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Saltmire

Chapter One

The bottle was already in the air when Wick came through the kitchen door with six pints on a tray, and he had time to think that’s the good brandy before it went past his ear and burst against the chimney-breast.

He did not drop the tray. He was proud of that later. He stood in the doorway of the Drowned Lantern with brandy running down the wall behind him and the whole taproom going quiet in the way a room goes quiet when it has decided to become a fight, and he counted. One, two, three steps to the bar. Four, five, six to the contract board. Seven to the cellar hatch. Counting was a thing he did. It helped.

Outside, the storm was tearing the Grey Sound apart. Rain came sideways down Lampwick Lane and the fog bells on the Wharves clanged like somebody was hitting them with a plank. Inside, forty people who had nowhere drier to be were packed shoulder to shoulder under the low beams, and in the middle of them, dripping on Hettie Dunmore’s floor, stood the Lantern Company.

They looked like something the tide had brought in and the tide had not wanted either.

“Say it again,” said Brakka Ironsong.

She did not say it loudly. For Brakka that was a bad sign. The captain of the Lantern Company was seven feet of Varr whaler, grey-green and scarred, with lower tusks that showed when she smiled and were showing now. Her coat was soaked black. There was river weed in her hair. The maul she called Auntie leaned against the bar behind her, and her hand was not on it, which was the only reason anybody in the room was still breathing easily.

Across the table from her, Rafe Callow of the Gilded Blades smiled with all his very white teeth.

“I said,” Callow told her, “that the Compact is stripping your licence at month’s end, and everybody knows it, and the only question left in Saltmire is whether you’ll sell that maul before or after they take your chest.” He was a tall, handsome man in a gold-braided coat that had never been rained on. Six of his company stood behind him in matching blue, dry as biscuits. “A barrow full of dead men’s silver, Ironsong, and you let it fall in a river. What was it this time? The ground gave way? The map was wrong?”

“The map was wrong,” said a small anxious voice from somewhere near Brakka’s elbow. “Technically. I want to stress technically. The ground also gave way, but that was after—”

“Oswin,” said Brakka.

“Shutting up.”

Wick edged along the wall with the tray held high. Six to the contract board. He had learned a long time ago that in the Drowned Lantern, when it was about to go off, the place to be was the contract board, because nobody ever threw anything at paper. He got his back against it and felt the pinned notices crackle. One of them, he knew without looking, was the one he always ended up leaning against, as if his body went there on its own. GREY HOUND COMPANY. LOST BY ORDER OF THE MERCHANT COMPACT. Fifteen names. Fifteen months.

The fourth name down was Aldo Marsh.

Hettie had tried to take the notice down twice, because it was old and curling and bad for trade. Both times Wick had pinned it back up before morning. They had stopped talking about it.

“Here’s a thing I know,” Brakka said, still in that quiet voice. “The Compact has a long list of companies that fail, and it hangs it on the wall of the Hall of Scales, and nobody reads it. And it has a short list of companies that run, and the Gilded Blades are at the top. Every time. Lanterns go and look, Callow. That’s the whole job. We went into that barrow, and we came out, and nobody died. You ran from a fog bank in the Saltings three summers ago and left a fisherman’s boy in it.”

Callow’s smile did not move, but one of the Blades behind him shifted his feet.

“Ancient history.”

“Varr don’t have ancient history. We have the Ledger.” She stood up. The bench she had been sitting on came up with her, because she had not let go of it. “And the Ledger says, little gilded man, that you owe that boy a look.”

What happened next happened fast and Wick saw most of it.

A Blade went for Oswin, which was a mistake, because Oswin was small and was therefore nearest. The Blade got two fistfuls of the Pell’s enormous pocketed coat and simply lifted him off the floor like a sack of onions. Oswin dangled. His goggles were pushed up on his bald head and his big dark eyes were enormous and the frill of skin round his neck, which could flare out like a fan when he was excited, had gone completely flat, which on a Pell meant terrified. Glass clinked in forty pockets.

“Please don’t shake me,” Oswin said. “I would like to be very clear. Some of what’s in here is not supposed to be shaken.”

The Blade shook him.

Something in a lower pocket went pop and let out a puff of pink smoke that smelled of camphor and burnt sugar, and the Blade sneezed so violently that he dropped Oswin on his feet and had to let go of everything to hold his own face.

Brakka swung the bench.

She did not swing it at anyone, exactly. She swung it the way you would clear a table with your forearm, across the whole front of the Gilded Blades at about chest height, and the three who were close enough went over backwards into the people behind them, and the people behind them became part of the fight because that was how fights worked. The room came apart. Pewter hit the flagstones. Somebody’s dog started barking under a table. Hettie bellowed from behind the bar, “NOT THE GOOD JUGS,” and nobody listened.

A Blade with a knife came round the end of the bar toward Brakka’s unguarded side. He got three steps.

There was a thunk and his sleeve was nailed to the oak panelling by a slim throwing knife with a black cord grip, and he stopped so hard he nearly took his own arm off. Ilsa Quire was sitting on the end of the bar with her boots on a stool, and she had not appeared to move. She was sixteen, two years older than Wick, with black hair cropped short as a convict’s and a white scar through one eyebrow that made her look as if she was always about to say something unkind. She usually was.

“Oi,” she said. “That’s company property. Don’t bleed on it.”

Wick felt the tray going and got it level again. A pint fell anyway and shattered. He crouched against the contract board with the tray over his head like a roof, and found he was laughing, which was a stupid thing to do and happened to him in fights.

The one person in the room not fighting was the one Wick’s eyes kept going back to, the way they always did.

Seven stood by the hearth with its hands folded, and the brawl went round it as if it were a tree in a river. It was a tree, or near enough. Lumen were grown, not born, and they did not hold with he or she; among Lumen, it was the respectful word, and Seven had once told a Compact clerk who tried sir on it that it was not a sir, it was a tree. It was tall and slender, with skin like smooth pale-green bark, and this far into the year its colours had turned: the green was patched all over with copper and gold, like a birch in October, and when the Blade with the sneeze blundered into it a few small gold leaves shook loose from its shoulders and drifted to the floor. It looked down at him with its still, dark eyes, and steadied him by the elbow, and set him upright, and he was so startled by this that he forgot to hit it.

“You are standing in the fire,” Seven observed. “That is unwise.”

The Blade looked down at his smouldering boot heel and yelped.

Then Rafe Callow, who had been waiting on the far side of the overturned table with the air of a man letting the help sort things out, picked up the second bottle of Hettie’s good brandy and threw it at the back of Brakka’s head.

It was a good throw. Brakka’s back was turned; she was lifting a Blade off Oswin by his belt. The bottle went end over end through the lamplight, and Wick, who noticed things, saw the whole room notice it too and knew that nobody was close enough to do anything.

Seven lifted one hand. Not quickly. It made a small shape in the air with its long fingers, like someone closing a flower.

The bottle stopped.

It hit a patch of air a foot behind Brakka’s head and that air was suddenly full of frost; there was a sound like a boot on thin ice; and the bottle hung for a quarter of a heartbeat sheathed in white, and then dropped straight down and smashed in a spray of ice and brandy and little rainbows of glitter that hung where it had been.

Everybody saw. Everybody stopped.

Brakka turned round, looked at the mess on the floor, looked at Callow, and said, “Oh, you absolute fish.”

And Wick, crouched under his tray, felt the glitter.

That was the only way he ever found to say it. The cold left by the bottle did not stay where it was. It hung in the air for a breath, two breaths, a drift of tiny sparks only he seemed to be looking at, and it pulled at him. He felt it on his face first, the way you feel a window open behind you. Then it went down both his arms, a rush like cold water through the bones, and his fingers tingled and then burned and then were full of something, as if he had scooped up a double handful of snow in the dark.

He had not asked for it. He did not know what to do with it. He thought, very clearly, put it down, and had nowhere to put it down.

The lamps took it.

Every lamp in the Drowned Lantern, twelve brass ship’s lamps on their chains and the big iron ring over the bar, flared at once, and the light they gave was white. A sharp frost-white, like winter sun off ice, so bright that every face in the room went flat and pale and every shadow jumped. The flames stood up tall in their glass and stopped moving. They did not flicker. They looked like flames carved out of something, like a frozen wave. The warmth went out of the room in one gulp. Breath smoked. On the windows, frost-ferns raced across the glass from the edges inward with a sound like a thousand tiny fingernails.

Then, one after another, from the door to the bar, the lamps went out.

Dark. Only the hearth. Forty people breathing, and one dog that had stopped barking.

Wick’s hands hurt. He put them under his arms.

In the firelight Rafe Callow said, in a voice that had lost all its lacquer, “What was that?”

Nobody answered him. Then somebody near the door said, “The Lumen,” and somebody else said, “It was the tree, it threw cold at the lamps,” and it went round the room like that, a mutter, a shuffle, and the Gilded Blades found that they were standing near the door and that it would be a shame not to use it. Callow went last. He paused at the threshold to straighten his gold braid and to look at Brakka, and Brakka looked back at him across the dark, and he went out into the rain without a word, which was the first intelligent thing he had done all night.

The door banged. Hettie struck a taper at the hearth and started relighting lamps with her mouth set in a line.

Brakka threw back her head and laughed until the beams shook. “Seven! By my grandmother’s tusks. I have never seen you do a thing like that in twelve years.”

“No,” said Seven.

It was not looking at Brakka. It was looking across the room, through the people picking up stools, at the boy crouched under a tray against the contract board. It looked, and said nothing at all, and then it bent and picked up one of its own fallen leaves from the floor and put it in its sleeve.



An hour later the taproom was half-mended and three-quarters empty, and Wick was on his knees with a brush getting glass out of the cracks between the flagstones.

“Leave that.” Hettie dropped onto the bench beside him with the grunt of a woman who had been on her feet since dawn. She was sixty-odd and broad and red-faced, and she ran the Drowned Lantern the way a captain ran a ship, which was to say by shouting and then feeding everybody. She put a plate on the floor by his knee. Eel pie, brown bread. “Eat. You look like a drowned cat.”

“I’m all right.”

“You’re shaking.”

He was. He had been since the lamps. He put the brush down and ate the pie with his fingers because they would not work the fork, and it was hot and thick and tasted of pepper and the river, and some of the cold went out of him. Hettie watched him with her arms folded. The dog came out from under its table and leaned on her leg.

“I’ll say this once and then I’ll leave it,” she said. “That notice.”

“No.”

“Wick.”

“No.” He did not look at the board. He did not need to. “It stays up till they come back or till somebody can tell me where they are. That’s all. Then I’ll take it down myself.”

Hettie sighed. It was a long sigh, with the whole of the storm in it. Then she reached over and pushed his wet hair out of his eyes like somebody’s mother.

“Your old gentleman was in Tuesday,” she said. “The one from the Archive, with the cough. Asking after you. ‘How’s the Marsh boy getting on, Mistress Dunmore, is he still reading everything he can lay his hands on.’ Left you a sweet, as he does. The dog had it off the bar before I’d turned round.” She shrugged. “I said you were a nuisance and read the tide tables aloud to the customers. He laughed. Nice man. Lonely, I think. Don’t know why he takes an interest.”

“I ran a message up to the Archive once,” Wick said. “Last spring. He asked me my name and what I was reading.” He ate the last of the bread. “I told him tide tables. He laughed then too.”

“Well. He can bring you another.” She stood up, slapping her knees. “Bed. I’ll finish the glass. Go on. You’re no use to me shaking.”



The attic of the Drowned Lantern was reached by a ladder and a hatch, and it was exactly big enough for a cot, a hook, a candle, and a boy who was small for fourteen. Wick had lived in it for three years. He liked it. The rain was a hand’s breadth above his face on the slates, and when the wind came off the Sound the whole roof creaked and muttered like a ship, and he could lie there and feel the tavern under him settle and tick and go to sleep.

He did not go to sleep.

He sat on the cot with the candle on the floor between his feet and looked at his hands.

The tips of his fingers were white. Not pale. White, like the flesh of a fish, from the first knuckle out to the nail, every one of them, and they ached with a deep slow ache like a bruise. When he pressed his thumb against the candle-glass the glass fogged with cold. He breathed on them. He rubbed them on his trousers. He put them in his armpits and sat hunched over them, rocking a little, and the ache went on, and he counted to it, because counting was what he did, and the thing he counted to was the skipping rhyme that had lived in the back of his head since he was five.

Six lights for six doors,
One for the cellar floor,
Snuff them all and shut your eyes,
And something Quiet comes to rise.

Every child on the Saltings knew it. You skipped to it, and on rise you jumped as high as you could, and nobody had ever told him what it meant.

He made himself stop.

He had not done it on purpose. He kept turning that over. He had not done anything. He had felt the glitter and it had gone into him, and then it had gone out of him into twelve lamps, and he had no more say in it than a gutter has in rain. And it had hurt. And everybody had looked at Seven.

In his pocket was Aldo’s knife, the bone-handled fish knife with the blade worn to a sliver, and he took it out and held it because he always did when he was thinking about his brother. Aldo would have known what to say. Aldo always knew; it was his most annoying quality. Don’t be a sprat about it, Wicky. Think.

What he thought about, in the end, was their mother.

He had been seven. The nets were spread on the Saltings mud to dry, and he had been sitting on a tide-post watching the lamplighter come along the shore road at dusk, and when the lamplighter had reached up his pole to the first lamp Wick had felt the little flame catch, had felt it in his chest like a hiccup, and had laughed and reached toward it, and the lamp had flared up gold and tall as a man—

And his mother had been there in three strides, and had taken his hands in both of hers and folded them shut, and knelt in the mud with her face very close to his. She had not been angry. He remembered that most. She had been frightened, and she had tried not to let him see it, and he had seen it anyway.

“Never show it, Wicky,” she had said. “Never. People will want it.”

She had died the next winter, coughing, with the nets still on the mud. He had never asked her what she meant. He had never done it again, not once in seven years, and had half decided he had made it up.

He looked at his white fingers in the candlelight and knew he had not.

The hatch creaked.

Wick had the knife up before he knew it, which would have been embarrassing with anyone else. But it was not anyone else. A long head, pale and copper and gold, rose through the hatch into the attic like something growing, and with it came a smell he had not expected at all: wet earth, dark and heavy, the smell of the Saltings after rain. Seven looked at him, and at the knife, and at his hands, which he had forgotten to hide.

“Little flame,” Seven said. Its voice was slow and low, like something said from a long way down. “We should talk.”




Chapter Two

“Not here,” said Seven, before Wick had got his mouth open. “Walls have ears, and this one has a cat.”

It was true. Hettie’s cat, a scarred ginger thing called Admiral, sat on the beam over the hatch with its tail round its feet, looking at them both as if it had been paid to.

“Tomorrow. Dawn. The roof.” Seven’s dark eyes went to Wick’s hands again. “Put those in cold water tonight, not warm. Warm will make them worse. And do not do it again.”

“I didn’t do—”

“I know.” A small gold leaf detached from Seven’s shoulder and drifted down through the hatch. “That is why we should talk.”

Then its head sank out of sight, slow as a tide, and Wick was left with the candle and the cat and about four hundred questions.

He put his hands in the washbasin. The water went milky with cold, and after a while the ache eased. He did not sleep much.



Morning came up grey and rinsed, the storm gone out to sea and the city steaming. Seven was gone before light, on some business of Brakka’s at the Wharves; the roof, Hettie said, would keep. Hettie had three messages to run before breakfast and Wick ran them, because that was the job and because it was better than sitting still.

The first was to the harbourmaster on the Wharves, where the fog bells were silent now and the gulls were doing the screaming instead. He went past the harbour wall where the tide tables were chalked up fresh each morning in the harbourmaster’s crabbed hand, high water 7 past 9, ebb to 3 past 4, and he read them without meaning to, as he read everything. Aldo had taught him off that wall. Letters first, then numbers, then the shape of the whole table, sitting on the cold stone with their legs hanging over the water and Aldo’s finger moving along the chalk. That’s a six, Wicky, it’s got a belly.

The second message was to a chandler in Ratchet Row, up through the Pell quarter, where every house leaned on its neighbour and the air smelled of solder-smoke and hot oil. Pell rebuilt what the sea threw away. That was the saying in Saltmire. The sea threw a great deal away.

The third message was to nobody, and he ran it anyway, because it was the one he ran every week.

The Saltings lay south of the city wall, a mile of mudflats and shanties and old tide-posts stuck in the ooze like the ribs of something drowned. He had grown up here. He knew the paths across the mud by heart, which boards held and which did not, and he went out along them at a fast walk with the wind flattening his hair, until he reached the ninth post from the shore road, the one with the lean.

It was just a post. Black oak, salt-silvered, tide-scummed to the height of his chest. Near the top, where the high water did not reach, was a scratched line of waves with notches above it.

He and Aldo had made the marks up the summer Wick was nine, when Aldo had started working the boats and was gone for days. It was a code built on the tide tables: a wave with notches, the notches counting hours; a bar under the wave meant hidden here, look at the foot of the post; a cross meant danger, don’t come; a circle meant safe. Aldo had left him messages here for four years. Little ones. Back Thursday. Bread under the stone. And then the Grey Hounds had taken the contract in the Thornwood, and Aldo had scratched a wave with three notches and a circle, safe, three days, and the Grey Hounds had marched out of the landward gate, and that was fifteen months ago.

Wick crouched and looked at the foot of the post, under the stone, where the bread used to go.

Mud.

He had known it would be mud. He put his fingertips, still faintly white, against the old circle for a moment, and then went back to the city at a run because he was late and because running helped.



He heard the shouting before he was properly into Ratchet Row.

“STOP HIM! My SATCHEL! It’s got PIP in it!”

Oswin Tallowby came out of a chandler’s doorway like a cork from a bottle, frill flared right out round his head like a dish, goggles bouncing on their strap. Something small and fast and grey-brown shot across the street ahead of him with a leather satchel clutched to its chest in both webbed paws, went straight up a drainpipe in four swarming movements, and was on the roof.

Wick had never seen a Skitter so close. Up-top they were a rumour and a curse: the otter-folk who lived under the piers and in the drains, who came out at night and took whatever was not nailed down. This one was child-sized and sleek and whiskered, with a torn left ear, and it paused on the gutter for one instant to look down at the street with bright black eyes, and Wick saw a tin button glint on a string round its neck.

Then it was gone over the ridge.

“Why,” said Ilsa Quire, arriving at Wick’s shoulder with a loaf under her arm, “is it always him.”

“It’s got Pip,” Oswin wailed. “My moth. And the glue-pots, and — oh, stars, the glue-pots, if it drops that on its head it’ll stick to the roof till spring, which, actually, hmm—”

Ilsa had already dropped the loaf in his arms and was going up the drainpipe.

Wick went up after her. He could not have said why. He climbed; it was the thing he was good at. He had climbed every post on the Saltings and once, for a bet, the fog-bell tower, and the drainpipe was nothing, and he came over the ridge on his hands and knees and saw Ilsa already three roofs ahead, running the ridge-tiles like a cat, and the Skitter two roofs beyond her, going like a thrown stone.

“Go home, Saltings boy,” she yelled back without turning her head.

He did not go home.

Ratchet Row’s roofs ran into each other for a quarter of a mile, a jumble of slates and leads and tarred felt and Pell wind-vanes made of scrap. The Skitter went over a gap between two houses without breaking stride, and Ilsa went over after it, and Wick came up to the gap and looked down at four floors of nothing and jumped, and landed badly, and rolled, and was up again with his palms stinging.

“You’re going to die,” Ilsa shouted.

“I’m fine!”

“Nobody asked!”

The Skitter dropped off the end of the row into a lead gutter that ran along the back of a tannery, a long sloping trough a foot wide with the stink of the pits rising off the yard below. It ran the gutter like a path. Ilsa went into it a few yards behind and ran it too, arms out, boots slapping on the lead. Wick saw she was going to catch it, she was faster, she was much faster, and then he saw the Skitter glance back, and reach down with one webbed paw without slowing, and flip up a loose length of guttering so that it stood on end for a moment like a trap-door.

Ilsa went into it at a dead run.

She did not fall. She was too good for that. But she hit it, and sprawled, and lost four strides, and said a word Wick had only ever heard from sailors.

He had not followed her into the gutter. He had gone up instead, over the tannery ridge, where he could see the whole yard and the grey chop of the harbour beyond. He saw the Skitter come to the end of the gutter where it emptied into a drain mouth, a black pipe in the yard wall as wide as a barrel, and dive in head first with the satchel, and he thought: drains go to the water, and he knew where the water was.

He went down the far side of the tannery roof on his backside, dropped to a shed, dropped to the lane, and ran for the Wharves.

He got there first. It was the only time he ever beat Ilsa Quire at anything, and he was too out of breath to enjoy it.

The drain came out under the fishmongers’ pier, a stone mouth dribbling into the harbour, and a barnacled stair ran down beside it to the water. Wick stopped at the top of the stair with his chest heaving and heard splashing below in the dark, and then a small grey-brown shape came scrambling out of the pipe onto the lowest step with the satchel in its teeth, shaking water off its fur, and looked up, and saw him, and went still.

Ilsa dropped off the pier edge above and landed on the step behind it with a knife in her hand.

“Right,” she said. “End of the line, drain-rat.”

The Skitter looked at her, and at the water, and at Wick, and sat down. Up close it was thin. Its ribs showed through its wet fur. The torn ear had healed badly. The tin button on its string was the brightest thing about it; it had been polished until it shone.

“Skritch didn’t take nothing valuable,” it said. Its voice was quick and high, like a whistle. “Just the bag. Big-folk’s got lots of bags. Skritch looked inside and it’s only a tin bug and some pots that smell no-no, nothing shiny, nothing to eat, Skritch would’ve given it back—”

“Course you would,” said Ilsa. “Captain Osei’s on the quay. She can have you.” She said to Wick, not taking her eyes off the Skitter: “Watch catches a Skitter thieving, they brand it. Here.” She touched the inside of her wrist with the knife-point. “Does the warren a favour. Means they can see which ones to throw out.”

The Skitter’s whiskers went flat against its face.

Wick looked up the quay. He could see her: Captain Ruth Osei of the Tidewatch, a tall dark tired-looking woman in the blue-grey coat, standing with two of her men by the weighing-house fifty yards off. He could have called out. Ilsa was waiting for him to.

“Give the bag back,” he said instead.

The Skitter looked at him for a moment. Then it climbed two steps, slowly, and put the satchel down by his foot, and backed off again.

Wick crouched and opened the flap. Inside, among stoppered jars wrapped in rags, something stirred: a moth as big as his palm, made of brass and clockwork and painted tin, with a tiny glass bead in its thorax that glowed a sleepy green. It crawled up onto his thumb and opened and shut its wings, tick, tick, and he felt a stupid lump in his throat.

“It’s all there,” he said. “Let him go.”

“What?”

“Let him go. He gave it back.”

“He gave it back because I’ve got a knife at his neck.” Ilsa’s voice had gone flat. “You know what you’re doing? You’re teaching him it works. Next week it’s somebody’s purse and the week after it’s a child’s shoes off its feet, Saltings boy, I’ve seen it—”

“He’s starving,” Wick said. “Look at him.”

“Everybody’s starving.”

“Then one less.” He straightened up with the satchel under his arm and the moth on his thumb and looked at the Skitter, who was looking at him with an expression he could not read at all. “Go on. Go.”

The Skitter did not go at once. It stood on the stair with the harbour slapping at its feet, and put one webbed paw flat on its chest, over the button.

“Skritch owes you,” it said. “Squeak true.”

Then it turned and went into the water without a splash and was gone under the pier.

Ilsa put her knife away so hard it clicked.

“You,” she said, “are going to get somebody killed.” And she went up the stair without looking back, and he followed, and neither of them said anything all the way to Lampwick Lane, except that at the corner she said, “I’d have had him if he hadn’t flipped that lead,” and Wick said, “I know,” and that was true, so it did not help.



The Archivist was already in the Drowned Lantern when they got back.

Wick knew him at once, though he had only spoken to him once: a thin stooped old man at the Lanterns’ table by the hearth, in a black scholar’s coat gone green at the seams, with ink-stained fingers and little round spectacles and a cough he turned politely into his sleeve. Benedek Quill, Keeper of the Compact Archive. On the table in front of him lay a sheet of paper with a great blob of red wax at the bottom, and Brakka was looking at it the way a very hungry person looks at a pie.

“Three hundred marks,” she said, as Wick came in.

“Three hundred,” Quill agreed, “on return. Whatever you find. That is the Compact’s seal, Captain, not mine; the Archive is the Compact’s memory, and the Archive’s purse pays it. We want to know what became of the Grey Hound Company. The Compact wrote them off a year ago and a year is long enough for a bad conscience.” He coughed, and took a paper twist from his pocket, and sucked a lozenge. Camphor. “Their captain filed a route. We want the route walked, their camp found if it still stands, and their records brought home, if there are any. Fifteen people, Captain. Fifteen families.”

“And a barrow of nothing at the end of it,” said Ilsa, dropping onto a stool.

“Perhaps. Perhaps not. The Grey Hounds were in the Thornwood on a salvage contract. Carrovan ruins. Something took them. I should like to know what.” The old man’s gaze went round the table and came to rest on Wick, and stayed there, and warmed. “And this is the Marsh boy. Good morning, Wick. Mistress Dunmore tells me you had an exciting night.”

“Morning, sir.” Wick put the satchel down by Oswin, who seized it and began counting jars under his breath. Pip flew off Wick’s thumb and landed on the Pell’s goggles and sat there, ticking.

“Your brother spoke of you, you know.” Quill smiled. “Before he marched. Two years ago, a little more, he came to my Archive asking about old maps, Carrovan maps, which not many do. A serious young man. He said his little brother could read the tide tables better than the harbourmaster, and that he was going to make sure the boy never had to go on the boats.” He took out the paper twist again and held it across the table. “Lozenge? For the cold. It gets into the chest, this weather.”

Wick took one. It was sharp and medicinal and made his eyes water, and under it his throat went tight, because I’m going to make sure you never go on the boats was a thing Aldo had actually said, in the attic, the night before he marched. Wick had never told anyone that.

“Which brings me to the clause,” Quill said, turning back to Brakka, and his finger went to a line on the paper. “Six hundred, if the boy goes with you.”

The table went quiet. Oswin stopped counting.

“He knows his brother’s hand,” Quill said, gently, as if explaining to a child. “He knows how the Grey Hounds marked a trail; his brother would have used what they used. Papers, scratched signs, a cache. Your company could walk past a hundred of those, Captain, and never see them. He would not.” He coughed, and smiled a little, ruefully. “And I will be honest, since it is my purse. I have read a great deal about what happens to people who go looking for Carrovan doors. Double is what it costs to be sure that whoever walks that road has a reason to walk back. A brother is a reason. I know of nothing that holds a company together like one.”

“No,” said Brakka.

“Six hundred marks would—”

“I know what it would. No children. Children die.” She said it flatly, the way you state the weather. “That’s not a price, Archivist, it’s a rule.”

Quill inclined his head. “Then three hundred. The offer stands either way.” He coughed, folded his hands, and looked up at the lamps over the bar, which were burning ordinary and yellow. “Your lamplighters are worse than my clerks, Mistress Dunmore,” he said, to Hettie, mildly. “I had the whole of it on the Terraces before my breakfast. Frost on the windows and every lamp in the house burning white.” He shook his head. “I did not know one weaver could do that.”

Nobody at the table had said anything about the lamps.

Wick looked at Hettie, behind the bar. Hettie was wiping a jug and not looking at anyone. He looked at Seven, standing by the hearth with its hands folded, and Seven’s face gave nothing. And he thought: it was last night. It was raining. How does a thing get up the Terraces that fast?

“Watch sergeant drinks here,” Brakka said, following his look, and shrugged. “Saw it. Half of Lampwick Lane’s heard by now, I shouldn’t wonder.”

“Half of Lampwick Lane,” Quill agreed, “and all of my clerks.” He gathered his coat about him and stood, slowly, a hand on the table. “I shall want your answer by tomorrow night, Captain. The Compact’s patience is not long. Mine is longer, but it is not what it was.” He nodded to Wick, kindly. “Look after those hands, young man. They are the only pair you get.” And he went out into the fog.

When he had gone, Brakka sat and looked at the red seal with her tusks showing.

“Three hundred keeps the licence,” Oswin said, very quietly. “Just. If Hettie forgives the window.”

“I know what it keeps.”

“I’d like to—” Wick heard his own voice and could not stop it. “I’d like to go. Captain. I can read. I know the marks. I know his marks. If there’s anything of Aldo’s out there—”

“No.”

“I’d carry. I’d cook. I’m not asking for a share—”

“Sprat.” Brakka turned her head, and her face was not unkind, and that was somehow worse. “I had a crew once. Not this one. Before. I led them somewhere on a stranger’s say-so for a stranger’s coin, and I brought back six out of thirty, and three of the ones I didn’t were younger than you.” She tapped the table once with one enormous finger. “No children. I’ll go and find your brother, boy. That’s a thing I’ll do for you, and it goes in the Ledger. But you’ll be here when I bring him.”

She picked up the contract and went out to the yard to think, which for Brakka meant hitting a fence-post with Auntie until it fell over.

Wick stood by the table with the lozenge burning on his tongue and his white-tipped fingers curled into his palms.

“Well,” said Ilsa. She had got up, and was pulling her coat on, and she stopped beside him on her way to the door and looked at him with the scar through her eyebrow and no particular expression. “That’s that, then. You’re not coming, Saltings boy.”

“Yes I am,” said Wick.

She looked at him a breath longer. Then she snorted, and went out.

He stood where he was until the camphor was gone from his mouth. Then he went to the contract board, and put his hand flat on the Grey Hound notice, over the fourth name, and started to work out how.




Chapter Three

The roof of the Drowned Lantern at dawn was a cold wet slope of slates with the whole of Saltmire laid out below it in fog, and Seven was already there, sitting on the ridge with its long legs folded and its bark beaded with dew as if it had been there all night. Perhaps it had. Wick came up through the skylight with his teeth chattering and sat down beside it, and for a while the only sound was the fog bells on the Wharves.

“There are six Currents,” Seven said at last.

“I know. Ember, Rime, Gale, Loam, Tide, Gleam. Fire, cold, air, earth, water, light.” Wick heard himself talking too fast and could not slow down. “Weavers draw one through a form. A shape in your head, or a word, or your hands. Aldo told me that much—”

“Good. Then be quiet and watch.”

Seven laid one long hand flat on the slates.

Frost grew out from under its fingers, not a crust but ferns, white and branching and perfect, racing across the wet slate in curls and feathers until a patch the size of a table was covered in them. Wick felt it before he saw it. A bite at the back of his nose, like winter air. And then the glitter above the slates, the drift of cold sparks he had felt in the taproom, hanging there for a breath, two breaths—

“That is the wake,” said Seven. “After any casting, some of the Current stays in the air a little while, like a smell after a fire. Every weaver feels a little of their own. Nobody else feels anything.” It turned its still dark eyes on him. “Now take it.”

“How?”

“You did it with twelve lamps and no idea. Do it with an idea.”

Wick held out his hand. It was shaking already.

This time he did not try to put it down. He let it come. He saw it, this time: a thread of light, thin as a hair, pale blue-white, running from the frost-ferns to the ends of his fingers, and the cold ran up it and into his hand, and he had a double fistful of snow in the dark again, and he held it.

“Now give it a shape. Not a big one. Small, little flame. Small.”

He thought: snow.

It snowed.

It snowed on the roof of the Drowned Lantern, in a space the size of a washtub: fat soft flakes that whirled around his hand and settled on the slates and on his sleeve and on the end of Seven’s nose. He laughed out loud. He had made it out of nothing but what was in the air, and it was beautiful, and it was his, and it went on for the length of a held breath and then thinned and stopped, and his fingers were white to the second knuckle and ached like fury.

“Again,” he said. “Let me do it again.”

“Do it, then.”

He reached for the glitter.

There was no glitter. The wake had gone, used up, and the air was just air. He reached anyway, with everything he had, and felt the cold go down his arms with nothing at the end of it, like putting a bucket down a dry well. He pulled, and pulled, and nothing came, and when he opened his eyes his hand was shaking and dead white and empty.

“Yes,” said Seven, gently. “That is the other half of it.”

Wick put his hand under his arm. “I can’t do anything alone.”

“Alone, no. You are a Kindler, little flame. One in a generation, perhaps. A Kindler does not draw from any Current. A Kindler feels the wake of all of them, and catches it, and weaves it into something new. Two together, which no weaver can do. But with nothing in the air, a Kindler has nothing. You are a lamp. You need someone to light you.”

“So I’m a bucket.”

“You are a lamp.”

“I’m a bucket. You can put things in me and that’s all.” He was angry, suddenly, and did not know at whom. “Why does it hurt?”

“Because you took it.” Seven said this as if it were the simplest thing in the world. “Taken, it bites. Remember that. And remember this, because it matters more than anything I will tell you: a Kindler who is afraid, or made to kindle, holds almost nothing. It must be given, or it must be chosen. Your mother knew that, I think. It is why she told you to hide.”

“How do you know what my mother told me?”

“I do not. I know what I would have told you.” Seven unfolded itself and stood, enormous against the sky. “There are people who want Kindlers, little flame. There always have been. Kindlers open things. Hide your hands.”

“Then take me with you,” Wick said. “To the Thornwood. I’ll be safer with you than here. You know that.”

“I know that.”

“Then—”

“Brakka’s choice. Not mine.” It went to the skylight. “Ask her.”



He asked her. It went about as well as hitting a fence-post with a maul.

“No,” said Brakka, for the fourth time, and pulled Auntie’s head free of the fallen post. “Same as last night, same as tomorrow. No, Sprat. Ask again and I’ll have Hettie lock you in the cellar till we’re gone.”

“I can read the marks—”

“And I can read the Ledger. Children die. Now get out of my yard.”

He got out of her yard by the alley gate, and that was how he saw Lucky Dan Harker.

Everybody on the Wharves knew Harker. The Gaffs ran the fish-porters and the night-boats and half the pawnshops on the quay, and Lucky Dan ran the Gaffs: a big soft-faced man with a gold tooth and a walking stick he did not need. He was leaning against the alley wall with two of his men, and Ilsa Quire was standing in front of him with her chin up, so very still that Wick stopped in the gate.

”—new moon, Ilsa, love,” Harker was saying. “That’s the arrangement. Twenty marks on the new moon, or the arrangement changes. I don’t want it to change. I liked your brother. Glad he’s well. Upriver with your auntie, is it? Lovely country.” He patted her cheek with two fingers. “New moon.”

He pushed off the wall and went past Wick without looking at him, and his men went after.

Ilsa turned. Her face was white under the scar.

“You say a word about that,” she said, “to anyone, anyone, Saltings boy, and I’ll pin your ear to the board. Understand?”

“I didn’t hear anything.”

“Good.” She went past him too, and then stopped, and said without turning round, “Three hundred pays the licence and the chest and Hettie’s window and nothing else. So don’t you dare get in the way of this contract.”

She went.



The lamps in the cellar started to dim at a quarter past ten.

Wick was down there because Hettie had sent him for a cask, and because the taproom above was full of the company drinking three hundred marks’ worth of courage on their last night in Saltmire, and he could not stand to be in it. He had the cask on his shoulder when the lamp went from yellow to orange to a dull coal-red, all in a breath, as if somebody had turned it down.

Nobody had.

He stood still. The cellar was long and low, barrels on one side and the old arch of a Low Streets drain on the other, bricked shut a hundred years ago. It was always cold down here. It was not always this cold. His breath smoked in the red light. On the nearest barrel, as he watched, frost grew across the oak in a slow grey bloom.

And the drain arch was not bricked shut any more. The bricks lay on the floor in a fan, as if they had been pushed out from inside, quietly, a long time ago or a minute ago, and the dark behind them was blacker than dark should be.

The lamp went out.

He did not scream. He put the cask down without a sound and backed toward the stair, counting — one, two, three — with his hand on the wall, and the wall was so cold it burned, and the dark in the drain arch moved.

