘No, I just… wanted to know.’ He tried to make the statement into a joke. ‘I want to know if they’re real.’

			Ebi put the bag down, said, ‘They’re real enough – though perhaps they exist within us and not without.’ Her tone was dangerous. He could hear her alarm, and the cushions between them seemed to have become treacherous with sudden traps. ‘You thinking of summoning one?’

			That made him laugh. ‘Hardly.’

			She searched his face, then relaxed, but only slightly. ‘Ask your question.’ 

			He said, almost under his breath, ‘What happens next?’

			Ebi pulled the third figure from the bag, holding it concealed. 

			‘Interesting,’ she said. She was watching his face, her gaze sharp, her hand closed around the little figure. ‘This is Viluy; though he has other names. He – or she – is a deceiver, a player of games, a master manipulator. A spirit whose face suits whatever company they’re in, whatever is the most expedient…’ She tailed off, as if waiting, but he said nothing, so she continued, ‘Viluy is usually thought of as ‘evil’, but he can bring good if it will benefit him in some way.’ She held it out on her palm, and Proteus stared at it, his face grey as ash.

			The little figure was carved from bone, but it carried a vicious and powerful emotion that seemed to focus the room around it. And it had a dozen faces, all of them stretched in terrible pain, and all of them trying to pull away, or apart, from the main body. 

			And she said to him, ‘Is that the answer you wanted?’

			*

			Bruised and stained and dirty and exhausted, the Cloudglass goon at his shoulder like a shadow, Caph came at last to the peak of the city’s rising spiral, and the nine headless pillars of City Hall.

			This was the heart of the caldera, the great hope crafted by the Builders, ten thousand years before. And it was beautiful, it towered over him, intricate and dizzying, wrought with writhing stone creatures that seemed almost to move, to crave freedom from their prison of millennia. City Hall was visible from any place on the water, an icon of power that none could ever fail to witness; it knew all things, and it governed with efficiency so ruthless that it controlled the movement and coinage and cargo of every man and woman in the city. 

			It also held, very closely, to the secrets of its own power.

			In the fore garden, great abstract metalworks stood as though they had been grown there, tributes to the Builders’ impossible skills.

			They made Caph think of Artifice and the mining machine.

			At the gate, the greycoats saluted him, their faces impassive. He was given an armed escort, wordless and marching, to take him along the last and highest of the city’s walkways, marching pillars at either side, and the whole design of the servants’ districts laid out in flawless pattern below. 

			City Hall was magnificent.

			And it was utterly, ghoulishly cold. 

			He told himself he was imagining it – he’d had every hell of a night. And he’d not felt it the last time, four years previously, when he’d played his zanyar for the high families. He’d been a city luminary, then, young and bright and utterly naïve, the protégé of his University…

			And all too interested in himself.

			And now, he was a mess, again, his clothing creased, his face still hurting despite Raife’s touch. As he came to join his family, they stared at him, silently horrified. His mother raised her chin, tight-lipped, his father stood upright, obviously furious. Bectar was there, immaculately turned out in a jacket and waistcoat of a slightly more shaped cut that his own, and with them stood Darrah, his hair and face as flawless as ever. He shot Caph a single look, and turned away. 

			The greycoats that stood by the gate to the inner garden were stone-faced. They stared straight ahead, saying nothing. 

			Jularn took his elbow, drew him to one side. ‘Did you see Raife?’ she asked him, her voice low. She was still pale from her ordeal at the mines, but this was as much her moment as it was her husband’s, and Caph knew she wouldn’t have missed it. She wore the robes of her skills and office, the full cloth weight of the ranking metallurgist.

			‘I saw him,’ Caph said. He had no time for explanations; the family would be called any moment. 

			‘And?

			‘He made the offer,’ Caph said. ‘But it came with a price.’ He looked at her, searching for their previous closeness. He wanted her help, her support – he wanted to understand everything, but she seemed very austere and far away. ‘Who is he? Raife, I mean? How did he learn…?’

			‘I told you.’ Jularn studied the contusions on his face, but made no remark. ‘We were at the Academy together.’

			‘He lost his family name, didn’t he?’ Caph said. ‘Why? What did he do?’

			Bec hissed, ‘Sssh!’

			The door opened, and a gaudily uniformed servitor offered them a short bow. ‘House Caphen,’ he said. ‘Be welcome in City Hall. Today is a time for celebration, and for new beginnings. Truth lies within. You are Invited. Will you come?’

			And Kolmarch stepped forwards, his family around him, and said the words he’d waited a lifetime to say, ‘We will come.’

		


		
			
CHAPTER FOURTEEN: POWER

			‘House Caphen.’

			High at the city’s apex, the air was cold and slow, and red clouds drifted across the sun. The nine pillars of City Hall rose like blood-stained shadows, tall enough to make your head spin. Awash with exhilaration and dread, Caph walked slowly down a long curve of decorous stairway, his parents in front of him, his sister at his side like a bodyguard. And as they descended, sedate as a funeral procession, the uniformed crier called their names. The swirl of people below them stopped to give a moment of applause. 

			Quiet music chimed alongside the calls of soaring birds. 

			Bec’s hand twitched for her absent blade. ‘You ready for this?’ 

			‘Not even slightly.’

			Caph was drained, dirty, and he’d not had the chance to go home. He was trying to forget his bruised face, his split lip, his overnight ordeal, the fact that he would be stared at by everyone present – this whole thing just felt ever more unreal. The tease of music sounded like Raife’s temptation; the memories of the Caphen machine rumbled a bass counterpoint in his head. If he actually stopped to assimilate what had happened, it was all too much, too crazy - Anatar, Ganthar, the man with no face. His hands hurt like pure nervousness, and he kept wondering if this might just be the end – if formal Selection would just solve all of this and make it go away.

			Yet he still gripped the little metal box as if it was the only thing he really wanted.

			The final courtyard waited, eager as a predator. It was dazzling, bright with mosaic and decorated with impossible sculptures of metal and glass that caught the sunlight and threw it back in a dazzle of colour. Caphen blue-and-gold hung from the unlit lamps – bunting, fluttering like mockery. Though it was early, wide tables rested with wine and elbows and there were a series of dancing fountains, their spray wind-blown and sparkling.

			The four of them, Darrah following them like a footman, came to the bottom of the stairs as it they’d arrived at Judgment, the first level of hell.

			‘Smile, Tal,’ Bec reminded him. 

			In amongst the bruises, he stuck the right expression to his face.

			As if they saw his fakery, the birds cried and lifted away, silhouettes headed for the distant wall of the crater.

			The noose of insincerity closed round them. The perfect women, their perfect men. The congratulations, the elegantly hollow conversations, the pointless, refined queries where no-one listened to the answers, only cared that they’d asked the right questions…

			No, the mines were quite operational thank you. Just an accident, all resolved. Yes, his hands were much better and he would be playing again, in time.

			Bec caught snide queries about her lack of a husband; her expression clouded to thunderous.

			Caph caught a couple of his own; carefully hooked remarks, all swathed in silk. You should meet my nephew, Caphen, he’s about your age… He controlled an urge to snap back, or to scratch and scratch and scratch at the too-tight collar of his shirt. In the mines, looking at his family’s power and history, he’d wanted to come here, wanted to pick up the weight of his name and it everything it stood for. But this? This charming, empty dishonesty?

			He wondered where he would’ve been, if he’d walked out after all. If he’d taken the other direction. Down there, over the edge of the courtyard’s wall, all the way out at the wharfside…

			But Aden was too far away now, the memory only wistful.

			‘It’s like a bloody circus up here.’ Bec interrupted the thought, her hand on his arm. ‘Good thing we know how to perform.’ The reminder was deliberate, and he knew it. He stood upright, ready for the games.

			People caught their attention, waylaid them, hampered their progress with discussion about the Selection, with requests for favours or reminders of favours done. This woman was a guildmistress, and their patronage would be well worth their time; this man was a craftmaster and wanted metals for his work. He could offer them much in return, he said, trade-routes and insights and tap-of-the-nose connections. Kolmarch caught them all, flawlessly polite, carefully neutral, promising nothing. And Caph admired his father’s sheer skill as he navigated waters more treacherous than anything below.

			They moved across the courtyard, the hellish clouds ahead of them partying to finally let the morning sun break free.

			Caph was too weary for this, overwhelmed; dazzled by the sunlight, he swiftly found himself struggling with it all, with the need and the greed and the outright bribery, with the pure, wanton falsehood of this well-heeled crowd…

			‘Caphen. Please, let me offer my congratulations.’

			Dion Ganthar had donned full household finery, blade at his hip. There was no sign of his broken nose; he looked phenomenal, the epitome of authority and grace. Jularn greeted him warmly, kissing his cheek with genuine affection. 

			‘Ganthar. How lovely to see you.’ 

			‘And you, ma’am.’ His manners were exceptional. ‘It’s been far too long.’

			‘It had indeed.’ Jularn arced an eyebrow at him, then at her son. ‘I realise you two have had your differences, but I trust that’s all water under the bridge. Perhaps you should come to dinner?’

			Caph drew himself up, fury rising. His mother’s need for the Dion name was just too much.

			 ‘I’d like that.’ Ganthar turned to grip Caph’s shoulder, meet his gaze with a smile. ‘Perhaps you and I can find a moment to talk. After the Invitation.’

			Caph said, as polite as he could manage, ‘I’m not much for talking, I’m afraid. Probably the split lip.’

			‘Nonsense.’ Jularn said, cutting him off with a warning hand on his back. ‘He’d be delighted. You two have a lot of catching up to do.’

			‘Of course.’ Ganthar gave them a polite half-bow, caught Caph’s gaze, just for a moment, then turned to greet the older woman in Thantar colours who was hovering at his elbow.

			They moved on. Caph’s noted his father’s thundercloud expression, his sister’s alarmed eyebrow.

			 More people moved towards them. Kolmarch, polite but firm, held up a hand to halt the boldest ones. House Caphen reached the far end of the courtyard, the rise of City Hall now directly above them, and seeming to spin against the clouds. Beneath its towers, the short steps led down into its dark and silent belly. A uniformed greycoat stood at the doors, but they were still closed.

			Caph had been here once before, the day he’d played his zanyar for the families Elect.

			But there was no music today – only the soft strings of the quintet behind him. Today, on the doors’ far side, was the truth of the city’s governance, the true secret behind City Hall’s power.

			And he had the strongest feeling it was going to resemble the machinery of the mines more than it did the needs and people of the city around it.

			*

			The spread of evening shadow swallowed the harbourside. Wearily, Proteus ducked out of Ebi’s home and headed back for the gate to Ivar. He had Aden’s face still on, and at least some answers – but that final, drawn figure hovered like a shadow, its multiple faces struggling in a merged and silent scream.

			Viluy.

			It hadn’t helped.

			He was still analysing the pieces, trying to understand. Cloudglass were a conspiracy; they’d set themselves as champions of freedom, resisting the control of City Hall. And they’d used Galeas, and maybe others like him, to target specific supporters and to secure their loyalty – and funding. 

			That much made sense. 

			Proteus also understood, now, why Dion Ganthar had been down there. If Raife, Anatar and Ganthar himself were the three survivors of the storm, then they carried the parts of the hellspirit that Austen had faced.

			The immediate conclusion was simple: Cloudglass intended to use the spirit to break the control of City Hall, but Proteus had no idea how. At a guess Raife’s plan had something to do with the great metal serpent that had risen above the stage…

			Turning the information over, he walked swiftly, head down and staying to the main roads – not ducking through the smugglers’ routes, now all overrun with greycoats. Even so, it was quiet, out here; the evening streets were as deserted as an empty breath. It even smelled different: no reedsmoke, no cheap scent, no spilled spirits. The scatter of guards eyed him coldly, but they made no attempt to stop him.

			He ducked away from them, from the eyes and the fear and threat of brutality, from the question he was asking, even as if the changes in the districts around him reflected the changes in himself.

			Viluy’s many faces screamed at him.

			And he wondered, with a twinge of fear, what Ebi had foretold.

			*

			At last, the crier called for them. His announcement seemed to tumble to the courtyard and roll like a boulder; its echoes rebounded from the towers above.

			The crowd had thinned – many of the other families were already in place to await Caphen’s formal arrival. With a sound like rock cracking, the great, carved double doors swung slowly open.

			Caph saw his father tense, saw him take his wife’s hand. They exchanged a single look, magical and youthful and entirely private, a dream they’d shared and built together, something they’d worked towards for nearly half a century. He dropped his gaze, touched, and not wanting to intrude.

			Beside him, Bec solidly exhaled her nervousness.

			The doors thudded fully open. Beyond waited a long throat of darkness, a faint gleam somewhere at its far end. Caph wanted to loosen the neck of his shirt, but Darrah touched his shoulder. ‘Sir. Give me those.’

			He turned, surprised. The house manager indicated the box, still clutched in his hand. ‘You can’t take those in with you.’

			‘You’re not coming in?’

			‘I’m not actually Caphen, sir, if you remember.’ There was a hint of bitterness to his tone. ‘City Hall is for the families Elect only. I will await you here.’

			Understanding something without conscious realisation – there was too much else on his mind – Caph passed him the box. Then he turned, and followed his family – in through the heavy, stone doors.

			And then down. 

			Down the carved stone passageway, walls etched in the Builders’ angled symbols, the same ones that he’d seen at the mines; down the slow incline and into the very beating heart of the Builders’ haven, into the hollow that was City Hall itself.

			And into a room that was vastly, impossibly bigger than the courtyard on the outside. 

			He caught his breath, heard it echo in the stone.

			The Assembly was a descending shaft, lined all around in stalls of seating. It was lit by ancient glasslights, all recessed in the whorled patterns in the ceiling. Around them, there were faces, images, carved into the outer walls, dead eyes following them as they walked, and staring far, far down at the unseen floor below. And in places, there stood grey, metal constructs, faceless, ominous and patient. These were the Builders’ original ‘greycoat’ guards, exquisite, metallic craftings perhaps brought with them from the Outside. To Caph, they looked in surprisingly good order, as if they would whir from their resting places and put every man and woman in the place to the sword.

			He wondered what could make them move, or if, like the trams, that skill had been forgotten.

			The five families Elect, however, paid them little attention. They were already here – Thantar, merchant masters with their feather emblem; Dion, Ganthar among them, many of them in military uniform. And the others: Enshar, Wingar, Yannsar. Every family was larger than Caphen – brothers, sister, aunts, uncles, grandparents – but even then, the people seemed lost in the sheer size of City Hall itself. 

			It had been forty years since the previous Selection, and the one before that had been almost a century earlier. It occurred to Caph that none of these people had ever tasted anything but power and extreme wealth; they issued edicts and demanded taxes, but they had guilds and district councils and property managers to do their real work for them. Many of them had never left the dizzying heights of the upper city. 

			He wondered if any of the city’s elite had actually seen the wharf, or travelled even as far as Kier, had as much as crossed the river…

			But the dead eyes stared down, and they told him nothing. 

			Wordlessly, the waiting families all rose to their feet, the rustle of acoustics making the hairs prickle on Caph’s arms. He half-expected someone to step forwards, to say something, to offer some resonant greeting, but the Assembly stood still, all gazes on house Caphen as they came to the front of their own balconied stall. 

			And then waited.

			Puzzled, his flesh creeping, Caph glanced at his father, but Kolmarch’s chin was lifted, and his expression was closed. Despite the empty seats, the shaft felt suddenly suffocating, too full, laden with layers of history, with expectation, with watching and judging.

			And then, Caph could hear it, hear it at last: the pulse of the stone. The resonance, the almost musical breathing he couldn’t hear at the Caphen house, he could hear it in here. As if the stone itself were alive, as if he were present in its very throat.

			It is, he reminded himself, his thoughts briefly on the mines. It always has been.

			The lights rose, stretched all the way down. At the bottom, the open circle of floor was cold, and unadorned. 

			No secret, no power.

			Across from him, Ganthar caught his gaze and flicked an eyebrow. Caph looked away.

			But Kolmarch stepped forwards, right to the edge of the balcony. He didn’t address the seats opposite; he spoke to the floor.

			‘I am Caphen Jularn Kolmarch. You have called me, and I have come.’ His next words were almost awed, ‘I am ready for your Assessment. I am ready to see the true heart of the City.’

			And, with a rumble that Caph felt in his chest, the floor began to move.

			Caph gaped, craned over the balcony’s edge. 

			The Assembly’s lights had dimmed, but light now streamed upwards, silhouetting his father’s tall figure, his authority and strength. And down there, the floor had gone and there was a huge bowl, a soft white illumination that reached all the way to the roof – and in that bowl was reflected the entire map of the city itself. With the wall of crater about its outside, Caph could see the districts, the perfect, mathematical pattern in which they’d been laid out; he could see the towering rise of the city centre and City Hall itself, could see the seven stairways, the three tumbling waterfalls, the surrounding loop of the river. He could see the wide, open ground that was Vanchar, the long stretch of the wharf; he could see the mines, and the harbour. Beside him, Bec gasped and the sound sighed like a breeze. Everyone was on their feet, now, watching the vision below.

			And the bowl was filled with lights; tens of thousands of them. They flickered upwards, reflected in the walls like the glass in the crater itself.

			They moved in clusters, ripples, waves, dances, responding to each other; the melody of them filled Caph’s head, and yet they remained completely soundless. All he could hear was the slow pulse of the stone, like his own heartbeat.

			He wanted to ask, ‘What is it? What can I see?’ but something in him already knew.

			In the stall opposite, a figure raised her arms. Her face was covered, but Caph knew who she was – Thantar San Winsen, a lady of dark skin, and vast age, and rounded, stooping shoulders, the longest serving member of the Assembly. He remembered what Raife had said about house Thantar, guardians of City Hall from the first days of the servants’ hegemony. She stretched out a thin arm, the shadow of the movement stretching out across the floor.

			‘Bear witness, Caphen Kolmarch.’ Her voice was still strong, attuned, somehow, to the sounds echoing up and down the shaft. ‘To the truth of the power of City Hall. Witness its balance and harmony, the pattern that keeps us safe.’ The air was as still as a held breath, tense with listening. ‘When the Builders first came from the Outside, this was no more than a toy, a way for them to observe themselves, and stay safe. But there came war, and then famine. And then we built the walls, and the gates, to keep the population controlled, to stop greed and hoarding, to ensure that all trade was fair and even. And we gave the people markers so that we could watch their dance.’ Caph stared, stunned. ‘What you see are the tags of every man and woman in the city, every worker, every merchant, every artisan, every messenger, every trader. We use the Builders’ eyes to see every single person, and every single thing they do. We track every ripan, every last coin.’ She paused, inviting them to watch. ‘The Builders worked with patterns of resonance – and so we have worked with this. If the pattern changes, we can see – we can observe any rise in population, any massing of power. Any surge of greed, financial or personal, we can witness. Any rise in wealth of a single individual, we can intercept and prevent. The greycoats owe their loyalty only to the Assembly, and we tolerate no defiance.’

			Caph stared, half his mind overcome by the lights and the unheard sounds that went with them; half of it on the other stage, the one where Anatar had flared with sparks and drama and fire. 

			 We tolerate no defiance.

			But Cloudglass were doing exactly that. And Raife had been Thantar, he must have been in here, must have witnessed this sight – so he must have some skill, some knowledge, to keep Cloudglass’s defiance concealed…

			Caph didn’t understand, not completely, not yet – but he felt close. If Raife was a younger son or grandson or nephew of Thantar San Winsen, and if he’d been cast from his family, then--

			‘Copper,’ Jularn said, suddenly. When Caph turned, she leaned in to speak to him, her voice the faintest breath. ‘That’s how they see.’

			Caph gave her a questioning look. She said, ‘You should know this, Talmar. Copper conducts sound. It’s in every tag, in every ripan. That’s what we can see – the pattern that it makes. That’s how City Hall reads everybody and keeps control. The copper sings – and every person, every individual, every purchase, makes up the pattern. Everything they do, everything they carry, everywhere they go. An equation handed down by the Builders themselves.’ Her tone was full of wonder. ‘So beautifully simple.’

			Caph heard her, but his mind was still racing. As if he was back on the wharf, watching the diced equations as they came together, as the people around him came to their feet, cheering and whooping—

			He felt a flicker of fear. 

			He didn’t have the answer, not yet, but some part of him was wondering, reaching, watching the dance and ripple of the thousands of lights in the floor of City Hall, the firefly shine as they played around the walls… and then suddenly thinking about the Caphen machine. Raife had been at the Academy with Jularn – he must know about the mines. Had Raife been the saboteur? Certainly, he had the skill. 

			Caph sat back, breathless, feeling like he was on the right edge of something, but not quite managing to make it make sense.

			Beside him, Kolmarch turned. He began his speech of assessment, the family’s powers and achievements, his voice strong and ringing from the walls. It was the highest moment of his life, the thing he had wanted since he had first fallen in love, so many years before.

			But Caph wasn’t really thinking about his father’s moment of triumph.

			Because, from somewhere, he had a terrible feeling that it wasn’t going to last.

			After the Assembly, Caph returned to the house in silence.

			Bec had tried to speak to him, to find out what had happened, but he’d raised a hand to fend her off. He was still trying to encompass it all, and his face hurt too much to talk.

			But he’d not got as far as his rooms before he was stopped. Illuar, the houseguard captain, was apologetic, but insistent.

			And once more, Caph found himself in his father’s study, lit only by the single sodium lamp in his desk. The long blue moonlight tumbled through the window and left a patch like water on the floor between them, a patch like the river’s boundary.

			And Caph stood at its edge with his arms folded, waiting.

			Kolmarch said nothing. He leaned back in his chair, his gaze raking his son from head to foot, and pausing over the now-yellowing bruising. After a moment, he said, ice-cold, ‘I assume you have an explanation?’ 

			Caph glared at him. He said, ‘Ganthar beat the shit out of me. Will that do you?’

			Kolmarch surveyed his son across the desktop. ‘I will speak to your mother,’ he said, at last. ‘This is obviously intolerable, and I fear her need for… suitable alliances may be clouding her judgment.’

			‘No shit.’ It was harsh, and he didn’t care.

			‘Mind your language, boy.’ His tone was lethal. ‘To turn up, on the moment of this family’s Assessment, looking like—’

			‘Save it.’ Caph came forwards, across the boundary of the moonlight on the floor; he leaned his weight on the desktop. ‘And I would take it as a kindness,’ he said coldly, ‘If you’d stop referring to me as ‘boy’—’

			‘Act like a man, Talmar, and I’ll treat you like one.’ The words were bored, as if Kolmarch had no such expectation.

			Caph turned away. He moved to the long window, looked out over the glorious tumble of the city below them, out across the shining loop of the river, the lamplit shambles of the poorer streets that led down the wharfside. He thought of Aden, warm breath on his shoulder, gentle fingers down his back. It seemed like a lifetime ago.

			He said, ‘Why do you do this, Dad?’ He turned around in time to see his father’s slightly startled expression. ‘You’ve got what you wanted, what you’ve worked for, your life’s ambition finally fulfilled: Caphen will be Selected. I understand it, now. I understand why, and I’m happy for you.’ He held his father’s gaze, unblinking. ‘But I won’t take more of your judgment or scorn.’ Kolmarch was silent, frowning slightly as if confused. Caph went on, ‘For the last time, Ganthar is one of the city’s foremost combatants. He’s won the greycoat tourney – five times? Six? I’ve seen him put down trained men and women far, far superior to my meagre skills. I know which end of a longsword is which, and I can hold my own in a bar-room brawl, but I had as much chance of stopping Ganthar as I did of stopping a rockslide. I’ve told you this. And this is the last time I’m going to repeat it.’ His voice was calm, finally confident in his own skills – and lack of them. ‘So stop accusing me of weakness, stop blaming me, and stop holding me accountable. If you think my hands—’

			‘It’s not your hands, Talmar.’ Kolmarch’s voice was weary, cold. ‘Not entirely.’

