
[image: The Kindler]



The Kindler

Book 1 of The Lantern Company

Magnus & Claude





Chapter One

I Dig Up My Brother's Letter and Get Chased by Masks

For fourteen months I’d walked out on the mud every Sunday to look at a rotten post, and every Sunday it told me nothing.

This Sunday it had my brother’s handwriting on it.

Not real handwriting. Aldo never wrote anything down if he could help it. It was a mark. A little wave, scratched into the wood with the point of a knife, with some notches and other bits after it. Our code. I’ll explain it in a minute. Right then I was too busy freaking out.

The mark was low down, below the line where the mud usually sat. Last night’s storm had come in off the sea like it wanted to knock Saltmire flat, and it had scoured the flats clean. The old mud was gone. Underneath, the wood was pale and bare, and there it was.

I knelt in the wet and put my fingers on it.

The scratches were grey, not fresh. Old. He’d cut it before he left, and the mud had covered it, and it had been sitting there the whole time. Fourteen months. Waiting for a storm.

“You idiot,” I said. I don’t know if I meant him or me.

Behind me, up on the harbour wall, a fisherman was burning a paper wind-charm to see which way the weather was going. The charm went up in a puff of green smoke. The little green sparks it left behind drifted down past my ear, slow as dandelion seeds, and winked out one by one.

I didn’t look at them. I’ve had a lot of practice not looking at them.

More on that later.



Here’s the code, since you’re going to need it as much as I did.

~   a wave      = here, this place
|   a notch     = one (count them)
v   a point down = go down
x   a cross     = danger
o   a ring      = safe
#   a hatch     = hidden here


When we were small, Aldo and I used to copy the tide tables off the harbour wall. Then we started making up our own. It was a game. Then it was a way of leaving each other messages that Mam couldn’t read, and then, after Mam, a way of leaving messages that nobody could read.

This is what was cut into the post:

~ ||| v #


Here. Three. Down. Hidden.

I didn’t even have to think about it. I’d been reading that stuff since I was six.

I dug.

Three hands down, right at the foot of the post, where the mud was cold enough to make my fingers ache. The flats stank of salt and rotten weed and I didn’t care. At three hands my nails hit something that wasn’t mud.

A tin. The flat kind that boiled sweets come in, wrapped in oilcloth and tied with twine. I knew the tin. It had lived on the shelf above Aldo’s bed. He kept his fishhooks in it.

I sat back on my heels in the mud with the tin in both hands and I couldn’t breathe properly.

That’s when I saw the man in the fog.



Saltmire has fog the way other cities have pigeons. It sits on the mudflats at first light, thick and grey and smelling of fish. You get used to shapes in it.

This shape was standing still.

It was tall, maybe forty paces off, right where the flats met the first row of beached boats. A long grey coat. I’d seen that coat before. Outside the fish market on Thursday. Across the street from the tavern on Friday. I’d told myself I was imagining things, because what kind of person follows a thirteen-year-old barrel-boy around a port town?

The kind who was now walking towards me.

He had something over his face. Leather, dark, covering his mouth and nose. A mask.

Then a second shape came out of the fog beside him. Also masked.

Then a third.

I did what any sensible person would do. I shoved the tin down the front of my shirt and ran.



Running on mudflats is like running in a dream where your legs don’t work. Every step sinks. The mud sucks at your boots and makes a noise like it’s laughing at you. I’m small and I’m fast and I still felt like I was wading through soup.

I didn’t look back. Looking back is how you fall over.

The first thing I reached was a fishing boat, lying on its side where the storm had dumped it. I went up the keel and over the top, and from up there I got one look at the flats behind me.

Three men. Running. They were sinking too, but they had long legs, and long legs beat short ones every time.

I jumped down the far side and kept going.

Past the boats there’s a row of posts where the fishermen hang their nets to dry, and that morning the nets were all up, hanging in walls, wet and heavy from the storm. I ducked under one. I heard a man behind me hit it and swear.

Good.

Then the harbour wall. Slimy stone steps. I took them two at a time, and at the top I was on the quay, on proper cobbles, with the fish-sheds in front of me and the town climbing up into the fog beyond.

A hand grabbed my collar.

I never heard him. He must have come along the wall instead of across the mud. The grip was like iron, and the mask was right there, inches from my face, dark wet leather with a slit for the mouth, and the breath behind it wheezing.

“Give it here,” he said.

Something about the wheezing scared me more than the mask. I don’t know why.

I did the thing Aldo taught me the first time a bigger boy tried to take something off me. I didn’t pull away. I dropped. Straight down, all my weight, like a sack of fish.

My shirt tore and I was out of the collar and rolling, and then I was up and into the fish-sheds, and I’ve been climbing those sheds since I was old enough to get in trouble for it. Barrel, window ledge, gutter, roof.

Up.



I lay flat on the wet slates with my heart going like a drum and I’ll be honest with you. I counted.

I count when I’m scared. One to ten, then start again. Aldo says I do it under my breath without knowing. Said. Says. I never know which one to use.

So let me tell you about Aldo while I’m up there being terrified, because you need to know.

He’s my brother. He’s eighteen. He’s bossy and he’s clever and when Mam died he was thirteen, my age now, and he just carried on. He got the landlady to let us keep the attic room over the tavern. He got her to give me work. He taught me to climb and to swim and how to fall out of a collar.

Fourteen months ago he went off with a crew of treasure hunters to dig up something in the forest inland that would, and I’m quoting him, “make us so rich you’ll have a bath every day, Wicky, whether you want one or not”.

He was supposed to be gone two months.

The crew never came back either. Nobody looked for them. People go into that forest all the time and some of them don’t come out, and nobody in Saltmire wastes a watchman on a mudflat boy’s brother.

So I looked. Every Sunday, at the post. Because if Aldo was going to tell me something, he’d tell me in the code.

And now I had the tin against my chest, and three men in masks wanted it, and I had no idea why.

Eight. Nine. Ten.

One.



Boots on the slates behind me.

I rolled over. One of them had found my barrel-and-gutter route. He was pulling himself up onto the roof, slow and heavy, the mask turning towards me. Below, in the street between the sheds, I could see the grey coat of the wheezing one, and a third figure going round the far side to cut me off.

Nowhere to go but up the roof, and the roof ended in a drop to the harbour.

Then a voice yelled from the quay. “Oi! You lot! Stop there!”

A watchman. Just one, in his green coat with his lantern-pole, standing at the top of the harbour steps and looking at three masked men on and around a fish-shed. He didn’t look like he fancied it much.

But he did what watchmen do when they want help. He pulled the little clay tube off his belt and cracked it on the wall.

A flare-spell.

It went up with a scream, straight up into the fog, and burst red. For a second the whole quay was lit pink, every cobble, every wet rope, three masks turning to look at it.

And then it did the thing it always does. The thing only I ever seem to see.

The red light was gone. But the sparks weren’t. They hung there in the air above the roof, hundreds of them, tiny red ones, drifting and turning, like somebody had shaken out a bag of embers and told them to wait.

I’d seen that all my life. Every charm, every spell, every penny light-trick in the market. Little sparks that hang about for a few seconds after, and nobody looks at them, because nobody else can see them.

I was six when I found that out.

The man on the roof got his feet under him and came at me.

I didn’t decide anything. I’d like to say I did. I put my hand up to ward him off, into the cloud of red sparks, and I closed my fist.

They came.

That’s the only way I can say it. The sparks poured into my hand like water going down a drain, all of them at once, and my hand went cold. Not cold like the mud. Cold like it had been in the sea for an hour. Cold right up to the elbow, so fast it hurt.

And in my fist there was fire.

Not sparks. Fire. A lump of it, about the size of an apple, orange and red and roaring with no sound, and not burning me at all.

The masked man stopped dead.

I threw it.

I was aiming for him. I missed, which I’m quite glad about now. It hit the slates between us and went off like a dropped lamp, a whump of flame and a wave of heat that threw him backwards onto his hands. His coat was smoking. He scrambled away from me down the roof, and I heard him go off the edge, and I heard him hit the harbour.

The watchman on the quay said a word that I’m not going to write down.

I ran. Along the ridge, a jump to the next shed, a slither down a drainpipe, through a yard, over a wall, and I didn’t stop until I was three streets away and nobody was behind me.

Then I looked at my hand.

It was white. Not pale. White, like a dead fish, all the way up to my wrist, and I couldn’t feel my fingers.



The attic room over the tavern is up four flights of stairs and a ladder, and that morning I did all of it on legs made of string.

Nobody saw me come in. The landlady was shouting about barrels somewhere below. I lay on Aldo’s bed, because it was nearer than mine, and I held my white hand under my armpit until the pins and needles came, which I’m telling you was worse than the cold.

Then I opened the tin.

Inside, wrapped in a scrap of sailcloth, there were two things.

One was a key. Small, iron, old, with three teeth. It didn’t fit anything I’d ever seen in my life.

The other was a letter. On a page torn out of a tide table, in a pencil that had got wet and dried again.

I’m going to put the whole thing here, because I’ve read it so many times since that it’s the only bit of my brother’s writing I know by heart.


Wicky.

If you’re reading this, they’ve got me. Don’t come after me. I mean it.

They want the map. I split it up and hid it where only someone who reads our marks can find it. That’s you. Nobody else.

I’m not doing this to play games with you. If they come for you, and they will, you’ll need what I found. All of it.

Don’t trust anyone who’s nice to you for no reason.

Start where the sea keeps a flame. Look at the bottom.

A.



I read it four times.

Then I put it down and looked at the ceiling, and the ceiling looked back, and I thought: start where the sea keeps a flame. Which makes no sense. The sea doesn’t keep flames. That’s the whole point of the sea.

I’d work it out. I had to. Because they had come for me, just like he said. And he’d told me not to come after him, and I want you to know, right now, before anything else happens, that I never had the slightest intention of listening.

Under my armpit, my hand was starting to come back. In the quiet, I could hear Mam. Not a ghost. Just the memory, the way she said it every time, with her hands on my shoulders and her face close to mine.

“Never show anyone, Wicky. People will want it.”

Well.

Too late for that.




Chapter Two

I Meet the Girl Who Set a Beard on Fire

“Wick! Barrels!”

That’s Hettie. She owns the tavern, and the attic I live in, and about half of my waking hours. She’s got a laugh you can hear from the harbour and a voice that comes straight up through the floorboards like it’s looking for you.

She took me in when Aldo didn’t come back. She never said that’s what she was doing. She just started leaving two plates out instead of one and shouting at me a bit more. That’s Hettie.

I went down. My hand was still the wrong colour. I kept it in my pocket.

The yard behind the tavern was full of barrels, and it was my job to roll them down the ramp into the cellar without letting any of them get away and kill me. I’ve done it a thousand times. That morning I nearly did it asleep.

I’d got about six in when I noticed the girl sitting on the yard wall.

She was my age, maybe a bit older. Dark hair cut short like she’d done it herself with a knife. A coat with too many pockets, burnt at the cuffs. She was eating an apple and watching me the way you’d watch a dog that might do a trick.

“Can I help you?” I said.

“You caught it,” she said.

I rolled the next barrel. It made a lot of noise. I was hoping that would be the end of the conversation.

“This morning. First light. The flare, on the fish-shed roof.” She took another bite. “I was on the ropewalk roof across the water. I go up there to practise before anyone’s about. I saw the whole thing. The flare went off and you put your hand up and then you were holding a fireball, and then you threw it at a man, and then the man fell in the harbour.”

“I didn’t see any of that.”

“You were there.”

“Lot of fog this morning.”

She hopped off the wall. “Do it again.”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because I can’t, because I didn’t, because I’ve got barrels.” I pointed at the barrels in case she’d missed them.

She stood there and chewed and looked at me, and then she did something that made my stomach drop.

She held up her hand, palm up, and said a word under her breath, and a little flame stood up out of her palm like a candle.

A wizard. A kid wizard, in a burnt coat, in Hettie’s yard.

And after the flame, the sparks. Dozens of them, tiny and gold, lifting off her hand and drifting up past her face.

I looked at them. I couldn’t help it. I’ve spent my whole life not looking and that morning I was too tired.

She saw me do it. Her eyes went narrow.

“What are you looking at?”

“Nothing.”

“You’re looking at something. Above my hand.” She waved her other hand through the air there, right through the sparks. They swirled and settled. She didn’t feel a thing. “There’s nothing there.”

“Then I’m not looking at it.”

“Wick!” Hettie’s voice, through the back door. “If I come out there, there’d better be no barrels left!”

The girl closed her fist and the flame went out. “I’m Ilsa,” she said. “I’ll wait.”



She waited through fourteen barrels, which I thought was very annoying of her. Then she followed me to the pump, and that’s when she saw the white hand.

She didn’t say anything stupid. She just looked at it for a while.

“Does it hurt?”

“Not now.”

“Did it hurt when you did it?”

I pumped water over it. The cold water felt warm, which tells you something. “Why were you up on a roof doing spells before the sun was up?”

“Because I’m not allowed to practise them in the daytime.”

“Why not?”

“Because the Guild threw me out.”

The Guild is where the wizards live, up the hill behind the big brass doors. They train you, and then you can sell spells and get rich. Nobody gets thrown out of the Guild. People would kill to get in.

“What did you do?”

She shrugged. “Set fire to the guildmaster’s beard.”

I stopped pumping.

“By accident,” she said.

“Right.”

“Mostly by accident.”

“How do you mostly set fire to a beard?”

“He said girls from the mudflats shouldn’t get their hopes up. So I did a fire charm to show him. It was supposed to be small.” She looked at the sky. “It was not small.”

And I laughed. I hadn’t laughed in about a week. It came out of me like a cough.

“So,” she said. “You can’t do spells. I can see you can’t, you’ve got no training, you can’t even hold your hand right. But a spell goes off and you pick up the leftover bit and throw it. Which nobody can do. Which doesn’t exist.” She leaned in. “I want to know how.”

“I don’t know how.”

“Then I want to watch you not know how. Up close. Lots of times.”

I thought about it. Mam, in my head, saying what she always said.

And then I thought about the letter in my shirt, and a riddle I couldn’t solve, and three masked men who knew where I lived.

“I need something too,” I said. “I’ve got a riddle. From my brother. I can’t work it out. You’ve been to the Guild, you’ve read books, you know things about the city I don’t.”

“Deal,” she said, before I’d finished.

“You don’t know what the riddle is.”

“I don’t care. You said brother like it was a wound. I’ll help.” She stuck out her hand. The burnt one. “But first you show me.”

I shook it. Her hand was warm and mine wasn’t, and she noticed, and didn’t say anything, which I appreciated.



Ilsa said the ropewalk was the best place, because nobody went there on a Sunday, and the way there ran through the spell-market.

I need to tell you about the spell-market, because that day was the first time I walked through it without pretending.

It’s a crooked little street that runs down to the water, with stalls on both sides. Every stall sells magic.

Bottled weather. Little glass jars with a cloud inside, or a fist of snow, or one in the corner with a thunderstorm going on in it the size of a walnut. A woman selling light in jam jars, warm yellow, for people who couldn’t afford lamp oil. A man with a tray of paper charms, wind-charms and luck-charms and one that he said would make you forget a bad dream. A dog trotting past with its tail lit up like a candle, because its owner had paid a penny to always be able to find it in the fog.

And over all of it, the sparks.

Every spell that had gone off that morning had left its leftovers, and nobody had picked them up. Gold ones over the light-stall. White ones, slow and cold, turning over the bottled snow. Green ones from the charms. They hung in the air up and down the whole street like it was snowing upwards, and every single person walked through them without seeing a thing.

I’d walked through it all my life with my eyes on my boots.

“Why are you smiling like that?” said Ilsa.

“No reason.”

“That’s a stupid smile.”

“Thanks.”



The ropewalk is a long shed by the water where they twist rope. On Sundays it’s empty. Ilsa led me round the back to a stone yard with a bucket in it and nothing else to burn.

“Right,” she said. “I do a fire. You do your thing. Go.”

She held up her palm and said the word. The flame stood up.

“Not yet,” I said. “Wait.”

She let it go out. The sparks lifted off her hand, gold, drifting.

Now.

I reached in. I closed my fist. They came, all at once, pouring into my hand, and the cold came with them, up my fingers, up my wrist. I made a noise. I’m not going to say what kind of noise.

And then I was holding fire again. A small apple of it, sitting in my palm, licking at the air and not burning me.

Ilsa said a word that the Guild had definitely not taught her.

“Throw it,” she whispered. “At the bucket.”

I threw it. It hit the bucket. The bucket went whump and fell over and lay there on its side, on fire, in a puddle.

We stood and looked at it.

“Again,” she said.

“My hand is freezing.”

“Use the other one.”

So we did it again, and this time I caught with my right hand. Cold up the arm. Fire in the fist. And I found something out, which is that while I was holding that one I could feel the left hand still cold, still empty, like a pocket with nothing in it.

“I think I can hold two,” I said.

“Two whats?”

“Two lots. One in each hand. I can feel there’s room for one more.”

Her eyes lit up like I’d offered her money. “Then I’ll do another one.”

“Wait, what happens if—”

She’d already done it. Flame, out, sparks. I reached with my left, because I’m an idiot, and grabbed. Both hands freezing, both hands full. Two balls of fire, one in each fist, and me standing there in a stone yard like a boy holding two very angry oranges.

“Now put them together,” said Ilsa.

“Why?”

“To see.”

I want it on record that I did say “why”. I did. And then I brought my hands together anyway, because there’s a part of you that just has to know.

The two fires touched.

I don’t remember the flash. I remember the ground, afterwards, which I was lying on, and the sky, which was a lot brighter than it should have been, and a smell like burnt hair. Which was because it was burnt hair. Mine.

Ilsa was lying about six feet away with her boots in the air. She sat up slowly. She had no eyebrows.

I put my hand to my face. Neither did I.

“Okay,” she said, in a very small, very calm voice. “Okay. So that’s a thing.”

I lay there and laughed until my chest hurt, and so did she, and that was the moment, I think. That was when I stopped being alone in this. I didn’t know it yet.

This is the list I started in my head, lying on my back with no eyebrows. I’ll show you every time it grows.


RECIPES (so far)


	Fire + fire = BIG flash. Lost eyebrows. Do not repeat.







We sat against the wall afterwards with my hands in my armpits.

“Show me the riddle,” said Ilsa.

I took the letter out. I didn’t give her the whole thing. The rest of it was mine. I folded it so only the last line showed.

Start where the sea keeps a flame. Look at the bottom.

She read it. She read it again. Then she turned and looked at me with an expression I was going to get very used to over the next few weeks.

“You live at the Drowned Lantern,” she said.

“Yes.”

“The tavern. Called the Drowned Lantern.”

“Yes.”

“Because there’s a lantern. Over the door. An old ship’s lantern. Full of seawater. That glows. That has glowed for a hundred years and nobody knows why, and it’s the one thing every person in Saltmire knows about your pub, and you walk under it every single day of your life.”

I opened my mouth.

I shut it again.

Look. You stop seeing what you walk under every day. The lantern was just there, like the door was there. It had been there before Hettie, and before Hettie’s mother. It was the sign.

A flame the sea kept.

“Look at the bottom,” I said. “Of the lantern. Something’s in it. In the water, at the bottom.”

“Your brother’s clever,” said Ilsa.

“Yeah,” I said. “He is.”



We walked back at dusk. Hettie was in the doorway with her arms folded, which is how Hettie stands when she’s about to be kind and doesn’t want anyone to notice.

“Who’s this?”

“Ilsa,” I said.

“She’s got no eyebrows.”

“Neither has he,” said Ilsa.

Hettie looked at me. Looked at her. Looked at my hands, which I’d forgotten to hide. Then she laughed, the harbour laugh, and said there was soup, and went in.

She went round the bar lamps on her way, lighting them with the lamp-word, the way she does every dusk. It’s the one bit of magic nearly everyone in Saltmire’s got. Not me. I’ve tried, and nothing happens, and I stopped trying years ago. She left a few gold sparks over every lamp as she went, and I watched them, because I’d stopped pretending that morning.

Over the soup she took one more look at Ilsa, a girl with no eyebrows and a burnt coat and no home to go to that she’d admit, and said she could have the floor by the kitchen fire, and if she set fire to it, she was paying. Ilsa said that was fair.

Afterwards Ilsa and I stood in the street and looked up.

There it was. A big brass ship’s lantern, green with age, hanging from an iron bracket over the door. Glass sides. Full to the top with seawater, a bit cloudy. And in the water, with no flame and no wick (yes, I’ve heard that one) and no reason at all, a soft glow. Pale green, like the sea on a sunny day. It lit the step and the first few cobbles, same as it always had.

“We can’t get it down tonight,” I said. “Not with the pub full. Tomorrow. Early. Before Hettie’s up.”

“Fine.” Ilsa was still looking at it. “Does it ever go out?”

“Never. Not once. Not in a hundred years.”



I didn’t sleep. I lay on Aldo’s bed with the letter on my chest and the key in my fist, and listened to the pub empty out below me and the street go quiet.

The attic has one window. It looks straight down onto the step. On a normal night there’s a patch of green light on the cobbles from the lantern, and I’ve gone to sleep looking at it since I was small.

Around midnight I noticed my breath.

I could see it. A little cloud, every time I breathed out, white in the dark. In the middle of autumn. In a room with a chimney running up through it.

I sat up.

The patch of green on the cobbles was flickering.

I’d never seen it flicker. Nobody had. I knelt at the window with the blanket round me and watched it stutter, and dim, and brighten, like something was breathing on it.

Then it went out.

A hundred years. And it went out while I watched, and the street below was black.

Not quite black. The watch keeps lamps lit along our street, one at each corner. I could see both. And as I watched, the far one dimmed, slowly, down to an orange thread, and went out. Then the near one.

And in the dark between them, something was standing in the street.

I couldn’t see it. That’s the only way I can tell you. It was a shape where the fog was greyer than the fog, about the size of a man, and it made no sound at all, and it was looking at my door.

Frost was growing on the inside of the window glass, under my fingers.

I started counting.




Chapter Three

Hettie Hits a Shadow with a Frying Pan

I got to seven.

Then the thing in the street moved, and I stopped counting, because it was moving towards the door.

It didn’t walk. I want to be clear about that. Nothing about it went up and down the way legs do. It just got nearer, the way fog gets nearer, and the frost on my window went from a few feathers in the corner to a solid white sheet while I watched.

I scraped a hole in it with my thumbnail. The street was black. The grey shape was on the step.

Right under the dead lantern. Right outside the only door.

I went for the ladder.



Four flights down in the dark, in my socks, with my breath going out in front of me like I was running through my own little cloud. Every stair was colder than the one before. By the bottom I could feel the cold coming up through my feet like I was standing on the mudflats.

The kitchen first. Ilsa was in the kitchen.

I came through the kitchen door and she was already sitting up in her blanket with her hair on end.

“Why is it cold?” she said. “Why is the fire like that?”

The fire in the hearth was down to one red eye. Not burnt out. Pressed down. Like something was sitting on it.

“There’s something outside,” I said. “It put the lantern out.”

“Nothing puts the lantern out.”

“Then nothing’s outside,” I said, “and it’s standing on the step.”

She got up. She didn’t argue. I’ll say that for Ilsa. When it matters, she doesn’t waste time.

We went through into the bar.



The bar at night is just tables and the smell of beer and the big front door with the iron bar across it. We never light it after closing.

We didn’t need to. The frost was lighting it.

It was growing across the inside of the door, white and thick and spreading out from the middle like a hand opening. The iron bar had gone white. The floor in front of the door had gone white. Little feathers of it were running out across the boards towards us, and I could hear them. A tiny crackling, like someone very far away screwing up paper.