It came out low to the ground. He saw it against the grey rectangle of the stair-light: a dog, big, lean, and wrong. It did not pant. It did not click its claws on the stone. It made no sound at all, and its edges smoked, as if it were made of ash that had not decided to settle, and its eyes were the flat wet grey of slate in rain. Behind it came another. And behind them, stooping under the arch, came a man.

He had been Tidewatch once. The coat was still blue-grey under the rot. His face was a grey smudge with two grey stones in it, and when he stepped down onto the cellar floor it made no sound.

Six lights for six doors, said the rhyme in Wick’s head.

He went up the stair three at a time and burst into the taproom yelling.

“Quiet! The Quiet, in the cellar, they’re coming UP—”

The taproom was nearly empty: Hettie, the company, two old men by the door. Then Seven, by the hearth, said, “Yes,” in a voice like a door closing, and every lamp in the taproom dimmed at once, and the warmth went out of the room like water out of a tipped bowl.

Brakka was on her feet with Auntie before anybody else had moved.

“Hettie, the old men, upstairs, now. Oswin, lights, everything you’ve got. Ilsa, the door.” She was grinning, and her voice was enormous and glad. “Sprat, behind me. Behind me. Seven—”

“I know.”

The cellar hatch burst open.

The first dog came up through it like smoke, with no sound, and Brakka met it with Auntie in a swing that would have taken a wall down, and the maul went through it. It came apart in a burst of grey ash, and where it had stood the flagstones were white with frost. The second dog went not for Brakka but for the hearth, for the fire, and Seven lifted both hands and the fire flared white and the dog flinched off it with a soundless snap and came round the room low and fast, under the tables, and the lamps were going out.

One by one. The one by the door first. Then the next.

“Tables!” Brakka roared. “Oswin, light!”

Oswin threw a glass egg. It hit the floor in front of the second dog and went off with a crack and a flash of raw yellow so bright that Wick saw the bones in his own hand. The dog screamed without sound, mouth gaping, and reeled, and Ilsa’s knife went into its eye from across the room and it fell in on itself in a heap of ash.

Then the man came up.

He was slow. The slowness was worse than the dogs. He simply came, up the steps and across the floor, and the table Brakka had kicked in front of him he walked through as if it were fog, the wood splitting with a sound like ice, and the frost went out ahead of him across the flagstones like a tide. The fourth lamp went out. The fifth.

Snuff them all and shut your eyes.

Brakka hit him.

It should have ended there. Auntie’s head took him square in the chest with Brakka’s whole weight behind it, and it went in, and it stuck, as if the maul had gone into cold tar, and the Quiet man did not fall. He put up one grey hand and closed it on the haft, and Brakka’s arms went white to the elbow, and she made a sound Wick had never heard a Varr make. She went down on one knee. Then on both. Her breath smoked and stopped smoking. The grey man leaned down over her and the last lamp but one went out.

“Oswin,” Seven said. “Ember. Now. All of it.”

“It’s just flash-powder, it won’t do anything—”

“Not to him. For the boy.”

Oswin looked at Wick. His frill was flat as a plate. Then he tore a paper cartridge open with his teeth and threw it into the hearth, and the hearth went up in a gout of yellow fire to the chimney, and the air was suddenly full of a warm shimmer and the smell of hot iron, and that was Ember, and Wick felt it like a hand on his face.

And at the same moment Seven opened both its hands toward the ceiling and the air round its fingers went bright at the edges, the way the world does when you have looked at the sun, and that was Gleam.

Two threads. One gold-red, one white, running from the air to his hands. He did not think. He grabbed them both.

It was like holding fire and ice at once. It went up his arms into his chest and he could not breathe, and the thing on the floor was killing Brakka, and he threw both hands out toward it and let go of everything.

The light that came out of him was white. Not frost-white; burning white, a bar of it as thick as his arm, and it hit the Quiet man in the back and lit the whole room like noon. The grey man came apart, slowly, from the inside out, the dark in him burning away in threads until there was nothing holding the rotted coat up and it dropped onto the frost in a heap of ash and brass buttons. Auntie clanged on the floor. The last lamp came back on, yellow and ordinary.

Wick fell down.

His legs simply stopped, and the floor came up, and he lay on the flagstones with the cold going through him in waves like the ebb, shaking so hard his teeth clicked, his hands dead white to the wrist.

Somebody’s enormous grey-green hand turned him over. Brakka’s face, with frost in her eyebrows.

“That,” she said hoarsely, “is Ledger, Sprat. That goes in the Ledger, and I’ll pay it.” Then, over her shoulder: “Seven. What did he do?”

Seven had come to stand over them both. It smelled of wet earth so strongly that Wick could taste it, and its face was set like bark.

“He caught a wake,” it said. “Two. And they came for it.” It crouched, slow, and took one of Wick’s white hands in its own warm one, and the ache eased a fraction. “Little flame. The Quiet drink light and they drink warmth, but what they hunger for is this.” It turned his hand over. “They were under the Low Streets, sleeping, and last night you lit twelve lamps, and tonight you did this. You taste like a door to them. They will come wherever you are.”

Brakka sat back on her heels in the ash and looked at the wreck of the taproom, the split table, the frost already going to water, Hettie’s white face at the top of the stairs.

“They’ll come here,” she said. “Every night.”

“Yes.”

“Or they’ll come where he is.”

“Yes.”

Brakka said a Varr word, a long one, with her grandmother’s tusks in it, and stood up.

“Pack your things, Sprat,” she said. “You’re coming.”



Archivist Quill came at midnight, in a hooded cloak, with his cough and a leather tube under his arm, and stood in the ruin of the taproom and said, “Oh, my dear Captain,” with such real distress that Hettie made him sit down and gave him brandy. He had heard, he said. Half of Lampwick Lane had heard.

He had brought the map.

He unrolled it on the one unbroken table and Wick, wrapped in two blankets by the hearth with his hands in a bowl of cold water, leaned over to see. Old vellum, beautifully drawn: the Old Road, Coldwater Crossing, Greystep at the wood’s edge, and in the Thornwood a scatter of tiny ruined towers, and among them, inked small and exact, a round door in a hillside with a note in a fine scholar’s hand. Entrance (lower). Not on Compact surveys.

“The Grey Hounds’ route, and the ruin they were sent to,” Quill said. “The old surveys show the towers. Nobody has found the lower entrance in four hundred years. I believe I have. It took me most of my life, and I would rather it did not go to waste.”

“He’s coming,” Brakka said. “The boy. Write your six hundred down somewhere it can’t be rubbed out.”

Quill’s eyebrows went up over his spectacles. “Is he, indeed.” He looked at Wick, at the blankets and the bowl of water, and whatever he thought he kept behind his face. “Then I am glad. And I am glad I brought this.” He reached into his coat.

It was a small fat book bound in brown calf, worn soft. A Short Account of the Carrovan Empire and Its Fall. Inside the front cover was a bookplate, the kind that people with more than one book pasted in to say so: a little engraved crest, and under it, Ex libris B. Quill.

“Mind you bring it back. I am fond of it.”

“Thank you, sir.” Wick held it in his white fingers and did not know what to say.

Quill gathered his cloak. At the door he paused and spoke to Brakka, lower.

“One more thing, Captain. There is an Ashborn woman in the city, an envoy of one of their trading houses. Sel. She has been at my Archive twice this week, asking about your contract. Who holds it, where it leads.” His face was troubled. “The Ashborn have their own ideas about Carrovan ruins. I should be careful of her.”

“I’m careful of everybody,” Brakka said. “That’s why I’m old.”

“Just so.” He nodded. “Good night, Captain. Good night, Wick.” At the threshold he looked back once, at the cellar hatch, and the frost on the flagstones round it. “And mind the cellar, as they say.”



Wick went down to the cellar before dawn, alone, with a candle, because nobody had told him not to and because he had to know.

Oswin had hung three flash-powder eggs on strings across the drain arch, with a note that said DO NOT TOUCH in letters that got more anxious toward the end. Wick ducked under the strings and held the candle into the dark.

Stone steps, going down. The Low Streets. The old city under the city, where nobody went. The cold breathed up out of it, but it was only cellar-cold now.

And on the second step down, fresh, white, scratched into the stone with claws, were marks.

Every Saltings child knew them. The Skitter cut them on the pier-piles and drain-mouths for each other: a cross for food here, a wave for good water, and the one every child learned to run from, two slashes over a circle.

No-no.

He counted them, because he always counted. Nine. They went down the steps into the dark, one on every stair, getting deeper and more ragged as they went, as if whoever had scratched them had been in more of a hurry each time.

The Skitter were leaving the Low Streets.

Wick stood on the top step with the candle shaking in his white hand and understood that the thing in the cellar had not been the start of anything. It had only been the first thing to wake up.




Chapter Four

The carriage was black, lacquered, and parked across the landward gate as if it owned it.

Wick smelled it before he had worked out what it was. Camphor, sharp and clean and strange, drifting down the muddy road on the morning wind and cutting through the ordinary Saltmire stink of coal and fish. It came from a line of chests strapped to the carriage roof, dark red wood with brass corners. Two horses stood in the traces, steaming. Two men stood beside the door, identical, tall, bronze-skinned, in long dark coats, with their hands folded in front of them in exactly the same way; and when the Lantern Company came trudging up the road with its chest on a handcart and Wick at the back with a pack as big as himself, one of them opened the carriage door without a word and a woman got out.

She was Ashborn. Wick had seen Ashborn traders on the Wharves but never close. She was tall and very straight, in a dress of some dark heavy stuff with a high collar, and her skin had the sheen of polished bronze, and when she breathed out her breath steamed in the cold air, thick and white, as if she had a furnace in her somewhere. On the tips of her fingers she wore silver thimbles. Every one. They caught the light when she moved her hands.

“Captain Ironsong,” she said. Her voice was clipped and precise and had no warmth in it at all. “I am Veyra Sel, of the house of Sel. I will not keep you long.”

“You’re keeping me now,” said Brakka.

“Then I will be brief.” Veyra Sel looked along the company, at Oswin peering over the handcart, at Ilsa with her thumbs in her belt, at Seven, and at Wick, and her eyes stayed on Wick for a moment longer than on anyone else. “You hold a contract under the Compact’s seal to walk the Grey Hounds’ road into the Thornwood. Whose purse is behind the seal I have not been told. I will pay you four hundred marks, this morning, in silver, to tear it up and stay in Saltmire. My men have the coin in the carriage. You need not go further than this gate.”

There was a silence in which the horses shifted.

“Four hundred,” said Oswin faintly. “That’s — I mean, arithmetically—”

“Oswin.”

“Shutting up.”

Brakka walked up to the Ashborn woman until she was close enough to look down at her, which took some doing, because Veyra Sel was tall. “Why?”

“Because some doors are closed for good reasons, Captain.” The Ashborn did not step back. “Take your gold and go home. Especially the boy.”

Brakka’s eyes narrowed. “What do you know about the boy?”

“I know that somebody wants him in that wood badly enough to pay for it, and that whoever it is has hidden their name under a seal. Ask yourself why, Captain.” Veyra turned her head and looked at Wick, and he felt it like heat on his face. “Child. Come here.”

He did not want to. He went anyway, because Brakka had not said not to, and the Ashborn woman put out one thimbled hand and took his chin and turned his face to the light, and her hand was hot. Not warm. Hot, like a cup of tea held too long; it made him flinch. She looked at his eyes. She looked at his hands, and her mouth tightened, and she let him go.

“Go home,” she said to him, low. “Whatever you have been promised. Go home.”

“My brother’s out there,” Wick said.

Her mouth opened a fraction, and shut again, and the thimbled hand that had let go of his chin closed at her side.

“Here’s where you can put your four hundred, Ashborn,” Brakka said, and told her, in some detail, and Oswin covered Pip’s glow-cell with his hand as if the moth should not hear it. Veyra Sel listened without expression. When Brakka had finished, she inclined her head a precise inch.

“Then you are warned, Captain. I will not say I did not warn you.” To the twins: “Dace. Toren.” She got back into the carriage.

The twins climbed up. As the carriage pulled aside to let the handcart past, Wick, who noticed things, saw one of the twins on the near side lean down from the box as Ilsa went by, and saw something small pass from his hand to hers, and saw her pocket it without breaking stride or turning her head.

She saw him see. Her face did not change at all.

“What was—”

“Nothing,” said Ilsa. “Walk.”



The Old Road ran inland from the landward gate as straight as a ruled line, because the Carrovans had built it and the Carrovans had not believed in bends. It was cracked now, and grass grew in the cracks, and every mile or so a stone marker leaned by the verge with its lettering worn to nothing. The land on either side was flat wet pasture and then rising heath. By the middle of the morning Saltmire was a grey smudge behind them and the fog had thinned to a high white sky, and Wick’s pack straps had found the two places on his shoulders where they meant to live for the rest of the journey.

He learned a great deal in the first day.

He learned that Oswin’s coat had forty pockets and that Oswin could tell you what was in every one of them, and would, if you walked beside him; that the lower left-hand ones were the ones you did not jostle; that the camphor smell that came off him was the solvent for his glue-pots, and he was sorry about it, it was in the leather now and would not come out. He learned that Oswin talked to Pip, constantly, in a low voice, as if the moth were a nervous dog. There, Pip. Only a crow. Nothing to see.

He learned that Brakka sang.

“Forty tusks upon the shore, and forty more to come — oh, FORTY tusks upon the shore—”

It was not singing in the way Wick understood the word. Varr songs were meant to be heard through the hull of one ship from the deck of another, across a mile of water, and Brakka sang at that pitch on a quiet road in the middle of nowhere, with her head back and her eyes shut, so loud that a hare went up out of the heath a hundred yards off and ran for its life.

“How many verses are there?” he asked Oswin.

“Nobody knows. She’s never got to the end. She says her grandmother knew.” Oswin winced as Brakka hit a note that was not, strictly, a note. “Verse eleven is about a ship’s cook. Verse twenty is about the same ship’s cook. I have theories.”

He learned that Seven walked at the back, slowly, and shed. Little gold and copper leaves fell from it every so often and lay on the road behind them, and once he looked back and saw their trail stretching away down the Old Road like a line of coins, and felt something that he did not have a word for.

And he learned that Ilsa Quire could walk all day ten yards ahead of everyone and never once look round.

He did not tell any of them about the nine scratched marks on the cellar stair. He meant to. He had the words ready twice, walking beside Oswin, and both times something else came out instead, and by noon it had become one of those things that gets harder to say the longer you carry it. The Skitter were leaving the Low Streets. The Lanterns were leaving Saltmire. It would keep.



He tried to kindle alone in the afternoon, because he was an idiot.

They had stopped at a stream, and he went a little way downstream round a bend, where nobody could see, and crouched on a flat rock, and reached for the air over the water with everything in him, in case the roof had been a bad morning. It had not. The cold went down his arms and his fingers went white and nothing came, and when he opened his eyes Ilsa Quire was standing on the bank above him with her arms folded.

“So,” she said. “You’re special.”

“I’m a bucket,” Wick said, and put his hands in the stream.

She waited, as if there might be more. There was not. She turned and went back up the bank. But she had not laughed, and he turned that over for a long time afterward and could not decide what it meant.



They made camp at dusk in the lee of the first waystation: a square of broken imperial wall with a hearth still in it, and a roof of nothing. Brakka built the fire. Oswin cooked, which turned out to mean that he put things in a pot and talked to them anxiously until they were done, and it was better than it had any right to be: salt pork, onions, a hard Pell sparkbread that he broke over the pot so that the toasted salts on the crust went pop in the steam. Wick ate until he could not move. Then Brakka wiped her bowl with her finger and said, “Right. Sprat. Lesson,” and he sat up.

“Seven told you about the wake.”

“Yes.”

“And you’ve done the thing where you reach and there’s nothing. Good. That’s the first lesson and it’s done.” Brakka held up one enormous hand with the fingers spread. “Here’s the second. A weaver draws a form, and it tires you a bit, and you can draw all day. But a form can be snapped. You put everything into it at once and it does ten times what it should, and then it’s gone till you’ve slept. Snap too many in a day and you go slack. Like you were on Hettie’s floor last night.” Her face was serious in the firelight. “And slack is the one thing the Murk can smell. So don’t snap on the first door. Old saying. Means save it.”

“But you’re not a weaver,” Wick said. “You fight.”

Brakka laughed, and the fire jumped.

“Every living form carries a Current, Sprat. Every one. Weavers draw them through words and shapes and we draw them through this—” she slapped her own thigh ”—and the mercenaries’ word for a fighter is weaver of the body. Mine’s Loam.” She put her hand flat on the ground and the ground hummed, a low grit-buzz Wick felt in his back teeth, and a ring of dust jumped round her fingers. “Earth. Stone. I’m a Varr, I’m made of it. My war-cry’s a Loam form. Snapped it once, at a cliff. The cliff lost.”

“Gale,” said Ilsa from the other side of the fire, without looking up from the knife she was cleaning. “Air. It’s in the throw.” She flicked the knife and it went end over end into the dark and thocked into something, and a stir went through the air by Wick’s cheek that lifted his hair. “Every weaver of the body’s got one. Don’t make it a thing.”

“Ember,” said Oswin, apologetically. “Fire. Which you would think would be useful, in my line, and it is, mostly, except when it’s in the wrong pocket.” His frill flickered. “Pip’s Gleam, technically, but Pip’s not alive. We’ve discussed it.”

“Rime and Gleam,” said Seven, from the shadows beyond the firelight, where it stood with its face turned up to the stars. “Cold and light. Both. That is uncommon. I was grown that way.”

Wick looked round at them all. The fire spat. He thought about the little rainbows hanging where the bottle had been, and the warm shimmer off Oswin’s flash-powder, and the white at the edges of Seven’s hands, and understood something.

“So if any of you snaps a form—”

“There’s a wake,” said Brakka. “A big one. Everything snapped goes somewhere.”

“Everything snapped goes somewhere, little flame,” Seven agreed, in its slow deep voice. “Even a thrown knife leaves a breath of Gale.”

Ilsa got up and went to fetch her knife out of the dark. When she came back she sat down, not where she had been sitting, but on Wick’s side of the fire, a yard off, and began cleaning it again. She did not say anything. After a while she held out the sparkbread without looking at him and he took a piece and it popped between his teeth.

“Pity you’re a bucket,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Buckets are useful, mind. If somebody’s got something to put in them.”

He looked at her. The scar through her eyebrow was pale in the firelight. She was not smiling, but she was not not smiling, either, and he decided that was the best he was going to get and that it was, actually, quite a lot.



He woke in the dark because something was looking at him.

He lay still. The fire had burned to embers and Oswin was snoring in a complicated way and the stars had wheeled round. Beyond the broken wall, the heath was a flat black nothing, and at the edge of the nothing, where a stand of thorn trees grew along the stream, something glinted. Small. Low to the ground. A single point of light, as if a coin were catching the last of the embers.

Then it moved, and he saw the shape round it for a breath: child-sized, sleek, a head turning. The glint was a tin button on a string.

It was gone before he could sit up. He lay there with his heart going and told himself that it had been a fox, and knew it had not. Skitter did not leave the city. Everybody knew that. Skitter did not leave the water.

He did not sleep again.



Brakka saw the riders at dawn, from the top of the waystation wall, and looked at them until the sun was clear of the heath, and then said, “Huh.”

Wick climbed up beside her. The Old Road ran back the way they had come, dead straight, a pale line across the heath to the smudge of the city, and on it, perhaps a mile behind, were two riders on dark horses. They were not hurrying. They were not trying to hide. When the sun came over the heath behind them, it struck something at their shoulders that was not a Tidewatch blue nor a Gilded Blades gold, but the dull bronze of long dark coats, and Wick saw their breath go up in the cold air, thick and white and steaming.

“Ashborn,” said Brakka. She did not sound surprised. “Well. She did warn us.”

She climbed down, and picked up Auntie, and said, “Forty tusks upon the shore—” at a volume that would have reached the riders perfectly well, and the company broke camp and walked on into the morning with the Ironbacks blue on the horizon ahead and the two dark horses pacing them, a mile behind, all day.




Chapter Five

The second waystation had a roof, which was why they stopped there, and that was why the men were waiting in it.

Brakka went in first under the broken lintel, and Oswin after her with the handcart, and Wick was just inside the door when a shape came off the wall above him and a hand like a shovel closed over his mouth, and a voice by his ear said, hoarse and flat, “The small one. Alive. Get the small one.”

There were six of them. They came down off the wall all at once, and they did not go for Brakka, or the cart, or the chest with the company’s whole fortune in it. They went for him. Two had him, one at his mouth and one at his legs, and a third was running up with a sack held open in both hands, an actual sack, and Wick’s mind went completely white and empty.

He did nothing. For the space of a breath he hung in their hands like a landed fish and did nothing at all, and of everything that happened in the waystation it was the part he remembered longest.

Then the rhyme started up in his head, because it always did, and he counted to it. Six lights. The hand over his mouth. Six doors. He bit it.

The man roared and the hand came off, and Wick got Aldo’s fish knife out and did not stab anybody with it, because he had never stabbed anybody and did not know how, but he swung it, and the man with his legs let go to get out of the way, and Wick hit the floor and rolled.

The waystation had gone mad. Brakka was bellowing. A man with a boar-spear was trying to hold her off the way you hold off a bear, and two more had Oswin’s handcart tipped over and Oswin under it, and nobody, nobody, was trying to take anything. It was not a robbery. It was a snatch.

Ilsa came through the door at a dead run with a knife in each hand. She went past the spear-man as if he were furniture, and the man Wick had bitten turned to meet her and she went under his arm and put her shoulder into his stomach and he folded over her like a blanket. She came up with his own knife in her other hand and kicked him in the knee and he went down.

“Up, Saltings boy!”

He got up. The sack-man was coming back for him, big and bearded, at a lumbering run with the sack held wide. Ilsa turned and threw.

He saw her snap it. She put everything into the throw, her whole body in one line from heel to fingertip, and the knife went from her hand so fast it was a streak, and it hit the sack-man in the shoulder and spun him half round. And the air where she had thrown it was full. It was like standing in a doorway in a gale. His hair lifted. It was not cold at all, it was moving, a rush, a shove, like the wind off the Sound on a running tide, and there was the thread, grey-white, thin as a hair, running from the air to his fingers.

He grabbed it.

The sack-man had his feet under him and was coming on with the knife still in his shoulder and his hand reaching, and Wick, with no idea at all what he was doing, threw both hands out at him and pushed.

The air went solid. It hit the man in the chest like a door kicked open and threw him backwards into the wall, where he struck with a sound like a dropped sack of meal and slid down and lay still. Wick’s hair settled. His fingers were white and ached and he was still on his feet, which seemed, at that moment, like the most remarkable thing that had ever happened to anyone.

“Oh,” said Oswin, from under the cart, “hold on — this is the moment—”

He had got one arm out. In the hand was a copper egg the size of a fist, wound round with wire, with a stub of fuse in the top. He struck a sulphur-stick on the flagstones, lit the fuse, and rolled the egg across the floor with a wild shout of “THUNDERCLAP—”

It rolled toward the spear-man. Everybody looked at it. It stopped. The fuse burned down to the copper with a small sad hiss, and there was a pause, and then it went fup, and a single ring of blue smoke rose from it and drifted off toward the roof, and that was all.

“Technically,” said Oswin into the silence, “and I want to stress technically—”

Brakka hit the spear-man.

That was the end of it, really. The spear-man went out through the door and did not come back. The two who had been on Oswin, and the one who had held Wick’s legs, took one look at Brakka turning round with Auntie and ran for the gap in the back wall. The one Wick had put in the wall lay where he was. The bitten one was on his back with Ilsa’s boot on his throat and his own knife at his eye.

“Hello,” Ilsa said. “Let’s have a talk.”



His name, he said, was Burl. He was not keen to say more, and then Brakka held him off the floor by the front of his jerkin and asked, in a reasonable voice, whether he had ever seen what happened to a man’s shoulders when a Varr got bored, and he said a great deal more quite quickly.

“A woman paid us. In Saltmire. Twenty marks down and a hundred on delivery. The boy only. Bring him to the Crossing and there’d be a man.” He was sweating. “She had hot hands. Hot, like a stove. Foreign, bronze-looking. Kept her hood up—”

“Ashborn,” said Brakka, in a voice of deep satisfaction, and looked at Wick. “Well, well. Especially the boy. I did wonder.”

Ilsa was crouched by Burl’s feet, looking at his boots.

“Those are Tidewatch,” she said.

They were: black, hobnailed, with the double-stitched seam up the back that nobody but the Watch’s own cobbler sewed.

“Stolen, probably,” said Ilsa, and stood up. “Half the Wharves is wearing something stolen off the Watch. Doesn’t mean anything.” She wiped the knife on her trousers. “Still.”

Brakka tied Burl to the hearth-post with his own belt and a length of cart-rope, and sat Oswin by him with a flash-egg and instructions, and they ate cold and slept badly. The man Wick had thrown at the wall crawled out through the gap before anyone thought to check on him.

Burl was gone too, in the morning. The rope was cut, cleanly, from behind. Oswin swore by all his pockets he had only closed his eyes for a moment, and Wick believed him, because the ground at the back of the waystation told the rest.

Hoofprints. Four horses at least. They had come in the night from the heath side, stood a while by the wall, and gone away again fast, back toward the Old Road ahead of them. Toward Coldwater.

“They came back for him,” Wick said. “His own lot. Cut him loose and rode on.”

“Rode ahead,” said Ilsa, beside him. “That’s what I don’t like.”

“To the Crossing. He said there’d be a man.”

“He said what he was told to say.” But she frowned at the tracks with the scar pulled tight through her eyebrow, and she did not tell him to walk.



Coldwater Crossing was a ferry and a hut and a bell on a post, and a river.

The Marrow was broad and brown and slow here, with a chain stretched across it on tall iron posts for the ferry to run on. The ferry was a flat wooden barge with a rail, big enough for a cart and six people if they liked each other. The ferry-woman sat on the step of her hut with a pipe in her teeth and a crossbow across her knees, and she did not get up.

“No,” she said, before Brakka had opened her mouth.

“We’ve not asked yet.”

“You want to cross. No.” She was a square weather-beaten woman of fifty with grey plaits. “The water’s wrong.”

“Wrong how?” said Oswin.

“Wrong like no fish. Wrong like three nights running I’ve had frost on the ferry rail when there’s been none on the grass.” She jabbed the pipe-stem at the river. “I know when my river’s gone sick. There’s a thing in it. I’ve seen the wake of it at dusk, long as the barge. You can have the ferry and welcome, Varr, but you’ll pole her across yourselves and I’ll be in my hut with the door shut.”

“Riders come through this morning?” Ilsa said. “Four or five.”

The ferry-woman’s eyes slid to her and away. “Nobody crosses when I say no.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“It’s what I’m answering.”

Brakka looked at the sun, an hour off the hills. Wick could see her weighing it: a night by a sick river, with riders ahead and things that came up through drains behind, against twenty minutes on a barge.

“We pole,” she said. “Now, while there’s light. Oswin, the cart on first. Seven, bow. Ilsa, stern. Sprat, you stand in the middle and hold the rail and don’t do anything.”

“I wasn’t going to—”

“You weren’t going to last night either.”



The river was wider than it looked.

From the middle of the barge, with Brakka and Ilsa heaving on the poles, it was a great brown plain of moving water with the dusk coming down purple and cold, and the far bank no closer than it had been. Oswin sat on the cart with Pip in his cupped hands and said, “I don’t like boats. I want it on record. I’m a Pell, I’m supposed to like boats, and I don’t,” and Seven stood at the bow and shed a leaf into the river.

The leaf did not float away. It stopped, a yard from the hull, and spun once, and a ring of frost formed round it on the water and held it.

Seven looked down at it.

“Brakka,” it said.

The river rose.

It came up alongside the barge in one long sliding heave, a back as long as the ferry and as thick as a barrel, grey, smoking at the edges the way the dogs had smoked, with a line of fin along it like rotted teeth. It made no sound at all. Wick saw its eye go past at the height of the rail, a wet slate disc as big as his head with nothing in it, and the cold came off it like a door opening onto winter, and then it rolled, and the barge tipped.

Everything slid. The cart went across the deck with Oswin on it and hit the rail and the rail held, just. The eel’s tail came up out of the water on the far side, a grey column, and simply swept Brakka over the rail in a burst of brown spray, and she was gone under, and the barge came back level with a crash that put Wick on his knees.

“Rope!” Ilsa screamed.

Seven had it. It threw the coil, not fast but exactly, to where Brakka’s head had come up, tusks bared, blowing like a whale, forty feet off and going downstream. She got an arm through it. Ilsa and Seven hauled. Wick hauled, with the rope burning through his white hands, and Brakka was coming in against the current, and the eel turned.

The long grey back curved in the water like a drawn bow, and the wake it made was a line of frost, and it was going for Brakka: the warm thing in the river, the loud thing.

“Oswin!” Ilsa yelled. “Light! Draw it off!”

Oswin was on his feet on the cart with Pip in his hand. He looked at the moth. He looked at the river. His frill was flat as paper, and he said, “Oh, Pip, I’m sorry,” and wound the key three savage turns, and the glow-cell in the moth’s thorax went from sleepy green to a hard bright white, and he threw it.

Pip flew. Twenty breaths, no more. It went out across the dark water in a wobbling line, burning like a dropped star, away from Brakka and the barge, and the eel’s head came round. The whole grey length of it turned off its line and went after the moth, not fast, hungrily, the water freezing in a skin behind it.

Brakka hit the hull. She got one arm over the rail herself, and then the other, and came over it in a cascade of brown water with nobody’s help, and lay on the deck like a landed whale, gasping, with frost in her hair, and said, “Never. Again.”

Far down the river, Pip’s light wobbled, dipped, and went out. The spring had run down. The eel’s wake stopped, and turned, and came back.

“It will come under us,” Seven said. “I can cast Rime at it. It will not care. Cold does not hurt a cold thing.” Seven turned its head and looked at Wick, standing on the heaving deck with the rope still round his hands. It smelled of wet earth. “But the river is Tide, little flame. All of it. Do you feel it?”

He had not. He did now.

It had been there the whole time, under the fear: the damp sheen on everything, the sound in his ears like a shell held close, low and vast and everywhere, the whole river’s slow weight going by under the boards. Tide-wake, and not from any weaver; from the water itself. It made his teeth ache.

“I don’t know how to—”

“You do not need to know. You need to hold it. Now.”

Seven raised both hands toward the water and snapped.

It was a crack like a tree splitting in a hard frost, and the air over the river went white with glitter, not a drift but a blizzard, and Seven staggered and caught the rail and three dozen leaves came off it at once.

Two threads. Blue-white from Seven, the Rime. And the other, grey-green, thick as a rope, running up out of the river itself into his hands.

He took them both and held them, and the eel came up under the barge.

The deck lifted under his feet and he went down on one knee and did not let go, and he had no form for this, no word, no shape, nothing but the river and the cold and the one thought left in his head, which was stop. So he thought it. Stop. Stop. STOP.

The Marrow stopped.

It did not slow. It stopped, with a sound like the whole world cracking its knuckles, a hundred yards of brown river going from water to ice in the space of a breath, bank to bank, with the barge in the middle of it and the eel under the barge. Spray froze in the air and fell as hail. The chain groaned on its posts. The river lay white and still under the first stars, and nothing moved anywhere: not the water, not the reeds, not the thing beneath the hull.

Then Wick’s hands stopped being hands.

He had been cold before. He had not been this. It was in his chest, his spine, the backs of his eyes, a cold so total that there was no room in him for anything else. He was a bucket with the bottom out. He found he was lying on the deck and could not remember lying down, and far above him Seven’s face swam, copper and gold and grim.

“Slack,” it said. “Under everything we have. Ilsa—”

“I’ve got him.”

“Do not let him sleep.”

He did not sleep. They lay on the barge in the middle of the frozen Marrow under every blanket and cloak the company owned, with Ilsa on one side of him and Brakka’s wet enormous warmth on the other, and the eel moved.

Under the ice. All night. He felt it through the boards: a long slow grinding heave, a pause, a heave, as it tried to turn and could not. Once, toward midnight, a crack went across the river like a mast snapping, and everyone sat up, and the ice held. Oswin cried for a while, quietly, for Pip, and then said, “Right,” and stopped. Brakka did not sing. Ilsa held one of Wick’s white hands in both of hers inside the blankets, not gently, as if she were holding a rope, and when he tried to thank her she said, “Shut up, I’m keeping it from dropping off,” and he knew that was not why.

Seven stood at the bow all night with its face to the ice, and in the small hours Wick lifted his head and saw what it was looking at.

Round the hull, over the dark shape under it, the ice was grey, and frost had grown on the grey in ferns, fine and dense and beautiful, the way Seven’s had on the roof. But Seven had not made these. They were growing on their own, out from the thing under the ice, in long slow fingers across the frozen river.

Toward the barge. Toward him.

“Seven,” he whispered.

“I see it.”

“Is it—”

“It noticed you.” The Lumen did not turn round. “You went slack, little flame, and you had taken a river. It is only an eel. But it is the Murk in an eel, and the Murk has a long memory, and now it has a taste.” The ferns crept another inch. “Go back under the blankets. It cannot reach you tonight. The ice is yours.”



They hacked out at dawn with Auntie and the boat-hook, and poled the last fifty yards through grinding slush. Halfway, Oswin gave a cry and leaned so far over the rail that Ilsa grabbed his coat: there on the ice, frozen in a skin of it like a fly in amber, was a brass-and-tin moth with one wing bent back on itself. Oswin chipped it out and held it to his chest all the rest of the way, and nobody said anything about the state of his face.

When Brakka’s boot hit mud she turned and looked back, and so did everyone. The Marrow was moving again. Where the barge had been there was a hole, black, with white edges, and the river slid into it and came out the other side, and there was nothing in it that anyone could see.

“Well,” said Brakka. “That’s a thing nobody’s done before.”

Wick’s hands were still white. He put them in his armpits and turned his back on the river and looked instead at where they were going.

Beyond the rise ahead the land was dark green and black, a wall of old forest filling the horizon with the blue line of the Ironbacks above it. The Thornwood. Even from here, it looked like something that was waiting.

And at its edge, small and grey against the black, a single thread of smoke was going up into the morning sky. Too much for a hearth. It rose thick and leaned over in the wind, the way smoke does when something that is not meant to burn is burning.

“That’s Greystep,” said Ilsa, beside him.

Brakka picked up Auntie and started walking.




The Thornwood

Chapter Six

The smoke was a pyre, and the pyre was trees.

They came up to Greystep in the middle of the morning with the Thornwood standing black over everything, and in a cleared field between the last house and the first oak a dozen people were feeding logs into a fire the size of a cottage, and it was not for warmth. The logs were black oak, thick as barrels, and every one was shot through with grey. Not rot; rot was brown and soft and smelled. This was grey like ash, grey like the dogs in the cellar, and it ran through the wood in veins, and where the fire caught it the veins did not burn so much as go out, like a lamp.

“Oh,” said Oswin, very quietly. “I don’t like that.”

Greystep was perhaps thirty houses, all stone, all low and square and grey, built into the slope so that the roofs of one row were the yards of the next. Every door had a lintel, and every lintel had faces carved into it, a row of them, old and new: a woman with a heavy jaw, a bald man, a child with its mouth open. The families, Wick guessed. Looking out. It would have been friendly in sunshine. There was no sunshine.

A man came down from the pyre to meet them with a long-handled hook. He was broad and stooped, with stone-dust in every crease of him, and there were streaks in the skin of his neck, above the collar, grey as the wood.

“Company?” he said.

“Lantern Company, out of Saltmire,” said Brakka. “Contract with the Compact. We’re going into the wood.”

“Then you’re fools,” the man said, without heat, “but you’ll be fed first. I’m Petrie. I keep the quarry, or I did when there was quarrying.” He looked at Seven, and his eyebrows went up, and came down again as if it were not the strangest thing he had seen this season. “Come up. Mother Hobb’ll want to look at you.”



Mother Hobb was so old that her age had stopped being a number and become a texture.

She sat by a hearth in the largest house, under a lintel with eleven faces on it, small and brown and folded like a leaf, with her hands in her lap palm-up. The hands were smooth. Not soft; smooth, as if fifty years of chisels had polished every line off them. The grey was in her too. A streak of it ran down one cheek from the corner of her eye, like a tear that had set.

