
        
            
                
            
        













Retra – now called Naif – has escaped from Ixion, the island of ever-night. She doesn’t know if her friends on the island survived the battle between the Ripers and the rebels. But she does know that she must return home, behind the sealed walls of Grave, to find out why the Ripers have been seen there talking to the councillors. What links the two worlds?

First she must convince Ruzalia to help her. The fierce pirate captain saves those who face terrible fates on Ixion, but that doesn’t guarantee their gratitude. Instead, Ruzalia is confronted by a revolt – and Naif is caught in the middle.

Naif will need all her courage to survive. For Lenoir, who wants to keep her safe, for her friends Suki and Rollo, if they live, for Markes, who has secrets of his own, and for the new friends she will make on this journey.

The fate of worlds depends on it.
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Lenoir backed slowly away to the edge of the circle of light. His carriage crouched there, awaiting activation. It would be so easy to leave and abandon Dark Eve, Clash and Rollo to their fate.

In the darkness beyond, the Night Creatures called to him, confused by his actions and wanting answers. They’d seen him rescue Naif and her friends; seen him help her escape to the airship which floated above them. How could he do that when he knew they wanted her blood? One of their own, Leyste, had told them that Naif was the one to taste above all others, and Leyste had died trying to get her. Now they wanted to avenge him.

Lenoir knew that and shunned them. 

The airship began to shift higher into the dark sky, taking Naif and the circle of light with it. Her leaving was a painful twist inside Lenoir. Their bonding had been deep, more intimate than any of the others before her. The taste of her blood lingered in his mouth still, potent and addictive.

And yet he was relieved to see her vanish into the belly of Ruzalia’s ship. He couldn’t protect her here. Not now. The Night Creatures were too hungry and urgent in their need. And he must protect her. He would die to do that.

Close by, he knew, the Night Creatures seethed. It was not just Naif’s escape that angered them. Something had been awakened in them and would not be put back to sleep. They wanted to choose their time to hatch and not be herded anymore.

Lenoir understood their desire. He’d had the same feeling once. But now that he was in his tri-stage, things were not simple. There was only so much room for their kind in this world. Too many of them at once in tri-stage would exhaust their supplies. The Night Creatures’ development had to be controlled; the balance had to be kept.

‘Where are you going?’ shouted Naif’s brother, Clash. ‘What have you done to my sister?’ The tall boy stalked towards Lenoir, his weapon raised. Behind him Dark Eve and Rollo stood back to back, protecting each other. 

‘She’s safe but you are not. Climb inside my vehicle or perish. I’ll transport you to safety.’

Clash glared at him, shoulders squared, leather tunic dark with Night Creature blood.

His hostility was plain, yet Lenoir had to help him. Naif’s brother must be saved. The pool of light from the airship shrank by the moment.

‘Why would I go anywhere with you?’ said Clash.

Lenoir opened the door of his carriage. ‘You shouldn’t. But you will. There is no choice.’

As if to prove his point, a tentacle lashed at them from the darkness, curling just short of Clash’s feet and then retracting.

If the light cast from the belly of the departing airship dwindled any more, it would be too late to help them. And it would. The ship would be gone from sight in a matter of moments.

‘Clash, they’re closing in,’ cried Rollo. ‘We have to trust him. He saved Naif.’

But it was Dark Eve who made the decision for them, striding past Clash and folding her large body into Lenoir’s carriage.

Rollo scrambled after her without being asked.

Lenoir admired their survival instinct. Clash was different though; made stubborn by his principles. How like his sister. ‘And you?’ Lenoir asked.

Clash swung his sword in an arc, slicing at the edge of the light.

A howl went up as the blade cut a Night Creature’s flesh.

Clash raised the dripping weapon and thrust it at Lenoir’s chest, stopping just short of touching him. Keeping the sword at that point, he stepped around Lenoir and into the carriage.

‘I will not bargain with you, Riper,’ said Clash through clenched teeth. ‘And I do not trust you.’

Lenoir held tight to the beast inside him that wanted to tear at the young man’s flesh. ‘And you should be under no illusions,’ he replied softly. ‘I’m not doing this for you.’
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Naif stood on the balcony outside her new room and tried not to shiver. Her gaze drifted over the slope of the mountain that rose behind La Galatea, the once-grand resort in which Ruzalia lived. The slope was littered with tiny white crosses, set in crooked rows like broken and scattered teeth.

‘So many of them,’ she breathed.

‘They died when their badges expired,’ said Charlonge, who stood next to her. 

‘Burn bright, burn out,’ said Markes. He was at the other end of the balcony, elbows resting on the balustrade, his chin on his hands.

‘How long have we got?’ asked Naif.

‘I talked to some of the others. They say it’s impossible to know, but none of them has been here longer than a few years. Once their badge goes red . . .’

Naif glanced at the dull mark on her hand. They’d all had badges fitted when they arrived on Ixion but hers was faux – not permanent. And Lenoir had told her that her bonding with him meant she would live while he lived.

‘Yours is different, Naif. You might be spared but Char and I’ll be out there soon,’ said Markes, as though reading her mind. ‘On the mountain side.’

Naif felt a surge of defiance. ‘No, you won’t! We’ll find answers before then. We’ll find a way to reverse the effects of the badge.’

‘Ruzalia has been trying,’ said Charlonge. ‘That girl Riss says she works on it every night in her apartments, attempting to build a replica of the Register.’

Naif hugged herself as she watched the damp stealing in. The island’s ready mists were like the ghosts of the young dead roaming the slopes.

Below ground was a maze of tunnels and caves. Some led to the mountain top, while a different set ran along the beach. In one of the latter Ruzalia moored her sleek stingray-styled boat. At this time of day she would be down there, preparing it for her next raid.

‘I’m going to find Ruzalia.’

‘At the boat?’

‘It’s the only way to speak to her alone.’ She gave her friends a reassuring smile and left them.

The corridor outside her room led to another, and then on to a large landing and the wide, marble stairway that dominated the centre of the resort. As she ran down the flights of stairs to the bottom she passed other young people like her, all here because Ruzalia had saved them from Ixion.

No one smiled or greeted her; a pall of gloominess hung over La Galatea. Their haunted faces set off a terrible urgency in Naif. Not only were her friends on Ixion in danger, but all these young people faced premature death.

She ran out through the resort’s wide, pillared doors, down another set of steps and along a path to the beach. Shells crunched underfoot and wet sand leaked into her shoes as she headed towards the rocky headland at one end.

On the horizon, she could see the dark blur of the Golden Spiral. From here, on the island that Ruzalia called Sanctus, the strange anomaly that harboured Ixion could be mistaken for a distant storm. They’d only arrived here a few days ago in the pirate’s airship but already it seemed an age.

By the time she reached the entrance to the tunnels she was panting. As she paused to catch her breath, a rush of thoughts overcame her. How long did Charlonge and Markes have to live? Was Suki still alive? Had the Night Creatures overrun Ixion? What if Brand and Modai had overthrown Lenoir?

Somehow she must convince Ruzalia to take her back to Grave so she could find the connection between the two islands. She knew instinctively that the solutions to all her questions lay in that knowledge.

With even stronger resolve, she entered the cave. Sleeping bats hung from tangled roots along the roof, quivering as they dreamed. Even on Ixion they hadn’t gathered in one place in such numbers, and their twitching sleep unnerved her.

Picking her way down a worn rock ledge, she saw a small jetty protruding into the tunnel that led out to the open bay. At that moment the ocean was calm, the tide low, and she was able to step down without slipping. When the sea was ruffled and the tide rising, it would be much more hazardous getting to the jetty.

According to whispers among the island’s refugees, Ruzalia had lost crew by choosing to moor her boat in this dangerous tunnel instead of the secluded bay outside – events she was rumoured to have accepted without a flicker of emotion.

Naif could see Ruzalia now, at the bow of her ship, rubbing a cloth across one side, her red hair tied back and an expression of fierce concentration on her face.

She stopped at the foot of the jetty.

‘What brings you down here?’ Ruzalia asked without lifting her head from her task.

‘I want you to take me back to Grave.’

Ruzalia paused. ‘Have I not told you that’s a foolish notion?’

‘I don’t believe it to be.’

The tall woman stiffened, and then straightened. She dropped her cloth onto the deck and vaulted lightly onto the jetty, covering the distance to Naif in quick strides.

Naif retreated to the rock wall and found herself pinned there.

‘I didn’t risk my life bringing you and yours here to put up with such impudence,’ said the pirate.

Naif drew a shallow breath and steeled herself against the woman’s ferociousness. She had come to provoke an answer, and she wouldn’t waver. ‘You’ve been taking that risk for some years. You didn’t do it for me alone.’

‘What would you know of my reasons?’

‘I’ve talked to some who’ve been here a while.’

She snorted. ‘None of them would ruin a story for a pinch of the truth.’

‘Please, Ruzalia, take me back to Grave. If I can find out the connection between the Ripers and Grave then maybe I can find out how to reverse the effect of the badges as well.’

The pirate leaned in so close that Naif could feel the hot moisture of her breath.

‘No.’ The word was said quietly but with intensity. ‘Now leave me to my work.’

The pirate’s expression was uncompromising. There would be no changing her mind.

Dismayed, Naif stepped out from under Ruzalia’s arms and retraced her way to the top of the cave. When she reached the high spot where the bats rested, she glanced back. Ruzalia had returned to tinkering with her sleek ocean racer. 

As she stood there her dejection was swamped by a sense of surging relief.

Not her own. Lenoir’s.

Even here on the island of Sanctus, Naif could feel him; a thick presence in her mind that was both a weight and a strange comfort.

Sometimes, usually when she was resting, she’d feel a tug, low down in her groin, and a tingling at the tips of her breasts. In those moments she cursed the fact that the Riper had saved her life. For now they were bonded by blood.

How deep that bond extended, she didn’t know. Did he hear everything that was said to her, or was his sense of her similar to her sense of him – a sense of his presence with flares of emotion that were impossible to ignore? 

Fighting back Lenoir’s presence, she turned and continued along the path through the cave to the beach. 
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Naif found Charlonge and Markes still out on the balcony staring at the hillside. The mist was thick, obscuring the graves. 

‘What did Ruzalia say?’ asked Charlonge. The Church of Vank supervisor, whom Naif had thought so grown-up and confident when she first arrived on Ixion, wrung her hands anxiously.

She pines for my brother Joel. And he does not deserve it.

The notion filled Naif with another sort of pain. She’d gone to Ixion to seek out her beloved brother but when she had finally found him, something had changed between them.

She loved him still. Dearly. More than her life. But she’d learned things about him, and was no longer blind to his nature. Joel wanted the war against the Ripers. He wanted to fight with Dark Eve on the Lesser Paths of Ixion. Ixion had made Joel a hero, and he didn’t want to leave there.

‘She won’t listen to me,’ answered Naif. ‘So I think I should go anyway.’

‘How would you do that?’ asked Markes. A mantle of apprehension had replaced his dreamy musician’s manner.

Naif wanted to reassure him; erase his worry. Markes was the first boy to make her heart beat faster. Even though he had chosen Cal as his friend in Ixion, and had not been as brave as she wished at times, when he looked at her intently, as he did now, she could barely catch her breath for the longing in her heart.

‘I c-could take Ruzalia’s boat,’ said Naif. ‘She’s planning a raid tomorrow but the boat will be empty tonight while she inducts the newest arrivals.’

Her words sounded calm but inside she trembled at the idea. 

‘If Ruzalia caught you, she might kill you for it,’ said Markes. ‘She’s unpredictable.’ He gazed out past the mountain to the sea. ‘And anyway, it’s open sea between Sanctus and Grave . . . do you even know how to steer?’

‘No. But you once told me that back in Grave you sailed on Lake Deep.’

His gaze alighted on her again and his forehead creased as he digested her meaning. ‘Even if I came and we made it back there, if the wardens found us, we’d be imprisoned. Maybe even tortured.’

‘Then we must not be caught.’

‘Where would you go? How would you find out about the Ripers and the Elders?’ asked Charlonge.

‘Not to my family. My father would turn me over to the wardens, and my mother . . . she would be too frightened to help.’ As she spoke, Naif had an overwhelming desire to see her mother. It was a hopeless wish, she knew, for her mother would shun her now.

A sharp Ixion memory pierced her consciousness – Lottie calling for her mama as she died in Naif’s arms. Lottie had burned brightly and paid the price of her recklessness. The poor girl’s fear of death without her mother at her side would haunt Naif forever. 

But Naif would receive no comfort from her own mother. That must not be her reason for returning. She would go for all those condemned to die here on Sanctus. For Joel and Rollo and hopefully Suki still alive on Ixion. For dead Lottie. And for sweet Krista-belle who’d died before her eyes, her neck snapped by a Night Creature. And for Kero, Krista-belle’s boyfriend, who’d seen it too.

I’m sorry, Krista-belle.

Charlonge rose and moved to the end of the balcony near Markes. ‘I won’t go,’ she said quietly. ‘I’m more use if I stay here and help Ruzalia.’

‘How?’ asked Naif.

‘Ruzalia only has Mesree and her men. There are too few supervisors . . . and I’m good at that.’

Naif’s heart sank and she looked at Markes. ‘Will you come?’

He shook his head slowly. ‘I’m sorry, Naif. I-I’ll stay and help Char.’

Naif clenched her fists in frustration. If she had to, she’d go alone. But the thought terrified her.

The bell tolled, calling them to dinner.

Charlonge came back over and hugged her gently, her cheeks wet with tears. ‘Promise me you won’t do anything foolish, will you?’

Naif smiled.

But she didn’t answer.
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The three of them entered the large eating hall in single file. At this time of the day, most of the young were working in the kitchens or eating in the dining room – except those on sentry duties.

Ruzalia did not like idle hands.

Naif glanced at the arched windows, which gave views of the cold blue sea beyond. La Galatea must have been so beautiful once. It still was, in a way, but the ceilings were mottled by age and the wooden trim on the frames and borders of the rooms no longer shone.

By asking others, and hunting through the tiny library attached to the old ballroom, Charlonge had learned that Ruzalia’s home had once been a resort for people of wealth and means.

Neither Naif nor Markes knew of the word ‘resort’ until Charlonge had explained it. According to the guest book, she said, visitors had come here from a place called Cheong. Charlonge had never heard of Cheong but Mesree told her that it was a city along part of a coastline that had sunk when the Golden Spiral formed. In the years since, with no occupants to pay and fill its coffers, the resort had decayed.

The idea of holidays was strange to Naif. Some Seals took breaks on farm-stays where they worked to purify themselves. And sometimes the Elders went on retreat. But that was to the mountains north of the city, a place where they could be closer to the Grave Gods. 

‘Pissing cosies!’ A voice spat at them as they settled themselves at a table in the corner of the huge dining room. Naif glanced over at those who were giving them hostile stares. Some of the young on Sanctus weren’t grateful for Ruzalia’s rescue. They knew that they had only a limited time left and they seemed to swing between maudlin and angry.

In the last day or so, Naif had noticed that some acted particularly aggrieved, and had been watching Naif, Markes and Charlonge closely. 

‘Why do they hate us so much?’ whispered Charlonge. ‘What have we done?’

‘They’re saying we’re being treated differently; given rooms on the south side, near Ruzalia’s apartments.’

‘Maybe we should ask to move to other rooms,’ said Charlonge.

Naif shrugged. In her mind it didn’t matter; she would not be there much longer.

‘In the laundry this morning, one of them pushed me against the boiler,’ Charlonge added.

Naif turned to her with alarm. ‘Char, why didn’t you say? Are you hurt?’

‘A burn,’ she said, sliding her dress up to show the bandage on her lower leg. ‘I went to the infirmary and Mesree put salve on it.’

Mesree was one of Ruzalia’s crew and the oldest person on the island apart from her husband, Long-Li. While Mesree presided over meals and tended injuries, Long-Li repaired Ruzalia’s equipment with the same jealous zeal with which he guarded the pirate woman’s safety.

One of the stories Naif had heard since coming to Sanctus claimed that Long-Li was Ruzalia’s father, Mesree her mother and the handful of pirates who sailed with her, her siblings. Naif didn’t believe those rumours, though she didn’t know why. Perhaps it seemed too easy an explanation. She sensed that their stories were more complicated.

‘Don’t go anywhere alone, Char,’ said Markes. ‘It’s not safe.’

‘Shhh!’ Charlonge warned.

The three fell silent as others joined them, slapping their metal plates on the table with no regard for the mess they made.

Naif detected a restlessness in the hall tonight that differed from the usual sombre mood. Neglected stew and dumplings simmered in the bain-marie at the back while the diners shifted between seats, talking in whispers.

Once she saw the glint of a home-made knife being slipped up into a sleeve. The sight made her stomach clench.

Was Ruzalia right to bring the young here? Or had she made matters worse? Many resented their chores and wanted to leave Sanctus. But leaving was not a simple matter. Where could they go?

Naif missed Suki keenly at that moment. Her Stra’ha’ine friend would have something smart and practical to say. She would’ve faced down the aggressive stares of the group near them with her hands on her hips.

‘Why are you in the south-side rooms?’ called out one of the staring boys.

He was dressed like all of them, in a plain and serviceable tunic and pants fashioned from cloth that Ruzalia had stolen from the merchant ships that skirted the Golden Spiral. Mesree sewed them all. There was none of the exotic silk and lace that the Ripers gave them on Ixion; just plain wools and cotton in faded dyes.

‘It’s where we were told to go,’ said Charlonge before Naif could reply.

‘Only Ruzalia’s people are on the south side,’ said another boy. ‘You must be hers.’

‘We’re all Ruzalia’s people,’ said Naif.

‘And what if we don’t want to be?’ the first chimed back in. ‘She forced us to come here.’

He was as big as Markes but heavier, with an ugly set around his eyes and jaw. He puffed his chest to add force to his words.

‘She saved you,’ said Charlonge. ‘If you’d stayed there you’d have been withdrawn.’

‘I’m thinking that might not have been so bad. Maybe those stories about turning into Night Creatures were lies. Maybe Ruzalia’s just a sick twisted cow.’

Naif pictured the church of Danksoi and the rows of young bodies being slowly subsumed so that Night Creatures could change.

She’d told Ruzalia what they’d seen as the airship transported them away from Ixion.

‘They’ve found a way to evolve through the blood and flesh of our young. It must be stopped!’ Ruzalia had said.

Ruzalia had planned to raze the churches and free all the runaways from Ixion. But what would happen to Lenoir if the pirate succeeded?

That brought back another rush of memories; the Night Creature Leyste’s attack and how close she’d come to being killed. Lenoir had saved her. She owed him her life. She owed him . . . ‘It was the truth,’ said Naif finally.

‘Yeah, that’s what she keeps saying. But that doesn’t prove nothin’.’

‘You have a problem, Rajka?’ said a booming voice.

Ruzalia was standing only a table away from them with Long-Li at her side.

The boy half-stood as if he might lunge at the pirate but Long-Li stepped forward. He lifted his long plait from his shoulder and wound it into a tight knot. Then he took a sharp bone from his pocket and slid it through the knot to keep it in place. Smiling, he pushed back his sleeves.

The boy’s friends grabbed his arms and pulled him back into his seat. He glowered at Ruzalia and Long-Li, but said no more.

Around them, the rest of the hall had fallen silent. Watching.

Ruzalia turned slowly on her heel, sweeping every last one of them with her gaze. ‘If anyone else would call me a liar then do so now.’

Several looked like they might speak, then changed their minds, staring down at the floor to disguise their thoughts.

The pirate nodded. ‘Then keep to your chores and enjoy your freedom.’

She turned to Naif. ‘Outside. Follow.’

With that she stalked from the hall.

Long-Li watched Naif with an expectant gleam in his eyes.

‘Do you want us to come?’ Charlonge whispered in her ear.

Naif looked at Long-Li. The old man shook his head ever so slightly.

‘No, Char. Stay close to Markes.’

She followed Long-Li between tables and out through the huge carved doors, conscious of her stiff shoulders and straight back. Lenoir might have saved her life and opened her mind to many things, but beneath still lurked some of her rigid Seal upbringing. With the weight of stares upon her she almost felt grateful for it.

Murmurs started up as soon as she left the hall. 

Long-Li led her through the foyer and out onto the front steps. The vista from La Galatea’s entrance was inspiring; wind-blown palms and a cool blue harbour tipped white by the fresh winds.

Ruzalia leaned against a marble column that was pitted with age and flecked with dark moss. She was smoking a cheroot and allowing thin wisps of smoke to escape from the corner of her mouth. Her red hair appeared darker in the afternoon light; a deep colour like prayer wine.

‘I wish to speak to you of some things,’ said Ruzalia.

Naif’s heart tripped. ‘Me. Why?’

‘You are Clash’s sister, and have shown some . . . spirit. That counts for something. But I need the opinion of one with a head on their shoulders. Do you have that as well? Mesree tells me you do.’

‘I-I have opinions, if that’s what you want?’

‘Sound opinions, not shallow needs.’

They were both silent for a moment and then Ruzalia produced a drawing from her pocket and passed it across. 

The sketch was inked and the colour had faded; the paper was creased from being folded many times. But none of these things hid the vibrant and beautiful young face it portrayed.

‘She’s lovely,’ said Naif involuntarily.

‘My sister. Lost to that dreaded place,’ said Ruzalia.

‘Your sister is on Ixion?’

‘She was. But some years have passed and I’ve not been able to locate her. It is possible she was one of those in Danksoi.’

Naif felt a moment of compassion for the pirate. ‘You’ve been searching for her. That’s why you raid the island.’

Ruzalia shifted her feet. ‘I’ve given up finding her. But I would not have them suffer her fate.’

‘Even though they are still destined to die?’

Ruzalia inhaled her cheroot deeply. ‘What do you think of my island?’

Naif wrapped her arms around herself and glanced back to the front door. Long-Li stood there; other than him there was no one in sight. Even so, she stepped closer to Ruzalia so she could lower her voice.

‘You want my truth?’

Ruzalia gave a curt nod.

‘It is a beautiful prison. They have little to do and no future. They’ll rebel against you.’

Ruzalia shot her a fierce look. ‘You think this place worse than what you saw in Danksoi? You think it worse than the hideousness of what your friends were about to become?’

Naif hesitated. Ruzalia was right. It was not like that.

But it wasn’t enough to just bring them here to die. She sensed the trouble brewing as surely as if the knife she’d seen was being held to her own throat.

‘There must be a way to reverse the badges. Then they should be taken somewhere else. What about the over-agers from the barge? Where are they?’

‘I left them at the Port of Patience on the far side of the Spiral. There are ways to make a living there.’

Port of Patience. Naif had not heard of it. Even from Suki.

‘Then why bring the others here?’

‘It would not be right to let them go in such a place, not when they have only a short time to live.’

‘Surely that is more reason?’

‘They are safer here,’ said Ruzalia firmly.

Naif bit her lip in frustration. She began to frame her next argument but before she could continue, shouts rose from inside La Galatea.

Ruzalia glared at Long-Li, who disappeared along the corridor with extraordinary speed for his age. He returned before either of them had reached the front door.

‘Strife, ma’am,’ he said.

‘Serious?’

He nodded. ‘Enough.’

‘Call Jud and the Loboses from their watch, and get Plank from the beach. I want order in here NOW!’

The old man sped away on his task.

Ruzalia turned the full brunt of her glare upon Naif. ‘I do not like to be proved wrong. Don’t make a habit of it!’





  




[image: 4.png]

 

Naif hastened after Ruzalia as the pirate strode back into the dining hall.

Inside was chaos; tables and chairs upturned, food spilled. For a moment there seemed to be more noise than danger, but then Naif saw the knife at Markes’s throat.

Her heart contracted into a hard, painful ball.

Charlonge stood near him, paler than a Riper. The boy who held the knife was the one who’d spoken to her earlier. His face burned with fury, his skin shiny with sweat. The hand that held the knife to Markes’s skin trembled as though it might slip at any moment.

‘Put it down, Rajka. Or Long-Li will have his say,’ said Ruzalia.

The old man appeared in the doorway and sprang in front of Ruzalia to crouch like a predator. There was no age to his movement. Simply threat.

‘You think I couldn’t take him, Ruzalia? You think I couldn’t do them both?’

Ruzalia crossed her arms, her mouth settling into a grim line. ‘I think you couldn’t. And that’s a fact, Rajka, not a challenge.’

Perspiration trickled down from the boy’s hairline to his jaw.

Ruzalia noticed it as well. She extended her scowl to his companions.

Naif saw what she was looking at. They were all the same, sweating and glassy-eyed. They’d taken something and yet . . . there were no pods and beads on Ruzalia’s island. She searched everyone when they arrived and destroyed them.

‘Li.’ Ruzalia said the name so softly that Naif saw her lips move but barely heard it.