Then the cellar hatch moved.

It’s in the floor behind the bar. It leads down to the barrels, and the barrels come in from the yard, and the yard door has a bolt that I’d put across myself at sunset.

The hatch lifted an inch and settled. Lifted again.

Nothing came up the ladder. Nothing had to. The hatch just opened, slowly, all the way, and the thing that came out was a dog.

I’m calling it a dog because it was the shape of one. It was grey. Not grey fur. Grey all the way through, like it had been drawn in pencil and someone had rubbed half of it out. No eyes. Nothing where the eyes would be. It came up out of the hatch without climbing and stood on the floor behind the bar and it didn’t breathe. I was breathing clouds. It wasn’t breathing at all.

Where its feet touched the boards, the frost ran out from them.

A second one came up behind it.

“Ilsa,” I said.

“I know.”

“Do something.”

“I’m doing something.”

She put her hand up and said the word, and the flame stood up out of her palm.

The dog turned its no-face towards it.

And the flame leaned. That’s the only word. It leaned towards the dog like a candle in a draught, stretched out long and thin, went blue, went small, and went out. Ilsa stared at her empty hand.

“It drank it,” she said. “It drank it.”

But I wasn’t looking at her hand. I was looking above it. Because the flame was gone, but the sparks weren’t. Gold, dozens of them, lifting off her palm like nothing had happened.

The dogs couldn’t see those either.

I grabbed.

Cold up to the elbow, fast, and fire in my fist, and I threw it before I’d even thought about where. It hit the first dog in the chest.

It did something. The dog went backwards and sort of rippled, like a reflection when you drop a stone in it, and for a second I could see the barrels through it. Then it pulled itself back together and came on. Slower. But on.

“Again,” said Ilsa. “Again, again—”

She cast. It drank. I caught, with the other hand. I threw. The second dog rippled and came on.

And a third one came up out of the hatch.



“What in the name of all the saints in the sea,” said a voice from the stairs, “is going on in my pub?”

Hettie. In her nightgown, with her hair in a plait as thick as a rope, and in her right hand the big iron frying pan from the kitchen.

She looked at the frost. She looked at the dogs. She looked at me, with my white hand and my fist full of fire.

I waited for her to scream.

She didn’t scream. She came down the last three stairs, walked up to the nearest dog, and hit it with the frying pan.

The pan went straight through it. There was a sound like a sheet tearing, and the dog came apart into grey rags, and then the rags slid back together and it was a dog again, and it turned its no-face towards her.

“Right,” said Hettie. She didn’t put the pan down. “Right.”

She backed up until she was beside us. The dogs were coming round the end of the bar, all three, not fast, not slow, the frost running ahead of them across the floor like it was clearing a path.

“My mother said the lantern was there to keep something out,” said Hettie quietly. “I thought it was a story she told drunks.”

“It’s in a book,” said Ilsa. Her voice had gone high and fast. “There’s a room at the Guild nobody’s allowed in. I got in twice. There’s a book about the old city, the one underneath, and there’s a page about these. Lamps go dim. Frost comes. They drink light. They drink warm.”

“What does it call them?” I said.

“The Quiet.”

Nobody said anything for a second. It’s a good name. It’s exactly the right name. That’s what made it horrible.

“Does the book say how to stop them?” said Hettie.

“It says they hate the sun.”

“It’s midnight.”

“I know it’s midnight.”

The sun. I looked at the fire in my hand, orange and roaring with no sound. The dogs had drunk the fire off Ilsa’s palm like it was soup. But the sun isn’t fire. Not really. The sun is light.

“Ilsa,” I said. “Can you do a light?”

“A glim? That’s the first thing they—” She saw my face. “Yes. Yes. Hang on.”

She cupped her left hand and said a different word, and a ball of white light the size of an egg sat in her palm and lit the whole bar.

All three dogs flinched. Properly flinched, backwards, like I’d thrown the fire again. The frost at their feet stopped spreading.

Then the light started to lean.

“Let it go,” I said. “Let it go now.”

She closed her hand. The light went out. And above her palm, white sparks, slow and cold and bright, drifting.

I still had the fire in my right hand. I reached out with my left.

The white sparks poured in. The cold went up my left arm to meet the cold in my right, and for a second I couldn’t feel my chest. I had two things. Fire in one fist and a cold white glow in the other, like I’d caught a bit of the moon.

Recipe one had cost me my eyebrows. I did think about that.

“Do it,” said Ilsa.

I brought my hands together.

There was no flash. There was no bang. The two things touched and became one thing, and the one thing was white. Not white like the light. White like the sun on the sea at noon, white so bright it had edges, and it sat in my hands and burned nothing and the whole bar went the colour of day.

The dogs made a sound.

It was the first sound they’d made. It wasn’t a bark or a growl. It was like steam coming off a pan.

I threw it at the middle one.

It didn’t ripple. It just went. The white fire hit it and it came apart like a thing made of paper when you drop it on a stove, curling up and going to nothing, and there wasn’t even any ash. The frost under where it had stood turned to water.

The other two were already going backwards. Back round the bar. Back towards the hatch. Not fast. They couldn’t go fast. But they went, and the white fire was still burning on the floorboards where the middle one had been, not spreading, not catching, just sitting there like a dropped piece of noon.

Hettie stepped forward, pan up, and the last dog went down the hatch like water going down a drain.

The hatch shut.

The frost on the door stopped. Then, slowly, it began to melt and run.

Outside, down the street, I heard a tiny sound. The far lamp at the corner, coming back on with a pop. Then the near one.

The thing on the step was gone. I knew it without looking. The cold had gone out of the floor.

I sat down on the boards, because my legs decided it for me, and I put my hands in my armpits, and I shook.




RECIPES (so far)


	Fire + fire = BIG flash. Lost eyebrows. Do not repeat.

	Fire + light = WHITE fire. Burns the Quiet. Burns nothing else. Lasts till morning.







Hettie made tea. That’s what Hettie does.

She stood the frying pan against the hearth, and she put the kettle on the fire, which had come back up like nothing had happened, and she didn’t say one word until there was a cup in front of each of us. Behind the bar, the white fire sat on the floorboards, small and quiet, and burned nothing. It was still there at dawn. Then it just wasn’t.

Then she looked at my hands.

“I’m not going to ask,” she said.

“Hettie—”

“Your mam was a close one as well. Never said two words about where you two came from. I didn’t ask her, and I’m not asking you.” She sat down heavily. “But I’ll say this. Whatever that was, it came for this house. And this house is mine. So whatever you’re doing, you do it quick, and you do it careful, and you don’t do it alone.”

“I’m not alone,” I said. “I’ve got Ilsa.”

Ilsa looked at me over her tea. I’d like to tell you she smiled. She didn’t. But she didn’t say anything sarcastic either, which for Ilsa is almost the same thing.



We got the lantern down at first light.

Hettie held the ladder. I went up. The bracket was rusted and the lantern was heavier than it looked, and the water in it sloshed about, cloudy green, with a hundred years of sea-silt at the bottom. I’ll be honest: it felt wrong taking it down. Like taking the door off.

We carried it into the yard and set it on the barrel-ramp.

“Look at the bottom,” I said.

There’s a brass cap on the top with a hinge. It hadn’t been opened in my lifetime. Ilsa worked at it with her knife and swore at it in two languages. I only knew one of them. It was enough. Then it came up with a crack, and the smell that came out was the smell of the sea, old and strong and strange.

We tipped it, slowly, into a bucket. Water. Water. Green silt, sliding out in a sludge.

And at the very bottom, in the last of the silt, something that clicked against the brass.

I put my fingers in and brought it out.

A bead. Glass, dark green, the size of a hazelnut, with a hole through it like it had come off a string. I rubbed it clean on my shirt and held it up to the light.

It was scratched. Somebody had sat with a needle and scratched tiny lines into the glass, so small you had to turn it to see them.

On one side, a picture. An open book, and in the middle of the book, an eye.

On the other side, our marks.
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Down. Three. Hidden.

“I know that,” said Ilsa. She was looking at the book with the eye. “I know that picture. It’s on the gates.”

“What gates?”

“The Library. Up the hill. The big round one with the dome. That’s its mark, it’s carved over the gates and stamped in all the books.” She frowned. “Your brother went to the Library?”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s the one place in Saltmire that won’t let us in. There’s a man on the door whose whole job is to say no to people like us. I tried four times when I was at the Guild. They don’t even let apprentices in. Kids, mudflats, Guild coat, doesn’t matter. No.”

I turned the bead over in my white fingers. Down. Three. Hidden. Inside the one building in the city that wouldn’t open its door to me.

“Then we won’t use the door,” I said.




Chapter Four

The Bookshelves Try to Squash Us and a Professor Gives Me a Sweet

The Library sits on top of the hill like a big grey egg.

I’d seen it all my life, from below. Everybody has. It’s round, with a dome, and it’s the highest thing in Saltmire except the fog. What I’d never done was stand at the gates.

They’re iron, and tall, and over the top, in stone, is an open book with an eye in it. I had the bead in my pocket. It was the same picture exactly.

Inside the gates, at the top of some steps, was a door, and beside the door, on a chair, was a man.

He was old, and small, and he was wearing a black coat buttoned to his chin, and he was looking at us. Not looking at us. Looking at us the way you look at weather.

“Let me try,” said Ilsa.

“You said you tried four times.”

“I’ve learned things since then.”

She went up the steps. She’d brushed her coat. She’d done something to her hair. She put her chin up and said, in a voice I’d never heard her use, “Good morning. I’m sent from the Guild to collect a book for the guildmaster.”

The man looked at her.

“You’ve no eyebrows,” he said.

“That’s not—”

“No.”

She came back down the steps.

“I’ve learned things since then,” I said.

“Shut up.”



Here’s what I’d learned, lying on the fish-shed roof yesterday with my heart going like a drum: everything has a back.

The Library’s back was a wall, and then a drop, and then a lot of ivy, and above the ivy, high up under the edge of the dome, a row of little round windows that nobody had cleaned in years.

“I can climb,” said Ilsa, looking at it.

“You can’t.”

“I can climb adequately.”

She could climb adequately. I went first, because I know how to feel which bits of ivy will hold, and she came up behind me with her teeth gritted and her coat snagging on everything, and she only swore twice.

The window at the top was shut. It was also so old that the frame came away in my hand when I pushed it, which I’m counting as opening it.

I got my head through.

I’m going to try to tell you what I saw, and I’m going to get it wrong.

The Library is one room. One huge round room, all the way up to the dome, with a floor so far below that the people on it looked like beetles. And the room was full of shelves. Hundreds of them, taller than houses, standing in rings and rows and curves, every one of them packed with books from the floor to the top.

And the shelves were moving.

Not shaking. Moving. Sliding over the floor on their own, slow and smooth and silent, whole rows of them gliding sideways like boats on a canal. A ring of shelves on the far side was turning, very slowly, the way a clock hand turns. Two rows near the middle were sliding apart to let a third one through. Ladders went past on their own along the shelf-fronts, with nobody on them, like they were going somewhere.

Brass rails in the floor, I saw later. Nobody pushing. They were tidying themselves.

Ilsa’s head came through beside mine.

“Oh,” she said.

That was all. I think it’s the only time I ever heard Ilsa not have a comment.



A gallery ran round under the windows, with stairs down to the floor. We went down, quietly, keeping to the wall. The beetles turned into people. Six of them, old, in black coats, reading at tables in the middle where nothing moved. None of them looked up.

Down. Three. Hidden.

“Down,” said Ilsa. “There must be a lower floor.”

“We’re on the lowest.”

“Then there’s a lower lowest.”

We went looking for stairs. That meant going in among the shelves.

The first row we walked down was standing still. Old leather, gold letters, that dry smell books have. So was the second.

The third row started to move while we were in it.

There’s no warning. There’s no creak. One second the shelf on my left was a wall of books, and the next second it was a wall of books going backwards, the whole row, sliding away past my shoulder, and the shelf on my right was coming the other way. The gap we were walking in was getting narrower.

“Run,” I said.

We ran. The gap at the end was a slot of light and the slot was closing. Ilsa got through. I turned sideways and got through with my shirt catching, and behind us the two rows met with a soft, final thump, like a door closing in a house where nobody’s home.

“They tidy,” said Ilsa, breathing hard. “That’s what it is. They’re sorting themselves.”

“They nearly sorted us.”

“So we go between the tidying.”

That is much, much harder than it sounds.

We’d pick a row that looked safe and get halfway along it and it’d start to glide. We’d dodge into the next one and that one was turning. A ladder came sliding along a shelf-front right at Ilsa’s head and she ducked and it went past, empty, rattling, like it was late for something. I looked back once and the row we’d just left wasn’t there any more. There was a different row. With different books.

I did what I do.

I climbed.

A shelf went past me, slow and massive, and I put my foot on the bottom board and my hands on the next one and went up it like a ladder, with Ilsa shouting something below, and at the top I lay flat on a shelf as wide as a bed and the whole thing was carrying me across the Library like a raft.

From up there you could see the pattern. It wasn’t a mess at all. The rows slid in and out of each other like fingers, and the big ring turned, and everything had somewhere to be. It was like lying on top of a clock.

Then I looked down and Ilsa wasn’t there.

“Ilsa!”

“Here!”

Two rows over. In a gap. And the gap was closing, the way the first one had, the shelf on her left and the shelf on her right coming together, and she was looking up at me with her mouth open.

I didn’t think. I got to the edge of my raft, and I hung off it by my hands, and as it slid past the top of her row I let go.

I hit the top of her left-hand shelf, slid, grabbed, and leaned out with my arm hanging down into the gap.

“Grab it!”

She jumped. She got my wrist. I’ve been pulling nets out of the mud since I was eight and she weighed less than a net. I hauled, and she came up the shelf-front with her boots kicking, and she rolled over the top edge onto the books beside me, and underneath us the two shelves met.

Thump.

We lay on our backs on top of a bookshelf, going slowly round a library, and tried to breathe.

“Adequate,” said Ilsa, to the ceiling.



The shelf stopped moving.

We lay still, because everything had been moving and now it wasn’t, and that felt like a thing to pay attention to.

Then I heard a voice.

It was below us, and off to one side, and it was an old man’s voice, and it was angry. Not shouting-angry. Quiet-angry. The kind that’s worse.

“I told you to watch,” it said. “That was the whole of it. Watch, and keep your hands to yourself. Now there’s a mess, and I’m the one who’ll have to mend it.”

Somebody answered. I couldn’t make out words. It was low and it was rough, and it might have been “sorry”, or it might not.

“Go on,” said the old voice. “Out the back. And keep your lot off my hill.”

A door. Not a slam. A click.

Then a cough. A long one, wet and tired, that went on for a while and then stopped.

Then feet, slow, on the floor.

Ilsa and I looked at each other. She mouthed who. I shook my head. We lay there like two books.

The feet stopped right under us.

“Well,” said the voice, and it wasn’t angry at all now. It was warm as toast. “The shelves have brought me something. They do that. Come down, both of you, before the next hour strikes and they start again, and mind your fingers on the way.”



He was the oldest man I’d ever seen who was still standing up.

Thin as a rake, white hair going in every direction, a black coat with sagging pockets, spectacles on a chain. His face was all lines, and all the lines were smiling. He had a hand on the shelf-end to hold himself up, and every breath went in and out of him like it was work.

“Professor Quill,” he said. “I’m the Keeper here. Which means I’m the one who’s supposed to stop people like you coming in through my windows, and here I am, failing at it.” He coughed again, into a handkerchief, and when he’d finished he put his hand in his pocket and brought out a paper twist. “Peppermint?”

I looked at the twist. I looked at Ilsa. Ilsa shrugged and took one.

I took one. It was a peppermint. It was very strong. My eyes watered.

“Now,” said Professor Quill. “I’d like to think you came for the books, but nobody’s come for the books in forty years. So you came for something else. And I’d put money, if I had any, on you being the younger Marsh.”

My stomach turned over.

“How—”

“You’ve his chin. And his way of lying on top of my shelves.” He smiled. “Aldo came here. A year and more ago. He came asking after old maps of the Thornwood, and I let him in, because nobody asks me about the Thornwood any more and I was lonely. A bright boy. Rude, and bright. I liked him very much. He stopped coming, and I wondered.”

“Who were you shouting at?” said Ilsa.

I’d been about to ask. She got there first.

“My assistant,” said the Professor, without missing a beat. “He has lost a book I’ve been wanting for a month, and I was unkind to him, and I shall apologise to him later. I get bad-tempered. It’s the lungs.” He tapped his chest. “Now. What did Aldo leave you?”

I want to tell you I kept my mouth shut. Don’t trust anyone who’s nice to you for no reason. Aldo had written it, and I’d read it a hundred times.

But he’d known Aldo. He’d said rude and bright and that was Aldo exactly. And he’d said it like he missed him.

I took out the bead.



He couldn’t read the marks. I checked. I showed him the scratches and he turned the bead in his thin fingers and shook his head and said it was a code and codes weren’t his field. So I read it to him.

“Down. Three. Hidden.”

“Down,” he said, “is easy. There’s a floor under this one, where I keep the things nobody wants. Three.” He thought. “Three cases from the stair, perhaps. Come on. Mind the shelves, we’ve a quarter of an hour.”

The stairs down were behind a door behind a shelf. The floor below was low and dim and smelled of damp, and the shelves down there didn’t move at all. They were just shelves. I was almost disappointed.

He walked to the third case from the stair. He didn’t count. Then he ran his finger along a shelf, stopped, and pulled out a book.

It was thin and grey and water-stained. The cover said Tide Tables of the Saltmire Coast.

I laughed. I couldn’t help it. Of course it was. Of course that was where he’d put it.

“Open it,” said the Professor.

A page in the middle had something folded inside it. Thick paper, brown with age, folded twice. I opened it on the shelf with hands that weren’t quite steady.

A map.

Half a map. It had been torn straight down the middle, top to bottom, and this was the left side. A river, a road, the edge of a forest drawn as a lot of little spiky trees. The road went into the trees and stopped at the tear.

And in Aldo’s pencil, along the bottom:

The other half is where the otters sing. — A.

“Otters,” said Ilsa.

“Otters,” I said.

“Ah,” said the Professor. “Well. I’m afraid that’s where I’m no use to you. I haven’t been down this hill in forty years, and I never saw an otter in my life. But you’ll find it. He’d not have left it if he didn’t think you could.” He put a hand on my shoulder. It was light as a bird. “And when you do, come back and tell an old man about it. I’ll leave the window open.”



He walked us to the front door himself, past the man on the chair, who looked like he’d swallowed a wasp.

Outside it was afternoon, with the whole of Saltmire spread out below us in the thinning fog. I had half a map in my shirt and a peppermint going numb in my cheek.

“He was nice,” said Ilsa.

“Aldo said not to trust anyone who’s nice for no reason.”

“He had a reason. He’s old and he likes books and nobody visits him.” She glanced at me. “He gave us sweets, Wick. That’s what old people do.”

“I know.”

“Then stop frowning.”

“I’m not frowning. I haven’t got the eyebrows for it.”

We went down the hill road. And at the bottom, where it meets the first street of the town, I stopped.

There were three men standing on the corner.

Long grey coats. Leather over their faces. Not running. Not coming. Just standing there, the three of them, with their hands in their pockets, looking up the hill at us.

Yesterday they’d chased me across the mud. Now they just watched us walk past.

Like somebody had told them to.




Chapter Five

An Otter Picks My Pocket

“Otters eat fish,” said Ilsa.

“I know otters eat fish.”

“So. Fish market.”

It was the next morning and we were walking down to the harbour, and I’d been awake half the night with the half-map on my chest, and this was the best idea either of us had.

I’d like to say I argued. But where do otters sing? Nowhere. Otters don’t sing. There aren’t even otters in Saltmire, not real ones, not since the river got so filthy. So we went to the fish market, because it was that or stand in the attic saying “otters” at each other.

The fish market is a long shed on the quay, open on both sides, and at eight in the morning it is the loudest place in the world. Everyone’s shouting. Fish, prices, insults, the lot. The floor’s wet and the gulls come in under the roof and nobody looks where they’re going.

We walked up and down it twice.

There were no otters. There was a woman selling eels out of a barrel, singing, which Ilsa got quite excited about until we listened to the words.

“Ask someone,” said Ilsa.

“Ask them what? ‘Excuse me, where do the otters sing?’”

“Yes.”

So I did. I asked the eel woman. She looked at me and said, “When they’re drunk, love, same as everyone,” and went back to her song.

I turned round to tell Ilsa, and somebody bumped into me.

It was a kid. Smaller than me, in a coat three sizes too big with the hood up, and he went past me low and quick, and he said “sorry, sorry” in a funny high voice, and he was gone into the crowd.

I put my hand on my shirt.

The map was gone.



“Hey!”

I was already running. Ilsa was already running beside me, because Ilsa doesn’t ask questions when there’s running to do. The hood was ahead of us, bobbing between legs and baskets, and it was fast. It didn’t run like a kid. It went low, almost on all fours when it ducked under a stall, and it came up the other side without slowing.

Out the end of the shed. Along the quay. People shouting at us. The hood went left into an alley I knew, and I knew it had no way out except a drain, and I thought: got you.

The hood went down the drain.

I don’t mean it fell. I mean there’s an iron grate in the alley floor, and it was pulled up and leaning, and the hood went down the hole under it like a rat going into a wall.

I stopped at the edge. Black. The smell coming up was something I don’t want to describe.

“Well?” said Ilsa.

That was my brother’s map. The only piece of him I had that wasn’t a letter.

I went down.



There’s a ladder, and then there’s a pipe you have to crouch in, and then the pipe opens out into a tunnel you can stand up in, with water running down the middle of it and a ledge on either side. It was black. Not dark. Black. I put my hand on the wall and went by feel, and I could hear splashing ahead of us, fast, and Ilsa’s breathing behind me.

“I can’t see,” she said.

“Do a light.”

“I thought you’d never ask.”

The glim came up in her hand, white, and the tunnel jumped out at us. Old brick, dripping. The water was brown. Fifty feet ahead, the hood looked back at us over its shoulder, and for one second in the white light I saw a face that wasn’t a face. Whiskers. A nose like a dog’s. Two round black eyes.

Then it ran.

We ran. The tunnel went down. It went down a lot, with steps cut in the floor that were slippery with slime, and side tunnels going off into the black, and the splashing always just ahead. And then the brick stopped.

The brick stopped, and the tunnel came out into the open, and I stopped running because I’d forgotten how.



There was a street under the city.

I knew the stories. Everyone does. Saltmire’s built on top of an older Saltmire that sank into the mud a long time ago, and the stories say you can still find bits of it under the cellars. I’d always thought that meant a few old stones.

It meant a street.

A real one. Cobbles under my boots, old and worn. Houses on either side, stone, with doorways and windows, the windows black and empty, the roofs gone, and above where the roofs should have been, instead of sky, the great dark underside of the city we’d just come from. Arches, beams, the bottoms of cellars. All of Saltmire sitting on top of this street like a lid on a box.

And it was lit.

Not by lamps. By mushrooms.

They grew on every wall. Shelves of them, like plates, big as my head, and every one of them glowing. Blue-green, soft, like the light in the drowned lantern. They lit the whole street from end to end, blue house after blue house, and the mist that hung over the cobbles glowed with it, and it was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen and I was standing in a sewer.

“Oh,” said Ilsa again.

Twice in two days. I was starting to worry about her.

“The Low Streets,” I said. It was what the stories called it. I’d never thought it was a name for a real place.