“Varr,” she said, when Brakka ducked under the lintel. Her voice was a dry little rustle. “I’ve not seen a Varr in forty years. And a Lumen. Well. Sit, sit, you’re making the room dark.”

They sat. The house filled up: Petrie, two women with the same grey at their wrists, and a girl.

The girl was eight or so, with a slate hung round her neck on a string and chalk in her fist, and she did not sit. She came and stood directly in front of Wick with her feet planted and looked at him the way the ferry-woman had looked at the river.

“You’ve got white fingers,” she said.

“Nell,” said Mother Hobb.

“He has. Look.” She grabbed his hand before he could hide it. Her own hands were scraped raw across the heels, stone-cut. “Did you hold ice?”

“Something like that,” Wick said.

“Hm.” She let go. “You’re not very big for a company.”

“No.”

“I’m not very big either,” said Nell Hobb, and apparently decided that settled something, because she sat down on the floor next to his boot and stayed there.

Brakka told it short: the contract, the Grey Hounds, the road. Mother Hobb listened with her eyes shut, and then she said:

“The summer before last, the stone started singing wrong.”

Nobody asked what she meant. She opened her eyes and made a small dry sound that might have been a laugh.

“You don’t know stone-listening. No. Why would you.” She held up one smooth hand. “We’re quarry-folk. Before you cut, you listen. Cheek to the face, and tap, and the stone tells you where it’ll split. It’s not weaving. It’s only listening. But it’s a thing the body does, and the body pays for it.” She touched the grey on her cheek. “Two summers back, something a long way under here started singing, and it sings all the time, and it’s not a song you want to hear. The ones who listen best heard it first. It gets into you. It’s getting into the trees now.”

“Men came with picks,” said Petrie, from the door. “Out of the wood. A year back, more. Big crew, masked some of them, buying rope and lamp-oil and not saying why. They were digging down.” He shifted his hook. “They took five of ours, over the year. A few at a time. For listeners, they said. Said it was work. We’ve not seen any of them since.”

Brakka’s face had gone very still.

“Masked how?”

“Leather. Half the face.” Petrie touched his own cheek. “The one who did the talking wheezed like a bellows.”

Wick thought of Burl, and the Crossing, and there’d be a man, and said nothing.



Nell showed him the stone in the afternoon.

She appeared at his elbow while he was helping Oswin re-pack the handcart and said, “Come on,” and Oswin said, “I’d go. She’s very definite,” so he went.

The quarry was a great grey bite out of the hillside above the village, with cut blocks lying in rows like loaves and chisels left where they had been dropped. Nell went to the face, a wall of stone three times her height, and put her cheek flat against it, and tapped. Once. Twice.

“Do it,” she said, with her eyes shut.

He put his cheek to the stone. It was cold and gritty.

“Tap.”

He tapped. He heard his own knuckle.

“No. Listen. There’s a thing underneath the sound. Like when you put your ear to the floor and someone’s walking in the next house.” Her voice was patient and bossy, and for a moment she sounded so exactly like Aldo teaching him sixes that he could not breathe. “Go on. Underneath.”

He shut his eyes. He tapped. And underneath, so faint he thought he was making it up, there was a hum. A grit in his back teeth, like Brakka’s hand on the ground. Loam. The whole hill was Loam, and it was humming. And under the hum, very far down, there was something else, felt the way you feel a bell after it has stopped: a long low wrongness, like a note sung flat on purpose, going on and on.

He pulled his face away.

“You heard it,” Nell said, with her chin up. “Most big people can’t. It’s louder than it was.” She picked at the grey at her own wrist, a faint thread of it under the skin, and Wick’s stomach turned over. “I’m not scared of it. I’m going to be a listener. The best one.” She looked at him sideways. “You’re scared of something. You count. I heard you on the road.”

“Everybody counts.”

“Not like that.” She wrote on her slate and showed him. It was a six. It had a belly. “I can do my numbers. Can you do yours?”

“I can do my numbers,” said Wick, and his voice came out strange, and she was kind enough not to notice.



The thornwolves came at dusk.

Nobody saw them come. Thornwolves were lean and low and the colour of briar, and the only warning you got was the dogs, and Greystep’s dogs had been penned since noon because the grey logs made them howl. The light was going red behind the hill. Nell had gone to fetch chalk from her mother’s house, four doors up.

Then there was a scream, and a second one that stopped in the middle, and something grey-brown went over the wall of the top yard with a small struggling bundle in its jaws, and three more went over after it, and they were gone into the trees before Wick had got his feet under him.

Everyone ran. Petrie was roaring, there were torches, a woman was shrieking Nell’s name at the black wall of the wood, and Brakka stopped at the first oak and put her hand flat on the ground.

“They’re going fast,” she said. “Four. Into the thick. Petrie, how far’s the den?”

“Nobody knows. Nobody goes in.”

“Ilsa.”

Ilsa was already in the trees, crouched at the edge of the torchlight with one hand on the leaf-litter, and she said without looking up, “Blood. Not much. She’s alive, they carry them live.” She stood. “Captain, I can’t track with a crowd. Torches’ll scare them deeper and they’ll kill her to run lighter. Two. Me and one quiet one.”

“Me,” said Wick.

“I’m quiet,” he said, into the silence. “I’m small. I climb.” He put his hand on the trunk of the oak beside him and there was the hum, the Loam, and faint, very faint, along the ground into the dark, a thread of it going the way the wolves had gone, like a chalk line. Nell’s scraped hands. Nell’s fear, pouring out of her into the stone as she was carried, and the stone remembering. “I can feel where she went.”

Ilsa looked at him with the scar pulled tight.

“If you fall behind, I leave you.”

“I know.”

“Oswin. Flash-eggs. Two.” Oswin dug in a pocket and put two glass eggs into her hand with the air of a man signing away his children. “Captain, we’ll whistle. Three. You’ll hear it.” She turned. “Come on, then, Saltings boy. Try and keep up.”



The Thornwood at night was not dark. It was black.

Wick had never been in a place without a lamp somewhere. Ten yards past the first trees, the torches of Greystep were gone as if a door had shut, and there was nothing: oak trunks like pillars, briar in walls, mist lying along the ground at knee height, and a silence so total that he could hear his own blood. Ilsa moved through it like something that lived there. Twice she put out an arm and he walked into it, and she pointed, and he saw nothing, and then he saw it: a briar snapped at the height of a wolf’s back; a tuft of grey-brown hair on a thorn.

He followed the hum.

He kept one hand trailing on roots and stone, and the thread was there, a grit in his teeth, faint and getting fainter. Where Ilsa lost the tracks in a stream he found it again on the far bank, and she looked at him in the dark and went the way he pointed. Where the briar closed in and there were three ways through, he put his palm flat on each in turn and the third one buzzed, and that was the way.

“How?” she whispered once.

“She’s scared. It goes into the stone. It’s what they do.”

“That’s horrible.”

“Yes.”

He counted trees. One, two, three, pillars in the black, and the mist came up to his waist, and the hum in the ground was suddenly loud, a buzz in his jaw, and Ilsa’s hand slammed flat on his chest and they stopped.

Ahead, the ground fell away into a hollow the size of the Lantern’s taproom, where a great black oak had come down long ago and its roots had torn up a wall of earth, and briar had grown over all of it until it was a cave of thorns. The mist pooled in the bottom. And in the mist, moving, were the wolves.

Four long shapes, low, with a ridge of quills down each spine that rattled when they moved, circling, nosing, waiting. One lifted its head and its eyes gave back a light that was not there, green.

And at the back of the hollow, under the root-wall, there was a crack in the torn earth where a slab of stone stuck out, and wedged in the crack as far back as she could get, with her slate still round her neck, was Nell.

She had her cheek pressed to the slab and both scraped hands flat on it, and the whole hollow was humming with her: not a thread but a flood, grit-grey, pouring off the stone into the mist. She was holding on to the only thing she knew, and it was listening to her, and it could not help.

A wolf put its head into the crack. She kicked it in the nose. It came out with a rattle of quills and went round again.

“Right,” breathed Ilsa, at his ear. “I go down the left side and crack an egg in the bottom, they’ll run from the flash, you go straight down the root-wall and get her out of that hole while they’re blind. Then up. Then whistle. Yes?”

“Yes.”

“Don’t do anything.”

“I won’t.”

She was gone. He waited with his back against an oak and his hands shaking, and the fourth wolf stopped circling and lifted its nose toward the left side of the hollow, where the mist had moved.

The egg cracked.

It went off in the bottom of the bowl like a yellow sun. The mist lit up gold from inside and every wolf was a black shape with a shadow thrown twenty feet up the thorns, and they screamed, a thin rattling shriek, and scattered. Wick was already going. He went down the root-wall on his hands and heels with earth in his mouth and ran for the crack and got his arms into it and said, “Nell, Nell, it’s me, it’s Wick, come on—”

She came out of the stone like a cork and climbed him, slate and chalk and all, and he turned with her on his back and the flash was dying.

Too fast. The mist had soaked it up. And the wolves had not run far. They had run to the rim of the bowl, and now there were four pairs of green eyes up there in a ring, and the ring was closing, quills rattling, and Ilsa on the far side had her second egg in one hand and a knife in the other and nowhere to throw either that would get all four.

“Wick,” she said. Just his name, for the first time, flat and quick, not even raised. “Egg. Catch.”

She threw it to him, not at the wolves.

He caught it with Nell’s arms round his neck. The hollow was still full of Nell’s Loam, humming grit-grey in the mist, and he looked at the glass egg, and understood what Ilsa had seen before he had.

He cracked it on the stone at his feet.

Ember. A gout of yellow, a warm shimmer, the smell of hot iron, right there in his hands. One thread gold-red; the other grey, thick as his wrist, coming up out of the ground on every side. He took them both, and the cold hit his arms like a wave, and he did not think stop. He thought about Hettie’s griddle on a market morning, black iron, spitting.

He put both hands flat on the floor of the hollow.

The ground went hot. Not on fire; hot like a stove-top, all at once, the whole bowl of it, the mist shrieking off it in steam. The leaf-litter curled and smoked. And the wolves, coming down the slope in a rush, hit it with their pads and screamed, and leapt straight up in the air, and came down on it again, and went up the slope in four directions like sparks off a fire. He heard them going. Rattling. Away.

He was on his knees in warm earth with a girl on his back and his hands white to the knuckles, and he started to laugh, and Ilsa came down through the steam and hauled him up by the collar.

“I said don’t do anything.”

“You threw me the egg—”

“I threw you the egg.” In the dying glow the scar through her eyebrow had gone slack, and the corner of her mouth was fighting something and losing. “I didn’t say it was clever. I’m just saying what happened.” She put two fingers in her mouth and whistled, three times, so loud it hurt. “Up. Before they decide they’re hungrier than they’re scared.”



Nell would not be put down.

She rode on Wick’s back the whole way out of the wood with her slate banging his spine, and at the edge of the trees, where the torches were, she said into his ear, very low, “I heard you coming. In the stone. I heard you,” and then her mother had her and was crying, and so was Nell, finally, and Wick stood with his arms empty and found that he was shaking.

Ilsa walked back down the hill beside him. The torches went ahead.

“My brother’s called Jem,” she said.

He said nothing. He had learned that much about her.

“He’s nine. He had the wet-lung two winters back, the kind that kills you. The physic comes from an apothecary on the Terraces, twelve marks a bottle, and he needed three.” She said it fast and flat, like reading a list. “I didn’t have thirty-six marks. I had Lucky Dan Harker, who’ll lend anybody anything at a rate. Jem’s fine. He’s upriver with my aunt, he’s got a dog. And I’ve paid Harker the thirty-six twice over and he says I owe twenty more by the new moon, and if I don’t, the arrangement changes, which means I work for the Gaffs instead of the Lanterns, and I’d rather be dead in a river.” She stopped walking. “So that’s why. Since you ask.”

“I didn’t ask.”

“You’ve been asking with your face since the gate.” She started walking again. “Brakka doesn’t know. Now you do. It’s on you.”

“The thing from the gate,” Wick said, before he could stop himself. “What the twin gave you.”

Her face shut like a door.

“Don’t push it, Saltings boy. You got one thing tonight. Be happy.”



Mother Hobb was waiting up.

She was in her chair by the hearth with Nell asleep on a pallet at her feet, the slate still round her neck, and when Wick came in she looked at his hands, and said, “Come here, boy,” and he went.

“Hold this.”

It was a pebble. Grey, smooth, the size of his thumb-end, nothing to mark it out from any stone on any beach, and when it touched his white palm it hummed. Faintly. A grit in the teeth, a bee in a jar.

“Song-stone,” said Mother Hobb. “My mother gave it me, and hers gave it her. It’s a bit of the deep face, from before the quarry was a quarry. It hears better than I do.” Her smooth hand closed his fingers round it. “It hums when the stone’s happy. When the wrong song is near, it goes cold. You’ll know.” She let go. “I’d give it to Nell. But Nell’s not going where you’re going, and I think you’ll bring it back, because you brought her back.”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me. It’s a stone.” She leaned back and shut her eyes. Then she said, not to him, but to the huge shape stooping under her lintel of eleven faces:

“Varr.”

“Mother,” said Brakka.

“You’re going down into it. Don’t tell me you’re not, I’ve heard the boy’s hands.” The old woman’s voice was a rustle of leaves. “Then listen, because I’ve listened fifty years and I’ve never heard this. Something below is singing a wrong song. And it is getting louder.”




Chapter Seven

The map was right. That was the first thing Wick noticed, and it bothered him before he knew why.

They went into the Thornwood at first light with Petrie’s bread in their packs and Nell on the top yard wall, not waving, just watching, with her slate against her chest. Ten yards in, the village was gone. A hundred yards in, the morning was gone too, and there was only the grey underwater light that came down through the black oaks, and the mist that never lifted, and the briar.

The briar grew in arches. Long curved canes as thick as a wrist bent over the old path from either side and met above it, so that the company walked all morning down a tunnel of thorns with the mist lying along the floor of it like milk in a trough. Seven walked at the back and shed, and the gold leaves lay on the white mist behind them, and Wick kept looking back at the trail of them, because it was the only proof they had come from anywhere.

He walked with the map.

Quill had drawn the Grey Hounds’ route as a dotted line, and every half-mile there was a note in the fine scholar’s hand: fallen tower, east. Stream with two stones. Oak split by lightning. And every half-mile there it was. The tower, a stump of grey Carrovan masonry with a root through its door. The stream, two stones. The oak, split. He knew what it felt like when a tide table was right, and this was right, every line of it, and he had never heard of a map that was right in a wood nobody went into.

“He said he’d worked on it all his life,” Oswin said, when Wick mentioned it. “Old surveys. Carrovan records. Archivists are very, hmm, thorough. It’s practically a disease.” He had Pip out on his palm and was turning the bent wing back with a tiny screwdriver, one hair’s breadth at a time. “There, Pip. Nearly. — The Grey Hounds had the same map, I expect, or one like it. That’s how they got where they got.”

“Where did they get?”

“Well,” said Oswin. “That’s the contract, isn’t it.”



They found the camp a little after noon.

Ilsa found it. She came back along the briar tunnel at a jog with her face set, and said, “Captain,” and nothing else, and Brakka went with her, and the rest followed.

The tunnel opened into a clearing. Somebody had cut the briar back, long ago, in a rough ring thirty paces across, and the stumps of the canes had gone black and the mist lay in the ring undisturbed, and in the mist were the tents.

There were six. They had been good tents once, oiled canvas on ash poles, the kind a company bought when it had money, and now they were rags. The canvas had rotted off the poles in strips and hung in the mist like washing. Iron pots sat in a dead fire-ring with a year of rust on them, and a bucket, and a boot, one boot, lying on its side where somebody had kicked it off and not come back for it.

Nobody said anything for a while.

Then Brakka put Auntie’s head on the ground and leaned on the haft and said, “They left in a hurry. A company that walks out takes its pots, Sprat. These were carried off. Or they ran.” She looked round the ring with her tusks showing, not in a grin. “Spread out. Touch nothing you don’t have to. Oswin, the fire. Ilsa, the edges. Seven—”

“I will look at the dead,” said Seven.

It had seen the cairn before any of them. It stood on the far side of the ring, in the lee of a black oak: a heap of grey stones as long as a person, carefully made, and a helmet on top. A good steel helmet with a grey hound’s head stamped on the brow and a dent in it the size of a fist.

Seven went to it and stood with its head bowed, and a leaf fell, and lay on the stones.

“Sabine Roux,” said Brakka, who had not moved. “Grey Hound captain. I drank with her once. She sang worse than me.” A pause. “Nobody sings worse than me. She was close.”

Wick stood in the middle of the ruined camp with his hands at his sides and did not know what to do with himself.

He had thought about this moment for fifteen months. He had thought it would be an answer. It was six rotten tents and a boot, and the fear came up in him so fast and cold that he had to count, one, two, three, the tent poles, four, five, six, because he could not look at the cairn, and on the fifth pole his eyes stopped.

It was scratched into the ash, at the height of a man’s shoulder, with a knife-point. Weathered now, grey, but deep.

A wave. Three notches. And under the wave, a bar.

He was across the clearing before he knew he had moved.

“Sprat?”

He had his hand on the pole. The scratches were under his fingers, and he knew them the way he knew his own name. The wave was Aldo’s wave; he had always made it with a flick at the end, like a hook. Three notches. A bar.

Hidden here. Look at the foot.

The foot of the pole went into leaf-litter and the leaf-litter went down into the black earth, and he was on his knees digging with both hands, and there was nothing, and he dug wider, and there was nothing, and then his fingers found the root. A great black oak root, as thick as his leg, running under the tent, and where it humped out of the ground there was a hollow under it, and in the hollow, wrapped in oilcloth, tied with cord, was a book.

He sat back on his heels with it in his lap.

The company had come up round him, quietly. Ilsa was nearest. She did not say what is it. She looked at the pole, and at his face, and said, “His?”

“His.”

“Open it, then.”

He could not, at first. His hands were shaking and the cord was knotted hard. Ilsa took it without a word, cut the cord, unfolded the oilcloth, put it back in his lap, and stepped away.

It was a thin book, cheap paper, bound in boards. The pages had gone wavy with damp but the ink had held. And the hand on the first page was Aldo’s hand, the hand that had written back Thursday on scraps under a stone for four years, cramped and slanting and impatient, with the sixes that had bellies.

He read it aloud. He did not decide to. It was the only way to keep his voice steady.



Day 1. Marched. Fifteen of us. Roux says it’s a salvage job, Carrovan ruin, dig out what’s there and bring it back for the client. Good money. Too good, Marta says. Marta says that about everything.

Day 4. Greystep. Stone-cutters. Friendly enough. One old woman told Roux the stone’s been “singing wrong”. Roux laughed. I didn’t.

Day 6. The camp. The map’s good. Too good, Marta says. Shut up, Marta.

Day 9. The client’s man came. Vosk. Half his face is leather and he breathes like a bellows and I would not turn my back on him in a bathtub. He’s got his own crew, thirty, masked some of them, with picks. We’re not digging out a ruin. We’re digging down. Roux asked what for. Vosk said what we’re paid for.

Day 12. Roux went to see the client. He came to the camp at night, in a hood, in a carriage, on a track nobody knew was there. He never showed his face. Roux says he pays in old crowns, the heavy ones nobody honest uses, and that the whole carriage stank of camphor. She says he talked about the Carrovans like he’d known them. She says he asked if any of us were weavers.

I didn’t say anything.

Day 20. Roux’s dead. The shaft came in. Four others with her. Vosk didn’t stop digging. We buried what we could.

Day 23. Marta was in the second shaft when it went. I heard it go. I was on the lip, and there was a lamp-wake, Ember, somebody’s lamp, and I didn’t think. I caught it. I did the thing Mam said never to do, and I held the roof up with it long enough for them to drag her out, and then I fell down.

They saw. Vosk saw. He looked at my hands and he smiled under the leather.

He knows what I am. He’s sent for the client.

Day 24. They’ve started chaining us at night. Not the Hounds only. Two Greystep people came in on a cart yesterday and they’re chained too. Vosk says the client wants “listeners”. I don’t know what he means. I know it’s bad.

I’ve hidden this. Three notches, a bar, like the post. If anybody finds it, it’ll be you, Wicky, because you’re the only one who’d know to look, and if it’s you, then you came, and you shouldn’t have.

Go home. I mean it. Whatever they offered you. Whatever they said about me.

Go home.



Wick stopped reading because there was nothing more to read. The next page was blank. So were all the pages after it.

The mist lay in the ring.

“Camphor,” said Oswin, in a very small voice, and looked down at his own coat, and then up, as if he were afraid someone would accuse him. “I mean. Lots of things smell of camphor. It’s a solvent. It’s in half the—”

“Chests,” said Wick. His voice came out flat and strange. “Camphor-wood chests. On the roof of a black carriage. At the landward gate.”

The fire-ring ticked as it cooled.

“A woman paid us,” said Brakka, slowly. “Hot hands. And her man at the Crossing.” She straightened up off Auntie’s haft. “A hood. Old crowns. Talks about the Carrovans like she knew them. Well. The Ashborn have their own ideas about Carrovan ruins; the Archivist said so himself.”

“Then why would she try to buy us off?” said Ilsa.

“To keep the Sprat out of her wood. Then she couldn’t stop him coming, so she tried to take him on the road.” Brakka’s face was hard. “Especially the boy. She said it to my face.”

Wick held the journal in both hands. He asked if any of us were weavers. He thought of Veyra Sel’s hot hand on his chin, turning his face to the light, looking at his hands. He thought of her mouth tightening.

“He’s alive,” he said. “Day twenty-four. He was alive on day twenty-four. Chained. That’s fifteen months ago, but he was—” He stopped. “They wanted him for something. Vosk sent for the client. You don’t send for the client about a man you’re going to kill.”

“No,” said Seven, from the cairn. “You do not.”

It came across the ring to him, slow, and crouched, and looked at the journal in his hands, and then at him, and it smelled of wet earth so strongly that he could taste it.

“Little flame,” it said. “He held up a roof with a lamp-wake. I could not do that. He did it afraid, and alone, and for someone else.” It touched the page with one long finger where the ink said they saw. “Whoever wants Kindlers in this wood wants them badly. It is not only you they want.”



Skritch fell out of a tree at dusk.

They had made camp at the edge of the ring, as far from the tents as the briar allowed, and Oswin had a fire going and was arguing with it, and Wick was sitting against the black oak with the journal inside his shirt where it would stay dry, when a branch cracked overhead and something small and wet and furious came down through the leaves in a shower of twigs and landed on all fours in the middle of the camp with a thump.

Ilsa had a knife out before it had stopped bouncing.

“Don’t,” said Wick, and was on his feet.

It was Skritch. The torn left ear, the tin button on its string, now muddy, the ribs. He was thinner than he had been on the pier stair, his fur matted with burrs, a long scratch down one flank, and he crouched in the firelight with his whiskers flat and his black eyes going from face to face to Brakka’s enormous face and back, and said, very fast:

“Skritch isn’t stealing. Skritch isn’t stealing, Skritch was up the tree, big-folk, up the tree since before the sun, waiting for the right one to come down to and the right one’s him—” one paw stabbed at Wick ”—him, the one who didn’t kick Skritch, and Skritch would have come down nicely but the branch broke, squeak true, the branch broke—”

“Since Saltmire,” said Wick. “You’ve been following us since Saltmire.”

“Since the pier.” Skritch’s whiskers twitched. “Skritch said he owed. Skritch said.”

“I saw you. At the first waystation.”

“Skritch saw you see.”

Ilsa had not put the knife away. “Captain, it’s been pacing us four days. It’s seen the chest—”

“Haven’t touched the chest!” The fur round Skritch’s neck went up. “Could’ve. Didn’t. Skritch is good at chests.”

“That’s not the reassurance you think it is.”

“Enough.” Brakka had not stood up. She sat by the fire with Auntie across her knees and gave the Skitter the look she had given the red seal on the contract, the weighing one. “Why’s a drain-rat in the Thornwood? Skitter don’t leave the water. I’ve been in Saltmire twelve years and I’ve never seen one past the landward gate.”

Skritch’s whiskers went flat. All the way flat, against his face, and he sat back on his haunches and looked, suddenly, very young and very far from home.

“Warren left,” he said.

“Left where?”

“Left the drains. Left Saltmire. The whole warren, Tally and all. Moon before last.” He wrapped his tail round his feet. “The cold came up. In the Low Streets. Came up slow, and the water went wrong, no fish, no nothing, and then the little ones started going Quiet. Just going. Sitting in the cold and not coming back.” His voice had dropped to a whistle. “Skritch said tell up-top. Skritch said, big-folk should know. Tally said big-folk don’t listen and big-folk brand us. Tally said Skritch is loud-mouthed. Tally put Skritch out.”

Wick thought of nine scratched marks going down a cellar stair, each one more ragged than the last, and said nothing, and felt his face go hot.

“So Skritch followed the warren anyway. A long way off, so Tally wouldn’t see. Out of the drains, up the old water-roads, under the ground, under the river—” he waved a paw vaguely ”—a long way. And the warren came out here. In an old big-folk water-place under the roots. And it’s worse here. There’s a no-no under this wood bigger than anything, and the warren’s stuck between it and the cold behind, and they don’t know which way, and they’re hungry, and Skritch can’t go in because Skritch is put out.” His whiskers trembled. “So Skritch came back up, and the first big-folk Skritch found on the road was him. The one who didn’t kick.”

He looked at Wick. Everybody looked at Wick.

“I didn’t kick you,” Wick said, stupidly.

“No,” Skritch agreed. “So.”

There was a silence in which the fire popped.

“Captain,” said Ilsa, “it’s a thief.”

“Yes.”

“It’ll have the chest open the first night we’re all asleep—”

“Probably.”

“Then—”

“The Sprat let it go,” said Brakka. “On the pier. He had the Watch fifty yards off and he let it go, and it followed him into the Thornwood on the strength of it. Four days on a promise. That’s more than most people manage in a lifetime.” She looked at Wick, not at Ilsa. “The Sprat’s choices weigh, Quire. That’s Ledger. He made this one. It’s his to carry.” Back to Skritch. “You eat what we eat, rat. You touch nothing. You sleep where I can see you. And if you ever call me big-folk to my face again I’ll hang you up by that button. Clear?”

Skritch considered her for a moment with his head on one side.

“What does Skritch call you?”

“Captain.”

“Captain,” said Skritch, trying it. His whiskers came up a quarter of the way. “Captain. Captain, Skritch is very hungry.”

Oswin, without a word, held out the pot.



Later, when Skritch had eaten enough for a Skitter twice his size and was curled asleep by the fire with his tail over his nose, Wick sat against the oak with the journal inside his shirt and looked at the Skitter and thought about Currents.

“Tide,” said Seven, beside him, as if he had asked. “Every one of them. They are made of water and they carry it. You will feel it if he ever does anything with it. A damp sheen. A shell at the ear.”

“He hasn’t done anything.”

“He swam under a river to follow you. He has done a great deal.” Seven was looking at the fire. “You did not tell Brakka about the marks on the cellar stair.”

Wick’s stomach dropped. “How did—”

“You went down before dawn with a candle. I was on the roof. You came up looking as if you had seen the end of something.” It was quiet. “You keep things. It is a habit. One day it will cost you more than it costs tonight. I say this because I am fond of you, and because I am a tree, and trees have seen a great many boys keep things.”

“I’ll tell her.”

“Yes. Tomorrow.” Seven’s dark eyes turned to him. “Tonight, tell me why your hand is in your pocket.”

He had not noticed it was. He took it out. The song-stone came with it, grey and smooth, and he held it in his white palm and thought, for no reason he could name, of camphor: of a lozenge burning on his tongue at the Lanterns’ table while an old man talked about Aldo. He put that away. It did not fit anywhere, and he had enough in his hands.

The stone was humming.

Not a bee in a jar. Louder. A steady grit-buzz in the bones of his hand, like a wasp trapped against a window. And as he held it, with the fire crackling and Skritch’s small snores going and the mist lying white in the ruined ring beyond the light, it changed.

It went cold, from the middle out, the way a pond freezes, until it was a thing of ice in his hand and the hum had sunk to a note so low it was not a sound at all but a pressure in his jaw. The wrong song. He closed his fist on it.

“Seven.”

“I feel it.”

Out beyond the fire, in the mist, where the rotten tents stood in their ring, something moved.

A shape in the white, there and not. Then another, on the far side, by the cairn. Then the first again, nearer, and the fire bent toward it as if a door had opened somewhere, and the flames went from yellow to orange.

It was circling the camp. Slowly. Without any sound at all.




Chapter Eight

The fire went orange, and then red, and Brakka was on her feet.

“Up. All of you. Up. Oswin, light, everything—”

“They’ll drink it—”

“Then let them choke.” She had Auntie in both hands. “Seven. How many?”

“I do not know.” Seven stood with its back to the oak and its face turned to the mist, and the wet-earth smell came off it in waves. “More than one. They came for Greystep. For what the boy did in the hollow. I am sorry, little flame. I should have said. Ember and Loam together, in the open, in the dark. It is a loud thing to do.”

Wick had the song-stone in his fist and it was so cold it burned. He had Aldo’s knife in the other hand. He could not remember taking it out.

Skritch was awake and up the oak in one movement, and from ten feet overhead his voice came down in a thin whistle: “Big one. Big one, in the tents, with horns—”

It came out of the mist between two of the rotted tents, and it was a stag.

Or it had been. It was the size of a horse and its antlers went up into the dark like a dead tree, and it was grey from hoof to tine, smoking at the edges, and it walked through the ruined camp without a sound. The canvas rags did not stir as it passed. The mist did not move. Frost went out from its hooves across the leaf-litter in rings. Its eyes were two wet slates, and they were fixed on Wick, and nothing else in the world.

Behind it, low, in the white, came the wolves.

Four. Thornwolves, quill-backed, but the quills were grey and did not rattle. They drifted, in a loose line, with their heads down, and Wick understood that these were the four from the hollow, and that the Murk had found them in the wood, cold and scared and burned, and had taken them, and that it was his fault.

“Steady,” said Brakka.

And then, on the far side of the ring, behind the cairn, the mist lit up gold.

Torches. A line of them, coming through the briar: eight, ten, twelve, bobbing, and under them the shapes of men in long dark coats, and in the middle of the line a figure taller than the rest with its hands held out before it, bare, and from the fingertips of those hands came a light that was not torchlight. It was the colour of iron in a forge.

“Oh, stars,” said Oswin. “It’s her.”

Veyra Sel walked into the Grey Hounds’ camp with twelve Ashborn at her back and her thimbles in her pocket and her bare hands burning, and stopped dead, because between her and the Lantern Company stood a stag made of ash.

The torches dimmed. Every one of them, all along the Ashborn line, went from gold to copper to a dull sullen red, and the company’s fire sank to embers, and the only real light in the ring was the forge-glow at the end of Veyra’s fingers, which did not dim at all.

“Captain Ironsong,” said Veyra, across the stag. Her voice was perfectly level. “You are in my way.”

“Your way?” Brakka’s roar shook leaves out of the oak. “You’ve brought twelve men into my camp in the dark, Ashborn, and you’ve a nerve—”

“I have brought twelve men to take the boy out of your camp before this happens. I see I am late.” The Ashborn woman’s eyes went past the stag to Wick, and her veins, under the bronze of her throat, were glowing. “Child. Walk to me. Now. Slowly.”

“He stays where he is.”

“Then he dies where he is. Look at what is looking at him.”

Ilsa had a knife in each hand and her back to Wick’s. Dace and Toren, on either side of Veyra, had drawn long curved blades that caught the red torchlight. Twelve Ashborn, four Lanterns, a Skitter in a tree, and between them the Quiet, who did not care in the least who held the contract.

The stag lowered its head.

“DOWN,” Brakka bellowed, and the ring came apart.



It was not a fight. It was a dozen fights in a bowl of mist, and Wick saw them in pieces.

He saw the stag come at him and Brakka step across its path and swing. Auntie took it under the jaw and the head went sideways in a burst of grey and the body kept coming, headless, two more strides, and fell at Wick’s feet in a drift of ash that was cold as snow.

He saw a wolf go up the oak after Skritch and Skritch go out along a branch and drop onto its back and off the other side, and Ilsa’s knife go in behind its ear, and Ilsa yell “Move, rat!” and the rat move.

He saw a torch go out, and the man holding it scream, and the Ashborn line bend inward round something low and grey among them, and Toren’s blade come down twice and the screaming stop.

He saw Oswin on his knees behind the handcart with a flash-egg in each hand and his eyes shut, throwing them blind over the top at anything that came near, crack, crack, so that the mist went yellow in gouts and every grey shape in it flinched.

And he saw Veyra Sel burn.

She did not throw fire. That was what he had expected, something like Oswin’s eggs. She simply opened her hands, and the forge-glow at her fingers became a sheet, a curtain of red-gold fire that stood up out of the ground in front of her as high as her head and ran along the Ashborn line like a wall, and the two wolves that had been going for her men hit it and came apart like paper. The heat of it reached him across the ring. It smelled of hot iron, so strong his eyes watered, and the air shimmered gold.

Ember, and not a thread of it. A river.

The whole air was thick with it, pulling at his hands. And the fourth wolf was coming out of the mist at Seven.

Seven had its back to the oak and both hands up and white at the edges, holding the camp-fire white and high so the rest of them could see, and it did not see the wolf until the wolf was on it. The grey shape hit it low and knocked it down. Seven’s left arm came up. The wolf’s jaws closed on the forearm with a sound like a branch breaking in frost.

Wick reached into Veyra’s wake and took it.

It was like putting his hands into a forge. The gold-red thread was not a thread, it was a rope, it was too much, and he grabbed it anyway and it went up his arms like scalding water and he threw it at the wolf with no form, no word, nothing but get off.

A bar of fire went across the ring, waist-high, red as the Ashborn torches. It hit the wolf broadside and the wolf came off Seven’s arm and rolled, burning, and did not get up. It lay in the leaf-litter and went to ash from the middle out, and the ash blew away, and that was all.

His hands were white and shaking and the skin on the backs of them was hot.

He looked up. Across the ring, through the thinning mist, Veyra Sel was looking at him over the dying wall of her fire. She had seen the thread. He knew she had. Her mouth, in the red light, came open a little and shut again, and she drew a breath that steamed.

“A Kindler,” she said, under it, to nobody. “Of course. That is what he wanted.”



The mist was still full of ash when the two companies faced each other across the dead fire.

The Ashborn had lost one man, and were standing round him with their faces closed. The Lanterns had Seven. It sat against the oak with its left arm across its knees, and Oswin was crouched over the arm with Pip’s glow-cell held close, and the glow-cell showed a bite: two rows of punctures through the pale-green bark, and the bark around them had gone grey. Not bloody; grey, like Petrie’s neck, like the logs in the pyre.

“It does not hurt,” said Seven.

“That’s not the reassuring thing you—” Oswin’s frill was flat. “That’s not reassuring.”

Brakka stood between the company and the Ashborn with Auntie on her shoulder, and Veyra Sel stood ten paces off with her thimbles back on and her hands folded, and the two of them looked at each other like dogs over a bone.

“Who holds your contract, Captain?” Veyra said at last.

“You know whose seal is on it. You’ve been asking all over Saltmire.”

“I know the seal. A seal is wax. I asked whose purse was behind it and I was not answered; the Compact is very discreet about its own.” Her eyes did not leave Brakka’s. “I am asking you.”

Brakka shrugged. “The Archive’s. The Compact Archive, and the Keeper himself. It’s the Compact’s seal on the paper and Quill’s purse that pays, and it’s six hundred marks on the Sprat’s head because he can read, and I’ll thank you not to—”

Veyra’s face closed.

Wick saw it happen. It was like a shutter going across a window. Whatever she had been about to say, she did not say it. She stood very still, and the glow under her skin, which had been fading, came back, and she said in a voice with no expression in it at all:

“Then you are his creatures. Knowing or not.”