Long-Li kicked the knife from Rajka’s hand before Naif could let go of her breath. It grazed Markes’s throat and then flew in a high arc, landing on the next table. Those standing near it moved out of its way. 

Or maybe it was the look that replaced Ruzalia’s frown that scared them. Lips pursed in fury, she lunged forward and smacked Rajka across the face with an open hand.

The force made him stagger back. Before he could recover, she slapped him again, so hard this time that he fell to the floor. Then she pulled him up by his shirtfront until her lips were almost upon his.

‘Where did you get the beads?’

Rajka stayed silent, his breath a little ragged.

‘I will give you one more chance to answer me. If you don’t, I’ll lock you in the low caves. You been down there, Rajka? The rats like it well. It’s damp and cold and very dark. The tide comes in and fills it so full that there’s no air left to breathe. Even if the undertow doesn’t pull you out, you’ll drown. Now: where – did – you – get – the – beads?’ She shook him hard as she spoke, so that his head jerked back and forth.

Naif stole a glance around the hall. No one moved.

‘Don’t know watcha –’

Ruzalia balled her fist and wound her arm back ready to hit him. Rajka was tall but Ruzalia was bigger, as tall as a Riper but strong and broad with it.

‘We got them from Jud,’ cried the girl in Rajka’s group. ‘Don’t hit him again. Please!’

Ruzalia froze.

As the entire hall held their breath, Ruzalia’s crew of pirates burst through the door: Jud, La and El Lobos and Plank. The Lobos twins led the way. They were small, agile-looking men with bald heads and blue skin from their myriad tattoos. Plank came last and by contrast seemed enormous and lumbering. His round face was made rounder by a huge wide mouth and gold front teeth. Between them was Jud. His dirty bandana had slipped down over one eye and he scratched at his long, straggling hair.

All of them stopped inside the doorway, surveying the scene.

Ruzalia let her grip on Rajka slacken and he stumbled as his feet took his own weight.

The pirate didn’t seem to notice. She was looking at her men. ‘La. El. Take Jud to my rooms. Wait with him.’

The meaning in her voice was clear.

Jud glanced at the others and plunged back into the hall. They flew after him but Long-Li was the quickest, a blur in the corner of Naif’s sight as he leapt into Jud’s path.

Jud threw out a hand to ward the old man off, but Long-Li dropped to his knees and in one fluid motion whipped a baton from inside his loose shirt. With a quick, emphatic movement he struck at Jud’s knees. There was a sickening crack and Jud collapsed screaming.

Everyone began to talk at once, and Rajka hastened backwards to his friends.

‘Silence!’ roared Ruzalia. She vaulted onto a table, kicking plates aside. All eyes in the hall shifted from where Jud lay moaning, to Ruzalia’s imposing presence. ‘Eat and go about your chores and stop your filthy whispering!’

The hall went quiet again; some nodding, some just looking down at their feet. Rajka held his tongue but smouldering anger had replaced the fear in his eyes. The girl who’d spoken up about Jud was clutching his arm as if holding him back.

Ruzalia gave him a long and meaningful stare before climbing down from the table and leaving the others to drag Jud after her.

After she and her crew had gone, voices rose in a quick spike of noise and everyone clustered in groups until a clanging brought all their attention to the back of the hall.

Mesree stood next to the serving tables with a metal soup ladle in one hand and a heavy skillet in the other. A platter piled with hot cakes rested in front of her.

Suddenly the clusters broke apart and merged into jostling lines. Only Rajka and his friends stayed at their tables, glowering at Markes, Charlonge and Naif.

‘Pissers!’ hissed Rajka.

Naif felt Suki’s absence again, fiercely. Her friend would have known how to cut the boy’s sullen anger dead. So would Kero, or Joel or Dark Eve.

To her surprise, Charlonge stepped in front of Markes. ‘You know Ruzalia bans bead and pods.’

‘Who is she to ban anything? This place is nothing more than a frossing prison. I’d prefer to be on Ixion.’

‘Then you’re even more stupid than you look,’ said Charlonge.

She turned and grabbed Markes’s arm and towed him towards Mesree.

Naif kept her focus on Rajka.

‘Ixion’s not the answer,’ she said to him as Charlonge and Markes joined the queue. ‘Not for any of us.’

‘Naif,’ called Charlonge. ‘Come.’

Naif gave Rajka one last look. She knew that Ruzalia had not quelled him. There would be more trouble.

She joined Charlonge and Markes in the line. Markes held a kerchief to his neck where the blade had pressed. A shallow cut, but a cut nonetheless. He looked rattled.

Up ahead, Mesree bellowed clean-up instructions as she slammed hot cakes on plates. Those on kitchen duty had been dispensed to pick up chairs and mop the spills.

Rajka and his group left the hall, ignoring her call for them to pitch in and help.

‘What did you say to him?’ Charlonge whispered.

Naif shrugged. ‘The truth. But he won’t listen. Char, I’m worried. Others have knives too. I’ve been watching them.’

‘Do you think Ruzalia knows?’ she replied. ‘Should we tell her?’

‘Shhh,’ said Markes.

People in the line were staring at them, and those closest seemed to be straining to hear their conversation. Though the tension in the room had eased there was still an air of watchfulness.

None of them spoke again until they reached the servery table. Markes took his plate first and held it out.

‘You all right, young ’un?’ asked Mesree. The cook was as wide as she was tall, with beefy arms that showed she tended to muscle rather than fat. Her face was broad and her eyes deep-set, making her expression hard to read. She reached across the table and grabbed his shoulder to pull him forward so she could peer at his neck. ‘Come and see me at the infirmary later if that cut you got don’t stop bleeding.’

He nodded and she resumed her serving pose, slapping extra food on his plate.

Charlonge collected hers next.

When it was Naif’s turn, Mesree gave her a sharp look. ‘You know that boy?’

‘Rajka?’ Naif shook her head. ‘Never spoken to him before.’

‘Keep it to that then. He’s one to stir trouble. Stick with your friends.’

Naif didn’t need the warning but she nodded her appreciation for the cook’s concern.

This time the three took their food to the back corner of the dining hall.

‘Charlonge,’ called a pretty girl with long curly hair at the last table next to the wall. ‘Come and sit here.’

The girl nudged her friends so that they’d shift along the bench seats and make room.

Charlonge glanced at Naif and gave a tiny nod. Naif went to sit down but the girl stalled her.

‘Boys first,’ she said. ‘And what’s your name, other than divine?’

Markes realised she was speaking to him and blushed. He stood there awkwardly but she grabbed his arm and pulled him down.

‘Be nice, Riss.’ Charlonge’s tone was disapproving as she sat on the other side of Markes.

That only left a space next to the boy on the other side of the table. Naif had noticed him before. He was attractive, with messy brown hair and dark skin, but something about his smile was empty. She’d seen that in a few of them; the pods and beads they’d consumed on Ixion had stolen something from their personality.

‘Sit,’ said the boy, patting the space next to him. ‘I don’t bite.’

‘Only after parties,’ said Riss.

The other girls groaned but he looked pleased.

Naif bent her head to her plate, hoping to get through her food quickly and go back to her room.

‘That Rajka’s an idiot,’ said Riss. ‘We would have died on Ixion. At least here we have a little longer. Shotz and I got away in the airship only a little while back. Someone was taken by the Night Creatures while we were being lifted.’

‘Yeah, we saw it as we went up on the gantry thing. He was ripped in half. His guts came out,’ said the boy next to her.

‘Don’t be gross, Shotz,’ said Riss. ‘There were no guts.’

‘Were!’ insisted Shotz.

‘Some people will only believe things if they see them,’ said Charlonge, turning the conversation back to Rajka.

Riss pulled a face at Shotz. ‘And some people make things up even when they do.’

He grinned at her and slipped an arm around Naif.

‘She believes me, don’tcha, darling?’

Naif sat stiffly. ‘I think I was there when that happened too. I saw a boy being pulled into the dark. He’d been standing next to me in the crowd. He wanted to help Dark Eve and Clash fight them. Clash tried to save him.’

‘Dark Eve . . . what a legend.’

‘And Clash. Though he’s not as pretty as you,’ said Riss, turning back to Markes.

He blushed again and forked hot cake into his mouth.

Riss’s bold words reminded Naif of Cal. But there was no malice in her tone; she was teasing. Cal would have added spite.

‘You coming to the rec room tonight? We’ve got some new music. Mesree gave it to Riss. She said it floated in on the tide,’ said Shotz.

The group of friends all laughed at that.

‘More like Ruzalia robbed a merchant ship,’ Riss added.

‘You should come,’ said Shotz, squeezing Naif tighter. ‘I’ll show you how good I can dance.’

Naif peeled his fingers from her shoulder, dropped his hand back on his lap and kept on eating. The others rolled their eyes but it was Markes’s scowl that got her senses truly humming. He didn’t like Shotz’s manner either.

‘Great idea,’ said Riss. She clapped her hands together. ‘You’ve been keeping to yourselves. Time you came and danced. There’s sod all else to do here. If we’re gonna die soon we might as well enjoy what time we have.’

Again she reminded Naif of Cal. ‘Are you from Grave North?’ she asked.

Riss nodded. ‘But we can’t go back to Grave. Not ever.’

Naif repressed a shiver. The girl was right.

Yet it was exactly what Naif planned to do.
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Riss pleaded and cajoled them until Charlonge said she would go to the rec room. Taking her lead, Naif and Markes reluctantly agreed too.

As they got up to leave the hall, Mesree shouted more clean-up instructions to those on her duty roster.

Naif put her plates on the stacking shelf and glanced to the door. At least Rajka and his friends were gone.

‘You like my hot cakes?’ asked Mesree. She’d come over to stand behind the bain-marie and was scooping the last of the dinner stews into tureens.

Naif nodded.

‘Could do with a few more of them, young ’un. You’re as skinny as a starved fish.’

Naif smiled at the cook.

‘Come on,’ urged Shotz over her shoulder.

Mesree winked and Naif’s smile widened. Something about the woman was solid and likeable.

Naif took care to walk between Markes and Charlonge, so that Shotz couldn’t get close to her. The whole group followed Riss along the main corridor to the west wing of La Galatea.

Naif and her friends had explored this part of the resort in the first few days after their arrival but had never ventured over there in the evenings, preferring to keep their own company and to stay clear of any arguments.

‘Why do you want us to go with them, Char?’ Naif whispered.

Charlonge wore a resolute expression. ‘If I’m to stay and help, I have to know what’s going on,’ she replied softly.

They passed out of the corridor into an anteroom and then into what those living there called the dance room. In truth it was a huge ballroom. The walls were edged with tarnished gilt wood and a luscious frieze covered the high ceiling.

Naif stopped just inside the entrance and stared up. Naked angels danced wildly around a central holy figure. In some places the mural had been eroded by damp, leaving the angels without fingers and toes.

The ballroom was lit by oil lamps and music leaked from a phonogram set into one of the window arches. It reminded her of Agios on Ixion, though the lights weren’t as low and the music was softer. Ruzalia allowed them to listen to music but set curfews on how late they played it.

The sun had only just set and the sounds from the radio caught Naif’s attention. She’d never heard music like it.

‘What is that?’

‘Radio Rangol,’ said Riss. ‘We found it accidentally. The music is cool, huh? All plinking sounds, but pretty as well.’

Riss was right; somehow it was discordant and melodious at once.

Naif glanced at Markes and saw the rapt expression on his face. Without seeming to realise it, he was drawn to the radio. She and Charlonge kept close to him, skirting the clusters of people.

In the far corner of the ballroom, Naif noticed rows of desks set up with games featuring little wooden pirates and dolmen. Only one table was occupied.

Naif felt drawn to the games in the way Markes was to the music, as if the puzzles might hold some explanations for her; some wisdom. On Grave she’d played simple memory games but nothing with such beautifully carved figurines and smooth lacquered boards.

‘Who is it?’ asked Markes.

The circle around the phonogram opened to let Markes enter. Too late, Naif saw that Rajka and his friends were part of it.

‘What do you want?’ said Rajka, his face flushed.

Markes stopped, but held his ground. Naif applauded him silently. 

‘The music is beautiful,’ he said simply.

‘What would you know?’

Rajka’s friends sniggered.

‘You are the one who knows nothing,’ said Charlonge angrily.

‘Don’t waste your time on them, Char,’ said Riss, who’d strolled up behind them. Shotz and some of the other boys were with her. She pushed Charlonge aside and slid an arm around Markes’s waist, then spoke directly to Rajka. ‘He’s one of ours, idiot. They all are. So back off from now on.’

Rajka’s eyes sparked at the challenge and his friends all looked at him for a signal.

‘Not yours, Riss,’ he said. ‘He’s with Ruzalia. The three of them are spying on us. It’s obvious.’

‘That’s just stupid,’ said Charlonge.

‘You’ve taken too many pods, Rajka. I’ve seen that kind of paranoia on Ixion. You’ve lost it.’ Riss’s taunt was clear and loud.

Tension ran through the circle and beyond into the ballroom, the same way it had in the dining hall earlier.

Naif saw hands move to pockets and inside shirts, where home-made knives were hidden. Now, though, there was no Ruzalia or Long-Li, or the threat of Plank’s enormous size.

Desperate to stop the situation escalating, she touched Markes’s elbow and spoke in a voice that cut across the waiting quiet. ‘I want to play one of the dolmen games.’

Markes kept staring at Rajka but nodded. ‘Sure. The music doesn’t sound so good over here anymore.’

Naif gave Charlonge a steady look and they began to back away, pulling Markes from Riss’s grasp.

The muscles in his arm were rigid, his legs stiff as he walked, but he let them shepherd him to the other side of the room.

‘Yours is coming, Riss,’ called out Rajka. ‘And you can’t be with them all the time.’

Markes faltered but Naif urged him on. ‘He’s baiting her. And us. Don’t let him.’

But as the three of them walked past the clusters of young people, she caught snatches of their conversations.

‘They’re spies!’

‘Rajka’s sayin’ . . .’

‘. . . got beads . . .’

‘Riss and Rajka . . . tonight.’

‘. . . gonna stay in my room . . .’

‘You think they’ll fight at the . . .’

They stopped at the tabletop with the game and stared at the figurines.

‘It’s not over, is it?’ said Charlonge.

‘I saw their knives.’ Markes began to tremble now he was away from Rajka. 

Naif opened her mouth to try to reassure them but Long-Li appeared silently at her side.

‘Come,’ he said. ‘Ruzalia wants you.’

The huge pirate Plank was standing behind him and reached out to slide his thick fingers around her upper arm.

‘But I want to stay with my friends,’ she said to Long-Li. ‘We’ve been . . . threatened.’

Long-Li glanced across the ballroom to where Rajka and Riss stared at each other. ‘Trouble?’

‘Yes.’ Naif looked back at her friends.

‘Markes and I will go to our room,’ said Charlonge.

‘Please, will you take them?’ Naif asked Long-Li.

He scowled and nodded, flipping his long plait over his shoulder. ‘Follow me,’ he said to Charlonge and Markes.

They followed quickly, after casting Naif warning glances.

‘Now we go!’ said Plank, and with a grip that brooked no resistance, he hustled her out.
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Plank took her up the still-grand marble staircase at the heart of La Galatea and along the broad corridors to the south wing. From there they took a creaking cage-lift to the turret where Ruzalia lived.

Plank pressed Naif down into a chair in a circular anteroom.

‘Sit,’ he said, pointing a blunt finger.

He went over to a set of scarred wooden doors and knocked.

La Lobos opened one side and peered around. He stepped back to let Plank through and shut the door after him.

Naif heard raised voices, muffled by the walls. She looked around, taking in the untidy grandeur of the suite: stuffed armchairs with silk covers, wall-hangings of velvet and tapestry and a shiny material she’d never seen before.

Behind her, two beautifully carved wooden tables were jammed next to each other and littered with small chests and instruments of all kinds. Naif recognised some as compasses, and others as gauges for measuring rain and wind. On the largest table, the instruments were slightly rusty or broken. But on the smaller table, they glowed with polish and appeared to be in working order.

Beside the tables was a half-finished object rather like a large, open wardrobe and more than twice Naif’s height. One side held an open box full of cogs, strange silver balls and strips of copper metal.

Naif recognised its likeness to the Register on Ixion. This is what Ruzalia had been working on. She found herself drawn to the inside of it and ran her fingers along the wooden casing, remembering her experience when her badge was fitted.

‘I thought you were told not to move,’ said a familiarly gruff voice.

Ruzalia stood in the doorway, her face tight still with anger.

‘In here.’ She inclined her head and disappeared.

Naif left the booth and followed her quickly. Ruzalia might have saved them from Ixion, but she was neither kind nor warm. She was a woman plagued by determination and deep agitations. 

The chamber Naif entered was filled with instruments of a different kind. Heavy wooden frames studded with iron and chains, spikes and wheels.

She had never been taken to the wardens’ Holding House in Grave but Joel had told her stories of the tortures that went on there – stories he’d heard from his whispered conversations with the loaders who brought food packs to the Grave warehouses. When Father realised that Joel had been talking with them, he sent Joel to the barley fields where he spent days bent over, cutting the barley heads with a scythe and stuffing them into sacks. It was not long after Joel began to work the barley that he ran away.

Plank and La Lobos stood by a high bench with long leather straps along its side and a brace of spikes running in a frame over the top. Both men had buckets and cloths and were sponging the surface down. As Naif stepped further into the room she saw the colour of the water. Then she could smell it. Blood. Metallic and thick in its scent.

Jud? She glanced nervously around, but there was no sign of the wiry pirate and neither Plank’s nor La Lobos’s face revealed anything. 

‘In two nights you’ll go to Grave,’ pronounced Ruzalia. ‘I have a task for you.’

‘I-I . . . a task?’ Naif felt winded, off-balance because of the blood and the torture instruments and Ruzalia’s change of heart.

‘The beads did not come from Ixion, they came from Grave.’ 

‘J-Jud told you this?’ Naif had to force herself to say his name aloud.

‘Jud told us some.’ Her grim gaze shifted to the object that La and Plank laboured over. ‘But not enough. Pirates are only good at two things. Drinking, and keeping their mouths shut about where they get their money from. You will find out who sold them to him and how they got them here.’

But how? Naif left her question unspoken. This was her chance.

La Lobos squeezed his cloth one last time and handed it and the bucket to Plank.

‘La, take her back. We’ll leave on the tide tomorrow and return for you two days later at the end of the new moon. Be at the Old Harbour then. If you miss the rendezvous it will be another month before I can return without risk.’

Ruzalia strode to the other side of the room and lifted a heavy curtain to stare outside. It was night now and the only light from the window was the twinkling reef markers in the bay. She let the curtain drop. ‘Tomorrow.’

Naif nodded with relief. She was going home.

But underneath her determination to find answers, a pit of dread stirred.
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‘What happened?’ asked Charlonge as Naif entered their shared room.

She was standing by the window, hands clasped tightly. Markes sat on the bed, fingering a dressing on his neck.

‘Are you all right?’ Naif asked him.

‘Long-Li brought us here and then he went back down to the ballroom,’ said Markes.

‘But someone bandaged you?’

‘He took us to Mesree in the infirmary first. I never noticed how much she smells of onions.’ He gave a weak smile. ‘You?’

‘I’ve just been to Ruzalia’s apartments. I saw the Register she’s trying to build. It’s only half-finished. The discovery of the beads has rattled her, though. She’s changed her mind; she’s taking me to Grave tomorrow.’

‘What!’

‘Someone in Grave has been supplying Jud with the beads and pods. She wants me to find out who and how.’

‘Jud told her that?’ asked Markes.

Naif took a quiet breath. ‘I think she tortured him.’

She told them about the room and how Plank and La Lobos had been cleaning.

‘Maybe she was just trying to scare you,’ said Charlonge.

Naif shook her head. ‘I saw the blood. And Rajka and his friends had taken something. That’s why he attacked Markes.’

‘Naif’s right,’ said Markes. ‘He had glazed eyes. I saw them up close.’

Charlonge’s expression became anxious. ‘Ruzalia will come back for you, won’t she?’

‘Yes. Two days later, before the moon rises.’

‘But what if she doesn’t come? Or you aren’t able to meet her at the right time?’ Markes’s tone became grim.

‘There’s the barge. I could hide and wait for it.’

‘But that could be months,’ said Markes.

‘I’ll find a way back.’

‘Back where? To Ixion? Here?’

‘Yes. I have to help Joel and Suki and Rollo.’

‘And afterwards?’

‘Ruzalia mentioned a place called Port of Patience. She takes the over-agers from the barge there.’

‘I’ve read about it in the books on Ixion,’ said Charlonge nodding. ‘It’s a trading port.’

Markes looked around suddenly. ‘What was that noise?’

Naif heard it then; raised voices and thumping echoing down the corridor.

Charlonge turned the handle but Naif ran across and seized her hand. ‘No. Lock it.’

‘But –’

‘Char, lock it.’ She pushed the girl’s hand away and turned the heavy iron ring to lock the door.

Before either of them could speak or move away from the door, someone outside began wrestling the handle. When they couldn’t get the door open they began to thump on it.

‘Open up or we’ll burn you out,’ shouted a voice.

The three stared at each other. It was Rajka, for certain.

Naif put her fingers to her lips and beckoned Markes. Together the three dragged the chest of drawers from near the window and settled it against the door. The thumping started up again, and the shouts. The handle rattled again but the heavy lock held.

After a while the noise stopped.

‘They’ve gone,’ whispered Charlonge. ‘We should go to Ruzalia.’

But Naif shook her head. ‘Wait.’

The three leaned on the chest of drawers, listening. As the moments crawled past, Naif’s skin prickled with fear.

She’d felt the same sense of wrongness at the Youth Council meeting on Ixion when the Ripers had inducted Markes. Then she’d seen demons appear and crawl from the floor and up Markes’s body. It had happened one other time too, soon after she’d eaten a whole pod.

Right now she couldn’t see any demons. But it was as though they were hiding just out of her vision, waiting to claw at her.

She blinked and shook her head. ‘Quickly! Lock the window!’

Markes charged across the room and wrenched the shutters. Before he could close them a set of hands appeared on the ledge. A head followed the hands, a boy’s face painted with black stripes and a knife blade between his teeth.

‘Shut it!’ shouted Charlonge. ‘Shut it.’

But Markes froze, unsure of what to do. If he closed it the boy would fall.

Charlonge ran and grasped a large candlestick from the mantelpiece. She smashed it down on the intruder’s knuckles. The boy’s mouth fell open as he moaned and the knife dropped away.

She hit him again, right across the bridge of the hand, and they heard the crack of his finger bones.

He screamed and let go. They heard nothing more except the thud as he hit the ground far below the window.

Charlonge threw the candlestick away and gave a low moan of distress.

‘Markes, close it!’

Naif’s command broke his trance. 

While he slid the bolts across, Naif went to comfort her friend. 

‘Have I killed him?’ whispered Charlonge.

‘You stopped him, Char. He had a knife. You saved us.’

Markes joined their huddle. ‘I’m s-sorry, Char. I’m not . . . I didn’t know . . . what to do.’

Charlonge hugged him, crying. ‘It’s all right.’

They stayed together like that until the banging started on the door again.

‘Murderers!’ screamed Rajka. ‘Filthy murderers.’

Naif went to the door and raised her voice. ‘He came at us with a knife. Why do you want to hurt us?’

‘We want our freedom. She can’t make us stay here,’ he said.

‘That’s between you and Ruzalia.’

‘She won’t listen, but we’ll make her take notice. You will make her take notice.’

‘Why would she listen to me?’

‘She singled you out tonight. She talked to you. Now come out or we’ll hack the door down!’

‘You think she’ll allow you to destroy her home?’ Naif scoffed.

‘She’s not here. She took the airship out. We’re getting an axe. By the time she’s back we’ll have you.’

‘Ruzalia doesn’t bargain. She’ll come after you.’

‘Let her try,’ retorted Rajka. ‘We know what to do.’

Naif returned to her friends and crouched down. ‘We have to get out of here,’ she whispered.

‘How? They’re outside the door and the window,’ said Markes.

He was still holding Charlonge’s hands. Her eyes were red and swollen from tears and she was trembling.

‘What about the ceiling?’ Naif said.

They looked up. A dusty ventilation grille was in the corner of the ceiling above the door. Charlonge pulled her hand free from Markes’s to cover her eyes. ‘It’s too high. I couldn’t.’

‘We’ll slide the desk onto the chest of drawers and then put the chair on top of that,’ said Naif. ‘You’ll be able to manage that.’

She shook her head; her whole body shook.

‘Char,’ said Naif. ‘You just did something really brave to save us. Don’t wait for Rajka to break the door down. You heard what he said. Ruzalia isn’t here. We have to look after ourselves.’