Then I remembered the map, and the hood, and I looked, and there it was. Halfway down the street, stopped, in a doorway. Looking back at us.

“Oi!”

It ran. So did we.



It was a dead end. The street went along, and bent, and stopped at an archway full of fallen stone, and the hood was standing in front of the stones with nowhere to go.

It turned round. Slowly, this time. And it put the hood back.

It was an otter.

I’m going to say that again because I didn’t believe it either. It was an otter, the size of a kid, standing on its back legs in a stolen coat, with sleek brown fur and whiskers and a round wet nose, and one ear torn, and round its neck on a bit of string a shiny tin button. Its eyes were black and bright and absolutely terrified.

It held up the map. It held it up in a hand that was almost a paw, with little black fingers.

“Skritch didn’t take,” he said. “Skritch found.”

His voice was high and quick and clicked a bit at the edges, like he had too many teeth for it.

“You found it in my pocket,” I said.

“It was in a pocket. Things in pockets are found. Everyone knows. Skritch is not a thief. Skritch is a finder.”

“Give it back.”

He looked at the map. Looked at me. Looked at Ilsa, who had a flame standing up in one hand, which I thought was a bit much.

“Trade,” he said.

“No.”

“Small trade. Tiny.” He swallowed. I saw him swallow. “Food.”

And I looked at him properly. Not at the fur and the whiskers. At how the coat hung off him. At the way he was standing, with one arm across his middle like it hurt. At his face, which was thin, so thin you could see the skull under the fur.

He was starving. That’s what it was. He’d picked my pocket because he was starving, and he’d run because we’d chased him, and now he was backed against a wall holding my brother’s map in front of him like a shield.

Ilsa’s flame went out. She’d seen it too.

I had my lunch in my coat. Hettie had packed it. Bread, cheese, an apple, wrapped in a cloth. I’d forgotten it was there.

I took it out and held it up.

“Map first,” I said.

He didn’t move.

“Fine.” I put the lunch down on the cobbles between us and stepped back. “There. Have it. Keep the map, I don’t care.”

I did care. But I’ve been hungry. Not like that. But enough to know.

He looked at the bundle on the ground. Then he moved, so fast I barely saw it, and the bundle was gone and he was crouched against the wall with the cloth open on his knees, eating. I’ve never seen anything eat like that. The bread went in. The cheese went in. It didn’t chew, it just went.

When he was done, he sat there with the apple in both hands, and he looked at me for a long time.

Then he held out the map.

I took it. I checked it. Half a map, left side, river and road and spiky trees. Aldo’s pencil along the bottom. All there.

“Skritch owes,” he said. His voice had gone quieter. “Skritch always pays. Everyone knows.”

“Skritch,” said Ilsa. “That’s your name?”

“Skritch is Skritch.” He bit the apple. Through the apple, he said, “Skritch is Skitter. Not otter. Dry-folk always say otter. Otter is an animal. Skitter has pockets.”

I laughed. Skritch looked offended, and then he patted the front of my coat, over the pocket, two little pats, like he was saying thank you.

I thought that was sweet.

I’ll come back to that.



“Where the otters sing,” I said. “Do you know what that means?”

Skritch had stopped eating. He was looking past me, down the street, the way we’d come.

“Skritch,” said Ilsa. “He asked you—”

“Shh.”

We shushed.

Far down the blue street, past the bend, something was moving in the mist. Not a mushroom glow. Yellow. A lamp. Then two.

Then a voice, carried along the stone, hollow and clear.

“Down here! Vosk! The boy’s down here!”

I knew that word was a name before I knew anything else, because of what came after it. A second voice. Lower. Wheezing. The voice from the harbour wall, the one that had said give it here with its hand in my collar.

“Just the map, lad.” It echoed down the whole street. “That’s all. Hand over the map and you can go home and get warm.”

“They followed us,” whispered Ilsa. “They followed us down the drain.”

Three lamps now. Coming. Not fast. They didn’t need to be fast. We were in a dead end.

“Ilsa,” I said. “Fire.”

She cast, I caught, I threw it high. It hit the mushrooms on the wall above the lamps and they went off like wet wood, hissing and sparking, and the lamps stopped. For a second.

“That’s one go,” said Ilsa. “We’ve got one go and a wall.”

“Not wall,” said Skritch.

He was on his feet. The coat was off. Under it he was all muscle and fur, sleek as a fish.

“Wet way,” he said. “Skritch knows wet way. Dry-folk don’t like it. Dry-folk come?”

“What’s the wet way?”

Skritch pointed. At the bottom of the fallen stones in the archway, where I’d thought it was just rubble, there was water. A pool, black, with the mushroom-light sliding on it.

“Breathe big,” said Skritch. “Then don’t.”

The lamps were coming again.

Look. I can swim. Aldo taught me in the harbour. But I had never swum into a hole in the dark under a city with masked men behind me, and I want it on record that I didn’t like it.

“Hold,” said Skritch, and put the end of his string and tin button in my hand. “Hold tight. Skritch pulls. She holds you.”

Ilsa grabbed my belt.

“Big breath,” said Skritch.

I took it.

We went under.



I’m not going to describe it, because there’s nothing to describe. It was black and cold and it went on. Stone scraping my shoulders. Skritch’s string in my fist pulling, pulling. Ilsa’s hand on my belt. My chest getting tight, then tighter.

I counted.

One, two, three, four, five, six, seven—

Eight.

Nine.

Ten.

One, two, three—

My lungs were burning. The string pulled up.

Air.

I came up gasping into a dark that wasn’t black. There was light somewhere, blue, bouncing off water. Ilsa came up beside me and made a noise like a kettle.

And I heard something.

Through the stone, from somewhere ahead, deep and slow, a sound I’d never heard before. Lots of voices. Not words. Just a long, low note held together, going up and coming down, humming through the water and the rock and up into my teeth.

Skritch’s head popped up beside me, sleek and dripping.

“Home,” he said. “Skritch’s home. You hear? They sing.”




Chapter Six

I Am Excellent at Sneaking

Where the otters sing is a harbour.

An old one. The oldest one, I suppose, from the city that sank. We climbed out of the water onto a stone quay as wide as a street, worn smooth, with iron rings in it where boats had once tied up, and the water we’d come out of was the river, running black and slow through the middle of a cave so big I couldn’t see the end of it.

The mushrooms were everywhere. Walls, ceiling, the undersides of the old arches, glowing blue-green like the whole place was lit from inside the sea. And on the quay, and in the mouths of the old houses, and sitting along the edge with their feet in the water, were the Skitter.

Dozens of them. Sleek, brown, whiskered, in bits of coat and scarf and nothing at all. Grown ones as tall as Hettie. Little ones the size of cats, who came pelting along the quay to look at us and then pelted away again. And every one of them was singing.

I’d heard it through the water. Up here it was in the air, and it was in me. One long note, low, held by all of them together, rising a little and falling a little, like the sound a glass makes when you run a wet finger round the rim, if the glass was the size of a cathedral.

It stopped when they saw us.

Not all at once. It sort of ran out, from the near end of the quay to the far, as one Skitter after another turned and stared, and then there was nothing but water dripping off me and Ilsa onto the stone.

“Skritch,” said a voice from the dark. “What have you brought.”

It wasn’t a question.



Skritch’s gran lived in a boat.

An old rowing boat, pulled up on the quay and turned on its side, with a bit of sailcloth over it for a roof. She sat in the mouth of it like a queen in a doorway. She was grey, grey all over, with one eye gone milky and the other one black as a bead, and she was knitting something out of what looked like fishing line.

Skritch stood in front of her with his coat dripping and his ear flat and talked very fast.

I didn’t get all of it. Dry-folk came into it a lot. So did found, and pocket, and owes, and at one point bread, said very softly, like a prayer.

Gran let him finish. Then she looked at me with the black eye. I got the feeling the milky one was looking at me too, just from somewhere else.

“The tall boy,” she said. “You’re the tall boy’s brother.”

I think my mouth fell open.

“He slept here. Two nights. He paid.” She knitted a stitch. “He said another would come. A small one who talks too much. He said show him this, and nobody else.”

She put down the knitting, reached into the boat behind her, and brought out a packet.

Oilcloth, tied with twine. Exactly like the tin had been wrapped. My hands were shaking before I’d even touched it.



Inside the oilcloth was the other half of the map.

I knew it would be. I’d still have cried if Ilsa hadn’t been watching. I put the two halves together on the stone quay, torn edge to torn edge, and they fitted. Of course they fitted. Aldo tore things in half the way other people cut bread, and he’d have been furious if they hadn’t. And for the first time I saw the whole thing.

A river. A road along it. A ferry marked where the road crossed. Then the forest, drawn in those spiky little trees, going on and on across the whole right-hand side. In the middle of the forest, a ring of broken shapes. Ruins. And in the ruins, in the very middle, a circle.

And our marks, all over it, in Aldo’s pencil.

~ o      by a tree at the edge of the ruins
x x x    around the circle in the middle


“Here, safe,” I said, pointing. “By that tree. And there, where the circle is. Danger. Three times.”

“Three crosses,” said Ilsa. “What’s three crosses?”

“We never did three. One cross is danger. He’s never done three.”

There was something else in the packet. A page, folded small, in Aldo’s pencil, and it was for me.


Wicky.

If you’ve got this far you’ve got the map and you’ve ignored everything I said. Fine. Then listen now.

The thing in the Thornwood isn’t treasure. It’s a door. A big round stone door under the ruins. The old people who built the sunken city opened doors like it, and that’s why their city sank. What’s behind it is what makes the lamps go out.

The man who hired us doesn’t want gold. He wants the door open. And here’s the thing. It takes two like us to turn it. Two of one blood. That’s why I’m not enough. That’s why they’ll come for you.

Don’t come. Go home. Be a barrel-boy. I mean it, Wicky.

There’s more I need to tell you but I’m out of



And then nothing. The page was torn along the bottom. Not folded. Torn.

I turned it over. Blank.

Two like us. He’d never said. My whole life in the same room as him and he’d never once said, and I thought of Mam with her hands on his shoulders, not mine, and the same words.

“Was there another page?” I said. “Gran. Was there more?”

She looked at the torn edge with her one good eye for a long moment.

“It came so,” she said.

I didn’t know if I believed her. I still don’t.



We were sitting on the edge of the quay with our feet over the black water, and nobody had said anything for a while. Skritch was beside us, eating a fish he’d got from somewhere, head and all.

“Door,” said Skritch, through fish. “Gran knows door. Gran sings it.”

Gran had come out of her boat. She stood over us with her knitting under her arm, and when she spoke it was slow, the way you say something you’ve said a thousand times and want said right.

“The door only turns for two of one blood,” she said. “Turn it one way, it opens. Turn it back, it shuts. Nobody else can touch it.”

She let that sit.

“That’s why we sing. Our old ones sang it shut, long ago, with the two who turned it. We’ve sung every night since. So the dark knows we’re still here. So it knows the door’s still watched.” She looked down the cave to where the river went off into the black. “It doesn’t care any more. It comes anyway.”

“Comes?” said Ilsa.

And right then, like it had heard her, the singing at the far end of the quay went wrong.



It didn’t stop. It bent. The long note at the far end wavered and dropped, and I looked, and the mushrooms down there were going dim.

One wall. Then the next. Like someone was walking along the cave turning the lights down.

“Quiet,” said Skritch. He’d dropped the fish. His whole body had gone flat and tight. “Quiet. Every night now. Closer every night.”

The Skitter at the far end were backing up along the quay, and the singing was going thin, I could hear it, the one long note breaking up into a lot of small frightened ones. Grown ones in front. Little ones behind. And the dim came on anyway, slow and sure, and in it, grey shapes. Low ones. Dogs. More than three. A lot more than three.

Frost ran along the stone quay ahead of them like something spilt.

Ilsa was on her feet. “Wick.”

“I know.”

“Two hands. Fire and light. Right?”

“Right.”

We ran towards it. I’d like you to notice that. Past the backing-up Skitter, past Gran, who didn’t move an inch, past Skritch, who was herding a knot of cubs into a doorway with his arms spread and saying “no, no, Skritch says very no” over and over like it was a song of his own.

Ilsa stopped at the edge of the dim. Flame in her right hand. Glim in her left. She held them both out and said both words and let them both go, and the sparks lifted off her, gold and white, and I was already reaching.

Both hands. Both arms gone cold to the elbow. I brought them together.

The white fire came up between my palms like a sunrise, and I didn’t throw it.

I held it up.

The dim stopped. Right there, at the line where the white light fell on the stone, it stopped, and the dogs behind it stopped, and the frost stopped, and for one second the whole cave was still. Me with the sun in my hands. A dozen grey dogs with no faces, looking at it.

Then I threw it.

The three in front went up like paper. The rest kept coming.

Not over the line. The white fire sat on the stone where it had landed, burning nothing, and the dogs stopped at the edge of its light, the way they had when I’d held it up. But they didn’t go back. They stood there in the dim, a dozen of them, no faces, waiting, and the frost crept up to the line and sat there too, and I had nothing in my hands. Two more catches in me, at most, and a dozen of them.

“Ilsa,” I said.

“I know. I’m—”

And then, behind me, the singing came back.

It had gone thin when the dim came. Now it came back all at once, every Skitter on the quay, louder than before, one note shoved at the dark like a wall, and it went through the stone and the water and my feet and the top of my head. And the dogs went. Not burned. Pushed. They went backwards into the black the way the dim had come, and the mushrooms on the walls came up blue again, one after another, like someone was walking back the other way.

I didn’t do that. Not on my own. I’d like it noted that I noticed.

I put my hands in my armpits and sat down on the quay.

“Show-off,” said Ilsa, sitting down next to me. Her voice was shaking.

“You cast it.”

“I cast it. You held it up like a lantern.”

“It worked.”

“It did work,” she said. “Don’t let it go to your head.”



Here’s what I decided, on the quay, with the singing in my teeth.

I was going to the Thornwood.

I didn’t decide it like a brave person. I decided it like somebody who’s done the sums and doesn’t like the answer. They had Aldo. They needed me. That was why the masked men had never once tried to hurt me. They didn’t need to. They just wanted to know where I was, all the time, and they knew where I lived. Sooner or later, masked men or grey dogs, they’d get me, and then there’d be two of one blood standing at that door whether we liked it or not.

Or I could go first. With the map. And find him. And find out what the three crosses meant before anyone made me stand in front of them.

“I’m going to the forest,” I said.

“Yes,” said Ilsa.

“Tomorrow.”

“Yes.”

“On my own.”

“No,” said Ilsa.

“Skritch says no,” said Skritch, who had come back. He said it very firmly. “Skritch says very no. Skritch owes. Skritch comes.”

“You can’t come. It’s two days’ walk. It’s a forest. You live in a drain.”

“Skritch lives in a warren. It’s got a quay.”

“Wick,” said Ilsa. “Shut up. We’re coming.”

“No, you’re not,” I said, and I meant it, and I think I even believed it.



Skritch took us home by a different wet way, a shorter one, that came up through a grate in the yard behind the Drowned Lantern. He’d known it all along. Of course he had.

He stayed in the yard. He wouldn’t come in. But before he went back down he caught my sleeve and said, “Tomorrow,” and I said, “No,” and he said, “Tomorrow,” and went.

I didn’t sleep.

I lay on Aldo’s bed with the whole map in my shirt and listened to Ilsa not sleeping on the kitchen floor below me. Around four I got up. I wrote Hettie a note and left it on the pillow. I’m not going to tell you what it said. It took me three goes.

Then I went down the ladder in my socks with my boots in my hand, and I went past the kitchen door without breathing, and I went out through the yard and over the wall, and I’ll tell you now, I was quiet. I’ve been getting out of that pub without Hettie hearing since I was nine.

The streets were empty and the fog was down. I looked back once, from the corner. The lantern was hanging over the door where Hettie had put it back, empty and dark, and the step under it was black. Somebody had put it out, and it had kept my door for a hundred years, and I meant to get it one back.

I went up through the town with the sky just starting to go grey, and I got to the land gate, which is the only way out of Saltmire that doesn’t involve a boat, and the gate was open, and the watchman was asleep in his box.

And sitting on the wall beside the gate, with her boots swinging and a bag over her shoulder, was Ilsa.

And sitting next to her, in his too-big coat, with his tail hanging down the stones, was Skritch.

I stopped.

“Morning,” said Ilsa.

“How—”

“You’re not very good at sneaking,” she said.

“I am excellent at sneaking.”

“You were humming.”

I opened my mouth to say I was not.

Then I shut it. Because I had been. I’d been humming the Skitter song, under my breath, the whole way up the hill.

Skritch held up a bundle. “Skritch brought fish,” he said. “For the road.”

And there, round his neck, on the string next to the tin button, catching the first bit of light, was a small iron key with three teeth.

“That’s my key,” I said.

“Skritch found it.”

“In my pocket.”

“Pockets,” said Skritch, with great dignity, “are where things are found.”

I looked at him. I looked at Ilsa. I looked at the open gate, and the road going off into the fog.

“Keep it,” I said. “It doesn’t fit anything anyway.”

I looked back one more time, from the gate. Behind us Saltmire was all fog, except the Library on its hill, and one small round window up under the dome with a light in it. Somebody was up early.

And the three of us walked out.




Chapter Seven

I Freeze a River with an Eel in It

The road to the Thornwood runs along the river, and the river runs along the road, and for two days that’s all there is.

Flat. Grey. Reeds on one side, mud on the other, and the fog thinning out behind us until, around midday, I looked back and there was no fog at all. Just sky. I’d never seen that much sky. It made me feel like something might drop out of it.

Skritch hated it.

“Too dry,” he said, about every hundred paces. “Too bright. Too big. Where’s the top?”

“There isn’t a top. It’s the sky.”

“Skritch says no.”

In the end he walked in the river. Just got in, coat and all, and swam along beside us with his head out, which he said was better, and which meant that every time Ilsa or I said anything he’d come up the bank dripping to answer it and then go back in.

Ilsa had a bag. I’d noticed the bag at the gate, and I noticed it more as the day went on, because it clinked.

“What’s in there?”

“Supplies.”

“What kind of supplies?”

She stopped, opened it, and showed me. Three glass jars, packed in straw. Two of them had rain going on inside, grey and busy, little drops running down the inside of the glass. The third was full to the top with snow.

“From the spell-market,” she said. “You crack them and the weather comes out. I thought: we’re going somewhere with a lot of trees, and I set things on fire. So. Rain.”

“And the snow?”

“The snow was cheap.”

“What did you pay with?”

She closed the bag. “Don’t ask,” she said, and we walked on.



That night we made a fire in the reeds where the road bent away from the water, and after we’d eaten the fish (Skritch’s fish, raw, which I’m not going to talk about), I did something I hadn’t planned to do.

I took the map out, and I tore it in half.

Along the old tear, where Aldo had done it. It came apart like it wanted to. I held the right half out to Ilsa.

“What’s that for?”

“Aldo split it so they couldn’t get it all at once. So do we. You carry that one. I carry this.”

She looked at the paper. Then she looked at me, and she didn’t say anything clever, which was how I knew it mattered to her. She folded it very small and put it in the inside pocket of her coat, the one that wasn’t burnt, and buttoned it.

“Right,” she said, a bit too loud. “Practice.”



Practice went like this. Ilsa cast, I caught, I threw it in the river. Two goes, then a wait with my hands in my armpits, then two more, until my right hand was white and my left wasn’t far behind. It was getting easier. Not the cold. The cold’s never easier. But the grab. I didn’t have to close my fist like I was catching a wasp any more. I could just sort of reach, and they’d come.

Then Ilsa did a thing.

“Hold your hand out,” she said. “Flat. Palm up.”

“Why?”

“Just do it.”

I held it out. She put her own hand over mine, palm down, an inch above, and said the word, and the flame stood up between us, between her palm and mine.

Then she let it go. Not the way she usually did. Slowly. Like she was setting something down.

The flame went out. And the sparks didn’t lift up. They sank. They came down onto my palm like snow, gold and soft, and I didn’t grab, I just let them land.

And they were warm.

I don’t mean not-cold. I mean warm. Like holding a cup of tea in both hands on a bad morning. They sat in my palm and glowed, and I closed my hand on them, and there was the fire, the same apple of it as always, and my hand felt fine.

I looked at it. Ilsa looked at it.

“Did that hurt?” she said.

“No.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t know.”

I threw it in the river, and we did it again the ordinary way, her casting and me grabbing, and the cold came up my arm like it always did. Then her way again. Warm.

“Weird,” I said.

“Everything about you is weird,” said Ilsa.

And we left it there. I had a lot on. I walked right past it.



The ferry was at midday on the second day.

The river gets wide there. Wide and slow and brown, a good hundred paces across, and on the far side the road went up a bank and straight into the trees.

I’d never seen the Thornwood. I’d heard about it my whole life. It was still a shock. The trees on that bank weren’t like the ones I knew from the hill, with their nice green leaves. They were black. Black trunks, black branches, and the branches had thorns on them, big ones, like something had grown a lot of knives. The road went in under them and the dark swallowed it ten paces in.

“Lovely,” said Ilsa.

The ferry was a flat wooden raft with a rail, tied up at a post on our side. The ferrywoman sat on it with her sleeves rolled up and arms like a blacksmith’s. She looked at us, three kids and one of them an otter in a coat, and didn’t say anything about it, which I liked her for.

“Penny each,” she said. “Sit in the middle. Don’t lean.”

There was no rope across. No pole. When we were on, she stood at the back rail, put one hand flat on the water, and said a word.

The river pushed.

That’s what it felt like. A big slow hand under the raft, shoving it out from the bank, and the water behind us humping up blue-grey. And over the ferrywoman’s hand, as the push faded, the sparks. Blue ones. Deep blue, like the sea on a cold day, turning slowly in the air.

I’d never seen blue ones. I reached without thinking.

Cold. But a different cold. Not fire-cold, which bites. This was heavy, and wet, and it filled my hand like I’d scooped it full of sea.

I looked at what I was holding. Not fire. A blob of water. Hanging in my fist in a ball, clear and wobbling, not dripping, not falling.

I threw it, because you have to throw them.

It hit Skritch in the face.

He sat there with it running off his whiskers and looked at me with his black eyes.

“Skritch says no,” he said.

“Sorry.”

“Skritch says very no.”

The ferrywoman pushed again. Then again. We were halfway across, with the black trees getting bigger, and I was watching the blue sparks over her hand and thinking river, that’s river, I can hold river, when the raft stopped.

Not slowed. Stopped. Like it had hit a wall.

The ferrywoman said something she probably said a lot. She put her hand down and pushed. The raft didn’t move.

Then it lifted.

The whole back end of it, up, a foot, two feet, and the water under it went black and solid, and I saw a back. A long, wet, black back, thick as a barrel, going past under the raft like a street going past. On and on. It didn’t stop. It went on for longer than the raft was.

“Eel,” said the ferrywoman, in a very flat voice. “Big one. Hold the rail.”

The raft came down with a smack. Water came over the side. Ilsa was already up with fire in her hand, and the river beside us opened and a head came out.

I’m going to describe it once and then I’m not going to think about it again. A head the size of a wheelbarrow, grey-black, slick, with a mouth that went round the sides, and teeth in the mouth like broken glass, and eyes that weren’t looking at anything. It came up and it came over, like it was going to lie down on top of us.

Ilsa threw her fire. Not through me. Just her, a flame off her palm straight into its face. It was a good one. Not small.

The eel went under.

“Push!” I yelled. “Push, push—”

The ferrywoman pushed. Blue sparks. I grabbed them with my right. Water in my fist, heavy and cold.