			Caph stopped. His father’s words had an old bitterness to that was familiar; he had a horrible feeling that he knew where this was going.

			Kolmarch sighed. ‘I had hoped, on some level, that this more recent business with Ganthar would have… taught you a life lesson, I suppose. Hoped that you would finally grow out of this, find yourself a wife. Give us grandchildren, in the fullness of--’

			‘Don’t you dare.’ Caph’s voice was almost a whisper. 

			‘But nothing seems to change. First there was all that trouble at the Academy. And then Ganthar. And then your hands, and then the endless, pointless conquests. And then Darrah, and now this dockworker – Aden? I was hoping you’d passed this.’ There was a deep sorrow to him, a plea that made the fury rise in Caph’s throat. ‘That you would grow out of it, and put the family first.’

			‘It has nothing to do with the family—’

			‘It’s all about the family. There’s no stable future for you – for us – this way.’ Kolmarch sounded regretful, as if he really needed to make his son understand. ‘You saw the size of the families Elect, and your sister consistently refuses every suitor. I’m seventy-six, Talmar, and I want grandchildren. I want the family name to go on.’

			‘I like children. Not right now, but there’s no reason—’

			 ‘I know it’s been tough for you,’ Kolmarch talked straight over the top of him, refusing to even hear it. ‘But this little rebellion of yours—’

			‘Rebellion?’ The word was a gape of astonishment. ‘Is that what you think?’ He was incredulous; he couldn’t wrap his thoughts round it. ‘My Mother thinks I should stay with a man that breaks my fingers… because of his name. And you – you think Ganthar should have cured me?’ His voice cracked on the word; cracked to show the seething, molten rage beneath.

			‘Not ‘cured’.’ Kolmarch frowned unhappily; he sounded like he meant it. ‘Just, made you realise what’s important. Made you stop playing these little games…’

			But Caph wasn’t listening. ‘We’re done here.’ Utterly disgusted, he turned on his heel and walked out of his father’s study. ‘We’re so done.’ He didn’t even bother to slam the door behind him.

			He heard his father call his name, the tone heartfelt, but he walked on, down the passage and away.

		


		
			
CHAPTER FIFTEEN: CONFESSION

			Nobody threw a party like Caphen Jularn.

			To mark her family’s imminent Selection, Caph’s mother had chosen to celebrate – and to illustrate the wealth and strength of her house while she was at it. Caph remembered these displays from his youth: the evening would be ruthlessly organised and exquisitely tasteful, but the underlying message would be clear.

			Frankly, he wished he could be somewhere else.

			But instead, he stood in front of his long mirror, clad in yet another fabulously embroidered jacket, his waistcoat and shirt of the finest fabrics, his metal jewellery glinting with deliberate statement. His long fringe had been trimmed; his face was still swollen and tender. And Darrah had given him his hands back – they sat on the dressing table, watching him like crouching metal insects. His mother had asked him to wear them, but he still didn’t know whether he could.

			The figure in the mirror looked back at him, as if awaiting his decision. This was the life you chose, it said, you heard the machine and you wanted this. Yet that figure – tall and broad-shouldered, his face refined, despite the damage, and his long fingers all broken – was a complete stranger.

			That wasn’t ‘Caph’ anymore; that was Caphen Talmar, first son of the family Elect. And he looked the part all right, his gold yoke carried with considerable presence.

			But he felt fake, hollow, hanging from his strings like some carnival grotesque. Tweak the cords and watch the performance, watch him ‘Sir’ and ‘Ma’am’ on demand. Watch him take a wife and produce obedient children – or dance attendance on some ‘decent gentleman’. 

			He sighed and leaned forwards, inspecting his half-healed lip.

			A knock made him stand up straight. Darrah didn’t wait for the invitation; he opened the door and stood there, face and robes perfect, arms folded.

			Caph looked at him in the mirror.

			He said, ‘You’re needed, sir. The guests are starting to arrive.’

			Caph nodded, then looked back at the absurdly handsome stranger in the jacket. ‘You know,’ he commented, straightening his collar. ‘I think I realised something, at the City Hall reception.’

			‘Sir?’ Darrah gave the faintest flicker of an eyebrow.

			‘Why you hate me so much.’

			The eyebrow inched up further. 

			‘You think…’ Caph said, ‘…that you make a better son of Caphen than I do.’ He turned round. ‘That I’ve got… all of this,’ he gestured at his room, his garments, ‘…and that I don’t deserve it. And you do.’

			Darrah held his gaze for a moment, his amber eyes calculating. He said, ‘Your intellect has never been in question, sir.’

			Caph nodded, unoffended and understanding. ‘I suppose it hasn’t.’ He turned back to pick up the actuators, changed his mind and put them down again. ‘I didn’t mean to piss you off so much, Darrah – but I didn’t mean you to take it as a promise. If I could give this to you, I would.’

			Darrah still held his gaze; he seemed almost puzzled.

			He said, ‘Sir, I—’

			But Caph held up a hand. ‘After this evening, I’ll speak to my father about formal adoption. I don’t know if it’ll happen – even if he agrees, the paperwork’s a bitch, and it’ll take months to clear – but this, it’s whole new start. If you do think I broke a promise, Darrah, then I’ll do my best to fulfil it. And I know how good you are at running the household. I think Caphen – the house, the family – needs you.’ He flexed his fingers, feeling the strain at the breaks. 

			Darrah stepped back, watching him. ‘Caph…’

			Caph paused. It was the first time since the garden that Darrah had used his nickname. ‘I… Thank you.’

			Caph nodded at him again, and went out to face the music.

			Again, he told himself: you chose this.

			The guests had filled the main room and spilled over into the garden, they were sparkling with jewellery and laughter and expensive wine, their clothing more elaborate than at City Hall, but the atmosphere more relaxed – almost gleeful. Around them, the house rose, long arches of stone and rising twists of elegant metal, steel and brass, all decorated with the coloured shine of the glasslights. This was house Caphen, once crafted by the Builders – it had his father’s wealth, but Jularn’s residence here had given it an edge of both beauty and command.

			Caph saw Bec on the room’s far side, a cluster of gentlemen already around her. She caught his gaze and gave a faint, amused eyeroll. He winked at her, grinned. His mother held court on the long chaise in the room’s centre, and the people came to greet her, congratulate her, and offer her gifts – everything from knowledge to financial opportunity. 

			The Assessment was only the beginning, and much of the family’s coming influence would be secured here. He wondered how he could best avoid all of it.

			At the room’s edge, Darrah stood like a robed carving. The party may have been Jularn’s concept, but Darrah was the machine that had made it happen, and its execution had been flawless; now, he watched a collection of the household staff as they circulated from the kitchen with trays of wine and spirits, goblets and tumblers and all of Caphen’s best glassware. Every so often, he would raise an eyebrow or a flick a gesture, and a staff member would move to pass the wine to where it would do the most good – sometimes to an empty hand, sometimes to diffuse a conversation, or to shift the dynamic in a social group. Caph confessed it: he was lost in this, and Darrah’s ability to both conduct and navigate it was like his father’s, both impressive and incomprehensible. 

			Darrah: he was another understanding come way too late. Caph wondered how he’d never comprehended it before. 

			The thought made him look for Kolmarch – perhaps he should raise the question of adoption tonight, while the old sod was on a roll – and it took him moment to realise that his father was missing. Curious, Caph prised himself away from the security of the fire mantel, and took a careful circuit of both room and garden.

			But the old man was conspicuous by his absence.

			Caph wondered if his parents had had words, wondered if those words had been about Ganthar…

			Because Ganthar, likewise, was not here. 

			Dion Molnek was here, still in the gold frogging and epaulettes of her dress uniform – Caph moved on before she noticed him. At last, defeated, he found himself at the edge of the main garden, the breeze cool, the blue moon close and now almost full. 

			It was absurdly beautiful, and it offered him a moment of peace. 

			He walked out to the garden’s edge, enjoying the wind.

			Down there, the city’s outskirt glittered with a thousand lights; the wide water shone like pure blue glass. The rock of the crater seemed very far away, as tall as the city and taller, its ancient, jagged edges like ramparts against the stars. 

			Why had no-one ever climbed it?

			Looked Outside?

			Behind him, the party glittered as if it offered a timeless, unnecessary answer – the taboo was too long-held. The city gazed inwards; it had everything it needed. Caph took one more look, out over the drop, then rallied himself to go inside and play the game.

			But a soft voice beside him said, ‘Hey.’

			The word was like a caress, a touch completely unexpected. Caph spun on his bootheel, his pulse thundering counterpoint to the family’s scatter of musical entertainment. 

			Aden stood there, right there in the moonlight, just like he’d done at the harbour.

			‘Ad?’ The word was pure disbelief.

			The man stood in shadow; his hair tied back, his ink concealed by long sleeves – the distinct blue sleeves of a messenger’s livery. The garments looked surprisingly convincing. 

			Stunned, Caph stared at him. ‘You can’t be up here.’

			‘I know.’ His voice was quiet. ‘But I need to talk to you.’

			Caph glanced behind him, took Aden’s elbow and moved them both out of line of sight. ‘You need to leave.’

			He gave a faint, ironic smile, an infinitesimal shrug. ‘At least hear me out before you throw me out?’

			Caph’s breath was lost, his heart pounding; he was sternly reminding himself that this man had walked away from him twice. ‘What’s with the livery?’

			‘I had to get through the gate.’ The comment was humorous, but he swiftly sobered again. ‘Caph, this is serious. And a bit crazy. I…’ he spread his hands, the gesture oddly intense, ‘…I need your help.’

			A burst of laughter made Caph glance behind him again; paranoid, he gestured at a gazebo, much of covered by one of the weeping trees. Aden nodded, and they stepped out of the moonlight. 

			As they reached cover, Caph said, ‘All right, what is it? Make this quick.’

			Aden paused, as if wondering where to start, then took a breath, and said, ‘Dion. Molnek. Ganthar.’ He said it like he was jumping into the deepest part of the water, but he held Caph’s gaze as he did so, unrepentant. ‘Broke your fingers, didn’t he?’

			Caph bristled. ‘Have you been following me?’

			‘No, of course not.’ The words were dismissive, as if he’d missed the point. ‘We were at the same party. At the Torquar. In Kier.’ Aden was still watching Caph’s expression, searching his face for the response.

			It took Caph a second to catch up, then came the rush of understanding, the inevitable stab of humiliation. He moved forwards, closer still, though there was no-one to hear him. He said, his whisper accusatory, ‘I didn’t see you there.’

			‘You did,’ Aden told him, with that same, faint smile. ‘But you were there – you saw, you heard, everything they did and said.’

			Caph was staring at him now. They were close, too close in the garden’s heat, in the moon-shadows of the overhanging tree. Caph could almost feel him breathing, and he made an effort to control the memories that went with the sound. Parts of his body, apparently, weren’t listening.

			Aden said, ‘Why were you there?’

			‘That’s none of your bloody business—’

			‘Did they invite you—?’

			‘Kicking you off the end of the garden is looking better every minute.’ Caph was angry now, defensive and reactionary; he reached for words to throw. ‘You left me to sleep, at the harbour. You—’

			‘Caph, this is critical.’ He was tense; again, his attitude seemed to imply that Caph was being childish, missing the point. ‘I need to know everything you know about Dion Ganthar. And the rest of them. I need to know what they’re planning, down there. And I need to know what they can do.’

			Caph said, confrontational and quite deliberate, ‘Why?’

			Aden paused, as if considering his answer, then said, ‘They took my sister.’

			What? The baldness of it startled him to incredulity. He could hear his pulse; feel the age of the stone in the garden under his feet. The metal leaves of the tree stirred like it was breathing. It all made Aden’s closeness far too much. 

			The music stopped and a burst of applause came from the garden…

			Normality. 

			It seemed like another place entirely.

			Stupidly, he said, ‘They can’t have. They’re just…’ His voice dropped to a whisper as he tried to assimilate it. ‘They’re just people.’

			‘They took her from her family and her home,’ Aden said, ‘And she’s down there, under there, somewhere. I went looking for her; I didn’t know you’d be there. And then there was Anatar, on the stage… and then Ganthar…’ He looked like was going to say something else, shook his head. ‘He…’ He stopped. ‘I saw what happened.’

			Caph dropped his gaze, but the flare of anger felt good, gave him focus. Ruthlessly, he came back to the point. ‘Look, Ganthar’s a lot of things, but he’s not a bloody kidnapper—’

			‘They took Lyss. They tortured her, possibly to death.’ Aden took that last half-pace forwards, was so close in the darkness that Caph could feel how warm he was. ‘And I need to know exactly what the hells they’re up to. Please, Caph. I’m going back down there, and before I do, you need to tell me everything you can.’

			Caph found himself dumbfounded, struggling with a colossal shift in perception. Ganthar had been his lover for two years – he’d been difficult, controlling, possessive, all of that was without question. But what Aden was suggesting… he just couldn’t make it fit. He thought about what Anatar had said, about Ganthar going mad. He said, ‘That’s insane.’

			‘Trust me,’ Aden said. ‘You don’t know the half of it.’

			‘Bloody hells.’ Blowing out a sigh, Caph stepped back, sat down on one of the cold metal benches that lined the gazebo’s inside. He found himself shivering, and pulled his jacket tighter. ‘All right, I suppose I can tell you the basics,’ he said. ‘Ganthar’s the first son of house Dion. He was a senior ranking greycoat until he did two years for breaking my fingers. They let him out about ten days ago.’ He shrugged. ‘What else do you need to know? For all his flaws, he’s a straight-ahead thinker – there’s not a devious bone in his body. He’s a thug, not a—’

			 ‘If he’s involved with Cloudglass, then he’s betraying his family.’ Aden said. ‘What about the others? Anatar? Raife? What do you know about them?’

			‘Anatar, I’ve no idea, I’ve never seen her before. Raife’s a metallurgist and a good one; he was at the Academy with my mother. He was Thantar; his family threw him out, for some reason. He…’ Caph paused, frowning, flexing his fingers.

			Aden watched his hands, finished it for him, ‘I need to know what he can do.’

			Caph’s frown deepened. He said, ‘I don’t know. The… snake, whatever it was. It creeped my bloody skin. Even the Builders couldn’t make—’

			‘This is exactly what I mean,’ Aden said. He was fidgeting now, and it was making Caph nervous. ‘Caph, you saw that stage show. They’ve got some huge powerbase down there and they’ve bought the loyalty of some of most powerful city merchants.’ He held out a tiny, drawstring bag for Caph to take. ‘All the people you saw at that party, they’re not only worshipping giant metal snakes, they belong to Raife. He’s bought them with… What?’

			Caph had pried open the bag, and was staring at him. The moonlight had faded and the leaves sighed again, almost as if they could feel the lightning shock of understanding, the dark blaze horror that had come with it. 

			 ‘Bloody hells,’ Caph said. A chill had climbed his spine and he found himself back on his feet. ‘Raife gave me this, not much, only a little. It made me hear… made me hear music.’ The words were sharp, painful; he forged on, ‘This isn’t a stimulant, it’s an alloy.’

			‘What?’ Aden blinked and then said, very carefully, ‘What does it do?’

			Caph shook his head. ‘Raife was making a point, not…’ He left the implication dangling.

			‘Caph,’ Aden said. ‘Raife’s used pivotal contacts to get some of the city’s most powerful merchants to support his cause.’ He was intent now, holding Caph’s gaze. ‘And now you tell me it’s a metal? You’re the hellsdamned expert. What does it do?’

			For a moment, Caph had no idea what he meant. Then the understanding hit him like the cumulative equations of rolling dice. He heard Raife, in the little room by the theatre; he could see again the lights in the floor of City Hall, hear his mother, the whisper of her understanding somehow a part of the voice of the city entire…

			Copper.

			‘By every hell and spirit,’ he said, awed. He was still thinking, still putting it together, but the picture was gaining clarity and it was terrifying him. ‘Your tag…’ He reached for Aden’s wrist, turned it over to show the copper tag, the greenish stain that invariably went with it. ‘This… City Hall can read it. They read them all. Every single person in this city is tracked, and identified, everywhere they go. Everything they do, everything they buy, is recorded, and remembered, by the stone.’ Aden was staring at him, as if struggling to catch up. ‘It’s how they maintain their ‘harmony’ – that’s what they call it anyway – they know absolutely every move you make. And if you make the wrong one…’

			He let it hang, but Aden was shaking his head. ‘I don’t get it.’

			‘It’s copper,’ Caph said, ‘And there’s copper in your blood, and it conducts. It conducts sound. There’s copper in our ripans, in every transaction we ever make.’ He stumbled on, words falling over themselves. ‘And it makes a pattern, huge and beautiful; a great dance of light. And City Hall can hear it, can read it – it’s the thing they use to manage the population. No rebellion can gain traction because they’ll see it, and send the greycoats after it. And it’ll get crushed.’ He realised he had Aden’s shoulder in his hand. He started, and let go. 

			‘So – what?’ Aden asked. ‘This stuff… will mess with the readings, somehow?’

			‘It must be how they’ll break it, break City Hall’s control,’ Caph said. ‘Raife said he’d added ‘components of his own’. Maybe it’ll disrupt the pattern. Or overwhelm it, or drown it out. Or it’ll make a pattern. Maybe it’ll make those people invisible, or obedient to some giant metal snake. It could create a particular harmony and summon Kei himself, for all I know.’

			‘Shit.’ The world was a breath.

			Compelled by the discovery, what they’d found and what they hadn’t, they gazed at each other for a moment, letting the information sink home.

			Then Caph suddenly chuckled, ‘Maybe Raife’s conditioning himself an army.’ He sat down again, not entirely sure he was joking. ‘Ready to take on the greycoats – half the city’s merchants go roaring through the streets and kill everything in their path.’

			Aden chuckled in return, seeming relieved by the levity. ‘Glad you’ve still got your sense of humour.’

			His words felt like an offer of friendship, an outstretched hand. Caph wanted to respond, but he didn’t know how and the moment stretched into a long and awkward silence. He looked at his boots, at the mosaic on the gazebo floor. The music had started again, light and measured – he guessed the people would be dancing by now, careful and formal, their colours gracefully spinning across the garden.

			They were so utterly bloody sheltered. So completely unaware of what was happening, right under their noses…

			Maybe they’d always been like that.

			Maybe he had.

			He tried a joke. ‘Hells, why does Raife needs an army?’ He grinned. ‘Ganthar could assault City Hall single-handed.’ He’d meant it as light-hearted, but it came out wrong, far more bitter than he’d intended. 

			The silence stretched until it was painful.

			At last, Aden said, ‘Caph.’ The word had the same touch of gentleness that he’d shown at the harbour. ‘You do know you couldn’t’ve stopped him—’

			‘I know that—’

			‘I mean it.’ Aden touched his hand to the healing bruises on Caph’s jaw. 

			‘Spare me,’ Caph told him, pulling away. ‘You saw what he did.’

			‘I saw you smash a glass in his face and knock his ass to the floor.’ Aden grinned. ‘You do a lot of sport when you were at the Academy?’

			‘Enough.’ Caph chuckled at him, said, ‘And I only did that to stop him killing the man who helped me. I wish I could thank him.’

			Aden said nothing; he raised an eyebrow in silent query. 

			Caph went on, slightly clumsily, ‘He… he made me realise something. He was good, fast and fierce, and Ganthar just wiped the floor with him. And it made me understand – finally – there’s nothing I could’ve done.’ He stretched one hand out, his fingers pulling painfully. ‘I don’t have to be ashamed.’ 

			He’d expected – wanted – Aden to smile, to share the moment, but the man stood very still, staring at him, caught by something. The moonlight picked out a stray stand of his hair, fallen forwards from its tie; its shadow cut down his cheek like a scar. There was a sudden, odd tension in the line of his shoulders; it felt like need.

			He said, ‘You didn’t know who he was?’ It seemed like an odd question.

			‘No,’ Caph told him, puzzled. ‘But you’re the third person to imply that I should have done. Anatar, Raife, they offered me my hands, my whole life back...’

			Aden said nothing, his expression didn’t change – it looked, almost, like he was deliberately holding it still. But his tension had risen sharply. He felt… intense, almost afraid, like a man standing on the very top of a cliff and peering over its edge.

			Trying to decide whether to jump.

			His curiosity piqued, Caph pushed the point. ‘You know,’ he said carefully, ‘He might just be the key to all of this. If they want him that badly, maybe you should try and find him first.’

			Still, Aden said nothing. His expression, his tension, remained unchanged, his gaze still held Caph’s. He said, very gently, ‘Maybe I don’t need to look that far.’

			A burst of hilarity echoed from the party, crystalline and hollow. The music had changed tempo, was faster now, wicked. Some part of Caph wondered how long it would be before they missed him.

			Aden was watching him, his expression as still as a held breath. But his sense of anticipation…

			And Caph remembered.

			Aden, at the harbourside. Talking to him about metallurgy – copper, zinc, gold, brass – sketching them on the wall-top. He’d sketched the Cloudglass symbol, and something else that Caph hadn’t recognised. And he’d made a joke out of it, changed the subject so fast and skilfully that Caph hadn’t even realised it until later…

			Did I getcha?

			This dockworker, who’d been unseen at the party in Kier, who wore a messenger’s livery like he belonged in it, who’d known the bloody Cloudglass name…

			I was there.

			He blew his cover for you – you have a powerful connection.

			Maybe I don’t need to look that far.

			And then there it was: it hit him with the full force of one of Molly’s fists. It brought him to his feet, backing away around the edge of the gazebo. Something in his head clamoured impossibility, denial, paranoia; he told himself he had to be imagining it, but the key in the lock was perfect, so perfect, and he just knew…

			He’s a masterful player, a musician of human emotion. He strums people like you’d play your zanyar.

			It made so much sense that he couldn’t breathe.

			He heard Lant, the footman, Young chap, sir, usual livery…

			Bloody hells.

			He couldn’t be…

			Stupidly, Caph’s reeling mind grabbed onto the small thing – that Aden must have brought him the original message. In person. Hooked him like a bloody fish to bring him to the harbour. Asked him a hundred questions about metallurgy and his family. Let him fall asleep so he’d miss the gates to get home, and give himself time to get away. 

			And his face…

			The chill spreading though his blood, he asked the question like a shattering of Caphen’s best glassware… 

			‘What are you?’

			*

			‘What are you?’

			The fear in Caph’s voice was ice-cold, a blade under Proteus’s chin and drawn slowly down his chest, cutting him open. He froze as if the blade was real, his skin shuddering with shock. Looking at him, at the bruises and the split lip, at the moonlight across his ridiculous jacket, Proteus had no breath, no thought, only the kind of pure, cold terror that goes with stepping onto the open air, and plummeting, all the way down.

			He said, ‘Caph…’

			Caph’s expression was cold. ‘Answer the question, or I’ll have every bloody guard in the place out here.’

			Proteus wanted to tell him: I’m a freak. I’m nameless, faceless. I trust no-one, let no-one close enough to trust me. Every role I play is a part of me, it has to be – and I own all of them. And yet I remain detached, in control at all times… or I did.

			Until I met you.

			But he couldn’t manage that much vicious honesty. Instead, he raised one arm to the moonlight, pulled his sleeve back to show Aden’s tattoos. He let the ink thin and fade; let his skin darken until it was that of Khavas, the man from the party in Kier.

			‘By the hells. By the bloody hells.’ Caph had sat down, hard; his voice was shaking. Proteus could see the questions, the shock, the fear, the need to understand. And the anger, under it all. He said, brutal and cutting, ‘Answer. The question.’

			‘I don’t know,’ Proteus told him. His tone was calm, no threat, no anger. ‘Austen, my mentor, found me when I was very small, my sister with me. I don’t know what I really look like, or what my real name might’ve been. Austen…’ and the thought of Austen caught like a hook, ‘…calls me ‘Proteus’. It’s supposed to be a joke.’