‘You don’t understand. It’s the height. In Ruzalia’s airship, I wanted to throw myself over the edge. I c-can’t control the feeling.’

‘I’ll tie you to me.’

She shook her head. ‘Too dangerous. I might kill us both.’

‘No, you won’t,’ Naif whispered back firmly. ‘We have to try this. Rajka’s coming back with an axe.’

‘Where do we go when we get into the ceiling?’ asked Markes.

‘What else is on this floor?’

‘There’s my room next door. The others on either side are empty.’

‘I’ve seen Mesree and Long-Li,’ said Charlonge.

‘Me too,’ said Markes. He pointed to the south of the building. ‘That way, I think. At least five or six rooms along.’

‘Once we’re up there, we must find their room. Mesree might be able to get word to Ruzalia and Long-Li,’ said Naif.

‘It’s a mutiny, isn’t it?’ said Charlonge. ‘And after what she’s saved them from . . .’

‘They don’t understand that. They know they’re going to die.’

Noises started up again in the corridor outside.

This time Markes acted first. He went to the desk and began to drag it across the room. ‘You’ll have to help me.’

Naif and Charlonge got up and the three struggled to lift the desk up on top of the drawers. The chest was barely wide enough to hold it; two of the claw feet stuck partway off the wood.

‘It’ll topple,’ said Charlonge.

‘We’ll hold it while you climb,’ said Naif.

‘But the last person up . . .’

‘That’ll be me,’ promised Naif. ‘I’ll tie a sheet around my waist and throw you one end. If the table slips, you can pull me up.’

‘I’m not strong enough.’

‘There’ll be two of you. Please, Char. Please!’

Something crashed against the door, rattling the drawers and sending a chunk of wood flying across the room.

Naif ran to the other side of the room and grabbed the chair.

When she returned, Markes climbed onto the drawers and then the table. Charlonge and Naif held it steady for him while he caught his balance. He reached down for the chair and placed it in the centre of the desk.

As he climbed onto it, another loud crack sounded and the tip of an axe slammed through the wood.

‘Hurry!’ cried Naif.

Markes reached for the small square hatch in the ceiling while she held the table steady.

Naif grabbed a sheet from the bed and tied it around her waist. When that was done she nodded to the girl. ‘Your turn.’

Charlonge collected a second chair from near the window and put it next to the drawers to help her climb onto them. When she reached the desk, she hesitated.

‘Char, get onto the chair and let me pull you up,’ called Markes softly. He was inside the ceiling now, lying down with his arm dangling through the hatch. ‘Come on.’

She nodded, kneeling on the chair first before slowly getting to her feet. She and Markes linked the wrists of one arm together. He pulled her while she used the elbow of her other arm to lever up through the hatch.

Naif fretted as she watched. It was taking too long. At any moment Rajka would knock down the door and catch her. Her mouth was dry from fear and her legs shook as she began to climb.

When the next loud crack came, the axe head flew clear through the wood and light from the corridor spilled in.

Naif scrambled onto the chair but she wasn’t tall enough to reach Markes’s hands. Instead she threw the untied end of the sheet up to him.

‘Tie it around me,’ Naif heard him tell Charlonge. ‘Then grab me around the waist. Don’t step off the beam, though. You’ll fall through the ceiling.’

When that was done, he looked back down at Naif. ‘Now. Hurry,’ he whispered.

The chair stayed balanced for a moment and then as she shifted her weight, it slipped from beneath her.

Suddenly she was dangling in the air.

Markes gasped as her weight pulled him forward and she thought he would fall down on top of her.

Charlonge grunted with effort, holding him back. 

He caught his balance as a final ear-splitting crack sent the lock flying across the room. The drawers and desk began to rattle. The door was being pushed inward.

Naif stared up at Markes. His face was flushed, his arm twisted at an unnatural angle.

‘Char, help,’ he gasped.

Naif hung helplessly as the two of them struggled to pull her upward.

Below her, the door was nearly open wide enough for Rajka to get through. She could see his arm and foot. If he caught her hanging there, he could reach her with his axe.

The idea of it sent more fear pumping through her. She climbed the sheet towards her friends.

Markes bit his lip with the strain and moaned as he wrenched with all his strength. Their hands touched and slipped. Touched again. And locked.

She struggled through the ceiling hatch as the door below thrust open far enough for a body to fit through. She glimpsed Rajka’s head and the knife in his hand. Then Markes slid the hatch back into place.

‘Give me the sheet,’ said Charlonge.

Naif could barely see her or Markes in the dark. She began to move but Markes barked at her.

‘Stay on the beam!’

She felt the width of the wood beneath her and steadied herself before she untied the sheet.

‘What do you want me to do with it?’

‘Fix it over the hatch. There are nails all through the ceiling. Hook it around some of them, so they can’t open it. Pass me the other end, I’ll do the same on this side.’

Naif reached out in the dark for the sheet and her hand glanced against Markes’s shoulder.

He gave a cry.

‘What is it?’

‘M-my shoulder. I think I dislocated it,’ he gasped.

Naif moved her hand carefully to one side to avoid touching him.

Charlonge took the sheet from her and began to scrabble in the dust of the ceiling.

Naif copied her until she found some nails jutting from the side of the beam. She forced the cloth onto them.

‘Done,’ she whispered.

‘Now we find Mesree,’ said Charlonge. ‘I’ll go first. Markes, can you crawl?’

Naif was relieved to hear her voice sound steady, as though some of her fear and shock had abated.

Next to her, Markes sucked in a deep breath. ‘I think so. But I won’t be able to climb.’

‘You got us up here,’ Charlonge said to him quietly. ‘We’ll get you down.’
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They moved painstakingly along the thickest beam. Charlonge, in the lead, counted off the rooms using the crossbeams as her guide. Muffled cries and the sound of slamming doors below dogged their progress. Rajka was searching for them. Naif could hear his angry shouts to his friends.

‘It should be near here,’ Charlonge said. 

Naif’s knees were scraped raw but she was more worried about Markes. Every movement caused him to shudder or give an involuntary cry. ‘Where’s the hatch?’ she asked, desperate to get him out of the filthy, dark ceiling space. 

Charlonge felt around carefully. ‘Ugh. What’s this?’

She held up an object that Naif couldn’t see properly.

‘It’s a dead rat,’ rasped Markes.

Charlonge bit off a scream and Naif heard a clunk as the rat hit a joist.

‘Let me look,’ she said. ‘Maybe it’s on the other side.’

After long moments of running her fingers through the layers of dirt, she touched a seam. She traced the outline and found it to be reasonably square. ‘This is it.’ Leaning sideways, she grasped the edges with her fingertips. It came loose with a begrudging crack, and light flooded into their crawl space.

Naif peered down. ‘It’s Mesree and Long-Li’s room. I can see her apron on the bed. She’s not there, though.’

‘Probably gone to see what the noise was,’ said Charlonge.

Getting down was easier than climbing up, though Charlonge twisted her ankle as she dropped the distance to the floor. Wincing slightly, she got up and helped Naif push the bed directly underneath. 

As Markes lowered himself, holding on only with his good arm, the door was flung open and Mesree stormed in brandishing a huge carving knife. ‘What in the frossin’ sea eels –’

Naif and Charlonge froze but Markes’s arm gave way and he crashed heavily onto the bed. He gave a loud cry and then went silent.

‘Mesree,’ said Naif, spilling the words out quickly. ‘Rajka came for us with knives. We escaped through the ceiling. Markes hurt his shoulder pulling us up.’

 The cook locked the door, then barged past her and Charlonge and over to Markes. He moaned as she rolled him onto his back.

She leaned close, listening to his breathing, touching his brow, watching his chest. ‘It’s just a faint,’ she pronounced, ‘brought on by the pain. I’m goin’ to fix his shoulder now before he comes out of it. Hurry and lift him.’

Under her instruction they laid Markes out straight on the floor.

‘Now get behind him, both of you. Sit him up.’

Markes was coming to, moaning to himself. Every sound made Naif wince.

 ‘Brace and stay still as you can. Understand? You move, and I’ll have to go again. Each time the damage is worse, and so is the pain,’ said Mesree.

She forced Markes’s lips apart and stuffed a piece of cloth in his mouth. 

Charlonge put her arm around Naif, and Naif reciprocated so that they held Markes in their wide embrace.

Then Mesree loomed up at them and smacked Markes in the shoulder with her full force.

Naif and Charlonge rocked at the impact but pushed back against her.

There was a click as his shoulder slipped back into place. He opened his eyes, spat out the cloth and sobbed, then fell limp in their arms.

Mesree wiped her brow and panted. ‘There, that’s done. It’ll be sore for a while. I’ll find something for the hurt while you two go and wash up.’ Naif followed Charlonge into the tiny separate washroom. While Char doused herself with water, she peered back through the door at the cook.

Mesree rifled through the drawers of her night stand until she withdrew a small box containing a bundle of dried leaves. She broke one from the rest and then closed the box. Crumbling the leaf in her fingers, she returned to where Markes lay and slipped the pieces into his mouth, rubbing them around his gums with her finger.

‘Ugh, I can still feel the rat,’ Charlonge said, as she soaped her bleeding hands. ‘Naif?’

Naif moved hastily to the basin and washed her hands and grazed knees on a cloth.

Soon the pair were back in the room, hovering over Markes. He seemed to be asleep now, his breathing deep and regular.

‘Leave him be. He’s too big to get up onto the bed. Sleep will help him recover now,’ said Mesree.

‘You drugged him,’ said Naif.

‘I’ve made the pain go. Isn’t that what you wanted?’

Naif glanced at the door. ‘But what if Rajka comes here? We won’t be able to move him.’

‘That poisonous strip of worthlessness won’t be troublin’ me.’ She picked up a large carving knife from the desk. ‘And if he thinks to try his tricks on . . .’

‘But it’s not just him.’

Mesree’s deep-set eyes narrowed so much Naif could hardly see them. ‘I’ve sent word to Ruzalia and Long-Li on a draculin.’

‘A draculin!’ Naif exclaimed. 

‘They make fine message carriers if you feed them good raw meat. We just need to sit tight now till they return and do for these mutineers.’

‘How long will that be?’ asked Naif.

‘Hard to be exact. Hours, dependin’ on the winds.’

‘But they’ll find us in here before then.’

‘That’s why we won’t stay. Before light we go to the caves. Stay there until Ruze’s back. Now, you tell me why you think that waste of spit, Rajka, came after you.’

‘They think we’re one of you,’ said Charlonge.

Mesree scowled as Naif explained more. ‘That’s why he drew a knife on Markes in the hall. They believe we’re important to Ruzalia and plan to hold us as ransom to get what they want.’

The cook’s expression became quizzical. ‘And why would they be thinkin’ you’re special?’

‘Because we’re staying in the south wing, not the north, like everyone else. And because . . . Ruzalia talked to me.’

‘You’re speaking nonsense there. Ruze confides in no one. Not even my man Long-Li.’

Naif hunched defensively. ‘I didn’t say she confided.’

Mesree stared at her and then nodded as if coming to some silent conclusion. ‘The reason don’t really matter, I s’pose. I’ve seen you wittering in her ear on occasions. Now, you two get on the bed and rest. Soon as he’s awake, we’ll head to the caves.’

Naif realised how tired she was. She nodded and without protest went over to the bed and sank down onto the mattress. It was sprinkled with plaster from the ceiling but she barely noticed. All she registered was that Charlonge’s weight was next to hers, her back resting against her own. She’d never slept so close to another person before, she thought vaguely as she drifted. It was comforting.
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Mesree woke her too soon. Or at least it felt as if she’d barely been asleep. Charlonge was already awake, kneeling next to Markes, who sat propped against one leg of Mesree’s bed. He looked pale but otherwise hearty. His face and hands were clean.

Naif felt a stab of jealousy that someone else had tended him even though it would have embarrassed her to do so. 

‘It’s quietened down out there. Eat this, so we can move,’ said Mesree. She handed Naif some cheese and some small biscuits. ‘Just as well I brought supper to bed with me.’

The sight of the food made Naif ravenous but the soapy cheese and hard biscuits barely took the edge from her appetite. She nodded her thanks to the cook anyway.

‘On yer feet now, lad. We go out the door and that way.’ She pointed in the opposite direction to the way they’d come. ‘At the end of the corridor there be some stairs that no one uses. Straight down to the basement they go. Through there’s our way to the caves.’ She went to her drawers and withdrew a cloth, which she unwrapped carefully. She selected three long-handled silver forks like the ones she used in the servery. ‘Take these. Brought ’em up here to clean. Never figured to be getting them dirty like this.’

Each of them took the proffered weapon, though Naif doubted she could – or would – ever use it. She glanced at Charlonge. Her friend had paled as she slipped the fork into the pocket of her tunic.

‘I’ll go first. You come last,’ Mesree said to Naif. ‘You help him.’ Her last order was directed at Charlonge.

Naif wanted to disagree and argue that she should help Markes, but she stopped before the words came out. Mesree was being sensible: Charlonge was taller.

Outside the room all was quiet, no sign of Rajka or his friends. Mesree led them along an unlit corridor where the air smelled stale and damp from disuse, and their path was littered with broken furniture and discarded clothing.

The stairwell at the end was equally filthy and neglected.

Markes, still woozy, stumbled several times and was saved from falling by Charlonge. At every step, Naif thought she heard voices, or the sound of footsteps behind them.

When they reached the ground level, the sounds she’d been imagining became real; screams and shouts outside the stairwell and in the downstairs corridors.

‘What’s happening out there?’ whispered Charlonge.

‘No good,’ said Mesree grimly. ‘Ruze’ll want blood for this.’

Naif trembled at the thought. What would the pirate do?

When they reached the bottom, Mesree felt along the wall until she located another handle. This door opened into an even darker stairwell and Naif smelled the briny tang of the sea. 

‘Basement,’ Mesree whispered loudly. ‘Stay close and move slow. Hold onto each other. Damn light at the top’s broken but there’s one at the bottom should be right.’

These stairs were narrower and felt loose underfoot. Naif hugged the wall, concentrating on each step and keeping her hand on Markes’s uninjured shoulder. 

A muffled thump came from the top of the stairs, followed by a scraping noise.

‘What was that?’ whispered Markes.

‘Someone’s coming. Quick.’ Mesree snatched the lamp at the bottom of the stairs from its rusted iron holder. 

With a sure sense of direction, she headed deeper into the basement. The lamp threw a small pool of light ahead of them to a wall that was lined with old shelves.

‘What’s in here?’ shouted a voice from the top of the stairs.

‘It’s a cellar,’ said another.

‘They might be down there!’

‘Frossing lamp’s broken! Get one from the portico.’

Footsteps faded.

‘Hold this,’ whispered Mesree. She gave Naif the lamp and began feeling along the empty shelves.

After a few moments she hesitated and crooked her finger at Naif. ‘Here.’

At the very back of a deep shelf was a small iron hook. She twisted it but nothing happened.

Footsteps returned and this time the stairs flooded with light. ‘Those with knives go first!’

Naif’s stomach knotted at the sound of Rajka’s voice and she felt in her pocket for the kitchen fork.

Mesree gave a low, angry hiss and tugged with more insistence on the ring. A section of the shelves jerked open. Naif quickly went ahead of them through the narrow gap.

On the other side, the lamp showed more stairs, which had been cut straight into the rock this time. One set led up, the other down.

Markes and Charlonge joined Naif on a flat rock that made a natural landing for the stairs, while Mesree tackled the lever from the inside. This time the secret door moved more easily and clunked softly as it closed.

‘They’ll find it, but it’ll take a while. And let’s make sure that when they do, they go the wrong way.’ She tugged at the cord around Naif’s waist. ‘Give me that.’

Naif quickly undid it and handed it over.

Mesree threw it so it landed on one of the downward stairs.

‘What’s down there?’ asked Markes.

‘Leads straight to the water. Last I knew, sharks liked resting there. The bottom steps are treacherous slippery. Let’s hope Rajka and his lot fall in.’

‘No!’ Naif protested.

Mesree clamped a heavy hand on Naif’s shoulder. ‘They came for you with knives. Don’t mistake their intentions. Now go.’

Naif led them upwards, followed by Markes, with Charlonge behind him, then Mesree. They leaned close to the rock wall the steps were cut from, for the other edge had no railing. A slip and they would fall back onto the landing.

As they climbed, Naif’s mind raced over the last few hours. Rajka’s attempt to abduct and ransom them wasn’t just the discontent of a few. Judging by the noises she’d heard, this was a revolution. Were Riss and Rajka fighting? Or had they joined forces?

Whichever, Sanctus was no longer safe for them. Nor would Grave be. Nor Ixion. Was there anywhere in this world she wouldn’t be threatened?

‘Stop. Rest,’ said Mesree after a while. The cook was panting heavily.

‘How much further is it?’ Naif asked her.

‘By rights this should take us to the mountain top. Haven’t been up here for years and my bones are fair older now. There’s a bit to go yet.’

‘What do we do then?’

‘Ruze knows where we’ll be waiting.’

The woman was so confident that Naif felt heartened. ‘The airship. She’ll come for us in that?’

‘She’ll come.’

‘What’s that terrible smell?’ asked Charlonge.

‘Sulphur,’ said Mesree. ‘Sanctus is an old volcano. Like Ixion. Some days the gases still flow up from deep below.’

As they climbed on, the smell worsened. Naif’s eyes watered. Behind her, Markes and Charlonge began to cough.

‘Keep – go – ing,’ Mesree rasped.

‘We should stop again and rest,’ Naif called down.

‘Can’t – breathe. Need – to – get – out. Gas – too – bad,’ Mesree gasped. ‘Close. Must – be.’

Naif peered upward and saw a crack of light. ‘Yes. I think we are.’

‘Must – go.’ The cook pushed past Charlonge, desperate to reach fresher air.

But the stairs weren’t wide enough for two and she slipped, grabbing at air before she fell off the side of the stairs and into the darkness below.

For a long disbelieving moment, Naif, Markes and Charlonge stood there, silent.

‘I’ll go back!’ gasped Naif finally. ‘I’ll look for her.’

‘No, wait!’ Markes choked out. ‘The gas – it’s worse. Ruzalia’s men will go down. They all have masks on the ship.’

The gas was making it hard for Naif to catch her breath now. If Mesree had survived her fall, Naif wouldn’t be able to lift her. Or help her. She could hardly breathe.

Turning back, she forced her legs to move upward again, labouring until she reached a narrow gap in the rock wall that was just large enough to crawl through.

She urged Markes and Charlonge through first, and as she dropped to her hands and knees to take her turn, she felt a welcome gust of cool, clean air.

It was trumped only by the sight of glittering stars.
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Ruzalia paced the cabin of the airship as she waited for Plank to return. Naif, Markes and Charlonge watched her as they rested side by side in the armchairs. 

The pirate had barely spoken since she’d picked them up from the mouth of the cave at dawn and heard their story.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Naif, unable to bear the silence any longer. ‘I should have gone down when she fell.’

Ruzalia looked up from staring down at the mouth of the cave. They floated, shifting in the wind just above it. ‘No. The boy was right. The gas would have killed you. Plank has a mask to protect him. And weapons.’ She said the last in a grim tone.

Naif leaned towards the window. She, Markes and Charlonge had spoken little since their explanation of events to Ruzalia, though Markes’s knee had brushed hers several times as they sat close. 

Staring below, she saw a movement. ‘It’s Plank!’ she cried.

Ruzalia shifted closer to the window. Her crewman stood at the cave-mouth holding Mesree’s lifeless body in his arms.

A moan escaped Ruzalia’s lips. She beat her fist into her chest as if to crush it. ‘La, lower the ship and the gurney!’ she ordered into the speech-pipe that ran to the propeller room.

The airship dipped down quickly and the platform that had lifted them to safety on Ixion settled near Plank. He laid Mesree on the cot attached to it and then climbed alongside.

Those above waited in solemn silence as the platform retracted. Sadness and despair welled inside Naif. Mesree had surely saved all their lives last night.

Ruzalia disappeared to the second level of the ship and didn’t return for a long while. In her wake there seemed nothing to say.

Charlonge closed her eyes but Markes was pale and agitated. Naif leaned across to his chair and slipped her arm along his shoulder. Markes rested his head against her and she could see the trace of tears on his face.

‘We have to stop this. I’m going back with you. Grave has the answers,’ he said in the same grim tone Ruzalia had used.

‘Grave,’ agreed Naif.
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Ruzalia had sent El Lobos back to scout the island and picked him up from the northern cove around mid-morning. The entire crew then sat together to eat a frugal meal of haloumi, bread and figs.

‘They’ve taken your rooms, Captain. Got a stock of clubs and knives. Must have been planning it for a while. Still, wouldn’t take more than a dozen men to get it back from them.’

‘What of those who aren’t involved?’

‘Hiding out in their rooms. A few have taken to the beach caves. Long-Li’s moved the boat to the reef, out of harm’s way.’

She nodded. ‘Well done, El. We’ll go down on dusk and bury Mesree. Did you tell him?’

La nodded. ‘Didn’t take it so good. I’d be fearing for those young ’uns.’

‘We can’t be killing those we’ve risked all to save.’ Ruzalia seemed to say it to herself, almost.

Naif forced herself to speak up. ‘They are dying. Some believe they would rather have that happen on Ixion than here. They want their freedom.’

‘No! Best thing is that I bring in some more men and clean the troublemakers out.’

‘Others may get hurt in the meantime,’ cried Charlonge.

Ruzalia’s face set in a stubborn expression. ‘How can I help that?’

‘Take me to Grave, as we planned. Maybe what I learn there will help you find a way to reverse the badges,’ Naif insisted.

‘And wait here for you to return?’ She waved her hand to indicate the airship. ‘Cast from my own home by children?’

‘We aren’t children,’ said Naif. ‘Your sister isn’t a child anymore.’

‘Don’t speak of my sister!’ she roared.

Silence fell around the table while Ruzalia stared moodily out the window.

None of them showed much appetite, knowing Mesree was lying dead in the cabin below.

‘Fross!’ Ruzalia got up and stalked the length of the floor. ‘I’ll give you two days. That is all . . .  Find me answers, or I’ll use my own methods to quell them.’

Naif nodded. ‘Markes is coming with me.’ 

‘If we succeed you will have your home back,’ Markes added quietly. ‘To yourself.’

Ruzalia cocked her head as if considering the possibility. ‘Very well . . . two days in Grave.’ She nodded across the table to El Lobos. ‘Take us down so we can bury our dead.’

[image: dinkus.png]

 

The ceremony for Mesree was brief and heart-wrenching. La Lobos landed the airship on the most southern beach of the island, where the wind buffeted them so wildly they were forced to fill extra sand bags to tether it. 

Long-Li was waiting for them on the sand, a lone figure against the dying sunlight and whipped waves.

Plank carried Mesree’s cloth-wrapped body along the beach and placed her gently on the sand at Long-Li’s feet. He then returned to the airship and they all waited while the small man said his farewells.

When Ruzalia judged the time right, they trudged to the line of stunted bushes above the dune where Long-Li had prepared a grave.

Plank, El and Long-Li lowered Mesree in, and the pirates all helped to cover her body with the white and silver sand.

‘Rest well, old friend. You’ll be missed.’ Ruzalia’s words came out tight, as if she was holding them back for fear of what they might do.

Alongside her, Plank’s shoulders slumped with weariness. He’d carried Mesree up those stairs from where she’d fallen, only to have to bring her here to rest.

Naif bit her lip. She’d hardly known this woman who’d saved their lives; she did not feel entitled to shed tears for her. That was the province of her loved ones.

Charlonge and Markes shifted closer to Naif as Long-Li knelt by the grave and rocked silently with grief. Naif slipped her arms around their waists, and they around hers. The sharing of the terrible moment eased the pain, and finally Ruzalia called them all away.
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Markes woke Naif from dark, unhappy dreams. Demons and blood and Rajka holding Mesree’s carving knife.

She gripped his hand for a second while she oriented herself, and then let go, embarrassed.

‘We’re here,’ he said.

It was almost dawn. They’d been travelling all night and Naif had been lulled asleep by exhaustion and the airship’s sway and dip. Next to her Charlonge was still dreaming, her eyelids fluttering.

Naif blinked a few times and stared at Markes, suddenly remembering the first time they’d met. Even though it had been night-time then, the party lights had revealed his muscular silhouette. On that night, he’d held her in his arms to stop Ruzalia snatching her away. How different would things have been, had he not?

‘Nightmares hard to shake?’ he said, softly.

She sighed. ‘I was remembering when we met on the barge.’

He gave a brief smile. ‘It seemed simple then. Everything seemed . . . simple.’

‘Are you sure you want to come with me?’

He nodded. ‘I know someone who may be able to help.’

Naif couldn’t keep the surprise from her voice. ‘You didn’t say that before.’