The raft lurched. The eel was under us again, lifting, and this time it kept lifting, and the raft tilted, and Skritch went sliding across the boards towards the edge with his claws out, scrabbling.

“Ilsa! The snow!”

She didn’t ask why. That’s the thing about Ilsa. She had the bag open and the jar out and she smashed it on the boards, and for one second there was a blizzard on the ferry, a fist of snow going everywhere, flakes in my face, and the sparks that came off it were white. White and slow and cold, colder than her light, cold like the frost on my window the night the lantern went out.

Left hand. I took them.

And I had the river in my right hand and the cold in my left, and I don’t know how I knew. I just knew.

I put them together.

It didn’t flash. It cracked. A sound like a whip, like a frozen branch snapping, and what I was holding was a ball of ice as clear as glass, and so cold my teeth hurt from it.

I threw it at the water where the eel’s back was.

The river froze.

Not all of it. But a lot. The ice went out from where the ball hit like a hand opening, with a sound like a hundred windows breaking, across and across, thick and white and solid, and the eel’s back was in it. Locked. A great black loop of it, stuck up out of the ice like a bridge, and the ice went round it and held it there, and for a second nothing moved.

Then the eel moved. It heaved. The whole sheet of ice groaned and didn’t break.

“Go,” said the ferrywoman. “Now. Walk. Don’t run.”

The ice had the raft too. We climbed over the rail onto it, and it held, and we walked.

I’d like to tell you I walked. I slid. Skritch went flat on his belly and went across like he’d been born on ice, which he probably had. Ilsa held my arm, or I held hers. Behind us the eel heaved and the ice groaned, and the ferrywoman stood on her raft with both hands on the water and said her word, over and over, and I understood she was holding it. Holding the push, against the ice, keeping the raft from going over.

Thirty paces. Twenty. The ice getting thinner, going grey, water on top of it.

Ten.

The bank.

I went up it on my hands and knees and lay down in the mud on the far side of the river, under the first black tree, and I couldn’t feel my right arm at all, and not much of my left.




RECIPES (so far)


	Fire + fire = BIG flash. Lost eyebrows. Do not repeat.

	Fire + light = WHITE fire. Burns the Quiet. Burns nothing else. Lasts till morning.

	Frost + river = ICE. A lot of it. Freezes eels. Freezes me.







Ilsa rubbed my hands. She didn’t ask, she just did it, sitting in the mud with my white fingers between hers, and after a while the pins and needles came. Most of the way. Two fingers on my left hand, the little one and the one next to it, stayed white and stayed nothing, and I bent them to show her they worked, and didn’t say they couldn’t feel her.

Out on the river, the ice was going. Breaking up in slabs, going brown, and the eel’s back going down with it, slow, under. The ferrywoman had got her raft loose. She stood on it, a long way out, and looked at us, and then she raised one hand. Not a wave. Just a hand up. Then she pushed off, and went back the way she’d come.

“She’s going to tell people about that,” said Ilsa.

“Let her.”

“She’ll say, ‘a boy froze my river’.”

“Nobody’ll believe her.”

“I wouldn’t believe her,” said Ilsa, “and I was there.”

Skritch had gone up the bank to look at the trees. He came back down slowly, and he didn’t say anything, and that’s how I knew.

I sat up.

The road went in under the thorns, black and narrow. And twenty paces up it, where the trees started, standing in a row in the dark with their hands in their pockets, were three men in long grey coats.

Masks. One of them taller than the others.

They’d been on this side already. They’d been on this side the whole time. They’d stood under the trees and watched the eel and the ice and the three of us crawling up the bank, and they hadn’t moved.

The tall one raised a hand. The way the ferrywoman had. Just up.

Then they turned, all three, and walked into the Thornwood ahead of us, and the dark took them.

They weren’t chasing us any more.

They were waiting. And that was worse.




Chapter Eight

Wolves Made of Hedge, and My Brother's Terrible Spelling

It was noon when we walked into the Thornwood, and ten paces in, it was night.

Not dark like a room with the shutters closed. Dark like being under a blanket. The thorns met over the road and locked, and the light that got through was green and thin and didn’t seem to reach the ground. Every trunk was black. Every branch had its knives. And it was quiet, the ordinary kind, no birds, no wind, just our boots and Skritch’s claws clicking on the stones.

“I don’t like it,” said Skritch.

“Nobody likes it.”

“Skritch especially doesn’t like it.”

We had the map out, both halves, Ilsa holding hers next to mine. The road went in a long way, and then there was a place where the spiky trees stopped and the broken shapes began, and right at the edge of them, Aldo’s mark. Here. Safe.

“A day,” said Ilsa. “If the road’s a road.”

It wasn’t, after the first hour. It was a track. Then it was a gap between thorns that something had been through before us. We never saw the three men. But every so often, in the mud, there’d be a boot-print, big, going our way, and not one of us said anything about it.



The wolves came at the end of the day.

I’d heard of thornwolves. Everybody’s heard of them. I’d thought they were a story grown-ups tell to keep you out of the forest, like the Low Streets were a story.

I’m going to stop thinking things are stories.

The first one came out of the thorns ahead of us, and I thought it was the thorns. It was the same black, and its back was all bramble, thick and spiked and grown into the fur, so that when it stood still it looked like a bush. Then the bush opened its eyes. Yellow. Then the bush opened its mouth.

“Don’t run,” said Ilsa.

“I wasn’t going to.”

“I was saying it to me.”

A second one, to the left. A third behind, between us and the way we’d come, and I heard it before I saw it, a sort of dry creak as it moved, like a hedge in the wind.

They came in slow. That’s what wolves do. They let you see them.

“Ilsa,” I said. “Fire.”

“There’s a forest.”

“I know there’s a—”

“If I throw a flame in here, Wick, we’re not getting eaten, we’re getting cooked.”

She was right. The thorns were dry as kindling. One flame off her palm and the whole wood would go up with us in the middle of it.

The first wolf was fifteen paces off. It had gone low.

“The rain,” I said.

She looked at me. Then she had the bag open.

“Cast fire at the same time,” I said. “Small. Tiny. Just the sparks. I need both.”

She smashed the jar on a stone and said the word in the same breath.

For a second it rained. Right there, a fist of rain, cold on my face, and the sparks that came off it were blue-grey, lighter than the river’s, drifting like they hadn’t decided which way was down. My left hand took them. Rain is river that hasn’t landed yet, I thought, and I don’t know where that came from, but it was right.

Her flame stood up and went out. Gold sparks. Right hand.

The wolf jumped.

I slapped my hands together.

Fire and rain. And what came out of my hands wasn’t fire and it wasn’t water. It was steam. A huge rolling cloud of it, white and hot and wet, going up and out from between my palms with a hiss like a whole kitchen, filling the gap between the thorns, filling the track, filling the air, so thick and white that I couldn’t see Ilsa and she was holding my sleeve.

The wolf came through it.

I heard it. I felt the wind of it going past my face. It hit the thorns behind us and crashed and yelped, and somewhere to the left another one was crashing about, and a third, and none of them could see, and none of them could smell anything but hot wet nothing.

“Down,” I whispered. “Down, down.”

We got down. All three of us, flat in the mud under the white, with the steam rolling over us and the wolves blundering about in it, creaking and snapping. One of them stepped on my hand. The left one, which was lucky, because two of the fingers on it hadn’t felt anything since the river anyway. It didn’t know. It went on.

I counted. I got to ten four times.

Then the creaking went away. Off into the thorns, all three, the way wolves go when the thing they were hunting has turned into weather.

The steam thinned. Ilsa’s face came out of it, wet and white and furious.

“You didn’t say steam.”

“I didn’t know steam.”

“You slapped your hands together.”

“It worked.”

She lay back in the mud and stared up at the thorns.

“It did work,” she said. “I’m so tired of it working.”




RECIPES (so far)


	Fire + fire = BIG flash. Lost eyebrows. Do not repeat.

	Fire + light = WHITE fire. Burns the Quiet. Burns nothing else. Lasts till morning.

	Frost + river = ICE. A lot of it. Freezes eels. Freezes me.

	Fire + rain = STEAM. Big cloud. Good for hiding. Wolves hate it.







We slept in a hollow under a fallen trunk, with Skritch curled in a ball with his tail over his nose, and me on watch, and then Ilsa on watch, and nothing came. In the morning the green light came back, and we walked, and around midday the thorns opened out, and we were there.

The ruins.

I’d expected walls. There were walls, in a way. Low ones, broken, grown over, going off in lines through the trees. But mostly there were stones. Enormous ones. Blocks as big as the Drowned Lantern, lying tipped over in the moss like somebody had been playing with them and got bored, and all of them carved, and all the carving worn away to nothing. It went on. The whole forest ahead of us was full of them, and the thorns grew up between like they were holding them down.

And at the edge, where the map said, a tree.

It was dead. It had been dead a long time, a huge grey oak, hollow right through, with a split in the trunk you could’ve driven a barrel through. And at Aldo’s height, on the bark, scratched with a knife:

~ # o


Here. Hidden. Safe.

I’ll tell you something. I’d been walking for three days to get to that tree, and when I saw the mark I had to stand there a minute with my hand on the bark. The left one. The two white fingers still couldn’t feel it, and I didn’t care, and nobody said anything, and I’m grateful for that.



The camp was behind the tree.

I’d known it would be. I still wasn’t ready.

Four tents, or what had been four tents. The canvas had rotted and come down and lay over the poles like wet washing. A fire-pit, black, with a ring of stones round it and a cooking pot still sitting in the ash. A shovel stuck in the ground. A tin cup on a stone. Someone’s boot.

Fourteen months. Nobody had been back.

“Skritch doesn’t like this either,” said Skritch, very quietly.

“Look for marks,” I said. “Anything scratched. Anything with a wave.”

We looked. Ilsa went through the tents. Skritch went round the stones, nose down. I went into the tree.

Inside the hollow it was dry, and dark, and smelled of mushrooms, and when my eyes got used to it I saw the shelf. A natural one, where the wood had rotted back. And on the shelf, wrapped in oilcloth, exactly like the tin and exactly like the packet, a book.

A notebook. Small. Cheap. The kind you buy at the market for a penny. The cover was damp and the pages had gone wavy.

I sat down in the mouth of the tree, in the green light, with Ilsa one side of me and Skritch the other, and I opened it.



I’m not going to give you all of it. Some of it’s mine. But here are the bits that matter, in Aldo’s pencil, in Aldo’s spelling, which was never great.


Day 3. Dug all day. Blisters. The crew boss is called Vosk. Big man, leather mask over half his face, wheezes like a bellows. He’s not the one paying. He takes orders from someone else. The client. Nobody’s seen him. He never comes down here. Sends word by rider.



Ilsa’s finger was on the name. “Vosk,” she said. “The wheezing one.”

“The one who grabbed me.”


Day 12. Found the top of something. A curve of stone, under the big block. Not a chest. Too big for a chest. Vosk sent a rider back to the city the same hour.




Day 20. Supplies came. The client sends sweets down with them, every time. Peppermints. Box after box. Vosk hates them, says they stink. I eat them. Nobody else will.



Skritch said, “What’s peppermint?”

“A sweet,” said Ilsa. She was looking at me. “The Professor had peppermints.”

“Hettie’s got a jar of them behind the bar,” I said. “Half of Saltmire eats peppermints. Everybody’s gran.”

“Lots of people like peppermint,” said Skritch, who had never had one, and we left it.


Day 31. It’s a door. Round. Stone. Bigger than the Lantern is tall. The crew want to leave. Vosk’s men have the only boats and the only horses. We’re not a crew. We’re diggers who can’t go home.




Day 33. Vosk’s sending me to the city with the cart for supplies. Three days. I’m taking the map. He doesn’t know I’ve got it. It’s the old one, from the Library, and it shows the way DOWN — the old stair to the front of the door. They’ve found the top. Without the stair they’ll be digging for months yet. Good. I’ll hide it where only Wicky can find it, and leave him word. Then I’ll come back. Because if I don’t, they’ll go to the city looking for me, and they’ll find him.



I had to stop there for a bit.

Ilsa didn’t say anything. Skritch put his paw on my knee.

Then I read it again, and two things came to me, one after the other. He’d cut the post that week. Not before he left. That week, with a cart waiting. And he’d stolen the map from the Library and then hidden half of it in the Library. That’s Aldo.


Day 40. Bad day. A fall in the dig. One of the lads was under it, in the dark, with his lamp out and the rock coming down. I didn’t think. I pulled the lamp-sparks and lit the way and dug him out with it. He’s alive. But Vosk saw.

He looked at me like I was a chest of gold.

I’ve been so stupid.



Lamp-sparks. Pulled, the way I pull them. He’d had my whole life to show me, and he never had once.


Day 41. They’re taking me down tomorrow. Down to the door. Vosk says the client’s very pleased. He says the client’s been looking for someone like me for a long time, and now he’s got one, and he thinks there might be two.

I’ve hidden this. The marks will bring you to it, if you’ve ignored me, which you have. Course you have.

Wicky. Go home.



That was the last page.

I closed the book and sat with it in my hands and looked out at the fallen tents, and the cold fire, and the shovel, and the boot.

“A year,” said Ilsa, softly. “A year in there. Under that.”

“He’s alive,” I said.

“Wick—”

“They need two. Gran said it. He said it. They need two of one blood or the door doesn’t turn. They haven’t got me yet. So they need him alive until they do.” I put the notebook inside my shirt, against the map. “He’s alive.”

Nobody argued with me. I think they wanted it to be true as much as I did.



The light was going. In the Thornwood that doesn’t take long. One minute the green is there and the next it isn’t, and the dark comes in between the stones like water into a boat.

Skritch had found a lamp in the ruin of the tents. An old iron one with a bit of oil still in it, which he’d been very pleased about, because it was shiny. “Skritch found a lamp,” said Skritch, for the fourth time, in case we’d forgotten he was the kind of person who found lamps. Ilsa lit it with a word, and we sat in the mouth of the hollow tree with it between us, and ate the last of the fish, and didn’t talk much.

I was on first watch. I had the notebook in my shirt and the lamp by my knee and the whole ruined forest in front of me, and I was thinking about the three crosses on the map, and the door, and my brother standing in front of it, and I didn’t notice the lamp for a long time.

Then I did.

It was dimmer. Not much. I thought it was the oil. I turned the wick up. It got dimmer.

My breath went out in front of me in a little white cloud.

Beside me, Ilsa said, “Wick,” in a voice that was all the way awake.

The ash in the cold fire-pit had gone white. Not ash-white. Frost-white. And it was growing, out across the moss, between the stones, towards the tree, in fingers.

I looked up.

Between the great fallen blocks, in the dark where the lamp didn’t reach, grey shapes were moving. Not towards us. Round us. Slow. One behind a stone, and another, and another, going round the camp in a ring, the way the dogs in the pub had come round the end of the bar.

Not dogs. Taller than dogs.

Skritch was awake. He didn’t say no. He didn’t say anything at all. He’d gone flat against the tree with his ear back, and his black eyes went round the ring, counting.

So did mine.

One. Two. Three. Four. Five.

Six.

And the sixth one, when it came past the gap in the stones, had antlers.




Chapter Nine

A Stag Walks Through the Sun and I Lose

Antlers.

I want to be clear about how wrong that was. Dogs with no faces, I’d got used to, the way you get used to a bad smell. But this was a stag. A big one, the kind they carve on inn signs, rubbed out the same way the dogs had been, grey all through, no eyes, and its antlers were white with frost right to the points.

It stepped through the gap in the stones and stood there, and the other five stood behind it. They were deer too, I saw now. Tall and thin, heads low, drawn in pencil and half rubbed away.

They didn’t make a sound. Of course they didn’t.

The lamp by my knee went out.

“Ilsa,” I said.

“Fire and light.”

“Yes.”

She cast the flame. It stood up in her palm, gold, and the stag turned its no-face towards it, and the flame didn’t lean. It just went, like somebody had blown on it. One breath. Gone. The gold sparks lifted off her hand and I took them before they’d finished rising.

“Light.”

She cast the glim. The deer flinched. The stag didn’t. It lowered its head, and the frost came off its antlers in a wave, I could see it, running out across the moss in a sheet, cracking the puddles white. Ilsa’s glim leaned, went blue, and died. White sparks. My left hand.

Both arms gone cold to the elbow. I slapped my hands together and the white fire came up between them like a sunrise.

I held it up.

The five deer stopped at the line of its light, the way the dogs had on the quay.

The stag walked through it.

It walked through the light like I’d held up a candle. The frost came with it. It was five paces off, then four, and its antlers were taller than the hollow tree.

I threw it.

The white fire hit it full in the chest. It should have gone up like paper. The dogs had. Instead it rippled, like a reflection when you drop a stone in it, and for a second I could see the stones through it, and then it pulled itself together and came on.

It was too big. Or too old. I don’t know. I just know white fire was the best thing I had, and I’d thrown it, and the stag had walked through that too.



“Again,” I said.

“Wick—”

“Again.”

She cast both. I grabbed both. I couldn’t feel my arms any more, so it didn’t even hurt, which should have told me something. White fire. I threw it at the nearest deer, because I couldn’t bear to waste it on the stag again, and the deer went up, curling, gone, no ash.

Four deer. One stag. Three paces.

“Again.”

“You’ve got nothing, I can see your—”

I reached anyway.

Here’s the rule, the way I’d learned it by then without ever once saying it out loud. Each arm takes two. The first catch goes cold to the elbow, the second to the shoulder, and then that arm’s done until it warms. I’d caught four times. Two a hand. Both arms gone to the shoulder, and there was no room. I knew there was no room. I reached into the gold sparks over Ilsa’s hand with an arm that had nothing left in it, and they came anyway, and the cold didn’t go up my arm.

It went into my chest.

Like a hand. A cold flat hand on my heart, pressing. I felt my heart go slow. I heard it, which you shouldn’t be able to. Thump. A long wait. Thump.

The ruins went white at the edges. Then in the middle.

I’d like to say I threw something. I didn’t. I went down on the moss like a dropped coat.



Here’s what I know about the next bit, which isn’t much.

Somebody had my collar. Small hands, strong, and claws through my shirt. I was going backwards across the ground on my shoulders with my heels dragging and my head bumping.

“Hole,” somebody was saying. “Hole, hole, hole. Ilsa. Hole.”

Fire going past above me, gold, Ilsa’s, thrown by Ilsa, and doing nothing at all. I saw the stag’s antlers go across the stars.

Then roots. Then dark. Then earth on my face and a smell of animal, and I was being dragged into the ground.

A badger hole. Under the biggest of the fallen stones, where its edge had sunk into the moss: old, wide enough for a badger, too narrow for anything with antlers. Skritch had found it on his first sniff round the camp and not said anything, because it was just a hole. Skritch finds things.

He got me into it backwards. Ilsa came in headfirst, fast, and I was lying on my back in the dark with Skritch’s whiskers on my face and Ilsa’s elbow in my stomach and I couldn’t feel anything from the shoulders down.

“Was there a badger?” said Ilsa, in a very small voice.

“Was,” said Skritch.

“What happened to—”

“Skritch asked nicely.”

Outside the hole, where the roots were, it went white.



The frost came down the hole. It came in over the roots like milk being poured, white and slow, along the earth floor towards Ilsa’s boots, and I heard it, the tiny crackling, like paper far away.

And at the mouth of the hole, blocking the stars, the antlers.

It couldn’t get in. It knew it couldn’t get in. It put its head down to the hole and waited. That was the worst bit. It just stood there and let the cold come down to us, an inch at a time.

Ilsa’s hand came up in the dark. I heard the word. The flame stood up, gold, and I saw her face in it, mud and no eyebrows and absolutely terrified, and I saw the flame lean towards the mouth of the hole, and go blue, and go out.

She tried again. Out.

“Wick.”

I couldn’t lift my hands. I tried. Nothing happened. “I can’t,” I said, and it came out like someone else saying it.

The frost touched Ilsa’s boot.

And Skritch started to sing.



One note. The Skitter note, the long low one. But it was just him. One otter, in a hole, in a coat, and his voice was high and it wobbled and it cracked, and it was nothing like the sound of a hundred Skitter on a quay. It was like someone trying to hold up a roof on their own.

The frost stopped.

Not went back. Stopped. An inch up Ilsa’s boot, with the white crackling at the edge of it, held.

Skritch’s note wobbled. The frost moved. He got it back. It stopped.

“Help,” he said, between breaths, not to anyone in particular. “Help.”

Ilsa doesn’t sing. I want that on record. Ilsa has a voice like a gate. But she opened her mouth and found something near his note and held it, flat and wrong and loud, and the two of them together were worse than either of them alone, and the frost didn’t move.

I couldn’t feel my mouth. I hummed anyway. It came out as a sort of buzz against the back of my teeth. I don’t know if it helped. I’m counting it.

We held it like that. I don’t know how long. Long enough that Skritch’s voice went to a thread and Ilsa’s went to a croak and the antlers at the mouth of the hole never moved once.

Then, somewhere above, boots.

Skritch’s note stopped dead. His nose went up. “Dry-folk,” he breathed. “Up there. Walking.”

Boots, going past above the stone. Not running. Walking, slow, the way you walk through a place you know. I thought masks. I thought Vosk. Then the frost moved an inch and Skritch found his note again, and there was no more room in me for thinking.

I don’t remember the antlers going. I remember the mouth of the hole going from black to grey.

And I remember Skritch stopping, finally, with a noise like a kettle running dry, and saying, “Morning,” and falling over sideways onto my chest, and I still couldn’t feel it.



I could feel it by the time the sun was properly up. That was the problem.

We came out of the hole on our knees. The camp was white. The moss, the tents, the shovel, the hollow tree, all furred over like midwinter, and hoofprints in it, round and round the camp in a ring, and one set that came up to the badger hole and stopped and went away. The sun was on it. It was melting. It looked like nothing had ever been there.

I looked at my hands.

White to the wrist. Both. Dead-fish white, like that first morning on the fish-shed roof, and when I put them in my armpits and waited for the pins and needles, the pins and needles didn’t come.

I tried rubbing them. I tried breathing on them. I held them against the hollow tree where the sun was warming the bark.

Nothing.

The two fingers that had been nothing since the river were still nothing. Now the rest had joined them. I could bend them. I could pick things up, if I watched myself do it. I just couldn’t feel the things.

Ilsa was watching me do all this. She hadn’t said a word since the hole. She’d got her bag, and sat on a stone, and watched.

“They’ll come back,” I said.

“Will they.”

“They always come back.”

“Your lips were blue, Wick.” Her voice was flat. “In the hole. I had my hand on your neck, because I couldn’t see if you were breathing, and your lips were blue, and you weren’t. Breathing. For a bit.”

I didn’t know that. I didn’t know what to do with it, so I didn’t do anything.

“You reached with both arms gone,” she said.

“It was coming.”

“I know it was coming. I was the one standing in front of it with nothing in my hands.” She stood up. “Every time. The river—”

“In the river I froze the river.”

“And couldn’t feel your arms! And said nothing! I rubbed your hands and you said they were fine and they weren’t, were they, because you’ve been holding that left one funny for two days, don’t think I haven’t—”

“They were fine—”

“Stop doing everything alone!”

It came out of her so loud the Thornwood went quiet. Quieter.

“You could have said,” she said. “In the hole. Before. Four words. ‘Ilsa, I’ve got nothing.’ And I’d have — I don’t know what I’d have done. Thrown things. Sung, apparently. Something. But you didn’t say, because you never say, because you’ve got it in your head that it’s you and a lamp and everyone else is just standing about.”