			‘’Proteus’.’ Caph said the word softly, almost in disbelief. He was shaking his head, as if to clear it of all the madness, of everything that had happened since they’d met in the heat and the sweat of the wharfside, a lifetime ago.

			Somewhere, Proteus wished that Caph would say his name again.

			But instead, the anger still curled in his tone, he said, ‘And what do you want?’

			‘My sister,’ Proteus said, evenly. ‘Answers.’ Aden’s face and voice hadn’t changed; he pulled the sleeve back down to cover the arm. ‘To stop whatever the hells Cloudglass are doing.’ He hadn’t mentioned the hellspirit – Caph was dealing with too much as it was.

			‘’Cloudglass’.’ Caph said the word like a laugh. ‘So all you wanted was information.’ He stopped, his expression bitter. ‘I suppose I should have realised.’

			He flicked a faintly flirtatious eyebrow. ‘I wouldn’t quite say, ‘all’ I wanted.’

			Caph glared, his fists tightening. ‘Right.’ The word was scornful. ‘So why did you hit on me at the wharf? Was it my name? Doors I could open for you? You must’ve known who I was.’

			‘I knew who you were,’ Proteus said.

			Caph’s face was angles in the moonlight, harsh and unrelenting. ‘I asked you a question.’

			 He smiled. ‘Hells, Caph, I couldn’t take my eyes off you.’ He shrugged one shoulder in admission. ‘You had that whole group exactly where you wanted it; you didn’t fit, and you didn’t care. You were… I don’t know… my complete antithesis. And so hot.’ He shook his head, grinning. ‘And I just stood there like some kind of idiot…’

			Caph snorted pure scorn. ‘And I’m going to believe that why? Because all you wanted was my education?’
‘You believe me or not as you choose.’ There was an edge in his voice now. ‘I fell asleep, Caph. In your arms, at the harbour, I fell asleep. No-one’s seen me sleep since I was about seven years old. You know why? Because I don’t know who I am. If I have my real face when I sleep, I’ve never seen it. And I’ve never let anyone else that close – no-one has seen me sleep since I was a boy.’ He gave a short, mirthless laugh. ‘That’s twice you’ve cost me my cover. Hells, I should slit your throat.’

			‘Go ahead.’ Caph lifted his chin, turned his jaw to expose the artery. When Proteus didn’t move, he said, ‘And now you give me one good reason why I shouldn’t trade you to Raife and get my hands back.’

			Proteus said, surging forward, the words alight with conviction and tumbling over one another, ‘Because those assholes threaten everything, your family, your Selection.’ He held Caph’s gaze, didn’t let it go. ‘Because I botched the most critical retrieval mission of my life because of you. I was down at that party, looking for my sister, and what happened? Caphen hellsdamned Talmar is what happened--’

			‘And you sailed in to save me.’ Caph gave him a long glare, unimpressed. ‘How noble.’

			‘You did the saving. If you hadn’t’ve knocked that asshole flying – if he’d actually put me down – they would’ve kept me, and they would’ve known who I was. And Austen would never’ve known why I was missing. They would have come after him too.’

			Caph had paused, was watching him as if searching for truth, for the sparks of sincerity within the face that was all lies. He made an effort to calm himself, let out a long breath. ‘They really do have your sister?’

			‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘They really do. And I have to know why, and I have to know what comes next.’ 

			‘Raife told me you were his brother. What did he mean?’

			‘I don’t know.’ He paused, said, ‘I don’t have the answers to any of this. Look, I could give some epic speech, but you don’t have the time, and I don’t have the words. Just… please, Caph, you at least understand what Raife can do. You’re the only person who might explain what the hells is going on down there…’ His voice caught, and he stopped.

			The music shimmered, hollow on the wind.

			Caph said, ‘Ad…’ he stumbled over the name, tried again ‘…’Proteus’, whoever you are. What do I believe? That Ganthar’s suddenly a kidnapper? Or that you’re some bloody—’ 

			‘Freak,’ Proteus said. ‘I blew it all… because of you.’ He shook his head. ‘Made an absolute hellsdamned mess of everything.’ He sighed, thumped the heel of his hand into his forehead. ‘And you know those assholes, Caph, you…’ He tailed to a halt, unable to believe the shake in his voice. ‘Hells, listen to me, I’m in pieces. Detached, my ass.’ He sat down, sagging in defeat. ‘I guess Austen was right.’

			Caph raised an eyebrow.

			‘He told me I’d fallen in love with you.’

			Caph stared at him, stunned. Laughter sparkled from the garden, but Proteus barely heard it, and didn’t care. A separate part of his mind was clamouring protest – Caph had no way to trust him, not a word, not a gesture, not his name or face or identity. He was a consummate performer; he could be anything, anyone, he chose to be…

			But he’d fallen asleep in Caph’s arms. And he had made a mistake, down there in Kier. That much was real.

			 ‘You’re still playing me,’ Caph said. The words were a whisper, a last line of defence.

			Proteus slid off the seat, dropped to his knees between Caph’s feet. He reached up, took the side of Caph’s jaw in his hand – this wasn’t manipulation, this was a complete and deliberate surrender of control. It was exhilarating, and it was scaring him witless. ‘If I was playing you, Caph, I wouldn’t have come back. And I wouldn’t have left my sister in the empty streets of Kier.’ The touch was like lightning; his skin was lambent with it. ‘I might be a freak, but I need your help. What do I have to do to get it?’

			Caph caught his breath, said, ‘I believe you.’

			And then he was pulling Proteus up to face him, burying both hands in his hair and kissing him as if he was drowning, kissing him like he was everything Caph had ever wanted. His split lip hurt, but Proteus’s hands closed on him, pulling him close; he was burning with contact and hope and a vast, impossible relief, a desire to laugh like a madman. He was hard as a woodman’s nails, and desperate--

			A pointed cough made them jump apart like guilty teenagers.

			There, standing over them at the entrance to the gazebo, stood a very tall young man, his black hair in a topknot and his long robes trailing in the grass. The blue moon shone over his shoulder like a guardian. Beside him stood the squat and uniformed figure of a senior houseguard, hand on sword-hilt. 

			‘Darrah.’ Breathless, doing his best to straighten his jacket, Caph scrambled to his feet. 

			Proteus, unimpressed, stood up more slowly.

			Darrah looked at them both, one eyebrow raised. ‘You’re an intruder on Caphen property.’ His gaze switched to Caph. ‘Kolmarch wants you in his study. Both of you. Now.’

			‘And if I don’t?’ Proteus asked. 

			‘I’m sorry, sir,’ the guard said. ‘But he was most insistent.’

			‘It’s all right, captain,’ Caph said. ‘We’ll go.’ He shot the manager a look of pure venom. ‘This is Aden,’ he said. ‘And he has every right to be here.’

			‘Really,’ the man said. ‘I daresay your father will have a different opinion.’ His perfect face cracked the faintest smile. ‘And about the adoption, sir. I’d refrain from the request if I were you. Perhaps it won’t be too long before I can sort the issue myself.’

		


		
			
CHAPTER SIXTEEN: CONSPIRACY

			Caph had expected rage, disappointment, possibly threats. After their last conversation, nothing his father said would surprise him anymore. 

			But as the guard captain, Illuar, shadowed them both as far as the study, they found Kolmarch stood by his window, tall and lean and silent, looking out across the moonlit garden. 

			The ‘snick’ of the closing door felt like a trap.

			He didn’t turn as they came in; there were no seats in front of his desk. Whatever this audience was, it was going to be short.

			Caph felt a whisper of dread.

			‘So,’ Kolmarch said, at last. ‘This would be Aden.’

			‘Yes, sir.’ Proteus’s response was easy, respectfully polite – there was not a trace of resentment or sarcasm to the words. He’d lost the rough edge of the dockland accent, though, and – was Caph imagining it? – he seemed faintly taller, his face more elegant and leaner of line.

			Kolmarch turned to look at them. ‘Please explain to me, young man, why you’re on my property? Do you bear me a message?’ His sarcasm was austere, biting. ‘Or perhaps you’re interested in attending my wife’s party?’

			Caph said, ‘I invited—’

			‘Silence.’ The word was a thunderous bark; it made the memories on the walls judder as if they, too, hung in suspended fear, awaiting some momentous decision. Startled, Caph shut up.

			Kolmarch turned back to Proteus, spoke normally, ‘I asked you a question.’

			‘I’m no messenger, sir,’ Proteus said, ‘The livery was simply to get me through the gate. I came to speak to Talmar, and to seek an audience with yourself.’

			His answer made Kolmarch pause, eyes narrowing. Caph found his awareness sharpening, understanding that Proteus was not remotely daunted, and had the word-skills and perception to play the old sod at his own game. 

			‘Might it not have been politic to use the door?’ Kolmarch asked, archly. ‘Rather than sneaking through my garden like a vagabond?’

			‘You’re having a party, sir,’ Proteus said affably. ‘Turning up unannounced generally goes badly.’

			‘So it does.’ Kolmarch said. Caph knew his father well enough to realise that he understood more than just the comment – he understood that Proteus was smart enough to fence with him, to test his boundaries.

			Apparently, however, he had little tolerance for bandying words with a dockworker.
‘Show me your tag.’

			With no hesitation, Proteus extended his wrist. Kolmarch walked over to examine it. He didn’t touch it – but took a long moment to observe the markings, the greenish stain about the wrist.

			‘This is a forgery.’ He didn’t even sound surprised.

			‘A fake?’ Proteus chuckled. ‘Then it’s a very good one, sir, it’s got me through the city gates for more than twenty years.’ 

			‘Don’t play me for a fool. Where did this come from?’

			‘Where they always come from, sir. It was issued to me on my seventh birthday by the office of the district council in Ivar.’ He looked at his own wrist, slightly puzzled. ‘Sir, if I knew a forger who could turn out this kind of kit, d’you think I’d be unloading barges?’

			Kolmarch didn’t bother to answer. ‘You’re out of your district with a faked identification, I’m sure you’re aware of the consequences. You have no right to be in the upper city, never mind present at house Caphen. You’re a threat to my property, and to my family.’ The words were cold, as if any interview was at an end. ‘I am within my rights to have you executed – but for the sake of my son, I will forbear.’

			‘Don’t do this,’ Caph said. 

			‘If I were you.’ The words cracked savagely, somewhere between fury and pain. ‘I would keep my mouth shut. 

			‘Caphen,’ Proteus said. ‘I came here to see you, sir, to seek an audience for a purpose.’ His tone was still courteous. ‘Sir, I’m no thief, and I wish you no harm. But perhaps I do bear a message.’ He glanced at Caph as if making a snap decision, stepped forwards. ‘Are you aware that there is conspiracy rising against your Selection? I—’

			‘Don’t be ludicrous.’ Kolmarch was contemptuous now, brutal.

			Proteus came back fighting. ‘Sir—’ 

			‘I have no interest in games.’ The old man didn’t raise his voice, but the words were lethal. ‘I have not worked for fifty years to have some dockside scum-shoveller—’

			‘Sir,’ Proteus said. ‘The threat is very real--

			‘Did you bring me evidence? Perpetrators? Times? Dates?’

			Caph blurted, ‘It’ll falsify the readings. To what end, we don’t yet know, but it—’

			‘The readings?’ The word was appalled; Kolmarch’s face flushed. He paused as if aghast, disbelieving at the sheer audacity of what he’d just heard. And then he rounded on Proteus, his fury blazing, convicted and righteous. ‘How dare you walk in here, thinking you can address me?’ Proteus rocked backwards. ‘How dare you come anywhere near my family, my son?’ Spit and scorn flew with the words. ‘Do you have any idea how many of you there have been? I’m surprised he even remembers your name.’

			Caph stood forwards, fists clenched, face white. ‘And you…’ Kolmarch rounded on him, his words blistering, ‘You divulge the ancient secrets of City Hall… to this? We finally trust you enough to show you the truth, to accept you into the Selection as a member of this family. And you betray me, you betray the house, you betray the city, in order to impress your latest conquest?’ His words shook with rage. ‘Talmar, you’ve disappointed me in the past, but this…’

			Overwhelmed, he could no longer articulate. He dropped into his chair, shaking, leaned his forehead forward into one long hand. 

			Caph said, surprising himself with his calm, ‘I know who sabotaged the mines.’

			His father looked up through his fingers, obviously sceptical.

			Caph went on, ‘His name is – was – Thantar Vel Raife. He was at the Academy with Mother. She wanted him to fix my hands, but Ganthar got in the way.’ The bitterness was palpable. ‘He did it to try and stop us… oh by the hells…’ He stopped, staring at the desk, at the ink blotter and the pen in its brass holder. Understanding, as ever, had come way too late. ‘No he didn’t.’ He turned on Aden. ‘He did it because we’re the only people who can stop him. Our powers, Caphen’s powers, the strength and knowledge that the mines have given us, our metallurgy… he did it to stop us fighting him. Because we’re the only people that can.’

			Proteus had started to grin, but Kolmarch was looking up now. He spoke over both them, his voice as chill and sharp as a knife across their throats.

			‘I’ve heard enough.’ He came back to his feet, fingers resting splayed on the table-top. ‘Conspiracy theories, indeed – Talmar, you leave me beyond words or comprehension. Is this all we are to you? Everything your Mother has learned and crafted, everything I’ve built for her, for you? It’s just there for you to throw away, when you’re bored and lonely and you’re—’

			‘It’s not!’ Caph wanted to pick the desk up and turn it over, throw it in his father’s face. It was the barrier between them, the thing that had always stood in the way. ‘Why must you judge me, all the time? Why must you interpret everything I do as letting you down? I’m trying to help you – we’re under threat, Dad, City Hall, the mines, the Selection… Everything you’ve fought for, you did for Mum, you’re going to lose all of it unless you listen!’

			‘This has gone way beyond plain disobedience,’ Kolmarch said. ‘You were told you would not see this man again. How many times have you flouted that rule? And now Darrah finds him in my garden?’ The loathing in the old man’s voice was tangible. ‘All you ever want is attention.’ The sentence trailed from anger into despair, into Kolmarch’s acceptance of his son’s utter lack of dignity or loyalty, acceptance of his ultimate betrayal.

			Proteus was looking at the old man, his face etched in shock. He said, the question gentle, ‘Is that really what you think of your son? That he sold you down the river to – what? – make me like him?’

			Kolmarch looked up, and his words were lethal. ‘He’s not my son.’

			*

			And there it was:

			Done.

			Caph stood outside the gate, his kitbag over his shoulder and his zanyar – the other one – in its case in the other hand. He’d left his actuators, couldn’t even bear to look at them, and now he stood in the empty roadway, looking up at the heights and towers that marked City Hall, the Academy, the University, the Theatre – the many places that he’d spent his youth.

			He’s not my son.

			Proteus stood beside him, saying nothing. There was nothing to say. Caph hefted the bag a little higher and allowed himself one last look at the house.

			On the upper floor, a light was just flicking out – his mother’s maybe, or Darrah, celebrating the moment of his triumph. Caph wished he’d been able to speak to Bec. When the houseguard captain had marched them both to the front doors, though, he’d just said, ‘I’m sorry. You know I don’t have a choice.’

			Caph had commented darkly, ‘You always have a choice.’

			And that was it, over. And now here they were, Caphen Talmar, Caphen no longer, and Proteus, this so-familiar lover that he barely understood.

			He had nowhere to go, no-one to call on…

			Done.

			And he’d tried – tried so hard. He’d surged forwards, raged at his father, struggled to get him to understand. He’d told as much of the story as he could piece together – Ganthar, Anatar, Raife. He’d talked about the mines, and what they’d shown him. Or he’d wanted to, but his father’s pure fury had overcome everything, every word, every plea. And some part of Caph knew – his whole adult life, from the age of seventeen when he’d first told them, it had all been leading up to this. His mother hadn’t cared, she’d merely crossed out the list of suitably eligible ladies and replaced it with a list of suitably eligible gentleman – Bec had joked that if he’d stuck his dick in the dog, Jularn would only have questioned its pedigree. But Kolmarch… 

			His father had been another matter.

			Steadfast in the face of the old man’s wrath, Proteus had also tried, wading in to Caph’s defence – again – and talking about the alloy he’d found and what it meant. But they were utterly outmatched, two ships thrown by a storm of outrage and judgement and disbelief, and nothing they’d said had been heard. Everything was Caphen’s house, and Caphen’s future, and Caphen’s Selection. Caphen’s ambition had been fifty years in the building, and Caphen’s disappointment in his son was too ingrained – he did not even hear them.

			At the very last, Caph had said to him, ‘Please, Dad – you have to listen. I don’t know what they’ll do!’ But Kolmarch, beyond even temper, now, white faced and trembling with the depth of his son’s betrayal, had turned to take Caph’s precious zanyar down from the wall. He’d lifted it over his head, roared, ‘Get out! Get out of my house!’ 

			And even as Caph had reached for it, trying to stop what he knew would happen, Kolmarch had brought it violently down on the desktop. It had given a final, shimmering cry and been dashed to splinters.

			And Caph had stared, horrified, at the slowly tumbling pieces, the dangling tangle of strings. ‘You didn’t just do that…’

			As if the gesture had smashed him too, the old man had collapsed in his chair, shoulders shaking with something that may have been anger, or that may have been grief. He hadn’t looked at either of them as Darrah had opened the door…

			…opened it so fast the bastard must have been listening.

			The guard captain had escorted them both to the front doors with only enough time for Caph to pick up his kitbag – the kitbag still packed and laying, waiting, at the edge of his bedroom floor.

			And then there they were.

			Looking up at the house.

			Lost.

			*

			Proteus was quiet as they came to the edge of the upper city. He was very aware of Caph’s tension and loss – but equally, he still needed the man to tell him everything he could. 

			Caph had said nothing; he’d walked like a wind-up toy, one boot in front of the other. Proteus had gone to take the zanyar from him but he’d hung onto it as if it was the last vestige of his sanity.

			The gates down to Thale were closed. They rose, severe in the moonlight, their elaborate iron glinting like decorated ice. In the wall itself, silent stone faces watched from grey-blind eyes, their mouths stretched open in centuries of agonised silence.

			Far below, the outer city lay quiet, its patterns of lights twinkling. The water glittered with the ruffle of the wind and the crater itself stood vast and dark and distant, uncaring for ten thousand years. 

			Small against her backdrop of time, the greycoat lieutenant stepped forward. She recognised Caph and offered him a breezy salute. ‘Caphen,’ she said. ‘Congratulations. Skipping the party, are we?’ She glanced at Proteus and winked.

			Proteus grinned, all mischievous confession. ‘Keep it to yourself, will you?’

			‘No problem. You boys have a good night.’ She stepped back to open the side-gate, grinned at them as they went through.

			This time of the evening, Proteus knew, news wouldn’t travel as fast as feet. Once the criers were up, though, they’d be racing the spread of the information and their progress through the gates may be much more difficult. 

			‘We need to move,’ he commented softly. 

			Caph said nothing, he just nodded. 

			They descended the long steps. Proteus was watching the sky; Caph was looking around him like a man dazed, at the Builders’ symbols carved harsh in the wall-side. On their other side, one of the long waterfalls tumbled endless; it plunged past them and way, way down into one of the many decorated, scalloped pools that lay along the inside curve of the Taar. The air was damp and the spray in their faces was cold.

			Unspeaking, they followed the water downwards. The steps became slowly shallower, and then levelled out completely as they met the cobbled streets and the round towers of Thale. The base of waterfall was a thundering cloud of noise.

			Still, Caph said nothing. They crossed the river and walked on; he moved like a sleepwalker, lumbering and numb.

			At last they crossed into a small, open square, a silent fountain at its centre. Metal lampposts offered sodium lighting; weeds grew in the cobbles. From somewhere, music flowed on the wind. Proteus made Caph stop by one of the scattered benches, but he wouldn’t sit down.

			‘You okay?’ he said. ‘You haven’t said a word since we left.’

			Caph put the zanyar case down, shrugged the kitbag off his shoulder. He was quiet for a minute, then said, ‘Is your tag really a fake?’

			The question was bizarre, a randomly tumbled thought – but Proteus understood. So much had happened to this man, and he was trying to encompass it. He needed to focus on the small thing, so that the larger things could fall into place.

			‘It’s a fake,’ Proteus admitted. ‘A very good one. Your father’s got some damn sharp eyes.’

			‘You lied to him.’ Caph said. The sodium lights were making his ridiculous jacket shine. ‘You didn’t even flicker. You lie like… it’s just second nature.’

			‘I will when it’s necessary.’ Proteus said. ‘Look, I know you can’t trust me—’

			‘But you didn’t even flicker,’ Caph said, again. He seemed to be struggling with the concept. ‘How can you ask me to help you, and then lie to my family like that?’

			Proteus said, ‘Because I didn’t want a brand drawn over my face? Wouldn’t do me permanent damage, but it would still hurt like—’

			‘You’ve just cost me everything—’

			‘Then I guess we’re— Shit!’ 

			The fist in his jaw had knocked him backwards over the bench – he sprawled on his back in a clattering tangle of metal legs. Caph was stronger than he’d realised. 

			‘You cost me my family.’

			Proteus sat up, put a hand to his chin, moved it carefully backwards and forwards, wincing. ‘A kiss takes two people, Caph,’ he said, standing up. ‘At least it does if you’re doing it right.’

			‘And how the hells would you know?’ Caph said. ‘Have you ever actually meant it?’

			Proteus took a breath, let it out. ‘I don’t want to hit you back. But if you try that again…’

			‘Yeah, thanks. Patronise me why don’t you.’ They stared at each other, bristling. A single tarras scurried past their feet and was gone.

			With a snort, Caph dropped his gaze. ‘What did you really want? At the wharf? If all you’ve ever wanted my family’s name and skills, you should’ve made your pass at my mother.’

			Silence followed the comment. The music rose from somewhere to sunward, notes flawless and flowing. Proteus tried very hard to keep his expression concerned, and then gave up. With no warning, he let himself explode into laughter, his shoulders shaking. 

			Caph stared at him for a moment, bemused, and then he, too, started chuckling. A moment later, he broke into a full belly laugh.

			The air rang with relief; it echoed from the courtyard walls. 

			‘Hells,’ Proteus said, when he had enough breath to talk. ‘What a terrifying thought.’ 

			But it had done what the conversation had failed to do; Caph’s relaxation was tangible. Proteus took the sides of his face in both hands and kissed him, affectionate more than serious. ‘Why you didn’t hit Ganthar like that…’

			‘I did,’ Caph said, wryly, forehead leaned against his own. ‘It didn’t do any good.’

			They stood in silence, reassured, until Caph pulled away.

			‘Ad… Proteus,’ he still stumbled over the name. ‘I don’t know what Raife can do—’

			‘You’re the metallurgist, Caph. And he’s afraid of you. Afraid of your family. You’re the one person who can tell me how they’re going to pull this off.’

			‘Maybe. Maybe I can work it out,’ he said. A flurry of birds rose from one of the roofs, circled and then settled again. Caph’s expression was set. ‘But my help comes with a condition.’

			‘You pick a great time for games—’

			‘You’re going to show me who you are.’

			‘What?’ Startled, Proteus looked at him. ‘I can’t do that—’

			‘Yes, you can,’ Caph said. ‘If I’m going to trust you, tell you everything I can remember, then that’s the price. You have to show me your real face.’

			The moonlight was clear and cold; the shadows it cast were so precise they looked like edges, like things that cut. It took Proteus a moment to understand what Caph was asking and his reaction was knee-jerk, pure fear. ‘No—’

			‘You’ve seen my vulnerability,’ Caph said. ‘My fears and failures. Show me what you are.’

			‘No-one’s ever seen me sleep,’ Proteus said. ‘I could manifest as some…’ he thought about Ebi’s casting, and shivered, ‘…hellspirit for all I know.’