‘I was hesitant,’ he said. ‘It would come at a cost. But now I know that the cost of doing nothing is worse.’

‘Who is it?’

‘A friend whose father is an Elder.’ He didn’t seem to want to say any more. Naif held back her questions and told herself to trust him.

They sat quietly for a few moments before he spoke again. ‘You know, you’re not who I thought you were. Cal said you were – I mean, you are – a Seal. When we met I thought you were strange but sweet and kind . . . different from the girls I knew. But you’re more than that. You’re so strong. Outside Danksoi when the Night Creatures attacked, and then when Rajka –’

‘Charlonge’s the one who stopped the boy at the window.’

‘But the decisions. We trusted you. Followed what you said and you got us out. Back on Ixion, I thought Dark Eve was special, but . . . what I’m trying to say . . . You’re like Eve, Naif. A leader . . . only quieter,’ he said. ‘And you don’t own an axe.’

He added the last in such a matter-of-fact way that Naif wanted to smile. But she didn’t; his face and his intentions were too serious for that. Instead she let pleasure flood her veins and wash away any past disenchantments with him.

A loud, tired voice cut into their conversation. ‘We’re here!’

Ruzalia stalked through the cabin to the main window.

Markes and Naif left the armchairs to join her. Below them was the snaking coastline and cold-grey water of their home. Even from this height, Naif recognised the Old Harbour and the flat roofs of the Seal compound. The fence around it was a mere strip of silver but further north there were other thick, snaking lines dividing the city into more parts. To the east she could see the barley fields and the huge main ramparts that looped in a half-circle from the top of Grave to the bottom, ending at the water. Walls within walls.

Her hand automatically touched her thigh and the spot where her obedience strip had been. The Riper Brand had brutally cut it away from her skin, nearly killing her. Thanks to Lenoir she’d survived the ordeal with only a puckered scar as a reminder.

But the sight of Grave brought a phantom pain back. Every step she’d taken to run away had been filled with sharp, intense agony inflicted by the obedience strip. And now she was returning to this place by her own choice.

Markes rested his hand lightly on her shoulder as if sensing her fear.

She wanted to clasp his fingers but Ruzalia was watching them and she didn’t wish the pirate to see her need.

‘This way,’ said Ruzalia, and led them to the under-cabin where the platform awaited lowering.

‘We’ll drop you into the Old Harbour. Two days from now I’ll return. Be there with answers or I’ll find my own way to get my island back.’

Naif nodded.

The pirate handed her a folded piece of parchment. ‘This came up on the last Ixion run. Meant for you, I think.’

Naif opened it up. The writing was neat but the ink was smudged and the paper dirty. It was from Rollo.

The Ripers drove the Night Creatures back from Danksoi but Eve thinks it won’t last. Eve and Joel want to tell everyone what we saw in Danksoi but Lenoir said the Ripers will stop the food and clothes supply if they do. We need you to talk to him. You’re the only one who can convince him to stop. Help us. 

Rollo. 

P.S. Suki is still missing but I promise I will find her.

Markes, reading over her shoulder, made a sound in the back of his throat.

Suki. Naif swallowed hard and looked at Ruzalia. ‘We’re ready. Lower us down.’

Charlonge hugged them both as they stepped onto the gantry. ‘Be careful.’

‘You too,’ said Naif.

‘Lower them now. Before the wind picks up again,’ said Ruzalia.

He grabbed hold of the ropes on the other side of the gantry and Plank sent them slowly descending towards the cold lapping water of the Old Harbour.

They stopped just above the stretch of grey sand near the long jetty where the barge came in. Markes jumped down first and waited for Naif to follow. She dropped more heavily than him and fell backwards.

He went to help her up but she shook him off. ‘Let’s get to the warehouses; out of sight.’

The sun was only a pale hint of light in the western sky as they crossed the cobblestone road and approached the dilapidated buildings which had once served as storage for the incoming trade.

The Old Harbour had closed when Naif was still small. Joel had talked about it, telling her stories of people visiting from faraway places. That was before the Elders had ceased sea trade.

Now all the supplies they could not grow themselves came overland and were stockpiled in Grave East, on the outskirts of the city. The Elders no longer wanted Grave people to have contact with outsiders. Joel told Retra that they feared the ideas the foreigners might bring. Merchants left their wares and were paid through a slot in the ramparts. When they left, gatherers went outside the wall to collect the produce.

‘Only one person talks to the outsiders now. He’s called the Assessor. He lives in a hut outside the walls and makes sure the merchants leave what they claim,’ Joel had told her.

‘Just one man?’ Naif had asked.

‘They say he’s worth ten men. That he’s strong and smart and unbeatable with a sword and stick. A giant.’

‘But there are no giants in Grave.’

Joel had gotten annoyed with her then and told her to bite her tongue.

The memory of that conversation followed her across the cobbles and along the outside of the crumbling warehouses. Had the closing of the Old Harbour and the change in trade been something to do with the Ripers and Ixion, she wondered. How long had Ripers been coming here, talking to the Elders?

The realisation that she was really home made her lungs constrict, as though returning had robbed her of all breath. She tried to calm herself but her chest would not release the air. 

Markes took her arm, concerned. ‘Rest a moment before we go further.’

He helped her through one of the broken doorways and waited while she steadied herself. After a moment or two, the gloom revealed the outline of some rickety stairs and a loft.

Naif pointed upwards. ‘There – in – case.’

Markes took the lead up the stairs and into the deep shadows at the back of the loft, where they stopped. Naif sank to the dusty floor, gasping.

‘What is it?’ he asked as he knelt alongside her. ‘Are you sick? We shouldn’t be in here. This dust . . .’

‘It’s not the dust,’ Naif whispered.

‘Then what?’

‘Being home. I’m just . . .’

Markes reached for her hand and squeezed it. 

They both sat quietly. In the distance the airship engine rumbled, but closer, sharper, was the clack of boots on cobblestones.

‘Wardens,’ he said.

‘They must have seen the airship,’ whispered Naif.

Markes’s hand became moist. Or maybe it was both their hands. ‘We can’t stay here; we have to get to my friend’s place in Grave North.’

‘If we move they’ll see us. And I don’t think I can run.’

‘Once they check the beach and find nothing they’ll think it’s gone.’ He tried to sound confident.

‘What if someone saw the gantry? Or our prints in the sand?’

‘Shhh!’

They both fell silent again as the footsteps came closer. It was hard to tell how many men were outside; maybe half a dozen.

‘The airship had a floating gantry. Someone landed here,’ called a voice outside.

Markes and Naif crawled forward and peered over the edge of the loft. Below, in the open doorway, the warden was illuminated by the lamp he held. He was dressed in knee-boots, a heavy greatcoat, and a three-cornered warden’s hat pulled low on his head.

‘Begin the search along the waterline and then these buildings. Put a watch along the paths to the city proper. Bring the hounds.’

Hounds.

Naif’s breathing tightened again. She’d seen them before, from a distance, pulling the wardens’ wheeled sleds, saliva flying from their huge mouths.

Joel had hated them. ‘They’re terrible and hideous,’ he’d said. ‘Trained to crave the taste of blood.’

She’d thought he was teasing her, until one day she’d accompanied her mother on an errand to the east side of the Seal Enclave and seen them chase down a young man. Her mother had covered her eyes from the spectacle and Naif hadn’t dared to ask what happened. Afterwards, though, her mother’s distress had haunted her.

Now the wardens’ footsteps faded in one direction, leaving the doorway empty.

‘Need help you,’ said a voice from behind them in the deep wall shadows. 

Markes and Naif jumped.

‘Who are you?’ Markes demanded, fear making him sound angry.

‘Ask same,’ said the voice.

Naif began to feel around on the loft floor, searching for a piece of wood or anything she could use to defend herself. Her fingers connected with what felt like a rusty container; heavy enough still to be carrying its contents. ‘Come closer so we can see you.’

‘You come close me.’ The voice sounded mistrustful.

‘We can’t see where you are.’

‘Problem you. Not me.’

Markes shifted a little closer to the shadows.

‘There,’ he said. ‘Meet me halfway.’

The person in the shadows didn’t reply, nor did he move.

Markes shifted again until his legs disappeared into the darkness at the back of the loft. Naif wanted to pull him back to her.

‘Please come out,’ Markes said. ‘We are hiding. Like you.’

Another silence was followed by a slithering noise. A face appeared in the gloom, hollow-eyed. The boy was not much older than them, if at all.

‘What are you doing here? No one lives in the Old Harbour,’ said Naif.

‘You come from sky. Pirate bring,’ said the boy. 

Naif’s hand tightened around the can. She leaned forward and touched Markes’s shoulder with her other hand. ‘The wardens will come soon with the hounds, Markes. We have to move on.’

‘Can’t hide from hounds,’ said the boy.

Markes didn’t answer Naif, concentrating on the boy. ‘I am Markes and this is Naif. What’s your name?’

The face retreated to the darkness.

‘Don’t leave yet. Are you hungry? Have some of these.’ Markes reached in his pocket and held out some of the bread that Ruzalia had given them.

Without warning, an arm flashed from the dark and something curled around the bread, whipping it back into the shadows as quickly as it appeared.

Naif started backwards from it, stopping only because her hand grazed the sharp edge of the loft.

‘Naif, give me your bread,’ said Markes. He didn’t turn, but stretched out his hand to receive it.

‘Markes –’

‘Please.’ His insistence surprised her. Markes had never been so firm before. On Ixion, he’d been either dreaming about his music or too numbed by the pods and beads the Ripers gave them.

She dipped into her pocket and handed the bread over.

Markes held out his hand again, palm flat, thumb tucked down, as if feeding an animal.

The arm flashed out again, though less fiercely, deftly removing the food from his hand. An arm without a hand or finger, only squirrelling tentacles.

Footsteps outside. Loud. And then the chilling, hollow bark of a hound. Other hounds joined in a chorus that pierced Naif with terror.

‘Markes!’ Her chest tightened again. It was fear doing it. Fear of this place. Her home.

The boy’s face appeared in the gloom. ‘Come. Show you way.’

Neither of them moved.

The boy moved out of the shadow. His head and body were human but his arm and hand were . . . Night Creature.

He unfolded a tentacle to both of them. ‘Follow quick or hounds eat you.’

A warm, suckered digit wound around Naif’s wrist and pulled her towards the dark. She quelled her instinct to recoil and let it guide her. Anything . . . anything was preferable to being taken by the wardens. She would never let that happen again.

The dark that enveloped them was only a couple of body lengths deep. She bumped against Markes and their hands briefly touched. Naif wanted to speak but the hounds were in their building now, scraping at the floor, their barking echoing all around. 

The tentacle around Naif’s wrist tightened and she was propelled through a narrow opening in the wall so quickly that she banged her head and her hip on the rough edges of it.

Markes followed after her, giving an involuntary gasp of pain. He was much broader and taller than her and could barely fit.

When he’d squeezed through the gap, the tentacle unwound from her wrist and she heard a scuffling on the floor. Wood clunked softly against wood and left them in an even deeper darkness.

‘Hush!’ said the boy.

Naif felt his tentacle caress her again. This time, though, he was holding something as well. It was rough hessian and the smell from it was putrid, like something dead a few days. She tried to push him away but his tentacle was strong and persistent, not withdrawing until he’d wiped the cloth over her.

When he finished, she heard a rustling movement next to her and guessed the boy was doing the same thing to Markes.

‘Fish bag trick hounds. Wait now,’ the boy whispered when he finished.

The three sat motionless and listened as the hounds yelped their way up the stairs to the loft, growling and snuffling along the wall.

‘Bring the lamp,’ shouted a warden.

Footsteps on the stairs. Only two men this time, Naif thought. Where were the others?

‘Something’s been up here. Look at the marks in the dust,’ said one.

‘That’s from the hounds.’ The second warden had a calmer, less agitated voice.

‘No. These marks are too wide. Like bodies.’

‘You’re imagining things, brother.’

‘The airship brought trouble with it. And the trouble has been here. In this loft.’

‘If you’re right then I say the trouble has moved on and we keep looking. There’s nothing here now but dust.’ He pounded the wall with his fist, sending a vibration through the floor. ‘See.’

‘I tell you, brother,’ said the other one. ‘The hounds can sense something behind here. Feel the wall, it’s uneven.’

They seemed so close that Naif could smell the hounds’ musty scent. She feared they would burst through the old planks at any moment.

Perspiration chilled on her skin.

The wardens tapped their fists against the wood again. Naif pictured them kneeling in their long coats and heavy boots, puzzling.

The boy slid his arm right past Naif’s cheek and pressed the fish bag to the wall.

‘Put your nose here, Danno. Here’s what’s got the hounds excited. Something’s died here not long before.’

‘Surely smells of it, Lukas. Maybe you’re right. I’ve seen rats in the Old Harbour as big as the hounds themselves.’

‘All the more reason not to spend too long in the godforsaken place. Let’s search along the sea wall again.’

Their footsteps and the growling receded to the stairs, and then gradually faded altogether.

The boy lifted the loose board out. Daylight brightened the dark of their cubbyhole enough that Naif could see vague outlines of him and Markes.

Suddenly he burst into rattling laughter. ‘Big rats like hounds. Hah, hah.’

Naif wet her lips. ‘Why do you laugh?’

‘They see me. And mine. Think we big rats.’

‘And mine? There are more of . . . you?’

‘We are some. Lenoir says we must watch all-time. See you come. I follow.’

‘Lenoir?’ Naif gasped. As she spoke his name, a sharp, engulfing vision of the Riper’s dark hair and pale, beautiful face came to her. Her mouth went dry. Lenoir.

‘Follow now.’ The boy’s command dispelled her vision.

He squeezed out through the hole and scurried across the loft.

‘Naif.’ Markes tugged her arm. ‘Come on. Before we lose him.’

She crawled forward and turned herself sideways to fit through the gap. Markes followed her, legs first this time, twisting sideways to make his body as narrow as possible.

The boy was already climbing swiftly down the stairs. Naif concentrated on following him – not staring at his deformed hand or puzzling how Lenoir knew him.

Time enough for that. First they must get to Grave North and find out why Rollo had seen a Riper here in Grave. It held the key to everything. She knew it.
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The boy led them outside and along the cobblestones to the edge of the warehouse. They could hear the hounds roaming the waterline to the north and fear wrapped itself tightly around Naif’s stomach. With every step she imagined a hand clamping down on her shoulder, or a whistle blowing. She pictured her father’s face if the wardens captured her –

‘Naif, what is it?’ Markes was next to her, whispering in her ear. ‘You’re standing still.’

She blinked. The boy had disappeared ahead, into a space between the buildings.

‘Shall we follow him or make our own way?’ Markes asked her.

‘I’m sorry. I’m . . . I’m . . .’

‘I’m scared too,’ he said simply. ‘Being back here. Ixion has changed us.’

‘The boy said Lenoir told him to watch. What does that mean?’

Markes shrugged. ‘I don’t know but out here we can be seen. We should follow him to cover at least.’

She nodded and forced her feet forward.

The narrow alley was long and encrusted with salt and soot. The boy waited for them atop a crate halfway along.

‘You slow. Is dangerous.’ His tentacles curled down, gripping the ends of the wood. As they watched he slid off the crate and nudged it away. Underneath was a grate, filthy with sludge. He plunged his tentacles into the gaps and pulled it aside. ‘There is drop.’

He nodded at Naif and Markes, indicating that they should go before him.

‘I’m taller. I’ll go first,’ said Markes. He lowered himself down slowly until he disappeared.

Naif peered in after him. She could just see his head and shoulders lit by some kind of glow.

‘I’ll catch you,’ he called up softly to her.

‘Hurry now,’ said the boy. ‘Hounds come.’

The baying sounded closer again. Naif sat down on the edge and twisted around, lowering herself into the hole. Markes caught her and helped her onto a ledge.

She stood still, panting, listening to the sound of water rushing past her. Droplets splashed onto her skin. The smell of saltwater overpowered all other scents. 

‘I think we’re in a tidal drain. The water’s flowing straight out to the sea,’ said Markes.

The boy came next. With quick agile movements he slid the grate in place after him. He dropped down near them and took a lit torch from the wall above Markes’s head. 

‘What’s your name?’ Naif didn’t want to go any further with him until he told them that at least.

The torchlight wavered as he started walking. ‘Liam.’

Liam. It seemed familiar but Naif knew no one by that name. ‘Where are you going, Liam?’

‘Others.’

He walked on, along the narrow ledge beside the drain, leaving them no option but to follow him or be left in the wet, cold dark.
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They hugged the drain wall, bending double in parts. Several times Liam got too far ahead of them and they called out, asking him to come back with the light.

‘You slow,’ he said.

‘It’s slippery,’ Markes replied.

Liam nodded as if he understood but his expression was unimpressed. He stayed aloof and impatient until they finally reached another grate. Light flooded down through this one, illuminating the water rushing past their feet.

The three of them were drenched with spray now, and Naif was shivering from the damp cold of the tunnel.

‘Up,’ said Liam.

He scaled the slippery wall using the suckers on his tentacle fingers for grip. Pressing his mouth against the grate, he called out words that Naif didn’t understand.

Soon after, the grate opened and a hand reached down.

Naif looked at Markes. ‘Where are we?’

‘West of the Old Harbour, I think.’

If Markes was right, the Seal compound – and her parents – were close. 

The tightness in her chest returned. ‘I can’t breathe,’ she panted.

‘It’s the fear doing it,’ said Markes gently. ‘Slow your breath. No one knows there are people in these tunnels. We’ll be safe.’

Naif was soothed by his calm. On Ixion he hadn’t been like that. Or maybe the beads and the pods had robbed him of it. Whichever, she was grateful for it now. And grateful that he’d come. Without him, her courage may have deserted her on the beach.

Liam’s head and shoulders reappeared through the hole. He dangled his arm down. ‘Come.’

Markes lifted Naif so that she could grasp the boy’s tentacles. He curled them around her wrists and pulled her roughly to the surface. Markes followed, able to climb most of the way himself.

When he was safely through, Naif began to absorb the soft light, grey walls and the strong smell of fish. She saw old wooden racks and sagging shelves covered in a layer of salt and grime. Without having been in one before, she knew this was a place to dry fish and salt it down for storage.

In the Seal compound they ate fish every ninth day and on the tenth they fasted. Her brother Joel had hated Fastday. He always said that the Gods they gave thanks to had never done anything for him so why should he go hungry for them.

His blasphemy always made her nervous, as if the Grave Gods would hear and take retribution on him.

Perhaps they had.

As she looked around now, though, the shelves held only a handful of fish and a scattering of ragged clothes and other food scraps. One other item caught her eye: a square, dark object with knobs on the front and a broken dial. Naif had seen similar ones before in the Seal prayer rooms, and Joel had hidden a smaller version of the same in his bedroom under the floorboards. It was a radio. He’d listened for the Angel Arias on it, and known which night the barge would come in.

The Ixion code was embedded into the song at a frequency that only the young people, with their sharper senses, could hear. So Naif had listened for it after Joel had gone, and been ready. Without Joel’s radio she would not have known. 

Naif heard a movement and looked away from the radio. A group of strange young people shuffled into the room and stood in the circle of light streaming in from the high windows. Each one, like Liam, had some kind of deformity.

They stared at Markes and Naif with a mixture of suspicion and curiosity. Liam stood next to a girl who looked quite normal, except for one of her hands, which was a slick, black colour and the scaly texture of a bleetle’s back. Markes seemed too shocked to speak, so Naif gathered her wits. ‘Thank you for helping us.’

The group exchanged glances but no one spoke.

She tried again. ‘Liam said that Lenoir brought you here.’

Nothing.

Frustration knotted in her chest and she tried to unwind it. It was harder to do that now that she was no longer totally governed by her Seal upbringing. Her emotions came more freely since her Enlightenment; Lenoir had healed her as she lay dying but his act had bonded them and more. The Seal within her had been buried that day and she’d emerged as another person, as if some gate inside her had opened that could never be closed again.

‘I am Glev. Tell me where you go?’ said the girl next to Liam suddenly.

‘Grave North,’ said Markes.

‘Why?’

Naif gave Markes a warning glance but he deflected the answer to her. ‘I accompany my friend, Naif.’

Glev’s suspicious frown shifted to Naif.

‘Liam said that you are here because of Lenoir? Do you all know him?’ asked Naif.

Most of them nodded but Glev watched her intently.

‘Well, Lenoir and I are bonded. I seek information that will . . . help him. And others.’ Not the truth exactly, but not a lie either.

‘You?’

At any other time Glev’s incredulity might have been insulting, but Naif’s only concern was that the girl believed her.

‘I was injured and he saved my life. Now I seek to help him. There are things I must learn here. There is trouble on Ixion. Lenoir is in danger.’ If they thought she was here against Lenoir’s wishes then they may turn on her and Markes.

‘Tell us!’ demanded Liam.

They crowded closer, appearing eager for news of the island.

‘There’s a Riper called Brand who challenges Lenoir.’

‘The Scar Lady,’ said Glev, nodding as though she knew more than the rest. 

‘Yes. Her and another we call Modai.’

Liam hissed. ‘Modai is the one who sent us to Danksoi.’

‘Modai withdrew all of you?’

They nodded.

‘What happened? Why are you here?’ asked Naif.

Their expressions became guarded and no one answered her question.

Instead Glev pointed to Liam. ‘We help Lenoir. You take them through the wall.’

Liam gave a slight nod. ‘Eat first then we go.’

In one accord, the group sat down where they were, and Liam gestured for Naif and Markes to do the same.

It should have been a relief just to sit but the silent watchful glances kept Naif ill at ease. Markes’s pensive expression told her he felt the same. Even so, he seemed surer of himself since returning to Grave, imbued with a new sense of determination.

A thought struck Naif then. What if Markes had another reason for coming back here? Something he’d not shared with her? What if he didn’t really have a friend who could help them?

As she considered that idea, a slight girl emerged from one of the drying stalls. She carried a large wooden board dotted with an assortment of food. Like the rest of them she bore a deformity, but unlike the rest, hers was on her face. She had an extra set of eyes low down on her cheeks. They blinked and watered and the effect was so alien, so repulsive, that Naif bit her lip to stop from exclaiming.

The girl placed the board in the centre of their circle and retreated behind the stall immediately.

Naif stared at the mix of seaweed strips, dough balls and an unrecognisable cooked meat on the plank of wood. The shape of the meat suggested one of the small creatures that lived on the grains that spilled from the Grave storage silos.

That thought, and the sight of the disfigured girl, stalled Naif’s appetite.

Liam pushed the wooden tray towards her and she took just a piece of fleshy grey seaweed. Markes did the same.

The tray then went back to the middle and the rest of them fell upon the food, tearing the hot meat apart with their fingers and tentacles.

The girl with the extra eyes returned with a smaller tray that held a collection of odd-sized containers. Liquid spilled from them as she knelt down.

‘Neva!’ Glev snapped. ‘’Ware!’

The girl blinked nervously, her eyelids fluttering out of sync with each other. Naif tried not to stare but found it impossible to draw her eyes away.

Conscious of the strangers’ scrutiny, Neva spilled more drink as she placed the tray on the floor. Glev slapped her across the back of the head for her clumsiness. She yelped and ran back to the stall.

Naif’s heart contracted with pity for Neva, and anger at the way Glev treated her.

Markes sensed her reaction and put his hand on her knee in caution. With his other hand he reached out, took one of the containers, and offered it to her.

She took it and sipped slowly. It was Grave water; slightly brackish. On Ixion the water had tasted purer. Even so, it eased her sore throat and helped quieten her nerves enough that she could speak normally. 

‘I’m from Seal South and knew nothing of your existence. Please can you tell us what you are doing here?’

‘We watch this place for Lenoir,’ said Liam after exchanging a glance with Glev.

‘Why do you do that?’ asked Markes.

‘So we have a place to go since our change. Here we are our own. Run ourselves. As long as we watch for Lenoir, he’ll keep secret we survived.’

‘What is the change? Do you mean . . . ?’ Naif touched her own hand, to indicate Liam’s tentacles.

He bowed his head.

‘Did the change happen on Ixion? In the church of Danksoi?’ asked Naif.

‘’Nuff talk!’ snapped Glev. ‘You eat and go.’

Liam remained silent at her order and the group fell back to eating.

Naif took a bite of the seaweed. It had been soaked in something sweet, which gave it a bearable flavour. In between mouthfuls, she glanced surreptitiously around the circle. There were four girls and five boys. Most had altered limbs, although one boy’s chest appeared shiny and black, like a carapace, beneath his tunic. Naif recognised the look and texture of the skin. Each one of them, like Liam, had features of a Night Creature.

Something must have gone wrong with their withdrawal and Lenoir had brought them here. Why? And what did they watch for?