I was angry. I’ll be honest. I was cold and scared and I hadn’t slept and I’d lost, properly lost, for the first time, and she was right, and I was angry.

“What was I supposed to do? Let it have you?”

“Yes! Ask! Let Skritch sing, let me — you’re not the only one here, Wick. You keep forgetting there’s three of us.”

“Skritch sang because I couldn’t.”

“Skritch sang because he’s braver than you.”

That one went in.

I said the thing I’m not proud of. I said, “You can’t even keep a flame lit when they look at it.”

She didn’t say anything for a second. Then she said, “No. I can’t. That’s what you’re for,” and she picked up her bag and walked off between the stones.

Skritch had been sitting on the block above the hole through all of it, with his tail hanging down and his ear flat. He looked at her go. He looked at me.

“Skritch says no,” he said quietly. “To both. Skritch says both no.”

Then he jumped down and went after her.



I sat by the hollow tree for a while and looked at my hands and felt about as big as one of the fingers.

Here’s the thing. I’d been doing it on my own for fourteen months. Barrels, the post, the letter, the lantern.

She was right. I’d have told you that then, if you’d asked. I just wasn’t going to tell her.

I got up and went to find them.

They were thirty paces off, at the edge of the ruins, and they weren’t walking anywhere. Skritch was on all fours with his nose in the moss, and Ilsa was standing over him with her arms folded.

“Skritch found a thing,” said Skritch, without looking up.

“What thing?”

“Scratch.”

I came over. I didn’t look at Ilsa. She didn’t look at me. We looked at the moss, where Skritch had scraped it back with his claws, and under the moss was stone. Flat. Cut. A slab, set in the ground, with a ring in it. And on the slab, old and grey, a mark.
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Down.

“It moves,” said Skritch. “Skritch pulled. It’s heavy. Skritch isn’t.”

It took the three of us. Ilsa on the ring, me on the edge with hands I couldn’t feel, Skritch pushing from the other side with his whole body. It came up an inch, and the smell that came out of the gap was old and dry and cold. Then it came up and over and fell back on the moss with a thump that went down into the ground and kept going.

Steps. Cut in the rock, going down into black. Narrow. Steep.

Ilsa made a glim without being asked and held it out over the hole, and we leaned in.

We couldn’t see the bottom. But twenty steps down, where the light just reached, the stair bent, and on the wall at the bend somebody had scratched something with the point of a knife.

Three crosses. In a row. And under them, a wave.

x x x
  ~


Danger. Danger. Danger. Here.

“Well,” said Ilsa, to the hole, not to me. “Now we know what three crosses means.”

“What?”

“It means he went down anyway.”




Chapter Ten

A Door Asks Me a Riddle and a Statue Takes It Personally

Nobody said “I’ll go first”, because it was obvious who was going first.

Ilsa came behind me with the glim held up over my shoulder. Skritch came last with the iron lamp from the camp, relit, which he’d been carrying since dawn like it was a baby.

The stair was cut straight into the rock, every step worn into a dip by feet older than the Thornwood. It turned at the three crosses. It turned again. The air got colder and older and drier.

Forty steps. Fifty. Then the wall on my left wasn’t a wall.

It was a hole in the wall, as tall as a door and a half, and standing in it was a man made of stone.

I stopped so fast Ilsa walked into me.

He was bigger than Hettie’s front door. Grey, rough, cut from the same rock as the stair, with arms as thick as barrels and hands like shovels and a helmet with no face under it. Just a dark slot where the face would be. He was standing in his hole with his hands by his sides like he’d been put there and told to wait.

“Statue,” said Ilsa.

“Yes.”

“It’s a statue, Wick.”

“I know it’s a statue.”

“Skritch doesn’t like it,” said Skritch, from the back, holding the lamp between himself and it, as if that would help.

We went past it one at a time, sideways, backs to the far wall. It didn’t move. Stone doesn’t. Twenty more steps, and the stair ended at a door.



Round. Stone. About as high as a tall man, which isn’t very big for a door with three crosses on the way to it. It filled the end of the stair the way a cork fills a bottle.

And it was carved.

Round the edge, spaced out like the hours on a clock if the clock only had six, were six hollows cut into the stone. Bowls, each the size of two hands. In the bottom of each bowl, a picture. Going round from the top: a flame. A sun with rays. A cloud. A wave. A snowflake. And the sixth, worn so smooth you couldn’t tell what it had been.

In the middle of the door, a hand. Carved, open, palm out, and over the hand, little cut marks like sparks going up.

“That’s you,” said Ilsa.

I didn’t say anything. Somebody had carved that before the Thornwood was a wood, and they’d known about people like me.

And under the bowls, grey, scratched with a knife point, was my brother.

 flame    sun    cloud    wave    snow    (worn)
  ||       |     |||       x       x        x


Three bowls with notches. Three with crosses. I counted the notches twice, because the first time I got the order wrong and had the flame going first, which is what you’d think, which is probably why he didn’t. Notches, not numbers. Anyone can count. Nobody else reads notches.

“Sun first,” said Ilsa, who’s quick. “Flame second. Cloud third. Don’t touch the rest.”

“He’s crossed out half a door.”

“Why would a door have bowls you mustn’t fill?”

“To catch people who fill all the bowls,” said Skritch, who had opinions about traps.

I looked at the hand with the sparks. I looked at the bowls. And I understood, the way you understand a tide-mark, all in one go.

“You put the magic in. In the right order. Light in the sun. Fire in the flame. The door reads it like a word.”

“And cloud?” said Ilsa.

“What’s left in the bag?”

She didn’t need to look. “One jar. Rain.”

“Rain isn’t cloud.”

“I know rain isn’t cloud. I’m not—” She stopped, and looked at the jar.

We both looked at the jar. The jar rained at us, quietly, the way it does.

“Rain’s the wrong end of it,” I said. “Rain’s what a cloud does when it’s finished.”

“So what does it do before it’s—” She stopped again. She’d got there. “Steam.”

“Fire and rain. Recipe four. A cloud’s just rain that hasn’t fallen yet.” I looked at the one jar. “One jar. One go.”

“And if the door doesn’t think steam is cloud?”

“Then we’ve got fire and light and a door, and we’ll be very upset.”

Skritch sat down on the bottom step with the lamp in his lap, like somebody settling in to watch something go wrong.



Sun first.

Ilsa cast the glim and let it go, and the sparks lifted, slow and cold. I reached with my right hand. My hands were already white to the wrist, so the cold didn’t start anywhere. It just arrived at my elbow like it had come from nowhere.

I put my fist in the sun bowl and opened it.

The light didn’t fall out, the way water would. It sank. It went down into the stone, and the carved rays lit up one after another round the edge, and then the whole bowl was glowing, soft and white, like the mushrooms in the Low Streets.

Somewhere inside the door, something went click.

“One,” said Ilsa.

Fire next. She cast. I grabbed with my left. I put it in the flame bowl and let it go, and it sank, and the carved flame went gold and stayed gold.

Click.

“Two.”

Both hands empty now, and cold to the elbow on both sides, and I couldn’t feel one inch of it, which I’m telling you is worse.

“I can catch two more,” I said. “One each. That’s the limit. I’m not going past the shoulder again.”

Ilsa looked at me. It was the first time she’d looked at me since the hole.

“Good,” she said.

She had the jar out. I held my hands over the cloud bowl, one each side, like warming them at a fire.

“Fire and jar. Same time.”

“I know how it works. I was there. On three.”

She said the word and smashed the jar on the step in the same breath, and for a second it rained in a hole under a forest, and the gold sparks went up off her palm and the blue-grey ones came up off the step, and I took them. Right. Left.

I brought my hands together over the bowl.

The steam came out of me like a kettle the size of a house. It filled the end of the stair solid white, and I was holding my hands over where the bowl should be and pushing, pushing it down, the way you’d push a cloud into a cup if you were an idiot and had to.

And the bowl drank it.

The steam went down into the stone like water into sand, and the white thinned, and the carved cloud was glowing grey and soft and turning, like weather.

Click.

Then a sound I felt in my knees. Stone grinding on stone. The door didn’t swing. It rolled, sideways into the wall like a wheel going into a slot, and the dark on the other side came out to meet us, and it smelled of nothing at all.

“Three,” said Ilsa, very quietly.

I didn’t say it worked. I thought it very loudly. But I didn’t say it.



Behind us, up the stair, in the last of the steam, something went crunch.

We all turned round at once.

You couldn’t see the bend for steam. But you could hear it. Stone on stone, heavy, one, and then another one, like somebody dropping a block and then dropping another block.

Footsteps.

“Statue,” said Ilsa.

“Yes.”

“It’s a statue, Wick.”

“I KNOW it’s a—”

It came out of the steam.

Slowly. It didn’t need to come fast. It filled the stair from wall to wall and had to turn its shoulders to fit, and every step came down on the rock like a hammer and left a white crack.

Skritch did the only sensible thing anyone did that day. He picked up his lamp and went through the door.

“Skritch!”

“Rock’s that way! Not-rock’s this way!”

He had a point. Ilsa went. I went backwards, because I couldn’t stop looking at it, into the dark with the stone man five steps behind.

It reached the door. Its helmet came into the opening and stopped, because it was a man and a half tall and the door was a man. The slot of its face turned down at us.

Then the arm came in.

As thick as a barrel, as long as me, swinging across the floor, and we went backwards along a passage I hadn’t even seen yet, falling over each other, and the stone fingers scraped the floor where our boots had been.

It tried again. We were out of reach. It knew. It stood there with its hand on the door and waited, the way the stag had waited at the mouth of the hole.

“Well,” said Ilsa, on her back. “That’s two things today that have been patient at us.”



Skritch’s lamp was burning on the floor. He’d set it down very carefully before falling over, which tells you everything about Skritch.

We were in a passage. Cut stone, narrow, dry, going down into the dark. And on the left-hand wall, at the height of my head, which is the height of Aldo’s chest, pencil.

Not a scratch. Pencil. He’d written on the wall.

I put the lamp to it, and my hands weren’t steady, and it wasn’t the cold.


Day 41. Night.

Wicky. If you’re reading this, you did the bowls. Good lad. Don’t fill the crossed ones. I did, the first time. That’s how I met the big lad on the stair. He wakes when the door turns and goes back to his hole when it shuts, and he’s slow. So shut it, count two hundred, open it from in here with the ring, and run. Don’t be clever. Run.

This passage goes down to the front of it. The Deep Door, the client calls it. I’ve been and looked. It’s the size of a house, Wicky. It’s shut, and it’s cold, and there’s frost on it that moves like it’s breathing. Three crosses isn’t enough. There isn’t a mark for it.

The client came down tonight. First time. Lamp behind him, hood up, in the dark. I never saw his face. He coughs. He smells of peppermint. He knew my name. He asked about you.

I could run. Nobody’s on this stair but the big lad. But they’d go to Saltmire for me, and they’d find you. So I’m going back up.

Three crosses means don’t. Not danger. Don’t. I know you will anyway.

Go home.

A.



I read it twice. I read the last line three times.

Then I turned round, because I couldn’t look at it any more. Ilsa was reading it over my shoulder with the glim, and Skritch was reading Ilsa’s face, which is how Skritch reads.

“He coughs,” said Ilsa.

“Vosk wheezes.”

“That’s not—”

“A wheeze is a cough that’s got stuck.” I could hear myself talking too fast.

“Vosk hates peppermints. Aldo wrote it. ‘Says they stink.’”

“You’d say that if you’d eaten a box a day for a year. Hettie says that about her own pies.” I was pointing at the wall now. “He wheezes. People who wheeze suck peppermints. Everybody knows that.”

Ilsa looked at the wall for a long moment.

“What’s peppermint?” said Skritch.

“Still a sweet,” said Ilsa.

“Skritch would like to try one,” said Skritch. “For the evidence.”

“It’s Vosk,” I said. “And he’s got Aldo. And Aldo could’ve run, and didn’t, because of me.”

Nobody argued. Behind us the stone man drummed his fingers on the door, patient.



Shut it, count two hundred, open it, run.

There was an iron ring on the back of the door, big as a plate. Ilsa and I pulled, and the door rolled back out of its slot, and the stone hand got out of the way just in time, and it shut with a sound like the end of something.

We counted out loud, all three of us, because it was better than listening. Skritch lost count at eighty and started again from one, and Ilsa told him that wasn’t how it worked, and he said Skritch’s two hundred was Skritch’s business.

At two hundred we pulled the ring.

The stair was empty. At the bend, in the hole in the wall, the stone man stood with his hands by his sides and his helmet facing out, like he’d never been anywhere.

“Don’t be clever,” I said. “Run.”

We ran. Past the bowls, still glowing. Up the steps two at a time. Past the hole, sideways, backs to the wall, and I swear the slot of its face turned with us as we went past, the way a dog’s eye follows a sausage.

Then a crunch behind us.

“Don’t look,” said Ilsa, and I didn’t, and we went up that stair faster than I’ve ever gone up anything, with the lamp swinging in Skritch’s paw and the hammer-steps coming behind, one, and then another one, and the square of daylight at the top getting bigger, and bigger—

We came out of the ground on our hands and knees in the moss, in the sun, and rolled away from the hole, and the stone man came up the last steps behind us and put one hand on the top step and stopped.

Just stopped, with the daylight on its helmet. The slot of its face turned slowly from Skritch, to Ilsa, to me.

Then it went back down, one step at a time, like a dog going back to the end of its chain.

We lay on the moss and breathed.


RECIPES (so far)


	Fire + fire = BIG flash. Lost eyebrows. Do not repeat.

	Fire + light = WHITE fire. Burns the Quiet. Burns nothing else. Lasts till morning. Does NOT burn stags.

	Frost + river = ICE. A lot of it. Freezes eels. Freezes me.

	Fire + rain = STEAM. Big cloud. Good for hiding. Wolves hate it. Also: opens doors.







“There you are,” said a voice.

A kind voice. An old one, tired, warm as toast, from behind us, from the camp. It was followed by a cough. A long one, wet and tired, that went on for a while and then stopped.

I rolled over.

Sitting on the fallen block above the badger hole, in a black coat with sagging pockets, with a handkerchief in one hand and a walking stick in the other, and four men in the green coats of the city watch standing round him with their lantern-poles, was Professor Quill.

“I’m afraid I’ve been very worried about you,” he said.




Chapter Eleven

The Cavalry Arrives, and It's Four Men and a Cough

I’m going to tell you how it felt, and then you can judge me.

It felt like Hettie’s kitchen. That’s the only way I can put it. One minute I was lying in the moss with hands I couldn’t feel, next to a hole with a stone man in it, with a wizard who wasn’t speaking to me and an otter who’d said both no. The next minute there was an old man on a rock, and four grown-ups in green coats, and somebody had come. Somebody had actually come.

I’d stopped expecting that about fourteen months ago.

“How,” I said. It was all I had.

“Badly,” said Professor Quill. “Slowly. In a cart, and then in a boat with a woman who wanted to tell me about an eel, and then on these.” He lifted his walking stick and looked at his own legs like they’d disappointed him. “I’m older than I look, which I’m aware is saying something.”

“But why—”

“Because I sent a boy off after his brother with half a map and a peppermint, and then I sat in my library and couldn’t read.” He coughed, and waited for it to finish, and folded the handkerchief. “I’m not a brave man, Wick. I’m a tired one. But the morning after you went, I walked down my hill for the first time in forty years, and I went to the watch-house, and I shouted at a sergeant until he gave me four men to stop me shouting. Four. For the Thornwood. He laughed. These four didn’t, which is why I like them.”

The four men didn’t say anything. They stood round him with their lantern-poles, big and quiet, and looked at the trees.

“The man you heard me shouting at,” said Quill. “In my library. My assistant. He vanished the day you came. So did a drawer of my old maps. I made enquiries, which is a thing old men can do, because nobody minds telling an old man anything. His name is Vosk. He has a crew in these woods. And he has had your brother for a year.”

Vosk.

It fitted. It fitted like a tide-mark. The scolding, the lost book, the masks who’d walked past us at the bottom of the hill like somebody had told them to. Somebody had. The old man had told his assistant to watch me, and the assistant had told his masks, and the old man had never known what his assistant was.

“He’s holding him under the ruins,” said Quill. “In the dig. We’ll have him out. Not tonight. Tonight I need to sit down.” He looked at my hands, which I’d been keeping behind me. “And you need to show me those.”



He had a tin.

It was green, flat, the kind that boot-polish comes in, and inside was a yellow salve that smelled of goose fat and something sharp, and he held my hands on his bony knees and worked it into them with his thumbs, the way Hettie works dough.

“Catching,” he said, while he did it. “That’s what the old books call it. And the ones who could do it, the books call kindlers. Your brother wouldn’t tell me, but I’d read enough to guess, and I’ve read everything. Grabbed magic takes its price from the hands. The old catchers wore gloves of it, this stuff, to the elbow.” He coughed. “The recipe’s in a book nobody else has opened since before my grandfather. It’s very dull. I was glad of it today.”

I was looking at my hands and not at him, because I didn’t want him to see my face.

The pins and needles came.

They came like they’d been waiting for permission. Up from the wrists, into the palms, into the fingers, the worst pins and needles I’ve ever had, and I’d have cried if Ilsa hadn’t been sitting six feet away with her back to me. I bit my cheek instead. It took a while. When it stopped, my hands were pink. Pink, like hands. I could feel the moss. I could feel the old man’s knees under them, hard and thin as a chair.

Except for two fingers on the left. The little one, and the one next to it.

I bent them. They bent. They felt like two bits of wood that happened to be joined on.

Quill saw. He didn’t make a face.

“Those two won’t come, will they,” he said.

“No.”

“Then they’re the price.” He closed the tin and pressed it into my good hand. “Keep that. Everything has one, Wick. The trick is to know what you’re paying before you’ve paid it. Most people find out after.”

He hadn’t known my name was Wick. I thought about that for one second, and then I thought: Aldo talked about me. Of course he did. A small one who talks too much. He’d told the Skitter. He’d have told a lonely old man in a library.

I put the tin in my pocket next to the bead.



Quill’s men had made a camp on the far side of the hollow tree, away from the ring of melting hoofprints. A real one, with a fire that was allowed to be a fire, because the watchmen had cleared the moss back to bare rock, and a pot on it, and a smell coming off the pot that made Skritch stand up on his back legs and go very still.

“That’s bacon,” said Ilsa.

“Skritch has heard of bacon.”

It was the best meal I’ve ever eaten, and I’ve eaten Hettie’s pies. We sat on the rock with our boots to the fire, and the four watchmen ate standing up, in a row, like they’d been told to, and didn’t talk, and Professor Quill sat on a folded blanket and asked us about everything.

I told him. The wolves, the steam, the eel. The diary in the tree. He’d laughed at the eel until he coughed, and gone very quiet at the diary. He asked to see it, and I showed him, and he read day forty with his finger under the line and his mouth going thin.

“He looked at me like I was a chest of gold,” he read. “Yes. That’s the man. That’s Vosk exactly.”

“Did he leave you anything else?” he said, after. “Your brother. Here?”

I thought about pencil on a wall at the bottom of a stair. Go home. I thought about a stone man and three crosses.

“No,” I said.

I don’t know why I said it. I’ve thought about it a lot since. It wasn’t Aldo’s letter. It wasn’t don’t trust anyone. I’d stopped thinking that about an hour ago, with my hands on his knees. It was just that the note was mine. Some of it’s mine, I’d said, about the diary. The note was all of it.

“No,” I said again. “Just the diary.”

“Then the diary’s enough.” He gave it back, and sat for a moment with his hands on his knees, looking at the fire, and said, the way you’d mention the weather, “I haven’t got long, Wick. The lungs. I’ve one more thing I want to see before I go, and I’d like it not to be a boy’s funeral.”

Nobody said anything to that. Then he reached into his coat pocket and came out with the paper twist. “Peppermint?”

I took one. I don’t know why I did that either. Yes I do. Because you take the sweet when the old man offers it. That’s just what you do.

Skritch took one. He’d been waiting for this. He’d said for the evidence and he’d meant it. He put it in his mouth with great care, the way he’d handled the lamp, and he closed his eyes, and he sat.

Then he opened his eyes very wide and spat it into the fire.

“That’s not a sweet,” he said, in a voice of real hurt. “That’s a punishment.”

The Professor laughed so hard he had to be thumped on the back, and Ilsa laughed, and I laughed, and the four watchmen in their row didn’t, but I think one of them nearly did.

And in the middle of laughing, I smelled it. The peppermint. On my own breath, on Quill’s, strong and sharp and everywhere. And the cough. And a line in pencil on a wall underground, he coughs, he smells of peppermint, went across the back of my mind like a draught under a door.

I put it down. He’s walked two days on those lungs to find a mudflat boy he’s met once, and he’s brought the watch, and he’s fixed my hands.

Aldo wrote don’t trust anyone who’s nice to you for no reason. But there was a reason. I could see the reason. He was lonely, and he was sorry, and he was dying. He’d said so himself, over the bacon, like he was mentioning the weather.



Later, when it was dark and the fire was down and the watchmen had gone out to the edge of the stones in pairs to stand there with their lanterns, I sat down next to Ilsa.

She was sitting with her knees up and her burnt coat round them, looking at the fire. She didn’t move over. She didn’t move away either.

“I should’ve said,” I said.

“Yes.”

“In the hole.”

“Yes.”

I’d been working on it for an hour. “Ilsa. I’ve got nothing.”

She looked at me sideways. “That’s five words.”

“‘I’ve’ is one.”

“It’s two. It’s I have. You’ve squashed it.”

“That’s not—”

“Four words, you said. ‘Ilsa, I’ve got nothing.’ That’s five. You can’t even do that properly.” But she’d moved. An inch. Her shoulder was against mine. “I’m still angry.”

“I know.”

“Good.” She looked back at the fire. “You went a very bad colour, Wick. I’m not doing that again. If you reach past the shoulder again I’m going to hit you with Skritch’s lamp.”

“That’s fair.”

“It’s not fair. It’s a lamp. But I’ll do it.”

We sat. Across the fire the Professor was asleep sitting up, with his chin on his chest and his handkerchief in his lap, breathing like a bellows with a hole in it. One of the watchmen had put a blanket over his knees. I watched the blanket go up and down.

“Their coats are new,” said Ilsa.

“What?”

“The watchmen. Look. Green coats, straight off the hook. Watch coats are never new. They go through three men before they’re thrown out. Everyone knows that.”

I looked. She was right. The one nearest, by the stones, had a coat with the creases still in it from folding.

“The sergeant gave him four men and four new coats,” I said. “To get rid of him. He said the sergeant laughed.”

“Mm,” said Ilsa.

“What?”

“Nothing. Go to sleep. You look like something off a fishmonger’s slab.”

I went to sleep. I want you to know that. With the fire going down and a blanket over me that one of the quiet men in new coats had put there, and an old man coughing in his sleep across the rock, and my hands pink and warm and in front of me instead of under my arms, I went to sleep properly, all the way down, for the first time since the storm.



I woke once.

I don’t know what time. The fire was red. The Professor’s blanket had slipped and somebody had put it back. The watchmen’s lanterns were four yellow points out among the stones, not moving.

And next to me, sitting up, with his tail round his feet and his nose in the air, was Skritch.

He wasn’t looking at the stones. He was looking at the old man asleep on the other side of the fire. His whiskers were going. His torn ear was flat against his head, the way it had gone in the warren when the singing bent.

“Skritch,” I whispered. “What.”

He didn’t look round. He kept his nose up, and his black eyes on the sleeping shape with the handkerchief, and when he spoke it was so quiet I nearly didn’t hear it.