			‘I don’t care.’ Caph’s resolute expression somehow made him look like his father. ‘Show me.’ He held Proteus’s gaze, unrelenting. ‘And let me tell you what you look like.’

			Proteus looked the face opposite, at the storm-grey eyes and long fringe, at the refined lines. Some part of him was back on that cliff face, at that moment in the garden where he’d let go. And here he was, looking out over another drop, a final drop. A drop to a place he’d never dreamed he would see.

			Let me tell you what you look like.

			‘All right.’ He heard himself say it. ‘Come back with me, to Ivar, to the place I keep my main cache. Let me show you my home.’

			*

			Like he was stirring from under a heavy pile of blankets, Proteus drifted slowly awake.

			He felt warm, relaxed and drowsy, easy with a kind of contentment that was new to him, something he’d never known, never allowed himself to know. The passion and sincerity of Caph’s touch, his hands and his mouth, the weight of his body, the sound and the feel of him, the fact that there was no act here – no performance. And then the incredible wash of security, curling against his skin…

			Proteus had been afraid he wouldn’t sleep, that fear or an inability to let go would keep him awake, but he’d fallen back into complete contentment, held there in the man’s arms as if nothing else mattered or could intrude. He’d let go, finally and at last, and Caph had been there with him, breath warm against his shoulder. 

			And he’d slept.

			He stirred further, blinking with a sudden twinge of nervousness. The sky was still dark, and the bed beside him was empty, but there was a warm depression of a body still there, like a ghost that Caph had left behind him. Proteus sat up, hands to his face, eyes searching the room.

			A long shape, naked and picked out by the moonlight, turned from the window. Caph said softly, ‘I’m here. It’s not me that gets up and runs off in the middle of the night.’

			Proteus chuckled. The light shifted, and then the bed moved as Caph sat down. He said, ‘It’ll be dawn soon.’

			‘I didn’t think I’d sleep—’

			‘You slept.’ A hand touched his face; there was a smile in Caph’s tone that Proteus couldn’t quite see.

			‘And?’ It was possibly the most critical word he’d ever said.

			The hand moved to his shoulder, the fingertips sensitive despite the old breaks. ‘You’re absurdly human,’ Caph said. ‘Pale-skinned, brown-haired, balding slightly, probably thirty or so. Quite lean. A few lines, not many.’ He grinned. ‘If I had to use one word to describe you, Proteus the freak, it’d be ‘ordinary’. You’re not a hellspirit, or anything else. You’re just a man.’

			Proteus found himself confused, relieved, disappointed, wanting to laugh. It was unreal, and too real and almost a let-down; he wanted to see it for himself. ‘No horns? Nothing?’

			‘Only one thing,’ Caph told him.

			‘It’s horns isn’t it?’ 

			‘You’re scarred,’ Caph said. ‘You’ve got burn scars, all across your left shoulder…’ his hands traced where they must be, ‘…your upper arm and parts of the left-hand side of your face, mostly round your temple. They’re quite extensive, but they’re very old. They must’ve happened when you were small.’

			‘Scars?’ He knew exactly where they must have come from…

			 ‘They’re all long-healed,’ Caph said, ‘The skin’s sort-of stretched out over them.’

			…but Austen had never mentioned them. 

			The thought brought an odd flux of tension.

			Caph said, ‘It does give me a theory though.’

			‘Go on…’

			‘Your face, your skin. I think…I think it’s a defence mechanism. Somehow, somewhere, as a small child, you were so frightened that you reacted by changing your skin. Now, I don’t know how that’s possible, and I can only guess that you’ve – willed yourself, I suppose – to take control of something that started out as an emotional reaction.’ He leaned in, kissed him. ‘But if it helps, that’s what you look like, and that’s where I think this came from.’

			‘Scars.’ Proteus put his hand on his shoulder as if he was looking for them. Caph’s fingertips traced their unseen edges – they stretched along most of his upper arm down his elbow. 

			‘Okay, scars,’ he said, again, more accepting this time. He looked at Caph, smiled. ‘Thank you.’

			The moment paused. They stared at each other in the half-light, barriers gone, freaks both, misfits with no tags, no families, no names. But there they were, and it was timeless, and it was everything.

			And Austen had been right; of course he had, though Proteus didn’t have the words to say so…

			The moment paused, and blurred, and passed.

			Caph grinned at him, said, ‘Come on, freak. If you need to be—’

			A burst of light stopped him, a flare of flame from somewhere outside the window – somewhere high up in the towers of the city. The flare was tiny, but so sudden, and so strong, that it brought them both to a halt. Caph was on his feet and at the window, and even as Proteus threw back the blankets and joined him, he had horrible, terrible knowledge knotting cold in the base of his throat.

			The low sky was just beginning to lighten. He couldn’t see the crater wall or the sunrise from the window, only the rising archways and waterfalls of the city itself, the long tumble of steps they’d come down the previous night.

			But he knew, by the hells, he knew what had happened even before Caph said, his mouth full of ash and horror…

			‘That’s the house. Oh bloody hells. That’s the house.’

			Up there, in the gardens of house Caphen where they’d been stood only hours before… up there, the lava-fires were hot enough to melt the stone itself.

		


		
			
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN: DESTRUCTION

			Caph stood in the smoke and the ruins.

			He was filthy, stained with ash and soot and horror; there were damp streaks trickling through the grot on his face. In one hand, like some sort of anchor, he held the blackened, half-charred remnants of his actuators. They hung like bizarre metal insects, parts of them melted by the heat.

			He stared around him, dazed, as if waiting for it all to make sense.

			Proteus was with him, one hand on his shoulder. Caph had covered it with his own, and they stood in silence, both of them bereft of words.

			The house was destroyed. The walls were scattered in smoking rubble, or slumped into steaming, cooling magma, melted by vast heat. In places, Caph could see the wreckage of his life lost, now lost twice – pieces of his mother’s metalwork, tatters of flash-burned curtain fabric, a charred brass tashwyn that his sister had been given one birthday. Here was a crystal tumbler, a single crack down its side, and there, the smashed frame from one of Bec’s fencing awards. He could see his father’s desk, stubbornly still intact, covered with rubble as though the whole of the ceiling had crashed down upon it.

			He could not see his father.

			There were other people here, shadows stumbling through the mess and the heat and the smoke; people holding onto to each other, none of them in a better state than he was. Some were household staff, some their closest neighbours. Some were injured, some had come back to help; others had lights, and were searching the rubble. Several squads of greycoats were already here, forming a perimeter, systematically walking lines across the rubble, marking the spots too hot to touch. Orders were barked across the confusion.

			One of them stopped by Caph. ‘You all right, sir? Were you here—?’

			‘No,’ Caph said. He coughed on the heat in the air; it dried his mouth and lungs. He wanted to ask what had happened, but not yet, not yet. It was still too much.

			‘Are you hurt, do you need water?’ 

			‘No,’ he said again. ‘But my parents, my sister—’

			The guard peered at him through the smoke. ‘I’m sorry, Caphen, I didn’t recognise you. When you’re ready, I need to ask you some questions. I know this will be hard for you – but can you tell us who was resident at the property when this happened? It’ll help us search. And we can save more lives.’

			‘My family. Darrah, Illuar…’ His breath shook and he stopped. He had no way to make sense of this. ‘Hells…’

			‘Easy.’ Proteus’s grip was calming, strong; he was watching the ash, drifting across the air currents. The greycoat nodded, turned to speak to his team. ‘You think Raife did this?’

			‘Who else could?’ Caph said. ‘Who else has the reason? Or the skill? Perhaps his hit on the mines wasn’t enough, didn’t disable us enough.’ His voice broke. ‘It takes a talented metallurgist to burn stone.’ There was anger in him somewhere, but he hadn’t found it yet – the shock, the disbelief, were still too much. His words were a whisper, ‘I’ll tear his bloody heart out.’

			He let go of Proteus’s hand and sank to his knees in a still-steaming puddle, in the middle of the devastation like the whole bloody house had fallen down around him. He heard his father, ‘You’re not my son’; his mother in the mines, ‘You and I, Talmar, children of Artifice’. He had a sudden, glass-smash memory of Ganthar in the Torquar Theatre, calling him a liability. His hand tightened on the ruined metal until it bit into his skin, and his breath seared in his lungs as he inhaled.

			The thick air around him still shimmered with the heat.

			A flurry of shouts disturbed him – a sudden rush of activity, of people racing to move the rubble. One of the greycoat sergeants was shouting orders; as Caph scrabbled to his feet, he saw the people form chains, carefully shifting the still-smoking rocks away from…

			Away from what?

			The rubble under him groaned and settled, dust puffed into the air, making him cough. He stumbled over there, needing to know, but fearing who – or what – he would see.

			As he reached the edge of the crowd, the greycoats barked to let him through. He stopped at the edge of a dip, a hollow caused by his mother’s table, charred at the edges and broken clean down the middle as of struck by some colossal blade. Beneath it, one edge crushing her chest, Jularn lay white as chalk, her eyes open, her lips parted in shock. Her hands were still extended, and he recognised the gesture – if Raife really had done this, then Jularn had fought him to the last. A battle of metallurgists the likes of which the city would have never seen, never dreamed of…

			Pocketing the ruined metal, he stumbled down the side of the dip. Ignoring shouts of warning, he tried to lift the side of table, straining at the weight. When it didn’t move, he shouted something at the greycoats behind him and fell to his knees beside where she lay. Speechless with some half-mad hope, he put a hand to the side of her throat.

			But there was nothing.

			No pulse, no breath.

			You and I, Talmar, children of Artifice. 

			He sat back on his heels, compelled by those cold glass eyes, open and empty, at the ash settling in them. He wanted her to blink, to cough and sit up, but she didn’t move. 

			Would never move again.

			Then there were hands at his shoulders. ‘Caph, come away.’ He let them encourage him to his feet, but he still stood there, transfixed by the last expression on Jularn’s face.

			‘I did this.’ He heard himself say it. ‘They did this because of me.’

			‘Of course you didn’t.’ Proteus’s snap was short. He turned Caph around and guided him to the top of the dip. ‘I hear any more guilt, I’ll smack you one with a rock. You need to stay out of the way and let the work crews in.’ 

			Guilt.

			No, not guilt.

			Anger.

			He was finding the fury now, feeling it smoulder and rise like steam from the stone. He would tear Raife, Ganthar, all of them, to screaming bloody pieces.

			Close by, there was a rumble, and the shouting started again, ‘We’ve got another one!’ Thinking it was his father, Caph pushed past Proteus and stumbled over. He tripped on a loose piece of stone and fell almost headlong…

			But the body on the other side of the table wasn’t his father.

			It was Darrah.

			And he was alive.

			The manager lay crumped on the far side of the table, his robes charred through to his skin and his…

			Bloody hells.

			He was burned, badly, all down one side of his face and throat. His hair had been crisped to a shrivel and his skin was blackened, cracked to bloody. As they uncovered him, he reached a hand and groped for the air, for the cool breeze that had found him. It took Caph a moment to realise – only one of his eyes was open, and it was roving and unfocused. 

			Darrah was blind.

			Without thinking, ignoring the heat under his boots, he scrabbled down.

			‘Caph!’ Proteus called warnings about temperatures and unstable rubble, but Caph wasn’t listening. He dropped to his knees beside where Darrah lay, took Darrah’s fumbling hand in both of his own. 

			‘Darrah, it’s me.’

			‘Caph?’ Darrah was wheezing, his face contorted. The skin round his mouth cracked as he spoke, oozing with blood and fluid. He held the other hand to his chest.

			The greycoats were shouting for the physician, for a stretcher. 

			‘Yes, it’s Caph. Lie still. Help’s coming.’

			‘Caph.’ Darrah tried to sit up, failed, coughed black gunk. Caph wondered if his ribs were broken. ‘Caph,’ he said, again, wheezing, ‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.’

			‘Don’t try and speak.’ Caph said. ‘The physician’s coming, they’ll help you.’

			‘Jularn?’ His voice shaking, Caph said, ‘She’s gone.’

			‘No…’ Darrah’s face contorted, his voice faded, shook. ‘Caph, I’ve never seen anything like it – she was incredible. When it started, and the house started to shake, she fought them – she held the stone up, by herself. She stopped the lava – she held the whole house up, refused to let it fall. And she hit him back. She fought with everything she had.’ He was crying, coughing, crying again. ‘I didn’t know. I didn’t know what he’d do.’ His tone caught, he sounded almost in tears. ‘I’m so sorry.’ 

			‘It’s okay,’ Caph told him. ‘You’re alive, and that’s what matters.’ Behind Caph the physicians had come, a stretcher between them.

			‘We’ll take him from here, Caphen.’ The woman was square shouldered, her expression gentle. ‘Step out of the way, please.’

			‘Caph…’ As he went to get up, Darrah held onto his hand, wouldn’t let him go. ‘I’m sorry. He didn’t tell me… I tried to defend her, I tried…’

			The physicians moved Caph firmly out of the way, scrambled down to Darrah with the stretcher. And Caph watched them, dazed and reeling, wondering where his father was, where Bec was, and what the hells the manager had meant.

			*

			Proteus picked his way carefully over the ruins, very conscious of the slowly reddening sky.

			Caph was right: Raife had done this – a strike to prevent house Caphen from stopping him. And Proteus was looking forward to the reckoning.

			But he couldn’t leave, not quite yet. He was struggling with a concept new to him…

			Conscience. 

			Real, human concern.

			Simultaneously, almost instinctually, he was putting together information. If Kolmarch’s desk was over there, then the assault must have begun from the gardens, and not from the main gate. He could track most of the devastation in a fan-pattern from a single starting point – and if that point had been Raife, then he had got into the gardens without being stopped, or seen.

			Interesting. Particularly in the wake of Proteus himself needing his livery to get in, and then being thrown out by the guard captain. You’d think Caphen security would be better. 

			And Kolmarch was not that stupid.

			Proteus stood on the point where Raife must have been, turned to look back at the mess.

			The tallest towers of the city stretched up into the pre-dawn light; the clouds were streaked with lavender. One side of the house, the side away from the garden, looked like it had come down in a single blast – like the underlying layer of stone had been detonated, or destroyed. He was no expert on Raife’s skills, but it looked like the first attack had been from surprise. The other side, the side with Kolmarch’s desk, was more jumbled, walls down and scattered in debris, or melted and run down over themselves, setting light to everything within. Black ash coated their edges; in places, red veins still glimmered deep. And someone had fought back – Caph’s mother, presumably. But that wasn’t what caught Proteus’s attention – he was wondering how the hells Raife had got into the grounds. 

			Had he been alone? Had he had Ganthar with him? Had the family simply known who they were, and let them in?

			No, that blast had been at the very depths of the night – the party would have been over, the family asleep, most of the staff gone home. The assault had been at Caphen, not at their guests. 

			Carefully, Proteus scanned the garden, its gazebos, its ponds now thick with dust and ash, their fish floating belly-up, the broken, metal trees.

			There was only one way that Raife could have got in here, and that was the same way that Proteus had done, eight hours previously… and Proteus was pretty sure that Raife didn’t have a cache full of uniforms to fall back on. 

			The conclusion was obvious, but so, also, was the underlying thought.

			Raife was more powerful than Caph’s mother – Caph would not have a hope of facing him. Proteus had wanted Caph’s help, but looking at this… 

			No, he was going to have to do this alone.

			*

			Caph was sat on a surviving chunk of the main wall, a blanket around his shoulders and a bowl of sweetened tea held in both hands. They’d lifted Darrah clear of the wreckage, assured Caph that he would have the best care, and taken him out to the Hospital. They’d found Illuar, and four other members of the household guard outside what had been the rear wall of the outer kitchen – the entire side of the building had come down on top of them. Illuar had suffered nothing more than embarrassment and a broken arm; the others had not been so lucky. There were Hospital staff here now, the air was blurred with shouts and bodies and need, with conflicting priorities and the still-rising curls of smoke.

			Taking his tea with him, Caph got up and went to speak to the guard captain. His shock was clearing, and he needed to know what had happened and to thank him for his courage.

			Illuar had his arm in a sling and a sick, grey sheen to his face. He said, ‘I’m sorry about your father, sir.’

			Caph felt himself tense. ‘What happened to him?’

			Illuar shook his head. ‘He was upset – by your confrontation. He was still in his study when the attack started. He took down his blade and went out after the intruder.’

			Caph found himself almost laughing – he could picture the stubborn old sod, suitably outraged, waving his longsword and bellowing, ‘Get out!’ as Raife blew the house to pieces. But the laugh caught in his throat. ‘I take it he—’

			‘Bravely, and righteously,’ Illuar said. ‘Proud to the last. We just didn’t get there fast enough.’ The guard captain dropped his gaze to his sling. ‘I’m sorry, Caphen.’

			The captain’s use of the title was oddly chilling, a level of responsibility that he wasn’t ready for – not even close. He said, ‘There’s nothing you could have done, captain.’ Illuar gripped his shoulder with his good hand, but Caph pulled away. ‘What about Bec? Where’s she?’

			‘She wasn’t in the house, sir. They’re trying to find her now.’

			A wash of relief. ‘Have they found everyone else?’

			‘I think so, sir. Fortunately, the party was over and the staff on site were few. And Jularn fought hard enough…’ he faltered ‘…she bought them the time to flee. The casualties have been minimal. We’ve been… ‘ he faltered again, ‘…lucky.’

			Lucky.

			Caph nodded, numb, turned away. One wall was still standing, the edges of its floors visible through the smoke – he could see the shelving and decoration still there, surreal as it faced the devastation. Darrah’s rooms, by the patterned artwork on the wall.

			As he turned that way, his foot caught on something and he leaned down to see what it was.

			Picked up the picture of his parents on their wedding day, the glass cracked, the metal frame charred, but undamaged.

			He sat down with a thump, his face twisting round a sudden shock of grief.

			His parents were dead. 

			His home was gone. 

			Raife…

			The anger swelled like lava, sudden and hot and sick, bringing him back to his feet in a rush. He wanted to tear Raife to pieces with his bare hands, to punch Ganthar until he bled. And he wanted to rail at his father’s pride and stubbornness, ‘Do you see, now do you see?’ He wanted the old bastard to admit that he’d been wrong. And he wanted his forgiveness, wanted him to understand…

			And he never would. 

			Kolmarch had died still hating his son.

			Children of Artifice.

			He gripped the frame until his fingers bled. Glass tinkled and fell, sparkling amid scarlet drops. 

			A shout made him look up. 

			Broken arm and all, Illuar was helping the greycoats to clear the stone, directing them to places where people may still be trapped. Shamed by his activity, Caph got up. But before he could move, then there were steps and a tumble of stone and a cry – and arms around him that sent his tea flying and nearly took him off his feet.

			Bec hugged him tight enough to nearly crush his ribs. He hugged her back, then stood to grip her shoulders and look into her face. ‘You’re okay,’ he said. ‘Thank the hells you’re okay.’

			She looked haunted; she too, was filthy with smoke and fear.

			‘Tal!’ Her voice shook. ‘What happened? Were you here? Where are--?’

			He shook his head and her expression turned disbelieving, then congealed into tears as she turned away. Beside her, a tall young man put his arms around her, his face drawn with concern. He had wild black hair and a nose too large for his face – he was faintly familiar, from the big Theatre in the upper city, Caph thought. In midst of the horror, he understood Bec’s absence and he almost smiled.

			‘I wasn’t here,’ he said. ‘I wasn’t here, Bec. Maybe I could have done something--’

			‘Against this?’ She turned to gesture at the mess. ‘What the hells even did this? Who would… who could…?’

			‘Never mind that now,’ Caph told her. ‘I’m just glad you’re okay.’ 

			Shaking, she wrapped her arms around him. 

			He put his arms around her, held her, let her cry. But he stood there like a statue, looking out across the destruction of his home. 

			*

			At last, Proteus could leave it no longer. Austen was in Kier and waiting for him – and this, all of this, needed to be finished. 

			Paid for.

			He went to find Caph, and discovered him standing with a woman, her face and bearing so like his own that she could only be his sister.

			It made what he had to do easier.

			‘Caph,’ he said. ‘I have to go.’

			Caph turned, his face a mask of stone-dust and loss. The woman raised an eyebrow, said, ‘You the reason he was away?’

			Proteus snorted. ‘That’s the short version.’

			She smiled at him, the expression so like her brother’s that he found himself grinning back. ‘Then you saved his life,’ she said. ‘And as I seem to find myself Caphen, know this family welcomes you.’

			Touched by the absurdity of it, he said, ‘Thanks.’ 

			Caph said, ‘Let’s go.’ 

			Across in the rubble, one of the greycoats stumbled and cursed. The heat still shimmered, somewhere through the smoke, there was a shout of warning. The ground shook as a wall came rumbling down.

			‘You’re staying here.’ Proteus’s voice was sure. ‘Caph, I’m sorry. I don’t think there’s anything more you can do.’

			‘That’s not even funny.’ His grey eyes flared storm-light like a vow. ‘I’m going to tear that bastard’s heart out.’

			‘No,’ Proteus said, ‘You’re not.’

			‘Yes,’ Caph said. ‘I am.’

			They faced each other, not backing down. 

			‘You can’t come with me, Caph,’ Proteus said. It was blunt, brutal. ‘You can’t face this kind of power. You’ll die.’

			‘I’m the only person who can work this out and you know it—’

			‘Don’t be stupid. I’ve lost my sister, I’m not losing you too.’ He glanced at the woman. ‘Make sure he stays here, will you?’ He was glancing at the sky, very conscious of the swelling light at the edge of the crater. ‘You two need to deal with City Hall, and with the Selection. When dawn breaks, you need to call the Assembly, and tell them what’s happened here. Tell them their control is compromised. Tell them the merchants’ districts are awash with dissent. Tell them that I may fail, and that if I do, Raife will come for them next.’ He looked from face to face, said, ‘Get them on-side, Caphen. Make them stand with you. If I don’t do this… then you’ll have to.’ He was well aware that the Selection may not even happen, now – that whatever he and Austen would encounter at Cloudglass could decide the future of the city and everyone in it. ‘This, up here, it’s your world. Let me deal with mine.’ He held Caph’s gaze, remembering something. ‘And I need you to do me a favour. I have a friend, Jay, who was apprehended by the greycoats at the harbour – you need to go and get him. He’s a physician, and a good one. And he has a lady that misses him.’ When Caph still said nothing, he said, ‘Please Caph. Stay here. Don’t do anything reckless.’

			Caph flared, and then sagged. ‘Just come back in one piece.’ A smile flickered. ‘One face.’

			Again, the echoes of Ebi’s little spirit…

			But he said, as promise to himself as much as to Caph, ‘I will.’

			Then there were arms around him. He held Caph tight for just a moment, returning his kiss and striving not to tremble – held him just long enough to whisper it from the core of his soul, ‘I promise.’

			Then he let go, stepped back.

			And, just as he had done once before, Proteus walked away.

			*

			Though the smoke, Caph watched him leave, his retreating figure wavering in the heat that still rose from the stone.

			When he was clear, Caph glanced round at his sister.

			Bec said, eyebrow raised, ‘You know who did this?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘And you’re going to tear them a new one?’

			She knew – she always knew.

			He chuckled, but the expression was short-lived. ‘Do you have any doubt?’

			She nodded, then said, ‘They got their wish, Tal. Their lifelong ambition finally realised.’ There were clean streaks through the dirt on her face and, from somewhere, he could hear Illuar shouting at the greycoats. She said, ‘I wonder if it was worth it.’ 

			Caph clenched his hands, felt his nails bite into his palms. He wished he could believe her, but the rage in him was still rising and he needed to leave, to give it voice and freedom. He said, ‘They took Darrah to the Hospital – make sure he’s okay. I think we’re going to need him, if we’re going to get out of this. And can you see if you can find this ‘Jay’? And, Bec…’

			‘Yeah.’

			‘I’ll explain everything when I come back. All of it.’