“Whose—”

“Your employer wants the boy, Captain. Not the records. Not the dead. The boy. He has wanted the boy since before he wrote your contract.” She looked at Wick, and her eyes went to his hands and stayed there a breath too long, the way they had at the gate. “You have walked him into the one place in the world he should not be.”

“Ashborn poison,” said Brakka flatly. “That’s what that is. We found the Grey Hounds’ journal today, Sel. Want to know what it says? Client comes in a hood. Never shows his face. Pays in old crowns.” A pause, heavy as a hammer. “Smells of camphor.”

Veyra Sel did not move.

“I have never paid a man in old crowns in my life,” she said. “No Ashborn would. They are cursed metal.” Her lip curled. “And I did not come into this wood to argue the price of a boy with a whaler. I came to take him somewhere safe, and I will. Child—”

“He stays.”

“Captain, I am trying very hard—”

“He stays. I’ve twenty years of Ledger says I don’t hand a child to a stranger who tried to sack him on the Old Road, and you can burn me to the ground before I change my mind.” Brakka’s tusks were out. “Take your dead and camp where you like. Fifty paces off. If one of your bronze-faced boys comes within ten of this fire tonight I’ll break him over my knee, and that goes in the Ledger too.”

The Ashborn woman looked at her, and at the eleven men she had left, and weighed it.

“Fifty paces,” she said. “Dace. Toren.” And she turned and walked back into the mist, and her men went after her with their torches burning gold again, and the dead man between four of them.

Wick stood by the embers with his hot white hands and watched her go.

He has wanted the boy since before he wrote your contract.

He. A hood in a carriage. A man who asked if any of them were weavers. Wick put that away too. The box in his head where he put things was getting full.



He woke because something had its paw over his mouth.

A paw, small and webbed and cold, pressed hard, and Skritch’s whiskers were against his ear and Skritch’s voice was a thread of a whistle.

“No-no. No-no. Big-folk coming. Bronze ones. Quiet, quiet, quiet.”

He was in the lean-to. Oswin had rigged it out of the one Grey Hound tent whose canvas had held, at the edge of the ring, and Brakka had put him in it and Oswin beside him and said sleep. Oswin was not beside him. The space where Oswin had been was empty and the canvas flap was open and the mist outside was grey with the first thought of dawn.

He could hear nothing at all.

Then he could: a boot, very carefully placed, in leaf-litter. Another. Close. On the outside of the lean-to, where the tent backed onto the briar and nobody should have been.

Skritch took the paw away. Wick did not breathe.

The canvas at the back of the lean-to went taut, and a blade came through it, slow and silent, and opened it from top to bottom like a letter.

A hand came through the slit. A bronze hand, steaming in the cold. It felt along the blankets where Wick’s feet had been, and Wick was not there any more, because Skritch had him by the collar and was pulling him backwards out of the front flap on his elbows into the mist.

“Here—”

Ilsa. She was flat against the tent’s outside wall with a knife in her hand and her face a white smear in the grey, and she got him by the arm and yanked him upright and they ran.

They did not run far. There was nowhere to run. The ring was thirty paces across and the briar walls were a maze and the mist was in everything, and behind them a voice said, “Toren—” and a second voice said, “Gone. Out the front,” and then there were two shapes in the grey coming round the lean-to fast, with blades, and no torches.

Ilsa pushed Wick down into the leaf-litter behind the cairn.

“Don’t move.”

She was gone. Skritch was gone. He lay with his cheek on a stone and his hand round the song-stone, which was humming warm, not cold, and that was something, and he counted. One. A boot in the litter, four yards off. Two. Breathing, slow, steaming; he could hear the steam. Three. A knife went past overhead, Ilsa’s, end over end, and hit something that said “Hah” in surprise and swore in a language full of consonants.

Four, and the fourth thing was Brakka.

She came out of the mist like a ship out of fog, Auntie up, and she did not shout. She said, quite quietly, “Ten paces, Sel. I said.” And the two bronze shapes went very still, and from somewhere beyond the dead fire Veyra Sel’s voice said, clipped and cold:

“Dace. Toren. Enough.”

They went. Just like that, backing off into the grey with their blades low, and the last Wick saw of them was Dace’s face turning to look at the cairn, straight at where he lay, as if he could see him through the stone.



“They knew.”

He said it to Ilsa, because she had hauled him up out of the leaf-litter and was now sitting beside him on the cairn with Burl’s knife across her knee, wiping it. Oswin had been with Seven, it turned out, changing the salve; he had left the flap open for the light. He was apologising to Brakka about it now, at length, across the ring.

“They went straight to the lean-to. Not Brakka’s. Not the cart. Mine. The back of it. Through the briar, where nobody would be.” His voice was shaking. “They knew exactly where I was.”

“Yes.”

“How?”

She did not look up. “They’ve had two outriders on us since the Old Road. Five days. You think they can’t count tents?”

“There were no tents till tonight—”

“Then they watched Oswin rig it. Watched Brakka put you in it. It’s not hard, Saltings boy. It’s just looking.”

He looked at her. The scar through her eyebrow. The knife on her knee. And the thing he had been holding in the box in his head, since the landward gate, came out of the box on its own.

“What did he give you?”

She went still.

“At the gate. The twin. Dace, Toren, whichever. He leaned down off the box and he put something in your hand and you put it in your pocket and you’ve never said. And now they walk straight to my tent in the dark.” He heard his own voice going high and could not stop it. “What did he give you, Ilsa?”

She stood up.

She did it slowly, and she put Burl’s knife away, and when she looked at him her face was the face he had seen on the pier stair with a knife at a Skitter’s throat. Flat. Shut. Nothing in it at all.

“You think I sold you.”

“I didn’t say—”

“You think I took Ashborn silver to tell them where you sleep.” Her voice was very quiet. “You think that. After the hollow. After I held your hand all night on the river so it didn’t drop off.”

“Then tell me—”

“No.”

“Why—”

“Because I don’t have to.” She stepped back. “I don’t have to tell you anything, Saltings boy. You’re not my captain, you’re not my brother, you’re a bucket somebody filled up by accident and I’ve been keeping you alive for five days because Brakka says so. Think what you like. Think what you like.”

She walked away into the mist, and did not look back, and Wick sat on a dead woman’s cairn with his hot white hands in his lap and felt as if he had swallowed the song-stone.



The grey had spread.

He saw it when the light came. Seven was sitting where it had sat all night, against the oak, with its left arm laid along its knee as if it belonged to somebody else, and in the dawn there was no hiding it. The bite was a dark double row of marks on the forearm. And from the marks the grey had crept outward under the bark, in a line, a thin grey vein running up toward the elbow, with little branching threads coming off it like the frost-ferns on the river.

Oswin had changed the salve twice in the night. He was Pell; he had a salve for everything. It had done nothing.

“Seven,” Wick said. He did not know what else to say. “Seven, it’s—”

“I know what it is.” The Lumen did not look at the arm. It looked at him, with its still dark eyes, and the smell that came off it was not wet earth, for once. It was cut grass. Faint, and green, and so out of place in the ruined camp that he nearly wept. “Little flame. Look at me. I am three hundred years old. I have gone copper and gold every year of them. I have shed in rain and I have shed in snow, and there has always been a spring after. And before me there was the seed I grew from, and it had its springs too, and left me a little of them. We are not so easily finished as that.”

“But this isn’t—”

“No.” A leaf came loose from its shoulder and fell on the grey arm, and lay there, bright gold. Seven looked down at it. “No. This is something else. But it is going slowly, and I am going slowly, and we will see which of us gets there first.” It lifted its good hand and laid it, very lightly, on his hair, the way Hettie did. “It is only autumn, little flame. Do not look at me like that. It is only autumn.”




Chapter Nine

The towers of Kell stood up out of the roots like the fingers of a buried hand.

They came on them in the middle of the next day, with the Ashborn fifty paces behind and the mist, for once, thinning. First one tower, a grey stump three times Brakka’s height with a black oak growing out of its top like hair. Then two more. Then a dozen, scattered across a hillside, every one broken off at a different height, with the roots of the wood wrapped round them so tight that stone and trees had become one thing. Carrovan work. The blocks fitted without mortar, and carved on every lintel, worn almost to nothing, was a ring of six smaller rings.

“Six Currents,” said Oswin, touching one. “They put it on everything. We weave all six, we are the Carrovans, mind your manners.” His frill flickered. “Didn’t help them much.”

Quill’s map said the lower entrance was in the hillside below the towers, where the slope dropped into a ravine. It was. A round door, exactly as he had drawn it, twice Brakka’s height, under a lintel of six rings, sealed with a slab of grey stone that had not moved in four hundred years.

And it was not what anybody had been using.

Ilsa came back along the ravine edge at a jog and said, “Pit. Quarter-mile east. Dug, not fallen. Ropes, a windlass to wind them on, big drum and a crank, a hut, a mule-track going off north toward the river. Two men on it with crossbows.” She wiped her mouth. “Nobody’s been through this door. They’ve been going round it.”

“Why go round a door?” said Wick.

“Because it is locked,” said Seven, “and they could not open it. And so they dug.” It had its grey arm inside its coat now, as if to keep it warm. “Little flame. Come and look at this.”

The door was not a door. It was a lock. Carved into the slab, at the height of Seven’s chest, were six rings, one inside the other, like ripples in a pond, and each ring had a small hollow cut into it, a thumb-print of darkness. Seven laid its good hand flat on the outermost ring, and the stone hummed under its fingers, and a bite of winter came into the air.

“Rime,” it said. “This ring wants Rime. The next wants something else. They go inward, in an order, one Current to a ring, and when all six are fed the door remembers it is a door.” It took its hand away. “The Carrovans locked things with the Currents because only Carrovans could open them. They shut things the same way, at the end, when there was something behind the door that had to stay there: six, woven against it, and the shutting held. The old locks were made against something. Remember that, little flame, if you ever meet one that is more than a door.” A pause. “There are no Carrovans now.”

“There’s you,” said Brakka. “Rime and Gleam. That’s two.”

“And Oswin’s eggs are Ember,” said Wick, slowly. “And you’re Loam. And Ilsa’s Gale. And—” He looked round. Skritch was sitting on a root with his tail round his feet, watching the Ashborn watching them. “And Skritch is Tide.”

“Skritch is what?”

“That’s six,” said Wick.

Nobody said anything for a moment.

“But not in the right order,” said Oswin. “I mean, technically, we don’t know the order. And if we get it wrong—”

“Then the Sprat fixes it,” said Brakka. “That’s what he’s for. Isn’t it, Sprat? Somebody puts something in the bucket, and you pour it where it’s wanted.”

He looked at the six rings. He looked at his hands.

“Yes,” he said. “I think so.”



It took the rest of the afternoon.

The outer ring was Rime, and Seven fed it, and it went from grey to a frost-white that ran all the way round. The second was Loam, though it took Seven and an egg and a good deal of swearing to find that out, and Brakka’s palm lit it grey-gold. The third was Ember, red, off a cracked egg. The fourth would not take Gale, no matter how many times Ilsa threw, and would not take Gleam, and Wick stood with his cold hands open and felt the wakes of the three lit rings hanging round the door like three colours of smoke, and said, “It wants two.”

“Two?”

“Two at once. It’s not — it’s not one Current, it’s a mix. Like the ground in the hollow.” He could feel it, the hollow in the ring, the shape of what it wanted. Cold and wet. “Rime and Tide. Ice.”

Skritch had come down off his root. He looked at the ring, and at Wick, and his whiskers went flat.

“Skritch doesn’t do anything. Skritch swims.”

“Then swim,” said Seven. “Here. In the air. Show the stone what you are.”

The Skitter looked at the Lumen as if it had gone mad. Then he shut his eyes, and crouched, and did with his whole body exactly what he had done on the pier stair when he went into the harbour without a splash: a long smooth dive into nothing, on dry land. And the air went damp. Wick felt it on his face, a sheen, and heard it, a shell held to his ear, and there was a grey-green thread, thin, shy, running from the Skitter to his hand.

Seven snapped nothing. It only drew, a little, and the glitter came.

He took them both, blue-white and grey-green, and wove them without knowing how, and put his white hand on the fourth ring, and the ring went crack and lit a pale sea-green, and there was ice on it.

Skritch opened his eyes.

“Skritch did that?”

“You did that.”

“Skritch did—” His whiskers went up like a fan and his tail lashed. “Squeak true.”

The fifth was Gale, and Ilsa threw, and it lit. The sixth, the innermost ring, the one at the centre of the ripples, wanted Gleam, and Seven gave it, and the six rings burned white, grey-gold, red, green, silver and white in the dusk, and the door remembered it was a door.

It did not swing. It sank. The whole slab went down into the hill with a grinding that Wick felt in his feet, and the air that came out of the dark behind it was dry and old and smelled of nothing at all.

“Right,” said Brakka. “Sel! We’re going in! If you want to follow, follow, but I’m shutting nothing behind me and I’ll not wait!”

From fifty paces back, in the trees, nobody answered.



The guardian was waiting at the bottom of the first stair.

They thought it was a statue. The stair went down out of the dusk into a hall as long as Lampwick Lane, with pillars down either side, and at the far end, on a plinth, sat a figure the size of two Brakkas: bronze plates and grey stone, kneeling with its hands on its knees, with a head like a helmet and no face at all, only a ring of six rings where a face should be. Oswin wound Pip and sent it fluttering ahead, and Pip’s green glow lit the bronze and went past it and showed a door beyond, and the figure did not stir.

“Carrovan,” said Seven. “A warden. The old ones put them at thresholds.” A pause. “I have never seen one. The seed I grew from had, and it left me the shape of it, the way you are left a dream. Walk quietly. Do nothing with a Current. Nothing. It is asleep, and what wakes it is wake.”

They walked quietly. Wick counted pillars. Eleven, twelve. The door beyond the plinth was another lock, another six rings, and when they reached it Seven put its good hand on the outer ring and lit it, Rime, and the glitter hung in the air, and behind them, on the plinth, something went clank.

The warden stood up.

It did not look at them. It had nothing to look with. It turned its ringed face slowly toward the lit ring on the door, toward the glitter, and took one step off the plinth, and the floor shook.

“It sees Currents,” Wick said, very far off. “It doesn’t see us. It sees wake. Seven, stop—”

Seven took its hand off the door.

The warden stopped. Its head turned, this way, that, toward the fading frost on the ring; and as the glitter thinned it slowed, and when the air was only air it stood quite still, ten paces from them, like a thing that had forgotten what it was for.

Wick found he had been holding his breath, and let it out through his nose, slowly.

“Right,” said Brakka, very softly. “So we don’t use the door.”

“We need the door.”

“Then we need the door and we need that thing not to notice the door.” She looked at the warden, and at the five dark rings, and at Oswin. “Tallowby. How loud is your Thunderclap?”

“It has never,” said Oswin, with dignity, “gone off. So I couldn’t say.”

“Then find out. Take it down the far end. Make the biggest wake you’ve got, and get it to follow you. The rest of you, the rings, fast, while it’s looking the other way.”

“Captain, I want it noted that this is a terrible—”

“Noted. Go.”

Oswin went down the hall on his short legs with the copper egg in both hands and Pip wobbling ahead of him, and at the far end he turned, and put the egg down, and struck a sulphur-stick.

The rest happened very fast.

Seven lit the first ring, Rime. The warden turned toward it. Brakka slapped the second, Loam, and the hum went through the hall and the warden turned faster, and took a step, and another, straight at them. Oswin, sixty feet away, said “Light, you absolute—” and the fuse caught, and he picked the Thunderclap up to throw it—

It went off in his hand.

It went off like the sky falling, a flat enormous CRACK that hit Wick in the chest and put him on the floor, and the far end of the hall vanished in yellow fire and stone-dust, and three pillars came down together like dropped sticks, and a piece of the ceiling the size of Hettie’s bar fell where the warden had been standing.

The Ember-wake rolled down the hall at Wick like a wave off the Sound.

He grabbed it. It was in his hands before he had got up off the floor, gold-red and so thick it burned, and the warden was coming up out of the rubble, cracked across its ringed face and still moving, turning toward the biggest wake in four hundred years, and the door behind Wick had four dark rings on it. Seven’s glitter. Ilsa’s thrown knife. Skritch, flat on the floor, diving at nothing with his eyes shut. Four threads in his hands at once, gold-red and blue-white and silver and grey-green, and the rings wanted fire, and ice, and air, and light—

He gave the door everything.

He did not weave it. He poured it. Ember into one ring, ice into the next, Gale into the next, and when the last ring wanted Gleam and there was no Gleam in the air he reached into the warden’s own cracked face, where a white light was leaking from the broken rings like sap, and took that, and it was like putting his hand into a frozen lake and pulling out something that did not want to come.

The door sank. The warden fell forward onto its face with a crash that shook dust off the whole hall, and lay still, and the white light went out of it.

Wick fell down too.

He was lying in a cold so complete that it had no edges, and far away somebody was shouting Oswin, Oswin, answer me, and farther away somebody was saying I’m fine, I’m — technically I’m on fire, but it’s a small—, and nearer, over him, a voice like something said from a long way down.

“Slack. Carry him. Quickly, before it notices.”



He came back in pieces, in the dark, in a room that smelled of dust.

It was a chamber beyond the second door, square, stone, with a ceiling lost in black and a floor that somebody had swept. There was a fire. Oswin had made it out of broken crate-wood, and sat beside it with his eyebrows gone and the front of his coat charred black, saying nothing, which was so unlike him that Wick knew the Pell was in shock. Brakka was on the far side with Auntie across her knees. Ilsa was by the door, not looking at anyone. Skritch was curled by the fire with his paws over his nose.

And Seven was beside him, and Wick was shaking so hard that his teeth hurt.

It was the river again. Worse. The cold was in the middle of him, and he could not get warm and could not make his mouth say words. He felt what the Quiet felt. He understood that now, properly: not cold like winter, but cold like nothing, like a hearth with the fire gone out of it and the ashes gone too and only the stone left. And he understood, with the small part of him that could still think, that something very far below the hill had lifted its head and was looking for the hearth.

“Little flame.”

Seven’s hand on his face. Warm. Bark-warm, like a tree in sun.

“Listen to me. I am going to do a thing, and you are going to let me.” Its voice was very slow, and very low. “I am going to draw Rime. A little. Not at you; for you. And you are not going to grab it. You are going to hold your hands open, and let it come, like rain. Do you understand?”

He did not. He nodded anyway.

Seven drew. The glitter came up in the firelight, blue-white, a drift of cold sparks hanging between them, and he felt it pull at his hands the way it always did, and his hands wanted to grab, to close on the thread and drag it in because that was what he had always done—

“Open,” said Seven.

He opened them.

The thread came anyway. Blue-white, thin as a hair, running from the glitter to his palms. But it did not go in like cold water through the bones. It went in like sitting down by Hettie’s hearth with wet feet. It ran up his arms into the empty middle of him and filled it, a little, and the shaking eased, and his teeth stopped, and he lay there with his mouth open and stared at the Lumen.

“It’s warm,” he said. “It’s Rime and it’s warm—”

“Yes.”

“It didn’t bite—”

“No.” Seven took its hand away. Its face in the firelight was copper and gold and very tired, and a leaf fell from it onto his chest. “Taken, it bites. Given, it warms. Remember the difference, little flame. It is the whole of it.” It sat back. “Everything you have done, you have taken. From a bottle. From a river. From a warden’s face. That is why it costs you, and why they come. What is given freely goes where it is sent, and nowhere else, and costs the one who holds it almost nothing. I did not know if a Kindler could be given to. Now I know.”

Wick lay still and felt the warmth in him, small and steady, like a coal.

“Why didn’t you do that before?”

“Because I was not sure it would work, and I did not want to promise you a spring I could not give.”



Brakka told her story later, when the fire was low.

Wick had sat up, wrapped in Ilsa’s cloak, which Ilsa had put over him without a word and then gone back to the door, and he had told them about Aldo, and the tide-post, and their mother folding his hands shut in the mud; he did not know why, except that the warmth in him had loosened something. When he had finished Brakka was quiet a while, and then she said:

“I had a crew. I told you.”

“Six out of thirty.”

“Six out of thirty.” She turned Auntie’s haft in her hands. “Whaling ship. Grey Mother, out of the north ice. The captain was my aunt and she was old and I did the deciding. A man came to us on the ice with coin. A lot of coin. Said there was a wreck in a bay he knew, full of good iron, and he’d pay for the lift. Said it like a man says a true thing.” She stopped. “There was no wreck. There was a thing in the bay the Murk had got into, and he wanted it fed, and he’d been feeding it ships for ten years on the same story. My aunt went first. I brought six home and I owe twenty-four, and I’ll be paying that Ledger when they put me in the ground.” She looked at Wick. “So I don’t trust easy, Sprat. Except coin. Coin’s honest. Coin doesn’t say it’s your friend.”

Wick thought of three hundred marks on a table, and a red seal, and said nothing.

“That’s what the Lanterns are for,” Brakka said. “Ones that didn’t come back. We go and look. I started it because nobody looked for mine.” She stood up, and the firelight threw her shadow up the wall like a mountain. “Sleep. Quire, wake me at the turn.”

“Captain.”

Wick lay down. He was nearly asleep when Skritch’s whisper came out of the dark beside his ear, small and fierce: “Skritch did the ice,” and he smiled, and was gone.



The crates were in the next chamber, and he saw them in the morning, by Pip’s light.

A dozen of them, stacked against the wall. New wood; the nails were bright. Somebody had carried them in by another way, from inside, and stacked them here where the front door would never open. Rope, lamp-oil, iron spikes, sacks of something white and crystalline that Oswin sniffed and called binding-salt and would not touch.

“Store-room,” said Brakka. “They’ve been cutting a second way up to this door from below, and couldn’t shift the slab, and gave it up.” She kicked a crate. “Left their stores where they’d not have to carry them twice.”

And on the lid of every crate, burned into the wood, a seal.

The thumb. The Merchant Compact’s mark, a thick thumb-print in a ring. Anyone could buy that. Half the goods on the Wharves carried the thumb, and Wick had seen it on a thousand barrels and thought nothing of it. He thought nothing of it now.

Below it, small, in one corner of every lid, there was a second mark, burned fainter. A private mark, the kind merchants put on their own goods so nobody could swap them. He crouched and held Pip’s green glow close to one, because he read everything, and made it out: a key, and a pen laid across it, and above them both a star with six points. Neat work. Somebody had cared about the brand. He looked at it for a breath and let it go. There were a hundred such marks on the Wharves, and his hands hurt.

“Fresh,” said Ilsa, from the floor.

Boot-prints. In the swept dust, going from the crates to a black doorway in the far wall, and back, and on into the dark. Big boots, hobnailed. The dust had not settled in them yet.

“Days,” she said. “Two. Three.”

Everyone was quiet.

And in the quiet, from far below, through the stone, so faint that at first Wick thought it was his own blood, came a sound. Steady. Patient. A chink, and a chink, and a chink.

Picks. Somebody, a long way down, was digging.




Chapter Ten

The black doorway behind the crates went down forty steps and stopped at a wall of fallen stone.

Not old stone. The boot-prints went up to it and the picks had been at it from the other side, and then the roof had come in, a great wedge of grey rubble from floor to ceiling, and the prints came back. Whoever had carried the crates in had sealed their own door behind them, on purpose or by accident, and gone round by the pit.

Brakka put her hand on the rubble and listened with her Loam for a long moment and said, “Thirty feet of it. We’d be a week.”

“Then the pit,” said Ilsa.

“Two crossbows on the pit and a hut full of who knows what and Sel’s twelve watching us walk into it. No.” Brakka took her hand off the stone. “Think.”

It was Skritch who thought.

He had been very quiet since the warden; he had seen the thing fall on its face and had gone up a pillar and not come down until Oswin was carried past. Now he sat on the bottom step with his nose working, and his whiskers trembled, and he said in a small voice:

“Water.”

“What?”

“Down. Under. Skritch smells it.” He went to the wall of rubble, not to the middle but to the corner, where the stair met the floor, and put his face to a crack at the bottom no wider than a hand. “There’s a hole here. Little. Little. Goes down to water. Old water, big-folk water, the kind the warren’s in.” His whiskers twitched. “Skritch could go. Skritch could see.”

“And then what? We can’t get through a hand’s-width.”

“Then Skritch finds the big way. There’s always a big way. Water-places have doors.” He looked at Wick, not at Brakka. “Skritch said he’d pay. Squeak true. This is paying.”

He went into the crack like a cork going into a bottle, backwards, and was gone, and they sat in the dark with Pip’s green light for the length of time it takes to boil a pot, and then the rubble at the far corner shifted, and a grey-brown face came out of a hole that had not been there before, with a stone in its paws the size of its head.

“Loose,” said Skritch, dropping the stone. “All loose at this end. Big-folk never look at corners.”

It took an hour, Brakka hauling and the rest passing stones back up the stair hand to hand, and at the end of it there was a hole a Varr could get through on her belly, and a slope of scree going down, and at the bottom, in the dark, the sound of a great deal of still water.



The cistern was a cathedral.

That was the only word Wick had for it. Pip’s light went out across the water and did not reach the far side. Pillars went up out of the black water in rows, six-ringed at the capitals, and the ceiling they held was so far up that the moth’s glow only hinted at it. The Carrovans had stored their water here, under their city, and the water was still here, four hundred years on, flat and black and cold as a knife.

And on the water, on rafts, was the warren.

Wick had thought warren meant twenty. It meant two hundred. The rafts were lashed together out of crate-wood and old doors and the long thin leaves of some water-plant, in a floating village that filled the near end of the cistern from pillar to pillar, and on every raft were Skitter: grey-brown, sleek, whiskered, child-sized, and thin. Their ribs showed in Pip’s light. Pups the size of cats lay in heaps under rags. The adults stood up as the light reached them and did not run and did not come forward. They watched the big-folk come down the scree, and the only sound in the whole vast hall was the lap of the water and Oswin’s breathing.

“Oh,” he whispered. “There are so many.”

Something hissed.

It came from the biggest raft, in the middle, under a canopy of leaves, and it was a Skitter the size of Oswin: fat, which none of the others were, with whiskers gone white and a mouth with half her teeth missing, and small black eyes that had not stopped moving since the light came. She sat on a throne of a chair with one arm broken off, and she was counting. Wick saw her paw move. One claw ticking across the rafts, raft by raft, as if she were telling beads.

“Tally,” said Skritch, under his breath, and went flat to the scree.

“Big-folk,” said the Tally. Her voice was a dry old croak. “Big-folk in the water-hall. With light.” The claw stopped. “Who brought big-folk to my people?”

Skritch did not move.

“Who,” said the Tally again, and now her eyes had found him, flat on the stones with the tin button glinting at his throat, “brought big-folk to my people? You. Put-out. Loud-mouth. I counted you out, you are not in the tally, and you bring a Varr and a tree and a fire-Pell and a knife into the last place we have, and you squat there like a pup that’s wet the raft—”

“Hang on,” said Brakka.

“Be quiet, Varr. I have counted more of my people dead this season than you have fingers and I will not be quieted in my own water by—”

“Tally.”

Skritch had stood up.

He did it badly. His legs shook. His whiskers were flat against his face, and the button on its string was trembling against his chest, and his voice when it came was a thread. But he stood, on the scree, in front of Brakka and Seven and all of them, and he looked at the fat old Skitter on her broken chair, and he said:

“Skritch brought them.”

“I know you—”

“Skritch brought them because Skritch said. In the drains. Skritch said, the cold is coming up, the little ones are going Quiet, big-folk should know. You said big-folk don’t listen. Skritch went up-top. Skritch found big-folk. These big-folk listened.” His voice was steadying. “This one—” the paw at Wick ”—let Skritch go with the Watch fifty tail-lengths off. This one—” at Brakka ”—said Skritch’s choices weigh. They went into the no-no under the wood with six, and the warden fell on its face. Skritch saw.” The paw was shaking. “And the no-no under the wood, Tally. It’s why the little ones go Quiet. It’s the same cold. It’s the same cold. Under Saltmire, under here, the same, and the warren’s sat in the water in the middle of it, and you’re — you’re counting.”

Two hundred Skitter held their breath, and so did Wick.

“Skritch is loud-mouthed,” said Skritch. “Yes. Count Skritch out again, after. But they’re going down to shut it. And they need the water-way, because the big-folk way fell in. And the warren knows the water-way. So.”

He sat down, quite suddenly, as if his legs had been cut.

The Tally looked at him for a long time. Her claw had stopped moving. Across the rafts, two hundred Skitter looked at her, and at the exile on the scree, and back.

“Shut it,” she said at last. “Shut it. You, Varr. You’ve heard it. The wrong water. The singing.”

“I’ve heard it,” said Brakka. “I’ve a stone in the Sprat’s pocket that’s heard it, and an old woman in Greystep who’s heard it fifty years, and I’ve a Lumen with its arm going grey from it, and I’ve a contract to find out what happened to fifteen people who went down to it and didn’t come up. So yes. We’re going down to shut it. Or die trying, which is likelier, and then you’ll not be bothered with us.”

A long pause.

“Whisk,” said the Tally.

A Skitter came forward from the nearest raft: older, lean, grey at the muzzle, with a claw missing from one forepaw. “Tally.”

“And Dabble.”

A second, young, barely bigger than a pup, who came so eagerly he nearly fell in.

“They know the long gallery. They’ll take you to the ledge over the big-folk hole where the singing comes from, and no farther, and then they come back to me, both, and I count them in.” The old eyes went to Skritch. “The put-out goes with you. He is not in the tally. If he does not come back, he was never here.” A pause. “If he does come back—”

She did not finish. Her claw began moving again, raft by raft, and Wick thought that it had skipped, just once, over the scree where Skritch sat, as if it were counting something that was not quite there.



“No light,” said Whisk.

They were at the mouth of the long gallery, on the far side of the cistern, where the Skitter had ferried them raft by raft across the black water, and the gallery was a tunnel of fitted stone going away into a dark that was a different thing from ordinary dark. Wick could feel it on his face. The song-stone in his pocket had gone from warm to cool to cold, and was getting colder.

“No light,” said Whisk again. Her voice was a dry whisper, like Skritch’s but older. “The Quiet drink it. Down there, they’re thick as pups. One torch and they come. Two and you’re gone.” The missing claw pointed into the dark. “And light’s not the worst thing in the gallery.”

“What’s the worst thing?”

“The long no-no.”

Dabble, beside her, made a small noise and put both paws over his mouth.

“It lives in the gallery. Long. Long. Legs like a cellar full of brooms. No eyes. It hears. Breath, boots, a dropped stone, your heart if you’re close.” Whisk’s whiskers were flat. “It eats what it hears. Three of ours this moon, going for water. We go past it now in twos, slow, and we don’t breathe till the far end, and some of us still don’t come back.”

“Right,” said Oswin faintly. “Right. So we — no light. And no sound. And we walk past a thing that eats sound. In the dark.” His frill, which Wick could just see by Pip’s dying glow, had gone past flat into something that looked like it was trying to crawl inside his collar. “Pip. Pip, I’m going to have to wind you down.”

“Not down,” said Whisk. “Low. One tick. The green. The long no-no don’t see, and the Quiet don’t come for a glow that small. Just don’t let it fly.”

Oswin turned the brass key back, a quarter-turn, until the glow-cell was the faintest green ember, barely enough to show his own fingers.

“One tick,” he said. “Right.”

Brakka put Auntie over her shoulder and stooped under the gallery lintel first.



Wick had never been anywhere so quiet, and he had been in a cellar with the Quiet.

The gallery went on. A tunnel wide enough for three, high enough for Brakka, with the stone underfoot smooth as a Saltings flat at low tide, and nothing to see but the faint green of Pip’s cell going ahead like a will-o’-the-wisp and the rest of them following it in a line, hands on the shoulders of the one in front. Whisk, Dabble, Brakka, Seven with its grey arm in its coat, Oswin, Wick, Ilsa, Skritch at the back. Nobody spoke. Wick put his boots down toe first the way Ilsa had shown him in the hollow, and counted the steps, and his hands were empty and cold and useless.

He had not been ready for that. He had nothing. The slack had left him hollow, Seven’s gift had warmed the hollow but not filled it, and there was nothing in the air here to catch even if he could have caught it: no wake, no Current, only the dark drinking everything. If the long no-no came, he could not push it, or burn it, or freeze it. He could only walk, and not breathe, and trust that the Skitter ahead knew the way and the girl behind knew her knives.

It was horrible. It was also, he thought, somewhere around the four-hundredth step, what everyone else felt all the time.

The air changed.

He felt it before he heard anything. A pressure, as if the gallery had got lower. Then a smell, faint and dry, like the inside of an old chest. And then, ahead, Whisk’s hand came back and found Brakka’s wrist and squeezed, and the line stopped dead.

Wick heard it.

Not a sound: a stillness where sound should have been, a stretch of the gallery ahead where the faint drip and sigh of the stone simply stopped, as if something very large were lying across the floor absorbing it. And then, in the stillness, one small tik. Like a fingernail on slate. And another, to the left. And another, higher, on the wall.

Legs. Settling.

The line stood. Wick’s lungs began to burn and he let the air out through his nose, slow, slow, and the tik came again, nearer, and Pip’s one green ember showed, for a single instant at the edge of its glow, something that was not stone. A jointed thing, pale, as thick as a man’s arm, bending at an angle no arm bent. It touched the floor without a sound. It lifted.

Oswin’s breath caught.

It was the smallest sound in the world. A hitch, a half-gasp, swallowed at once. And every tik in the gallery stopped, and the stillness turned, Wick felt it turn, toward the place where the sound had been, and the pale leg came down a yard from Oswin’s boot.

Wick’s hand was on Oswin’s shoulder and he could feel the Pell shaking through his coat. Ilsa’s hand on his own shoulder was like iron. And in the ember-light he saw Oswin’s face turn, very slowly, and look at the thing that was looking for him, and then look down at the moth in his hand.

The Pell’s frill was gone. Flat. Vanished. His eyes were enormous. And in them Wick saw him understand what Whisk had meant, it eats what it hears, and decide.

Oswin stepped sideways out of the line.

He did it so softly that Wick’s hand simply slid off his shoulder and found air. Two steps. Three. Toward the left-hand wall, away from the rest of them, and then, with his webbed thumb on the brass key, he wound Pip.

One turn. Two. Three. Tick, tick, tick. The glow-cell went from ember to green to a hard bright white that lit the whole gallery like a struck match, and Wick saw everything.

The thing filled the tunnel. It lay along the floor and up both walls and across the ceiling in a tangle of pale jointed legs, dozens, more, going back into the dark farther than the light reached, and in the middle of them, where a head might be, there was a smooth grey nothing with a seam in it, and the seam was opening. It had no eyes. It did not need any. Every leg in the tunnel had swung toward the light and the little ticking thing that was making it.

Oswin threw Pip.

The moth went down the gallery, away from the line, back the way they had come, burning white, wobbling, tick, tick, tick, loud as a drum in all that silence, and the thing went after it. All of it. The legs swarmed off the walls and the ceiling in a wave of pale joints and the whole long body poured past them down the tunnel like a bundle of rope being dragged, so close that a leg brushed Wick’s hair, and it made no sound at all except the dry rustle of its joints, and it was gone into the dark after the light.

And Oswin went after it.

“Oswin—”

Brakka’s whisper, savage. Too late. The Pell was already ten yards down the gallery, walking, not running, with his coat charred and his eyebrows gone and his two burn-scarred hands held out in front of him in the dark, going after his moth, and his voice came back very small and very steady.

“Twenty breaths. Then it’ll stop ticking and it’ll want something else to listen to. So I’ll give it something. Go on. Go. I’ll find you.”

“Tallowby, you absolute—”

“Captain,” said Oswin’s voice from the dark, “I don’t like this either.”

And then, far down the gallery, deliberately, he began to hum. Off-key. Verse eleven. The one about the ship’s cook.

Whisk’s hand closed on Brakka’s wrist and pulled, and the line moved, fast now, no longer caring about toes, and the humming went away behind them into the black, getting smaller, and did not stop.



They came out onto the ledge an hour later, or a week, Wick could not have said, and Oswin was not with them.