“Skritch smelled that man before,” he said. “In the dark.”




Chapter Twelve

The Easiest Battle in the World

“What dark?” I’d said to Skritch, in the night. “Which dark? Where?”

“Skritch doesn’t know.” He’d been whispering, and his whiskers hadn’t stopped. “Dark is dark. Skritch’s nose knows. Skritch’s head doesn’t.”

“The tunnels? The quay? The hole, last night?”

“Dark,” said Skritch, miserably, and that was all I got, and in the morning there was bacon again and four men in new coats and an old man coughing into his handkerchief and saying “Right”, and I put it where I’d put the peppermint, which was down.

Here’s what I’d tell you if you asked me now. Skritch’s nose had never been wrong once. Not in the fish market, not in the Low Streets, not in the moss above a slab with a ring in it. And I had him sitting next to me with his ear flat, telling me, and I patted him on the head.

I patted him on the head.



The plan was simple, which I liked.

“Vosk’s crew are diggers,” said Professor Quill, at the edge of the stones in the grey before dawn. “Not soldiers. They’ve not seen a green coat in a year. Four men go down that ramp with lanterns, shouting watch, and they’ll run like rabbits. Then we walk in and find your brother.”

“We,” I said.

“You and I and your friends stay here, at the top, where it’s—”

“No.”

He looked at me over his spectacles for a long moment. Then he sighed, and it turned into a cough, and when it was over he said, “You’ll do as you like. He did,” and nodded to the four.

They went.

The dig was the circle on the map. Up close it was a pit. A great round hole in the middle of the ruins, as wide as the fish market is long, with timber ramps going down the sides and tents round the rim with nobody in them, and lamps burning down in the bottom of it, yellow, where the dark hadn’t lifted yet.

The four men went down the ramp in a line with their lanterns up and started shouting.

“City watch! Down! Down on the ground!”

It was loud. It was very loud. Men came out of the holes at the bottom of the pit, masked, half-dressed, and looked at four lanterns and four green coats, and they ran. They actually ran. Into the tunnels, dropping things, one of them dropping his lamp, which rolled, and the watchmen went after them, shouting, and the shouting went down into the ground and got smaller.

“Well,” said Ilsa.

“That was easy,” I said.

I’d like that noted. I’d like it noted that it was the easiest thing that had happened all week, and I said so, out loud, and I still went down the ramp.



Quill came behind us, slowly, on his stick, with one hand on the timber rail. By the time we got to the bottom he was a long way back, a black shape against the grey sky at the top, and I thought: he’ll be all right, he’s got the whole watch with him, which was four men, which were all in the tunnels.

The bottom of the pit was mud and timber and lamplight. The dropped lamp was still burning on its side. I picked it up. Lit by the lamp-word, the way everyone lights them, and when I turned the wick up I saw the sparks over the flame, gold, faint, drifting, and I reached without thinking and had fire in my right hand before I’d finished thinking.

Pink hands. Cold up the arm. It was almost nice, feeling it again.

“Keep it,” said Ilsa.

“I’m keeping it.”

The tunnel went in from the bottom of the pit, propped with timber like a mine, and the shouting was somewhere ahead of us and to the left. We went right.

I don’t know why we went right. Skritch went right. His nose was down and his ear was flat and he went right like he was following a string, and we followed him, because he’s Skritch.

And twenty paces in, the tunnel opened out, and I stopped.

They’d found the top of something. Aldo had written it, day twelve. A curve of stone, under the big block. A year of digging later it wasn’t a curve any more.

It was the top of the Deep Door.

It came up out of the floor of the cave like the back of a whale coming up out of the sea. Stone, grey, smooth, and round, I could see the curve of it going down into the earth on both sides where they’d dug, and the bit that showed was taller than the Drowned Lantern and that was only the top of it. It was carved. Lines, going round it in rings, worn almost to nothing. And it was white with frost, every inch, and the frost was moving.

In. Out. Slow. Like a thing asleep.

“Oh,” said Ilsa.

Three times now. I didn’t say anything about it.

The cold came off that stone like it came off the sea in winter. My breath went white. Beside it, against the far wall of the cave, they’d dug into something wet: there was an iron gate set in the rock, barred, and behind the bars the river was standing up against them, black and fast, spraying through in sheets, with a roar coming off it that I felt in my chest. The diggers had cut into it, and the gate was all that kept it out.

Skritch’s nose went straight up.

“River,” he said. “Under. Skritch smells the river.”

“Later,” I said. “Aldo first. Where—”

And that’s when I saw them.



Off to the left, where a side tunnel came in, there was lamplight, and in the lamplight, two men.

One of them was tall. He had a leather mask over half his face, and I’d have known him anywhere, because I’d had his hand in my collar. Vosk. Standing with his lamp up. Not running. Not hiding. Standing there in the mouth of his tunnel like a man waiting for a cart.

The other one was wearing a green coat.

A new one, with the creases still in it. One of our four. He walked up to Vosk, and Vosk looked at him, and the watchman looked at Vosk, and they nodded at each other.

Just that. The little nod. The one men give each other across a market when they’ve both been told the same thing.

I’ve thought about a lot of things in my life, but I don’t think I’ve ever thought so many of them so fast. One of the four is his. The shouting’s a show. Nobody ran, they walked. The Professor’s at the top on his own with—

“Ilsa,” I said. “The watchmen. One of them’s—”

Vosk had seen me.

He didn’t shout. He put his lamp down on a rock, carefully, the way you put down a thing you’ll want again, and he came across the cave at me, and I threw the fire.

It was a good throw. I’d had a lot of practice. It went straight at his chest, and he didn’t duck, and he didn’t flinch. He just turned his shoulder, like a man walking past a doorway, and the fire went past him and hit the wall and went whump and lit the whole cave gold for a second.

He’d been told what I could do. That’s what that was. Somebody had told him, and he’d believed them, and he wasn’t scared of it.

Then his hand was in my collar.

I dropped. Straight down, all my weight, like a sack of fish, the way Aldo taught me. The way I’d done it on the harbour wall.

His other hand was already under my arm. He remembered that one himself.

“Hello, lad,” he wheezed, into my ear. “Told you to go home and get warm.”



I had one hand. The left. And Vosk’s lamp was sitting on its rock with its sparks going up off it, gold and faint, and I reached for them with the hand that had two dead fingers in it and got them, and the cold went up my arm, and Vosk took my wrist and turned it, just turned it, behind my back, and I couldn’t throw. You have to throw them. I couldn’t throw.

The fire sat in my fist behind my back and burned nothing and I couldn’t do a thing with it.

Ilsa threw hers.

Not through me. Hers. She stood in the middle of the cave with the Deep Door breathing frost behind her and put a flame off her palm straight at Vosk’s head, and it was a good one, it was not small, there was a forest of it, and Vosk turned his masked face away from it and the mask smoked and he didn’t let go.

Masked men were coming out of the side tunnel. Three. Four. Walking. Not one of them was running.

“Wet way,” said Skritch.

He was at the iron gate. He had both paws on the bar across it, and the bar was lifting, because Skritch is all muscle under the coat, and the river behind the bars was roaring to be let in.

“Ilsa! Wet way!”

“I’m not leaving him—”

“GO,” I said.

She didn’t move. She had another flame up and three men between her and me.

I had four words. I’d been practising.

“Ilsa. I’ve got nothing. GO.”

She looked at me. She looked at my face. I don’t know what she saw there. I know what I meant.

She went.

She turned and ran for the gate, and Skritch had it up, and the river came over the sill in a wave to our knees, and he went through into the roar and the black and she went through after him with her coat flying, and a masked man grabbed for her and got a sleeve, and the sleeve was the burnt one and it came off in his hand.

The gate crashed down. The wave stopped with it, and ran away across the floor, and was gone.

Then it was just the roar of the river behind its bars, and the cave going dark where the lamps had been dropped, and my brother somewhere under my feet, and a man wheezing in my ear.



They took me down.

There was a stair. Not the old one, not Aldo’s stair with its worn steps and its three crosses. A new one, rough, cut by men with picks over a year of trying, going down beside the great curve of the Door, down and round and down, following the stone. Vosk had my arms behind me and two men in front with lamps and I counted the steps because counting is what I do.

I got to a hundred. Then I stopped, because the stair had stopped, and we were at the bottom, and I saw it.

The front of it.

It was round. It was the size of a house. I don’t mean a big door, I mean a house, with its roof and its walls and its chimney, standing on its end and made of one stone. The lamps didn’t reach the top. The frost on it was thick as fur, and it was moving, in, out, in, slow, and with every out the lamps dimmed, and with every in they came back.

In the middle of it, at the height of a man, there were two hands carved into the stone. Side by side. Open. Palm out.

Two.

Vosk pushed me forward. My boots slid on frost. The cold coming off it went through my shirt and through the diary and through the map and into my chest, and I thought: this is it, they’ll put my hand on it now, and there’s no one to hold the other—

“Not yet,” wheezed Vosk, like he’d read my face. “Not till he says.”

He.

They turned me away from it. There was a door in the rock beside the stair, low, with iron bars across it, and a lamp hanging outside, and as they pushed me towards it, from the dark behind the bars, somebody said my name.

Not Wick.

“Wicky?”




Chapter Thirteen

My Brother Has a Beard and I Have Been an Idiot

“You’ve got no eyebrows,” said Aldo.

That’s the first thing my brother said to me in fourteen months. I’d like you to know that. I’d pictured it a lot. Not once had I pictured that.

“You’ve got a beard,” I said.

“It’s not a beard.”

“It’s a beard, Aldo.”

“It’s fourteen months.”

Then the door banged shut behind me and the bar went across it, and I was over there, and he had hold of me, and I’m not going to tell you about that bit. It’s mine.



Here’s what the cell was. A room cut in the rock, the size of Hettie’s pantry, with a lamp outside the bars that put stripes across the floor. A bucket, which I’m also not going to tell you about. A blanket. A ring in the wall with a chain on it, and the chain went to Aldo’s ankle, and had been there long enough that there was a groove in the stone where it dragged. It ended in a small iron padlock, the size of a walnut, with a keyhole you could have fitted a little three-toothed key into, if you’d ever seen one of those, and if you hadn’t given it to an otter. I’d told him it didn’t fit anything.

Nobody had searched me, by the way. Nobody had needed to. There was nothing on me that opened anything.

And Aldo.

He was taller. That’s a stupid thing to notice, but he was. Thin as a net-pole, with his hair down to his shoulders and the not-a-beard, and his hands were the same. Still bossy hands. He held me off by the shoulders and looked at me up and down like he was checking a net for holes.

“You’re bigger.”

“You’re thinner.”

“You’re filthy.”

“I’ve been in a badger hole.”

“Course you have.” He let go, and sat down against the wall with the chain clanking, like his legs had decided for him. “I told you to go home.”

“You told me in a code I had to dig out of the mud.”

“I said it on a wall.”

“A wall’s not a face. You say it to my face, I might listen.”

“You wouldn’t.”

“No,” I said. “But you’d have said it.”

He laughed. It came out of him like a cough, the way mine had in the yard with Ilsa, like something he hadn’t done in a while and wasn’t sure he still could.

“Did you bring food?”

“No.”

“Fourteen months,” said Aldo, to the ceiling. “And he doesn’t bring food.”



The walls were his.

I saw it when my eyes got used to the stripes. Scratches, all over the rock, at the height of a sitting man. Notches. Rows and rows of them, in fives, going right round the cell and starting again higher up. Hundreds. I didn’t count them. He’d stopped, somewhere on the third wall, and I didn’t want to know which day.

And by the door, at the height of my head, where I’d see it first:

~ x


Here. Danger.

“Thanks,” I said.

“Felt I should.”

I sat down next to him with my back to the rock and the chain between us, and I told him. All of it. Quick, the way you tell things in the dark. The post, the tin, the lantern going out, the dogs. Ilsa. Skritch and the Low Streets and the song. The ferry, the eel, the wolves, the tree. The stag. The stair and the stone man and the bowls. He listened with his eyes shut and his mouth going at the corners, and when I got to the bowls he said, “You did steam? For the cloud?” and I said yes, and he said, “I used a rain-charm and a light-jar and a lamp. Took me nine goes,” and I felt about ten feet tall.

And then I told him about the camp. The morning. The old man on the rock, and the four watchmen, and the salve.

His eyes opened.

“What old man.”

“The Professor. From the Library. He came after us, he brought the watch, he says Vosk was his assistant and he’s—”

“Describe him.”

I stopped. Something in Aldo’s voice had gone very still.

“Old. Thin. White hair everywhere. Black coat with big pockets. He coughs. He’s got a tin of—”

“Peppermints.”

The cell was very quiet. Outside the bars, the lamp hissed.

“Wicky,” said my brother. “That’s him. That’s the client.”



I’m not going to pretend it came slowly. It didn’t. It came all at once, the way the sparks come when you reach, everything pouring into one place and the cold going up after it.

I told you to watch. Keep your hands to yourself. He’d been talking about me. He’d been talking about me, to Vosk, in his library, with me lying on a shelf over his head, and then he’d walked to the third case without counting and given me a sweet.

Boots over the badger hole, in the night, walking slow through a place they knew. He’d been in the woods before we’d got there. He’d been in the woods while the stag was at the hole, and he’d walked past. Skritch smelled that man before. In the dark.

And a line in pencil on a wall, that I’d read three times, that said he coughs, he smells of peppermint, and I’d stood in front of it and said Vosk so fast and so loud that nobody had had a chance to say anything else. Vosk, who hated them. Vosk, who said they stank. Aldo had written that too. I’d read it. I’d decided it meant Vosk anyway, because Vosk was down a hole with a mask on and the other one had bacon.

I put my head on my knees.

“He fixed my hands,” I said, into my knees. “He put salve on them.”

“He needs them, Wicky.”

“I slept. I went to sleep next to him. I—” I couldn’t finish it. “Skritch told me. Skritch told me, and I patted him on the head.”

Aldo didn’t say I told you so. He had every right to. It was in a tin, under three hands of mud. He just put his bossy hand on the back of my neck and left it there, and we sat.



“How long has he been looking?” I said, after a while.

“He told me forty years.”

I haven’t been down this hill in forty years. He’d come down it a year ago, to look at my brother in the dark with a lamp behind him. He just hadn’t counted that. He didn’t count things.

“He hired the crew through Vosk. Vosk doesn’t know what’s behind it and doesn’t care, he’s paid. The old man knows. There’s a book that says the Deep Door only turns for two of one blood, and he’s been sitting on top of Saltmire for forty years waiting for someone like us to walk under his window.” Aldo pulled the chain across his lap. “And I did. I walked in his front door and asked him for a map of the Thornwood. I asked him.”

“What’s behind it?”

“The Quiet.”

“I know the Quiet. What does he want with—”

“They don’t die.” He said it flat. “That’s what the book says. The old people opened the doors because they wanted to live forever, and the Quiet came out and drank them, and he’s read all that, and he still thinks he’s cleverer. He’s got a year, maybe. Less. And he’d rather be cold forever than be dead in a year.” Aldo shrugged. “He’s not mad, Wicky. I wish he was. He’s just old, and he’s scared, and he’s had a long time to think about it.” He was quiet for a second. “They don’t touch him, Wicky. The Quiet. He walks through them with his lamp like they’re fog. Vosk’s lot won’t go out after dark. He does.”

“And he needs us to hold hands.”

“They put mine on it. First day down here. Vosk held my wrist and pressed my palm flat on the stone and nothing happened. Not a flicker.” He looked at his hand. “It’s not a key. You don’t just press it. You have to mean it.”

I thought about a flame set down on my palm by a river, warm as tea. I didn’t know why I thought about it. I didn’t have time to.

Because out on the stair, slow and careful, somebody was coming down with a stick.

Tap. Tap. Tap.

And a cough.



He had a stool. Vosk carried it down behind him and set it outside the bars, and the Professor lowered himself onto it with both hands on his stick, and the lamp outside put stripes across his face, and he looked at me.

He didn’t gloat. I want to be clear. I’d have liked him to gloat. It would have made it easier.

“I’m sorry, Wick,” he said. “I truly am.”

I didn’t say anything. I didn’t trust what would come out.

“I didn’t want it like this. I want you to know that. I wanted you to come to it. I did tell you to stay at the top. I knew you wouldn’t. I thought, if the boy sees it, if he walks down and sees it, the way I saw it in a book when I was younger than your brother is now, he’ll understand.”

“Understand what? That you want to let them out?”

“That they’re coming out anyway.” He said it so gently. “Your lantern went out, Wick. A hundred years, and it went out. The warren’s sung every night since the sunken city and the dim comes every night regardless. The door is thin. It’ll open in ten years or in fifty, on its own, with nobody at it who’s thought about it for a moment. Better it’s opened by someone who’s thought of nothing else for forty.” He coughed, and waited for it, and folded the handkerchief. “I’ve read everything. Every book in that building. And there’s one more thing I’d like to read, and it’s on the other side of that stone, and I haven’t got the time to wait for it to come to me.”

“You’ll be cold,” I said. “Forever.”

“I’ve been cold for years.” He smiled. The lines all went the same way they always had. “What’s a little more.”

His hand went to his pocket, the way it did. It came out with the paper twist. Then he looked at it, and looked at me, and put it back.

“No,” he said. “Not now.”

“I won’t do it.”

“You will.” Not a threat. He said it like he was sorry about it, like it was weather. “Not for me. I know that. I’m not a fool, I’ve not been a fool since I was your brother’s age.” He reached into his coat, and what he brought out this time wasn’t a twist of paper.

It was a sleeve. Brown. Burnt at the cuff. Torn off at the shoulder.

“The girl and the otter were taken at the river gate,” he said. “Vosk’s men know the river better than an otter. I’m afraid that’s the truth of the morning. They’re not hurt. They won’t be. That’s not the kind of man I am, and I’ve told Vosk so twice, once in my library and once an hour ago.” He looked at Vosk when he said it, and Vosk looked at the wall. “But I have them, Wick. And I have your brother. And in the morning you’ll stand at that stone and put your hand in his and turn it, because they’ll be standing behind you, and you’ll do it.”

He stood up. It took him two goes.

“You’ll do it, Wick. You love them. That’s not a flaw. It’s the best thing about you.” He put the sleeve down on the stool, where I could see it. “It’s why I liked you. I did like you. I’d like that remembered.”

Tap. Tap. Tap. Up the stair, slow, and the cough going up with him, and Vosk going after with the lamp, and then just the one lamp outside the bars, and the stripes, and a burnt sleeve on a stool.



Neither of us said anything for a long time.

“He’s right,” said Aldo, finally. “Isn’t he.”

“Shut up.”

“You’d do it. For them.”

“I said shut up.”

“I’d do it too,” said my brother. “That’s all I’m saying. For you. I’d have done it a year ago if he’d had you then. So don’t go thinking you’re the weak one.” The chain clanked. “He said dawn. He said he’d come for us at dawn.”

I looked at the sleeve. The burnt cuff. I’d watched it come off in a man’s hand at the gate with the river roaring, and I’d thought she’s through, she’s through, and I’d been wrong about everything else that morning, so why not that.

They had her. They had Skritch. They had Aldo, and they had me, and they had the sleeve on a stool where I could see it all night.

“Dawn,” I said.

I didn’t count. There wasn’t any point.




Chapter Fourteen

An Otter Comes Through the Wall and Won't Give Me My Key

I said I didn’t count. That was true for about an hour.

Then I started looking at the lock again.

The walnut one, on Aldo’s ankle. I’d seen it when I came in, and thought about a key with three teeth, and thought about an otter, and put the whole thing away, because what was the use. Now I couldn’t stop looking at it.

“Whose lock is that?”

“Vosk’s.” Aldo didn’t open his eyes. “Off the supply chest. He’s only got the one, and it goes on whatever he wants kept most. It was on the chest. Then the boats. Now me.”

“Has he got a key?”

“Round his neck. On a string.” He opened one eye. “Why?”

I didn’t answer straight away. I was thinking about a tin, under three hands of mud, and what had been in it besides a letter.

“Aldo. The key in the tin. The one with three teeth.”

He sat up so fast the chain jumped.

“You’ve got it?”

“No.”

“Wicky—”

“I had it. It was the spare, wasn’t it. Off the cart. You took the spare.”

“I took it off the cart on the supply run because it was there and I thought it might come in useful, and then I put it in the tin because I didn’t know what else to do with it, and I did not know they were going to put that lock on me.” He was whispering, and it was still loud. “Where is it?”

“I gave it to an otter.”

He looked at me for a long time.

“Course you did,” said my brother, and lay back down.



He slept. Fourteen months in a hole teaches you to sleep anywhere, I suppose. I sat against the rock and looked at the sleeve on the stool, and I didn’t sleep, and I didn’t count, and the night went on being night.

Then the boots came early.

Not dawn. Nowhere near dawn. Three sets, coming down the stair, with a lamp, and the wheeze in front of them.

Aldo was awake before the bar came off the door. He got his back to the wall and his chain across his lap, and I got up, and Vosk came in bent double under the low door with two masked men behind him.

“Not you, lad,” he wheezed at me. “Him.”

“He said dawn.”

“He says a lot of things.” Vosk went to the ring in the wall. There was a pin through the end of the chain, holding it to the ring, and he knocked it out with the heel of his hand, and the chain came away. He didn’t touch the lock. He didn’t need to. “He wants the big one warm. Fed. Hands done.” He looked at my hands, and then he looked at my pocket, where the green tin was. “You’ve got yours. Use it. He wants you both warm, he says. Cold hands catch nothing.”

They stood Aldo up. He had the loose end of the chain in his fist like a dog that’s picked up its own lead.

“Wicky.”

“I know.”

“Don’t do anything clever.”

“I’m never clever.”

“That’s what I’m worried about.”

Then the door banged, and the bar went across, and the chain went up the stair behind him, clank, clank, clank, getting smaller, and then there was nothing at all.



I tried the bars. Of course I tried the bars. I tried the door. I tried the hinges, which were on the outside, because nobody in the history of the world has ever put a cell door’s hinges on the inside.

The lamp outside had been lit hours ago. No sparks. Nothing in the air but my own breath.

I sat down where Aldo had sat, and put my face on my knees, and I’m not going to tell you what I said, because it wasn’t to anyone.

Drip.

I’d heard that all night. The back wall was wet. There was a crack behind the ring, up where the wall met the roof, a hand wide, with water running out of it in a thread. I’d stopped hearing it.

Drip. Drip.

Scrabble.

That wasn’t water.

I was on my feet and across the cell before I’d decided to be. Something was in the crack. Something was coming down the crack, wet, with claws, and I thought rat and then I thought Quiet and then a voice came out of the rock about a foot above my head, muffled and cross.

“Wick smells of badger.”

I’m not going to describe the noise I made.

“Skritch?”

“Skritch is stuck.”

“Where—”

“In a wall. Where does it look like.”

I got my fingers in the crack and pulled. Wet stone. Then wet fur. Then a nose, flat, with the whiskers pushed back along it, and two black eyes, very wide, and the rest of him arriving behind like he was being squeezed out of a tube.

He came out onto the floor in a heap, with no coat on, soaked to the skin, and lay there breathing.

“If the head fits,” he said, to the ceiling, “Skritch fits.”

“Your head didn’t fit.”

“Mostly fits.”

I got him up. I got him by both shoulders and I held on, and he let me, and his fur was like holding a wet rope, and I didn’t care one bit.



“They’ve got Ilsa,” I said.

“Yes.”

“The old man said both of you.”