As she thought of Lenoir, the bond between them tugged. She felt his presence strongly, as though he might appear in the room with them.

Did Lenoir care for anything in the way she cared, she wondered. On Ixion he’d saved her life, given a party for her so that she might experience fun and beauty. He’d risked himself to protect her from the Night Creatures and seen her safely onto Ruzalia’s airship. Surely that was not the act of a cold heart?

A cobweb of doubts spun across her thoughts as she listened to the involuntary grunts and swallows of the others eating.

When the food was finished Glev threw her scraps over her shoulder. She wiped her fingers across her tunic and made a sound. Neva scuttled out to collect the tray and disappeared with it, shovelling the dough crumbs into her mouth as she went.

Glev belched long and loudly and thumped her chest. ‘You go now with him.’ She gave Liam a shove.

He got to his feet.

Glev was clearly their leader. Naif had learned from the gangs on Ixion that there was always one who would lead. And another who would wish to take it from them.

She scanned the faces, wondering who that might be, and why she should even care to know.

Something told her, though, that she should. These outcasts managed to survive in Grave without the wardens’ knowledge. That itself was worthy and brave. But if Glev betrayed Naif and Markes, perhaps another among them would help.

Liam stood in front of her and Markes, his lips tight and cheeks flushed in anger at being ordered around.

He is the one, she thought.
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‘Storm drain stop. Must go up here,’ said Liam, finally reaching up to pull back a grate.

Markes gave a groan of relief as he straightened his back and climbed out. Naif and Liam followed him and they found themselves alongside a grey stone mausoleum on the outside of the Seal compound. The watery sun told Naif it was halfway through the day already. Only a line of burial chambers separated her from the place she’d endured such pain to leave. 

They hid in the line of low fir bushes that served as a boundary between one chamber and the next. To the back of them was a narrow cobblestone alley and to the front a grand road paved with sett stones.

Naif knew these chambers. She’d stared at them many times from behind the compound fence; had run past them in her escape, her obedience strip a fire of agony on her thigh. The one closest to her contained the bodies of the Raspart family. The girl who she’d walked to prayers with, Toola, was a Raspart. Next to the Rasparts was a chamber shared between cousins – Lensters, Jaspers and Conways. 

Naif’s parents would be buried in something similar when their time came; a communal chamber favoured by the families of the less important citizens. Naif had seen their burial place once. It lay outside the most southern edge of the compound fence and was a low plain building with a single angel adorning the roof. No pillars. Or carving. Or spires. No waft of freshly cut funeral flowers, just the four walls and simple preservation drawers that would keep them perfect for the Seal afterlife.

Seals weren’t blessed with the wealth of the Elders and their burial chambers tended to be overcrowded and functional. When a Grave Elder died, it was an important occasion and prayers were said for a full month afterwards with food and flowers served every day in the chamber for mourners.

Naif had never gone back to look through the fence at her family mausoleum again. Joel had called it a meat house but Naif had just found the idea sad.

‘Body cart come soon. You go on it,’ whispered Liam.

‘With the dead bodies?’ Shock made Markes speak too loudly.

‘Take you to Grave North wall without wardens see you.’

Naif thought about Liam’s idea. The dead carts ferried bodies between homes, the Deadtaker’s and the chambers all across Grave. No one ever stopped them out of respect for the dead.

‘How?’ she asked softly.

‘Cart comes back here.’ He pointed to the alley. ‘Hide under-tray.’

The under-tray was a sliding second tray which the dead carts sometimes used if the families couldn’t afford coffins for transport. 

She swallowed hard. ‘But they’ll be . . . the dead . . .’

‘No!’ Markes finished for her. ‘I’m not lying next to a dead body.’

Liam gave him a disgusted look and then shrugged. ‘You want get to wall?’

Naif looked at Markes. ‘We could wait until dark and walk, if you know the way.’

He nodded quickly. ‘I know the way. But our clothes will give us away.’

They were silent for a bit while Liam continued to look unimpressed by their squeamishness. 

‘We could take some clothes from the chamber,’ said Naif.

‘From the dead?’ asked Markes.

‘It would be better to wear their clothes than to lie next to them on the cart,’ she reasoned.

He considered it for a moment and then nodded. 

Naif looked at Liam. ‘Thank you, Liam, but we’ll make our own way. Thank Glev too. We’re grateful that you helped us and shared your food.’

Liam made a hissing noise between his teeth and his face contorted. ‘Fou! Even the home-women know better when to take help. You ride dead cart or wardens catch you. Take you to Hold House. Make you tell all.’

His sudden anger startled Naif. It reminded her of how Suki had reacted when they’d first met the White Wings gang leader, Kero, on Ixion. He’d been offhand with her and her fury had come from nowhere.

Liam’s look turned to disgust and he began to crawl back through the bushes towards the grate. As he retreated, a realisation struck Naif. She knew what home-women meant . . . where it meant. ‘Your home . . . is it a place called Stra’ha?’

He stopped and swivelled. ‘How you know?’

‘Did you go to Ixion to meet a girl called . . . I don’t know what her name was then but she calls herself Suki now. She trapped a draculin to fly there. Her hair is dark and she . . . speaks her mind. You made a blood pact with her.’

Liam’s eyes widened. ‘Soueta. You know my Soueta?’

‘She’s my friend too and she’s still there. She told me about you,’ said Naif.

‘She say what?’

‘She said she’d come there to meet you. She looked for you whenever we went out.’

Liam’s face flamed so red that Naif thought he might cry. Instead he ground his fist into his palm and said loudly, ‘Soueta.’

Naif glanced about. The street in front of her was quiet but behind the chambers, inside the Seal compound, she could hear raised voices. Her parents would be working just a short distance away. The thought made her stomach churn.

‘Why didn’t you meet her? How did you end up here?’ she asked Liam quietly.

His expression closed up at the question. Even away from Glev he was scared to share what had happened to them. Yet he stayed where he was.

‘Please,’ said Naif. ‘Help us understand.’

After a long moment he gave a slight nod. ‘Ripers withdrew me . . . early. I cause trouble, they say. Not go well. I end like this.’ He waved his Night Creature hands. ‘Creature eat me up. Suck from me. But Liam strong.’

‘In Danksoi?’

A curt, angry nod.

‘What trouble did you cause? Did you join one of the gangs?’

‘No gang. Many ask though. Liam good fighter with hands . . . before this.’ A flash of pride changed quickly to desolation as he stared at his tentacles.

‘Why then?’

‘Modai not like Liam. Make bad for me.’

‘Liam, can you tell us about inside Danksoi? Markes and I saw there but the Night Creatures attacked. We had to get out quickly.’

He trembled a little. ‘They put me with them. Here and here.’ He touched his neck and wrist and thigh. ‘Then all stop remember. Wake up sick . . . with these.’ He held out his hand. ‘Lenoir come and take me away. Say to go here, and watch for him. He say others kill me.’

‘Other Ripers will kill you?’

He nodded. ‘No more can speak properly. Think right but not speak.’

‘Withdrawal affected your speech as well?’

Another nod. ‘’Nuff talk now. You get on dead cart or warden find you.’

‘No,’ said Markes who’d been listening intently. ‘I won’t lie next to the dead.’

She gave him a sympathetic look. After Lottie, she felt the same.

‘Stupid you,’ said Liam.

‘We’ll wait here a while. And go when it’s dark,’ Naif said firmly.

Liam shrugged. ‘Soueta much brave than you.’

‘She is,’ Naif agreed. She missed her friend.

Without another word to them, Liam dropped back down into the tunnel and pulled the grate closed after him.

Neither Markes nor Naif spoke for a while after he left.

Naif shifted closer to the wide sett street so she could see more clearly through the thick bushes, and settled cross-legged to watch. Markes moved alongside her so that they were almost touching. For the first time since her party on Ixion they were alone together, and she wished it was not here, outside the burial-places of their people.

‘Do you believe him about Danksoi?’ asked Markes after a while.

‘Liam? Yes. And I think he only told us because we knew Suki.’

‘What we saw means they’re using us to make more Night Creatures?’

‘I think so. But it doesn’t quite make sense. There are already hundreds of them. Why do they want more? And something Lenoir said . . .’

‘What?’

Naif shrugged. ‘He talked about them as “us”. Like he was one of them. I don’t know what he meant. But what’s happened to Liam and Glev and the others . . . It’s awful.’

‘And the little girl, Neva,’ said Markes.

Naif shuddered. ‘Even they treat her badly.’

‘Lenoir has left them here to scrounge for themselves and spy for him,’ said Markes in disgust.

Naif found herself defending him. ‘Liam said the other Ripers would have killed them.’ 

‘You mean that’s what he told them?’

‘We should look for clothes,’ said Naif, changing the subject. ‘It’s only a few hours until dark. We should be ready to go straight away. We’re wasting time by waiting here.’

‘I won’t ride with the dead.’

Naif nodded. ‘I know. But are you sure your friend will help us?’

‘She will,’ said Markes grimly.

‘She?’ Naif hadn’t expected Markes’s friend to be a girl. The idea made her uncomfortable. She knew nothing about his life in Grave, though he knew some of hers.

Markes glanced away from her. ‘She . . . I mean, we were . . . her father is an Elder and a Clockmaker.’

‘You’re friends with the family of a Clockmaker?’ Naif’s moment of discomfort evaporated in surprise. Clockmakers were revered in Grave, second only among craftsmen to the Dignified – the men who carved their religious icons. Even the wardens trod carefully around them. Naif knew that from her father.

He and the other Seal men talked of the order of things and about important citizens as they chewed their blackweed jerky and discussed their day before evening prayers. Joel often listened to them, hiding behind the prayer screen. It was the only way, he’d told her, to understand what was going on. He urged her to listen with him, but she was too scared of her father and waited for Joel to tell her what he’d heard.

‘Who are the Clockmakers and the Dignified?’ she had asked him.

‘They are the craftsman who make our life what it is. They mark our days and our beliefs. You must learn about them, or we can never change anything,’ Joel insisted.

That was when she became most fearful, when he spoke with such determination. She’d known then that he would be harmed by his desires. But their paths had taken unexpected turns, and it was she, not Joel, who was back here seeking answers.

‘Emilia is the sweetest girl,’ said Markes, his tone defensive. ‘And clever. She loved to listen to me play.’

‘Everyone loves to hear you play,’ said Naif softly. And none more than I.

She felt a pang of unworthy emotion and stifled it as best she could. She must not be distracted by her feelings. Not now. ‘Will she tell anyone about us?’

‘No. She . . . I-I . . . we are . . . were . . . trothed.’

‘Trothed?’ Despite her promise to herself not to be distracted, shock resonated through her. ‘Why didn’t she leave with you?’

Markes clasped his hands together as if needing to keep them still. ‘I didn’t tell her I was going.’

Naif frowned. ‘Then how can you be sure of her help?’ Suddenly she wished she’d asked Markes more about himself before Ruzalia had dropped them at the Old Harbour. ‘Won’t she be angry with you for leaving?’Like I was with Joel.

He looked pensive. ‘She’ll understand. She’ll know why.’

Naif tugged at her bound hair unhappily. What choice did she have now, other than to trust him? She knew not another soul in Grave who would help her.

A dead cart rattled past and stopped at the back of the Raspart chamber. They watched the driver dismount and tether his horse, then slide a coffin from the back of the cart through a chute near the door. When he’d finished unloading his deader, he got back onto the carriage seat and trundled away.

Naif got to her feet. ‘Let’s go in now and find the clothes.’
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The rear door of the burial chamber was unbarred. There were no grave robbers in Grave. The dead garnered more respect, in some ways, than the living, and the chambers were always open for relatives and friends to visit.

Naif and Markes opened it and crept inside. The back of the chamber was dark and the air was stale. Naif inhaled the scent of funeral flowers and embalming fluids.

The recently delivered coffin lay on a slab at the end of the chute. The family would be along soon to move their loved one to the chosen resting drawer. Markes lifted the cover. ‘It’s a man wearing a nightgown. I can’t use that.’

‘We need to search the drawers, then,’ said Naif.

She walked along the dark, narrow passage. In the main burial section a soft lamp above the grand double door glowed over the marble floor and brass-inlaid shelves.

Naif hurried to the shelves and pulled open a drawer at random. Another waft of embalming fluids engulfed her, this one so strong that she felt as though she’d been coated with it.

The body was an old woman in black mourning robes. She was large-framed and her veil was long in the manner of the dowagers. Her face was sunken and grey, as though the Deadtakers had not bothered with putty to fill the hollows.

Naif wanted to slam the drawer and run out of there but she made herself carefully push it shut and try another.

And another.

Markes joined her and began searching a higher tier of shelves, glancing only briefly into each one.

‘Here,’ he said as she closed the drawer on another elderly woman and opened another.

Naif went to his side and stood on her tiptoes to see. The body belonged to a girl, close to her in age.

She gave out a little cry and balled her fists against her eyes.

‘Who is it?’

It took a moment before she could breathe enough to speak. ‘It’s Toola,’ she whispered. ‘She is a . . . she walked to prayers with me. She used to ask about my brother all the time. Why is she here?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean . . . she shouldn’t be dead.’ Naif stole a glance at Toola’s preserved face. She seemed lonely. Not at peace.

‘Her clothes will fit you,’ said Markes.

‘No! I couldn’t!’

He gave her arm a little shake. ‘This was your idea. We agreed. Is it worse to wear her coat? Or to be caught by the wardens?’

Naif bit her lip and swallowed back the sour vomit taste rising in the back of her throat. ‘Can you help me?’

Together they struggled to remove the long black coat and low-heeled boots from Toola’s body. Every moment, Naif feared she heard the grand doors opening; every breath she took was filled with nausea and disgust at what she was doing. What if Toola wasn’t really dead? What if . . . But that was a foolish thought. Her friend was as cold and lifeless as the marble floor beneath her feet.

‘You’ll need this too.’ Markes slid Toola’s veil out from where it was folded under her head.

Naif knew it. It was the dark gauze one that Toola wore for formal occasions and prayers. How many times had they spoken to each other through their veils? How many times had Toola asked about Joel in the same wistful tone?

Joel.

This was to help Joel. Surely the girl would approve of that?

With clumsy, shaking fingers she slipped on the heavy coat and pulled the boots on over her stockings. She put her own moccasins from Sanctus on Toola’s feet, unable to bear the thought of leaving the girl without shoes.

By the time she was dressed, Markes had found clothes for himself from a man’s body. The coat was a style favoured by older Grave men, as were the boots, but they fitted at least.

‘There’s no hat,’ he said.

Naif opened one of the drawers she’d looked in earlier and removed a thick wool scarf. ‘Use this to hide your face.’

Markes wrapped it around his neck so that it rode up high over his ears.

‘That’s better,’ said Naif.

Just then they heard voices outside. The pair hurried down the narrow corridor and crushed into an empty alcove. Holding their breaths, they waited, but there were no shouts of outrage or alarm. When the voices passed, they slipped out of the chamber and hid among the bushes again.

Markes didn’t look at her, intent on watching the road.

And what was there to say? They’d robbed a burial chamber; taken the clothes from the body of her only friend in Grave. They’d desecrated the most sacred of buildings.

She wanted to cry. They both smelt of the dead.
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A chill settled on Naif as soon as the sun disappeared. She was not dressed well enough for the Grave evening, even with Toola’s coat.

‘Let’s go now,’ she said, unable to stand the immobility and the cold any longer. Walking would at least warm her.

‘Put your veil on.’

Naif took it from her pocket and slipped it over her head. Though flimsy and light, it felt as if she’d donned a heavy and suffocating bridle. 

Markes led the way. He knew the streets of Grave better than she did. Naif had only been out of the compound on a few occasions and each time she’d been veiled and made to look down.

Her clearest memories of seeing the world outside the compound were as a child, before she’d taken her veil, going to a Seal prayer gathering around Lake Deep. Joel had gone swimming against father’s wishes and they’d both been sent home before the evening feast. She could still remember the deep, cold blue of the water and how still it was. And how angry Joel had been.

‘It’ll be late prayers in a while,’ Markes whispered to her. ‘Act as if we’re going to chapel.’

Sometimes, when she ran duty errands for her father inside the compound, she would see people walking to chapel outside. They were always the same; heads bowed, hands clasped.

She adopted that pose now. It was one she’d used many times but it felt different. Wrong. Like she was trying to fit into a skin she’d already shed.

She also fell a step behind him because that was expected in Grave. Women never walked before their men. 

They made their way along the wide sett street that led north. Naif hadn’t seen the warm wall of Grave North, though she knew it was nothing like the metal fence around the Seal compound. Joel had described the wall to her once as being warm like the meat they had on Sundays when Mother took it from the oven. The long-coal they dug from the mines outside Grave kept it that way, protecting those inside from the bitterness of the long winter. Seals didn’t have such luxury, nor did they want it. 

The idea of a heated environment had always made Naif feel a little queasy, as though the Grave Elders had surrounded themselves with something sinful. Or maybe it was because her father had always spoken of it with such disgust.

Markes led onward, doing his best to keep them away from the puddles of light cast by the street lamps. The temperature dropped further and Naif was grateful that at least she had the stolen coat.

Horses bearing coated riders clopped along the road, careful to stay out the path of any passing grumehls. Only the Elders got to drive the smoke-breathing vehicles also powered by long-coal. Naif had heard and seen them driving past through the fence of the Seal compound before. With their metal compartments and iron-spoked wheels, they were like the horse-drawn charabancs in shape but much uglier and noisier.

Buildings loomed at them on either side of the street, curtains drawn, doors shut to the frosty night. She heard others close by but didn’t look up. They were male voices mostly, and older – like her father’s.

But it wouldn’t be him. Her father would soon be kneeling on the hard pews of the Seal chapel, bent to his prayer beads, his face pinched and grim. Her mother would be at the back of the chapel where the women sat; squeezed between Seal-mother Cowley and Seal-mother Fran. She’d be biting her lip and praying for the souls of her children.

Mother, I miss you!

Heavy boots approached them. ‘Praise Grave,’ said the gruff voice of the passer-by. ‘Don’t be late for prayers now.’

Markes grunted a reply, making his voice deeper, older.

As soon as the sound of the man’s footsteps faded, Markes turned from the sett street into a narrow, dark cobbled alley. The temperature plunged as if they’d entered a cave and Naif began to shiver. The alley smelled of cooking oils and the suffocating, sour tang of human waste. She gagged on the smell and cupped her nose with her hand.

Their route took them through countless more such streets.

Grave residents disposed of their sewage through pipes that ran to large pits dug underneath the cobbles at the back of their homes. In some places though, the stones cracked and the odour leaked. Mostly, people avoided these alleys. It was clever thinking by Markes to take them there. Yet as they walked, dark clusters that she first thought were merely shadows fragmented into scattering rodents. One ran across her foot and tried to climb her tights. With a little cry she batted it away, and it fell to the ground, disappearing after the others.

‘Hush!’ Markes called from up near the next corner. ‘Hurry up.’

But Naif stayed where she was. The combination of the sewage and rodent smells had taken control of her stomach and she had to raise her veil to be sick.

‘Naif,’ Markes whispered. ‘Are you all right?’

‘Yes.’ She wiped her mouth and turned away from the mess she’d made, trying to ignore the fact the rodents were already out of their hiding holes and nosing towards it.

She hurried to join Markes, blinking wetness from her eyes.

‘Two streets over is the cart-way to the north wall. That’s the most dangerous part. Are you ready?’ he asked.

She nodded, wondering if her face was as pale and drawn as his. ‘What if someone speaks to us?’

‘Let me answer. I’ll say you’re my cousin from the compound.’

‘Won’t you be recognised?’

He rewound the scarf so it sat high on his neck, and stood the collar of the coat up around his face. ‘Not even my mother would know me in these frossing awful clothes.’

Naif tried to smile at him but couldn’t. Fear of discovery made her rigid. Would they be noticed in their Seal clothes? Or would the dark be enough to disguise them?

‘Ready?’ asked Markes.

She nodded. She’d never been inside the wall of Grave North before. What would it be like? Would it take them long to reach Markes’s friend?

‘Stay close. When we’re inside, walk alongside me not behind,’ he added.

She shot him a questioning look.

‘Inside Grave North some rules are bent. You have to know which ones.’

Naif’s stomach pinched tighter. ‘But I won’t.’

‘Watch me,’ he said.

‘Where is your friend?’

‘Her home is along the north side of the wall. If anything happens and we’re split up, find the prayer space below the northern arch. On one side is a Clockmaker’s shop. Her home is behind it. Knock and ask for Emilia.’

‘What if you’re not there? She won’t know me.’

‘When she comes to the door, say that Markes wants her to help you, that you should go to our place and talk.’

‘Your place?’

‘It’s where we would go to be alone.’

‘You were alone with your trothed?’

‘Our families didn’t know. Trothed have hidden places all over Grave North.’

Naif shivered. In the Seal compound such a thing would never be tolerated. ‘Let’s go. I can hardly feel my feet.’

He gave her a questioning look, his eyes and hair the only thing visible above the line of his scarf. Then he turned and walked out onto the main thoroughfare.

The sett street was smoother to walk on than the cobblestones and they traded the smell of raw sewage and vomit for coal smoke and fresh horse manure. They stayed on the side of the road closest to the Grave North gate, mingling in among the other evening traffic.

Many were on their way to chapel. They disappeared into nearby doorways and up narrow stairs, and by the time Naif and Markes reached the entry to the wall, the only people left were a small posse of men, smoking and stamping their feet at the cold.

Markes slowed as they approached. ‘Wardens,’ he warned.

Naif peered around him and saw their distinctive hats. She wanted to turn and run but that would attract attention. Even now, she could see them lifting their heads, watching her and Markes approach.

The entry was a huge studded gate which glowed like dying embers in the night. Together with the street lamps it created a halo above that section of the wall. As they came closer, Naif heard a faint groan. Joel had told her about that. Something to do with the burning of the long-coal in the trenches below the wall’s foundations caused the whole wall to expand and contract. At certain times of the day it cracked, at others it groaned.

‘Hail!’ called one of the wardens. ‘Who goes?’

‘Lenna Markes. Son of musician Grol Markes.’

Naif bit her lip and kept her head bowed. Markes pretending to be his brother was a dangerous move. She wished he’d told her that he planned to do that, so she could have warned him against it. And yet it would explain away any likeness to the boy who had run away to Ixion.

‘Grol Markes has been on probation and not allowed to travel. His son disfavoured him.’

Markes dropped his head as if shamed. ‘I am his other son. I know my father’s pain. I am not disallowed, though. I have to work.’

One of the other wardens, a slight man with large ears protruding from underneath his hat, detached from the posse and came closer. ‘I believe Lenna Markes to be heavy set, and one to wear felt, not Seal threads.’

‘T-times are hard, brother warden. We share among families. Our cousins are Seals.’

The warden walked a slow circle around them and Naif’s knees weakened so, she feared they’d collapse on her.

‘And who is this little Seal?’ he asked.

‘Toola Raspart. A cousin by marriage.’

‘I’d heard that Grol Markes’s son married among Seals. No accounting for these things. What authorisation does Seal Raspart have to be stepping out free with Lenna Markes?’

‘Her parents have given visiting rights with her new family.’

‘That sounds a fancy story. Bored with your Seal wife already, Lenna Markes? Are you hoping to tryst with this girl behind her back?’

One of the other wardens gave a snigger.

No! The word rose from Naif’s throat and vibrated on her tongue, but she clamped her lips together. Seal girls did not speak when they were outside the compound. Her mother had drummed it into her often enough.

‘She’s my cousin, warden. And a Seal. If I was to tryst behind my wife’s back I would not be so stupid as to bring the girl here.’

‘He’s right, on that, brother,’ said another warden.

But the sharper one with the protruding ears was not convinced. ‘You are hiding something, Lenna Markes. I believe your family is no longer to be trusted.’

‘Warden, I –’

Markes stopped mid-sentence.. The posse of wardens suddenly surrounded Markes and Naif, pulling free their prodders from harnesses in their belts. 

A terrified moan slipped from Naif’s mouth and she barely registered the dead cart that rolled up to the gate.

The lead warden turned to her, lifting his prodder menacingly.

Before he could use it, a commotion started alongside them. One of the horses from the dead cart began to whinny and buck against its harness, flinging clods of manure in their direction. The wardens scattered to avoid being hit. The horse then reared and plunged towards them.

Markes grabbed Naif’s hand and hauled down on the gate lever. As the segments of the gate squeaked apart they ran through. She glanced back at the cart and saw Liam’s face peering out from beneath the axle.

‘Come on!’ cried Markes.

He ran so quickly that she lost sight of him around a street corner. Markes!

The wardens blew their whistles and Naif panicked, ducking into a closer laneway which twisted off in a different direction. She heard the wardens’ whistles following Markes and kept moving away from them.