Nobody spoke about it. Brakka’s face in the dark had been a thing Wick did not look at twice. They went on because there was nothing else to do, and the gallery ended in a crack in the rock, and the crack opened onto air, and the air was full of light.

Lanterns. Hundreds.

They lay on their stomachs on a shelf of stone and looked down into a hole in the world. A cavern so wide the far side was lost in haze, with a floor a hundred feet below, and the floor was a dig. Scaffolding of raw timber. Shafts and sumps. Spoil-heaps. Ropes going up into the dark to windlass-drums. Lanterns on poles in rows, yellow, every one burning too low, and between them men moving, small as beetles. Some in leather half-masks. Some in long coats that Wick knew the colour of even from here. Blue-grey. Tidewatch.

And on the near side, under the ledge, pens. Timber stockades, three of them, with figures in them that did not move much, and chains, Wick could see the chains, long lines of them running from post to post with the lantern-light sliding along the links.

Ilsa’s hand found his sleeve and gripped it.

“There,” she breathed. “There. Grey Hound colours. Second pen.”

He could not see colours. He could not see anything but the far wall.

Because the dig had a shape, and the shape pointed. Every shaft, every scaffold, every rope ran toward the one place on the far side of the cavern where the lanterns were thickest, and there, set into the living rock, was a door.

A round door. Not twice Brakka’s height. Twenty times. A disc of black stone so vast that the scaffolding against it looked like scratches on a plate, and carved into it from rim to centre, ring inside ring inside ring, six rings, with the lanterns flickering along their grooves and the frost, even from here, white in the carvings.

The song-stone in his pocket was so cold it had stopped humming. It was just a stone now. A stone that had gone Quiet.

“That’s it,” Wick said, and his voice came out of him as if it belonged to someone else. “That’s what they’ve been digging for.”

Beside him, Seven said nothing at all. It lay with its grey arm under it and its face to the door, and the smell that came off it was wet earth, so heavy that Wick could taste it over the lamp-smoke rising from the dig.




Chapter Eleven

Whisk showed him the water-crack with her missing claw, because there was no time to show him with anything else.

It was a seam in the rock at the end of the ledge, no wider than a Skitter, with the sound of running water in it, going down. “Comes out under the pens. Big-folk don’t look at drains. You’ll fit. The knife-girl will fit. The Varr won’t.”

“Then the Varr,” said Brakka, “goes down the proper way with the tree, and makes a noise when a noise is wanted.” There was a hole in the plan the shape of a Pell, and she made the plan round it, and did not say his name. “Sprat, Quire, rat: pens. Get the Hounds out. We’ll be at the bottom of that scaffold with the stair behind us. When you’re out, you come to us, and we go up together.”

“And then?” said Ilsa.

“Then the Hounds tell us how they were marched down, and we go up it backwards. Fast.” Brakka’s tusks showed. “I’ve never yet found a hole without a way out of it, girl.”

Whisk and Dabble went back along the gallery then, as the Tally had said, two shadows into the dark where a Pell had gone humming.

Wick looked at the crack. He had slept perhaps an hour on the scree; it was not a night. The slack had left him hollow and the hour had not filled it, and there was nothing in the air to fill it with. He went down anyway, because he could fit, and because the fourth name on the board was down there somewhere, and Ilsa went behind him with her knives, and Skritch went ahead of them both without being asked.



The drain came out under the second pen, as Whisk had said, in a stone channel that ran along the back of the stockades with a foot of black water in it. Wick lay in the water with his chin on the lip and looked through the gaps between the posts into the pen, and there were people in it.

Seven, perhaps. They sat or lay on straw in the lantern-light with their backs to the posts, thin in the way the Skitter were thin, and every one had an iron ring at the ankle and a chain running from it to a long bar bolted along the floor. Four wore rags that had been a company’s colours once. Three were Greystep folk; he knew it from the grey in their skin. Lanterns on poles stood at the corners, burning low, and under the lanterns the frost had grown in ferns up the posts.

And at the far end of the pen, pacing, was Vosk.

He was not a big man. He was square and quick, and the leather half-mask covered the left side of his face from brow to jaw, with a dark shine on it where it had been oiled. Under the mask, when he breathed, there was a sound. A wet drag, in and out, like a bellows with a hole in it.

He stopped by a man on the straw who had reached a hand out toward the nearest lantern.

“No,” said Vosk. His voice was hoarse and reasonable. He kicked the lantern-pole over. The lantern went out in the straw and the man’s hand came back. “Listeners don’t need warm. Listeners need quiet. The client wants you fresh.” He walked on. “He’ll be wanting a look at you soon, and I’d rather he saw you awake.”

He went out through the gate. Two guards stood by it. One wore a half-mask like Vosk’s. The other wore a long blue-grey coat and black boots with a double-stitched seam.

Ilsa’s breath in his ear. “Watch coat.”

“Stolen,” he whispered back, and did not believe it, and knew she did not either.

They waited until Vosk’s wheeze had gone away across the dig. Then Skritch went up out of the drain like a shadow, under the bottom rail where the frost had rotted it, and Wick heard the smallest sound in the world, a Skitter whisper, “Big-folk. Grey Hounds. Which one’s Marta Keel?”

A pause. Then a woman’s voice, cracked, so low it was barely there. “Who’s asking?”

“Lantern Company. Aldo Marsh’s brother.”

The pause this time was longer. Then: “Stars. He’s a child.”

“Yes,” said Wick, from the drain. “I know.”



Ilsa did the locks.

She came up out of the water with her picks already in her hand and went under the rail, and Wick followed, and lay flat in the straw beside a woman of thirty with a hard, bony face and hair hacked short with a knife, and the woman looked at him and reached out, and touched his hair, once, as if to check it was real.

“Marta.”

“Wick.” Her voice was a rasp. “He talked about you. All the time. Till they—” She stopped. “You read the mark. On the pole.”

“Three notches and a bar.”

“He said you would. He said if anyone comes it’ll be Wicky and he’ll be furious.” One side of her mouth went crooked; the other side had forgotten how. “Are you furious?”

“Yes.”

“Good.” Ilsa’s pick went into the lock at her ankle and the ring opened with a click that sounded, to Wick, like a dropped plate. Nobody at the gate moved. Marta drew her foot out of the iron and flexed it. “Three more. Jory, Sal, Ennis. The three Greystep can’t walk, their legs are gone grey, and there’s two more of theirs in the first pen. Don’t—” she caught Wick’s sleeve as he turned ”—don’t. They’d slow you and you’d all die and so would they. Get us out. Come back with more. That’s the only way. That’s soldiering.”

He looked along the pen at the Greystep people on the straw, and he hated her, and she was right.

“Where’s Aldo?”

Marta’s face changed.

“Not here. Down. They took him down, months back, to a cell by the door. He’s the only one they keep by the gate.” She was pulling herself up on the post. “He’s alive. Last I saw. They need him alive, boy, that’s the whole of it, they’d lose the whole dig before they’d lose him.”

“Then I’ll—”

“No.” Ilsa, not Marta. Flat, at his ear, with her pick in the second lock. “You’ve got nothing. Nothing in your hands, nothing in the air. You go down there tonight, you’re a bucket in a dry well with Vosk standing over it. We get these four out. We come back. Say it.”

He could not say it.

“Wick.”

“We come back,” he said. It came out of him like a tooth, and he meant it.



They got four out of the pen and ten yards along the drain before the alarm went.

It was a lantern. The one Vosk had kicked over had been lying in the straw, out, and the half-masked guard came in to set it right, and saw a chain lying open on the floor with nobody in it, and shouted.

Everything happened at once after that.

A bell started out on the dig, an iron clang, clang, clang. The guard in the Watch coat came through the gate with a crossbow and Ilsa put a knife through his sleeve and into the post behind him, so that he stood there pinned and roaring and could not aim. Marta had the other guard’s own cudgel out of his belt before he had finished turning round and hit him with it, twice, with fifteen months in every blow. Skritch was shrieking “Drain, drain, drain,” and the four Grey Hounds went into the black water on legs that had not run in a year and ran anyway, and Wick came last with Ilsa’s hand in his collar, and behind them, over the bell and the shouting, came the wheeze, and a hoarse voice saying, perfectly calmly:

“The small one. The small one goes to the client. The rest you can kill.”

The drain ran under the scaffold. They came up out of it at the foot of the timber with the dig in uproar round them, and there was Brakka.

She was standing at the bottom of a stair cut into the rock with Auntie across her chest and Seven at her back, and a Vosk man lying at her feet, and her face as they came up out of the drain was the face Wick had not looked at twice in the gallery. “There you are. Up. Hounds, which way did they bring you down?”

“The Throat,” said Marta. “Bridge. Then the long stair to the pit. It’s the only way up they use—”

“Then that’s our way. Seven, light, when I say, and then we—”

“Smoke,” said a voice from behind the scaffold-foot, small and hoarse and shaking. “Captain. I’ve got smoke.”

Oswin came round the timber on his short legs, black with soot from his bald head to his boots, with a clay pot in each hand and Pip’s dark shape stuck through his belt, and his frill, unbelievably, was up.

Brakka looked at him. Then she threw back her head and laughed, one great bark of it that rang off the cavern roof over the bell and the shouting. Wick had heard her laugh in a brawl and on a river and it had never sounded like that.

“Tallowby, you absolute—”

“I’ve been saving them,” said Oswin, and threw the first one, and a wall of thick grey smoke went up like a curtain, and they ran into it.



The Throat was a crack in the floor of the world.

The stair went up out of the dig and along a gallery and out onto a lip of rock, and there the rock stopped: a gap thirty feet across, black, going down farther than any lantern would show. Across it ran a bridge. Two ropes, hand-thick, and planks lashed between them, swaying in a draught that came up out of the black and smelled of nothing at all.

Marta went over first. Then Jory, Sal, Ennis, on their ruined legs, with Skritch running the rope beside them. Then Oswin, with his eyes shut and Seven’s good hand on his shoulder. Then Ilsa, shoving Wick ahead of her, and the planks jumped under his feet and the ropes burned his white hands and he looked down once and never did again.

Brakka did not come.

He turned on the far ledge and saw her. She was standing on the near lip at the end of the bridge with Auntie in both hands, and behind her, up the gallery, the lanterns were coming, dozens of them, and the shapes of men under them.

“Captain—”

“Go on, Sprat.” She did not look round. “There’s forty of them. The bridge takes one at a time. I’m the one.”

“Brakka, you can’t—”

“I can, actually. I’ve done it before. Six out of thirty, remember?” She set her feet. “This time it’ll be seven.”

The first of Vosk’s men came out of the gallery onto the lip and she hit him, once, and he went back into the three behind him and they all went down. The next came with a spear and she broke the spear and then him. The next got a bolt into her shoulder before Auntie reached him, and she did not seem to notice. But they kept coming, three at a time, and she was one, and the lantern-light showed Wick her face, and it was not grinning any more.

Then Vosk came.

He did not come at her. He stood back in the gallery mouth, square and quick and wheezing, and said in his hoarse reasonable voice, “Cut the ropes.”

Two men ran for the bridge-posts with hatchets.

Brakka saw it: the bridge, the company on the far side, the hatchets, the lip where she stood that would be an island in a moment with forty men on it. And she did the thing he had known since the first waystation that she would do one day.

She drew breath. All of it. Her chest went out like a sail.

And she sang.

It was not “Forty Tusks”. It was not a song at all; it was the Varr war-cry, the one meant to carry through hull-wood across a mile of ice, and she snapped it. She put everything she had into one note, and the note hit the rock.

The Throat shook.

Stone came off the ceiling in sheets. The two men with hatchets went flat. The gallery mouth cracked from floor to roof and Vosk went back into it with his arm over his face. And the wake that came off her was a thing Wick had never felt: a grit-hum so deep it was not in his teeth, it was in his bones, in the rock under him, in the ropes of the bridge, a grey thread as thick as a cable running from the roaring Varr across the gap to his empty white-tipped hands.

He had not slept. The cold was not yet out of him from the warden. He was a bucket in a dry well.

But the well was not dry. Something had just been poured into it.

He took it.

He could not have held a tenth of it. He took one thread of the grey, one, and it bit, cold, up his arms into his chest, and he looked at the near end of the bridge where the ropes were lashed round two iron posts driven into the lip, and he pushed.

The lip cracked.

A line went across it, under the posts, sharp as a chisel-cut, and the whole lump of rock the posts stood in sheared off the edge of the Throat and dropped, with the two men who had been reaching for them, into the black. The lashings held a heartbeat longer than the rock. The falling weight yanked the bridge after it like a whip, and then the lashings tore, and the bridge, hanging now from its two far posts only, swung out across the Throat like a pendulum, planks clattering off it, and came back and slapped the far wall under Wick’s feet so hard the ledge jumped, and swung out again, less. The rock fell for a long time. Nobody heard it land.

Brakka stood on the edge of nothing with Auntie hanging from one hand and a bolt in her shoulder and her chest heaving, and looked across thirty feet of air at Wick on the far side.

“Sprat,” she said. “That was my bridge.”

“You were going to cut it anyway—”

“I was going to cut it after I crossed.” She looked down at the drop. She looked at the forty men picking themselves up in the gallery behind her. Then she looked at the ropes, which Seven had lit white with a lift of its good hand: two of them, hanging from the far posts, still swinging, out over the black toward her lip and back against the far wall and out again, a little shorter each time, like a clock running down.

“Right,” said Brakka Ironsong. “Never. Again.”

She waited one swing. She watched it go out and come back and go out. And on the third, as the loose ends came swinging toward her lip, she jumped.

She did not clear it. Nobody could have. But seven feet of Varr with Auntie flung out ahead of her reached a long way, and the swing brought the rope the rest of it, and the maul’s head caught it and wrapped it, and the rope took her weight with a crack that Wick felt through the ledge, and she swung back in against the far wall and hung there over the black, swearing by her grandmother’s tusks, while Marta and Ilsa and Seven and Wick hauled hand over hand until her tusks came over the edge.



Dawn found them on the hillside above the pit, in the mist, and the mist was gold.

They had come up the long stair with Brakka’s weight on Seven and Oswin both, and the smoke-pots behind them, and the Vosk men had not followed; they had their own dead to count, and no bridge, and a windlass that took four at a time with Marta’s crossbow waiting at the top of it. Then they were out, under the oaks, with the sky going grey above the towers of Kell, and nobody could walk another step.

Brakka lay flat with Oswin cutting the bolt out of her shoulder.

“I walked backwards,” Oswin was saying, to the bolt, in the voice of a man who had been asked nothing and needed to say it anyway. “Very slowly. It stopped listening when Pip stopped ticking, and I stood still till I couldn’t feel my feet, and then I went and found him, and came back along the gallery on my hands and knees, and the ledge was empty, so I went down toward the noise.” The bolt came out. Brakka said a Varr word. “I’d like it noted that I am never, ever doing that again.”

“Noted,” said Brakka, through her teeth, and put her good hand on the top of his bald head as if checking he was solid, and took it away. “That’s Ledger, Tallowby. That’s deep in the Ledger.”

Seven sat with its grey arm across its knee and its face turned up to the first light. The four Grey Hounds sat together in a knot and did not talk, and ate Petrie’s bread as if it were the only food in the world.

Marta sat by Wick.

“The client comes in a hood,” she said. She had not been asked. “Always. Twice I saw him. A carriage, on a track nobody knew, and a hood up, and a voice. Never a face. I’d know the voice again. That’s all I’d know him by.” She looked at her hands. “He asked Roux about weavers, and that was the last time she argued with him. Vosk is his dog. Vosk doesn’t know what the door is for. The client does.”

“Aldo.”

“Aldo’s by the gate.” Her jaw worked. “A cell cut in the rock. Chained. Every few days they take him to the door and make him do the thing he does, and every time he does it less.” She looked at Wick, straight, and her bony face was not hard at all. “He saved me with it. In the second shaft. That’s how they found out. He knew they would. He knew, and he held the roof up anyway, because I was under it.”

Wick could not say anything.

“So you don’t owe me for the pen,” said Marta Keel. “You owe me nothing. I’m paying.” She put her hand on the back of his neck, roughly. “We go back for him. Soon. With more than a Varr and a girl and a rat. Yes?”

“Yes.”

“Then eat something. You look like a wet week.”

He laughed, and it hurt, and he ate.



Skritch saw them first. He came down his branch and said, “Lights. On the mule-track. Lots. Big-folk, in a line, with sticks—”

Torches. Through the trees, down the hillside toward the pit, bobbing in the gold mist: twenty, thirty, in a long line, and under them the glint of helmets and the long swing of blue-grey coats.

Ilsa was on her feet with a knife in each hand. Marta had the crossbow up. Brakka got one elbow under her and said, “Tallowby, if you’ve a seventh pot—”

“Hold,” said a voice from the column.

It was thin, and tired. The torches stopped. And out of the line, on a grey mule, with a hooded cloak thrown back from his thin white hair and his spectacles catching the first sun, rode a stooped old man, who saw them sitting in the leaf-litter with their chain-raw ankles, and put one ink-stained hand to his mouth, and then lifted it, and waved.

“Oh, thank the stars,” said Archivist Quill. His face was grey as paper. He was crying. “Thank the stars. You’re alive.”




The Gate

Chapter Twelve

Marta did not lower the crossbow.

“Who’s he?” she said, out of the side of her mouth, and Wick realised that she had never seen the Archivist in her life. None of the Grey Hounds had. The contract had come through Roux, and Roux was under a cairn.

“Benedek Quill,” said Brakka, getting one knee under her. “Keeper of the Compact Archive. He holds our paper.” She did not sound glad to see him, exactly. She sounded like a woman who had been shot, hauled up a cliff on a rope and told to walk a mile, and was now being asked to be civil. “Archivist. You’re a long way from your books.”

“I am a long way from everything, Captain. I have been on a mule for two days and I may never sit down again.” Quill slid off the animal with the help of a young watchman in a coat too big for him, and stood swaying, and coughed into his sleeve until it was done. Then he looked past Brakka at the four Grey Hounds in the leaf-litter, with their chain-raw ankles and their faces, and his own face went slack.

“Oh,” he said. “Oh, stars. Oh, you poor—”

He went to them. Nobody stopped him. He went down on his old knees in the wet leaves in front of Marta Keel with the crossbow six inches from his spectacles and took her free hand in both of his and said, “I am so sorry. I am so sorry it took so long,” and Marta, who had hit a man twice with a cudgel an hour ago, looked at the top of his thin white head and did not know what to do with her face.

“Penn,” said Quill, over his shoulder. “Blankets. Broth, if there is any. And a fire, a proper one, these people are frozen.”

“Sir.” The young watchman ran.

Skritch had gone up a black oak when the first coat came through the trees, and had not come down. “Watch brand us,” he said from twenty feet up, when Wick looked. “Skritch likes his wrist. Skritch will come down when the coats go.” The coats did not go, and neither did he.



They heard the Archivist’s story by that fire, with the sun coming up gold through the mist and the towers of Kell standing round them like listeners. Brakka gave him the road first, short, the way she had given it to Mother Hobb, while the broth went round.

“I sent you after a ghost,” Quill said, when she had done. “I thought I was sending you after a ghost. I thought the worst of it would be bones.” He had a cup of broth in his hands and had not drunk from it. “I did not know, when I wrote that contract, that my own clerk had sold a copy of my map to an Ashborn envoy, six months before the Grey Hounds marched. I learned it the day after you left. The Watch took a man on the Wharves for a stabbing, and he had old crowns in his purse, and he talked. A woman with hot hands. A go-between called Vosk. A dig, and listeners.” The old man’s mouth tightened. “The Compact lent me what men it could spare. We came up the Marrow by barge, and walked your ice, Captain, twenty of us and the mules, round a hole with something in it, and I shall not forget the sound it made under me.”

“She bought your map,” said Ilsa.

“A copy. From a boy I had trusted with my keys for eleven years.” Quill turned the cup in his ink-stained fingers. “The Ashborn have their own notions about Carrovan doors; their homeland sits over one. She hired masked men. She hired an honest company to dig, and when they found what she wanted, she chained them. And when you came, she tried to buy you off at the gate, and then to take the boy on the road, and then to take him in the night. Yes? I have the shape of it?”

“You’ve the shape of it,” said Brakka.

“Then I am sorry for the shape of it.” He looked at Wick. “I am sorrier than I can say.”

Wick sat with his white hands between his knees and the journal inside his shirt and said nothing. Everything fitted. That was the trouble with it. It fitted like the map had fitted, every half-mile.

“My sergeant found your cart,” Quill added, “by a door in the hillside. Nothing was touched. Mabry!”

A heavy man in a Watch coat came through the trees with the handcart, and behind him two more with the chest, and Brakka put her good hand on the chest-lid like a woman touching her own front door. The sergeant nodded to the company and his eye went over Wick and stopped.

“Evening, Marsh lad,” he said, though it was morning. “Lamps all right at the Lantern, are they?”

Wick knew him. Mabry. He drank at the Lantern on his nights off and tipped in bits and never gave any trouble. He had been in the taproom the night the lamps froze. Of course he had.

“Yes, Sergeant,” Wick said. “They’re all right.”



Quill gave Seven the salve before noon.

He had seen the arm. Everyone had, by then; Seven had taken it out of its coat to let Oswin look, and the grey had passed the elbow in the night and sent one fine thread into the upper arm, the way frost sends a thread across a window before it fills it. Oswin had changed the dressing with his lips pressed together and said nothing, which was worse than talking.

“May I?” said Quill.

He had a jar from his saddlebag, small, stoppered with wax. He broke the wax with his thumbnail and the smell that came out was goose-fat and something sharp and mineral under it, and Oswin’s frill flickered.

“That’s binding-salt.”

“In fat. Yes. The Carrovans used it on what they called cold-bite. I have read of it in three texts and never had reason to try it.” Quill’s hands were not steady, but they were gentle. He laid a little of the stuff along the grey line, from the bite to the elbow, and Seven watched him do it with its still dark eyes and did not flinch. “I cannot promise. I can only say that I have been collecting Carrovan things for forty years, and this is one of them, and it is yours if it helps.”

It helped.

Not much. Wick watched for it all afternoon, the way he watched the tide-post, and by dusk the fine thread into the upper arm had stopped where it was. It had not gone back. But it had stopped, and Seven turned the arm in the firelight and looked at the place where the grey ended, and said, “Thank you, Archivist,” in its slow deep voice, and meant it.

“You can buy binding-salt at any apothecary on the Terraces,” Oswin muttered to Wick, later, re-packing his pockets. “It’s for warts. I’ve a pound of it myself, in the lower right.” He glanced across the fire at the old man, and his frill went up and down, uncertain. “I’m only saying. It’s not rare. Anybody could have it.”

“I know,” said Wick.

He did know. He had been turning it over all afternoon, and it would not lie flat. Twice that day the old man had said a thing and Wick’s stomach had gone cold on it, for no reason he could have given Brakka. Once when the old man’s paper twist came out of his coat, and the camphor reached across the fire, and for a breath Wick was in a ruined camp reading the whole carriage stank of camphor aloud in a voice that would not stay steady. And once when he had thought, he was in the taproom at midnight. An hour and a half after the last lamp came back. Who ran up the Terraces in the rain to tell him?

And then, both times, he had looked up and seen the answer sitting there. Mabry, with his hat in his hands and his nights off. Oswin’s coat, which had camphor in the leather for good and would not come out. Veyra Sel’s carriage, which had reeked of it, with twelve chests of it strapped to the roof. The grey on Seven’s arm, which had stopped, and the old man’s unsteady hands laying the salve on with a care nobody could have acted. Every cold thing in his stomach had an honest reason standing next to it, and the honest reason was bigger.

He put his hands in his armpits and watched the old man cough into his sleeve across the fire, and let it lie.



“Your brother,” said Quill, “had a trick of standing on one foot when he was thinking. Did you know that?”

It was full dark. The fire had burned to a red heart, and the Archivist’s men had made their camp among the roots with the discipline of people who had done it before, torches on poles and two on watch, and Quill sat on the company’s chest with a blanket over his knees because he said the ground would kill him. Brakka was asleep with her mouth open. Ilsa was somewhere at the edge of the light, not sleeping, because Ilsa did not. Seven sat by Wick with its arm in its coat.

“He did it in the Archive,” Quill went on. “He stood at my reading-table looking at a Carrovan survey, on one foot, like a heron, for a quarter of an hour. I thought he would fall into the shelves. He did not. He asked me what the six rings meant, and I told him, and he said, so they could do it all, and I said yes, and he said, that must have been lonely. Seventeen years old. I have thought of it often since.” He coughed. “He told me about your mother. A net-mender. He said she could mend a net faster than any woman on the Saltings and sing while she did it, and that she had died of a cough one winter when you were small, and that he had decided, that winter, that you would never go on the boats. I do not think he knew he was telling me. I think he had not said it aloud to anyone, and it came out because I was old and had a kettle.”

Wick’s throat was tight. “She sang badly.”

“He said that too.” The old man smiled. “He said you got your ear from her and your mouth from him.”

Wick laughed, and it hurt his chest, and the laugh went on a moment too long and turned into the other thing, and he pressed his white fingertips against his eyes until it stopped. Quill waited, and did not look at him, which was a kindness.

“May I ask you something?” the Archivist said. “You need not answer.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I stood in your captain’s taproom that night, with the frost still on the floor and you with your hands in a bowl. I have wondered since what, exactly, happened in it. Lamps that behave as lamps should not.” His voice was mild. “I ask because I am an archivist, and Kell is a Carrovan place, and Carrovan places do odd things to the air. If there is anything you have found yourself able to—”

Wick opened his mouth.

He had the whole of it ready. He had been carrying it since the roof, and the old man had been kind, and had known Aldo, and had a kettle, and he was so tired of carrying things. I’m a Kindler. I catch what’s in the air and I freeze rivers and I burn things white and the Quiet come wherever I am and I don’t know what to do. It was all there in his mouth.

Seven moved.

It did not touch him. It did not speak. It turned its head, slow as a tide, and looked at him, and the smell that came off it in the dark was wet earth, heavy and sudden, and its dark eyes said no the way they had said it on the beam over the attic hatch with the cat looking on. Walls have ears.

“I can read,” Wick said. “That’s about all, sir. And climb.”

“Ah.” Quill nodded, and if he was disappointed he kept it behind his spectacles. “Reading will do. Reading is what I have.” He took a paper twist from his pocket. “Lozenge?”

“No, thank you.”



The young watchman’s name was Tobias Penn, and he was eighteen, and had never been further from Saltmire than the Coldwater ferry, which he said had been the worst day of his life, and he had been wrong.

He sat down by Wick after the Archivist had gone to his tent, because he had the middle watch and was not allowed to sleep and had, he said, run out of things to look at. He had big ears and a Watch coat that had been made for a wider man and boots so new they squeaked.

“They said you froze the river,” he said. “The ferry-woman. She said a boy did it.”

“It was the Lumen,” Wick said. “Seven. It’s Rime.”

“Oh.” Penn looked at the sleeping Lumen with the respect of a person who had never seen a tree sit down. “Right.” He pulled his coat round him. “I’m not a proper watchman. I should say. I’ve had the coat three months. My mother wanted me off the Wharves and the Watch was hiring, and the Compact said six of us were to go with the Archivist, and I thought, well, a wood, how bad. I didn’t know about—” He waved at the dark where the pit was. “Chains. He took us over to look at the Hounds’ ankles, when the broth was going round. He said look at what she’s done and he was crying. I’ve never seen an old man cry.”

“No,” said Wick. “Nor me, before today.”

“Is it true your brother’s down there?”

“Yes.”

Penn was quiet for a moment.

“We’ll get him,” he said. “Tomorrow. The Archivist says dawn, we go down and we take her, and then the rest is just — carrying. That’s what the sergeant says.” He said it the way you say a thing you have been told and want to believe. “I’m good at carrying.”

Wick looked at him, at the ears and the coat and the boots, and thought that Tobias Penn was the first person in twenty miles he was sure of.

“Me too,” he said.



The plan was simple, because Quill said simple plans were the only kind that survived a wood.

At first light his twenty would go down the mule-track to the pit, with the Lanterns and the four Hounds who could still hold a weapon. Sergeant Mabry would take the windlass. The Ashborn woman’s column was somewhere in the trees to the west; she would come when she saw them move, because she would have to, and when she came they would have her between the pit and the hill with nowhere to go but into the Watch’s arms. “She is one woman with a dozen men and a grievance,” Quill said. “I am the Compact. It will be an arrest, Captain, not a battle. I want it clean, and I want it written down.”

“And the boy?” said Brakka.

“The boy stays by me.” Quill’s hand rested a moment on Wick’s shoulder, light and dry. “At the back, with Penn and the mule. He has done enough walking into dark places for one contract, I think, and I should like him where I can see him.”

Brakka looked at the old man, and at Wick, and at the chest with the three hundred marks’ worth of paper in it, and grunted. “At the back. Good.”

Wick did not argue. He was too tired to argue, and the Archivist’s hand was warm, and tomorrow Aldo would be out of a cell by a door and the rest would be carrying.

He lay down by Seven with his hands in his armpits, and had been asleep for what felt like a breath when the shout came.

It came from the west, where the watch was. A torch went up. Then a second, and the camp was on its feet, Brakka with Auntie before her eyes were open, and two of Quill’s men came crashing through the roots with a third between them who had run so hard he could not speak.

“Sel,” he got out, at last, on his knees. “The Ashborn. They’ve not waited. They’re at the pit—”

“At the pit doing what?”

“Attacking it, Sergeant.” The man’s face was wild in the torchlight. “Fire. There’s a wall of fire at the windlass. She’s gone for her own dig, she’s going down—”

Quill was out of his tent with his cloak half on and his spectacles crooked, and his face, grey as paper, was the face of a man watching something he had worked for his whole life go into a river.

“Then we go now,” he said. “All of us. Now.”




Chapter Thirteen

The pit was burning when they reached it, and the burning was the wrong colour.

Wick saw it from the mule-track with Penn’s hand on his sleeve and the grey mule blowing beside them: a hut, a windlass, a hole in the hillside with ropes going down into it, and across the mouth of the hole a curtain of red-gold fire standing up out of the ground as high as a man. Veyra Sel’s fire. It did not flicker like a torch. It stood, and it roared, and behind it the Ashborn were a line of dark shapes with curved blades, and in front of it, coming up out of the pit on the windlass ropes four at a time, were Vosk’s men.

They came up in half-masks with hatchets and short spears, and they hit the fire-wall and went through it screaming and came out the other side alight, and the Ashborn met them. It was dawn. The mist was pink. Wick could smell hot iron from a hundred yards off.

“Stay with the mule,” said Quill, white-faced. “Stay. Penn, you have him. Mabry—”

“Sir.”

“Take them.”

Sergeant Mabry put two fingers in his mouth and whistled, and twenty blue-grey coats went down the slope at a run with the Lanterns among them, and Wick stood at the top with a mule and a boy with big ears and watched it, and counted, because it was a thing he did, and on eleven he saw it.



The pit-mouth was a bowl of trampled mud the size of the Lantern’s yard, with the hut on its left lip and the windlass on its right and the hole between them, and the fire stood across the hole, and everything that was going to happen happened in the bowl. It was not a battle. It was a knot.

Four colours in the pink mist: the leather of Vosk’s masks, the bronze of the Ashborn, the blue-grey of the Watch, and the Lantern Company in the middle of it like a stone in a stream. Brakka went in with Auntie and the knot bent round her. Ilsa was a flicker at its edge, a knife, a knife, a man going down with his sleeve pinned to a windlass post. Oswin had a flash-egg in each hand and was throwing them with his eyes open, for once, crack, crack, so that the masked men flinched off the yellow and the Watch coats went in where they flinched. Seven stood at the foot of the slope with its good hand up and the mist round it lit white, so that the Watch could see what they were hitting. Marta Keel and her three Hounds had taken the hut and were holding its doorway with a cudgel and a crossbow and fifteen months of wanting to.

And the Watch were fighting the Ashborn.

Wick saw it and did not, at first, see it. Quill had said take them, and them was Veyra; the Watch were doing what they had been sent to do. A blue-grey coat went for an Ashborn with a cutlass; a second coat went for a masked man and the masked man went down. It was a knot. Everyone was fighting everyone.

Then he counted. Nine. A Watch coat backed into a half-mask, hard, shoulder to shoulder-blade, the way you back into a man in a brawl and turn and hit him. Neither of them turned. Ten. They stood a breath with their backs together, each looking out, like two men holding a door. Eleven. They went opposite ways, and as they went the masked man turned his head, and the half of his face that showed winked. One eye, quick, the way a man winks at a friend across a taproom. And the Watch coat’s mouth twitched, and he went on, and put his cutlass into the back of an Ashborn who was fighting someone else.

Wick’s whole body went cold, and it was not the kindling kind.

“Penn,” he said.

“I see it. I see them. Stars, it’s a mess—”

“No. Penn. Look at the—”

Veyra Sel’s fire went out.

It did not die down. It went out, all at once, as if a door had shut on it, and the reason was lying on the ground at her feet. One of the twins, with a short spear through him just under the ribs and his bronze face gone the colour of old brass, and the other on his knees beside him with both hands pressed to the wound and the blood steaming where it came out, saying Toren, Toren in a voice that did not sound like anything. Veyra stood over them both with her bare hands at her sides and the glow dying out of her veins, and the knot closed in round her.

Vosk’s men broke.

That was the word for it, and it was the wrong word, and Wick knew it was wrong even as he watched. They did not run. They withdrew. A hoarse voice somewhere in the mist said one word, and every half-mask in the knot stepped back at once, the way a crew steps back from a rail when the mate calls, and went for the windlass ropes and down, four at a time, hatchets and all, and the Watch did not chase them. Mabry’s whistle went twice and the blue-grey coats turned, all of them, from the ropes to the Ashborn, and the Ashborn were eight standing now, and surrounded.

Veyra Sel looked at the ring of cutlasses. She looked at Dace, on his knees. She looked, for one long moment, up the slope through the thinning pink mist, to where an old man sat on a grey mule with a boy beside him.

Then she drew her long curved blade, reversed it, and threw it down on the ground in front of her.

“Enough,” she said, in her clipped cold voice. “I surrender to the Compact. Dace. Dace. Put it down.”

Dace put it down. The Ashborn put theirs down. The Watch closed on them, and Mabry’s sergeant’s voice went up, bind them, bind them, get the wounded one on a board, and Benedek Quill let out a breath Wick heard from three feet away, and touched two fingers to his lips and then to his breast, the old Archive way, and said, “Thank the stars. Thank the stars. Clean.”

Wick stood with the mule’s reins in his white hand and the wink going round and round behind his eyes like a coin on a table.



They put the Ashborn in the hut.

It was a plain plank thing with a door and no window, built for tools and rope and the men who ran the windlass, and it had crates in it, and the Watch dragged the crates out to make room and shoved the prisoners in with their hands tied before them, Dace last, carrying Toren on a board. Veyra went in without a word. Two coats took the door. Quill, grey and shaking, was helped to sit on the windlass beam and given his own flask by Sergeant Mabry, and the Lanterns stood about in the trampled mud of the pit-mouth with that look people have after a fight, when the body has not yet been told it can stop.

Brakka had a cut on her forearm and was pleased about it. “That,” she said, “is a thing I’ll put in the Ledger with a clear heart. Ashborn poison. Didn’t I say?”

“You said,” said Ilsa, cleaning a knife.

“Captain.” Wick’s voice came out wrong, and he tried again. “Captain, did you see—”

“I saw the back of a lot of heads, Sprat, and the front of a few. What?”

He opened his mouth. A masked man winked at a Watch coat. He heard how it would sound. He heard Brakka’s answer, too: men wink, Sprat, it’s a fight, it’s a mess, Vosk’s men ran, Sel threw her sword down, what more do you want. And behind Brakka, on the beam, the old man was watching them with his mild tired eyes over the rim of his flask.

“Nothing,” Wick said. “Nothing. Toren. Will he—”

“Spear in the belly. Who knows.” Brakka shrugged, and winced. “Not my Ledger.”

He went to find water.



There was a butt by the hut-wall, rain-filled, with a dipper. He filled a bucket from it, because he was a bucket and buckets were useful if somebody had something to put in them, and he took it to the hut door, and the two coats on the door looked at each other.