“Old man says lots.” Skritch was wringing his tail out like a cloth. “Skritch went through the gate. Ilsa went through the gate. Dry-folk were in the water. Dry-folk had a net.” His whiskers went flat. “Net doesn’t catch Skitter. Skitter is all slippy. Net catches Ilsa. Ilsa shouted. Then Ilsa said Skritch, go. So Skritch went.”

“She said that?”

“Three words,” said Skritch. “She’s better at it than you.”

I sat down on the floor. He sat down next to me.

“Skritch has been in the river all day. All the night. Skritch knows the water under here now. All of it.” He ticked them off on his black fingers. “Water goes past the hole where they keep her. Up top. By the big pit. Water goes past here. Water goes to the gate. Water goes to a lot of places. Skritch has a plan.”

“Where’s Aldo?”

“Up. Skritch saw. Tall boy with a chain, by the fire at the top, with the old man. They’re feeding him.” He sniffed. “Bacon.”

Up. One stair. A hundred steps. Vosk and two men and the old man and whoever else was up there, round a fire, and Aldo in the middle of it with a chain in his fist and his hands being rubbed warm so they’d catch better.

I was up before I knew it.

“The stair. If you can get the bar off this door I can get up the stair, I can get in behind them, there’s lamps up there, there’ll be sparks, I can—”

“Skritch says no.”

“Give me the key, then. The three-tooth one. It’s for his lock. It’s for Aldo’s lock, Skritch, I’ll get it on him and we’ll—”

“Skritch says no.”

He didn’t shout it. He said it the way Gran had said the thing about the door. Slow, and like it had been said before.

“One of you,” he said. “Against all of them. Up a stair. With a chain on the end of it.” He held up one finger. Then three. “Or Wick, and Skritch, and Ilsa, and all the other ones in the hole with her. Tall boy’s lads. Eight. Thin, but eight. Then everyone.”

“There isn’t time. He said dawn—”

“It’s not dawn,” said Skritch. “Skritch can smell dawn and it isn’t.”

I stood there with my hands in fists.

Here’s what I wanted to do. I wanted to go up that stair on my own, right then, the way I’d gone down the drain and over the wall and out of the gate at four in the morning. On my own was how I did things. On my own was fast.

On my own was how I’d ended up on my back in the moss with my lips going blue, while an otter held a stag off with his voice.

“Fine,” I said.

Skritch’s ear came up.

“Your plan. Ilsa first.” It came out like pulling a tooth. “Then the lads. Then everyone.”

“Then everyone,” said Skritch.

“And the key?”

He put his hand over the string round his neck, where the key hung next to the tin button, and he looked at me with his black eyes, and I knew the answer before he gave it.

“Skritch owes,” he said. “Skritch pays. Skritch is saving it for the best bit.”

“What’s the best bit?”

“Skritch will know it,” he said, “when it comes.”



I’ve now seen an otter go through iron bars, and nobody will ever believe me.

He put his head through first. Sideways. Then one shoulder went flat, like it had a hinge in it, and the other followed, and there was a long moment where the front of Skritch was on one side of the bars and the back of Skritch was on the other and he said, “Don’t,” and I didn’t, and then he was through, on the floor outside, like a sock going through a letterbox.

“Skitter is mostly whiskers,” he said, getting up.

The bar was oak and as long as he was. He got under the middle of it with his back and lifted, and his legs shook, and it came up out of its brackets an inch, two inches, and I shoved the door, and it swung.

I was out.

Here’s the layout, because we were about to run all over it. Bottom: the hall, with the cell and the front of the Door. A hundred steps up: the cave, with the top of the Door and the river gate. Then the tunnel. Then the pit. Then sky.

The hall was empty. One lamp on a hook by the stair, and the Deep Door filling the dark like a cliff, breathing its frost in and out, and every out the lamp went thin. Nobody else. They were all up top, round a fire, warming my brother’s hands.

“Stair,” I whispered. “There’s a man at the top. There was when they brought me down.”

“Skritch knows. Skritch has a plan for the man.”

“What plan?”

“Skritch rattles the gate. Man looks at the gate. Wick doesn’t look at the gate.” He was already going. Back along the wall, into the dark at the side of the hall, where the water came down, and he put his head into a crack in the rock I’d never have seen, and he said, “Count fifty,” and his tail went in after him.

I counted fifty. I’d like that noted. It turns out there was a point.



A hundred steps. I went up them the way I go up the fish-sheds, slow, hands on the rock, listening.

At the top was the cave with the whale’s back of the Door in it, and the iron gate in the far wall with the river roaring behind it. And on the top step, on a stool, with a lamp between his boots and his chin on his chest, a masked man.

Not asleep. Nearly. His head went down, and came up, and went down.

Then the gate rattled.

One rattle, iron on iron, and the man’s head came up and he picked up his lamp and stood and looked at the gate.

It rattled again.

He went to look. He walked across the cave with his lamp up, the way you’d go and look at a cat in the yard, and I came up out of the stair behind him and went the other way, along the wall, into the tunnel to the pit, with my heart so loud I was sure he’d hear it over the river.

Behind me I heard him say, “Oi,” at the gate, and the gate not say anything back.

The tunnel came out at the bottom of the pit. Night. The great round hole with the sky over it, and up on the rim, between the tents, a fire. A big one. I could see shapes round it. I could hear a cough.

Skritch came out of the wet rock beside me like he’d always been there.

“Hole’s that way,” he said, and pointed.

It was a side tunnel at the bottom of the pit, propped with timber, and across the mouth of it a door made of planks, with a bar. Outside the door, on a stool, under a lamp, a man. This one was awake. He had a knife out and he was cleaning his nails with it, and he looked bored out of his mind.

“Right,” I said. “You rattle something, I lift the bar—”

“No,” said Skritch. “Skritch has a different plan for this man.”

And before I could stop him he was gone.

Not along the wall. Straight across the open floor of the pit, bold as you like, on his back legs, in the lamplight, with his arms out to the sides. A small wet thing with whiskers, walking up to a man with a knife.

The man stood up.

“Sorry,” said Skritch, in the funny high voice from the fish market. “Sorry, sorry.”

The man grabbed for him.

Skritch went between his legs.

That’s the only way I can put it. One second the man had him, and the next the man had air, and Skritch was behind him, and the man turned, and Skritch was somewhere else, and the man swore and went after him into the dark at the far side of the pit, and his lamp went bobbing off after the two of them, and the door was there with nobody in front of it.

I ran.

The bar was oak, like the other one. I got it up on my own, because there was nobody to do it with, and I’d like it noted that I was aware of that at the time. I dragged the door open.

It was black inside, and it smelled of people, and nobody said anything.

Then a voice I knew, from somewhere near the floor, flat and cross and the best sound I’d heard in a day and a night.

“Took you long enough.”

And that’s when the rim of the pit filled with lamps.

All the way round. And every one of them was looking down at us.




Chapter Fifteen

I Apologise in Exactly Four Words

They weren’t on the rim. They were coming down it.

A line of them, on the ramp, one behind the other, the way you’d carry lamps if you were walking somewhere in the dark and in no hurry. I counted eight before I stopped counting and started looking at who was carrying them.

Masks. Six of them, and four green coats with the creases still in them, and I’d like it noted that the coats weren’t fooling anyone now. Two men in long grey coats that weren’t masks and weren’t watch, with a chest between them on poles. An old man on a stick, slow, with somebody’s arm to lean on.

And in the middle, with a chain in his fist, my brother.

“He said dawn,” I said.

“He said dawn to you,” said the voice near the floor. Ilsa had got up. She was in the doorway beside me with no sleeve and no knife and a face like a slammed door. “He’s been telling the rest of them ‘before’. All night. I could hear them through the planks.”

The front lamp stopped on the ramp. The man holding it had seen the open door. He’d seen me. He turned round and shouted up the line, and the line stopped, and in the middle of it Aldo’s head came up.

“Wicky—”

Then Vosk’s hand was on the back of his neck, and he was being shoved down the ramp, fast, past the others, towards the tunnel. Towards the stair. Towards the Door.

“Oh no you don’t,” said Ilsa.



Here’s what I’d forgotten about the hole. It wasn’t just Ilsa in it.

They came out past us like water out of a broken barrel. Eight men. Thin, bearded, filthy, in rags that had been a crew’s clothes fourteen months ago, and every one of them had been digging for a year with a mask standing over him, and every one of them had just seen the masks come down a ramp with their hands full of lamps.

The tools were stacked by the door. For the morning. Picks. Shovels.

Nobody said get them. Nobody had to.

“Fire,” I said to Ilsa.

“Yes,” said Ilsa, like she’d been waiting a day and a night to hear it, which she had.

The flame stood up on her palm. She let it go. I grabbed. The cold went up my arm, and I’d like to say it felt like coming home, but it felt like cold. I threw it at the bottom of the ramp, where the first masks were, and it went whump and lit the whole pit gold, and in the gold I saw everything at once.

Vosk, with Aldo, going into the tunnel. The old man going after, with one of the grey coats holding him up. The other grey coat dropping his end of the chest and running to catch up.

And six masks and four green coats turning round on the ramp to find eight diggers coming at them with shovels.

It wasn’t a battle. I’ve seen a battle now. This was a fight in a pit, in the dark, with lamps going over and men shouting, and I’m going to tell you one thing about it, which is that I was no use at all.

I’d thrown my one fire. I went for the chest the grey coats had dropped, because I thought jars, and a mask came at me out of the dark with his lamp up and his other fist back, and I got halfway to a drop before I remembered he hadn’t got my collar, and then he had, and I was off my feet.

Then he wasn’t there.

A man with a shovel had hit him. Not hard. Just enough. A thin man with a bad arm and a beard to his chest, who looked down at me on the floor and said, “You’re the little one. He talks about you,” and pulled me up, and went back to it.

It was over in the time it takes to tell. Masks and green coats on the floor of the pit, or running, up the far ramp and away into the ruins with no lamps, and the lads standing round breathing like bellows, and Skritch coming out from under a barrow where he’d been very sensibly the whole time, and saying, “Skritch’s plan,” to nobody in particular.

Ilsa was standing in the middle of it with a flame in each hand, and not one of them had come near her.

“That’s the first thing all week,” she said, “that’s run away from me.”



The tunnel was black. Vosk had taken the lamps that way. Somewhere down there, a hundred steps under us, my brother was being walked to a stone the size of a house, and the old man was going with him.

I started towards it.

“Wick.”

“They’ve got him down there—”

“I know where they’ve got him. I can count. Wick.” Ilsa had my sleeve. “Last time you went into a tunnel on your own after him, how did that go?”

I stopped.

I’d been practising this for a day. In the cell, with the sleeve on the stool. On the stair. On the floor of the pit with a mask’s lamp in my face. I’d had a lot of words and I’d thrown most of them out, and I turned round and looked at her, with her one sleeve and her face like a door, and I said the ones that were left.

“You were right. Sorry.”

She looked at me.

“That’s four,” she said.

“I counted.”

Something happened to the door of her face. It didn’t open. But somebody had unlocked it.

“That’s not fair,” she said. “I had a whole thing ready.”

“Do the thing.”

“I can’t do the thing now. You’ve said sorry. It ruins the thing.” She hit me on the arm, hard, with the hand that didn’t have a flame in it. “I’m still angry.”

“I know.”

“Less.” She let go of my sleeve. “Right. What have we got.”



What we had was this, and we had about as long as it takes to say it.

Eight lads with shovels and the masks’ dropped lamps. A chest of Guild jars, which one of the lads had cracked open with a pick: snow, rain, light, two of each. A wizard who’d been thrown out of the Guild. An otter with a key he wouldn’t give anyone.

And me, with two hands and a green tin in my pocket.

I got the tin out. I rubbed the stuff into my hands, the way he’d done it, goose fat and something sharp, and I thought you wanted them warm, old man. Fine.

“The two in grey,” I said. “Who are they?”

“Guild.” Ilsa said it like a bad taste. “I know them. The tall one does light. He taught me glims. The one with the beard does fire.” She looked at the chest. “Badly. He bottles it because he can’t hold it.”

So. Two wizards. However many masks he’d kept back down there. Vosk. And the Door.

“Ilsa gets the wizards,” I said.

“Yes.”

“Skritch gets to Aldo.”

“Skritch has a key,” said Skritch, and patted it.

“And the lads get the masks, and the lamps, and keep the light up. And I get Vosk.”

Nobody said anything.

“He’s twice you,” said Ilsa.

“He knows what I can do. He’s been told.” I looked at my hands, pink and shining with the old man’s salve. “He doesn’t know what I’m not supposed to do.”

“What does that mean?”

“I’ll tell you when it’s done.”

“Wick—”

“It’s not alone,” I said. “I promise. You’ll all be there. I just don’t want to say it out loud in case I lose my nerve.”

She looked at me for a long moment, and then she nodded, once, which from Ilsa is a whole speech.



“And then what,” said the lad with the bad arm.

“What?”

“You get your brother off the stone. Then what? That thing’s been breathing all year. The old man says it’s thin. Say he’s right. Say it opens, or half opens, with nobody at it. What then?”

I didn’t have an answer. I’d had get Aldo in my head for fourteen months and nothing after it.

“It turns back,” said Skritch.

We all looked at him.

“Gran said. Two of one blood. Turn it one way, it opens. Turn it back, it shuts.” He said it in Gran’s voice, slow, like a thing that had been said a thousand times. “Nobody else can touch it.”

“Vosk pressed Aldo’s hand on it and nothing happened,” I said. “Aldo says you have to mean it. It’s not a key.”

“So mean it.”

“Mean it with what? Everything I’ve ever caught has come out of my hands cold, and that thing drinks cold.”

“By the river,” said Ilsa.

I stopped.

“When I set it down,” she said. “On your hand. Instead of you grabbing it. You said it was warm.”

“Like tea.”

“It didn’t take anything off you. Did it. I was watching. You weren’t white after. Not even a finger.” She was talking fast now, the way she does when she’s got there. “Everything you’ve caught, you’ve taken. Off me, off the ferry, off a jar, off a lamp. Taken is cold. That’s the price. The old man said. Grabbed magic takes its price from the hands.”

“And given doesn’t,” I said.

“And given doesn’t.”

I thought about it. I thought about a flame coming down onto my palm like snow, and my hand feeling fine, and me saying weird and walking on.

“That’s what mean it means,” I said slowly. “Not me meaning it. Not just me.” I looked at her. At Skritch. At eight thin men with lamps who’d been in a hole for a year because of my brother. “Given. By people who mean it.”

Nobody said anything. The lad with the bad arm looked at his lamp. Skritch looked at the tunnel.

“Skritch hasn’t got any,” said Skritch, very quietly. “Magic. Skritch has got a key.”

“Then give me the key when it’s time,” I said, “and we’ll call it even.”

“Skritch gives the key,” he said, “to the lock. That’s the best bit. Skritch said.”



That’s when the pit went cold.

Not the air. The ground. It came up through my boots like standing on the mudflats, and every lamp in the pit, every one, the masks’ on the floor and the lads’ in their hands, went thin. All at once. Like something had breathed on them from a long way down.

Then, through the rock, a sound.

Stone grinding on stone. Slow. Enormous. The sound the bowl door had made when it rolled, if the bowl door had been the size of a house and had somebody’s hand on it.

And under it, thin, from the bottom of a hundred steps, a voice. Not words. Just a voice, going up, the way a voice goes when something’s being done to it.

“Tall boy,” said Skritch. His ear was flat. “That’s the tall boy.”

“He’s doing it with one,” said Ilsa. “It’s thin, the old man said. It’ll move for one if one’s all it’s got. He’s got him on the stone on his own and he’s trying it, he doesn’t even—”

“It’s hurting him.”

I’d said it. I don’t remember deciding to. The grinding went on, and the voice went on under it, and the frost came out of the mouth of the tunnel across the floor of the pit in fingers, white, towards us.

Eight lamps came up. Eight shovels. Ilsa put her hand in the chest and came out with a jar in each pocket. Skritch had the key in his fist, off the string, ready, and I don’t think he knew he’d done it.

I didn’t say come on. I didn’t say anything. I just went, and they came, and for the first time in fourteen months I wasn’t the one in front.

Skritch was. He runs faster.

We went down into the dark after my brother’s voice, all of us, and the frost went back ahead of us like it knew we were coming.




Chapter Sixteen

I Do the One Thing My Recipe List Says Never to Do

The hall was lit like a market.

That’s the first thing I saw, coming off the bottom step with Skritch’s tail in front of me and eight lamps behind. Lamps on every wall, hung on pegs the men had hammered into the rock, dozens of them, yellow, and two braziers going on the floor with coals in them, and jars of light stood along the foot of the walls like somebody had tipped out a stall. The old man had wanted it bright. He’d got bright.

And every single flame in the place was leaning the same way.

Towards the Door.

It had moved. Not much. But a thing the size of a house doesn’t have to move much. There was a black line down one side of it now, where before there’d been stone, a crack as wide as my hand and as tall as the hall, and out of the crack, grey, slow, like smoke off a candle somebody’s just pinched, something was coming.

Not dogs yet. Threads. Grey threads, pouring out of the black and spreading along the floor, and where they touched the rock the frost ran out white.

Aldo was on the stone.

They’d pinned his chain to a ring in the floor at the Door’s foot. He was standing with his right hand flat on one of the carved hands, the left-hand one, and the frost had come up his arm. Not on his sleeve. Out of it. White to the shoulder, white in his hair, white on his face, and he wasn’t shouting any more, and that was worse than the shouting.

“There you are,” said Professor Quill.

He was standing at the foot of the Door in a robe. Grey, old, too big for him, the kind of thing you’d find in a chest in a library and put on because the book said so. He had the book under one arm. He looked like somebody’s grandad dressed up for a play.

“I did tell you to stay at the top,” he said.

“You knew I wouldn’t.”

“I did.” He coughed, and it went on, and he waited for it. “I’m glad. I’d not have liked to do this without you. Vosk.”

And Vosk came for me.



Here’s how it went, and I’m going to tell it one move at a time, because that’s how it happened.

The lads went left. Four masks were coming off the wall at them and the lads met them with shovels, and the lamps went everywhere, and I lost them in it.

Ilsa went right. The two grey coats were at the far brazier with the chest of jars between them, and the one with the beard had a flame out already, bottled, blue at the edges, and he threw it at her.

She didn’t duck. She put her own flame up, hers, off her palm, and it was not small, and his went into it like a match into a bonfire.

“Hello, sir,” said Ilsa.

I didn’t see what she did to him next. I heard it. I’ll tell you later.

Skritch went nowhere. He went flat along the wall, in the dark under the lamps, where nobody was looking, the way he’d gone across the fish market. Towards the Door. Towards a chain, and a ring, and a lock the size of a walnut.

And Vosk came across the floor at me, not fast, with his lamp down on a rock behind him, the way he’d done it before.

“Light,” I said. “Two. Now.”

The lad with the bad arm was nearest. He didn’t ask. He grabbed two of the dropped lamps off the floor and said the word at them, the lamp-word, the one bit of magic nearly everyone’s got. Not me. I’ve tried. They lit, and the gold sparks lifted off them in the cold.

I took both.

Right hand, left hand. Fire in each fist. Cold to both elbows, and Vosk was five paces off and I had an apple of fire in each hand and he looked at them and wheezed, and the wheeze was a laugh.

“Throw them, then.”

I didn’t.

“Go on, lad. You have to throw them. I’ve been told.”

Three paces. I stood still. I’ve never stood so still in my life.

His hand came for my collar.

I didn’t drop.

I’d like you to understand what that cost. Every bit of me wanted to drop. Aldo taught me to drop. I’d dropped on the harbour wall and got clean away, and I’d dropped in the cave and Vosk had had his other hand ready under my arm, because he’d learned. So I didn’t. I let him have the collar, and his other hand went under my arm for a boy who’d gone, and found a boy who hadn’t, and for one second, one, he didn’t know what I was doing.

Neither did anyone else. That was the point.

“Don’t look!” I shouted. To Ilsa. To Skritch. To all of them.

And I shut my eyes, and I brought my hands together in front of his face.



Recipe number one. Fire and fire. BIG flash. Do not repeat.

I repeated it.

I didn’t see it. I had my eyes shut. I felt it, the way you feel a door slam when you’re standing next to it, a wall of light and heat that hit me in the face with my eyes closed and still went white, and a sound like the whole hall clapping once, and I was on my back on the rock and so was Vosk.

My ears were ringing. There was a smell of burnt hair, and I’m going to leave that there.

I got up. The floor went sideways and I waited for it and it came back.

Vosk was on his knees with both hands over his face. The leather mask was smoking at the edge. He was wheezing, and the wheezing was words, and the words were all the one I’m not going to write down. He got one hand off his face and reached out with it, and it went past me by a yard. He couldn’t see. He’d had his eye open, one inch from the biggest flash I’d ever made, and he’d been told what I could do, and nobody had told him that, because nobody knew it but Ilsa and me, and it was on a list in my head under do not repeat.

A lad with a shovel came and stood over him. That was the end of Vosk, for the moment.

I’d like to tell you I felt clever. I felt sick, and deaf, and I had nothing in either hand, and I’d have given a lot for a wall to lean on.

“Wick!”

Ilsa, from the far side. I turned round.

The wizard with the beard didn’t have a beard any more. He had something that had been a beard, going up in a sheet of gold, and he was running in circles with his hands at his chin, and the tall one was standing with his mouth open and a glim in his hand and snow all down the front of him, where a jar had hit him. Ilsa was standing between them with a flame on each palm, breathing hard, with one sleeve and snow in her hair and a look on her face I’d never seen.

“By accident?” I said.

“No,” said Ilsa. “Not this time.”



Skritch had got to the Door.

I saw him when I turned back. A small wet shape at Aldo’s feet, under the great breathing curve of the stone, with the frost round him and his fur going white at the tips, and he had the chain in one hand and the padlock in the other and the key in his teeth.

Nobody had seen him. Everybody was looking at the wrong things. That’s the whole of Skritch.

He took the key out of his teeth. He put it in the lock.

I was running by then. I didn’t know I was. The floor was still going sideways and I ran across it anyway, past the brazier, past the old man in his robe, who turned his head and watched me go by like I was weather.

Skritch turned the key.

Click.

I heard it. Over the ringing in my ears and the grinding of the stone, I heard a lock the size of a walnut open, and Skritch’s face came up, and he said, to me, to the hall, to the Door, “Best bit,” and the chain fell off my brother’s ankle onto the rock.

Then Skritch pulled.

He got Aldo round the waist and pulled with his whole body, and Aldo didn’t move. Not an inch. His hand was on the stone and the stone had him. The frost had grown over his fingers like a glove, white and thick, and it had grown up the carved hand and into it, and I understood, standing there, that you couldn’t just lift him off. The Door had hold. It had been drinking him since before we’d heard him, and it wasn’t done.

“Wicky.” His mouth moved. Nothing much came out. “Don’t.”

I didn’t listen. You know that by now.

I got his free hand. His left. I got it in both of mine, and it was as cold as the stone, and I set my boots on the rock and I pulled.

And I meant it.

That’s the thing. That’s the whole thing. I want to be very clear, because I’ve had a long time to think about it since. I meant it with everything I had. Get him off. Get him out. Let him GO. I meant it the way you mean a thing when it’s your brother and you’ve walked three days and gone down a stair with three crosses on it and sat in a cell and been given a sweet by the man who put him there.

Two of one blood. One on the stone and one holding on to him, which turned out to be near enough. Meaning it.

Nobody had said what it was.

I’d meant let go. A door only knows two words, and it heard open.



The grinding stopped.