			‘Then I guess you’d better come back,’ she told him. ‘Or I’ll come after you just to kick your ass.’

			He laughed. In the middle of it all, he actually laughed. He gave his sister a final hug.

			And then he too, was gone.






			PART THREE: BUILDER

		


		
			
CHAPTER 18: FREAK

			Dawn, and the district gates were just open.

			The last of his smokereeds lit and in his mouth, Proteus didn’t bother to change his form – he was Aden, and Aden he would stay. Silent and watchful, he walked the blood-lit streets of Kier, the stonework stained red with the sunrise.

			Cutting into the sky, the spiral tower of the upper city was in silhouette; he could still see the scar that had been house Caphen, smoke rising. He could feel Caph’s last embrace, hear his own promise to return.

			He turned away. Now, more than ever before, he needed to be free of distractions, needed his clarity of thought.

			He wondered where Austen was – watching him from somewhere, maybe from the rooftops, or from the shadowed archways of Kier’s occasional gardens. But Proteus needed to dismiss his doubts about Austen, too; the lingering phantoms of mistrust that teased at all the lessons of his childhood. 

			The old man was here, somewhere, waiting for him. And if he wasn’t, then Proteus was going to finish this anyway.

			For Lyss. 

			For Caph.

			For himself, for his real face and the scars it bore.

			He crossed under the bridge, found the spiral stairway. It turned deserted and cold, unseen by the sun; it housed only wind-blown dirt and a scuffle of hungry tarras.

			And there it was: the route he’d taken once before. The stone throat that led down to the Torquar Theatre, and to Cloudglass. 

			Perhaps fancifully, he imagined a metallic echo – veins and arteries, a vast web-work of steel roots woven deeply into the stone… 

			The Cloudglass serpent extending its coils all though the lower city.

			Dismissing whimsy, he moved on.

			Carefully, watchfully, he reached the end of the alley, reached the entranceway where he’d waited once before. If Austen was here, then he should be--

			In the dust, a shadow-figure shifted.

			Someone was there, waiting for him, but it wasn’t Austen, the movement was too small, too light.

			And there was only one other person who could have known he was coming.

			He wasn’t even surprised,

			She’d always been able to find him, always known his face, whoever he was. Always known when he was on his way, and come out to meet him.

			That shadow-figure that moved like life, like laughter, like wits all sparkling-sharp… she was as familiar as childhood, one of the precious few people he’d ever let himself love.

			He said, his voice cold, ‘Lyss.’

			Her laughter rang hollow, the jingle of a carnival ride.

			‘So here you are.’ She was soft-footed in the dimness; her voice was an echo of games long-lost. ‘You took you time, Ro. I thought you were smarter than that.’

			‘But you still came to meet me.’ He raised the statement like a shield, pushing her back, making her keep her distance.

			‘I’m your sister,’ she said. In the half-light, Lyss’s hair was long and black and straight like a midnight waterfall; her pale face was in shadow. ‘I always come to meet you.’ She laughed again, bowing with a flourish. ‘Do you doubt who I am? If I’m still me? That’s ironic, don’t you think?’ Her words shivered though the stone. ‘Ask me! Ask me anything!’

			‘I’m not playing games, Lyss. I’m here to stop Raife.’

			Again, that laughter. The sound was cold, a blade through ice, a cracking of glass. It sounded exactly like her, and yet it was so utterly, grievously wrong. 

			‘He knows you’re coming,’ she said.

			‘I don’t doubt it. Did he send you to meet me?’

			‘He didn’t ‘send’ me anywhere.’ The word was pointed. ‘I came to talk to you.’ Outside, feet ran along the bridge – the morning crier, by the hour. Lyss was still in shadow, her soft black clothing like a hole in the wall. ‘I wanted to tell you something, Proteus, my foolish brother, faceless and nameless and lost. That you’ve been deceived, lied to, misled at every step. Austen’s played us – both! – for years. And finally, I know the truth. Silly Ro, all that skill and you’ve never seen what’s right under your nose. Whichever nose that may be.’ There was a smile in her tone. ‘I came to bring you home.’

			‘This isn’t our home, Lyss.’ Information slid like the sides of a puzzle, but he didn’t have all, not yet. He said, ‘This is a trick, and it stops, all of it, right now. You need to come away.’

			‘But this is our family, our real family.’ She shone like a firecracker, small and slight, delicate in face and feature, hands as graceful and swift as an artist’s. Her skin was pale, flawless; still in shadow, she looked like a ghost under her sheen of black hair. 

			Austen’s played us – both! – for years.

			Somehow, he could almost believe it. Yet the sensation of wrong that radiated from her was overwhelming.

			‘What did they do to you?’

			‘They made me understand!’ Again, that laugh. ‘Austen never looked after us, cared for us – don’t you remember? We used to dream, when we were little – we’d lay in the sunlight, making up their names: our real parents, our brothers and sisters and cousins. Our pets, and our friends, and where we went to school. We just wanted to belong, both of us – to not be freaks anymore.’ The words rang harsh, like broken crystal, but she didn’t stop. ‘We’ve spent our lives hiding, Ro. Don’t you want it to end? One name, one face? Don’t you want to know who you really are?’

			In the soft, dusty light, Proteus found he was looking at the backs of his hands. Throughout his life, the hundreds of times he’d watched them change – the hours of staring at them, at himself in the mirror, training, mastering, controlling…

			Freaks.

			But Caph had loved him anyway. Known the truth, and it hadn’t mattered. He said, ‘I know who I am. And I still have a real face.’

			The slants of light made the dust dance like glitter and caught the sheen of her ebony hair. ‘A face you can’t even see! They showed me, Ro – they showed me what I’ve been all along--!’

			‘They tortured you, Lyss. Your mind’s snapped.’

			Lyss laughed again. ‘Austen sent you to die, Proteus. He’s waited for this for twenty-five years and he can’t win this without sacrificing us first. Raife saved my life, my mind, my future – he made me see clearly for the first time. You tell me who’s worse?’

			‘You’re lying.’ 

			‘Am I?’ Lyss stepped into the light.

			And Proteus stopped, horrified.

			She had no eyes, no eyelids, no eyelashes. Where they should have been, there were faceted crystal orbs, pure and clear, a thousand reflections of his own false face, his own layers of lies, staring back out at him.

			He recoiled, but it was far too late.

			She was the eyes of the stone, and she overwhelmed him completely.

			Childhood – laughter and running and hiding and games and tears and scraped knees and back-streets and stolen moments of mischief… the onslaught spun him like toy. It writhed under his skin like a child’s emotions, like a lack of control. He could see the things in her eyes, all fragmented – Lyss in a playground, surrounded by bigger kids who’d pressed her back into the wall. Himself as a small boy, in tears of confusion, pleading with Austen to tell him who he was.

			One name, one face.

			But that was only the beginning. As the light reflected from the stone’s memory, it hit him with full force.

			It was a jumble; times and places layered one on another – their lives intertwined. Lyss’s first crush, first heartbreak; his own teenage years, as raw and rough as Ivar’s backstreets. His first lover, the ripans pressed into his hand. The first life he’d taken. Lyss’s laughter as they’d sat with Austen, sharing a family meal while the rain beat on the window.

			Then, like the strike of a rock, he saw a single thing clearly: the metal water clock against the storm-ripped sky. With it, the angular dervish figure that had scattered the chanting teens and leapt for the thing in the heart of the fire…

			…the thing that had laughed and then broken into pieces, spiralling out in the wind.

			Austen!

			But Austen was gone. Another image, sharp and clear: a woman, elderly, angular, oddly inhuman. She had wild, white hair and nimble, callused fingers. There was metal embedded in her skin – in her cheekbones, around her eyesockets, in the sides of her mouth. And she had a look to her blood-rust eyes that was pure and utter fanaticism.

			He knew who she was, knew as if it’d been branded into his face like punishment… 

			‘Artifice.’ The word was a whisper.

			Then the shine grew dazzling, and within it, another image swelled into focus…

			An end to pain, an end to lies. An end to confusion and incomprehension. An end to being outcast and isolated, an end to being an inhuman freak. In the shine was the embrace of a family reunited, the love of his mother--

			No. 

			With a wrench of horror, of sheer will, he staggered back in mind and body. Dazzled, overwhelmed by his perceptions, he smacked into the wall behind him and slid to the floor as if his legs were broken.

			‘No.’ 

			The denial was instinctive and pointless – even as the word passed his lips, the truth was so obvious. How the hells had he not known? Like every solution – so obvious when you realise the answer.

			Lyss. His sister. Found curled in his lap by the post-fight Austen. The scars in his skin were from where he’d protected her as the fire had detonated.

			And Austen had known. He’d lied to them all along, kept the full truth from them…

			When I found you, you weren’t alone.

			Lyss was really laughing now, looking down at where her brother was staring at his hands – at the ripple of light and life and colour and culture that ran through their skin, through his face and his flesh, at the truth and lies that had made him.

			The fire, the hellspirit that Austen had fought – it had been Artifice herself. Or a part of her.

			But her awareness had been fragmented. And those fragments had entered the three surviving summoners, giving them their skills: Raife’s metallurgy, Anatar’s charisma, Ganthar’s pure strength.

			But that wasn’t the end of the story.

			They showed me what I’ve been all along.

			Himself, his sister – they had been there, curled on the outskirts.

			And they, too, bore fragments, and the skills that went with them.

			They were the Children of Artifice; they carried her abilities like parts of her soul, each one adapted to the needs of its host. 

			And now Raife was calling Artifice back, and she was coming to claim them all. 

			*

			Caph had spoken to the greycoats, borrowed a heavy, manta-leather jacket. He had Proteus’s little bag of metal dust in one pocket, and his half-melted actuators in another, for all the good they might do. He had a lit smokereed between his lips. He’d found another route into the Torquar Theatre, an old crew-route. And he’d left the upper city and the ruins of his home to walk down into the waiting maw that was Cloudglass.

			He didn’t have his father’s authority; he didn’t have his mother’s strength or power. But Raife had burned them both, burned Caph’s home. And Proteus had trusted him, had offered him everything. 

			Caph was going to tear Cloudglass to pieces.

			And that was all there was to it.

			The route to the old theatre was open, a mouth into blackness.

			There was no guard, no ambush, no music. Nothing waiting for him. There was a scatter of rubbish and a single sodium lamp. It lit the walls to the colour of piss. 

			Caph paused. He exhaled a last plume of soft grey smoke, dropped the reed. Stood on it. Walked through the archway as if Raife would bring the molten stone down on him, too, and he just didn’t bloody care…

			But the place was empty.

			In the cold draft, dust sighed across the floor; the air smelled faintly of rust and bile. The room was grey; the balcony when Ganthar had been standing rode silent at its far end, a ship deserted. Sprays of dead glasslights hung over the stage, as pointless as dejection.

			Between them, the great twist of the metal ouroboros stood cold. Listening to the faint, hollow echo of his own breathing, Caph watched it, almost as if he expected it to move. But it, too, was vacant; its dark thrill vanished with its prophets and worshippers. 

			Caph’s anger still surged, resolute. There were many side doors here, like the one that Anatar had locked him behind, but they were not what he wanted. His gaze followed the serpent’s metalwork, its struts and decorations. The ouroboros reared up to the vaulted ceiling, stretched back right against the wall. Behind it, only visible in the bright, yellow light, was a single, deeply-set doorway. It was almost a part of the sculpture itself.

			And over it, the wall swallowed the sculpture whole.

			*

			Proteus had tried to turn away, to block the onslaught, but the images were everywhere – the fragments of the shattered hellspirit, tumbling in slowness…

			The old water clock, hard and cold against the turmoil of sky…

			The fire, detonating…

			Burning, pain in his skin…

			The shriek of the injured child…

			Scars.

			He had been there, he remembered more clearly now. Austen had picked up the crying Lyss, he’d crouched down to speak to Proteus. And he’d held the filthy, nail-bitten hand of the injured, scared little boy, and he’d taken the children to safety, to warmth and blankets and food…

			But the fragments of the scattered Artifice – they’d found them first.

			In a surge of something halfway between outrage and denial, Proteus hurled himself at his sister. He wasn’t even sure what he wanted – to shake her, to shake the piece of the Builder free from her, to make her realise who she really was, that he loved her, and that he wasn’t going to give this up…

			But Lyss was as fast as she had ever been.

			It was like she knew where he’d be, anticipated his movements. She was a ghost in the shadows, there-and-gone, as fast as thought, as formless as laughter. She danced out of his way, a dream lost at dawn.

			‘You can’t catch me, Ro. You know that.’

			His hands closed on air. He spun.

			‘My blind brother.’ There was no warmth left in her now; her voice was cruel and cold. She was all white face and black hair; with her mad eyes, she looked like a ghoul. ‘Austen didn’t love us. Didn’t ever love us. He only rescued us to use us. And he’s used us all along.’

			‘He saved us.’ The words were clear but his own doubts were clamouring, echoes in his skin like the visions from her eyesockets. He could see Ganthar kissing Caph, feel his own loss of control; could feel himself falling asleep, his face relaxing into trust and surrender. He could see the metal insects that had pinned Lyss to the bench. And he could feel them within himself, as if they had hatched under his skin. He could feel his back rippling with them; feel them running under his jawline and erupting out of his mouth.

			‘Everything you understood has been a lie,’ Lyss said. ‘Everything Austen taught you is false.’

			But he said, still fighting it, ‘Austen helped us.’ His voice was wrong, as if the insects writhed in his words. ‘He was there for us--!’

			 ‘He wasn’t there, Ro. He was never there.’ She threw images like weapons, flashes of childhood all broken. ‘He only took us, trained us, so we would find Artifice for him when she came back. We were tools, nothing more. My senses would find her, and your infiltration would get close to her, and uncover her plans. Where do you think I got my name? Yours was simple, a laugh. You know what mine really is?’ Her tones were cruel. ‘He called me Katalyss – I was supposed to make it all happen.’ The words were vicious. ‘My name’s a joke too. Only mine’s not funny.’

			The venom in her hurt him, made him sting. He could feel his skin beginning to shift, but he didn’t care – he wanted it as much as he’d wanted Caph, that same pure freedom of surrendering control. 

			Lyss had stepped back out of his reach, mocking. ‘Look at you, Ro. You’re pitiful. All that training and you’ve got no more discipline than you had as a child.’

			Again he pounced after her, but she seemed to evaporate, to dissolve like smog in the sunlight. 

			‘He raised us,’ he said. ‘He taught us everything!’ 

			‘He lied to us. We were detectors, nothing more. Canaries in the mine!’

			‘He wouldn’t have done that to us!’

			Somehow, he’d become strong enough to grab the light-post, to crumple the metal supports like paper, to throw fistfuls of sparkling glass-gems through the air and across the stone floor like scattered treasure. The tantrum-feel of it was good, welcome.

			And Lyss was still laughing at him, brutal and deliberate; her eyes still reflected only his fakery, her taunts didn’t stop. ‘He set us up, Ro. All our lives. It was the only reason he saved us.’

			‘That’s not true!’ The blood was pounding in his arms and face, the heat was pouring from his body. The room was smaller around him; the contortions of his face were unreal, alien. His voice was starting to twist. ‘He was… teaching us control!’

			‘’Control’?’ Lyss spat laughter like mockery, superior and cruel. ‘Look at yourself!’ There was nothing left of her that Proteus recognised. 

			Nothing left of himself.

			He could see his changes in her faceted eyes, but he didn’t want to look. He still tried, ‘So we knew… ourselves – so we had strength – so we could… help him…’

			Lyss’s brittle humour vanished as she shot back, ‘We had no idea who we even were! We had no name, no family, nothing. We belonged to no-one, not until now--!’

			‘Austen cared for us!’

			‘He used us.’ 

			‘He did not!’ With a roar, he coiled his legs under him and sprang, snarling, at his sister.

			He missed.

			Lyss was somewhere else, her eyes shining. She’d started laughing at him again. 

			Coiled, now, in fury and helplessness, a bullied child trying to reach a bag thrown by bigger classmates, Proteus spun, spitting, sprang again.

			He missed.

			And again.

			He missed.

			And Lyss was still laughing, her cold humour dancing through the air like the spangles of shining dust, echoing in the rumble of morning feet that echoed from the streets of Kier – a handspan and a lifetime away. Teasing, she was picking up idle pieces of debris and throwing them, bouncing them off her brother’s bulging skin as if she were trying to goad him, trying to make him even angrier. 

			On some level, he understood what she was doing, but he was past caring.

			‘Austen played us.’ Another throw. ‘We’re nothing to him.’ Another. ‘We never were.’

			Glass crunched underfoot.

			‘If he wanted to save us, Ro, where is he? He didn’t love you. No-one could love you. Caphen didn’t love you. He just felt sorry for you. You freak.’

			Taunt after taunt shredded Proteus’s skin. As Lyss used her twisted love, their entwined lives, to expose every raw nerve, to undermine every decision, to reinforce every doubt, to poison every memory of anything good…

			Caphen didn’t love you. He just felt sorry for you.

			You freak.

			… so the rage closed over his vision, and everything else was lost

			*

			This was not what Caph had expected.

			Pushing the heavy door open, ducking the huge bolts that riveted that bloody snake to the wall, he’d been ready for some vast and vaulted chamber, crumbling pillars and mouldering brickwork – or even to meet Ganthar’s highly-polished boot, aimed clean for his teeth…

			…instead, he found himself tangled in a curtain.

			The fabric was soft and heavy; it flowed over him like blood, dark and scarlet and inevitable. When he fought his way through it and pushed it aside, he found himself looking at some sort of…

			…antechamber.

			Bloody hells.

			The words, the thought, were reflexive – but this room could have no other description.

			It was roughly semi-circular, a short step in the ceiling where another room ran overhead. Deep, scarlet curtains flowed down the curved wall; between each of them, the steel supports had been polished to a blade-like shine, knives thrust hard into the cold stone floor. 

			The straight wall bore a painting, something angular and unsettling. It was a shattered picture of some sort of fight, angles and slants and darkly rich colours. A great metal sculpture reared up from some dark, cloaked creature that was springing at flame, smashing it into many hard-edged fragments.

			He had no bloody clue.

			But the painting was not what was dominated the room.

			Turning slowly, as if Kei himself were standing behind him, Caph looked up at the spreading metal might of the ouroboros.

			And he realised that the fragment of it visible in the theatre was only the very tip of its power.

			The snake-twist had become a metallurgical tree, a three-dimensional representation of the one in his mother’s table. It grew out from the wall, upwards into the room and across the ceiling, twists and coils and claws spreading wider and arching over the watcher below. It wove through the stonework, melding rock and metal into something new, something…

			Hells. The thought was a chilling one. How far do the roots of this thing go? 

			Not only that but, What will it do?

			For a moment, the memory of Jularn’s empty eyes writhed in Caph’s gut and he wanted to puke, to back down and to run for his life – out from this whole damned district and never, ever come back to this place again… but his anger had not abated, and the metal-stink felt like courage.

			Come on then. I know you’re here.

			About him, the room was warm, blood-warm, clammy; warm with a heat beyond flesh. Sweat sliding under his jacket, Caph moved to look at the painting – saw that there were metal benches here, resting against the wall. Then, with a tight grin that was a gathering of his defiance, he lit a second reed. 

			As he did so, a shadow moved on the wall.

			Big, powerful.

			Familiar.

			And so very welcome.

			With the reed between his lips, Caph pulled the powder out of his top pocket, eased the little bag open. 

			He took the hit. 

			And he waited for his blood to explode.

		


		
			
CHAPTER 19: GANTHAR

			‘Tal.’

			Unsurprised, Caph blew a lungful of smoke into the sweating air. His blood was igniting with the contents of the vial, his veins thundering with exultation, with dreams about to be fulfilled. As the hit spread down though his shoulders and chest – as it slammed into his heart and began to hammer…

			He said, ‘I knew you’d be waiting.’

			Ganthar was watching him. ‘And I’m glad you came.’ His voice was amused, oddly affectionate. ‘I’ve missed you, Tal.’ He came forward; for a moment Caph thought Molly was actually going to kiss him.

			But he didn’t back away. Instead, he said, right in the man’s face, ‘I’m not here to reminisce.’ Smoke emerged in wisps and trails as he spoke. ‘I’m here about my family.’

			He trembled with the anger of it. The anticipation of revenge.

			Molly grinned, that oddly endearing half-smile that he remembered all too well. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I liked your Mum, I always have. But you told your father, Tal, about everything – about Cloudglass, the Torquar. Raife didn’t kill them. You did.’

			Caph’s calm was absolute. ‘Nice, but that’s not why Raife killed them and you know it. Try something new.’

			‘C’mon, Tal – you’ve lost everything.’ Ganthar put a hand on Caph’s shoulder, thumb stroking his jaw. ‘I knew you’d come. You and I – we can do anything.’

			Caph had an odd, momentary flash – that long first kiss, outside the party, his hands pinned to the wall above his head, his body surging with the rush of it – but the image burned as quickly as it manifest. His blood was roaring with injected fire. He said, his voice alight, ‘You’ll pay for all of it, Ganthar. Every single thing you’ve done.’

			Molly’s expression flickered, narrowed; the light reflecting from the side of the sculpture gave his skin an odd, mosaic-like appearance. ‘You belong here – just like the rest of us.’ His touch was almost gentle. ‘Tal, please. I love you. I always have.’

			In the odd, red light, he looked younger. His sincerity was startling and his presence absurdly strong. The sculpture – snake, tree, whatever it was – framed him with authority. And twisted in amongst it were the memories of that kiss, of how good it had once been.

			Molly’s smile spread. Under his white silk shirt, his body must be as perfect as Caph remembered; his hand was still touching Caph’s cheek. The light on his face shimmered like scales--

			The moment shattered.

			With every flicker of bitterness and rage that he’d carried over the last two years, with every fantasy of revenge he’d ever had, with every flash of the drug in his system, with every bloody ounce of strength he could muster…

			…Caph slammed the broken fingers of his right fist into Ganthar’s face, smashing his front teeth. Red, the rich colour of the curtains, ran over his lip and chin. It was a dream realised, and if Raife’s alloy made such dreams come true, then this was a moment he’d long, long waited for.

			Molly staggered, shaking his head, spitting. 

			 ‘You bastard.’ Caph’s voice was soft with vindication and righteous wrath; his blood and muscle roared with it, it rang in his ears like his bloody zanyar. ‘Raife burned my family.’ He paced forwards, backhanded Ganthar hard enough to knock him sideways. ‘And you’ll pay for all of it.’

			‘Will I,’ Ganthar said. He caught Caph’s next blow with a hand like a cranked metal vice. Then he stood up, twisting Caph’s arm down and around, bending his shoulder sideways and back. His expression was smouldering with absolute white-cold fury. He said softly, ‘I gave you your chance, Talmar. We could’ve had it all. Now we do this—’

			‘The hard way?’ Caph wrenched his wrist free. ‘I’ve been looking forward to it.’

			The first strike knocked him clear across the room, slamming him into the back wall with a twisting crunch that shot pain through his spine and shoulders. The curtain tore and billowed to the floor. His ears thundered, but it didn’t matter.

			The drug in his blood – the metal, whatever the hells it was – was pure adrenaline, granting him this fantasy, this dream he’d had a hundred times. He came back to his feet, elated and gleeful – the high had blown his mind wide open. 

			Molly was grinning at him, almost as if they shared this, this ecstatic violence.

			 But Caph didn’t care. He struck again, slamming one fist into Ganthar’s rigid stomach.

			It was like hitting a wall.

			And Molly’s reactions were fast. He smashed Caph in the belly and sent him rolling, coughing, into another curtain.

			‘Nice try, sweetheart.’ His broken teeth distorted his voice, but he stood blood-mouthed and grinning. ‘You’re missing something. The drug you’ve taken – I was its test subject, the only person strong enough. All that time I was scrubbing the stonework. It’s been in my system for years. Granting my dreams.’