 But after a few streets she stopped and looked up at the rooftops. Markes had said to go to the prayer space under the northern arch. 

She tried to calm herself. The whistles had not come closer. She was safe for the moment.

In one direction she saw an arc of light rising above the buildings. That must be the arch. She began to walk towards it.

Gradually, she began to take stock. The homes she walked past were grand, though not as elaborate in design as Ixion’s spired and columned churches. They seemed to have more grace and style than the stark, grey, flat-roofed homes in Seal South. Mostly two storeys, their frontages were well lit by large, ornate lamps. Some of the lamps took the shape of sacred dolmen, while others were wrought iron and fashioned as sets of praying hands. The light bled through the fingers in slivers, striping the gardens and the street.

Naif kept to the deep shadows and when she found an alcove that housed an iron message box, she knelt down behind it to rest and think.

First, she unbuttoned the top of Toola’s coat. The temperature was many degrees warmer here. She remembered the freezing long winters in the Seal compound and how she’d shivered through her lukewarm baths. Why was it that the Seal Superiors thought the cold made you a better, purer person? Why did they believe pain and discipline were the only way to be worthy? Now that she had lived on Ixion, those rules seemed so . . . harsh. Pointless.

As her panic subsided, Naif realised she was thirsty. It was a long time since she’d shared food with Liam and Glev. And she’d only eaten a tiny portion of seaweed anyway.

Liam must have followed them from the crypt, she thought. He’d scared the horse to stop the wardens taking them. If he hadn’t done that . . . Naif sighed. Liam had been right. They shouldn’t have walked the streets. Even at night.

She wished she could tell Suki that the boy she’d exchanged blood with had saved them. Her friend would have been proud of Liam, and would have scolded Naif and Markes for being so cowardly about using the dead cart.

And now Markes and she were separated.

The wardens would guard the gate and search all night for them now that they knew they were inside the wall.

Almost as she had that thought, the whistles started up again. Joel had told her that the wardens had their own code. At the moment the whistling was three shrill, short sounds to signal that a search was on. But that would change if she or Markes was found.

Naif got to her feet and scanned the dark skyline. A dim and unhappy moon had risen above the arch, silhouetting it against the night. She must get there quickly before the hounds found her.

Drawing Toola’s coat tighter, she hurried onward, only slowing her pace when a charabanc rolled by. No one hurried through Grave streets at night, especially during prayers and when the whistles were blowing.

Every step she took was filled with fear. Had the hounds scented her? Where was Markes?

One street she took turned into a blind alley and she had to retrace her route. As she reached the entrance again, hounds ran past along the opposite side of the street, the stiff, upright shapes of the wardens following on foot.

She shrank back against a garden wall. She even thought for a moment to jump it and hide among the bushes in the sparse garden, but she feared being trapped there.

Instead she slipped out of Toola’s coat and waited until a small charabanc pulled by a pair of grey horses rolled past. She darted out and hitched Toola’s coat to the back tray and then ran back to her hiding spot. If the hounds had her scent then hopefully that might confuse them.

When the carriage had passed out of sight, she hurried on.

As she got closer to the north section of the wall, the large residences with neat gardens slowly became narrow shopfronts sandwiched against each other like parcels wrapped in brown paper.

It struck Naif as she hurried past them that uniformity was part of Grave. On Ixion the churches were as different as the clothes the Ripers gave them to wear. Here it was as though the Grave Elders feared diversity, not just in thought, but in appearance as well.

They can’t control my thoughts, Ret. Nor can they control yours. Make your own decisions. Make you own choices. Joel had said that.

But look where her own thoughts and choices had brought her. What am I doing back here, Joel?

She pictured her brother with his sword. And Charlonge, helping Ruzalia. And Rollo and Suki. What would happen to them all if she didn’t find out the truth?

And what will happen to us all if I do? Will I be able to do anything with what I learn? Or will I still be as I am now? Running. Scared.

She stopped, dizzy, and leaned against a shopfront. Taking deep breaths made it worse so she slowed her breathing and swallowed to wet her dry throat. This was not the time for doubt. The arch loomed close, only a few streets away now. She must get there before the hounds came back.

The whistles sounded again; much closer this time. She straightened and began to run. There was barely anyone on the streets here as the shops were all closed. Exhaustion made her legs and chest heavy. But she wouldn’t let it claim her yet.

She turned into an alley, looking for a shortcut.

A blind end again.

She turned and ran back. The whistles were only a street or two away at most.

Panicked memories flooded her mind. The obedience strip. The warden watching her; his sneer, his morbid interest, the way he probed the skin of her thigh with his instruments.

Those thoughts gave her strength. She would not be caught.

She burst into the empty prayer space just ahead of the wardens. Across the square she could see a Barbour’s shop. The Clockmaker’s was next door; a sign swinging outside, and behind it another building, long, narrow and high, with lights in the windows.

Straight across the prayer space would be quicker, but she’d be exposed. Making a quick decision to remain in the shadows, she ran around the perimeter, sticking to the cover of the shopfronts.

When she was halfway around, a figure stumbled into the open.

Markes!

She opened her mouth to call out but hounds surged after him, barking with excitement. The lead hound caught Markes by the ankle and he fell, crying out in pain.

The wardens were only a heartbeat behind, riding in on the back of a sled pulled by two huge beasts. Unlike the tracking hounds, these had ugly malformed heads and haunches the size of a cart horse. They propelled the wardens across the square to where Markes lay.

One of them dismounted and whipped the scent hound across the back with his prodder, so that it let go. Then he jabbed his weapon at Markes, who screamed and began to spasm.

Naif wanted to go to him. Dearly. He was in agony, writhing on the ground, and she wanted to rage at the wardens, make them stop. But they would just do the same to her.

She forced her feet onward, keeping low against the dark stone of the buildings and moving as quickly as she could towards the Clockmaker’s.

By the time she reached the swinging sign, the wardens had lifted Markes onto the wheeled sled. Their conversation drifted across the prayer space as they made plans. Some would keep searching for her while the others took Markes back for questioning.

Back where?

Two of the wardens whistled up the scent hounds and began to walk in her direction while the sled turned and sped away.

Naif slipped down the narrow gap between the side of the Clockmaker’s and the Barbour’s. The tiny alley joined another and then curled around the back of a large family residence. Naif glimpsed columns and a front door with an ornate iron knocker lit by a coal-powered torch.

This must be it!

‘Over here! Near the Barbour’s. The hounds have something.’ A warden’s shout drifted to her. The hounds had picked up her scent.

Heart racing, she ran away from the house and out onto a wider street lined with more homes. 

She found a coal grate, slipped off her shoes and forced them through the gaps. Then she retraced her exact steps to the corner of the house, where she ran and vaulted up onto the low stone wall.

There was a large pond in the front garden surrounded by pale dolmens. Biting her lips, she slipped down into the cold, murky water and waded through it to the other side.

There she climbed onto the sturdiest looking dolmen and jumped from it onto the porch, sprawling as she landed. Scrambling up quickly, she ran to the door and knocked.

It opened so quickly she wondered if someone had been standing there waiting.

‘Can I please speak with Emilia?’ she asked the young boy.

He poked his head outside and listened to the sound of the approaching hounds.

‘Please,’ said Naif desperately, glancing over her shoulder. ‘I need to come in.’

He glanced down at her stockinged feet and then back at the ragged veil and odd clothes. ‘Em’s reading. We don’t take visitors after dark.’

‘Please,’ whispered Naif again. ‘I need her help. I’m a friend of Markes’s.’

‘Markes! But he . . .’ The boy looked over his shoulder. ‘Come in, but for fross-sakes be quiet.’

He grabbed her arm and pushed her into the middle of the coat-stand by the door.

‘Jarrold? What are you doing?’ asked a brusque voice.

‘I heard hounds, Father. I wanted to see.’

‘Shut the door and get on with your studies.’

‘But it’s bedtime.’

‘Do as you are told, boy.’

‘Yes, sir.’

Naif heard the door clunk shut and footsteps walk away from her down a wooden corridor.

Outside the hounds were frenzied, some close to the house and others further down the street. Dropping her shoes through the grate had thrown them.

She stood in the dark, smothered by fur and hardly daring to breathe. Long, long moments passed while she waited. Then suddenly a hand thrust through the jumble of coats and seized her wrist. The boy pulled her back into the corridor. Standing next to him was a thin girl in a white nightgown. Long braided hair hung over her shoulders and her expression was strained and wary.

Emilia?

The boy put a finger to his lips and beckoned Naif along. She followed them.

The boy had removed his slippers and moved silently on bare feet, like his sister. They took her up some stairs to a loft that was divided into two rooms. The room on the left was clearly the boy’s; it was littered with clothes and a muddy set of bolla. The girl’s room was neater, and a row of seashells sat arranged in order of size in a line along her window ledge.

Naif felt a jab of surprise. Where had she got such things? Their oily bay did not offer up seashells, only seaweed and broken bits of reef-rock.

The pair ushered her into the girl’s room and closed the door quietly.

‘Sit down.’ The girl pointed to the single chair pushed back from the desk on which open books and an ink jar sat neatly. Why did she have books? How?

The pair settled on her bed. ‘Father won’t come for another hour, but if anything happens you go in there,’ said the boy. He pointed to the coal hutch next to the fireplace. ‘It’s empty. Emilia’s chimney is blocked.’

Naif nodded. ‘I’m Naif.’

‘Jarrold,’ he said in a way that instantly reminded Naif of Joel. There was no fear in his manner, only confidence and curiosity. Joel had been that way until Father had disciplined him. Unlike Joel though, he was stocky and broad, his neck already thick even though he was still a boy.

‘You are brave, Jarrold, to help a stranger,’ said Naif.

He shrugged. ‘I like Markes.’

‘Hush, brother,’ hissed Emilia. ‘Don’t use his name.’ She looked paler than ever in the bedroom light and her voice trembled. ‘What do you want? Where is he?’

‘We came back to Grave together but got separated at the gate. The warden caught him in the square in front of your father’s shop.’

‘Did they know he was coming here? To me?’

Naif shook her head. ‘I’m not sure. Maybe they would guess so.’

‘What about you? Did they see you?’

‘I left my shoes outside another house and walked through the water to confuse the hounds.’

‘The hounds I heard were chasing you?’ Emilia shuddered.

Naif nodded.

‘Don’t be so scared of everything,’ Jarrold scoffed at his sister.

‘And don’t be so foolhardy. This girl you let in, she’s wanted by the wardens.’ She stared at Naif accusingly. ‘Why are you here? You can’t stay long.’

Naif wet her lips. ‘Could I have some water? I walked from the Old Harbour.’

‘The Old Harbour?’ exclaimed Jarrold. ‘You must be starving too.’

Naif nodded.

He disappeared into his room and returned with a half-finished cup of milk and some thick sugar cakes. ‘It was my supper, but I’d had enough anyway.’

Naif took the offering gratefully. She drank and ate quickly while Emilia sat on her bed and twisted the ends of her bedcover in her hands. 

‘We’ve come from Ixion,’ Naif began as she swallowed the last of the heavy dough. Her stomach felt better for it and some of her exhaustion faded. ‘And we need your help.’ She watched Emilia’s guarded expression. ‘Mar . . . he said you would help us.’

‘How could I help you? Why would I? I don’t know who you are or what you’re talking about.’

Naif chose her next words carefully. She sensed the girl was on the verge of giving her up to the wardens searching outside. ‘I don’t wish to bring you trouble. But I’m desperate. My friends . . . many young people like us on Ixion . . . will be hurt if I don’t help them.’

‘That’s their fault for running away.’ There was a tinge of bitterness to her words.

‘There are guardians on Ixion called Ripers. Have you heard of them?’ asked Naif.

Emilia shrugged but Jarrold nodded energetically. ‘It talks about them in the confetti.’

‘I told you not to read that,’ snapped Emilia.

‘The Ripers watch over the Ixion runaways and enforce their rules. But we’ve learned that they’re not what they seem to be. They have been seen here on Grave, talking to the Elders.’

‘Here?’ Emilia was so startled that Naif wondered if she’d been lying about not knowing of the Ripers.

‘Markes thought that you might know something of this. He said that your father was an Elder and that he sometimes told you things.’

‘Em?’ Jarrold’s tone was full of expectation.

‘I – I – don’t know anything.’

‘Is there a way – could you find out?’

Emilia shook her head but Jarrold took her hand and tugged it.

‘Go on, Em. You can get anything out of Father. Find out where that special meeting is.’

‘A special meeting?’ Naif felt a little surge of energy.

‘You talk too much, little brother.’

‘Emilia, please. Terrible things are happening on Ixion. Young people like you are fitted with badges which shorten their lives,’ said Naif.

‘Shorten?’

Naif nodded solemnly and showed them her palm. The badge was as black as a deep bruise.

Emilia pulled free from Jarrold’s clasp and stared at Naif. 

‘I know your face,’ she said. ‘You’re the Seal who ran away, aren’t you? The one who escaped wearing the obedience strip. I saw your face on the bulletins.’

Naif didn’t like where this was going but Jarrold chimed in and cut Emilia short.

‘That was you? Everyone talked about that for weeks. The wardens rounded up your family and anyone who knew you. Took them to the Holding House and questioned them. A girl died from it. They said she had a weak heart or something; that her own guilt caused her death. But I think they tortured her.’

‘What girl?’

‘Can’t remember her name. Jool or Torta or something.’

‘Toola? Toola Raspart?’

‘Yes,’ said Emilia. ‘I know the name now that you say it.’

Toola!

A wave of darkness threatened to overcome Naif. Toola had died because of her. Like Krista-belle on Ixion. Like Mesree. She wanted to curl into a ball and howl. But she couldn’t. Not if she were to finish this. Not if she were to help those still living. Instead, she curled her fingernails into her palms until they hurt and forced herself to stay calm. 

‘You know her?’ asked Jarrold.

‘I . . . yes . . .’

‘They made an example of you,’ he continued excitedly before she had to explain. ‘Made sure the whole of Grave knew about it.’

Naif didn’t want to be known – least of all in Grave. ‘What is this meeting between the Elders?’

Emilia stared at her. ‘It’s meant to be a secret. And I still don’t see why I should tell you.’

Naif wondered if the girl’s hostile reaction was caused by resentment. Markes had left her behind to go to Ixion. She was still angry with him.

‘Don’t be such a frossing cow, Em,’ said Jarrold baldly. ‘You were mad for Markes until he left. Would’ve done anything he asked.’

His sister flushed and shifted her gaze to the empty fireplace. ‘What would you know?’

‘I saw you go with him unchaperoned into the shop. You never did that with the others.’

She swung around sharply, her hand raised as if she might slap him. ‘You little monster . . .’ Then just as suddenly, she dropped her hand and burst into tears. ‘We were trothed. When you’re trothed, it’s different.’

‘Father would have minded,’ said Jarrold unrelentingly. ‘Help her, Em, or I’ll tell Father I saw you alone with him. The wardens will question you. They were bad enough when he left, poking around here.’

Emilia dashed her hand across her face to wipe the tears away. ‘You’d help her and blad on me?’

‘You’re so scared of everything. Why can’t you ever stand up for yourself? You let Father –’

‘Jarrold!’ Emilia’s low, distraught cry stopped him, his own face flushing to match hers.

The anger between them made Naif want to leave. But she couldn’t – wouldn’t – until she found out what she needed to know, so she sat there feeling sick and uncomfortable, reminding herself that brothers and sisters were like that sometimes.

Joel and she used to have arguments. At least, Joel would argue and she would sit there mute, just as she did now. That was something she regretted; not speaking her thoughts more.

So she forced herself to speak up. ‘Jarrold, be respectful of your sister. It’s harder for girls in Grave. Boys can do things and not be chastised. Even Seal boys.’

The pair stopped glaring at each other and looked at her with surprise.

‘You have a brother?’ asked Emilia.

Naif nodded. ‘I have a brother who was braver than me, always disagreeing with our father. Father beat him for it.’

‘Is it true that Seal girls can’t speak to others?’

‘Yes. I mean . . . we are only allowed to speak to a few. Our parents, brothers, sisters and sometimes a single friend.’

‘No wonder you ran away. I would too,’ said Jarrold.

‘Hush,’ said Emilia. ‘Don’t even think such a thing.’

‘See, there you go –’

Naif stood up. ‘Please. People I know are in danger. Can you help me?’

The pair stopped and looked at her again.

Reluctantly, Emilia nodded. ‘Very well. I’ll ask Father about the meeting tonight.’

‘What about Markes. Where will the wardens take him?’ Naif persisted.

‘He’ll be in the Holding House. It’s where they took Janna Shay after he burned the little cathedral. It’s on the other side of Deope,’ said Emilia. ‘But you’ll never get there without someone recognising you.’

Jarrold leapt to his feet. ‘I know a hidden way. I can show her.’

‘No. Now, shhhh! Father will be here soon,’ said Emilia. ‘I go to the markets early tomorrow with Mama. The Holding House is close by. I can slip away and pretend I’m lost. See if he is there.’

‘Mother won’t let you go off alone. Let me take Naif during mid-morning prayers. Everyone is inside then. We’ll go through Deope.’

‘Deope isn’t safe,’ Emilia said automatically.

‘Course it is,’ said her brother. ‘Gurney and I went through it last spring.’

‘What’s Deope?’ asked Naif. She knew so little about her own city; it frustrated her.

Jarrold raised his eyebrows. ‘You’ve never heard of Deope?’

When Naif shook her head, he went on. ‘The Grand Elders built Grave on the ruins of an old city. Most of the old city had been destroyed except some walls and such and a bridge.’

‘Where is the bridge?’

‘Underneath some of our houses.’

‘A bridge, under the ground?’ Naif asked.

‘Like I said, we built our city on top of it. I mean, it’s ancient. So much dirt and rock had built up that it looked like flat land. Wasn’t ’til things started collapsing in a particular place that they realised what was underneath. The bridge runs from the north water tower just near here to West Grave.’

‘We learned about it at school. Didn’t you?’ chimed in Emilia. ‘The bridge has two levels and runs over a deep underground river. That’s why our wells are so plentiful with water.’

Now that they were sharing their knowledge they seemed easier with each other.

‘When the land subsided and the giant holes began to appear, the Elders didn’t know how to fix it. And it’s too dangerous to excavate, so instead they made all the people leave their houses,’ added Jarrold. ‘That area is called Deope.’

Naif tried to blink away her tiredness. Weariness had fallen upon her like a heavy blanket. ‘So there’re a lot of houses, as long as an old bridge, which are deserted?’

‘No one goes there anymore,’ said Jarrold.

Naif stared at him, trying to imagine such a thing.

‘When Gurney and I went through, we saw things, and heard funny noises. And the smell!’ Jarrold added.

‘You went all the way through?’ asked his sister suspiciously. ‘From the water tower to the Holding House?’

Jarrold nodded. ‘Yes.’

Emilia shook her head disapprovingly. ‘Stop telling lies.’

‘It’s not a lie,’ said Jarrold with heat. ‘I went down there and I saw things.’

Before they could argue any more the clock on Emilia’s narrow mantelpiece chimed.

Both of them leapt as if stung.

‘Em?’ whispered Jarrold.

‘Go with Jarrold,’ Emilia instructed Naif.

Her whole expression changed to one of apprehension and she went to sit at her desk, her hands nervously smoothing her nightgown.

Jarrold tugged at Naif’s arm. ‘Quick.’

She followed him across the corridor into his room. He opened up the coal hutch and motioned to her to climb inside. Unlike the one in Emilia’s room which they’d said was empty, this one had a rug and a pillow in there.

‘I hide here sometimes. To get out of chores. Now get in and keep quiet. Father will come to my room first but he won’t stay long with me.’

As Naif tucked herself into the tiny square of space, she wondered if she’d really heard him emphasise the word ‘me’, or if tiredness was playing tricks on her hearing.

He shut the door and moved around the room, falling silent a few seconds before his father walked in. She heard heavy footsteps and the harsh voice. It reminded Naif so much of her own father that her throat grew tight.

The wall muffled their conversation but it sounded like they were saying prayers together. After a brief good-night the bedroom door closed again.

A while passed before Jarrold opened the coal hutch. Lamplight flooded in to the small space, making her blink.

He put his fingers to his lips and got down on his knees so he could whisper in her ear. ‘Father is with Emilia so you must stay quiet. Sleep now and I’ll wake you up in the morning.’ He pushed another pillow into her hands and a greasy string of liquorice.

‘Jarrold, I need to use the bathroom,’ Naif whispered back.

He frowned. ‘Fross! It’s downstairs.’

‘I’m sorry. I’ve been walking all day. Do you have a bed pot?’ Naif’s face warmed with embarrassment at having to ask but she couldn’t ignore her need any longer.

‘Mother doesn’t like pots. Says they breed sickness.’ He bit his lip and glanced at the door. ‘We can get past Father, but Mother will be downstairs in the kitchen. I’ll talk to her while you . . . you know.’

Naif flushed even deeper. ‘Will that work?’

He nodded and gave a fleeting grin. ‘Oh, yes. Mother finds me very distracting.’

Naif got up out of the hutch.

Jarrold took a dressing gown off the hook behind the door and handed it to her. ‘Emilia and I have the same gown. Fold the collar up around your neck. You could look like Em, a bit. I’ll go into the kitchen and get some food then pretend to go to the bathroom on the way back.’

‘Where is it?’

‘Turn left at the bottom of the stairs. The kitchen is on the right.’

‘Thank you. And . . . thank you.’

He nodded and paused, clearly wanting to say something more. ‘Markes and I were like . . . I mean . . . he’d have been a good brother. You know?’

Naif nodded. She did know what it was like to have a brother you loved. And she wished he was here with her now.

Jarrold blinked the sheen of moisture from his eyes and his adventurous grin returned. ‘Step when I step so it sounds like one person. I’ll go slowly.’

As they crept onto the landing and down the stairs, Emilia’s door remained closed.

Naif concentrated on putting her feet down at the same time as Jarrold’s and cringed every time the floorboards creaked.

They made it to the foot of the stairs without discovery and Jarrold pointed to a heavy, louvred door on the left. Naif tiptoed down the corridor towards it while Jarrold proceeded down the other side of the corridor to the kitchen.

She shut the door and relieved herself quickly. Her stomach immediately stopped aching and she rinsed her hands in the basin and then tipped the water into the waste pipe. Doing that reminded her of the effluent smell in the Grave alleys. She fought her gag reflex and cracked open the door to watch for Jarrold.

Before long he came down her side of the corridor. She fell in behind him as he climbed the stairs.

As they reached the landing, Emilia’s door handle turned. Jarrold shoved Naif through his open doorway and turned around to block it with the width of his chunky body.

‘Jarrold?’ His father sounded huskier but still stern. 

‘I was hungry, Father.’

‘You know you’re not to come out of your room after prayers.’

‘Pardon, Father.’

‘Close your door and don’t leave until morning. Where is your mother?’

‘In the kitchen mending Emilia’s tunic.’

‘Goodnight, Jarrold.’

Their father’s tone was so commanding that Naif felt, for a moment, like she was back in the compound with Father.

Jarrold backed through the doorway, his body continuing to shield any view of the room. As soon as he shut the door, he bundled Naif back into the coal hutch, clicking the door shut on her before she could say a word.

Almost simultaneously, she heard his bedroom door swing open again.

‘Father?’ said the boy in a calm, surprised tone.

‘What are you up to, Jarrold?’

‘N-nothing, Father. I told you I was hungry. And the hounds are keeping me awake. What’s happening outside?’

‘Miscreants, no doubt. Boys who don’t obey their parents. Get into bed.’ This time his father’s voice made Naif tremble. There was so much power in it. And threat.

‘I was just getting a book to read, Father.’

‘Not tonight. You’ve disobeyed the rules.’

The cracks of light that seeped into her tiny hiding place abruptly vanished, leaving her in the pitch black.

She waited, unsure what to do.

After long moments, the bedroom door opened then closed. Jarrold’s father was checking again.

This time an eternity passed before the hutch door opened. Jarrold peered in, his face barely visible in the darkness.

‘He suspects something. I’d better stay in bed. I’ll have to leave the hutch door shut in case he checks on me,’ he whispered. ‘Here’s another rug.’

He passed it to her.

‘Thank you,’ Naif whispered. ‘Jarrold, what does your father do in Emilia’s room?’

Jarrold’s made a soft, strangled sound as if he was trying to speak but it wouldn’t come out. Then he shut the door without answering and left her alone.
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Exhausted from her walk across the city, Naif slept despite the hutch being cramped and stuffy. Her dreams were disturbed; Markes lying in a coffin, and conversations with dead Toola. But worst was her nightmare about Emilia; a creature with strong, oily fingers reaching from under the girl’s bed and grasping her throat the way the Night Creature had taken Krista-belle. Naif woke from that one with a start, her chest heaving and tears on her face.