“Archivist said she’s to be kept,” Wick said. “Not killed of thirst. Ask him.”

They did not ask him. One of them shrugged and opened the door, and Wick went in with the bucket into a smell of camphor and blood.

Veyra Sel sat against the far wall with her tied hands in her lap and her thimbles gone, and she looked up as he came in, and her face did not change. Dace was beside her on the floor with his brother’s head in his lap. Toren’s breath whistled. The others sat along the wall in a row with their bronze faces shut.

Wick put the bucket down and dipped a cup and held it to Toren’s mouth first, because the boy’s lips were cracked, and Dace took it from him without a word and did it himself, and Wick took the cup back and dipped it again and held it to Veyra.

She drank. Her breath steamed over the water.

“Child,” she said, very low, in the voice she had used at the landward gate. “I have perhaps one minute before that door opens. Do not speak. Listen.”

He crouched with the cup in his hand.

“Benedek Quill hired the Grey Hounds. Not I. He found this place in his own Archive and paid Vosk to dig it, in old crowns from the Archive’s vault, which no Ashborn will touch and the Compact never counts. I have known it a year. I have his bills. I could not find his dig; only his map showed it. And the Compact will not hear an Ashborn against its own Archivist on the strength of bills.” Her eyes held his. “He wants Kindlers. He has one, your brother, and one is not enough; the old texts say two of one blood, hand in hand, to hold six. A night of frost-lamps told him you were the second, and he had his contract drawn the next morning. But a Kindler taken gives nothing. Have they not told you that? He needs you willing, child. A year of sweets, and your brother’s name. He meant to walk you down to that door with your friends beside you and your trust in his hand. You came the wrong way. Through the drains. So he has arrived with his borrowed coats to save you, and he will have to think of something else, and he is a very good thinker.”

“The coats—”

“Six are Watch. The rest are Vosk’s, in Watch coats. You saw.” She tipped her head. “You saw something. It is in your face.”

“A wink.”

“Then you have more than I have.” One corner of her mouth went up, a precise quarter-inch, and came down. “I surrendered, child, because a prisoner is put in a hut, and a boy brings a prisoner water. I had one night before he took you below and I spent it buying this minute. Spend it well.”

The door-latch rattled. One of the coats, bored, saying something to the other.

“The girl,” Veyra said fast. “The knife-girl. Dace gave her a purse at the gate. Thirty marks, to come to my men in the night and tell them where you slept. She threw it in the Marrow from the ferry, the morning you hacked free, into the hole the eel had made, with my riders watching from the bank, and spat after it. They watched your fire every night because she would not. I tell you this because you have been looking at her as if she sold you, and she did not, and you will need her.” The door opened. Veyra Sel’s voice did not change at all, but it rose. ”—and if the Compact thinks I will sign a confession for a boy with a bucket, it may think again. Take your water, child, and go.”

He went.



He found Ilsa on the far side of the windlass, sitting on a crate with her back to everyone, doing nothing, which for Ilsa was a kind of shouting.

He stood in front of her. She did not look up.

“You threw it in the river,” he said.

She went still.

“Thirty marks. From the ferry. Into the hole where the eel was, at dawn, with her riders watching.” His voice was not working properly. “You could have paid Harker. You could have paid him and had ten over. And you threw it in the river and spat after it.”

“Who told you that?”

“Her. Just now.”

Ilsa looked up at him then, and her face was the pier-stair face, flat and shut, and then she bit the inside of her cheek, hard enough that he saw it, and the scar through her eyebrow let go.

“I didn’t throw it for you, Saltings boy. Don’t go thinking that. I threw it because I’m not for sale, and I wanted them to know it, and the river was there.” She looked away. “And then I couldn’t tell you. Because you’d have looked at me like that. And you did anyway.”

“I’m sorry.”

It came out too fast and too small, and he made himself say it again, properly, with his face hot. “I’m sorry. I thought it, on the cairn, and I said it, and I was wrong.”

She was quiet a while.

“Yes,” she said. “You were.” Then she shoved over on the crate, six inches, without looking at him, and he sat down in the six inches, and they sat there with their shoulders not quite touching and watched the Watch coats carry rope. After a while she said, “Bucket,” under her breath, and he said, “Yes.”



The crates were stacked where the Watch had dragged them, in the mud by the hut-wall, a dozen of them. New wood. Bright nails.

He saw the thumb first, the way he always did, burned thick and black into the lid. The Merchant Compact. Anybody could buy that.

And in the corner, small, fainter, the other one. He knew it now. He had read it by Pip’s green glow in a store-room under Kell with his hands aching, and let it go, because there were a hundred such marks on the Wharves. A key, and a pen laid across it, and above them both a star with six points. Neat work. Somebody had cared about the brand.

He got up off Ilsa’s crate and went over and crouched by the nearest and looked at it, and something nagged, low down, the way a wrong number nags in a tide table before you have found it. A key and a pen. Where else had he seen a key and a pen. Not on the Wharves. Somewhere smaller than that; somewhere he had held in his hands.

He took the little fat brown book out of his coat, where it had ridden since the landward gate, and against the journal since the camp, and opened the front cover. He had not looked at the bookplate since the night of the Quiet, when his hands had been in a bowl of water and he had read Ex libris B. Quill and seen that there was a small engraved crest above it, and had not looked at the crest, because nobody looks at the crest on a bookplate. It is only the owner’s name made fancy.

He looked now. A key. A quill pen crossed over it. A star with six points.

He held his breath, because Aldo had taught him that a tide table you have not checked is a guess, and he held the open cover down beside the crate-lid in the morning light, engraving and brand, and they were the same mark, line for line, as if the one had been made from the other.

He put the book away. He put his hand flat on the crate-lid over the mark, the way he put it on the Grey Hound notice, and felt the grain of the wood under his white fingertips, and looked across the trampled mud at the old man on the windlass beam.

Quill was talking to Brakka. He was laughing at something she had said, politely, into his sleeve. Brakka was laughing too, with her tusks out, with her cut arm and her chest and her licence, and the red seal on the paper inside the chest that was going to keep the Lantern Company alive at month’s end.

Coin’s honest, she had said. Coin doesn’t say it’s your friend.

Twenty steps across the mud would do it. Brakka would stand up. Brakka would say so, at the top of her voice, in a pit-mouth with fourteen borrowed coats round her and six boys who believed the old man because the old man cried, and the old man was a very good thinker, and Aldo was in a cell by a door.

He stayed where he was, with his hand on the brand and the book under his other hand, and felt the two marks line up like a tide table that checks.

You keep things, Seven had said. One day it will cost you.

He dusted his knees. Not today. Not until he had something she could not laugh at.




Chapter Fourteen

“I need—” said Wick, and stopped, because the end of the sentence was not a thing a Marsh said. He tried it again with his face hot. “Help. I need help, Ilsa.”

She was on the crate still. The sun had gone over the towers and the pit-mouth was in blue shadow, and the Watch had torches up on poles, and the hut with the Ashborn in it had a coat each side of its door. Quill’s tent stood a little apart under a black oak, the mule tethered by it; the old man had gone to the hut an hour ago with a writing-board under his arm to take, he said, the Ashborn woman’s statement, and had not come out.

Ilsa looked at him. She did not make anything of it, which was the kindest thing she could have done.

“Go on.”

He told her. The wink. Veyra. The crest on the crates, and the bookplate; he showed her the book, and she looked at the two marks side by side without a word and gave it back. Two of one blood, and willing, and the contract drawn the morning after the lamps. He told it quick and flat, the way she told things, and when he had finished she sat with her elbows on her knees and her knife across her palms.

“That’s a lot of maybe.”

“I know.”

“A wink’s not evidence. A crest is a crest; he could have sold those crates to Sel for all we know. She’d say anything, she’s in a hut.” Ilsa turned the knife. “And if you’re right, we’re camped in a pit-mouth with fourteen of Vosk’s lot in Watch coats and six boys who think they’re on the right side, and Brakka’s sat on a chest with his paper in it thinking she’s rich.”

“Yes.”

“And you’ve not told her.”

“If I tell her and I’m wrong she’ll have my ear on the board. If I tell her and I’m right, she’ll stand up and say so, at the top of her voice, because that’s what she does, and then they’ll—” He stopped. “I need something she can’t laugh at. Paper. He’s an archivist, Ilsa. He writes everything down. Oswin said so. It’s practically a disease.”

She looked at the tent under the oak.

“He’s got a case,” she said slowly. “Leather, with a lock. Penn carried it off the mule for him. He’s had it in there since.”

“Can you open it?”

“I can open anything.” She stood up. “Can you keep two coats looking at you for the time it takes?”

“No,” said Wick. “But I know who can.”



Skritch was in the oak.

He had been in one oak or another since the first coat came through the trees, with his wrist tucked under him, and he came down this one head-first when Wick whistled and sat on the lowest branch with his tail hanging.

“Skritch heard,” he said, before Wick had opened his mouth. “Skritch hears everything up a tree. The old one’s bad. Skritch knew the old one was bad. He smells like the pots in the fire-Pell’s bag.”

“You could have said.”

“Skritch said the Tally was bad and got put out.” The whiskers twitched. “Skritch is learning when to say. So. What?”

“The tent. Under the oak. There’s a case in it, and two men on the hut door who can see the tent-flap, and I need them not to.” Wick swallowed. “I’m asking. Not telling. You can say no.”

Skritch looked at him with his bright black eyes for a moment, and then put one webbed paw flat on his chest, over the tin button.

“Big-folk never look at corners,” he said. “Skritch goes in. Through the back, under the wall. Skritch finds the case and passes it out to the knife, and the knife does the lock in the dark where nobody’s looking, and nobody looks at the flap at all. Better.” He dropped off the branch. “Skritch is good at tents.”



It took the time it takes to boil a pot, and Wick spent all of it standing by the mule with his hands on its neck, in plain sight, being a boy who liked mules.

He saw the canvas at the back of the tent stir once and go still. He saw Ilsa go round the oak as if she were going to make water, and vanish into the shadow under its roots. He saw the two coats on the hut door, bored, talking. He saw Brakka by the company’s fire with her arm bound up, telling the four Grey Hounds something that needed both hands, and Oswin bent over Pip with a screwdriver, and Seven sitting a little apart with its face turned toward the oak and its eyes on him, and he looked away from Seven, because he could not stand it.

Then Ilsa’s hand came out of the roots and made a small flat movement, here, and he said something to the mule, and went.

The case was open on her knees in the dark under the oak. Skritch crouched beside her with his whiskers flat.

“Fast,” she breathed. “Read.”

He read.

He read the way he had read the harbour wall, letters first and then the shape of the thing, and the shape came up at him out of the pages like a face out of water. Half of it was Carrovan, in copied hands, diagrams of six rings and the words into and against underlined in a fine scholar’s script. A ledger, bound in green, with a column of dates and a column of sums in old crowns, and against the sums a line of entries: Vosk, on account. Rope, lamp-oil, Greystep, via V. Grey Hound contract, paid in full, via V.

And under the ledger, loose, a single sheet in the hand he had seen on the map, on the contract, in the book with the bookplate.

The second Marsh boy. Same blood. The gift is confirmed (the lamps, 14th, witnessed by Mabry). He must come willing. A taken Kindler is a dry well; the brother has proved it a hundred times and will not last another hundred. The company is the way. Let them walk him in. Let him trust me by the fire. If need be, let him love them and let me hold them. He will give for that. Any boy would.

Wick read it twice. Then his hands stopped working and the sheet lay on the open case and he looked at it, and the torchlight came through the oak-leaves and moved on the words, and somewhere behind him a man coughed.

“Yes,” said Benedek Quill, gently. “I was afraid of that.”



He was standing at the edge of the roots with his writing-board under his arm and his cloak about him, and he looked very old, and sorry. Beside him, wheezing, stood Vosk. Up out of the pit in the dark, by the basket, while the honest coats were looking at the hut; he had not been seen all day because he had not been meant to be.

Ilsa was on her feet with a knife in each hand before Wick had got his head round. Skritch had simply gone, into the roots, under the dark, without a sound. Wick stayed where he was, on his knees, with the page in front of him, because his legs would not do anything else.

“Do not,” Quill said to Ilsa. He did not raise his voice. “There are four men behind me and six on the far side of this tree, and I should very much rather nobody was hurt. Please.”

She did not put the knives down. She did not throw them, either.

“You,” said Wick. His voice came out of him like something dragged. “It was you. All of it. The Hounds. The chains. Aldo.”

“Yes.”

“You cried.”

“I did. I do, quite often, these days; it is the illness, it loosens things.” Quill coughed, and when it was done he wiped his mouth and looked at Wick over his spectacles with an expression Wick had seen before and could not place, and then could: Hettie, at the top of the cellar stairs, with her white face. Fondness. “I am dying, Wick. I have been dying for three years, and the physicians on the Terraces have run out of things to say that are not goodbye. I was not ready. I am still not. I have read every Carrovan text that survives, and there is a thing beyond that door the Carrovans called the Unending, and I believe it is what it sounds like. I believe the Murk can be handled, carefully, by someone who has read enough and is not greedy. I have read enough.” His voice was mild and precise and absolutely sincere. “I only want more time.”

“You chained my brother—”

“I chained a Kindler who would not kindle for me, and it did not work, and I am sorry for it, because he is a brave young man and it has broken him.” The old man’s hand moved, a small apologetic gesture. “A forced Kindler gives a trickle. I did not believe it until I had seen it a hundred times. Then I read that there could be a second, of the same blood, and I had your name from him. But your mother had hidden you so well that for a year and more I could not be sure. I came to the Lantern. I asked after you. I brought you sweets.” He smiled a little. “I liked you. That is not a lie. And then one stormy night Sergeant Mabry came up to the Archive with his hat in his hands and told me about twelve lamps, and I knew.”

“Then why not just take me? That night. Off the Lane.”

“Because a boy snatched off Lampwick Lane is a Tidewatch matter, with a captain who is honest and a landlady who would tear the city apart. A boy who walks into the Thornwood with a doomed company and does not come back is nobody’s matter at all. And because a taken Kindler, Wick, is a dry well. I did try, once, on the Old Road; I was ill that week and impatient, and Vosk’s men made a mess of it, and I was sorry afterward. They had been told, if they were taken, to describe a woman with hot hands; that part at least they did well. There was to be a man at the Crossing. There was. He waited two days on the wrong bank of your ice and went home. The proper way was always this. You were to come down my stair with your company beside you, and come to me by the fire with your hands open.” He sighed. “Instead you came through the drains with a Skitter and broke my bridge, and I have had to improvise, and I am too old for improvising. But I have you now, and I have them, and it will do.”

“It won’t. I won’t.”

“You will.” Quill said it without any triumph at all; he said it the way he had said I did not know one weaver could do that, a thing observed. “Willing, Wick. I need you willing. And you will be, because you love them. The captain. The Pell. The girl with the knives. The tree. I shall put you in a cell with your brother, and I shall put them in the one next door, and I shall not touch a hair of any of them, and every day you do not kindle for me I shall tell you what they ate. It is not a threat. It is only the Ledger, as your captain would say. You give; they are kept.” He took a paper twist from his pocket, looked at it, and put it away again. “Any boy would. I would have, at your age. I am sorry it is you.”

Ilsa threw.

Wick never saw her decide. One moment she was standing with the two knives low and the next the right-hand one was in the air, and it was not for Quill. It was for the wheeze. Vosk moved his head the width of a hand and the blade went past his mask and took a strip of leather off it and buried itself in the oak behind, and then the four men behind Quill came through the roots, and Ilsa went into them.

She went under the first man’s arm and put her shoulder in his stomach and came up with his cutlass and threw that, and the second man went down with it in his thigh. The third got a hand in her collar and she turned inside it and hit him across the face with the pommel of her own knife, twice. She was yelling. Not words. Just noise, the kind you make to be heard across a camp, and across the camp Brakka was coming up off the ground with Auntie in her good hand and a roar in her chest—

“Mabry,” said Quill, not loudly.

The whistle went. Twice.

And out of the dark on every side of the pit-mouth came the coats, with torches, with cutlasses, a ring of them closing on the company’s fire, and the six honest boys among them came too, because the sergeant had whistled and they did not know what else to do, and Tobias Penn was one of them, with his big ears and his squeaking boots and his face in the torchlight gone the colour of milk.

The fourth man got Ilsa by the wrist and twisted. The knife dropped. She kicked him in the knee and he went down and took her with him and two more landed on her, and she was still yelling when they got the rope round her hands, and the thing she was yelling, Wick heard at last, was his name.

“Wick — run — the rat’s gone, go after the—”

A hand closed on the back of his neck, and the wheeze was by his ear.

“Hello, small one,” said Vosk.



The company did not fight.

That was Brakka’s doing, and it was the bravest thing Wick ever saw her do, and it looked like nothing. She stood by the fire with Auntie in her good hand and fourteen cutlasses round her and the four Hounds behind her, and Oswin with a flash-egg in each fist, and Seven standing very still with its grey arm in its coat; and she looked at Ilsa on the ground with three men on her, and at Wick with Vosk’s hand on his neck, and at the old man on the roots, and she did the sum.

“Down,” she said. “All of you. Tallowby. Down.”

“Captain—”

“I said down, Pell, I’ll not have you burned for nothing.” She laid Auntie on the ground, slow, and straightened up, and her tusks were out. “Archivist. You’ve something to say. Say it.”

Quill had come across the trampled mud with his writing-board under his arm and the page in his hand, and he stood in the torchlight and spoke not to her but past her, to the coats, to the six boys among them, in the voice that carried.

“Sergeant Mabry. Watchmen. I had hoped not to have to say this.” He held up the page. “First: the man beside me is Captain Vosk, whom you have heard named as the Ashborn woman’s creature. He has seen which way the wind sits and come over to the Compact this hour, under my parole, and the Compact will weigh his help against his sins. Second. I have this hour found the Lantern Company’s scout in my tent, with my case forced, and this in her hand. A letter. In the Ashborn woman’s cipher, which I have been at all afternoon.” His voice shook, and it was not acting; Wick could not tell what it was. “I had thought them honest. I had thought them used. I see now that they came to this wood on the Compact’s purse and the house of Sel’s silver both, and took the one to spend the other. Who freed her prisoners, so that there should be no witnesses? They did. Who broke the bridge, so that the Watch could not go down? They did. Who was in my tent?” He let the page fall to his side. “The boy is a child, and has been lied to, and I will take him into my own keeping. The rest are to be held for the Compact. Bind them. Gently. I will not have them hurt.”

“That’s a lie,” said Wick, and Vosk’s hand tightened until the words stopped.

“The boy is overwrought,” Quill said, to the coats. “Sergeant.”

“He’s the client,” Wick got out, through the hand. “Captain, the crates, the mark on the crates, it’s his, it’s in the book, the book he gave me, Captain, look—”

Brakka looked.

Not at the book. At him. Across the fire, with the ring of cutlasses between them and the torchlight on her scarred grey-green face, and it was not an angry look. He could have borne angry. It was a slow look, a weighing one, the look she had given the red seal on the paper and the Skitter on the scree, and it went over him from his white hands to his face and stopped there.

“How long have you known, Sprat?” she said.

He could not lie to it.

“Since this morning.”

She nodded. Just once, as if that settled an account somewhere. Then she held out her wrists to Sergeant Mabry without looking at him, and said, “Mind the arm, it’s cut,” and they bound her.

They bound Oswin, who said “I want it on record” and then could not think what he wanted on record, and stood there with his mouth open. They bound Seven, who held out its hands before they asked, and looked at Wick as they did it, and smelled of nothing at all, which was worse than wet earth. They bound Marta Keel, who spat at Mabry’s boots, and Jory and Sal and Ennis, who had been free for one day. Penn held a torch and did not bind anybody, and his hand shook.

Auntie, Mabry picked up himself, with both hands and a grunt, and carried off toward the hut, and Ilsa’s knives went after it in a sack, every one, down to the one in her boot.

“The windlass,” said Quill. “The boy first, in the basket, and then the stair up to the cell-shelf. Captain Vosk, with me. The rest to the pens.” He folded the page, and put it in the case, and closed the case, and held it out to the nearest torch. “Penn. Keep that by the mule and let nobody touch it. The Compact will want every word.” He pulled his cloak about him, and in the torchlight he was only an old man in a wood, cold and coughing and very far from his kettle. “I had wanted to do this kindly,” he said, to nobody. “I did try.”



The windlass basket was a wooden cage on a rope, and it went down the pit into the dark with Wick in it and Vosk beside him, and the torches at the top got small.

He counted. He could not help it. The stone went past, grey and wet, one, two, three, and at forty the lantern-light of the dig came up round them from below, yellow and low, and the great black disc of the gate stood in its far wall with the frost white in its rings, and the song-stone in his pocket was a dead cold thing against his leg.

Vosk’s hand had not left his neck.

“He said willing,” Wick said. His voice was very small in the shaft. “He said a taken one’s a dry well.”

“He did.”

“Then what’s the hand for?”

The mask wheezed. It might have been a laugh.

“The hand’s for the stairs, small one,” said Vosk. “The willing’s for after.”

The basket hit the floor. The gate looked at him. And somewhere behind it, deep in the rock, a long way under the pink dawn and the towers and the oak with a knife in it, something cold lifted its head and knew his name.




Chapter Fifteen

The cell was a hole cut in the rock beside the gate, with a door of iron bars and a lamp outside it, and there was a man chained to the back wall who did not look up.

Vosk opened the door and put Wick through it with the flat of his hand, and shut it, and turned the key.

“The client will be down when he’s had his broth,” he said through the bars, in his hoarse reasonable voice. “He takes it slow on the stairs. Talk. He wants you to talk.” The mask turned toward the chained man. “Marsh. Company.”

He went. His wheeze went away along the rock with the lamp-shadows, and there was only the one lamp, low and yellow, on its hook outside the bars, and the cold.

Wick stood with his back to the door.

The man on the wall was sitting with his knees up and his head down, and the chain ran from an iron ring round each wrist to a bolt in the stone above him, so that his hands could not go lower than his chest. He was thin. His hair hung over his face. He was nineteen and he looked thirty, and Wick knew him by his boots, which were the boots that had hung their heels over the harbour wall while a finger moved along the chalk.

“Aldo,” he said.

The head came up.

For a moment there was nothing in the face. Then the eyes focused, and went wide, and the whole of him came up off the wall against the chain with a sound of iron, and Aldo Marsh said, “No.”

“It’s me.”

“No. No, no, no—” The chain rang. “I told you. I wrote it. I wrote it on the last page in letters a fish could read, go home, Wicky, I said go home—”

“I know what you wrote.”

“Then what are you doing here?” Aldo’s voice cracked up the middle like a plank. “What are you doing in this hole, you stupid, you stupid—”

Wick crossed the cell in three steps and got his arms round his brother’s neck, chain and all, and held on.

It was not a long hug. Aldo could not move his hands, and the iron bit into Wick’s cheek, and his brother smelled of rock and old sweat and cold, so cold, his skin was like the river. But Aldo’s face came down hard against the top of Wick’s head and stayed there, and his breath went in and out, ragged, against Wick’s hair, and when he spoke again it came out broken into pieces.

“You stupid little sprat.”

“Yes.”

“You came.”

“You said I would. You said it in the journal and you said it to Marta.” Wick stepped back. His face was wet, and he did not care. “You said I’d be furious.”

Aldo looked at him. He was crying too, and did not seem to know it.

“Are you?”

“Yes.”

“Good,” said Aldo Marsh, and laughed, once, and it turned into a cough that went on too long, and when it was done he leaned his head back on the stone and shut his eyes. “Good. Somebody should be.”



His hands were white.

Not just the fingertips. From the wrist to the nail, every finger, white as fish-flesh and blue at the knuckles, and when Wick took one of them in both of his own it was not cold the way a hand is cold. It was cold the way the song-stone was cold, from the middle out, a thing that had been frozen so long it had forgotten there was another way to be.

“Don’t,” Aldo said, without opening his eyes.

“They’re—”

“I know what they are. I’ve had a year to look at them.” He flexed the fingers, slowly, and they moved like something stiff with rust. “He takes me to the door and he lights six braziers, one for each ring, hedge-weavers he’s bought in the city, and I catch what’s in the air and I give it the door, because if I don’t—” He stopped. “And it bites, every time, cold, and it doesn’t go away after. It’s still in me. All of it. A year of cold.” His white hand turned in Wick’s and gripped, weakly. “Rime, mostly. He uses Rime most, because it’s cheapest; any fool with a form can draw cold. I’m full of it, Wicky. Like a cask. I could freeze the Sound.”

“Then why does the gate not open?”

“Because I’m one.” Aldo opened his eyes. “And because I won’t. I give it a trickle, because a trickle keeps me alive and keeps Marta alive, and he needs the whole river, and he’s not getting it from me. He knows it now. That’s why—” He looked at Wick, and his mouth went down at one corner, the way it had in the attic the night before he marched, when he had said I’m going to make sure you never go on the boats and had known he could not. “That’s why he’s got you.”

“Two of one blood. An Ashborn told me. It’s — later.” Wick made himself say the rest. “He told me himself, by an oak tree. He said he had my name from you.”

Aldo did not look away. He had never looked away from anything in his life; it was his most annoying quality.

“Day thirty-one,” he said. “They’d had me on the wall a week. Vosk asked who else there was. Mam, cousins, anyone with the gift. I said nobody. He asked again the next day and the next, and on the seventh day he brought Marta in and stood her against that door and asked again, and I said my brother. Wick. Thirteen. Saltings. The Drowned Lantern.” His voice was perfectly flat. “I said it to save a woman I’d known five months, and I’d say it again, and it’s the worst thing I’ve done in my life. There. Now you know what you came for.”

Wick sat down on the floor beside him with his back against the stone.

“I came for you,” he said. “Not that.”

“It’s the same thing.”

“No, it isn’t.” He put his shoulder against his brother’s shoulder, the way they had sat on the harbour wall. “I’ve kept things. Since you went. I kept the lamps from Hettie, and I kept nine Skitter marks on the cellar stair from Brakka, and I kept the crest on the crates from her, and that’s why she’s in a pen tonight instead of standing on his neck. I don’t get to be angry with you for keeping something. I’m a Marsh. We’re terrible at it.”

Aldo’s breath went out of him in something that would have been a laugh with more air behind it.

“Mam would have skinned the pair of us.”

“Yes.”



The lamp outside the bars shifted.

A warder had come to it, one of the half-masks, and he was turning the wick up with a thumb and finger, because the oil was burning low and the Archivist did not like the dark on his stairs. He did it with a small careless gesture, a form, the way Ilsa flicked a knife; a thing the body did. And when the flame stood up yellow in the glass, the air outside the bars shimmered, warm, and smelled, for a breath, of hot iron.

Ember. A thread of it, gold-red, thin as a hair, drifting through the bars into the cell on the cold.

Wick felt it on his face like a hand. Beside him, Aldo went rigid.

“Don’t,” Aldo breathed.

“I’m not—”

“You feel it. I know you do. I felt you feel it.” The warder had gone; the lamp burned steady; the thread hung in the cell between them, fading. “Wicky. Listen to me. He wants us to touch hands. He’s wanted it for a year. Don’t give it him.”

“I wasn’t going to.”

“You were thinking it.”

He had been. He had been looking at the thread, and at Aldo’s white hand, and at his own, and the thought had come up on its own like the tide: what would it be like. He had been a bucket since the night of the lamps, with other people pouring into him, and here was somebody who was the same thing he was, the only person who was.

“Just once,” he said. “Small. To know.”

“No.”

“If I don’t know, how do I stop him? He’ll put our hands together, Aldo, he’ll make us, with Brakka in the next cell, and I’ll do it then, scared, with him watching, with nothing to go on. Or I do it now. With you. On purpose. Small.” He heard his own voice shaking and made it stop. “Seven says it matters whether it’s chosen. I’m choosing.”

Aldo looked at him with the thread of Ember fading between them.

“You sound like her,” he said, and held out his white hand.

Wick took it.



It was not like catching.

Catching was a thread running to his fingers, cold going up his arms, a double fistful of snow in the dark. This was a door. The moment their palms met, something that had been shut in him his whole life opened, and on the other side of it was Aldo, not Aldo’s hand, Aldo, the whole of him, a year of cold packed in him like ice in a cask, and his fear, and his tiredness, and under all of it a small hard stubborn thing that had said no to a door for a year and was still saying it. And Wick knew that Aldo could feel him back. The lamps. The river. Hettie’s griddle. The box in his head where he put things, and everything in it.

The thread of Ember, which had been a hair, went white.

It came to them both at once, into both their hands, and it did not bite. It did not warm either. It simply was, as if it had always been theirs, and it was so easy that Wick nearly laughed, and then he understood what he was holding, and did not.

One lamp. One warder’s careless thumb. And between the two of them they held it like a sun.

Something turned its head.

He felt it the way you feel someone in a dark room turn to look at you. Not near. Under. Beyond the wall, beyond the bars, beyond the great black disc with its six rings; something vast and cold and patient that had been lying with its face to the stone for four hundred years lifted its head and looked. At the white thread. At the two hands round it. At him.

The song-stone had been a dead thing in his pocket for two days. Now it was less than that: a hole in his pocket where a stone had been.

Aldo tore his hand away.

The thread snapped. The Ember went out of the air. The cell was a cell again, cold, with one lamp, and the two of them sat on the floor with their white hands held away from each other as if they were hot, both breathing like people who had run.

“That,” said Aldo, when he could. “That’s what he wants. Did you feel it look?”

“Yes.”

“That was one lamp.” His face was grey. “Six braziers, Wicky. Six, and the two of us. It’d come up through that door like the tide up the Saltings.”

Wick put his hands under his arms. They were not aching. That was the terrible part. They had held a sun and did not ache at all.

“It’s still in you,” he said. “The year. I felt it. It’s not gone anywhere. It’s yours.”

“It’s a cask of cold with a chain on it,” said Aldo. “Leave it.”

Something was turning over at the back of Wick’s head, slow, the way the tide turns, and he could not see the shape of it yet. He left it.



The wall above Aldo’s head was scratched.

Wick saw it when he got up to walk the cell, because he had to walk or he would shake. Above the bolt where the chain went in, the rock was covered in marks, hundreds of them, in rows, scratched with the edge of an iron ring over a year: a wave, and notches, and a wave, and notches, going along the wall and down and along again, like the tide tables on the harbour wall.

“Days,” Aldo said. “A wave for each. The notches are how many times they took me to the door. The crosses—” He did not finish.

There were a great many crosses.

Wick put his fingertips on the last wave, the newest, the one scratched that morning, and followed the row back with his hand, wave after wave, and found what he was looking for a quarter of the way along: a wave with a bar under it. Hidden here.

“What’s under that?”

“Nothing. There’s no under. It’s rock.” Aldo’s mouth twisted. “I did it for you. Day sixty. I thought, if Wicky ever stands in this cell, he’ll go looking for the bar, because he always does. And there’d be nothing. And he’d know I was thinking about him when I made it.”

Wick stood with his hand on the wall and could not see for a moment.

Then something scratched at the dark.



Not at the door. At the back of the cell, high in the corner, where the lamplight did not reach: a small sound, metal on stone, and then a whisper so thin it could have been the draught.

“Big-folk. Is it the right hole, Skritch has been in nine holes—”

“Skritch—”

“Shh!” A grey-brown face came out of the corner of the ceiling, upside down, with its whiskers flat and a tin button swinging, and behind it, in the black, there was a grate. Iron bars, rusted, set in a square hole no bigger than a hearth-mouth, and a Skitter paw was working at one of them from the inside with a bit of broken hatchet-blade. “Vent. For the braziers. Goes up and up and comes out in the long gallery. Skritch ran it twice.” The bar came out of its socket with a grinding and Skritch caught it before it could fall. “And Skritch got friends.”

Two more faces, behind his. One grey at the muzzle with a claw missing. One very young, with its paws over its mouth.

“Whisk,” said Wick, stupidly. “Dabble.”

“Put-out came back and said all the big-folk were in the pens and the old one was the no-no,” said Whisk, in her dry whisper, “and the Tally counted, and when she’d done counting she said two for the gallery. That’s us. Don’t ask for more.”

“It’s enough. It’s—” Wick had his hands on the stone under the vent. “Aldo. Aldo, it’s a way out, we can—”

“I can’t.”

The chain rang, once, as if to agree.

Wick stopped.

He looked at the chain. He looked at the bolt in the stone, and the iron rings on the white wrists, and at the hole in the ceiling which a Skitter fitted and a boy might fit and a man with his hands bolted to a wall never would. And then, because he was a Marsh and could not help it, he looked at the lock on the rings, and it was a proper lock, iron, the kind Ilsa opened with two picks in the time it took to say so, and Ilsa was in a pen.

“Key,” he said. “Who has the—”

“Vosk.” Aldo’s voice was very steady. “On a cord. Round his neck. He showed me, the first week, so I’d know.”

“Skritch can—”

“Skritch is not going for the wheezing one’s neck,” said Skritch, from the ceiling, with feeling. “Not for all the shinies in Saltmire. Not for the Tally. Squeak true.”

“Then I’ll—”

“You’ll what?” Aldo did not raise his voice. “Go and get it? He’s standing at the top of a stair with twenty men and an old man coming down it with his broth. Hide here till he comes, and bite him? Wicky. Look at me.”

He looked.

“There’s a pen,” Aldo said, “with your captain in it, and your scout, and a Pell, and a tree that’s gone grey for you. And four Hounds that were free one day. And there’s a hole in this ceiling that you fit through and I don’t. You can sit in here and hold my hand till the old man comes, and he’ll put the six braziers up and he’ll bring them in one at a time to watch, and you’ll do it. You’ll do it for them. Any boy would.” The grey face was Aldo’s face, the one that had taught him sixes, fierce and bossy and so tired. “Or you can go through that hole with the rat and get them out, and come back for me with more than a boy and a knife. That’s soldiering. Marta’ll have told you.”

“She did.”

“Then you know.”

He knew.

He knew the way he had known in the pen, with the Greystep people on the straw. It was the worst thing in the world and it was right, and his whole body stood in the cell and refused it. He had come a river and a wood and a cistern and a gallery full of legs for the fourth name on the board, and the fourth name was here, in his hand, cold, and he was being told to let go of it.

And it would have been so easy to stay. That was the strange thing. He had carried everything alone since the lamps because that was what a Marsh did, and here was the one time when alone was the thing he wanted: to sit in the cell with his brother and let the rest come. And it was wrong. The way out was through a hole too small for one and big enough for the others.

“I’ll come back tonight,” he said.

“I know you will. You’re furious.”

“Wicky.” Aldo lifted his chained hands as far as they would go, which was to his own chest, and Wick came and put his forehead against them, against the white cold knuckles, and stayed there. “Go.”

“Aldo—”

“Go.”

He went.

He got up on Aldo’s shoulder, because there was nothing else to stand on, and Aldo did not make a sound under his boots, and Skritch’s paws got his wrists and Whisk’s got his collar and he went into the hole in the ceiling head-first, into iron and rust and a dark that smelled of old smoke. It fitted him the way the water-crack had fitted him. Barely. He got his shoulders through and his hips and his boots, and lay in the vent with his cheek on cold iron and looked back down through the hole.

The cell. The lamp. His brother against the wall with his face turned up and the scratches going along the stone over his head, a wave, a wave, a wave.

Boots on the stair outside.

A great many of them, and under them a wet drag like a bellows, and under that, slow and careful and coughing, an old man taking the steps one at a time.

“Marsh,” said Vosk’s voice, at the bars. “Up. The client’s ready for you.”

The key turned. Aldo did not look at the ceiling. He got his feet under him, slow, with the chain ringing, and turned his face to the door, and the last thing Wick saw before Skritch’s paw closed on his ankle and pulled was his brother standing up straight to meet them, on one foot, like a heron, thinking.




Chapter Sixteen

The vent was a mile of iron and soot, or it felt like one, and at the end of it was the long gallery, and the long gallery had not changed.