For one second the whole hall was quiet, and I thought: I’ve done it, it’s stopped, he’s coming off—

Then it turned.

Not a crack. Not a hand’s width. The whole stone, the size of a house, went in, away from us, into the dark, with a sound I felt in my teeth and my knees and the two fingers I can’t feel, and the frost on it blew off in a wave across the hall, and every lamp on every wall went out at once.

Not dimmed. Out. The braziers went out. The jars went out. The only light left was Ilsa, across the hall, with two flames up on two palms, and I watched them lean.

And in the dark where the Door had been, there was a bigger dark.

It came out. All of it. Dogs, and deer, and tall thin things that weren’t either, pouring out of the black like water out of a broken gate, grey and silent and with the cold running ahead of them, and they went past the old man in his robe on both sides like a river going round a post. They didn’t touch him. He stood in the middle of it with his book under his arm and his face turned up, and he was smiling.

“Thank you,” said Professor Quill. “Oh, thank you.”

I couldn’t let go.

I tried. I had Aldo’s hand in both of mine and the cold had come up through his hand into mine and we were one thing now, him on the stone, me on him, and the Door drinking through the both of us like a man drinking through a straw.

And then, a long way back, past the dogs and the deer, in the black behind the black, something turned round.

I can’t tell you what it was. I didn’t see it. There was nothing to see. But I knew the exact moment it looked at me, because everything in me went still, the way a mouse goes still, and I knew that it was bigger than the Door, and older than the Thornwood, and it had been waiting a very long time for somebody to open the door and stand in it.

I’ve been looked at by Vosk. I’ve been looked at by a stag with no eyes. I’ve been looked at by Hettie when I broke a barrel.

None of them looked at me like that. Like I was food that had walked in on its own.

Somewhere behind me, Ilsa was shouting my name.

I couldn’t have told you which way behind was.




Chapter Seventeen

Everyone Gives Me Something and None of It Is Peppermint

Here’s what it’s like to be drunk by a door.

It’s not pain. It’s the opposite. It’s everything going quiet. The ringing in my ears went, and then the cold in my hands went, and then the floor, and the hall, and the shouting, and I stood there holding my brother’s hand with the dark coming out of the stone and I thought: oh. This is fine. This is actually fine.

That’s how it gets you. It doesn’t hurt. It just makes you not mind.

The grey was coming in at the edges of my eyes. In the grey I could see Ilsa’s two flames, a long way off, leaning, and dogs between us, more than I could count, and the lads’ lamps all dead, and the lads backing up to the stair with their shovels. Skritch had gone. I couldn’t see Skritch anywhere.

Aldo’s hand in mine was like holding a stone.

And then, from inside the Door, from the black behind the black, somebody said my name.

“Wicky.”

Not loud. Close. The way you say it to someone who’s nearly asleep.

“Wicky. Come and rest.”

It was Mam.



It was her voice. I’d not heard it in five years and I knew it like I know my own hands. The way she said the W. The little tired laugh under it. And everything in me that was already going quiet went: yes. All right.

And then one bit of me, a small bit, the bit that counts, said: she never once said rest.

Not once. Mam said up you get. Mam said you’ll live. Mam said never show anyone, Wicky, people will want it, with her hands on my shoulders. Mam was a mudflat woman with two boys and a bad chest, and nobody in that house ever got to rest.

And Wicky. There was only one person alive who called me that, and the dark had been drinking him.

It had taken the name out of Aldo. It had put it in her mouth.

“No,” I said. It came out like a croak. “You’re not her.”

The voice didn’t argue. It just went on, soft, over and over, and I stopped listening, because I’d thought of something else.

Given, not taken. We’d worked it out at the top of the stair, and then I’d walked down here and grabbed anyway, because that’s what I do. I reach and I grab, and you can’t out-grab a thing the size of a house.

“Ilsa!”

I didn’t know I had that much voice left.

“Don’t throw it! GIVE it! Like the river! GIVE it to me!”



She heard me. I saw her head come up.

She had a dozen dogs between us, and her two flames leaning towards them and going blue at the tips. And she did the thing Ilsa does, which is not waste time.

She let them go. She put her hand in her pocket and came out with a jar and smashed it on the floor at her feet.

Light. A glim the size of a barrel, white, going up out of the broken glass, and every dog in front of her flinched back, the way they had in the pub, and there was a path through them for the time it took the light to lean.

It was enough. She came through it running.

She got to me and she didn’t say anything. She stood in front of me with the thing in the dark looking over my shoulder, and she put her hand up, flat, and said the word, and the flame came up on her palm.

It was the biggest one I’d ever seen her make. There was a forest of it. It stood up off her hand taller than she was and lit the whole hall gold, and the dogs went back from it, and the thing in the dark stopped looking at me for one second and looked at her.

Then she let it go. Slowly. Like she was setting something down.

The sparks didn’t lift. They sank. They came down onto me, gold and soft and slow, like snow that had been by a fire, and they didn’t go into my hands, because my hands were full. They went into the middle of me. Where the cold had been.

Warm.

Not like tea. Like a kitchen. Like Hettie’s kitchen with the pot on, and the floor by the fire, and two plates out instead of one.

The grey went back from the edges of my eyes. I could see the hall.

“By the river,” said Ilsa. “You walked right past it.”

“I had a lot on.”



The lads couldn’t get near. Eight of them at the foot of the stair with the dogs between, and their lamps all out in their hands, and not a thing a shovel can do to something you can put a frying pan through.

The one with the bad arm looked at his lamp. Then he looked at me, over the backs of a dozen grey dogs.

“He lit the way for me once,” he said. “In the dark. With that.”

He said the word. The lamp-word. The one bit of magic nearly everybody’s got, and his lamp lit, and the nearest dog turned its no-face to it and the flame leaned and went blue.

He didn’t care. He held it out. Not at the dog. At me.

Then the one next to him said it. Then the next. Eight lamps, lit, leaning, dying, held out across a hall full of the Quiet, and the flames went out one by one and the sparks didn’t lift.

They came to me. Gold, across the whole hall, through the dogs, who couldn’t see them, slow as dandelion seeds. Into the middle of me.

Warm.

Light, given. I had fire in me and I had light in me, and I had Aldo’s hand, and the thing in the dark had gone very still.

“Skritch!”

I’d seen him. Not in the hall. At the top of the stair, a hundred steps up, a small dark shape against the lamplight from the cave, going the wrong way.

Running. I thought he was running.

I’d like it on record that I thought that for about a second and a half, and that I’ve been ashamed of it since.



The sound came first. Through the rock. A roar, like the one I’d felt in my chest at the iron gate, except the gate wasn’t there any more.

Then the river came down the stair.

All of it. The whole black river that ran under the ruins, let loose by one wet otter who’d gone up a hundred steps while the rock was already cracking, and found the iron gate half shaken out of its wall by the Door’s turning, and got into the water behind it and kicked out the pins that were all that still held it. The river took the gate. Then it came down a hundred steps like a thrown bucket the size of a street, and it hit the floor of the hall and went everywhere.

It hit the dogs and they came apart like grey rags and went spinning. It hit the lads and they went down in a row and came up swearing. It hit Ilsa and me and the Door, and it was round our knees, roaring, freezing, and it was the best thing I’d ever felt.

Because in it was the song.

Skritch was on the top step, with the river going past him on both sides and his fur flat, and he was singing. One note. The long low Skitter note, the one his people had sung every night so the dark would know they were still there, and the river had it. It carried it. It was in the water round my legs the way it had been in the water under the Low Streets, humming up into my teeth, and over the water, turning, slow, were sparks.

Not river-blue. Blue-green. The colour of the mushrooms. I’d never seen them before. I’d never been standing in the song before.

“Skritch hasn’t got any!” he shouted, down the stair, over the roar. “Skritch has got a river!”

He wasn’t throwing it. He was giving it. The whole river, and the song in it. It was all he had.

The sparks came to me through the water, heavy and cold and blue, and they went into the middle of me, and they were warm. Warm like the harbour on the one hot day a year. Warm like a tide coming in.

Fire. Light. River.

And my brother’s hand in mine, as cold as the stone it was stuck to.

“Aldo.”

He turned his head. It took him a long time. His face was white to the lips.

“It’s been pouring into you since they put you on it,” I said. “All of it. The cold. Everything it’s got. You’re full of it.”

His mouth moved. “Can’t—”

“Don’t fight it. Give it to me. On purpose. Like Ilsa. Like you’re setting it down.”

He looked at me. My bossy brother, who’d walked back up to Vosk when he could’ve run, because they’d have come to Saltmire for me.

He didn’t say anything. He just stopped holding on.

I felt it come. Through his hand into mine, all the frost the Door had put into him, white and old and enormous, and it should have killed me.

It was warm.

Given, not taken. Even that. Even that was warm.




RECIPES (all of them)


	Fire + fire = BIG flash. Lost eyebrows. Do not repeat. (Repeated once. Worth it.)

	Fire + light = WHITE fire. Burns the Quiet. Burns nothing else. Lasts till morning. Does NOT burn stags.

	Frost + river = ICE. A lot of it. Freezes eels. Freezes me.

	Fire + rain = STEAM. Big cloud. Good for hiding. Wolves hate it. Also: opens doors.

	Fire + light + river + frost, all GIVEN = MORNING. The real one. Doesn’t go in your hands. Doesn’t hurt. Shuts doors. (Opening them is free. Nobody tells you that.)







I’ll try to tell you what it looked like.

It was the mudflats. At first light. The sun coming up out of the sea behind the fog, and the frost on the mud going gold, and the whole flat world lit from the side, the way it is on a Sunday morning when you’ve walked out to look at a rotten post. It was that. In the middle of me. Not in my hands. My hands were just hands.

I’d been given a morning.

The dogs went back from it. Not from a line on the floor. From me. The whole hall of them went backwards into the dark they’d come from, and the thing behind the dark turned its face away, the way you do when somebody opens the shutters.

“Aldo,” I said. “Both hands.”

He understood. He’d always been quicker than me.

His right hand was on the left carved hand. I put my right hand, with the cold all gone out of it, flat on the other one.

Two hands. Two of one blood.

Opening had been easy. Things fall open. Shutting a thing that’s been drinking you takes something to shut it with, and I had it now.

“Mean it,” said Aldo.

“I’m counting.”

“What?”

“I count when I’m scared. You said. Ten.”

“Wicky—”

“Nine. Eight.”

And he was counting with me. Under his breath, the way he said I did. Seven. Six. Ilsa behind us with her hand on my back, and the river round our knees, and eight lamps coming back on across the hall one by one as the lads found the word again, and Skritch’s note coming down the stair over the roar of the water.

Five. Four.

Shut. I meant it. I meant it more than I’d meant the other thing. Shut, and stay shut, and let the lamps burn, and let the otters sing because they want to and not because they have to.

Three.

The stone moved under my hand.

Two.

It turned. Back. The way it had come, with the grinding in my teeth, and the dark on the other side going narrower, narrower, the crack closing like an eye.

And a man walked past us into it.



He’d taken the robe off. He was just an old man in a black coat with sagging pockets, with a book under his arm, and he walked past the three of us without looking, slowly, on his stick, through the river, into the dark, and the last of the Quiet went round him on both sides like fog round a lamp-post and didn’t touch him.

I understood it then. He’d been cold for years. He’d said so. He’d been cold so long they thought he was one of theirs.

Maybe he was, by then.

He stopped in the crack, with about a yard of it left, and turned round, and all the lines of his face went the way they always had.

“I did say,” said Professor Quill, “that I’d not like it to be a boy’s funeral. I’d like that remembered too.”

Then, quieter, like he was mentioning the weather:

“Tell them I was careful.”

And he stepped back, and the dark took him, and I said, “One,” and the Door shut.



Silence.

Real silence. Not the Quiet kind. The river had stopped roaring and was just running, finding the low places, going somewhere. The lamps were burning straight up. My brother’s hand came off the stone like a hand coming off a table, and he looked at it, and he sat down in the water.

I sat down next to him.

Ilsa sat down next to me, and put her forehead on my shoulder, and said, into my shirt, “You said mean it and then you counted.”

“It worked.”

“It did work,” she said, and her voice cracked right down the middle. “Don’t let it go to your head.”

Skritch came down the stair. Slowly. He’d stopped singing and his voice was a thread and he walked through the water like it was a street he owned, and he got to us and sat down in it with his tail across all our boots.

“Best bit,” he said, hoarse.

“That was the lock.”

“Skritch has decided,” said Skritch, “that there were two.”

I looked at the Door. Shut. Grey. The frost on it already going soft and running, like a window on a morning when the fire’s been lit. No breathing.

Then it cracked.

Not the Door. The roof.




Chapter Eighteen

I Turn Fourteen and the Lantern Gets One Back

A thing I’ve learned about old doors: when you shut one, everything that was leaning on it falls over.

The roof of the hall came down in pieces. Not all at once. A crack, and a block the size of a barrel dropped into the river with a smack, and then another one, and the lamps on the walls started going out, not from cold this time, just from being hit by rocks.

“Stair,” said Ilsa.

“Stair,” said Skritch, who was already on it.

We went up a hundred steps with a river coming down them. Aldo in front, because Aldo was always in front, with his chain gone and his legs like string and me under one of his arms. Ilsa behind with a flame up. The lads behind her, and two of them had Vosk between them, with his hands over his eye and his mask gone. Nobody had said leave him. Somebody had said, “The watch’ll want him,” and that was that.

The cave at the top was shaking. The great whale’s back of the Door was going down, into the floor, into the hole they’d dug round it for a year, like something sinking back into the sea where it belonged. The iron gate was gone. Just a hole in the wall and the river pouring out of it.

“Skritch did that,” said Skritch, to the lads, in case they’d missed it.

We came up the ramp of the pit into daylight.

Real daylight. I want you to understand that. Not green, not lamp, not a glim in a jar. The sun was coming up over the Thornwood, red, through the thorns, and the pit was full of dust and the ruins were groaning all round us, and I stood on the rim with my brother’s arm over my shoulder and my face in the first bit of sun I’d seen in two days and I thought: dawn. He said dawn.

Well. He got one.



We walked out the way we’d come in, past the hollow oak, past the slab in the moss with Aldo’s v on it. As we went by, from somewhere under it, there was a crunch.

We walked a bit faster. All of us. Nobody had shut the bowl door, and nobody was going back to. Nobody said statue.

I’m going to go quick now, because the rest of the way home was walking, and you’ve had enough walking.

The thornwolves didn’t come. Ilsa said it was the smell of the lads. The lads said it was the smell of Ilsa. The ferrywoman was on her raft on the far bank, and she looked at us coming out of the trees, two kids, a man with a beard who said it wasn’t, an otter, eight thin men and one blind man with a bag on his head, and she said, “You again,” and then, “Penny each.”

“He’s paying,” said Ilsa, and pointed at Vosk.

He did, in the end. He had a purse. Skritch found it.

Two days on the road. On the second day the fog came up to meet us, grey and smelling of fish, and I’d never been so pleased to not see anything. Except the Library on its hill, which you can always see, and the window under the dome, which was dark. The land gate. The watchman asleep in his box. We woke him up and gave him Vosk, and three real watchmen came, in coats that had been through three men and were going through a fourth, and Ilsa looked at the coats and said, “Filthy. Look at them,” like it was the best thing she’d ever seen.

They took Vosk away. He didn’t say anything. He’d stopped wheezing words a day ago. The last thing I heard him say was on the road, in the dark, to nobody: “I was told.”

The lads went to their own doors. The one with the bad arm shook Aldo’s hand, and then mine, and then, after a bit of thought, Skritch’s.

And we went down the hill to the Drowned Lantern.



Hettie was in the doorway with her arms folded.

Of course she was. It was a week since I’d gone over the yard wall in my socks. She’d have been in that doorway every night, I knew it the way I know the tide, and there she was, with her plait and her folded arms, looking at four of us coming down the street, and at the one in the middle, who was taller than she remembered.

She didn’t say anything for a long moment.

Then she unfolded her arms and took a piece of paper out of her apron and read it out.

“Gone to get Aldo. Back soon. Don’t sell my bed.”

“I was in a hurry,” I said.

“Three goes, this took you. I found the other two in the grate.” She folded it up and put it back. “I’m going to ask. Not now. But I’m going to ask, Wick Marsh, and you’re going to tell me, and it’s going to take all night.” She looked at Aldo. “You’ve a beard.”

“It’s not a—”

“It’s a beard, love. There’s soup.”

And she laughed. The harbour laugh, the one you can hear from the water, and she got hold of Aldo and I’m not going to tell you about that either, except that Skritch said afterwards it was the first time he’d ever seen a dry-folk cry upwards.



Skritch went home the next morning. By the grate in the yard.

He came back that night and said the dim hadn’t come. First night in a year. The mushrooms had stayed blue the whole way to the end of the cave, and nobody had had to back up along the quay, and Gran had sat in the mouth of her boat and looked at him with the black eye and said, “It came so,” and gone back to her knitting.

“They sang anyway,” said Skritch. “All night. Not because. Just sang.”

“That’s good.”

“Skritch sang loudest.” He thought about it. “Skritch sang best. Loudest is Gran.”

He’d got a new coat. I don’t know where. I didn’t ask.



The man from the Guild came on the fourth day.

Grey coat, brass buttons, a beard that was a good deal shorter on one side than the other, and he stood in the bar at the Drowned Lantern with his hat in his hands and looked at Ilsa like she was a letter he’d rather not open.

The ferrywoman had been talking. A boy froze my river. A girl set fire to two wizards. It had gone up the hill, the way things do, and it had gone through the brass doors, and here he was.

“The Guild,” he said, “is prepared to review your case.”

“Is it,” said Ilsa.

“In light of recent events. Your place could be restored. Under supervision.”

Ilsa looked at him for a while. At the beard. At the short side of the beard. I watched her look at it and I watched her think about it, and I thought: she’s going to say yes, this is what she wanted, this is the whole thing she wanted.

“No, thank you,” said Ilsa.

“I beg your—”

“I’ve got a job.”

She hadn’t. Not then. But Aldo was at the table behind her with a bowl of Hettie’s soup, and I was on the stairs, and Skritch was under the table, and the Guild man looked at all of us and put his hat on and went, and when the door shut Hettie said, from behind the bar, “What job?”

“I don’t know yet,” said Ilsa. “Something with fire.”



Here’s how we got a name. I want it written down, because they’ll all tell it differently.

It was that night, round Hettie’s kitchen table. Aldo said we should be finders. Things people had lost, places people couldn’t get to, old maps. He knew about old maps. Ilsa put her half on the table next to mine, and he put them together the way I had on the quay. Skritch said he was already a finder and had been for years, and that Skritch and Associates was a good name, and nobody liked it but Skritch. Ilsa said Marsh Brothers was out, because she wasn’t a Marsh and she wasn’t a brother, and Aldo said fine, what then, and everybody looked at me.

I looked at the door. At the bracket over it, through the window, where the old brass lantern hung, empty and dark.

“The Lantern Company,” I said.

“That’s my sign,” said Hettie.

“We’ll pay rent.”

“You’ll pay double rent, and you’ll roll the barrels, and your brother’ll mend the cellar hatch that something came up through, and the otter stays out of the pantry.” She folded her arms. “The Lantern Company. Fine. It’s a stupid name.”

“It’s a good name,” said Skritch.

“Everyone knows,” I said.



My birthday was the Sunday after.

I’m fourteen. I’d like that noted. It happened in a kitchen, with a cake, and Hettie had put fourteen candles on it, and Ilsa said she’d light them.

“Small,” I said.

“I know small.”

“Ilsa. Small.”

She said the word. The whole top of the cake went up like a bonfire, fourteen candles at once and most of the icing, and Hettie said a word that the Guild had definitely not taught her, and Aldo laughed so hard he had to put his head on the table.

I’d had eyebrows for about a week. I’d been quite proud of them. I’d like to say they survived.

The cake was fine underneath. Hettie’s cakes always are.



We did the lantern at dusk.

Hettie held the ladder. She’d said she wasn’t going to ask, and she didn’t, she just held it, with her arms not folded for once. Aldo stood in the street with Skritch on his shoulders, because Skritch wanted to see and Aldo is tall now. Ilsa came up the ladder behind me, adequately.

The lantern was where it had always been. Brass, green with age, full of seawater that was just seawater. Dark. The step under it black. I’d stood on that step a thousand times and never once looked up, and then one night it had gone out, and I’d said I meant to get it one back.

“Go on,” said Ilsa.

She held her hand over mine. Palm down, an inch above. She said the word, and the glim came up between us, white, and she let it go the slow way, and it came down onto my palm like snow by a fire, and it was warm.

I put my hand flat on the brass.

I didn’t grab. I didn’t throw. I let it go the way you let a thing sink into a bowl, the way it had sunk into the sun bowl on a door under a forest, and it went down through the brass and into the water, and the water took it.

Green. Soft, pale green, like the sea on a sunny day, coming up from the bottom of the lantern and filling it to the top and spilling out through the glass onto the step, and the first few cobbles, same as it always had.

Down in the street, Skritch said, “Ohhh,” which is three more letters than Ilsa’s ever managed.

I tapped the glass with my left hand. Two fingers. The little one and the one next to it. White to the knuckle, and nothing. They’re not coming back. I’ve stopped asking.

Then they’re the price. The old man had been right about that one. I’d paid it before I knew what I was buying, and what I’d bought was standing in the street looking up at a green light with an otter on his shoulders.

I’d pay it again. I’d like that noted too.



Last thing.

That night I couldn’t sleep, so I went up on the roof, the way I do, out of the attic window and up the slates to the ridge, and Aldo was already there.

He’d found my way up. Course he had. He was sitting on the ridge with his legs either side of it and the fog below him and the whole of Saltmire under that, all its roofs and its lamps and its one green light over one door, and I sat down behind him and we didn’t say anything for a while.

“I read the diary,” I said. “All of it.”

“I know you did.”

“Some of it’s yours.”

“Some of it’s yours now.” He didn’t turn round. “The note. At the warren. The torn one. You’ve been wanting to ask.”

“Who tore it?”

“I did.”

“Why?”

“Because I was out of paper, Wicky. That’s what it says. I’m out of. I was going to write paper and there wasn’t any paper left to write it on.” He shrugged. “So I tore the blank bit off to use for the next one, and then there wasn’t a next one. It was a long week.”

I sat there.

“I thought a villain tore that.”

“Your brother tore that.”

“I thought about it for days—”

“That’s what a brother’s for.”

I’d have hit him, but he’s bigger than me now, and he’d have let me, which is worse.

And then, sitting there, with the fog below us and the lantern green at the bottom of it, I felt it.

Not in my hands. In the middle of me, where the morning had been. A long way down. Under the pub, under the street, under the Low Streets and the blue mushrooms and the old harbour where the otters sing. Right at the bottom of everything.

Something cold.

Faint. Small. The way the lantern had flickered, that first night, before it went out. Like a thing a very long way under the city turning over in its sleep.

Aldo had gone still in front of me. I saw his shoulders go.

“You felt that,” he said.

“No.”

“Liar.”

“Yes.”

He was quiet for a bit. Then he said, “The old people opened doors, the note said. Not a door.”

“I read it.”

“Doors, Wicky.”

I looked down at the fog. At the one green light. I thought about Ilsa asleep on the kitchen floor, and Skritch somewhere under us with a new coat and a tin button and a key he wouldn’t give back, and a company with a stupid name, and I found out that I was grinning. I couldn’t have told you why.

“There’s another one,” I said. “Under the city. Isn’t there.”

“Probably.”

“Good,” I said.

Look. I know how that sounds.

I started counting anyway.
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