Krista-belle. I’m sorry.

She uncurled a little and rolled over. The space was not quite big enough for her to straighten out so she sat up keeping her head bent, and stretched her cramping legs. The darkness seemed a little less, suggesting morning was close.

Even though some of her energy had returned, her head was thick, as though she was about to become ill. Wriggling into a more comfortable position, she lay down again and thought about the last few days.

It had been a terrible risk to come back to Grave and yet her compulsion to do so, to find the truth, remained unshakeable. But Markes was now in the hands of the wardens and it was her fault. She’d wanted him – urged him – to come with her.

What would they do to him? What would he tell them?

She must find a way to free him. But what if they’d already administered an obedience strip to him? He hadn’t practised with pain like she had. He wouldn’t be able to withstand it. And there was only one day left before Ruzalia returned,

A noise in the room made her stiffen and then she heard Emilia’s voice.

Cracking open the door to the hutch she peered out.

Emilia was holding a candle and tugging at Jarrold, who lay rolled in a ball under a sheet, snoring.

‘Emilia?’ she called softly.

The girl put her finger to her mouth and continued to shake Jarrold awake.

He took a few moments to rouse from his deep sleep. ‘Wha–’

‘Sssh. The meeting is late today in a place called Oracion. That’s all I could find out.’

‘Where’s that?’ asked Jarrold, rubbing his face.

‘I don’t know but the wardens will search for Naif again soon – at dawn. You’d best take her now.’

Jarrold sat up and rubbed his face, then he looked at his sister.

‘Is Markes in the Holding House?’ asked Naif. 

She nodded. ‘The wardens will hurt him to find out what you are doing here. I have to go. Father’ll be waking soon.’

Naif noticed the dark rings under her eyes and the tense set of her mouth.

‘Thank you, Emilia,’ she said.

‘I’ll look for you at the markets.’

Jarrold climbed out of bed and wrapped his sister in a bear hug. ‘Thanks, Em.’

She sagged against him a little, then pulled away and handed him a key. ‘Go through the workshop.’

Jarold took it from her and nodded.

As she slipped out of the room, he scrubbed his face again and went across to his drawers to pull out some clothes. While he changed, Naif kept her back turned, collecting the blankets and pillow from the coal hutch and returning them to his bed.

‘My friend Gurney will know where Oracion is. He lives near the Holding House. We’ll go there first.’

‘No,’ said Naif. ‘Markes first.’ Even though there was little time to spare, she couldn’t bear to think of him alone with the wardens – or what they might have done to him.

He handed her a fleecy shirt to wear over her shift.

She put it on as he rummaged underneath his rack of clothes. From there he produced a pair of boots. 

A surge of gratitude flooded through her. Jarrold was a kind boy, fired by the idea of adventure. Again he reminded her of Joel.

Just as well, she thought. Or he may have shut the door in my face yesterday.

She put the boots on and laced them tight, trying not to worry about her filthy feet. Jarrold opened up a small box that sat on top of his drawers and, with his back turned to Naif, took out several items, which he put in his pocket. He turned and gestured to the door. They crept downstairs as they had earlier, Naif keeping her steps in time with his.

They reached the front door without incident but as Jarrold put his hand on the latch, a loud knock rattled the whole frame. It was followed by a low whine.

Hound.

Jarrold froze but Naif reacted instantly, pulling his fingers away from the door before he could open it.

‘Wardens,’ she mouthed.

He snapped out of his trance and led her back down the corridor to the kitchen. On their way through, he scooped up some fruit and bread and stuffed them inside his coat. He stopped at the cold safe and opened it, grabbing out a slab of cheese.

Then he unlatched the back door and they were outside.

The tiny alley behind their house was more of a crack between buildings. The back wall of the Clockmaker’s loomed up immediately in front.

Naif began to walk towards one end but Jarrold pulled her back. ‘They could be waiting down the end. Best go through the shop.’

He produced the key from his pocket and busied himself at a large padlock that secured a door in the wall in front of them. It took some moments of jiggling before it opened. ‘Emilia and Markes used to meet in here.’

As he spoke, a light went on in a room at the top of the house. The curtain drew back and a figure stood framed in the window.

‘It’s Emilia,’ said Naif.

‘She won’t tell where we’re going,’ reassured Jarrold as the lock clicked open. ‘My sister never tells, no matter what she says.’

‘But what if your father . . . what if he makes her?’

‘Em knows how to keep things from him. She’s had to,’ said Jarrold. ‘Here. Best get inside, before they send someone around the back.’

They entered quickly.

Jarrold brought the lock and chain with him. While he secured it from the inside, Naif stopped and looked around. They were in a large storage area that appeared to lead into a smaller front building. From what she could see in the gloom, the workbenches harboured tool pouches and sheaves of thin wood. The air was tainted with the smell of wood oils.

‘Come on. Won’t take the hounds long to work out we came through here,’ said Jarrold.

She followed him into the shopfront where they had to slow to negotiate the narrow aisles between rows and rows of clocks. Though it was dark, many bore eerily glowing decorations, lending the room some light. The ones hanging on the walls had long-tailed birds painted on their square faces and cone-ended pendulums hanging below; the kind that Naif knew were in many Grave homes, even Seal homes. They had one themselves, though it was smaller and with only a single bird.

The mantelpiece clocks sitting on the shelves were much more ornate; gilded and carved so intricately that even now she wanted to stop and run her fingers over them to feel the little curves and dips. All of them made clunking noises as their mechanisms shifted, making it sound as though the room were alive. 

As they reached the front door, it seemed that every clock in the shop began to chime. The noise made Naif clench her teeth. She wanted to run from it, and pushed against Jarrold’s back, hurrying him to unlatch the front door.

Outside, the night-lamps mixed oddly with the dawn light, casting a dull yellow glow into the growing pink of the sky.

‘That way,’ whispered Jarrold, pointing to what Naif thought was the west side of the prayer space. ‘Keep to the edges.’

He began to jog. Naif kept up with him at first but by the time they reached the opposite side of the square, she had a pain in her side and her feet hurt from slipping in his ill-fitting shoes.

‘Jarrold, have – to catch – my breath.’

He stopped and looked back across the square. The sky was definitely lightening. They could make out the signs on the nearby buildings, and the squat wooden seats that dotted the square.

‘Just for a moment.’

But as he spoke the hounds swarmed into the square from the Clockmaker’s shop and milled around the doorway, barking.

‘They’ve scented us!’

He grabbed Naif’s arm and hauled her down a street to the west. Though not much taller than her, his solid frame was built for power, and he half-carried her along.

They passed a mixture of homes and shops, but before long the buildings turned solely back to homes. Like Jarrold and Emilia’s house they were tall, narrow places with neat gardens and stone fences.

Naif ran until she thought she’d be sick from it. Her feet screamed in agony now, rubbed raw against the old, stiff leather.

But Jarrold wouldn’t let her stop until they reached a miserable-looking street where the cobblestones were broken apart and piled into mounds, making it near impassable. He urged her behind a barricade of logs and wooden barrels and then over a crumbling wall.

The house on the other side was mired in a build-up of thick mud, and mildew grew up the walls in grey swathes. In the pre-dawn light the garden was nothing more than rubble.

He ran up the steps to the front door and wrenched it open.

Naif limped after him. Once she was inside, he pushed the door shut and barricaded it with a broken chair that lay on its side nearby.

‘They’ll search to the west of Deope. They won’t think we’re in here.’

‘Thank you,’ said Naif, catching her breath.

‘If we go under Deope we’ll get to where Markes is by midsun.’

‘Do you think he’ll know where Oracion is?’

Jarrold shrugged. ‘P’raps.’

‘Let’s hurry then. How do we get down there?’

‘That’s the best part.’ He passed her an apple from inside his jacket and she tucked it in her coat. ‘Right here.’

He strode off down the corridor to the stairway. Before reaching it, he stopped short at the under-closet, a small, dark room of the kind that Naif’s mother kept their extra winter blankets and wet-boots in.

He slid the door across. Inside was inky dark.

‘There’s a hole in the floor here. We’ve got a rope attached so that you can slide down, to underneath the house. It’s a bit hairy,’ he said. ‘Just make sure you don’t let go of the rope until your feet touch the ground. There’re potholes all over the place. Some of them are really deep. Maybe down to the underground water table.’

‘Water?’

‘Well, it would be, I expect. The bridge was built for people of the old city to cross a river. That’s why we’ve got so many good wells in Grave. We’re sitting on top of it.’

Suddenly the floor beneath Naif didn’t feel so solid.

He noticed her hesitation. ‘You want me to go first? Might be better anyway. I can catch you as you come down. I’ve done this before.’

Naif nodded. ‘Please.’

‘Don’t expect to come out the other end clean.’ He gave her a grin.

She returned the smile and then frowned. ‘Jarrold, are you sure Emilia will be all right? What if they ask questions about where you are?’

He hunched his shoulders, his face taking on the same guarded look it did when Naif had last mentioned her name.

‘She’ll be fine. Father is an Elder; they will not harm her.’ He said it in such an angry, disgusted way that it didn’t reassure Naif at all. ‘Now, come on, in case they take it into their heads to be brave and follow us.’ He crouched down. ‘Make sure you slide the door shut after you come through. You can lock it from the inside. Just slot the peg into the loop. We made that,’ he finished proudly. ‘That way no one can follow us down.’

Then he was gone, slipping through the hole in the floor almost as nimbly as Liam had done into the storm drains.

Naif crawled into the space and felt around with her hands until she found the gap in the floor. She fumbled with the door, sliding it across and slipping the peg into the loop as Jarrold had told her to. It was odd to think that while she’d lived her whole secluded life as a Seal, Liam and Jarrold had each been exploring underground parts of the city.

‘Naif?’ Jarrold called up.

‘I’m coming now.’

She felt around again. The rope that disappeared down into the hole seemed to be tied to a pipe set into the wall of the closet. Checking that the knot was still tight, she pulled on it. Then she gripped it hard and let herself down. The sides of the hole were rough, scratching along her waist, and she was not used to holding her own weight. The strain was too much and her hands slipped.

Jarrold was ready for her and caught her in a bear hug. He let out an ooof of impact but kept his balance. After a moment, he set her down next to him and fumbled inside his coat again. This time he produced a candle and flint. The candle was broken but the flint still worked and the little pool of light it cast was enough for them to see each other.

They were standing on a bed of dirt that stretched ahead into a tunnel of darkness with no feature. To the sides of her, she saw the base of wooden pillars. Even when she had climbed out of the cave system to the surface of Ruzalia’s island, Naif had never felt so closed in and confined.

‘We’re in among the foundations of the house,’ he said. ‘Further along is the tip of a stanchion. When you crawl under that, you’re on the bridge.’

‘What’s a stanchion?’

‘I don’t know, but that’s what Gurney called it. He got all excited. He says the bridge underneath is nothing like the bridges we build. He says it’s from another time. Another civilisation that was smarter than ours.’

‘If they were smarter than ours then why are they dead?’

‘Maybe they’re not. Maybe they just left.’

‘They just left a whole city?’ Naif felt a chill of wonder at the secrets of the past. Had this place been connected with the sunken city of Cheong? Or the Golden Spiral?

‘I dunno, but the structures are different. You’ll see. We’d better move before the candle burns down.’

He stooped and began to walk forward.

She copied his movements exactly, nervous of what she couldn’t see beyond the candlelight.

It was colder down here, as if the earth around her was laced with ice. It seeped through Jarrold’s fleecy shirt, leaving her shivering. Despite the pain of the blisters she was grateful for the boots. So many things were making her anxious now that her belly ached.

What had Markes told the wardens? Had they hurt him? Would they be able to free him and find the Elders’ meeting in time? And what was happening on Ixion?

A familiar heat soaked though her. Lenoir.

She could almost smell the strange wild scent of him; see his long, lustrous hair and sublime face; hear his sibilant and powerful voice.

She shook her head to make the image go away.

‘It’s here,’ said Jarrold.

She squinted ahead to what looked like a wall of mud and rock. Something metallic glinted on the ground, embedded into the foot of the wall; a material that she’d never seen before.

‘What is it?’ she asked him.

‘That’s our way down onto the bridge.’ He shifted the candle to one side of his body. It threw light on another large disc of the same metal which jutted out of the mud wall like a fungal growth. ‘Behind there. Watch.’

He moved towards it and then suddenly disappeared.

Naif stood alone in the dark, unable to see anything. She forced herself to stay calm, waiting. Jarrold wouldn’t leave her here. He would come back.

Long uneasy moments passed before she saw the candle glow and he finally reappeared.

‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘The candle blew out and I couldn’t get it to relight. Come on.’

She stepped quickly over to the metal disc. From where she’d been standing it looked like it was embedded in the mud but as she came closer she could see a large gap behind it.

‘Tricky, isn’t it. We got this far and thought it was the end. I had the creeps about being down here but Gurney wanted to look closer at the metal. When he came up close on it, he saw the gap.’ Jarrold’s expression was full of awe. ‘If he hadn’t done that we’d never have found our way onto the bridge.’

He turned around and the candlelight began to bob and waver.

This time Naif put her hand on his sleeve. 

He stiffened. ‘What?’

‘I don’t want to lose you in the dark again,’ she said.

His shoulders relaxed. ‘Good idea. Don’t know if I’ll be able to keep the candle alight. Last time we had a lamp. Should be able to find the way though. It’s dead straight and there are some funny plants growing in there that glow a bit. Tricky bit is at the start, so go slowly.’

He beckoned her, then squatted down to crawl through the gap. Once they were both on the other side of the wall they were able to stand properly upright. Naif felt a greater sense of space here even though she couldn’t see more than a little way in front. In fact, all she could see was a jumble of mud-covered metal, almost like a ladder with the rungs spaced far apart.

‘Gurney said he thinks this is a giant stanchion which holds the bridge upright. The bit poking through the mud that we just passed is a piece that’s broken away from it. See that hole?’

He pointed upward and lifted the candle so she could see. The extended light showed a tear in the metal, up high. ‘Lucky for us, we’re going down not up.’

Then he lowered the light to near his feet. The large steps disappeared into the dark. ‘I’ll have to put the candle out to climb. It’s forty steps down to the bridge surface, count them as you go. I’ll be right in front of you.’

He put one hand on the broad rung before him. Naif calculated that the distance between each step was almost the length of her body.

‘If I fall . . .?’

‘Don’t,’ he said. ‘You might land on the bridge. But you might not.’

‘What’s below the bridge?’

‘Maybe the river, though by rights it should be silted up.’

‘What happens when we get down onto the bridge?’

‘There are stanchions like this one all the way along the bridge under Deope. Some you can climb, others you can’t. One takes you up near the Holding House.’

‘How did you find it?’

He pulled a face and shrugged. ‘Been down here a few times now. Wasn’t going to tell Emilia that.’

‘She wouldn’t have believed you anyway,’ said Naif, remembering Emilia’s reaction.

‘Probably not. Gurney and I climbed as many stanchions as we could. Some just hit a mud ceiling.’

Naif took a deep breath and reached out to grab hold of the rung. ‘I’m ready.’

Jarrold nodded and then blew out the candle.
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Naif waited until she heard Jarrold count out loud that he was on the second step, and began her descent. At first she hugged the rung with both arms, lowering herself slowly towards the next one. But she found that her feet didn’t reach.

She changed her grip so that only her fingertips held the rung and fully extended her arms. This brought her feet in contact with the hard metal.

On the next couple of steps, she tried swinging down. It was terrifying dropping into the darkness but it brought her into firm contact.

She counted in her head as Jarrold counted aloud, staying two or three steps behind him the whole way. It wasn’t until her feet were finally on the bridge and she was standing next to him that her heart stopped pounding wildly.

After a moment or so of catching her breath she became aware that she could see a little, even though Jarrold hadn’t relit the candle. The blackness was less black and there were shapes ahead of her. The light, she found, came from near her feet.

Jarrold struck his flint and the candle flared. The light patches vanished.

‘What are they?’

‘It’s mould, I think. Or something like that, Gurney said. Doesn’t smell too good if you squash it.’

Naif shivered and rubbed her arms. ‘It’s so cold down here.’

‘Yeah. Let’s keep moving.’

They walked along a mud-laden surface that was as broad as several sett roads laid side by side.

Naif looked up. There was space above her but how much she couldn’t tell. More than in the tunnel before. ‘I don’t understand why there’s such a gap above us. Why haven’t the houses fallen through?’

‘Gurney thinks the bridge was in two layers. The houses are resting on a mound of dirt that’s held in place by the first layer of the bridge. We’re down on the second layer.’

‘But how would you make such an enormous structure?’ Naif knew nothing of roadways and buildings, but even on Ixion, among the grand church buildings, there was nothing as huge or strange as this bridge appeared to be.

Jarrold shrugged. ‘All I know is that we built homes on it. And that we can get up near where Markes is if we go this way.’

Markes.

As she thought of him, her sense of urgency grew. What had the wardens done to him?

They walked on in silence, the candle flickering light far enough ahead that they could see where to put their feet next. It was better to concentrate on each step than to contemplate where she was, under the earth, with the weight of many houses above her.

After a while, Jarrold stopped. ‘I’ll have to blow the candle out again. We need it to see our way back up into the other house and it’s nearly burned down. We’ll have to use the mould-light the rest of the way.’

Jarrold blew out the candle and they stood together in silence waiting for their eyes to adjust to the dark.

The glow of the mould returned and the path ahead of them lit with a dull patchwork of orange, greens and yellows.

Jarrold moved forward again, stepping between the dull puddles of light. ‘Your brother went to Ixion?’ he asked.

‘Yes.’

‘That’s why you went there?’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘What’s it really like? I’ve read the confetti.’

‘Ixion isn’t as it seems. It’s dangerous.’

‘I’m not frightened.’ He tossed the comment over his shoulder and she believed him. He was like Joel.

It made her grab his arm and stop him. ‘Jarrold. You don’t want to go there. There’s a battle going on between the Night Creatures and us. That’s why I’m here.’

‘A battle?’ He sounded thrilled by the idea, not deterred. ‘Tell me about it.’

Naif made an impatient noise. ‘After we find Markes.’

‘Promise.’

‘Yes,’ she sighed.

He turned and continued walking. Naif struggled on behind him, her feet becoming more painful with each step. She wanted to take the boots off but knew the cold and the sharp rocks and shards of dark metal littering the mud would hurt them more.

‘Here,’ he said eventually, pointing ahead.

But she could already see it; a dark criss-crossed column rising in front of them.

Jarrold stopped and relit the candle. With the brighter light, he showed her the rung arrangement and how best to grip it. ‘It’s harder going back up, unfortunately. I’ll stay one rung ahead and pull you up, if you can’t do it.’

Naif hadn’t considered what it would mean to climb up. She didn’t have the arm strength of a stocky boy like Jarrold.

He blew out the candle and climbed up into the dark, grunting with the effort of pulling his own weight up. ‘Get your feet on the rung right in front of you and reach upward.’

She moved closer to the base of the column, stepped onto the metal rung and stretched. If she fell too far to either side she would roll off the edge into nothingness. Their hands touched but her fingers slipped from his and she nearly overbalanced. 

Her heart thumped painfully as she grabbed the side of the stanchion and steadied herself.

‘Naif?’

‘I’m all right.’ She tried again and this time their fingers locked.

Jarrold began to heave her up and her feet left the rung. The sensation of swinging free held only by his thick fingers terrified her. His grip on her right hand began to slip and he levered her down quickly.

 ‘I’ll go up top and see if I can find a rope. I’ll be a while. Getting into this house is tricky.’

‘Just make sure you come back,’ she whispered.

He made a rude noise and then she heard him climbing.

Naif gazed upward for a while and then gave up. She sat down close to the column and drew her legs in to her chest.

Her thoughts shifted almost immediately to Lenoir. It had only been a week since she’d seen the Riper. But if she dared to be honest with herself, the tight lump of apprehension she’d been carrying in her stomach was partly due to him. He seemed so close to the surface of her conscious mind and he was troubled.

Naif!

Naif jerked upright and stiff. He was here. He had to be here. His voice was so clear . . . Lenoir?

Where are you, Naif?

I’m . . . why? Why do you speak to me? How can you speak to me?

The strength of our bond is unusual. I’ve tasted your fear strongly in the past days. Are you safe?

Yes. But what’s happening on Ixion?

Our brothers have not calmed in the wake of your leaving, as I thought they would. Brand still plots against me. Stay away from here. Be safe, baby bat. Times are dangerous.

Tell me about Joel and Suki. Lenoir? LENOIR!

‘Naif!’ Jarrold’s voice interrupted her thoughts a bare second before a rope dropped down and hit her shoulder. ‘Naif, I found some. Tie it around your waist.’

She jerked back into the moment and began fumbling to tie a knot. With more confidence, Naif reached up to Jarrold. This time his grip was sure and she levered onto the next rung without falling.

He was panting though and had to rest before climbing up onto the next one. By the time they reached the top of the stanchion, Naif’s arms and shoulders ached from being pulled, her legs and arms were scraped from bumping against the rough metal and she was exhausted.

‘Jarrold?’

He was lying next to her in a small mud cave above the top rung, not moving.

She leaned over him, alarmed.

He expelled a big breath in her face and laughed. ‘You’re heavier than you look.’

Naif punched him on the arm. Suki would have had a clever remark to make, but Naif couldn’t think of one. She was desperate to get out; claustrophobia had hold of her now they were in a smaller space again. Darts of panic shot through her stomach. She pushed her fist into her belly to banish them.

Jarrold relit the stub of the candle. His hands were steady. ‘This last bit we need to crawl up the tree root.’

Unlike their descent from the other end of the bridge where there’d been space to move, their path was a tiny tunnel, barely wide enough to fit Jarrold.

Crawling upward, using a long, thick tree root for grip, was the hardest thing Naif had ever done. Each movement strained her muscles to their limit. Roots and rocks scraped her skin and she tasted dirt in her mouth. Her nose clogged with the smell of it and she had to close her eyes to keep them from stinging. Tears poured down her face but she refused to sob. Or to stop. She lost track of time, doing her best to shut Lenoir’s concern out of her mind. 

Only when her head brushed Jarrold’s hand did she pause.

‘Wondering where you were?’ he said as he reached down and helped drag her out of the hole.

She lay still for a time breathing and crying silently.

Jarrold let her be, neither speaking nor insisting she move on. 

When she’d caught her breath and her senses righted, she became aware that they were in the dark corner of a room lit only by light coming down some stairs on the far side.

‘We made it,’ said Jarrold when he saw her sitting up.

She still couldn’t speak. She swallowed to ease her throat and wiped the back of her hand across her eyes to clear the dirt and tears.

Jarrold didn’t seem in a hurry to move either. Instead, he felt for her hand and pressed some bread into it.

She sucked it for a while until her jaw would work. Once she’d swallowed the crumbling dough, her spirits and energy lifted a little.

‘There’s more food upstairs. Gurney and I left some when we came before. And there’s a bucket of rainwater at the back door.’

She nodded. That was good. She was thirsty.

He handed her some cheese. ‘All we need to do now is get up the stairs.’
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Naif’s voice lingered in Lenoir’s mind; a distraction he had tried to shed, but could not. The humans he’d bonded with before had bent to his will; they’d come at his calling and could be blocked from his mind when he grew weary of them. But when Naif was troubled, he could think of nothing else but her.

That had never happened. Never had he been able to feel another’s emotions so keenly.

He pushed apart the thick, pliant strands of his cocoon and uncurled from his resting sac so that he could let his feet drop to the floor of the cave.

More pressing things should be occupying his thoughts than the slim, serious girl whose life he’d saved.

Since he’d seen Naif safely aboard the airship, the balance of powers had shifted on Ixion and it was no longer safe to rest beneath Syn. Instead, he and his allies shifted location every few days, avoiding Brand and her believers.

The labyrinth of island caves was extensive enough to hide from them, though he hated to skulk and cower in his own home. Yet Brand’s numbers were greater than his. Only eighteen still followed him, including his two bonded humans, while twenty had gone to Brand. Of those remaining, several had disappeared into the dark, perhaps sent mad by the division among their kind.

Varonessa held the rest close to her – a small band only, but they had the future in their hands. Whoever they sided with would wrest control.

Lenoir wanted to believe that Varonessa would capitulate to him. He hoped that she merely feigned neutrality, buying herself time to confirm her decision’s correctness. 

Varonessa did not like change and that counted in Lenoir’s favour. It also meant that she had not moved from Syn, their resting place since they’d settled on Ixion. She still shared that place with Brand.