No light. No sound. The dark that was a different thing from ordinary dark, and somewhere along the fitted stone, far off, a single dry tik. They went past it. Wick never knew how. Whisk went first and Dabble last and he went between them on his toes with his lungs on fire, counting, and when the tik came again it was behind them, and then the gallery ended in the crack and the crack opened onto lantern-light, and he lay on the ledge over the dig with his face on the stone and breathed.

The pens were full again. In the second one, where the Greystep listeners still lay on the straw, there were new shapes: a very large one sitting with its back to a post, and a small one beside it, and a tall one that was not a person, with a leaf on the straw by its foot, gold in the lantern-light. And on the far side of the scaffold there was a fourth pen now. Smaller. Timber, with a roof, and a door with a bar across it, and one guard.

“Stores,” whispered Whisk. “Big-folk put the knife in there on her own, because she’s a knife. Put her knives in with her, in a sack, and your Varr’s big stick, and the fire-Pell’s coat.” A pause. “The old one’s careful.”

“And the bronze ones?”

“Third pen. One on a board.”

Men were moving at the foot of the gate. More than before. There were braziers there, six of them, in a ring, iron bowls on legs, cold and black, and men in robes that were not masks and not coats carrying sacks toward them. The song-stone in his pocket was a hole.

“The water-crack,” he said. “Does it go under the stores pen?”

“Under all of them,” said Whisk. “Big-folk don’t look at drains.”



The guard on the stores pen had big ears.

Wick lay in a foot of black water with his chin on the stone lip of the drain, six feet behind the pen, and looked at Tobias Penn’s back. The boy was standing at the barred door with a torch on a pole beside him and his hands hanging, and he was not looking at the door. He was looking across the dig at the second pen, where the Greystep people lay on the straw with their grey legs.

Skritch’s whiskers touched his ear. “Skritch takes him? Quiet. From behind.”

“No. He’s Penn.” Wick got his elbows on the lip. “He believed the old man because the old man cried. So did I, by a fire, with evidence.” He got one knee on the stone. “I’m going to talk to him. If he shouts, take him.”

Skritch’s whiskers went flat, which meant no-no, and then a quarter of the way up, which meant fine, and Wick came up out of the drain streaming water and stood six feet from a Tidewatch recruit’s back, and said, very low:

“Penn.”

The boy turned so fast he nearly took his own torch down. His hand went to the cutlass and stopped there, and he looked at Wick, dripping, white-handed, with a Skitter crouched by his boot and a bit of hatchet-blade in its paw, and did not shout.

“They said you were in a cell,” he whispered.

“I was.”

“The sergeant sent me down on the door. He said the mule could mind itself.” Penn’s eyes went across the dig again, to the grey legs on the straw, and back. “And I keep thinking, who chained them, then? The Greystep ones. Who’s been chaining them for a year, if she’s been in Saltmire buying bills? And the masked one, the one he said was hers, walking at his elbow like a dog. The sergeant said don’t think. He said carry. I’m good at carrying, but I keep—”

“Penn,” said Wick. “He’s the client. He’s going to open that door and he needs my brother and me to do it, and he’s going to use everyone in those pens to make us. I read it in his own hand. That’s why Ilsa was in his tent. It’s not a cipher. It’s just writing.” He held out one white hand. “I’m not asking you to fight anyone. I’m asking you to open a door.”

Tobias Penn looked at the hand. He looked at the bar across the stores pen door, which he had been set to guard and had a key for on a cord round his neck.

“Mother wanted me off the Wharves,” he said, to nobody.

Then he took the key off his neck and opened the door.



Ilsa came out of the stores pen with her knives back in her belt, a bent nail in each hand and her face like one of the knives, and the first thing she said, looking at Wick, was, “If I’d been let hand that rat to the Watch on the pier, Saltings boy, we’d all be dead,” and the second was nothing, because she had put both arms round him so hard that the water came out of his shirt, and let go, and was already looking at the next pen.

“Two on it,” said Penn. “Mabry’s men.”

“Then I need them looking somewhere else.” Ilsa’s scar pulled tight. “Rat. Go and be good at it.”

Skritch went. A moment later, on the far side of the dig, a lantern-pole fell over with a crash, and then another, and a thin high voice yelled “Shinies!” from somewhere up a scaffold, and the two coats on the second pen turned, and Ilsa and Wick were under the bottom rail where the frost had rotted it before the second lantern had finished rolling.

Brakka was sitting against the post with her bound arm across her knees and her tusks showing, and she looked at Wick coming through the straw on his belly with a bent nail in his teeth, and she did not say anything at first. Then she said:

“Next time, Sprat, you tell me.”

“I’m telling you now,” said Wick. “All of it. The marks on the cellar stair, nine, going down, I saw them the night before we left and I never said. The crest on the crates. The wink. Veyra. All of it, Captain, I’m telling you—”

“Not now, you absolute fish, the girl’s got a nail in my ankle.” But her good hand came out and closed on the back of his neck, hard, the way Marta’s had, and stayed there while the ring came off, and that was the Ledger, and he knew it.

Ilsa went down the pen with her nails like a woman shelling peas. Oswin, in his shirt-sleeves, looking smaller than Wick had ever seen him, said “My coat,” in a voice of such grief that she said, “Stores pen. Get it yourself.” Marta, Jory, Sal, Ennis. Then under the rail into the first pen, where nobody had looked because it was all Greystep listeners who could not walk, and out again with four more Hounds who had been chained among them since before Marta was, and could barely stand, and stood anyway.

She did Seven last.

The Lumen had not moved. It sat with its grey arm across its knee, and the grey had passed the shoulder in the day since the salve; Wick saw it at the collar of its coat, a thread of it going up into the bark of the neck like a vein, and he looked away, and then made himself look back. Seven watched him do both.

“Little flame,” it said. “You came back.”

“I said I would.”

“You did. You always say so.” The ring came off its ankle and it stood, slowly, as a tree stands. “And now you have come back with more than a boy and a knife. That is the first time. I had hoped to see it.”



They did the third pen while Skritch was still up the scaffold throwing lanterns and Penn, white as a sheet, was standing in front of the stores door with his cutlass out, guarding nothing, so that nobody would look at it. Veyra Sel came out of her ropes with the same face she had worn going in, and went to Dace, and then to the board where Toren lay with Oswin, recovered in his coat and three pockets deep in it already, muttering over the wound.

“He will live,” said Oswin, without looking up. “I think. Technically, a spear in the belly is the sort of thing you — but it went in low, and it went through, and I have a salve for — he’ll live, madam. If we get him somewhere I can boil water.”

Veyra put her hot bare hand on Toren’s forehead for a moment, and then she straightened and turned, and Brakka Ironsong was standing in front of her, a head and a half taller, with a bound arm and a cut and no maul, and her tusks out.

“I owe you an apology, Ashborn,” said Brakka. “That’s a heavy debt.”

Veyra’s eyebrows rose a precise quarter-inch.

“A stranger came to me with coin and a story,” Brakka said, “and I said coin’s honest, and I walked my people in on it. Second time in my life. The first time was on the ice, and it cost me twenty-four.” Her jaw worked. “Same man, near enough. Different coat. And I never once looked at his face, because I was looking at his money. That goes in the Ledger under my name, Sel. Not his.”

“I will collect,” said Veyra.

“I’d expect nothing less.” Brakka put out her good hand, and after a moment Veyra put her hot one in it, and they shook, once, like two captains over a rail. Then Brakka turned, and her voice dropped to the thing she used instead of a whisper. “Quire. The stores pen. There’s something of mine in it.”



Auntie came out of the stores pen over Brakka’s shoulder. She hefted it, once, and the head went round in a slow circle that made Penn step back, and she set it on her shoulder, and her whole body changed shape, as if it had been leaning on a wall for a day and had just been told the wall was gone.

“Right,” said Brakka Ironsong. “Now I’m here.”



The side-cave was Whisk’s, a hole in the cavern wall behind the pens where the Skitter scouts had lain to watch the dig; it was dry and low and out of the lantern-light, and two dozen people and three Skitter fitted into it if nobody minded elbows. Toren lay on his board at the back with Dace beside him. Penn sat by the mouth with his cutlass across his knees and his big ears pink, and when Marta Keel sat down beside him and said, “Good lad,” he looked as if he might cry.

Oswin was building something.

He had every pocket open and his goggles down and a copper egg the size of a fist in his lap, and he was winding wire round it with a concentration Wick had only seen him give to Pip. “I’ve had the parts for six years,” he said, to no one. “I’ve just never had the time, it’s always been a corridor or a boat or a warden—” He bit a wire through. “The fuse was wrong. It’s always been the fuse.”

“It’s always been something,” said Ilsa.

“Seven,” said Brakka.

The Lumen was sitting in the middle of them with its back to the rock, and its face in the half-dark was very still, and it had been looking at the cave mouth, at the lantern-glow beyond it where the gate was, for some time.

“I remember it,” it said.

Nobody spoke.

“Not well. The seed I grew from held a Lumen who stood in a hall like this one, four hundred years ago, and I have its memory the way you have a dream when you wake: the shape, not the words. A gate opens when six Currents are woven into the dark, by two hands of one blood. That is what the old man has read. He is right. He has his six braziers and one brother, and tonight he will have both, because little flame will go back for his, and the old man knows it.”

“Then we don’t give him both,” said Marta.

“He will take them. He has twenty men and we have a maul and a bent nail.” Seven’s dark eyes turned. “But I remember the other half. A gate seals when six are woven against the dark, by the same two hands. And it can only be sealed in the moment it stands open. You cannot bar a door that is not on its hinges. So it must open.”

“That’s the thing we’re trying to stop,” said Ilsa.

“No. Listen.” It was the nearest Seven ever came to sharpness. “If it opens on what is taken — his braziers, his chains, a brother grabbed by the hands — then the dark comes through first, and pulls on the two who opened it, and there is nobody left to shut anything. That is what the old man will do. But if it opens on what is given, with the six ready to turn it back in the same breath, then it can be shut from inside that moment, and it will hold. Given goes where it is sent. Taken, the dark will have.”

Brakka looked round the cave.

“So nobody puts anything in the Sprat he hasn’t asked for,” she said slowly. “And nobody puts him near his brother while his brother’s on the old man’s chain.”

“Yes.”

“Loam,” said Brakka, and touched her own chest. “Gale, Ember, Tide. And you’re Rime and Gleam, Seven, that’s—”

“Rime, the brother carries. A year of it; little flame has told me so with his face.” Seven did not look at Wick. “I am Gleam. The last ring.”

“Then we’ve all six, and we give them, and the Sprat and his brother—”

“Brakka.” Seven said her name, which it almost never did, and the Varr stopped. “Look at my arm.”

She looked. Everyone did. The grey had gone up the neck in the hour since the pen; it was in the jaw now, a fine branching line under the bark, and the leaves that fell from Seven’s shoulders were not gold any more. They were grey at the stem.

“It is past the heart-wood,” said Seven. “The Archivist’s salve gave me a day, and I have spent it. A Lumen that is ready may go to seed, and going to seed gives back everything it holds, all at once. I am Gleam. I will go to seed at the gate, and the last ring will have more light than it has ever been fed, and it will be given.”

Wick’s mouth had opened. Nothing came out of it.

“No,” said Brakka. It was not loud. “No, by my grandmother’s—”

“Yes,” said Seven, gently. “It is only autumn. I have told him so.” It bent and picked up the grey-stemmed leaf from the rock, and put it in its sleeve, where it had put the gold one in the taproom on the first night, when it looked across a room at a boy under a tray. “That is all, Captain. I would rather we did not talk about it. There is a great deal to do.”

Nobody talked about it. Brakka looked at the Lumen with her good hand white on Auntie’s haft, and then at the floor, and said, “Right,” in a voice Wick had not heard from her before, and turned to Oswin’s wire.



The ground shook.

It came up through the rock floor of the cave like a cart going by overhead, once, and stopped, and every lantern on every pole across the dig went from yellow to orange in the same breath. Penn was on his feet. Toren groaned. And out of the cave-mouth, from the far side of the cavern, from the foot of the great black door, came a sound Wick had been hearing for five days in a stone in his pocket and had never heard with his ears.

A note. Flat, on purpose, going on and on.

He was at the cave-mouth before anyone could stop him, flat on the rock, looking out.

The six braziers were lit. They burned in a ring at the foot of the gate, red, white, grey, green, silver and a hard white, and round each stood a man in a robe with his hands out and his face turned up, and the air over them was so thick with wake that Wick could see it from across the dig: six colours of smoke, hanging, pulling. And in the middle of the ring, chained by the wrists to a bolt in the floor, with an old man in a long Carrovan robe at his shoulder and his white hands held out toward the rings of the door, was Aldo.

He was giving.

Six threads from the six fires ran to his brother’s hands, and from his hands one thread, white, to the outermost ring of the gate, and the ring was lit. Frost-white, all the way round. The second was lit. The third was flickering. And Aldo was on his knees with his head down, and the thread from his hands to the stone was getting thinner as Wick watched, and the old man was bending to say something into his ear, with one ink-stained hand on his shoulder.

The gate cracked.

Not open. A line went across it, from the fourth ring to the rim, sharp as a chisel-cut, and what came out of the crack was not light and not dark but something that drank both, a seep of black that was somehow bright, and the frost in the carvings went from white to grey in a breath, and every lantern on the dig went out at once.

The braziers burned on. Six colours in the dark. And in the middle of them, lit by all six, Aldo fell forward onto his white hands and did not get up, and the thread from them to the door went on, thinner, thinner, and did not stop.

“He’s doing it alone,” Wick said. He heard himself as if from a long way off. “It won’t open for one. It can’t. But it’s cracking, and Aldo’s giving it everything, he’s bait, he’s doing it so I’ll come, and the old man’s letting him because he knows I’ll—” His voice went. “It’s all taken. Every bit of it. He’ll kill Aldo trying.”

Something hit the rock beside his hand. Auntie’s head, set down.

“Then we don’t let him try,” said Brakka Ironsong, above him. She had Auntie back on her shoulder. “Tallowby. Is it done?”

Oswin stood up. He had the copper egg in both hands and no eyebrows and his goggles down and his frill, impossibly, all the way out.

“It’s done,” he said. “I think. Technically. I’d like it on record that I think.”

“Noted.” Brakka looked round the cave once, at all of them, Hounds and Ashborn and Skitter and a boy in a Watch coat that did not fit, and her tusks came out in a grin that Wick had not seen since the Throat. “Everybody’s got a job. You know what it is. If you don’t, hit something in a mask.” She hefted the maul. “Lanterns.”

They ran.




Chapter Seventeen

The dig was dark and the gate was not, and they ran at the light.

Six fires in a ring at the foot of a black wall, and between the cave and the fires a hundred yards of scaffold and spoil and dead lanterns, and Brakka went across it like a ship under sail with Auntie out ahead of her and her voice going up in a roar that had no words in it and did not need any. Wick ran in her wake. He could feel it, grit in his teeth, the whole floor of the cavern humming under her boots, and he did not take it, because she would need it.

“Keel!” Brakka bellowed. “The windlass! Nothing comes down that rope!”

“Nothing comes down!” Marta Keel peeled off to the right with seven Grey Hounds, a Watch recruit with a cutlass and two Skitter with a hatchet-blade between them, and Wick saw the basket already swaying down out of the dark on its rope with coats in it, and saw Marta’s crossbow go up, and did not see the rest.

“Sel! The robes!”

“I see them.” Veyra Sel did not run. She walked, with Dace and six Ashborn in a line behind her, straight at the ring of braziers, and her thimbles were in her pocket and her bare hands were the colour of iron in a forge.

“Quire. The brother. Chains off, and nobody near him till they are.”

“Going.”

“Rat—”

“Skritch knows.” He was gone, low, under the scaffold, a shadow with a glint at its throat.

“Tallowby, with me, and don’t light anything till I say. Seven—”

“I am here.”

“Sprat.” Brakka did not slow. “You stay on my left and you keep your hands in your armpits. Nothing goes in you that you’ve not asked for. Not from a fire, not from me, not from him.”

He put his hands in his armpits. He ran.



Vosk’s men met them at the scaffold foot.

They came out from behind the timber in half-masks and borrowed coats, twenty, more, and they did not come to fight Brakka. They came to get between. Wick understood it in a breath: they had been told the same thing he had, nobody touches the small one, and they made a wall of themselves across the way to the braziers with hatchets up and spears out, and Brakka hit the wall.

Auntie went across it at chest height. Three men went down. The wall bent, and closed, and Oswin threw a flash-egg into the closing and the yellow went off in a dozen masked faces and the wall screamed and bent the other way, and through the gap in it, square and quick, with a short blade in one hand and a hatchet in the other, came Vosk.

“Varr,” he said.

“Dog,” said Brakka, and swung.

He was not there. He was fast; he was built for walking and he was built for this too, and Auntie’s head went through the air where his chest had been and he was inside the swing with the hatchet going for her bound arm. She took it on the haft. Wood chips flew. His short blade came up under the haft at her belly and she turned her hip into it and took the point in the thick of the thigh and did not seem to notice, and head-butted him.

It should have ended there. Brakka’s forehead had ended fights on three coasts. Vosk went back three steps with the leather of his mask split from the edge and blood coming out under it, and laughed, a wet bellows laugh, and came in again.

“Go,” Brakka said, through her teeth, without looking round. “Sprat. Go round.”



The braziers were burning six colours and the air over them was thick as broth.

Wick went round the fight at a crouch, under the scaffold, with Seven’s slow shape behind him and the wake pulling at his face from every side, red and white and grey-gold and green and silver, so much of it that his hands ached inside his armpits with wanting it. He did not take it. He counted the scaffold uprights instead. One, two, three. Ahead, in the ring of fires, six men in robes stood with their hands up and their faces turned to the sky, feeding, and they had not stopped for the roaring behind them because the old man had told them not to, and the old man stood at the centre of them leaning on his staff with his Carrovan robe hanging off him like a sheet off a chair.

And Veyra Sel walked into the ring.

She did not announce herself. She walked between two braziers into the circle, and the nearest hedge-weaver turned his head, and she put her bare hand flat against the side of his face. He screamed. He went down with the smell of hot iron coming off him and his form broken in his mouth, and the brazier he had been feeding flared and guttered out, and the Ember thread that had been running from it to Aldo’s hands went thin.

“Sel,” said Quill. He sounded surprised, and hurt, the way a man sounds when a guest is rude. “This is not yours.”

“It was never yours, old man.” The glow at her throat went up like a lamp being turned. “Dace.”

The Ashborn went into the ring. Two hedge-weavers ran. Two did not, and were on the ground before they had finished deciding, and the last, a big man feeding the Loam fire, turned on Veyra with a word in his mouth and the ground came up under her feet in a hump of stone and threw her backwards into the Rime brazier. She hit it. Coals went everywhere. She came up out of them with her dress smouldering and her hands burning white, not red, and the big man’s word died in his mouth as she opened her palms, and the curtain of fire stood up between them as high as his head and he went backwards through the Gale fire to get away from it, and that one went over too.

Three braziers burning. Two scattered across the stone, one guttered out, and the wake of all six still hanging over the ring, an hour of feeding, six colours of smoke that did not clear because somebody had kicked over a bowl of coals. And in the middle of it, on his knees, with the thread from his hands to the gate gone as fine as spider-silk, Aldo had not moved.

Ilsa was there.

Wick had not seen her go. She was on the floor by the chain-bolt with a bent nail in each hand and her face six inches from the lock, and the chain ran from the bolt to the iron on Aldo’s wrists and she was working it, fast, with the fires throwing her shadow three ways on the black stone of the gate.

“Big lock,” she said, without looking up. “Vosk’s lock. He’s got the—”

“Key,” said a thin high voice, from somewhere near the floor. “Skritch knows about the key.”



The crack in the gate was wider.

It had gone from the fourth ring to the rim and now it went from the rim to the floor, a black seam in the black stone with the bright dark leaking out of it like water out of a cracked cask, and the frost round it had gone grey, and the grey was moving.

They came up through it. Out of the seam, low, like the dogs in the cellar: a shape, and another, grey and smoking at the edges, with no sound. A man in a coat that had been a Grey Hound’s. A thing that had been a thornwolf. A Greystep stonecutter, grey from his boots to his open mouth, with a chisel still in his hand. They came up out of the crack the way the Skitter had said, thick as pups, and every one of them turned its wet slate eyes to the same place.

Not Aldo. Not the braziers.

Him.

“Seven—”

“I know.” The Lumen stood beside him with its grey arm hanging and its good hand up, and the air round its fingers went bright at the edges, and the Quiet nearest it flinched off the Gleam like dogs off a stick. But there were a dozen behind it. Two dozen. And Seven’s light was not what it had been; Wick could see the edge of it shaking, and the grey in the bark of its jaw, and the leaves coming off it grey-stemmed, one after another.

“Oswin,” said Brakka, from somewhere behind, between blows. “Now.”

The Pell had been waiting for it.

He came out from under the scaffold with the copper egg in both hands and the goggles down and the sulphur-stick already lit, and he did not say anything. He looked at the grey tide coming up out of the crack toward the boy and the tree, and he touched the stick to the fuse, and the fuse caught, and kept burning, and Oswin Tallowby drew back his burn-scarred webbed hand like a man who had been practising in his head for six years and threw.

The egg went up over the Quiet in a long slow arc, turning, with the fuse-spark going round it like a little star.

Wick had time to think: it’s going to roll into a corner and go fup.

It did not.

It went off in the air above the crack like the sun coming up.

Not a flash. A blast, a flat enormous CRACK that hit every chest in the cavern at once and put the hedge-weavers on their faces and Vosk’s men on their backs and filled the whole dig from wall to wall with light, yellow, then white, so bright that Wick saw the bones in his own hands through the skin, and in that light the Quiet burned. Not one. All of them. The whole grey tide coming up out of the seam caught like dry grass and went to ash in a single breath, a wave of it rolling back down into the crack the way it had come, and the scaffold beside the gate came apart in a shower of timber and the far wall rang like a struck bell, and the Ember-wake that rolled off it across the dig was a flood, a warm shimmer thick enough to swim in that smelled of hot iron and lit the dark gold.

Silence. Ringing.

Then Oswin’s voice, small and high and climbing with every word.

“That — that worked. Technically. Technically, Captain, I want it on record—” and his frill went out round his bald head like a dish, and he began, very quietly, to cry.

“Noted,” said Brakka Ironsong, and hit Vosk in the chest with the whole of herself.



He went down.

He went backwards over a brazier and into the stone of the gate and slid down it, and his hatchet went one way and his short blade the other, and Brakka stood over him with Auntie raised and the blood running down her thigh and did not bring it down.

“No,” she said. “No. You’re for the Compact, dog. That’s Ledger.”

And in the moment she stood there, something small and grey-brown went in under her arm, and up Vosk’s chest, and Skritch had the cord in his teeth. He bit it through. He came away with a key in his paws and his whiskers flat against his face and his eyes squeezed shut, and he was off the man and across the floor to Ilsa in two bounds, shrieking “Not for the shinies, not for the Tally, for HIM,” and put it in her hand.

Ilsa did not say thank you. She put the key in Vosk’s lock and turned it, and the chain fell off the bolt, and she went for the irons on Aldo’s wrists, and the first ring came off, and the second, and Aldo did not move.

He had not moved through any of it. Not the Thunderclap, not the light, not the iron coming off him. He knelt in the middle of the broken ring with his white hands out and his head down and the last thread, spider-fine, running from his fingers to the fourth ring of the gate, and the thread went on, and his breath did not. Wick could not see his brother’s back move at all.

“Aldo.”

Nothing.

“Aldo—”

“He is giving, Wick.” The voice was thin and tired and kind. “He has been giving for an hour, and I have asked him to stop, and he will not. He has decided, I think, that if he can only give it a trickle, he will give it a trickle until there is nothing left to give. It is very brave. It is killing him.” Quill stood where he had stood, with the Ashborn fire between him and Veyra and his staff in both hands, and the broken ring round him, and his face was wet. “He has perhaps a minute. Perhaps less. You can hold him, or you can let him go. I shall have what I came for either way, now; I had not thought it would be this way, but the door is cracked and the dark is awake and it will not go back to sleep. So it is only you I am sorry for.” He coughed. “Go to him. He is your brother. I would.”

Wick looked at the old man.

He looked at the three braziers still burning and the wake over them all, six colours of it, an hour of feeding hanging in the air so thick that knocking over a bowl of coals did not clear it; and the Ember off the Thunderclap lying on it all like gold water; and the crack in the gate, and the thing beyond it that he had felt turn its head in a cell. He knew what the old man wanted. He had felt it with one lamp. He knew.

And Aldo’s back was not moving.

He went across the ring and dropped to his knees in the coals and got his arms under his brother’s arms to drag him out of it, out, away from the fires, that was all, that was all he meant, and his white hands closed on Aldo’s white hands because they were the only part of him he could reach.

The door opened.

Not the gate. Him. The door in him that had opened in the cell opened again, and this time there was nothing small about it, because the air over the ring was a sea of wake and the moment the brothers’ palms met it all came. Six threads, not one. Red and white and grey-gold and green and silver and white, from three fires and a Thunderclap and a dying tree, pouring into two pairs of hands like the Marrow into the hole in the ice, and Wick tried to let go and could not, and Aldo’s hands in his were not holding him. Aldo’s hands were limp. The thing holding them together was on the other side of the gate.

It pulled.

Taken, the dark will have. Nobody had given anything. He had grabbed his brother and the dark had grabbed back, and six Currents went through the two of them and into the crack in the gate like water down a drain, and the rings lit.

One. Two. Three. Frost-white, grey-gold, red, all the way round. Four, with ice on it. Five, silver. Six.

The gate remembered it was a door.

It did not sink. It swung. The whole black disc, twenty times Brakka’s height, turned on a hinge nobody had seen in four hundred years with a grinding that went through the floor and up through his knees, and the frost came off it in sheets, and behind it there was no stone and no dark. There was a cold that was a place. There was the Under.

The braziers went out. Every one. The Ashborn fire went out. Seven’s light went out. The only light in the cavern was the black-bright seep spilling out across the floor of the dig from the open gate like the tide coming in over the Saltings, slow, and sure, and freezing where it touched.

Wick knelt in it with his brother’s dead-cold hands in his and his own hands white to the wrist and could not feel his arms.

“Oh,” said Benedek Quill, softly, beside him, looking up into the open dark with the tears running down into his spectacles. “Oh, there it is. There it is.” His voice broke. “I only wanted more time.”

And beyond the gate, in the cold that was a place, something vast and patient that had been lying with its face to the stone for four hundred years turned, slowly, the way a whale turns under a boat, and looked at Wick.




The Lantern

Chapter Eighteen

It looked at him, and he was a bucket with the bottom out.

That was the whole of it, for a while. The six threads went through him and through Aldo and into the open dark, and the dark drank them without asking, and what it drank it kept. He could feel it keeping. Every Current that passed through his hands left a little of him behind in the cold, and the cold was so complete that there was no room in him for anything else, not fear, not Aldo, not his own name. His hands were white to the wrist. Then the elbow. He watched the white go up his arms the way the frost had gone up the posts in the pen, in ferns, and could not stop watching, and could not stop.

Slack, said some small part of him that still had words. This is slack. This is what the Quiet feel.

Only it did not stop at an hour.

Somewhere a long way off, in the dark that was a place, something was whispering.

It did not have a voice. It had his. It took the sound of the cold going through him and shaped it, gently, the way a hand shapes wet sand, and what it shaped was a woman kneeling in mud with her face very close to his, frightened, and trying not to let him see it.

Wicky.

He knew it was not her. He knew it the way he had known the stag was not a stag.

Wicky. You’re so tired. Come in out of it. Come and rest.

It was not her, and he wanted it to be more than he had wanted anything, and the white was past his elbows.

You’ve carried it long enough. Put it down.

He thought: I have nowhere to put it down.

And then, from a long way down, in a voice like something said from the bottom of a well: Seven, on a swept floor, with a leaf on his chest.

Taken, it bites. Given, it warms.

He had grabbed. A bottle, a river, a warden’s face, his own brother. The dark was only doing to him what he had always done to the air.

He had asked once in his life, by an oak, with a knife in Ilsa’s hand, and it had cost him more than the river. He had never asked all of them. He had never asked for himself.

He opened his mouth. It was full of cold. He made it work anyway.

“Give,” he said.

It came out a croak. Nobody could have heard it. He dragged in a breath that felt like swallowing the Marrow and tried again, and this time it was not a croak, it was the voice he used for carrying ale through a brawl, the one that went to the back of a taproom.

“Don’t let me take it. GIVE it. Everything. For me. NOW!”



Brakka went first, because Brakka always did.

She was standing over Vosk with her thigh bleeding and Auntie in her good hand, and she heard him, and she did not ask what he meant. She set her feet on the stone of the dig, and drew breath, all of it, and she looked across the broken ring of braziers at a boy on his knees with his arms white to the shoulder, and she gave him the war-cry.

Not at the rock. To him. She snapped it with her eyes on his face, and the floor of the cavern rang like a bell under a hammer, every stone of it, and the grit-hum went into Wick’s teeth and his bones and the hole in the middle of him, grey-gold and warm as a hearth, and for the first time since the gate opened he felt the floor under his knees.

Oswin was next, and Oswin did not throw one thing.

He stood in the coals with his coat open and both webbed hands going into his pockets, every pocket that would burn, which was most of them, and he threw it all at once into the dead Ember brazier at his feet, flash-eggs and cartridges and glue-pots and the pink camphor smoke and things Wick had never seen him take out, in one great double armful, and struck a sulphur-stick on the iron and dropped it in after. The brazier went up in a gout of yellow to the cavern roof, and the shimmer that came off it was hot iron and burnt sugar and camphor, and it came to Wick gold-red and did not bite at all.

And on his shoulders, from behind, two hands that burned.

Veyra Sel’s. Bare, the colour of iron in a forge, pressed flat to his shoulders through his wet shirt so that the cloth smoked, and she said in his ear in her clipped cold voice, “This is given, child. Take it as given,” and the Ember that came down through her hands into him was not a curtain and not a river. It was a hearth. It was the thing her people said to each other at a door.

Ilsa threw.

He did not see her draw. He heard her, behind him and to the left, say “Wick,” flat and quick, the way she had said it in the hollow, and then the knife went past his ear.

It went past so close that the wind of it lifted his hair, and it was the throw, the perfect one, her whole body in a line from heel to fingertip, snapped, and the knife went into the open dark beyond the gate and was gone, and the Gale came off it grey-white and full, like a door kicked open, and it went into him like a shove between the shoulder-blades, and he found that he was no longer kneeling. He was up on one knee. He did not know when that had happened.

Skritch dived.

The dig had a channel. The drain, the one that ran under the pens, came out at the foot of the gate in a stone trough with a foot of black water in it, and Skritch went into it from the top of a fallen scaffold-pole head-first, without a splash, the way he had gone into the harbour under the fishmongers’ pier with a satchel in his teeth. He was under for the length of a breath. Then the trough exploded. He came up out of it in a fountain, a column of black water as high as the braziers, spinning, with his whiskers streaming and the tin button flying on its string, and the Tide came off him in a sheen Wick could taste, grey-green and thick as a rope, and it was his.

A cask of cold with a chain on it.

He looked down at his brother’s hands in his.

“Aldo,” he said. “Give me the year.”

The hands did not move.

“It’s yours. It’s not his, it never was, you never gave it him, you kept it. A year of cold. Give it me.” He was shouting into a grey face with its eyes shut. “I’m your brother. You said you’d make sure I never went on the boats. Give me the cold, Aldo, I can hold it, I’m a bucket—”

The eyes opened.

They looked at him from a long way down. And the hands in his hands turned, slowly, with the stiffness of rust, and closed, and Aldo Marsh gave his little brother a year of Rime.

It came up out of him in a flood. Twelve months of it, every trip to the door, every bite, every cross on the wall; the whole cask, all at once, blue-white, so much that the air round their joined hands went solid with glitter and the coals of the braziers hissed and whitened. And it did not bite. It came into Wick like a brother coming through a door after fifteen months, cold and tired and home, and the white on his arms stopped at the shoulder, and went no further.

Five.

He had five. He could feel them in him like five colours of fire in a ring, given, warm, and the sixth brazier was a heap of cold iron, and the sixth ring of the gate wanted light, and there was none in the air.

“Seven,” he said.

The Lumen was standing at the edge of the coals with its grey arm hanging and its face turned to him, copper and gold and grey, with the leaves falling from it now in a steady drift, not one at a time but a shower, grey-stemmed, settling on the black stone of the dig and on the coals and on Aldo’s hair. It had been standing there, he understood, waiting to be asked.

“Spring, little flame,” said Seven, and smelled, for one breath, of cut grass.

And went to seed.

It did not fall. It did not fade. It closed, like a flower at dusk: the arms folding in, the head bowing, the whole tall copper-and-gold length of it drawing down into itself and hardening as it went, bark to husk to a thing the size and shape of a great brown seed-pod standing on end in the coals. And out of the closing, as it closed, came everything Seven had ever held.

Light.

Gleam, white, the brightness at the edges of things, only it was not at the edges now, it was everything. Three hundred years of it. It came out of the seed-pod in a flood that lit the cavern from floor to roof and made the open gate a black hole in a white world, and it came to Wick. Not past him. To him.

Six.

Six Currents, given, in a bucket, and the bucket had a bottom after all.



He did not weave it. He had never known how. He put his two hands round his brother’s two hands, and the thread went white, and he thought of the only form he had, which was stop.

Stop. Stop. STOP.

And this time it was not a river that stopped. It was a tide.

Six threads went out of the brothers’ hands, not into the dark but against it: the way Brakka had swung a bench across the whole front of the Gilded Blades on the first night. Not at anyone. Just across. The black-bright tide that had been coming in over the floor of the dig stopped where it was. It stood. And it went back.

The rings turned.

Six. Five, silver, going dark. Four, with the ice going off it. The great black disc began to swing on its hinge nobody had seen, slowly, and the cold that was a place behind it narrowed, and narrowed, and in the narrowing dark there was still the thing that had looked at him, vast and patient, turning its head away now, the way a dog turns from a door that is being shut.

Benedek Quill walked toward it.

He had not run. He had stood through all of it with his staff in both hands and his Carrovan robe hanging off him like a sheet, and now he put the staff down, carefully, and took off his spectacles and folded them and put them in his pocket, and walked across the dig toward the closing gate with the white light throwing his thin shadow out behind him forty feet. Nobody stopped him. Nobody could have. He went between the third ring and the fourth, into the narrowing dark, an old man in a borrowed robe going into the Under after the thing he had read about for forty years.

At the edge he looked back. Once. At Wick, on his knees in the coals with his arms white to the shoulder and his brother’s hands in his, and his face in the white light was the face from the taproom, mild and tired and fond.

“Tell them I was careful,” said Benedek Quill.

Then the gate shut.



It shut with no sound at all.

Twenty times Brakka’s height, a disc of black stone that had cracked the world opening, and it closed on an old man and a cold that was a place like a book being shut by somebody who loved it, and the rings went dark, outermost to innermost, one, two, three, four, five, six, and the frost in the carvings went from grey to white to nothing.

Silence.

The Quiet that were left on the dig, the few that had come up out of the crack after the Thunderclap and had stood frozen in Seven’s light, did not fall. They went. Grey to ash, from the middle out, all at once, the way the fourth wolf had gone, and the ash blew across the black floor in the draught from the windlass shaft and settled, and the song-stone in Wick’s pocket was a stone again. A grey smooth thumb-end of stone, humming faintly against his leg, like a bee in a jar. Happy.

He let go of Aldo’s hands.

They were warm.

Not very. But they were hands, with blood in them, and the white had gone back from the wrists to the fingertips, where it would stay, and his brother was lying on his back in the coals breathing, in and out, with his eyes shut and the grey gone out of his face, and his mouth moved, and what it said was “Wicky,” and nothing else.

Wick looked at his own hands.

White. Dead white, to the shoulder, both arms, and they did not ache at all. That was the last thing he noticed before the floor came up: that they did not hurt, and that somewhere behind him a Varr was roaring his name, and that there was a brown seed-pod standing in a bed of grey leaves at the edge of the fire, and that it was warm, he could feel it from here, warm the way a hearth is warm from the next room.