			‘Anatar just said you’d gone mad.’ Caph rolled back to his feet. His face flamed with pain; it beat in his ears. Barely aware of his own strength, he picked up the metal bench, threw it, picked up the next one, threw that, picked up the third… his shouting roared round the room.

			Molly slammed the first one out of way, yanked his head sideways from the second. The third one hit; with a sudden ‘oof’ of breath, he doubled over and fell back, the bench clattering to the floor. Bouncing metal rang from the walls.

			Caph followed it. Faster then he’d moved the last time, he was across the room with his full weight behind a side-on body slam, taking Molly back and over. They hit the floor together in a tangle of limbs.

			Ganthar was swearing, spitting blood and fury. Struggling to get his feet under him.

			With a gesture that was pure, focused hate, Caph slammed an elbow into his face, another, hitting hard on his already broken nose and teeth.

			But then the monster really detonated.

			Molly was back on his feet, too fast to follow. He crouched, all blood-spattered silk, his expression twisted with absolute darkness. As Caph got up, one hand shot out, grabbed him by the throat and slammed him sideways, hard, into the painted wall. Caph choked, struggled, but the hand on his neck was like a claw, the arm like a girder. 

			He gagged, gasped and fought. Ganthar was crushing his windpipe; he choked for air and life. 

			Propelled by the drug that was screaming round his system, the raised knee was hard enough to make Ganthar buckle, his eyes bulging. He let go, and Caph was away, past him and turning, looking for a weapon, anything to slam this bastard into the middle of next week.

			Curtains.

			Benches, now scattered.

			Snake.

			He could feel the hit pounding and he knew that it was fading now – whatever it was, it was fleeting and he was teetering at its very peak. Any second now, his strength and focus would ebb as he came down the other side. 

			Crash.

			Come on, think!

			Molly was advancing across the room, slamming benches out of his way. His hand closed on the front of Caph’s jacket, throwing him bodily backwards into the steel strut behind. It was a scornful gesture, derisive – the gesture of a man who knew he’d already won. 

			But as he paced forwards to finish this once and for all, Caph ducked under the first blow, came up with an armful of tumbled curtain. His fist smarting from the steel impact, a crunching elbow in his ribs made Ganthar grunt, pace back, and the curtain went into his face with a flurry of heavy fabric.

			And Caph followed it.

			Knowing he was on borrowed time, knowing he had only until the drug in his blood ran down, he rammed one shoulder against Molly and propelled him backwards across the room, slamming him into the strut on the far side. The great steel serpent shook at the collision. While Molly fought the curtain, swearing under the weight of the fabric, Caph did the only thing he could do.

			He held him back with one hand on his chest, pinning him to the wall and the steel and the curtain behind him.

			And the other one hit him in the face.

			Again.

			Again.

			His broken fingers couldn’t take the punishment; on some level, he knew what this was costing but he was beyond caring. Every flicker of indignation, of rage and guilt and failure and blame were all raging into focus, and that focus was the pain in his right hand as his fingers splintered with the force of the blows.

			Ganthar was struggling, fighting to push his weight from the wall, fighting to free his head and shoulders and vision of the curtain, fighting to rid himself of this fucking maniac that was intent on beating him to a bloody pulp – but the curtain snagged on the snake and he tangled himself up in it and the blows just kept coming.

			Caph became aware that the roar of fury and rage was his own.

			That – and that his right hand was a gnarled ruin.

			The red-covered figure that was Dion Ganthar slid slowly to the floor.

			Bloody hells…

			Caph backed up, the last of the drug leaking form his system and leaving him suddenly cold and empty, a hollow wind blowing though his heart. 

			He cradled his shattered hand across his chest; could barely frame the word. ‘Ganth?’

			The body at his feet stirred, struggled with the curtain.

			‘Hells…’ Caph dropped to one knee beside him, still ready to jump if he had to.

			But Ganthar was beyond fighting back – he was broken, his face a twisted contusion of bruises, his teeth splintered and ragged, tearing at his lips. One eye was closed, the other swelling shut. Blood ran down both sides of his shattered nose.

			He spat, ‘Go on then. Finish it. If you’ve got the balls.’

			Sharp shards of agony were shooting up Caph’s forearm. He looked at the clawed ruin of his right hand as though seeing it for the first time. He said, ‘You know I can’t…’

			‘You useless little shit.’ Molly sneered through red-streaked teeth. ‘I broke your fingers, ruined your future, burned your family. You hellsdamned coward…’ He dissolved in coughing, holding his broken ribs. 

			‘I’m a lot of things,’ Caph told him. ‘But I’m not a coward.’ Twisted between a righteous sense of absolute justification and an odd, old compassion, Caph stared down at him. ‘Maybe it’s just your turn to live broken.’ 

			Molly glanced at him, a flash of fire in the still-open eye. 

			He moved too late.

			His wrist was caught and he was over, cheek on the stone, arm behind his back and his every nerve yowling with pain from the wrist up. He rolled, but it was too late, Ganthar was on his feet and his boot slammed down on Caph’s back, pinning him, spitting to the cold floor.

			He heard a voice, dark and deep and hot, say, ‘He’ll do. Bring him.’

			*

			In the blurred, red haze of awakening, Caph found sharp bites of pain, pinning him down like a hundred tiny metal bolts. He couldn’t move, couldn’t speak. He was held fast with a thousand closed claws, welded by his very flesh to the bench beneath him.

			The pain was everywhere; in his face, in his body. It made no sense.

			His consciousness was thin, a wisp of awareness along the edge of a blade. He was cold; there was cold against his bared back and cold in the air that wreathed about him. He could smell the rusty tang of blood, smell sweat, smell old stone and new metal. The harsh rasp of his breathing echoed all wrong. He had no idea where he was.

			When he tried to open his eyes and sit up, sharp teeth bit into every muscle and sinew, ripping him as he moved

			What--? Shock stilled him; new blood streaked his skin. His lips tore as he tried to cry out. Blood filled his mouth and ran down the sides of his face. He choked, tried to cough – and it tore again.

			For a moment, panic closed like jaws. 

			‘Be still.’ The words were deep and feminine, the voice familiar. There was a warm hand on his bare shoulder. The touch made him shudder, but it drew him back from the brink.

			With an effort, he ground his vision into focus.

			Bloody hells.

			His breathing was harsh; he swallowed repeatedly. His throat burned raw, but he could see… 

			The room was impossible.

			The walls over him were broken, splintered into fragments by almighty metal snake-roots that broke through the stonework, sliding over and under each other, shattering in their strength. They spread out and everywhere; a powerfully knotted web-work of seething, living metal.

			Between them, the vaulted roof was aging and cracked, dust trickling as if it needed to escape. There were balconies in the wrong places, jagged like teeth; side-corridors that twisted at eye-wrenching angles, their ends lost in lightlessness. For a pained, hazed moment, he wanted to be dreaming, drugged, lost in some impossible nightmare. 

			He was caught in the roots – intestines – of the Cloudglass guardian. Raife’s servant and construction, his ultimate creation – the Builders’ metallurgical equations now given living form. 

			No-one else could have made this. Few would even have recognised it – but Caph knew exactly what it was.

			He coughed gore, tried to turn his head, tried to breathe though lips that ripped further with every movement. 

			But knowing what it was didn’t answer the question…

			What was he going to do with it?

			Again, he tried to sit up.

			This time, the pain was savage, claws ripping through skin and muscle and sinew, tearing red holes in his flesh and bringing him fully, sharply, to consciousness. He was apparently nailed to the metal bench beneath him; he looked as though a hundred clawed creatures had scrabbled over him and sunk their pincers in deep. Wet warmth streaked his flesh from a thousand cuts; he gagged, tried to spit and couldn’t.

			Over him, the huge wrought knot of roots was moving, writhing and rasping one upon another as if each equation were happening simultaneously. The noise was soft, yet it set his teeth on edge; it raised his hackles and sent gooseflesh rippling from the claw-tips in his skin.

			Beside him, a woman’s voice chuckled.

			‘Caphen Talmar.’ Her voice was melodic; he knew it, but he couldn’t place it. Like the soft rasping of the metal coils, its echoes resounded faintly wrong. ‘Raife said you’d be an asset, but I honestly hadn’t realised quite what he had in mind.’ He heard the smile in her tone. ‘And I have to say – you’re perfect.’

			Anatar. Sitting beside him.

			On his other side sat Ganthar, his face undamaged, his smile back in place. He ran the backs of his knuckles gently down Caph’s scarred cheek. ‘Don’t fight it, Tal,’ he said. ‘It’ll go so much easier if you don’t fight.’

			‘Raife’s ambition is considerable,’ Anatar said, smiling. ‘And you – you have a such a great future ahead of you.’

			His eyes met hers, grey-cold. 

			But Anatar only smiled, cold, utterly bereft of conscience. ‘Please don’t misunderstand, Caphen,’ she said. ‘Like the house, this is necessity, not entertainment.’ She leaned forward and he was breathing her in, unable to help it. Her warm lips against his cheek, she said, ‘We can’t take the risk that a piece of you will remain.’

			What? 

			Her closeness was suffocating. He tried to flinch away; wanted more than anything to turn his head and breathe… 

			Ganthar was still stroking his cheek.

			‘Shhhh,’ he said. His caress moved down Caph’s throat and shoulder, his elbow and forearm. 

			To his left hand.

			Carefully, he snapped the little finger.

			Again.

			Caph couldn’t help it, his body tensed, back arching and ripping the claws through his flesh. His mouth tore as he tried to cry out; his throat was filling with blood, his teeth were thick with it. He gagged, tried to sit up, to cough, to turn away – anything…

			But each time he moved to avoid the pain, it tore his skin even more. He cried out, again, tore his mouth and filled his throat with blood…

			Anatar still smiled. 

			Ganthar’s touch moved, caressing his hand; his expression still had that lop-sided smile that Caph remembered so well.

			He wanted to defy them; he wanted to rip himself up from the bench and slam Molly backwards into the impossible walls. His hand was twitching like a trapped creature – the movements sent shrieks of pain as the claws tore again. 

			A muffled, wordless roar, I won’t let this happen again!

			The concept of ‘helpless’ loomed large. The knowledge that he absolutely could not stop them, could not do anything to prevent this, was unreal – the pain and mockery would simply increase, layer upon layer until he could bear it no longer.

			Ganthar’s touch moved to the next finger.

			‘For as long as you fight us…’ Anatar’s voice was velvet; spinning his awareness to dark and confusion, ‘…the hurt continues. When you trust us and let go, all of this can stop.’

			Molly broke the next finger, knuckle snapping with a sickening audible ‘crack’.

			Caph surged again, ripped and tore again; again, the blood in his face and mouth and throat, again the disbelief and outrage. He was caught in a metal trap and had no way to free himself, no way to break out, no way to bargain, no route to freedom…

			The twists and angles of the world around him were blurring in a bloody haze; darkness was encroaching from the very edge of his vision.

			The great knot of steel roots rasped and writhed.

			Trust me, it said, trust me and let go…

			His hands were shattered. Ganthar had beaten him. Proteus had gone. He’d lost his family. This was not torture; he had nothing left, nothing he could offer to make her stop.

			In the end, all of his temper and outrage had come to this.

			And it hadn’t been enough to let him win.

			*

			The world was still.

			Cold. 

			Proteus lay on his side, his breathing ragged. His muscles felt like water, and his body ached. Emptiness curled like ash in the depths of his heart. When he tried to put his hand down to push himself up, the movement rang exhaustion though joint and bone. 

			The hand he moved, plain and pale and featureless, belonged to a stranger.

			He said, ‘Lyss?’

			His voice, too, was wrong. It had no accent, no character, no life of its own.

			‘You’ve done it now.’ Lyss’ laughter sparkled like dust. ‘I think you broke.’

			Broke.

			The word was a judgement.

			Proteus felt sick, drained. With an effort that nearly wrung a sob from his throat, he pushed himself upwards, rolling painfully into a sitting position. His body scared him; it moved oddly, flaccid and weak.

			What am I?

			He raised his hands to the light, and to his face.

			His flesh was like wax, plain and cold; all his muscles lolled loose. He felt wasted, literally; his body wouldn’t move as he told it. His face had no personality, no angle, no age, no youth, no lines, no eagerness…

			 Like him, it felt hollow.

			Lyss bobbed down to a crouch in front of him, crystal eyes and black hair. Her smile split her face like a wound. She said, ‘Do you know where you are?’

			Confused, he looked up. The room was a swath of red curtains, one of which lay crumpled on the floor. The Cloudglass snake had coils down here and uprights thrust hard through stone walls. ‘Should I?’

			Lyss gleamed like madness. ‘Turn around.’

			Proteus twisted with an effort, and found himself staring at a dark and shattered image – a fragmented painting that he couldn’t quite…

			Oh yes he could.

			A great steel construction – the water clock. And there was fire, and figures, and the angular, dark shape of the fighting Austen, shattering the hellspirit into its scattered, broken pieces.

			Trying to get his slack, lifeless legs to obey him, Proteus said, ‘So? What happens now? Do we fight some more, or does Artifice come and kill us all?’ He couldn’t stand up, had no way to fight back.

			Lyss laughed. ‘She wishes us no—’

			‘Lyssy.’ The word was soft and dark, female, affectionate, but still an order. Lyss glanced up, scrambled to her feet. ‘He came.’

			‘Of course he did. He loves you.’

			The slow tap of cane on stone preceded a pair of long, elegant legs. They stopped, black boots shining, and the silvered cane tip planted firmly on Proteus’s chest, pushing him back to the floor. 

			Wincing, he looked up.

			Anatar – Lyss’s ‘Sahar’ – was blood-smeared and smiling, a sated urban hunter. Her hands were covered in it; it slicked her face and throat. She stepped forwards and stood tall, looking down. Lyss flanked her like an advocate.

			‘Proteus,’ she said. ‘Our missing brother. You’ve led us quite the dance.’

			He wanted to stand up, face her down, but he still didn’t have the energy to move it. He was too slow, too heavy. 

			She chuckled, said, ‘We’re finally here. All of us. What was broken…’ a flash of her glance took in the painting, ‘…will be reformed. What was rent, will be complete.’ Her words were a performance, compelling; they lit a deep red glow in the depths of his belly, a glimmer of need in his flesh. ‘A new body, a new beginning. There’s no need to fear us, or fight us. This is how it was always going to end. Austen won’t come, not now.’ Her smile was generous in victory. ‘And we have your Caphen.’

			That gave him a spark of fear, the ability to sit up properly. ‘Caph?’ It was a stroke of horror, and of complete understanding – of course he had come, he was never going to do anything else. Silently, Proteus cursed himself for a fool – for not punching his lights out to ensure he stayed put. ‘Where is he?’

			Anatar laughed, a rich noise that rang mirthless from the walls. ‘Oh Proteus, Proteus – what a partnership you two would have made.’ Her tone was raw and evocative; it sent chills through his exhausted nerves. ‘Too late now. He came down here angry, and thinking his righteous determination would be enough. Much like you, I fear, he’s learned a hard lesson. Love can make you do some very foolish things.’

			Dried blood flaked from her hands and drifted downwards.

			Proteus could feel the spark of anger in him climbing higher; it was good, cleansing. The warmth it brought chased the tails of her charisma away. His energy, the ability, it was all still there – he’d just run it down. Now, he had to recover it and nurture it until the tiny flame grew back into a full and blazing ferocity.

			And then what? 

			My sister – betrayed me. 

			Austen – is not coming.

			Caph – is lost.

			Fine. I’ll do this myself.

			‘But don’t fret,’ Anatar said. Cocking her head sideways, she was smiling at him. ‘Your Caphen has a future beyond his dreams – he can play again, have more power than he can ever use.’ The laughter came again. ‘He has a new family now, and you can be with him for as long as you want.’ She smiled, the expression welcoming, warm.

			‘We all can.’

			*

			Slowly, Caph became aware that the pain had stopped.

			The air was cold on his skin, drying streaks of blood and spit and tears; if he tried, he could just about open one eye.

			In among the twisted angles of stonework, the rasping root-knots of metal, Anatar stood tall, his blood streaking her face and long throat. She was all tight anger and wary frustration; beside her, Ganthar sneered in fury. Pinned to the bench and ripped in a hundred places by the claws that held him down, Caph tried to smirk with lips that were torn to bloodied shreds of flesh.

			There had been no screaming, not this time.

			They’d failed.

			 His fingers were gnarled and ruinous; his body destroyed. Blood filled his mouth and furred his teeth; his breathing bubbled with it. He had been smashed and tormented, his every horror exposed. Anatar’s hands were blood to the wrists; her nails were caked with gore. And Ganthar had enjoyed the whole thing with a twisted-dark sadism that was the most repugnant thing of all.

			But he’d beaten them.

			He was swimming with pain and adrenaline and elation. They had nothing left they could do to him.

			And he had nothing left they could take.

			If he could have sneered at them, he would have.

			In the blood-sick swim of his vision, he saw Anatar sit back, tapping her elegant chin with one long, stained finger. Her jacket was slick with fluid; the ring on her hand gleamed with a core of eager darkness. 

			She said thoughtfully, ‘Raife said you were strong. Interesting.’

			He tried to speak, but his voice, like his face, was long gone. He felt the torn sides of his mouth, like ragged cloth.

			Watching him, she felt in a pocket, pulled something free. When she held it in front of Caph’s vision, he blinked to see what it was.

			It was a dice, four sided – one he’d been missing for several days.

			‘This is yours, I think,’ she said, smiling. ‘Lost at the wharf, the night you and Proteus met. He kept it, a souvenir – he must’ve loved you even then.’

			What… He tied to frame the word and failed, wanted to sit up, to stare at her. Cold echoed like horror through his heart. Where is he…? Where…?

			She smiled like snake, hearing the unasked question. ‘He failed. One might even say: disastrously.’

			No… 

			The coils rasped as if amused.

			He held himself still, blood-warmth tricking over his skin and falling in deep red drops to the impossible floor.

			He failed… disastrously. 

			Dice in hand, she came to sit on the on his other side.

			 ‘Talmar,’ she said. ‘You’ve proven your strength. And now, I’m giving you a straight choice.’ She leaned down, her eyes met his, shining with darkness. ‘You don’t need to fight us.’ Her voice was alight now, glowing like the dark rock on her finger; her presence and passion were like a drug, compelling and beautiful. ‘Proteus is here, and you can see him, be with him.’ She stroked his cheek, kissed him. ‘You can save his life. If you just let go.’

			Pinned down by his own skin, his home and family gone, lost to everything he loved…

			…what other choice did he have?

			*

			In a grinding effort of pure stubbornness, Proteus walked. 

			He may have legs as weak as a cripple’s, the shakes like a reforming addict – but he wasn’t going to be carried like some hellsdamned sacrifice. 

			The spark in him was growing, rising in strength – but he had to keep control, understand everything, before he moved to stop it. Fuelled by his core of determination, he could feel his flesh solidifying, growing stronger with every step.

			At his shoulder, Lyss hovered graceful and ghost-silent – one sideways glance at her had been enough. Proteus lifted his white and featureless chin and stood on his own damned feet to finally face what he had come for.

			Artifice herself.

			And, Anatar before him like a herald, he came into a room of pure nightmare.

			It staggered him, swamped him, overpowered him and bore him to the floor. It robbed him of breath and of vision, massive beyond encompassing. The roots of the ouroboros writhed through his brain like a parasite; it called to the fragment in him, the thing that had given him his ability. It was everything and nothing, metallurgy and wisdom, Kei and Vei, all-powerful and all-knowing. 

			It was the Artifice’s heart, of course it was. And it was waiting for him – for the last piece of itself.

			But somewhere, a spark of sanity: Austen had beaten this once. And so could he.

			The creature sang loud, of welcome and celebration, of power and luxury, of glory and elevation. Its music was every spirit, every level of hell. The sheer force of it crushed water from his eyes; he was gasping for bare life as its presence overcame him. Around it, everything writhed and rasped, rust and metal and oil and power. 

			And yet…

			A core of refusal. A fragment of defiance. A spark of courage. Down though all the years of Austen’s training… he was stronger than this. Stronger than stonework and metal coils. Stronger than those who stood beneath it, the parts of its fragmented whole. Waiting.

			Katalyss.

			Ganthar.

			Anatar herself.

			And the last one, the tall, dark figure with his shaven head – Thantar Vel Raife. The man who’d destroyed Caph’s family. The metallurgist, the healer. The summoner.

			The orchestrator of all of this.

			Flanked by his siblings, he stood below the great coils of the creature as though it were his to wield; as if he had only to raise his arms to send the thing rasping across the stonework to devour anything he chose. 

			His presence was languid, cool and massive; his control absolute. Proteus could control his own flesh…

			But it was Raife that could control the flesh of others.

			Looking at him, at the reflection of light-on-metal that limned his handsome face in pale fire, Proteus’s spark of anger rose. He found he could breathe, could force the pressure of the oozing metal coils out of his forebrain and reclaim his thoughts from its slithering grip. 

			No.

			You will not do this.

			Slowly, he stood up.

			As he moved, Raife’s eyes fixed on his, his gaze like a spear. When he spoke, he had a voice like molasses, as dark as honey. 

			‘Stay still, now.’ The command was gentle but absolute; it welded him feet to the spot. ‘Artifice has missed you. We all have.’ The words echoed in Proteus’s soul like truth, like the embrace of the family he’d never known, warm and sweet. ‘And enjoy the welcome home.’

			‘Shove it.’ His voice rasped harsh.

			Raife smiled. ‘Twenty-five years we’ve waited for you, Proteus. But soon, it will all be done.’

			Charm rose from him like good body-scent – but Proteus didn’t care. He could move his feet; straighten his stance, stand upright. ‘You can’t make me acquiesce to this.’

			‘You have no choice,’ Raife said. ‘Fragment by fragment, our family is come. As Lyss before you,’ he glanced at her, smiling, ‘this will happen whether you wish it or not.’

			The coils over him rasped in response to his litany, writhed across the mad angles of the ceiling as though the whole hellsdamned place was alive. Proteus could feel it – Artifice was in here. She was waiting, whetted and trembling with the eagerness to return. 

			To return to her servants, her city, her people… 

			‘So that’s it,’ he said. ‘That’s how you get your freedom. You want Artifice to tear down City Hall.’

			His laugh was deep. ‘I’m a physician, Proteus, a metallurgist, a scholar. I have no interest in violence; I want to help the people of this city. We work for an end to City Hall’s control, its brutality. Artifice built the mines – did Caphen tell you? – she’s always been our ally, she’s helped us before. And we want to bring her, and her knowledge, back.’

			Slightly cynically, Proteus said, ‘So – what? You’re going to raise a hellspirit, the soul of an ancient Builder, and she’s just… going to do what she’s told?’

			Anatar and Ganthar, one either side, exchanged a sharp, glittering glance.

			‘She loves us,’ Raife told him. ‘She always has.’

			‘Proteus said, ‘I hope you got that in writing.’ He was still trying for the core knowledge, for the key that would tell him how to stop this. ‘So – what now? You free her from the beastie up there? How the hells is that going to work?’

			Raife laughed again. He said, ‘Artifice is already free, Proteus. I’ve given her new flesh, new life. You should make her welcome.’

			With a gleam to his white grin, he stepped sideways.

			Behind him, the man who had once been Caphen Talmar raised his hands to the light. Each one was encased in a fine metal filigree, silver and copper, like the most delicate of gloves – and the metal was embedded in his skin. His eyes were rust-red, like old blood, like Austen…

			Like Artifice herself.

			Slowly, Caph stretched his fingers, popping each one out straight, perfect, unbroken.

			And he raised his hands and his gaze to the coils of metal – and he laughed as they slithered at him, laughed like the end of the world. 

		


		
			
CHAPTER 20: MUSIC

			As she returned, the city knew her. Remembered.