Then it was dark, and it was an ordinary dark, and he went into it.




Chapter Nineteen

He woke because the ceiling was coming down, and Ilsa Quire was shouting at him about it.

”—up, Saltings boy, I am not carrying you and a tree—”

Stone hit the floor somewhere near his head. Dust. Lantern-light, yellow and ordinary, swinging; somebody had relit the lanterns, or some of them. He was on his back on the black stone of the dig with his arms laid out beside him like things that belonged to somebody else, and when he tried to move them they moved, slowly, and did not hurt, and were white to the shoulder.

“I’m up.”

“You’re not—”

He got up. The roof, the great dark vault over the dig, had cracks in it that he had not seen before, running from the gate outward, and as he watched a piece of it the size of the Lantern’s bar let go and came down through the scaffold with a crash that put him on his knees again.

“The gate,” said Ilsa, hauling him. “Brakka says the hill was leaning on it. Four hundred years of hill, and it moved, and now it’s remembering it’s a hill.” A stone the size of a head hit the floor by her boot and she did not flinch. “We’ve got the time it takes to climb out, and no bridge. Move.”

“Aldo—”

“Marta’s got him. Move, I said.”

He moved.



They went out the way the Skitter went, because the Skitter way was the only way the stone had not yet thought of.

Whisk led. Up the ledge-crack from the water-channel, Skitter-width, with Wick pushed through it from behind by Ilsa and pulled from in front by Skritch, and Aldo after him with Marta’s hands under his arms and his feet dragging, and the seven Hounds, and Dace with his brother on his back because the board would not fit. Oswin went up it with his coat empty and Pip’s dark body in one fist. Veyra went up it with her dress in rags and her bare hands scorched to the wrist, and did not say a word.

Penn went up it carrying the seed-pod.

Wick saw it in his arms at the crack-mouth and stopped so dead that Ilsa walked into him. It was the size of a child. Smooth, brown, hard as a nut, with a shape in it that was almost a folded figure if you knew what to look for, and the Watch recruit was holding it against his chest with both arms the way you hold something you have been told is more important than you are.

“The captain said carry it,” Penn said. His ears were pink. “She said she’d break me if I dropped it.”

“Give it me.”

“Your arms—”

“Give it me, Penn.”

He gave it. It was warm, like a thing with a hearth in it, and lighter than it looked, and when Wick got it against his chest inside his coat, where the journal was, he felt it beat. Faint, slow, once in the time it takes to say a long word. He stood in the crack-mouth with it against him and felt it beat again, and his eyes stung, and he let them.

“Oh,” said Ilsa, behind him, very quietly, and then, in her ordinary voice: “Fine. Carry it, then. But if you fall I’m catching it.”



Brakka came last, and she did not come empty-handed.

The crack was too small for a Varr. Everybody had known that, and nobody had said it, and when the last Grey Hound was through, Wick turned in the water-channel with the seed-pod against his chest and looked back down through the stone at the dig, and saw her.

She was standing at the foot of the broken scaffold with Auntie across her shoulder and the roof coming down round her in pieces, and at her feet, where the Thunderclap had thrown him and the scaffold had come down on top, pinned under a timber the size of a mast with his leather mask split to the jaw, was Vosk. He was not fighting. He was swearing, a long wet stream of it through a bellows with a hole in it, and Brakka was listening to it the way she listened to Oswin.

“Captain—”

“Go on, Sprat!”

“The crack, you won’t—”

“I’m not coming through the crack.” She looked up at the roof, and at the windlass rope, which was still hanging into the dig from a shaft that had not fallen in yet, and at the man under the timber. “Keel left me a basket. And this one’s for the Compact, and the Compact can have him in one piece or several, I’ve not decided.” She put Auntie’s head under the timber and heaved, once, and it lifted the width of a hand, and she got the other hand in the back of Vosk’s collar and stood up with him hanging from it like a sack of meal, and he stopped swearing because there was no breath left to do it with. “Up, dog. You’ve a rope to climb.”

Wick watched her go up it. One-handed, with Auntie through her belt and Vosk’s collar in her fist and the roof falling, and the last thing he saw before Ilsa hauled him into the dark was Brakka Ironsong, seven feet of Varr on a rope over a hole in the world, singing.

“Forty tusks upon the shore, and forty more to come—”

The dig fell in behind her.



The long gallery was empty.

Whisk went through it at a run and nobody breathed, and the dry tik that should have been there was not; either the Thunderclap had sent the long no-no deeper or the hill had, and nobody asked which. Wick counted anyway, out of habit, and lost count at two hundred, and then there was the scree and the black water and the cistern, and the warren was waiting.

Two hundred Skitter on their rafts under the six-ringed pillars, every one of them standing, every one of them silent, and on the biggest raft under the canopy of leaves, on her chair with one arm broken off, the Tally. She had stopped counting. Her claw lay still in her lap. She looked at the big-folk coming down the scree with their burned hands and their white arms and their wounded carried between them, and at the three scouts who came with them, and her small black eyes went over all of them and stopped at the one with a tin button at his throat.

“Put-out,” she said.

Skritch went flat on the scree.

“Stand up.”

He stood up. Badly. His legs shook. The button on its string was trembling against his chest, and his whiskers were down, and he looked, suddenly, very young and very far from a drain under a pier.

The Tally looked at him for a long time.

Then her claw lifted from her lap, and moved, raft by raft, across the whole floating village the way it had moved the first time Wick had seen her, telling beads, counting her people, every one, and when it reached the end of the rafts it did not stop. It went on. Across the water. Across the scree. And it came to rest, pointing, at a small wet Skitter with a torn left ear, and ticked, once.

“In,” said the Tally.

The warren made a sound. Wick had never heard Skitter make it and never did again: two hundred of them at once, a thin high whistle that went up into the vault and came back off the six-ringed pillars like the fog bells on the Wharves. Skritch stood on the scree in it with his whiskers going up and up until they were a fan round his face, and his tail lashing, and his eyes squeezed shut.

“Counted in,” said the Tally, when it had died. “Loud-mouth. You said, and you were right, and the singing is shut. Get on a raft.”

Skritch opened his eyes.

He looked at the rafts, and the pups under their rags, and the old fat Skitter on her broken chair who had put him out and counted him in. He looked at Whisk and Dabble, who had gone to the water’s edge and were waiting, and Whisk’s whiskers went up a quarter of the way, which was all the goodbye a Skitter gave. And then he looked back up the scree at the company: at Oswin with his empty coat, and at Ilsa, and at a boy with a seed-pod against his chest and his arms white to the shoulder.

“Skritch is in,” he said. His voice shook. “Skritch is in the tally. Squeak true. Skritch will always be in.” He put his paw on his chest, over the button. “But Skritch owes. Skritch said, on the stair. And it’s not paid. Not near.”

“It’s paid,” said Wick. “Skritch. It’s paid ten times over, you don’t—”

“Big-folk don’t know Skitter counting.” He turned his back on the rafts, which Wick understood, from the sound the warren made, was a thing a Skitter did not do. “Skritch goes with the Lanterns. Skritch comes back to the warren. Both. Is that allowed, Tally?”

The Tally’s claw ticked, once, as if it were adding something to a column that did not have a name yet.

“Nobody’s ever asked,” she said. “So. Yes.”



Dawn in the Thornwood was a thing Wick had not known could happen.

They came up out of the Kell door into it an hour later, the whole bedraggled lot of them, and found Brakka already there with Vosk tied to a tower and five Watch recruits sitting in a row on a fallen block with their cutlasses in a heap and their hands in their laps. They had spent the battle at the top of the windlass, Marta said, because when the basket came down with coats in it she had put a crossbow in the first face and sent it back up empty, and Penn had bellowed up the shaft what the old man was, and they had believed him, which was the first sensible thing anyone in a blue coat had done all week. Vosk’s masked men and the borrowed coats had fought each other for the rope while the roof came in, and the ones who had won had gone down the mule-track in the dark, and the ones who had lost were under the hill.

The company came out into a grey light that went gold while they stood there, and the mist was lifting, and there were birds. He had not heard a bird in the wood in days. Now there were a dozen, in the black oaks round the broken towers, going at it as if somebody had paid them. He went to the nearest and put his hand on it, and the grey that had veined it was going out of the bark as he watched, from the middle out.

He put his cheek to it, and tapped, and listened underneath.

The hill hummed. Loam, a grit in his teeth, happy as a bee. And under it, where the wrong note had been for two years, there was nothing at all. Just stone, being stone.



Aldo was sitting against the Kell door with his hands in his lap, looking at them.

Wick sat down beside him with the seed-pod between his knees, and for a while neither of them said anything. The sun came up over the Ironbacks and hit the towers, and the birds went on, and somewhere behind them Oswin was explaining to Marta Keel, at length, exactly what had been in each pocket and in what order it had gone into the brazier, and Marta was letting him.

“Fingertips,” Aldo said at last. “That’s all. Just the tips.” He turned his hands over. “A year, and I’m back to the tips. And you—”

“Shoulders.”

“Shoulders.”

“It doesn’t hurt.” Wick looked at his arms, white to the sleeve. “Nothing bit.”

Aldo was quiet.

“Mam would have skinned you,” he said at last. “Shouting for the whole hill to come and put things in you.”

“She’d have skinned you first. You started it.”

“I did, didn’t I.” He looked at his fingertips. “What are you going to do with it? After.”

“Feed this.” Wick looked at the seed-pod. “Seven said given goes where it’s sent. A little Gleam every night. From a lamp. Asked for.” He did not say so there’s a spring. “And I’m going to join the Lanterns, if she’ll have me, and you’re going to join them too, because I’m not leaving you on a tide-post with a note.”

Aldo laughed. It was the old laugh, the harbour-wall one, the one that made a six have a belly.

“Bossy little sprat.”

“I learned it off you.”



Brakka sent four of the Hounds back along the ravine to the pit-mouth before she would let anyone sit down for long, and they came back with two of Quill’s crates slung on hatchet-hafts between them, Compact thumb and all.

“Coin’s honest,” she said, when Wick looked at her. “So’s a brand. The Compact can read it off the lid with its own eyes, and I’ll not have a fat man in a fur tell me a Varr made it up.”

Then she sang him into the Ledger.

She did it on the hillside above the ruin, at noon, with the whole company sitting round her and the Grey Hounds and the Ashborn and a Skitter and a Watch recruit with pink ears, and Vosk tied to a tower with his mask off and his burned face turned away, and she did it in the Varr fashion, which was to say at a pitch meant to carry through hull-wood across a mile of ice, with her head back and her eyes shut and Auntie across her knees.

“Edwick MARSH, of the Saltings, a sprat and a bucket and a LAMP —”

“Oh, no,” said Oswin.

”— who went down a hole with the Lantern Company —”

“She’s making it up as she goes,” Ilsa said. “She does this. Verse eleven was about a cook because she’d just had a bad dinner.”

”— and asked for what he needed, which was ALL of us, and got it, and shut a DOOR —”

It went on. It got worse. It had a chorus, which turned out to be “Forty tusks upon the shore,” because everything did, and by the third time round Marta Keel was singing it, flat and hoarse, and by the fourth Oswin was, and by the fifth Skritch had joined in with a high thin whistle in a key of its own, and Aldo had his head in his hands and was shaking, and Veyra Sel was sitting very straight with her lips pressed together and her veins glowing faintly at the throat.

“— and the LEDGER says, by my grandmother’s TUSKS —”

“PAID IN FULL,” roared the hillside.

Wick sat in the middle of it with the seed-pod warm against his chest and his white arms in his lap and his face hot, and could not stop grinning, and did not try. Somewhere under the hill a cold thing lay with its face to the stone and its door shut. Somewhere above it a Varr was singing so badly that birds were leaving.

“Forty tusks upon the shore,” sang Brakka Ironsong, “and forty more to come—”

“How many verses,” said Penn faintly, “are there?”

“Nobody knows,” said Oswin. “Her grandmother knew. Hum along. It helps.”




Chapter Twenty

Nell Hobb met them at the edge of the wood with her slate against her chest and her chin up, exactly where she had stood six days before, and the first thing she said was, “Your arms are white.”

“Yes.”

“All of them.”

“Yes.”

“Hm.” She looked past him at the column coming out of the trees behind: a Varr with a bound thigh, a Pell with an empty coat, nine Grey Hounds who had walked into the Thornwood fifteen months ago and were walking out of it, an Ashborn envoy, a prisoner with half a face on a rope, two crates on hatchet-hafts, and a Skitter who had never been seen above ground in daylight and was taking it badly. Then she held out her wrist.

The grey thread was gone. Not fading. Gone, the skin brown and scraped and ordinary, and she turned it in the light to show him and said, with the air of someone reporting a fact, “It went two nights back. All at once, about the middle of the night. Mother Hobb sat up and said there and went back to sleep.” A pause. “Petrie’s is going. Mother Hobb’s cheek is going. It’s slow, but it’s going.” She turned the slate round. “Do me a mark.”

“A what?”

“A mark. Like your brother’s. On the pole. I want one.” She shoved the slate at him. “I’ve got a six on it. You can go under.”

He crouched in the road with the seed-pod against his chest and took her chalk in his white fingers, and under the six with a belly he scratched a wave, with a flick at the end like a hook, and a circle.

“What’s that?”

“Safe,” said Wick.

Nell looked at it for a long moment. Then she wiped the chalk-dust off her thumb onto her dress, and nodded, and ran.



Greystep gave them two days, and Petrie gave them his cart.

The five listeners they had left in the pens came home on it, with their grey legs, and were carried up to Mother Hobb’s house under the lintel of eleven faces, and the old woman looked at them, and at Wick’s arms, and said, “I’ll have my stone back now, boy,” and he gave it to her, humming. She held it in her smooth palm and shut her eyes.

“Happy,” she said. “Hm. It’s a stone. It doesn’t know any better.” But she put it in her apron and patted the pocket, once, and told him to eat.

Marta Keel borrowed a chisel from Petrie and cut six names into the stone at the foot of the pyre-field, where the grey logs had burned, Roux’s first; four of the five under her had been buried in a hurry in a shaft nobody would open again, and the fifth, who the Quiet had taken in the second winter, nobody had buried at all. She said nothing while she did it, and nobody made her.

Toren lived, and on the second morning said something in Ashborn that made Dace put his face in his hands and Oswin’s frill go up and stay up. Pip did not. Oswin wrapped the moth in a rag and put it in an upper pocket and said, “When I’ve a bench. And proper light. He’s not gone, he’s waiting,” and nobody argued.

When the cart was loaded, Brakka had the two crates lifted onto it last, on top of the listeners’ blankets, where the Compact thumb showed.



The Marrow still had a hole in it.

Ten days, and the river had not healed; the ice he had made lay bank to bank, grey now and rotten at the edges, and in the middle of it the black hole with the white rim, and the water slid into it and out the other side. The ferry-woman was on their bank. She had hauled the barge over on the chain the day the fish came back, she said, because she was not leaving it on the wrong side of a river she did not trust; and the thing in the hole had come up on the ice the night the stone stopped singing and lain there till dawn with her crossbow on it, and at dawn it had gone, like ash blowing, and left nothing but the mark.

“I’ll pole you,” she said. “Just the once. Don’t do anything.”

“I wasn’t going to,” said Wick.

“You weren’t going to last time either.”



The Hall of Scales smelled of beeswax and money.

It stood at the top of the Terraces with the whole of Saltmire spread out grey beneath its windows, and the Merchant Compact sat in it on a raised bench under a brass set of scales the size of a cart, nine of them, in furs, with the thumb of the Compact on a banner behind their heads. Below the bench stood the people they were weighing, and above, in a gallery that ran round three walls, stood everybody in Saltmire who had been able to get in, which was a great many, because the lamplighters had been talking for two days.

Rafe Callow was in the gallery. Front row, gold braid, teeth. He had looked at Brakka when she came in, and Brakka had looked at him, and he had looked at the Varr’s bound thigh and her bound arm and her face, and his smile had wavered for the first time Wick had ever seen.

Captain Ruth Osei stood at the side of the hall with her arms folded and thirty Tidewatch behind her who were actually Tidewatch. She had met them on the Old Road at the first waystation, a day out, and had not got off her horse; she had looked at the six boys in coats too big for them who had come back out of twenty, and said, “I signed six of you out to the Archive for an escort. I did not sign twenty. I have been nine days finding out who did,” and then she had looked at Wick’s arms, and swung down, and walked the rest of the way beside Brakka, listening. A leather case with a forced lock sat on the clerk’s table in front of her now.

“The Compact,” said the man in the middle of the bench, who was fat and grey and had a voice like a shop door, “has heard a great deal in two days, and most of it from lamplighters. It would like to hear the rest from someone it can fine.” He looked over his spectacles. “Captain Ironsong. You took a contract drawn by the Archive under the Compact’s own seal, to find the Grey Hound Company. You have brought back nine of them, a prisoner, an Ashborn, a drain-rat, and a story in which the Keeper of our Archive is a murderer who has gone into a hole. The Compact finds the story expensive. Explain it.”

Brakka explained it. She did it short and loud, the way she had explained the Grey Hounds to Mother Hobb, and when she was done the fat man said, “An Ashborn’s word, a Skitter’s word, a thief’s word, and a Varr’s,” and the gallery murmured, and Callow smiled.

“And a watchman’s,” said Captain Osei. “Penn.”

Tobias Penn went to the floor in a coat that fitted and told them about the chains. He told it badly, with his ears red and his hands shaking, and he told it all: the pens, the Greystep legs, the old man crying, the whistle, the hut, the key on a cord round his neck. When he had finished the fat man said, “A boy of three months,” and Penn said, “Yes, sir, that’s what the Archivist thought too,” and the gallery laughed, and the fat man did not.

“And the case,” said Osei.

“He told me to keep it by the mule and let nobody touch it, sir.” Penn went redder. “So I did. I didn’t say nobody including him.”

The gallery laughed again, louder, and this time the woman at the end of the bench, in a fur with a fox’s head on it, put her hand over her mouth.

Marta Keel told them about the second shaft. Vosk, when they put him on the floor with his mask off, said nothing for a long time, and then said, hoarse and reasonable, “He paid in crowns. Old ones. From the Archive vault. Count it,” and the fat man’s face changed for the first time.

The clerk opened the case, and laid the green ledger on the table, and the single sheet.

“The second Marsh boy,” he read, in a thin voice, into the silence. “Same blood. The gift is confirmed.” He stopped. “He must come willing.”

“Forgeries,” said the woman in the fox. “An Archivist’s hand is in a hundred books. Anyone could—”

“The boy,” said the fat man. “The Marsh boy. Where is he?”

Wick went to the floor.

He had never been in a room so high. The gallery went up on three sides and every face in it was turned down at him, and he stood in the middle of the floor in his one good shirt with his arms white to the sleeve and his hands, which he had been told to hide all his life, in plain sight at his sides. His mouth was dry. The rhyme started up in the back of his head, and he let it.

Six lights for six doors. One, two, three steps to the clerk’s table. One for the cellar floor. Four, five, six to the bench.

He took the little fat brown book out of his coat.

“The Archivist gave me this,” he said. His voice came out too small and he made it bigger, the taproom voice. “In the Drowned Lantern. The night of the Quiet. He said, mind you bring it back, I am fond of it.” He opened the front cover and held it up to the bench, and the fat man leaned forward, and the clerk, and the woman in the fox. “There’s a mark in it. A key, and a quill, and a star with six points. Ex libris B. Quill. Anybody in this hall who’s borrowed a book off him has seen it.” He shut the book. “There were a dozen crates by the pit-hut in the Thornwood. The Compact’s thumb’s burned on every lid; anybody can buy the thumb. Under it, in the corner, small, there’s a private mark. A merchant’s mark, so nobody can swap his goods. We brought two of them down from the wood on a stone-cutter’s cart. They’re in your yard.” He looked at the fat man. “Go and look at the corner, sir. Then look at this. Then tell me who bought rope and lamp-oil and binding-salt and sent it under a hill.”

Nobody went. Nobody needed to. The clerk had already turned the page of the ledger to a place where a small crest had been pressed into the wax of a seal at the foot of a column of crowns: a key, a quill, a star.

The hall was so quiet Wick could hear the lamps.

“Well,” said the fat man, at last, and sat back in his fur. “Well.” He looked along the bench, and whatever he saw there he did not like, and he looked at the gallery, which had three hundred people in it who would be in every tavern on Lampwick Lane by dark, and Wick saw him do a sum. It was the same sum Brakka had done in a pit-mouth with fourteen cutlasses round her. It just had money in it.

“The Compact,” he said, “has been deceived. By a trusted servant. In its own name and under its own seal. It will say so, in writing, and it will say so first, before any lamplighter does.” His voice rose to the gallery. “The Archive is the Compact. The Compact honours its seal.” A cough. “Six hundred marks, Captain Ironsong. The boy went.”

The gallery went up like the Lantern on a storm night.

Brakka did not shout. She stood in the middle of the floor with her tusks out in a grin that could have lit a cellar, and she turned, slowly, with her bound arm and her bound thigh, until she was looking straight up at the front row of the gallery, at a tall handsome man in gold braid, and she said, in a voice that carried perfectly well through hull-wood across a mile of ice:

“Lanterns go and LOOK, Callow.”

Callow left. Nobody saw him go. The gold braid was simply not in the front row any more, and the fat man was banging something on the bench for quiet and not getting it, and in the middle of it all a tall straight woman in a dress of dark heavy stuff stepped onto the floor beside Wick, with silver thimbles on every fingertip and her breath steaming, and waited.

“The Compact,” said the fat man, when he could, with the look of a man swallowing a lozenge sideways, “also—” He stopped. “The Compact thanks the envoy of the house of Sel. For her. Assistance.”

Veyra Sel looked at him for a moment.

Then she bowed. From the waist, slow, with one thimbled hand laid flat on her heart, exactly as deep as it should be and not a hair deeper, and it went on precisely long enough for everybody in the hall to understand that she had been waiting a year to do it and had enjoyed every heartbeat.

“The honour,” she said, in her clipped cold voice, “is entirely the Compact’s.”

And straightened, and turned, and went out past the bench with Dace at her shoulder, and did not look back, and the gallery, which had come for a scandal, found it had got one, and roared.



They came down the Terraces in the dusk with the lamplighters going ahead of them from post to post, so that the whole hill lit up as they went, gold, lamp after lamp, down toward the Wharves and the fog bells and the river. Brakka had the Compact’s paper in her coat and was singing. Oswin had his coat buttoned over Pip’s pocket. Marta walked with the Hounds. Skritch walked between Wick and Ilsa, on his hind legs, in plain sight, in the middle of the road, with his tin button shining, and when a woman on a doorstep said “Skitter,” and pulled her child back, he said, “Lantern Company,” without stopping, and walked on.

Wick walked with his brother. He had the seed-pod against his chest inside his coat, and every few steps he felt it beat, slow and faint, like something keeping time with the lamps.

“Tomorrow’s the new moon,” said Ilsa, to nobody.

“I know,” said Brakka, over her shoulder, without breaking the song. “Harker, is it? Twenty marks. The Sprat told me on the stairs.” She hefted Auntie. “I’ll come.”




Chapter Twenty-One

Lucky Dan Harker was leaning on the alley wall behind the Drowned Lantern with his two men and his walking stick and his gold tooth, exactly where he had leaned three weeks ago, and he had just opened his mouth to say new moon, Ilsa, love, when the gate opened behind her and seven feet of Varr came through it, and leaned on the wall too.

Harker’s mouth stayed open.

“Morning, Dan,” said Brakka Ironsong.

“Captain.” It came out rather high. “Didn’t know you were back.”

“Half the Lane knows I’m back, Dan. The other half heard me singing.” She folded her arms. She had Auntie through her belt, which she did not need, the way Harker did not need his stick. “Go on, Quire. Pay the man.”

Ilsa stepped up to him and put a purse in his hand.

She did not throw it. She did not slap it into his palm. She put it there, twenty marks in silver counted twice, and closed his fingers round it with her own, and looked him in the face with the scar through her eyebrow and said, “That’s thirty-six, three times over. Count it. Then we’re done, and the arrangement doesn’t change, because there isn’t one.”

Harker looked at the purse. He looked at Brakka. He looked at the two men behind him, who had found something very interesting on the far wall.

“Lovely,” he said. “Lovely. Glad it’s sorted.” He tucked the purse away and straightened his coat and did not pat her cheek. “Give my best to your brother.”

“Give it yourself,” said Ilsa. “He’s got a dog now. It bites.”

Harker went, and at the alley mouth he glanced back once, at the Varr, and the Varr smiled at him with all her tusks and said, “Dan. The Ledger says you owe that girl a look,” and Lucky Dan Harker found that he had urgent business on the Wharves.

Wick, who had watched the whole thing from the top of the yard wall with Skritch, let his breath out.

“I told her,” he said, as Ilsa came back through the gate. “On the stairs, in the Hall. I’m sorry. I said I’d not keep things any more, so—”

“I know you did, Saltings boy. So did I. On the ferry. Turned out she’d known since the first week and was waiting for one of us to say.” A pause. “She’s horrible.”

“Yes.”

“I’d die for her.”

“Yes,” said Wick. “Me too.”



Hettie had cried when they came in, which she said she had not, and had fed everybody, which she said was only sense, and had looked at Wick’s arms and said nothing at all.

The taproom was mended. The split table had a new leg and the window had new glass and the frost-damage on the flagstones had been scrubbed until it was only a paler patch by the cellar hatch, and Admiral the cat sat on the bar as if it had been paid to. The twelve brass lamps burned yellow on their chains. Wick stood under them on his first morning back and did not count them.

The notice was still on the contract board, curling, old, with the damp in it: GREY HOUND COMPANY. LOST BY ORDER OF THE MERCHANT COMPACT. Fifteen names. The fourth name down.

He put his hand flat on it. Then he took the pins out, one at a time, and the paper came off the board into his hands, and he folded it in half and in half again and put it inside his coat with the journal, and stood looking at the pale square it had left.

“Right,” said Hettie, behind him, with her arms folded. “And what goes there?”

He had Aldo’s fish knife. He put the point of it to the pale square, and scratched. A wave, with a flick at the end like a hook. And under it, carefully, so it would last, a circle.

“Safe,” he said.

Hettie looked at it with her mouth set in a line, and then the line gave, and she pushed his hair out of his eyes like somebody’s mother, and went to shout at the kitchen.



Aldo signed at noon, at the Lanterns’ table by the hearth, with Brakka’s pen.

“Marsh,” she said, reading it over. “Aldo Marsh. Weaver of Rime and whatever else gets put in him, same as his brother, which makes two buckets, which is one more than I ever meant to have.” She blotted it with her thumb. “You’ll not be paid till you can lift a pack. You’ll do what Quire says in a fight and what Tallowby says about your hands. And if you ever hide a thing from me the way he did—” the thumb went at Wick ”—I’ll hang you up by your boots next to him. Clear?”

“Clear, Captain.”

“Good.” She shoved a small flat thing across the table at Wick.

It was a pin. Brass, cheap, the size of a bit, stamped with a lantern: a little ship’s lantern, the kind that hung over the door with the seawater in it, with a flame in it that had been scratched by somebody’s knife to look as though it was lit.

“Sprat,” said Brakka. “Lantern Company. We go and look.” Her voice did not change at all, and it did not need to. “Put it on before I change my mind.”

He put it on. His hands shook, and the pin went through his collar crooked, and he did not fix it.

Skritch got one too.

The Compact had sent a clerk down that morning with a paper that said no licensed company might carry on its roll any person of the drain-folk, and Brakka had asked the clerk whether the Compact would like its six hundred marks back, and the clerk had looked at her tusks and gone away to ask. Skritch wore the pin on the string with his tin button and spent the afternoon walking up and down Lampwick Lane on his hind legs so that the lamplighters could see it. “First one,” he told everyone, whether they had asked or not. “First Skitter in any company ever. Squeak true.”



Seven stood in a pot by the hearth.

It was Hettie’s pot, the big earthenware one she had used for the ale-yeast, and it had Saltings mud in it, because Wick had walked out to the ninth post from the shore road and dug it with his hands, and under the mud, with its folded shape just showing above, the seed-pod sat brown and hard and warm. You could feel it from the bench. Hettie’s dog had taken to lying against the pot with its chin on its paws, and nobody moved it.

Every night, when the taproom was shut and the lamps turned down, Wick sat on the hearth-bench with his white arms in his lap and did the only casting he knew how to do without anyone’s help.

He asked.

He asked the lamp. He had not known you could; Seven had never said; but every lamp was Gleam, a little, and on the first night back he had sat under the big iron ring and said, out loud, feeling a fool, give. And it had. A thread, white, thin as a hair, and it had not bitten. He had held it a breath and then sent it, gently, into the pot.

The pod had beaten. Once. Slow.

He did it every night. On the third night Ilsa was at the far end of the bench cleaning a knife, and on the fourth Aldo was on the stair, and on the fifth Oswin was at the bar under proper light with every screwdriver he owned in a row and Pip in pieces in front of him, talking to the pieces, and when the thread went into the pot that night the moth’s glass bead went from dark to grey to a faint, sleepy, uncertain green, and the wings opened, and shut, tick, and Oswin put his bald head down on the bar between his hands and did not say technically for a quarter of an hour. On the sixth night all of them were there, and the dog, and nobody said anything about it.



Veyra Sel came on the seventh night.

She came in the door of the Drowned Lantern without a carriage, with Dace behind her carrying a dark red chest with brass corners, and the whole taproom went quiet in the way a room goes quiet when it has decided to stare. She walked between the tables to the Lanterns’ bench by the hearth, and Dace put the chest on the table, and the smell of camphor came out of it, and Wick found that it did not make him think of anything much any more.

“Tea,” said Veyra. “From my country. It is thick as tar and you will not like it. You drink it very sweet.” She looked at Hettie. “I will need six cups and a great deal of honey.”

Hettie, to her own visible surprise, went and got them.

The tea was thick as tar and Wick did not like it and drank it anyway, and Veyra sat on the end of the bench with her thimbles on and her back very straight, and looked at the pot by the hearth.

“It beats,” she said.

“Every night.”

“Hm.” She drank. Her breath steamed over the cup. “I did not come for the tea, child. I came to say a thing, and then I shall go, because your landlady is looking at me as if I were a cat on the bar.” She set the cup down. “There are other gates.”

The fire popped.

“My house has known of three. One under my country, which is watched. One in the Ironbacks, which is ice, and is left alone. One at Kell, which you have shut, and my house will not believe.” She folded her thimbled hands. “Quill’s papers name more. I have had five days with his case, and the man wrote everything down, and half of it is Carrovan and the other half is worse. But I have found one line, in his own hand, underlined twice, with a date on it from eleven years ago. He wrote: the sixth stands under the Low Streets, below the Lampwick, where the old drain goes down. It is closer than Kell. It is only harder to reach.”

Wick looked at the cellar hatch.

It was only a hatch. Oak, iron-bound, with a paler patch of flagstone round it where the frost had been scrubbed. Oswin’s three flash-eggs still hung on their strings across the drain arch below it. He had gone down there with a candle three weeks ago and found nine Skitter marks going down a stair into the dark, and had put that in the box in his head, and had never, until this moment, let himself finish the thought.

It had only been the first thing to wake up.

“The Skitter went up-top,” said Skritch, from under the table, with his whiskers flat. “The warren. Out of the Low Streets. Because of the cold.” He looked up at Wick. “Skritch said. In the drain. Skritch said.”

“You did.” Wick’s voice was steady, which surprised him. “You said, and I didn’t tell anybody, and that’s the last thing I’ll ever keep.” He looked at Brakka.

Brakka was looking at the hatch too. Her tusks were out, and her good hand was on Auntie’s haft, and her face was the face she had worn on the Throat, before she sang.

“We go and look,” she said. “That’s the whole job.” She picked up her cup. “Not tonight.”

“Not tonight,” Veyra agreed. She stood. “May your hearth stay lit, Lanterns. I will be in Saltmire the winter. The house of Sel has, it seems, business here.” At the door she paused and looked back at Wick, and one corner of her mouth went up, the width of a thimble. “Child. Your arms.”

“They don’t hurt.”

“No. They will not.” She nodded, once, the precise inch. “Mine did not either. After the first time.”

And went out into the fog.



The first calm night after the storm came three days later.

Wick had forgotten. It was Hettie who said it, looking out of the window at a sky that had gone clear and still for the first time since they came home, with the fog bells silent on the Wharves and the stars out over the Sound. “Calm night,” she said. “First one.” And went to the cupboard under the stairs for the paper and the wax.

They made the lanterns at the Lanterns’ table. Little paper ones, the size of a cupped hand, with a stub of candle in a dab of wax at the bottom, the way every family in Saltmire had made them for as long as anyone knew. Brakka made one with hands too big for it and swore. Oswin made three, very neatly, and would not say for whom. Marta Keel made six, one for each name she had cut at Greystep. Aldo made one. He did not say who for. Wick made one too, and did not say either, and their hands touched over the wax.

They went down to the Saltings at the ebb, the whole company, in the dark, over the mud on the boards Wick knew by heart, to the ninth post from the shore road with the lean. The tide was going out fast and silver under the stars, and up and down the shore, far off, other lights were going down to the water, other families, dozens of them, each with their small cupped flame. Nobody spoke. That was the custom. You set them on the ebb, and you let the Sound take them, and you did not say the names because the sea knew them.

Wick lit his off Oswin’s sulphur-stick. He crouched at the foot of the post, where the bread used to go, and set the little paper lantern on the water, and the ebb took it, and it went out over the mud toward the dark with its flame standing straight and small, and he thought of a woman kneeling in mud with her face very close to his.

Never show it, Wicky.

He held up his hands. White to the shoulder, in the starlight, in plain sight.

“I showed it, Mam,” he said, so quietly that only the post could hear. “They gave.”

Twelve lights went out on the ebb. Not thirteen. Seven was not dead, and nobody had made a lantern for Seven, and nobody had needed to say so.



He went up on the roof afterward, because he could not have slept.

The slates were cold and dry and the whole of Saltmire lay under him in starlight, and he sat on the ridge where Seven had sat, with his knees up, and the city breathed. Every hearth in it was a little Ember, every lamp on the Lane a thread of Gleam, the Sound going out below was Tide; he could feel all of it now, and it did not pull at him. It was only there, the way the sea was there.

Under him, through the slates, he could hear the taproom. Brakka had started the song. Somebody had thrown something. Oswin’s voice went up, technically, and was drowned, and Skritch’s whistle went over the top of all of it in a key of its own.

And under that.

Under the taproom and the cellar and the drain arch with the flash-eggs on their strings and the nine marks on the stair; under the Low Streets, where the old city lay in the dark with its doors shut; deep, deeper than the Marrow, directly beneath the Drowned Lantern, so faint that he would have missed it if he had not known what to listen for—

Cold.

Not a song. Not yet. A note held so low it was not a sound. Something lying with its face to the stone, and sleeping, and not quite.

Wick sat on the roof and felt it, and found that his hands were not shaking. He counted anyway, out of habit, to the rhyme. Six lights for six doors. One for the cellar floor. Snuff them all and shut your eyes. And something Quiet comes to rise. All four lines, for the first time since he was five, and on rise he did not jump. He sat where he was, and listened to it, and it was only a thing children skipped to.

He went down through the skylight into the warm.

The taproom hit him like a wave: the song, the smoke, the lamps all yellow and ordinary on their chains, Brakka standing on a bench. Nobody saw him come down the ladder. Nobody was looking at the hatch. They were all looking at the hearth, where Hettie’s dog had got up off its place against the pot and was standing with its ears up and its head on one side, making a small noise in its throat.

The pod had split.

A crack, hairline, down the long seam of it, from the top. And in the crack, in the firelight, no bigger than the tip of a fish knife, pale, and curled, and so bright a green that it hurt to look at—

A leaf.

“Oh,” said Oswin, into the silence, with his frill going out round his head like a dish, and Pip ticking on his shoulder. “Oh, Pip. Look.”

Wick stood at the foot of the ladder with his white hands at his sides and the cold under the floor and the warm in front of him, and found he was laughing, which was a stupid thing to do and happened to him in fights.

Spring, little flame.
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