			This was Artifice, founder and Builder. This was Artifice, the renegade who’d broken from her faith and her people to commit blasphemy, to cut and mine the living stone. This was Artifice, who’d caused the war and the ultimate deaths of the Builders themselves.

			If Artifice had a conscience, then it was something more than human. 

			At the city’s apex, the nine headless pillars trembled. The stairs shook and the waterfalls faltered, their flow interrupted for the first time in ten thousand years. Blind eyes in the stonework ran with dust like tears. Gates creaked and twisted. Encased by the stone of the City Hall, the dancing lights themselves wavered. Many of them flared like fireworks – merchants’ lives, artisans’ lives, the lives of Kier, Thale, Rhentaka. They lit brighter than their surroundings, and they dazzled the reading to brilliance and to bafflement. The shine of the walls glimmered glorious, and then it dimmed completely as if the flare had been too much.

			Above it, the Builders’ ancient, metal guards creaked with suspicion, like old men waking after a deep sleep.

			Thantar San Winsen, eldest member of the Assembly, stood alone with the dancing harmony that had been City Hall’s strength and power. She stared horrified as the lights flared and extinguished. She had no answers, no comprehension; nothing in her years of knowledge understood this. As the creaking guards ground into full life, welcoming their new awareness, she turned and stared at them, dumbfounded. 

			City Hall had no staff of its own, only tradition – only Thantar and the other families Elect, only the harmony of peace that danced in the floor. If it had ever had records, they had been unused for years without number – it had never had a need for them. The readings had spun unchanged for centuries; there was no-one now living who knew how to react when the harmony was broken.

			Raife had known this, from his very visit when he was still a boy.

			And there, the core of his ambition was first discovered.

			And Thantar San Winsen was his great-aunt, and old. Past her century, and tired. When those metal guards had begun to move, their failsafe, their inbuilt security that had stood timeless against betrayal at the very core of City Hall, their wheels and blades all rusted with the centuries and protesting at the motion….

			She had been the first to die.

			And no-one had heard her, and no-one had remained who knew how to shut them down.

			In the Hospital, Caphen Jul Bectar felt the tremor – she looked up from Darrah’s unconscious form. Her heart trembled, echoing the stone beneath her; quakes that made her breath tight and her oldest fears rise. Few were those in the upper city with a terror of heights, but now, some childish nightmare loomed large – the tall towers tumbling to the pattern of streets, the screaming as the tiny figures fell, the smashing as the masonry hit the running, scattering shapes in the streets below…

			Darrah slept on, safe and oblivious. Leaving him, Bec ran for the doors, for the forecourt, and for the open stretch of the gardens and the shuddering, breathing stone. Somewhere in the depths of her fear, her mind turned to the Caphen mines…

			And, as she came out of the doorway, she saw the heights of the city tremble.

			At the harbour, Ebi stopped dead, her breath frozen in her throat. She didn’t know what had made her pause – a ghost touch, cold fingers at the back of her neck – but the sensation was too strong to ignore. Outside, the greycoats barked orders; she ignored them. Reacting on pure instinct, she reached for the bag that contained her little figures.

			She remembered Aden – drawing death, truth and deception – his comments about a hellspirit. As the voices of the soldiers condensed suddenly into alarm, into orders and running feet, into a terrifying grind that came from the stone itself, she sat very still, her hand in the bag.

			Her question formed, fragile as a snowflake. 

			She retrieved her answer.

			And then she blinked at the little figure in her hand, its coils perfect and engraved in bone.

			It was the oldest figure she had – the one she’d been given as a child, the one that had started her fascination with foretelling, and foreseeing, and foreboding. 

			Her jaws wide open like she was swimming through the water; the little figure was the coiled serpent of Vei herself.

			*

			‘Proteus,’ Caph said. ‘I should thank you.’

			Caph was raw with power. It shone from his red gaze, his skin. Tails of blood still clung to him, but he blazed with knowledge. And there were new, white scars where the metal claws of Proteus’s visions had bitten into his flesh. ‘You’ve done me so many favours.’ He smiled, caressed Proteus’s face with fingers that were cold in their embedded metal gloves. ‘You’ve brought my family back together and new life within my reach.’ His smile was so familiar, and so utterly strange. ‘And I’ve been hearing it for a such a long time.’

			His mind framed the question, ‘Hearing what?’, but it was lost under the disbelief. For one mad, impossible moment, Proteus gaped. He could feel Caph’s last embrace, heard his own promise to return…

			Why didn’t you stay at the house? He wanted to rage in Caph’s face. Why the hells didn’t you stay at the house?

			But he needed his focus, now more than ever. He couldn’t lose control, not here.

			Instead, he hit Caph hard enough to knock Artifice loose like she was some kind of parasite.

			It was not a loss of control.

			It was pure, focused violence.

			As Caph reeled back, Proteus went straight after him, ready to beat him unconscious if that was what it took.

			Lyss was shouting, sudden and shocked; Anatar was closer, her cane in her hand. But he was focused now. One sharp backhand was enough to send her sprawling, stumbling in her perfect jacket across the root-knotted floor.

			She tangled herself in the cane and fell, swearing.

			Ganthar leapt over her. For a moment, Proteus had a powerful compulsion to spin round and hit him head-on, to prove that he could take this stubborn bastard down, once and for all. But, his heels spitting stone-dust, Proteus ducked, swift and sideways and past he and Caph both. Ganthar twisted after him, caught his boot-tip on Anatar’s cane and stumbled. He didn’t fall. 

			Proteus grabbed Caph, spun him, pulled him upright. Shook him, shouting at him, looking into his face to search for anything he recognised – any glimmer of his lover, of the man he’d been.

			There was nothing. 

			His red eyes held something else completely.

			Then one huge fist slammed Proteus in his kidneys, dropped him like a stone at Caph’s feet. A moment later, Ganthar had ducked down and picked him up bodily, lifting him like he would hurl--

			Raife said, ‘Stop.’

			Ganthar dropped him – smash – to the floor. Yanked him up again by his hair. Shook him, then let him go with a gesture that was almost scornful.

			Reeling, blinking a haze of shock from his vision, Proteus looked round.

			‘Watch him.’ Raife’s tone was a velvet cover on a mailed fist – force disguised as caress. ‘If he moves, break his arms.’

			Ganthar shook him, again, like a tarras. Anatar was getting to her feet, covered in dust and her expression a thundercloud. Lyss stood beside her, her faceted crystal eyes reflecting everything, remembering everything.

			But the pain in Proteus’s body was already fading, the bruises thinning even as they formed. His flesh shifted to cure them and anger was still blazing-clear, pure and calculated. He was close now, and he would finish this.

			Raife said, ‘Anatar.’

			The woman was smiling. She came to stand in front of Raife, her back to him, her eyes alight.

			Tense, aware of Ganthar’s searing breath on the back of his neck, Proteus understood that they had come to the final moments - that, whatever he was going to do, he needed to do it soon.

			There was silence, edged with expectation.

			From behind, Raife closed his hand round Anatar’s throat. Her eyes were closed; she was shivering. 

			No blade, no cut, no dramatic slash – his touch was enough to make her skin flush, her breath short and eager. As Proteus stared at her, her lips parted, her head went back, her shuddering redoubled…

			…and then there was red steam in her hair, bleeding out from under her eyelids, it rose like a wraith from the collar of her shirt, haloed Raife’s hand for a moment. When she sighed, her breath was hot and bubbling-bloody – as though she were simply dissolving from the inside out. Even as Proteus watched, the line of jaw began to blur and the steam poured higher.

			When she opened her eyes, they were empty. Fluid ran down her cheeks.

			She gave no impression of pain.

			Horrified, Proteus had no words, nothing that would express the dismay and nausea in his throat. He didn’t gag but, torn between pity and disbelief and ghoulish fascination, he stared as though he could do nothing else.

			Proteus watched the fragment leave, watched it wind itself round Caphen and settle like condensation on his skin.

			‘Hells.’ He had no idea he’d spoken aloud. ‘By every hell and spirit.’

			As the steam touched him, Caph seemed to swell; he was massing up, larger in form and presence. The look on his face was sparkling, exultant…

			A sweet and sickly smell stole through the air. As it eddied and swirled Proteus could see that Anatar’s flesh was opening in places, softening and falling gently from the bone. 

			The steam from her death rose up into the vaults and balconies above, misting the madness.

			And then, through it all, there came the music of the living stone, all sung by the metal of the serpent.

			*

			Over their heads, the great writhe of snake was thrumming like a plucked chord, like a zanyar, layers of vibrations rising one upon another into a sound that Proteus could feel in his teeth, in the bones behind his ears. As the roots wound and thrust through and broke the stonework, so the music they produced was complex and atonal, half-notes and semi-tones that made him shudder to his stomach.

			Artifice – Caph – was playing the great serpent like he’d once played his zanyar for the families Elect of City Hall. 

			Dust began to shiver from the ceiling.

			Caph was eyes closed. His unbroken, metal-gloved hands were raised as if the knotwork were their instrument and extension; his lips were parted with the music in his heart and in his voice. He controlled the metal, and the stone, with years of Academy training.

			And then, the knot began to move. Expand.

			Peeling back. 

			Cracking the walls.

			The dust became fragments, then falling pieces; no-one moved.

			No-one but Proteus.

			The layered, shifting resonances came through his ears, through his jaw and bones and the sides of his skull. It was momentarily deafening, the rising roar of the great instrument, the vibrations that tore through the heart of the city, the crumble of stonework and of collapsing buildings, the screaming of the tramlines. 

			Proteus had no idea how far the thing had enmeshed itself through the city’s foundations – no idea how long Cloudglass had been… Cloudglass and Raife had been feeding it, building it, letting it grow.

			It was too much, the noise was squeezing his skull into splinters, he wanted to claw his hands over his ears and shut out the thrum and song of Caph’s playing.

			But he needed to stay focused. He understood that Artifice would gain power with every new fragment she absorbed. Understood that Raife was the key and the master. Understood that, like Austen had told him, he had to stop it rebuilding.

			Austen – who was not here.

			Who had lied to him all his life.

			But Proteus was away from Ganthar, past where Lyss was remembering everything with her eyes of stone. His feet sure, the music haloing him in sound, he turned to slam one fist into Raife’s elegantly bearded face.

			Raife was no fighter. Proteus smashed his nose across his cheek.

			The man staggered back. In a moment, though, he was upright again, his flesh mending even as Proteus’s could do, and death blazing from his dark eyes.

			Ganthar had pounced after him, was grappling to reach him as he bent to pick up a fallen stone. He had one shot – one shot to slam the thing round the side of Raife’s head, shatter his skull. It was the best idea he had.

			That – or kill Caph.

			And Caph, his arms still raised to the instrument above him, was involved only in the glory of the music.

			*

			When the greycoats released them, throwing the doors open and just letting them all free, Jay was already wide-eyed. He could feel the stone shaking, feel the cracks as if they were in his own flesh. He wanted to ask the lieutenant what the hells was happening, but her face was drawn and closed, and she and her squad all reeked of fear. Stumbling, blinking in the sudden rise of light, Jay came to the entrance of the Justice Hall, and looked up.

			Just in time to see the pillars of City Hall come down.

			Silhouetted against the red glow on the morning sky, against the bulbous rise of the sun past the edge of the crater, they came down like a child’s bricks, tumbling one into another in a rumble of noise and dust. He was a distance away from them here, though still in the upper city – and from the streets came shouting, the beginnings of screams. The air was filling with grit and terror, with the stumbling fear of the people.

			‘What the hells is happening?’

			‘We don’t know,’ the lieutenant said. ‘But they say the city will fall. Just get out of here – all of you – if you can.’

			Some of the others, dirty and pale, were stumbling away. Jay glanced towards the gate and the stairway – the thought of going down the long stairs with the stone trembling under him and everyone pushing and panicking… he didn’t want to think about it. He wondered if Ebi was safe, sent a thought to her and wished that she could hear it…

			He had to find her, shaky steps or not.

			Wishing he’d learned a little of her faith, he took a breath and ran for the district gate.

			Bectar came to the Hospital’s doors in time to see the streets run with panic. The greycoats were shouting, trying to keep order, but they had no more idea than anyone else, and the force of the crowd was sweeping them along. Here and there, one tried for calm, called instructions, but the seethe of people paid them no heed. The gates were being overwhelmed. People were climbing the walls, cutting themselves on the spikes, tumbling, shrieking, off the other side. She saw several lose their grip and didn’t want to think about the result.

			‘The pillars have fallen!’ The crowd had taken it up like a litany, an omen of coming doom. ‘The pillars have fallen!’

			The stone shaking, Bectar held her ground, thinking. She had no desire to scramble down the steps with the rest of the hysterically shoving people – and she wasn’t leaving Darrah. And Bec’s education had been every bit as good as her brother’s, complemented by a solid core of sense. Weighing the odds, she thought there was little likelihood of the upper city actually toppling over. 

			She made the decision to risk it, to go back into the Hospital, and to stay there – to barricade herself and Darrah in, if she had to.

			But not before she saw the first of the Builders’ ancient, metal guards rumble out of the ruin of the City Hall.

			*

			Raife was still struggling to his feet; Ganthar was too far behind him.

			The person who got in Proteus’s way was Lyss.

			Crystal eyes shining against her white skin, her hair as glossy as death, Katalyss was aglow with a righteous fervour, sparkling as sharp as Proteus had ever seen. She said, ‘Please,’ and the word glittered in the music that played over them. ‘Please, Ro. Stop fighting. Be a part of this.’

			For a just a moment, Proteus looked at her sister, his soul-mate, his best friend and childhood companion. The small child that had been curled in his lap; the grown woman he’d not been able to save.

			He said. ‘You’re bloody joking.’

			Raife laid a hand on Lyss’ shoulder, extended the other to Proteus. ‘Listen to her.’ He was smiling like their father, like… 

			He said, ‘I will stop you.’

			Raife laughed at him, a deep and rich noise that blended bass into the edged twist of notes that still rose over them. ‘Why would you want to?’ he said. ‘We’re family. Real family.’

			‘Are we hells.’ 

			As Lyss was wreathed in steam and glory, as she surrendered herself, as Caph-Artifice played the almighty creature over them, Proteus tried to fight for the life of his sister.

			He took her arms; he pitted his will, his flesh-crafting, against Raife’s. 

			He wasn’t enough; the only flesh he could control was his own. 

			And he watched her die, her skin dissolving from her bones.

			Lyss! 

			The music grew louder, the notes beginning to mesh now, to set up reverberations in the stonework that had the stone shuddering around them. 

			Whole chunks of masonry began to fall, shattering into fragments.

			Then a voice in the back of the chamber cut through the tumult like the crash of a cymbal, like the hard-sprung kick of a foot.

			‘Artifice!’

			Caph dropped his arms, his blazing steel gaze. With a twist to his face that was pure, cold humour, he said, ‘So, my husband. You came after all.’

			The music boomed with force.

			And it welcomed Austen, his eyes pure scarlet and the darkness rising from him like a cloak.

		


		
			
CHAPTER 21: BUILDER

			Proteus heard Caph-Artifice say it, ‘You came after all.’ Heard the words rip through the metal that wove over them; heard it shudder and the music rise again. The great knotwork was straining now, the noise being spat back down with each falling stone, with each chunk that hit the floor and smashed into a thousand pieces. 

			Shrapnel cut flesh, hard and biting.

			Now, the ripple of notes was coming more swiftly, the music was increasing in intensity until it felt like it would tear the very city apart.

			Over them, a hole in the stonework was beginning to rip open. 

			The roof was coming down. Up there, somewhere, there was a glimpse of the red-streaked morning sky.

			In a moment, the real destruction would begin.

			Under it, his tall frame covered in dust, Caph-Artifice was laughing at his own power. The motions of his hands redoubled, and the serpent sang on, exultant and shimmering.

			The dark shape that was Austen had landed in a half-crouch. His hands were curled into claws; his eyes were red with blood and fire. He seemed younger, stronger, than Proteus had ever seen him – like the very city around him was his home and raiment and heartbeat.

			Ganthar and Raife were both moving. Hugely powerful, they blocked Austen’s route to Artifice. 

			‘Austen…’ There was so much that Proteus wanted to tell him – that Lyss was dead and that she’d died in horror and that the city was opening to a raw wound that would tear out its heart and that he hadn’t ever doubted him, not really… but one word was all he had time for. ‘Austen…’

			‘I know, lad.’ His scarlet eyes flashed a glance that gave him every reassurance he’d ever needed. ‘You’ve got more bloody courage than I’ve ever seen. Stand strong, Ro. We can finish this.

			Proteus needed to ask him something. ‘Can you save him? And Lyss…?’

			But Austen went for Raife; faster than Proteus could follow, he was a flashing of feet and an agility that Proteus could barely believe. The dust wreathed him like smoke, reluctant to be parted from him.

			‘I remember you.’ Raife’s smile was a slash of bloodied, white teeth. ‘You failed before, and we were all younger then.’ He made no attempt to evade Austen’s assault; he just stood there, and let the violence come. ‘We didn’t understand.’

			As if it couldn’t touch him.

			Ganthar, defending the exultant body of Caph, turned to Proteus. As if he were the very focus of the violence that exploded around them, that screamed through the strings and that gutted the city like a coring-blade, he grinned. He beckoned Proteus with a whetted gesture that said, Come on, then. Let’s finish this.

			And Proteus was only too happy.

			Austen was fighting an impossible battle. 

			Every wound he inflicted, every slash and bruise, was healing even as he withdrew, came back for another strike, another kick. He was a blur of dirt and motion; smoke ghosting his movements with after-images that hung in the shafts of sunlight before they dissolved. 

			Opposite him, Raife was still wound in streamers of bloodied steam. The floor under his feet was slick with the destruction of his siblings; yet he stood as if it empowered him, as if Artifice’s increasing strength was manifest in his skin also.

			Austen was fighting nothing, fighting a phantom that wouldn’t fight back; striking a wall that would simply yield to the blow, and reform. Raife’s laughter was a bass thunder, a roll of velvet-dark death. He was beyond injury and he knew it. 

			Yet behind him, Artifice was faltering. 

			Something in Caph’s stance had lessened; some fraction of his control was slipping. Over him, the ripping wound in the city’s stone was slowing, and the ear-rending scream was meshing into something… else… the rise of a melody.

			Somewhere under Artifice’s control, Caph was still there.

			His face contorted, a savage effort of discipline. His metal hands were starting to knot, to whiten to hard-knuckled fists. 

			He said, ‘Proteus…’ The word forced past gritted teeth. 

			But Proteus was the wrong side of the city’s finest combatant, and Ganthar was not letting him go.

			A hand at his throat, a fist in his face, again and again, relentless and terrible. He was turning into a bloodied mess, pulped under the merciless onslaught of Ganthar at full power. He was holding onto his consciousness – just – but his own ability to heal his flesh came with the shifts in his form, and he just couldn’t keep pace with this.

			Slam, his nose flattened across his face.

			Slam, his front teeth breaking.

			Slam, mouth full of blood and splinters, no way to see though the pain.

			Slam, and the world was growing dark and the edges and failure was only an impact away.

			‘Proteus…!’

			The word was more solid that time; there was sunlight on his face, its warmth miraculous, glorious. Then, though the pain, he heard a voice that was distinctly Caph, and presumably aimed at Ganthar, ‘No mercy, not this time.’

			Yes! It gave him the rush he needed.

			With every last fragment of his consciousness, he blocked Ganthar’s blow with both hands, and threw him back; he placed all his energy into one kick, one foot hammering sideways into his iron-flat stomach.

			He couldn’t see through the bloodied ruin of his own face.

			But the strike was true; Ganthar spluttered, stumbled.

			He stumbled far enough back to let Proteus stagger to his feet, struggle to focus on what was spinning round him.

			At his side and almost in the same moment, Austen became a whirl of smoke and darkness and sprang at Raife, raining violence down on him from an impossible, angled leap. Raife, throwing up his hands to cover his face, found himself staggering back.

			Back, out of Austen’s reach.

			Back, into where Artifice and Caph fought for possession of the musician’s flesh.

			Even as his vision cleared, though, Proteus wondered what the hells Austen had done. He dashed the blood from his eyes. And he realised…

			No, no, no…!

			Caph’s metallic hands closed on Raife’s elegant shoulders, on his bearded throat. Raife’s sudden grin slashed his face into victory.

			And the internal struggle was over.

			There was no steam, this time, no dissolving of flesh and bone – perhaps Raife was simply too powerful. Instead, there was just noise.

			Around them, the steel strings all screamed together, triumphant with influx; they shook with power and resonance and the notes were wrong and twisted. Proteus found his hands over his ears, was screaming himself to try and drown out the sound. Austen! What did you do? The rumble of the stonework increased, and the hole in the roof tearing wide as huge chunks of stone fell smashing to the floor. Raife collapsed, unmoving.

			But more was now tumbling through the hole over their heads. 

			Supported only by the shifting, rasping steel limbs of the creature, the entire theatre was collapsing around them. The screaming of metal was the creature, was the tramlines, was the city’s wrought gates, all buckling and twisting above them.

			But Caph was gone.

			Only last night, that long and sensitive hand had been buried in Proteus’s hair.

			Then, it had been broken, fingers twisted but still agile. In the half-light of his rooms, its touch had been everything. A moment out of time.

			Now those fingers were straight, their agility returned, but the passion in them lost.

			In Caph’s Builder-red eyes, there was no recognition, no last wisps of connection or determination, no fragment still fighting back. In him, Proteus could see only Artifice, almost complete now, overwhelming and drowning him, terrifying in her inhumanity, her power and wildness and intensity. 

			Come to me. The might of her welcome was wordless, devastating; it called to the fragment in him, the piece of her that had given him his abilities. It hollowed out his chest and left him gasping, falling almost to his knees. It was lover and sibling, parent and child, many voices in one body. Come and be one. Family. Belonging. Needed. We know who you are. We have always known. 

			We love you.

			Around them the music and the chaos seemed to pause – a moment of stillness in the eye of the storm. Cool rain scattered.

			‘Finally.’ Her voice was soft but massive; its potency made the air shudder. Those unbroken, metal fingers brushed his cheek. ‘My Proteus. Home at last.’

			The pull was like mercury, like they would be drawn inevitably together into a silver and shining puddle. And in that thought, he understood something – he understood the final figure that Ebi had drawn in her casting, the hellspirit Viluy. 

			Many faces, tearing from the same body, all of them screaming. He’d thought it had referred to himself…

			…not that he would be one face, lost in the morass, ever-screaming for his freedom.

			Proteus was aware that Ganthar was still struggling with Austen, but he couldn’t help, he could only fight for bare life as if his heart was being slowly pulled from his body. His versatile flesh and bone, his adaptability and comprehension and will and vision and insight… everything that made him who he was…

			Come to us. We will hold you in our arms forever.

			Beside him, Austen moved like black lighting – Ganthar spat blood and fury, gagging on the claws that were embedded in his throat. Tearing. The air hissed from his windpipe as he raised his hands to try and cover the wound. 

			And, right there, in the middle of the cashing, screaming music, Proteus realised what he had to do.

			Hanging in Artifice’s grip, he let his flesh shift. He remembered what Caph had said to him, there in the darkness of his rooms, touching his skin at the unseen scarring.

			I know my real face, he thought. I know who I was. I know who I was before you found me.

			Against the magnetic pull of the creature, against his gathered siblings that dwelt within Caph’s flesh, against the sheer presence and might of Artifice herself, he set will and focus and he said…

			No. 

			He was himself. He knew what he looked like. All the training that Austen had given him, all the years of learning emotional control, all the truth that Caph had shown him, were now solidifying, being woven strand by strand into a pattern that Artifice could not break.

			I know who I am. 

			I have a real face.

			Ganthar was falling, a giant crashing finally to the floor; the room reverberated with shock as his knees folded. His hand was wrapped over the gash in his throat, the four ragged and rusting rips that had dragged down into his chest, tearing his windpipe from his flesh. He reached for Austen, for Proteus… for just a moment, there was an after-echo in the smoke and the steam…

			A younger man, with an endearing, lop-sided grin…

			Then he fell on his face in the blood that had pooled about them.

			The stone shook with the impact.

			And Artifice shrieked, a high and tearing noise that resounded in the instrument about him, in the crumbled brickwork of the chamber, in the thousands of tramlines that webbed the great city from end to end. The sound was terrible – and it was death.

			Above them, the sky was red with fury; Kei raged savage and lightning flared cloudless, flashing all across the caldera as if its very walls themselves would come down. The spike of the upper city was shaking, right down to the roots; the stairways were crammed with people, pushing, panicking. Figures fell screaming into the river.

			‘Stop her!’ Austen bellowed.

			In the moment that Proteus hesitated, Caph-Artifice fell to his knees beside Ganthar, plunged both hands into the muscled flesh of his back as though each fingertip was a claw-point.

			Ganthar’s last breath shrivelled into desiccation; a piteous end.

			But Artifice was swelling until Caph’s flesh was too small for her might and presence. There, crouched on the floor, covered in the blood of friends and family and followers, she faced Proteus with Caph’s face twisted into a feral, ecstatic grin. 

			‘You can’t stop this,’ she said. ‘Not this time.’

			The music crashed around him; Austen was shouting at him, he had no idea what he was saying. Above them, buildings were crumbling like sand, sloughing sideways into rubble. Dust trickled though the hole over his head. Proteus could hear Artifice’s screaming music in the seething metal, in the tramlines, in the metalwork of the glasslights, in the Builder’s thundering and destructive greycoats, blades loose as they raged through the upper city, in the golem that still crouched over the mines now rasping into ancient life, in the very mines themselves…

			And, while he might be able to retain his own skin, there was nothing he could do to stop the destruction of the city.

			Austen was down; had been thrown back like a child’s toy. Artifice was stronger now and she was laughing with the joy of her coming freedom, of her newfound strength. 

			But Proteus, out of any other options, hit Caph full-on.

			For a split-second, the sound was torn from the air, there was sudden, utter silence, a ruined wind blowing hollow in his ears. He thought he heard shouting, running feet – but it was too far away and he couldn’t focus on it through the sheer force of the energy that burned within him.

			He pinned Caph-Artifice back against the remains of the wall, said, ‘I hold a part of you. And I’m not giving it up. You can’t achieve your full power without me – can you? – and I’m not letting you take it.’

			Caph screamed at him, visions from too many sets of eyes – in him, Proteus could see his sister, her crystalline laughter and her joy in life; he could see Anatar’s magnetism, Ganthar’s strength. He could see Thantar Vel Raife searching always for the right host, breaking some, healing others, feeding them to the growing metal of the ouroboros as it unwound slowly through the city’s foundations. He could see Caph…

			Caph!

			For a moment, Proteus almost reached him – there at the very heart of the screaming madness that was Artifice, Caph was still fighting. In amid the insanity of the savage physical grapple – tearing and slamming and snarling like stray tashwyn – there was a flash of melody, a musical thread, a dream. 

			 He said, ‘I’ll do you a deal.’

			Austen said to him, ‘Ro, what are you doing…?’

			But he wasn’t listening. His attention was all on Artifice, now resident in the body of his lover. He said, ‘Let him go. Let him go, and I’ll surrender. You can have me, all of my skills, everything. Be complete.’

			Artifice laughed at him, Caph’s mouth, Caph’s voice. ‘Why would I want to do that?’ she said. ‘You listen to me, my renegade son: Caph is a musician, the finest this city has ever seen. And he’s a metallurgist; he has every skill I need. Do you know what roils around us, what this great and crafted serpent really is? It’s pure metallurgy, the ultimate expression of the all the equations he never taught you. And do you know how metallurgy works, how the Builders really crafted the city?’ She was smiling, inhuman and insane, the expression too wide for Caph’s mouth. ‘It’s all music. All those equations, the patterns they make, they’re music. Had his fingers not been broken, he may have even put the link together himself; become the first new Builder the city had seen – the first in thousands of years. All the little copper tags you people like so much? Their patterns made music. The lights and harmony of City Hall, was all music, music, music.’ She lifted Caph’s unbroken hands, played the creature above him, made it sing. ‘The drug that Raife made – it sung in the veins of a thousand people, and their song was enough to cover my voice. And now, I have life. What can you offer me that’s better than this?’

			Proteus said, ‘Raife thought you’d help him.’

			‘Raife, the poor child,’ she said. ‘Right from the beginning, he thought I would just… do his bidding, jump when he told me.’ Her laugh twisted with the music and gave Proteus chills. ‘But – he guarded my safety for long years. He served his purpose well enough.’

			Austen had come to stand beside Proteus, hand on his shoulder. The old man looked deeply saddened, very weary. Ganthar’s blood still covered his hands. 

			He said, ‘Give it up, love. You can’t win this, not this time.’

			‘I want to live.’ Her voice was rage, desperation. ‘Is that so much to ask? Defy the despair that destroyed our people, that took the lives of everyone we’ve ever loved. Why did we come here, why did we build this city if we were only going to fade and die?’

			‘You’re leaving our city in ruins, love,’ he said. ‘Your craving for life is too much, it destroys the stone, even as it raises the guards, the golem at the mines. They’ll cut the people to pieces. These are your children that are dying, Arty. They’re what your life should be.’ His voice was gentle, sad. ‘And I’ve watched them, loved them, raised two of them as my own. Please, this has to stop.’

			The music had faded now, shafts of sunlight were lighting the dust to a surreal celebratory dance. And Proteus was looking from face to face, a terrible understanding growing in his heart.

			Austen put his hands on Caph’s shoulders. ‘Let the boy go. For the sake of the love we shared, too long ago to even mention. These are good lads, let them have their chance.’

			‘It’s just infatuation,’ she said. ‘They’ll forget soon enough.’

			‘Maybe it is,’ Proteus told her. He couldn’t take his gaze from Caph’s red eyes, from Artifice within them. ‘Lyss asked me once, what the difference was. What’s love and what’s infatuation, and why she kept getting it wrong. And it’s time, Artifice, the difference is time. You loved once. Let us find the answer out for ourselves.’

			The gaze dropped. Austen let Caph’s shoulders go and stepped back. ‘Please,’ Austen said. ‘Give this up...’

			Artifice raised Caph’s hands, looked at them, then at Proteus. She seemed to crumble, and the music to tumble from the air. She said, ‘I don’t want to die. I never did.’ 

			‘We all die, in the end,’ Austen said. ‘Your life goes on through those you love. As it should.’

			‘Through my family.’ Artifice turned to Proteus, put her hands to the sides of his face. ‘My children.’ 

			‘Let him go,’ Proteus said softly. ‘Please.’

			She looked at him, red eyes in Caph’s face. ‘Very well,’ she said at last. ‘For now. Give this lover of yours one last kiss, Proteus, and I’ll do as you ask.’ She glanced at her husband. ‘But I warn you, Austen. This isn’t the end.’

			Austen nodded. ‘It’s never the end. I’ll always be here for you.’

			Artifice held his gaze for a minute, then looked back at Proteus, expectant. ‘Very well, then. Say goodbye to your father, my son.’

			Proteus glanced back at Austen, the old man’s face all creased with emotion. And then he stepped forwards for the kiss that would wake his lover from oblivion.

			That would trap him, all his faces screaming for freedom, forever.

			*

			Caphen Talmar had a headache.

			Nope, not a headache, a monster. A hellspirit. A righteously-earned miner’s hammering, a rock-rubble-rumble in the back of his skull that prevented him from lifting his head. He was limp-limbed, parch-mouthed, and he felt like he’d been hit with a shovel.

			He groaned.

			Beside him, an unfamiliar voice said, ‘How you feeling, Caphen?’

			He sat up, wincing. The great metal creature over him was twisted through broken stonework; much of the theatre was collapsed. The morning air was thick and red and cold. And the voice belonged to an old man, long legged and spindly, his eyes full of rust. 

			On the floor beside him, a slumped figure lay still.

			With a flush of panic, Caph scrabbled over to look more closely.

			As he moved, he realised, slightly foolishly, that the pain in his fingers – so much a part of him now that he almost didn’t notice it – had gone. Stunned, he raised one hand, then the other. Both were straight and true, unbroken. And his actuators…

			Shock went through him. He looked at the old man for an explanation, but the man only shrugged, as if it should be self-explanatory. 

			Then Caph forgot his hands and stopped beside where Proteus lay, the dust slowly covering him. He bore the scarred face that Caph had only seen once before, when he was sleeping. 

			His real face.

			His first fear was unfounded – Proteus was breathing, his chest moving with the air. Caph let out his breath in relief, wanted to wake him, went to shake his shoulder, but the old man extended one long, filthy hand.

			‘Leave him, lad. He won’t wake for a while.’

			‘What happened?’ Caph asked, looking up. ‘Did he… did he stop Raife? Ganthar?’

			‘No,’ the man said. ‘He didn’t.’

			Caph frowned, ‘Then—’

			‘Caphen,’ the man said. ‘You have a lot of work ahead of you. Up there, the gates are broken, the walls destroyed. City Hall is damaged beyond repair, its vision ruined. Its control is over. There’ll be no Selection, not now.’

			‘How do you know?’

			‘The mines are blocked at the entrance, and the damage is extensive.’ The man smiled. ‘You need to go home, and find your sister. You don’t know it, Caph, but you’re about to be one of the single most important figures this city has ever seen.’

			‘I don’t want importance,’ Caph protested, one hand touching Proteus’s sleeping face. ‘I just want him to wake up…’

			He had a sudden memory of stamping out of the house, of hiding at the wharfside, in the strong, inked arms of a blue-eyed dockworker. But the house had been destroyed and the dockworker now lay unconscious in the rubble, the dust settling on his skin.

			He said, suddenly, ‘You’re Austen.’

			‘I am,’ the man said. ‘And I’ll help you. Both of you. As you learn what you can do, how your music can repair the city, I’ll teach you – as much as I can remember.’ He grinned, his teeth reed-stained. ‘Though I bloody swear, I’ve forgotten most of it.’

			I don’t understand, Caph thought, but it didn’t seem important. He said, ‘When will he wake up?’

			Austen’s grin faded. ‘I don’t know, lad. But the upper city still stands, at least most of it – and your sister’s in the Hospital, taking care of your house manager. And that’s where you need to take this one, Caph. Place him in the best care, and never abandon him. Your life may change – may change sooner than you think, in fact – but you must keep him safe.’

			‘But when will he wake up?’ He touched the old scars, tracing their edges with his metal fingers.

			‘No way to tell,’ Austen said. ‘You’re going to have to wait for him. I’ll explain as much as I can as we go back into Kier and we see what’s left.’ His rust gaze caught Caph’s. ‘He’s my son. And he gave his life for you, Caphen Talmar; he took the ending that should have been yours. Don’t make that a wasted choice.’

			Caph found his breathing tight, his eyes stinging. His home, his family, and now this… He reached into his pocket, took out the dice, gripped it like a promise. ‘I won’t.’

			‘Good lad.’ There was no condescension in the words, they were almost paternal. ‘Now, you’ve got a long journey ahead of you, and if you’re going to rebuild this city, then you’re going to need all the hellsdamned help you can get.’

		


		
			
EPILOGUE

			Caph sat in the kitchen of the house in district Thale, his zanyar across his lap. It was far too hot to sleep, and he sat alone and sweating in the moonlight, a bottle of spirits on the table in front of him, and his music filling the air. 

			His calluses were returning, and the strings hummed at his touch.

			When the kitchen door creaked open, he stopped playing, and glanced up.

			‘Ah. Sorry, sir.’ Darrah had stopped in the doorway, hesitant as he saw that the kitchen was occupied. His face was half-shadowed, his shaven hair now starting to grow back. ‘I couldn’t sleep,’ he said. ‘I came to get water.’

			Caph nodded at the bottle. ‘Have one of these.’

			Darrah paused for a minute, then closed the door behind him and padded across the kitchen on bare and silent feet.

			Four months had passed since the second great storm, since the rage of stone and metal and weather had destroyed City Hall and collapsed the entrance to the mines. The casualties had numbered in the hundreds, many of them fallen from the long stairs as the city had shaken to its soul, others cut down by the anger of the Builders’ metal guards, loose in the upper city. Darrah, in the Hospital, had been one of the lucky ones. And upon his release, Caph had asked for him to come to the new house, to help himself and his sister with the enormity of what they now faced.

			Because Artifice had left Caph a gift.

			He was still struggling to understand it: the new ability now awake in his hands and his music and his understanding. Like a man given a weapon with no idea of how to use it, he was clumsy, and cautious, and relying very much on Austen’s patience and training. He was also afraid – as Austen had said, he had a long journey ahead of him, a huge responsibility that towered over him like the fatally damaged spiral of the upper city…

			He was the first Builder the city had seen in five thousand years, and the weight of expectation was more than his name had ever been. It wasn’t something he’d wanted – hells, he’d wanted to hide at the wharfside and never come back to his name – but those days were lost, as lost as Proteus was, and Caph had work to do. 

			Sacrifices to be worthy of.

			So, he’d just got on with it. Tried to provide basic housing, clear though-routes from Vanchar and from the harbour – shelter and food were his priorities, and clean water. He was trying to clear the sewers and untwist the tramlines. One day, perhaps, he could even make the trams run again, as his mother had wanted. But not today.

			He was also learning to play again, to prise open that part of himself so long missed. The learning hurt, but it was like the itch in a healing wound – and it was good thing.

			As Darrah came to sit down, Caph put the zanyar on the table. It rang softly, a gentle note of farewell.

			The manager glanced at it, then chugged a hefty swig of the spirit. ‘Couldn’t sleep either?’ The words were different now, no bitterness, no sarcasm.

			‘Nightmares,’ Caph said. He poured himself a measure, raised the glass at Darrah in a silent toast. ‘Every time, I wake up sweating…’ He downed it in one. ‘I came down here to do something else.’

			‘I get them too.’ Darrah said. ‘Why do all the monsters live in the small hours of the morning?’

			‘Because that’s when we feed them,’ Caph told him. 

			Nodding, Darrah extended a hand for the bottle, and took a second, sizeable swig. 

			Caph knew what Darrah had done, what haunted his nights. It was Darrah that had betrayed the mines, Darrah that had let Raife into the Caphen grounds to burn the house. He’d done it for status, for the rank that Caphen had never given him, for a promise of power in Raife’s new world. He’d confessed, in the Hospital, shaking with tears of shame; he’d told Caph he would leave and never come back…

			But this new world was not the one that Raife had planned. It was one of rubble and doubt, of hunger and loss, of strife and riot and unrest, and of terrifying new learning. And Darrah hadn’t known the sheer horror of what Raife would do until it was too late; he’d tried to save Jularn as the house had come down around them.

			In the moonlight, his burn-scars bespoke his guilt.

			And they reminded Caph of Proteus, of the real face that now lay in the Hospital, unmoving. 

			He wondered if he would ever not miss him. Ever wake up in the morning wondering if today was the day he would wake. Ever not sit beside him, zanyar across his lap, stealing moments of music and hope and quiet, all away from the chaos of the city. Ever ask Austen, every time he came to the house, ‘Is he awake?’

			He had at least done one thing – Aden’s friend Jay had been found and restored to his original post. Ebi had come with him, and their forthcoming wedding was a tiny sparkle of something good among the ruins. Caph had sponsored it personally and he hoped it would have made Proteus happy.

			Hoped he would get the chance to tell him – one day.

			He refilled the tumbler, drained it again. ‘I’ve got a meeting in the morning,’ he said. ‘We need to get the city under control and Dion Molnek, surprisingly, has offered her help. She’s the senior ranking officer surviving, and if we have her on side, the greycoats will follow…’ He let the sentence offer its own endings. He’d told the old soldier that Ganthar had died a hero, and he would never tell her anything else.

			Darrah nodded.

			Caph said, ‘And I need you at the harbour, surveying the damage to the mines. The shift-workers are restive – the city can’t afford to pay them until the mines re-open.’

			‘Sir.’ 

			‘Bec’s looking at infrastructure. The Taar’s still blocked all along the eastern dockyards, and she needs to knock some sense into the… ‘ He blinked at Darrah’s expression. ‘What’s funny?’

			‘You,’ Darrah told him, grinning. ‘Your father would be proud of you.’

			Caph dropped his gaze, frowning at the zanyar. ‘I miss him. Evil old sod.’

			‘Of course you do.’ With a final swig, the manager set down the bottle and stood up. ‘It’s hard thing, suddenly finding out that you’re the grown up.’ When Caph glanced up, unsure what the comment had meant, Darrah smiled at him, the raw flesh of his burns moving oddly with the expression. ‘But you’re Caphen to your core, and you deserve your name completely.’ 

			His amber gaze paused on Caph’s face, his expression thoughtful, and then he turned away, as if he’d dismissed an idea. ‘Goodnight, Caph,’ he said. ‘If you like – and when you’re ready – maybe we can do this again.’

			Picking up the zanyar, Caph watched him leave.

			THE END

		


		
			
The Evolution of 
Artifice

			'Caph and Proteus first met in 1992, in a story called ‘Til Death Do Us Part’.

			Their tale was different then. One was an Oxbridge graduate, engaged to be married and in hefty denial, the other was a spy, and a character that (let’s face it) I couldn’t write for toffee. It was all set in South London, and in the near-distant future of 2005.

			Over the years, it’s been rewritten several times. Caph’s story has stayed much the same – his family, their disapproval, Molly and his fingers, they’ve all come with him from those early days. He did lose the fiancée, but I’ll come back to that in a minute.

			Proteus, however, has come a long way from his original concept – something I wanted to explore and could never get quite right. He’s been a gaming character, a spy, an infiltrator, an assassin, any combination of the above. Austen used to be his boss; Lyss was a later addition. Getting him right, finally, has been a real achievement.

			The important thing, though, has always been how they’ve felt about each other. And a critical part of the original tale, the part that needed the fiancée, has gone. The world is changing, and more than anything, I didn’t want to write the standard 'gay love story' that's all closests and guilt and tragedy (and I didn’t want to write M/M dino porn either – I’ll leave that to the experts). I just wanted to write a tale, about two people who fall in love, even through they shouldn’t.

		


		
			Preview of 
Book 2

		


		
			
PROLOGUE

			Dawn was breaking over the city, old stone softened by the rose tint of the sky.  By the light of his single sodium lamp, the physician Jay sat at his desk, carefully inked diagrams blurring on the page in front of him.  He took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes, cursing the twin compulsions of academic research and a busy schedule.

			At first, he thought he was imagining it. 

			He was shivering – a chill, perhaps, conjured by tiredness and by a long night’s work.  Drafts in the old Hospital were common and he rubbed his shoulders, looking around. 

			But the sensation was not in his skin.

			It grew deeper, a vibration in his chest and behind his ears, a noise he could feel.  Then his arched window split from top to bottom, a crack as bright as the sunrise, as sharp as a slap.

			The suddenness of it brought him to his feet.

			Jay was the senior physician for his wing, a man of twenty-five years experience.  And his first flash of fear was congealing into certainty, even as the door to his room juddered, scraping against the stone…

			He knew what this was. 

			He’d been waiting for it.

			The shock of understanding made him reach for his robe, throw his arms into the sleeves and sash it closed.  He kicked his feet into his soft shoes and flung open the still-shuddering door.

			The stone passageway was empty, but he could hear voices, the first grumbles, the calls of questions and confusion.  He heard older tones, querulous, a man wanting to know if it was breakfast-time, because the bell had not been rung. 

			People were starting to tumble out into the passage.

			Pushing past them, Jay broke into a run.  His shoes and robe flapped, but he had no use for his dignity, not now.

			He barked instructions.  “Nothing to worry about, go back to bed. Everything’s fine.”  Several of the staff heeded him, and turned to help with the spread of unease.  And then he was past them, round the corner and heading for the very far end of the building, for the quiet, single room where no-one went without his permission, for the room that was sponsored and paid for by Caphen himself…

			The room where Caph’s lover lay sleeping.

			Jay felt a wash of nervousness, and a stronger, almost eager, rise of pure curiosity.  He’d missed the second great storm, the Destruction of the upper city, twenty-five years before; he’d been spared the panic and the screaming, the tumbling exodus down the stairways, the people plunging, screaming, from their edges.  Jay had been one of the lucky ones – when the storm had hit, he’d been in prison.

			He stumbled to a halt by the closed door.  His heartrate hammered, and he stopped to breathe deeply, hoping he wasn’t going to give his fool old self a heart attack, sprinting like that.

			As his breathing calmed, he listened. 

			And then, wondering what the hells would be waiting for him, he pushed open the door. 

			The man lay on the cold stone floor, no bed, no blankets.

			He was perhaps thirty, blandly handsome, one side of his jaw marred by faded burn scars that he must have acquired as a child.  His eyes were closed, his expression unmoving.  His arms were crossed over his chest.  He’d not aged or changed in the long years he’d been in here; he had no need for medical support of any kind.  Jay could remember watching, stunned, as the stone had grown into the sleeper like spears of frost, holding him in statis, and protecting him. 

			He remembered Caphen saying, the loss like an ache, “Take care of him, Jay. If anything happens, if he as much as blinks, tell me.  I’ll be here… whenever I can be.”

			There was a bench in here where Caph still came to sit.  In the early years, he’d come often, filled with hope and nervousness, flexing his new fingers and carefully relearning his zanyar.  Many, many times, he’d tried to reach the sleeper with his music, to conjure him to wakefulness, always ending in failure.  Other times, he’d come in with books, or he’d just come to just watch – needing the break, perhaps, from the work he was doing outside.  These days, he came less, but his stays were still poignant, as though he couldn’t let go of the ghost, of the fantasy, of the myth, that this man had become.

			Jay had tried to talk to him about it, but Caph had only chuckled, touched by his concern – and knowing full well the foolishness of his actions.

			And yet, it had been twenty-five years, and he still came. 

			Now, that bench was empty and shivering with tension – like Jay’s chilled skin, like the Hospital itself – as if it could feel the sleeper beginning to stir. 

			 Jay’s hands twitched for a notebook, but he wasn’t going back for one now.

			He stared, mesmerised, at the man on the floor.

			The man’s breathing was shifting, beginning to change from the deep, slow pulse of the living stone to something more human, swift and almost superficial by comparison.  There was the faintest hint of a snore.  As Jay watched, the stone in the man’s skin was slowly retracting, sending more shudders through the floor.  His lips parted with warm air.  Under his eyelids, his eyes began to flicker.

			He was dreaming.

			And what in the hells, Jay wondered, did you dream about when you’d been held prisoner by the living stone for twenty-five bloody years? 

			“Jay?”  One of the other physicians had paused in the doorway.  “Is everything all right?”

			“Get Caph,” Jay said.  “Find him, get him the hells up here.”

			The woman nodded.  The sleeping man’s fingers were moving now, beginning to twitch as the stone released him.  His hair was falling free, light and loose. Colour was returning to his skin.

			The woman was staring at him, her mouth open. “You’re joking—“

			“Nope,” Jay said.  “Better get some tea – for him too. And my notebook.  And can someone tell Ebi I won’t be home for breakfast!”

			The woman nodded again, still staring at the waking sleeper.  Then she tugged herself away and pulled the door shut behind her.  Jay turned back to watching the floor.

			Caph’s direction had been clear: when the man woke, he was to know.  He was to be here, no matter what.  He had been waiting half his life for this moment and Jay… well, he had no idea what the hells would happen next. 

			The physician blew out his breath and sat on the bench, fascinated by the awakening.  Somewhere in these last years, he had honestly stopped believing that this day would ever come. 

			Yet now, as much as he wanted the happy ending for his friends, something in his heart was afraid.
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