Anger rattled through Lenoir like rocks shaking loose in an earth tremor. He must find a way to see Varonessa. As hereditary arbitrator among them, it was her obligation to ensure the survival of the clan. With so much unrest among their brothers-of-the-dark, Varonessa would be obliged to listen to Brand and her malcontents. He must ensure that what he hoped was her lip-service to Brand’s side became no more than that.

And he must keep his own safe.

My own.

Once that had been simply the Riperian clan, but now Brand’s dissent and this girl – this human – had forced other considerations upon him. Frustration at his situation clashed with his longing to see Naif. He ached to taste her again. Her blood had been like a rainbow in the dark; fierce and pure and exotic.

‘Lenoir?’

Test’s pale face emerged from between the strands of her sac, interrupting his musing. His second always rested near him, and remained attuned to his movements.

‘Move the others to the place we agreed. I must check on the young,’ said Lenoir.

As Test slid out of her pouch, Lenoir heard the slight sucking noise and smelled the secretions. For a moment, he felt nostalgic for their distant home world, where their sacs had numbered in the thousands. Not this pitiful handful.

‘The girl holds you in thrall, Lenoir. You tend her human friends that would harm us, ahead of your own family.’

‘These circumstances are not something to be seen in such simple terms, Test. You know that.’

She dropped her voice to a soft whisper. ‘I know that Dark Eve and the young one they call Clash have done nothing but work against us. And yet because of your bond with the girl, you protect them. There are but eighteen of us and even some of those are wavering. I no longer understand what you want from me.’

‘You must keep them right. Keep them believing. That is what I want from you.’

‘But our agreement with the Elders has served us. It has kept us alive. By helping these young ones you threaten that.’

‘To truly survive we must adapt. Ixion is on the cusp of change. We can bargain, make new rules.’

‘Then surely we should stop the young ones who interfere? Come down hard.’

‘No!’ Lenoir let enough power surge through his voice for Test to taste it. She swallowed hard and her fingers clenched.

The other sacs in the cave began to shake and their occupants moaned in one accord.

‘Lenoir,’ Test gasped. ‘Please.’

He withdrew his power and gave his second a piercing stare. ‘We must learn – that is how we survive. Our home world was destroyed because we did not do that. These militant young humans may be our allies in the end. We cannot foresee it all.’ He softened his gaze and warmed his voice. ‘Trust me, Test. As you have always done.’

Test lowered her head in deference. ‘Of course, Lenoir. But do not forget us.’

‘Forget my blood?’

‘The girl clouds everything because she is in your blood now too.’

‘Her name is Naif.’ His chastisement was mild but firm. ‘Honour that.’
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Lenoir left Test in the cave and went to the lava vents they used to reach the surface. Ripples in the smooth rock made it easy for him to grasp with his strong fingers, and the sides felt comfortingly solid against his body as he ascended.

Above ground, the night air was warmer and music thrummed against it, creating vibrations that helped calm him.

On light feet he ran along a scant, dark path, barely feeling the stress of the incline or the sharp rocks that flicked up against his legs. It was a relief to be in the open after days in the caves; a relief to expend some energy.

He followed the streaming light trails made by the kar tracks and let them guide him to where his carriage lay hidden near the church of Agios.

It was close to here that he’d found Leyste stalking Naif.

The memory brought a flood of desire. He’d carried her to his carriage, bleeding and frightened, and as they sped to Vank she’d kissed him. The beast inside him that he kept so tightly contained had almost found its way out then, stirred wildly by her touch.

It also brought a stab of guilt. He’d killed one of his brothers on this slope that night. Without hesitation, he’d torn him apart.

Was Test right? Had he put Naif before his clan?

Now her blood was in him, he could no longer help himself. While he lived, so would she.

A scream pierced the thrum of music and jangled his senses. A Riper was in trouble. Not one of his, he thought, or he would have felt it before now. One of Brand’s Ripers, or Varonessa’s. Or perhaps one of the rogues.

In the past he would have gone to help them. But not now.

Lenoir activated his carriage, watching its metallic legs unfold and shudder upright, like a sleeping animal shaking itself awake.

He climbed inside and settled on the plush velvet seat. He could still smell her in here; her blood and her secretions. Strands of her hair would be caught in the creases of the seat. He fought the desire to search for them.

‘Take me to the dam,’ he told the carriage and settled back to watch the night kaleidoscope past.

There had been only one safe place to take Clash and Dark Eve; only one place where Brand would not think to search for them. The uthers had accepted his strange request without argument and had cleared space among their tools and machines to make room for the much larger humans.

Lenoir didn’t know if their simple acceptance was driven by sympathy or fear. Uthers’ thoughts were as opaque to him as their physical appearance could be translucent.

That was the reason it had taken his clan so long to discover the Uthers’ presence on Ixion – their aptitude for invisibility. Only the small gifts they’d begun to leave for the clan, their shy gestures of greeting, gave them away. And with the discovery of their existence, so the clan had learned about their unique manufacturing skills. Uthers could make anything with their strange machines and clever minds. 

It had been straightforward at first; a barter system in which the uthers provided clothes and food in exchange for the long-coal that kept them healthy.

But the Elders had not been content with that and –

The carriage jolted and lurched, interrupting Lenoir’s reverie. They were on the rutted bank of the uthers’ dam. He braced himself against the upholstery so as not to be thrown about the carriage.

After a few more moments the vehicle stopped and settled into a resting pose. He slid open the door and peered into the dimness. Enough light travelled down here from the kar tracks that he could see the mounds that formed the dam walls and the glistening water pooling behind it. He smelled damp, musty fur.

A thin grey form was nearby. It stood on its hind legs, twisting its paws together.

‘Unam. I wish to see Clash, Dark Eve and the boy, Rollo,’ said Lenoir.

The uther shook his head, almost sadly.

‘Where are they?’

‘Gone.’ The uthers rarely spoke and when they did, the words squeezed into the air as though great pressure had been exerted on them.

‘Gone?’ Lenoir slid power into his question.

His body quickened with concern. Dark Eve and Rollo were of no great consequence to him but if something happened to Naif’s brother . . .

The uther shuffled away towards a shadowy ridge, forcing Lenoir to climb out of the carriage and follow along the slippery bank. He mimicked Unam’s path exactly, knowing a step either side of the narrow, dry strip would send him sliding down the algae-covered slope and into the water.

Finally the uther crossed a thick mud and rock bridge onto a firmer section of the dam. Here the dry silt was peppered with brush and twigs which Lenoir knew hid the tunnels that led down into the uthers’ lairs.

Unlike the smooth lava vent Lenoir had just climbed, these tunnels were studded with twigs and sharp pebbles, and muddy-wet in patches. The uther beckoned him into one and crawled to the bottom. Lenoir followed and was soon covered in dirt and fur.

Inside, the lair was lit by a lamp, and the makings of three beds lay on the floor. A pile of clothes was balled-up on one of the beds, as though hastily pushed to one side.

‘Gone,’ said the uther again.

‘Why did you bring me here just to say that?’ asked Lenoir, struggling to keep anger from his voice.

Unam bent over and lifted the corner of one of the bedrolls. Underneath, there were scratchings in the hardened dirt.

Lenoir crouched down to examine them.

In the halo of light they looked unremarkable, even incidental, but as he concentrated, he began to see images. Lines led to squares in a pattern that he recognised. It was a map of the kars and churches.

A number of small crosses marked the area around two places; the station at Syn and the slope below Agios, close to where he kept his carriage.

His remembered the Riper’s cry and his heart sped up, causing his senses to heighten. What were Dark Eve and Clash planning?

‘Thank you, Unam. I will not forget your help,’ he said softly. He glanced up at the uther but the creature was nowhere to be seen. 
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The carriage creaked and juddered as Lenoir pushed it to its limits. How foolish of him to think that Eve and Clash would stay hidden from the Night Creatures. And how little he needed any trouble they might bring. Brand would use it against him.

Yet he could not let harm befall Naif’s brother. He cursed the bond which demanded that he protect Naif’s loved ones; cursed the threat that it placed him under. Never had he been so torn. 

Finally, the carriage settled to rest. He stepped out and listened. Inside Agios, the music peaked and lulled, and in the lulls he heard the shouts of the revellers.

He’d hosted a party for Naif here and had the uthers make her a splendid gown; another foolish and indulgent act for which he drew the scorn of his clan.

And yet he had no regret. Seeing Naif dressed with such elegance, her face enthralled by the marble and gold beauty of the basilica, had brought to him a pleasure that he had not felt in an age of memories. Her innocence and her strength blended in an exotic mixture which he found tantalising.

He circled the church under moonlight, searching the paths for signs of disturbance. His brothers watched him from the bushes. This was where he had fought Leyste and killed him. Their blood was spilled on this ground.

Help me, he called to them.

You’ve forsaken us.

I seek balance.

Forsaker! Forsaker!

Where are the young ones who call themselves Dark Eve and Clash?

Forsaker!

I command you to tell me! Lenoir thundered.

Their resistance fell away; there were not enough of them here to deny his power.

The Grotto. The Grotto. The Grotto.

He sped to the top of the rock stairway that led to the Grotto and then stopped. The door at the bottom would bring him out in full view of the amphitheatre.

Unsure of what awaited, he considered what else to do. The monks from Ixion’s past had once cleared a tunnel to a more discreet entrance into the amphitheatre. He changed direction and ran lightly along a lesser path to a prayer hutch.

The Night Creatures shrank away as he passed, still cowed by his anger. It would not last, he knew. Others would come, and with more of them their bravado would return. Much of the time, his brothers thought as one mind and drew strength from numbers. Like at Danksoi. The clan had driven them back in the end, but they were unsettled still, wanting change.

Lenoir opened the trapdoor in the prayer hutch. The disused passage was surprisingly clear of debris, as though someone had passed though it recently. Did the young ones know of this? Or had Brand discovered it?

He emerged into the amphitheatre where the tunnel’s end was disguised by a waterfall of moonflower creepers. The scent of the blossoms was strong and sweet and distracted him momentarily. The creepers had been everywhere on Ixion when they had first arrived here but their blooms had diminished as though the Ripers’ presence had poisoned the delicate plant.

Lenoir slid aside a swathe of creeper and stared down at the stage. A Riper lay there, secured by thick tether and surrounded by a group of three young ones with weapons.

Lenoir tested the air. It was Tanel, a rogue, who’d sided with neither Brand nor him when the clan had split. Lenoir could smell his sweat and taste the acrid flavour of his fear.

He stepped past the curtain of flowers and leapt down the roughly cut ledges with blinding speed.

‘Stop!’

Clash and Dark Eve turned, startled, clubs and sharpened sticks in their hands. The other young one, though, never shifted from where she held a rough-made knife to Tanel’s throat.

‘Lenoir,’ said Clash.

‘Free Tanel,’ said Lenoir. ‘Or suffer.’

‘No!’ said the knife carrier.

Lenoir studied the young one who refused him. Her clothes were torn and her skin streaked with dirt and moisture. Blood had congealed on her neck and at her wrists. She was unfamiliar and yet something of her tone tripped a warning in him. Her hand, which held the knife to Tanel’s throat, was perfectly still.

‘What brings you to this, baby bat?’ he said more gently.

‘He – hurt – her,’ cried a voice from behind him.

The boy Naif called Rollo stumbled to stand by the girl’s side. He carried his own stick and was panting, having run down from the gate at the top of the amphitheatre. ‘He took her from outside Danksoi and brought her here where no one would look. We came and freed her.’

‘How did you know where she was?’

‘The uthers showed us,’ said Dark Eve.

Lenoir stiffened. ‘The uthers?’

‘The rope is made by them. Strong enough to bind even you, Lenoir,’ said Dark Eve.

Lenoir resisted kneeling down to finger it. He could see the complex weave. 

‘You might have saved our lives at Danksoi, but we won’t let your kind abuse ours. Brand tried it with Naif, and others before,’ said Clash, ‘and now this.’

He raised his own stick above Tanel’s head, a vicious twist to his mouth.

‘Even Ripers can be ended,’ added Dark Eve.

‘Tanel?’ whispered Lenoir. ‘Explain.’

The rogue Riper twisted against his bonds but they held fast and tight. ‘I was hungry. I needed sustenance,’ the Riper gasped.

Lenoir frowned. ‘Why did you not go to Varonessa for food? The young ones are not to be touched. That is our arrangement.’

‘Not to be touched! You mean not to be touched too early. Not until you’re ready to let those things in the dark suck us dry,’ spat the girl with the knife. ‘Let’s gut them both, I say.’

‘Suki,’ said Rollo, clutching her free arm. ‘Steady.’

Suki! Naif’s friend. Recognition struck Lenoir like a blow. A growl tore loose from his throat. He wrenched the stick from Clash’s hand and stabbed downward at a sharp angle, piercing Tanel’s throat under his chin. As he pulled it back out, blood pumped from the wound in great pulses.

Tanel opened his mouth to speak but only a gurgle escaped. His body went into spasms, straining against the uthers’ rope, and then eventually became still.

The young ones stood in shocked silence, even Suki.

‘That is what it is to kill someone,’ said Lenoir hoarsely. 

Rollo was the first one to find his voice. ‘Lenoir . . . why?’ 

Lenoir stared at every one of them in turn. ‘It’s what you wanted, isn’t it? Death to a being who has lived thousands of years. That will happen to us all if we don’t feed on you. We will die. ’

‘You cannot scavenge our life to save yours,’ said Dark Eve gravely. ‘We will fight you to the last, to stop you from doing that.’

‘Then prepare yourselves,’ he said grimly. ‘Because that is what it will be.’
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A wild throb of anger pierced through Naif’s exhaustion, making her jerk upright. 

‘What is it?’ asked Jarrold. 

She pressed her hand to her stomach and prayed for the intensity of the emotion to abate. 

Lenoir? What’s wrong?

But the Riper didn’t speak in her mind. 

Instead, she was forced to answer Jarrold. 

‘A pain,’ she gasped. ‘Perhaps I twisted something climbing.’

‘Hunger, more like,’ said Jarrold. ‘Can you make it?’

She nodded but let him help her up the stairs and down a dusty hallway to the kitchen. 

‘In that cupboard,’ he said.

She opened the shuttered door and found some objects wrapped in brown paper: dates, some dried apple and a greasy cheese round that smelled slightly off.

While she gathered the food Jarrold opened the back door and leaned out. When he straightened he had a bucket in his hand.

‘Bit mucky from the roof run-off but it’s water.’

He came back and tipped some of the water into her hands so she could wash them. 

She returned the favour and when he’d finished, Naif spread the parcels out on the bench. They drank the rest of the water and pinched off pieces of cheese to put with the dried fruit.

After they’d eaten enough, they put the remains back in the cupboard. Jarrold led Naif up the corridor then, and stopped at a door.

‘Keep low now. Sometimes the wardens watch these areas with their eyeglasses.’

She followed his lead by dropping to her knees and crawling over to the window. Peering up out of one corner, he pointed past the churned soil and roughly built fence erected to separate this end of Deope from the rest of the city, to an ugly, square building crowned by a large cross. From their vantage they could only see the roof as it rose above the houses on the opposite side of the fence. ‘That’s it.’

‘The Holding House?’

‘Yes,’ he replied. ‘See the spires alongside it? That’s the market tents. Em will be there now with Mother.’

Naif looked up into the sky. The sun, though behind a thick layer of cloud, seemed to be almost at its summit. It had taken them all morning to get here.

‘Will the Holding House be guarded?’

He nodded. ‘Probably. But I can make some trouble in the markets and they’ll come to sort it out. You might be able to get past them.’

It seemed the best idea and was clearly one he’d already thought about. ‘It’s dangerous. What if they catch you?’

‘What if they catch you?’

She took his point. ‘We need to get some clean clothes. People will notice us.’

He shrugged. ‘How? These places are empty. There’s nothing left.’

‘Maybe some clothes have been forgotten.’

Jarrold yawned, sleepy now after eating. ‘We could look, I s’pose.’

‘I’ll do it,’ said Naif. Her energy had returned quicker than his. But then, he had lifted her most of the way up.

‘If you go out the back door, you can go from house to house without being seen. But stay away from the front of the houses. If they’re watching and see you, they’ll send the hounds in.’

‘I won’t go far.’

He took a deep tired breath and she noticed he was nursing one arm.

‘Did you hurt yourself?’

‘No.’

Naif let it go. Jarrold, like Joel, wasn’t the kind to admit to an injury.

‘Will you watch the Holding House?’ she said.

‘Uh huh. And you watch your step. You can’t tell what’s safe around here. Stay off anything that’s mouldy or damp.’

Naif crawled back to the corridor where she stood up and glanced back at him hunkered against the window.

‘What?’ he asked.

‘I just wondered . . . why are you helping me?’

‘Don’t you think you can trust me?’

She didn’t reply but kept up her steady questioning stare.

‘I want to leave with you when you go,’ he said.

‘With us? Why?’

‘Just because . . .’

‘You don’t know what you’re saying.’

‘I do.’ His face took on a stubborn set. ‘I’m leaving this frossing place, and I’m never coming back.’

He turned his whole body away from her so that his chin was resting against the window ledge.

Naif sighed. She would argue with him later.
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Jarrold had kept to the sides of the corridor when they entered the house, so she mimicked his route on the way back. She crept along slowly, placing one foot carefully in front of the other and testing each step. It took her an age to reach the back door, then the back fence, then the tree whose roots had penetrated so far below the surface, and finally, the narrow high gateway to the next house.

This home was much the same as the one she’d left; two storeys of dust and rotting wood. She could smell the damp earth below rising up through the floorboards, and all the cupboards had been stripped bare, leaving only traces of rats. No clothes.

She threaded back through the yard of the house in which Jarrold waited, and crossed to the opposite yard. This house was much the same, though she discovered an extra loft at the top of the stairs, like the one in Emilia and Jarrold’s home.

At the back of the loft, tucked next to a thick wooden vertical beam, she found a blanket chest. Inside it was an old coat and a set of curtains, forgotten by the owners.

The coat was for a child but was just large enough for her small, light frame. She slipped it on and bundled up a curtain to take back to Jarrold, thinking he could drape it around his shoulders.

As she walked carefully down the stairs, she thought she heard a faint shout. Jarrold? She felt a tremor and a sudden sense of urgency filled her. She must get back!

Halfway across the yard, she stepped into a small pothole and her foot stuck. As she tried to lift it free, the hole became wider beneath her moving weight. The sides collapsed and she was plunged to her waist, the moist dirt compacting around her.

No!

She became very still, not wanting to deepen the sinkhole, and looked for something she could use as a lever. The yard was littered with bits of wood and stones from a ruined outdoor baker.

In the warmer months, Grave residents liked to cook their meat outside to keep their homes cool. The roughly cut ovens were made of rock and held in place by a wooden frame. The stones on this one had crumbled away leaving only the joists.

If she stretched to her right, she might just reach one of them. But she would only get one chance. The movement would likely make the sinkhole widen. Already she could feel the soil loosening beneath her feet.

Images of the dark emptiness under the hidden bridge filled her mind. 

She wanted to call Jarrold for help. But what if someone heard her? What if there were wardens close by? If they sent in the hounds, they would both be captured.

Jarrold had done so much to help her already and there might be more sinkholes. He could fall in one as well.

I can get myself out of this.

Bundling up the curtain she still clutched, she threw it towards the broken oven, hoping to hook it on something. It slipped, so she tried again. This time it snagged on nails in one of the joists. 

She began to pull. At first, nothing happened except that pain radiated up her arms and across her shoulders from the strain. But Naif knew how to deal with pain; knew how to endure. She continued with dogged determination.

Slowly, her body shifted, breaking the soil’s grip. Hand over hand she worked her way along the curtain, praying that it wouldn’t tear free from the nails. Jarrold would be wondering what was keeping her. And now she’d ruined the very clothes she’d gone looking for.

As her legs began to pull free, the sinkhole gave way further, the soil sliding in tighter. She started to drop again and only her grip on the curtain kept her from disappearing down beneath the ground level.

Giving one final, desperate pull she felt her legs come free and she was able to scramble over the lip of the hole. She caught a quick breath and scrambled up onto the frame of the baker. The earth began to rumble.

Without looking back, she climbed over the fence and ran for the house. Once inside, she called for Jarrold as loudly as she dared. When he didn’t answer, she raced to the front room.

He wasn’t there but a handful of dates lay scattered on the floor, and there were scrape marks in the dust.

Hounds!

It looked as though they’d dragged him out.

She crouched down, exhausted and shaking again, not knowing what to do. A sound leached through the floor like an old person in pain but deeper, louder than a human could be; a groan so deep and desperate that she wanted to clap her hands over her ears. The floor began to shake.

Naif sprang up. Which way should she go? Front or back? Before she could decide, the floor between her and the back door buckled. Panicked, she ran for the front, heedless of who might be watching the street.

As she reached the gate of the neglected garden, the whole house began to subside, screeching and jarring its way into the huge sinkhole opening up beneath it.

Naif kept running, past the other houses on the deserted strip and in the direction of the marketplace and the Holding House.

A crowd had collected on the fenced-off edge of Deope, drawn by the noise and the tremors.

Someone called to her that there was an opening in the wire so she scrambled over the ruptured cobblestones and hurled herself through it. Hands reached out to catch her as she fell down.

‘Are you all right, love?’ said one person.

‘What in Grave’s name are you doing in there?’ said another.

‘Where are your parents?’ Another.

Thankfully their attention was soon reclaimed by the collapsing house and she slipped away.

Whistles sounded, shrieking above the noise of the subsidence, and from where she stood, peering between the shoulders of others, she saw wardens arriving on sleds.

The crowd parted for them and they stopped at the hole in the fence. One of the wardens dismounted and set the hounds free. 

They burst through, yelping and running in frightened circles over the rough ground, confused by the noise and conflicting smells.

Naif slipped behind a large woman holding a baby and made her way to the back edge of the growing crowd. Hugging her filthy coat tight, she headed in the direction of the Holding House.

She found it, one street away from the market, as Jarrold had said. Hiding behind a stand outside the paper merchant’s shop, she watched the outside intently. Several wardens ran from the building towards Deope leaving just one on guard and even he had left the door to walk halfway along the street.

Naif circled back behind the merchant’s and found the lane that led to the back of the Holding House. Then she crept along the far side and turned the corner towards the front door, praying the warden wouldn’t turn.

A short distance away, the sinking house still screeched and rumbled. The sound disguised the noise she made opening the heavy door to the Holding House. She shut it quickly behind her and stopped still, holding her breath, listening for a warning shout.

When none came she let out her breath and looked around. In the glimpse she got into the downstairs rooms, the furnishings were sparse: bureaus and chairs lined in rows.

Where would they have Markes? Upstairs or in the cellar?

A noise on the landing above decided her to try the cellar. The stairway down would be near the kitchen, so she tiptoed along the dark hall, fearful that each creak of the floorboards would bring someone from the rooms. But the house seemed empty; everyone gone to watch the Deope house.

She’d made a truly huge distraction of her own without meaning to. But where was Jarrold? Did the wardens have him here as well? Had it been his faint shout she’d heard? The cellar door was locked from her side, so she slid back the bolt and began to descend. It was unlit and she held tight to the rough wood banister so as not to trip. As she reached the bottom step, hands grabbed her roughly and pushed her hard against the wall.

‘Stay still or we’ll stick you,’ said a voice she recognised instantly. ‘We’ve got a weapon.’

‘Jarrold!’ she whispered.

‘Naif?’

‘Naif!’ The second voice to utter her name sent her pulse hammering.

‘Markes!’

The hands that had knocked her sideways now reached for her and helped her upright.

‘Are you hurt?’ asked Jarrold with apology in his tone.

‘No. We have a chance to get out now or not at all. Quick. Follow me,’ she replied.

‘But how did you get in?’ asked Markes, in a quavering voice. ‘Did they see you?’

‘I don’t think so. Do you hear that noise? The house we were hiding in, Jarrold – it’s collapsing.’

‘Fross!’ exclaimed Jarrold.

‘Sssh!’ she said fiercely. ‘Come.’

They followed her up the stairs and along to the front door. With their help, Naif pulled it ajar just enough to see out. The warden was still there, speaking to someone, with his back turned to them.

Just as she’d known Jarrold’s and Markes’s voices in the dark, so she knew the figure.

Emilia!

Naif withdrew and looked at the others. Even in the gloom of the hallway, she could see the bruises on Markes’s face and the shadows under his eyes.

‘Emilia’s outside talking to the warden who should be guarding the door. If we go the other way quickly, we have a chance. Don’t stop.’

‘Emilia?’ whispered Markes. ‘She’s here?’

‘She knew we were coming through Deope. She must have seen me in the crowd and realised what I was doing. She had said she would help.’

‘She’s all right, my sister.’ Jarrold grinned. ‘Sometimes.’

Naif made an impatient face. There wasn’t time for their marvelling.

‘We have to go. Now!’ She put her finger to her mouth to signal they should stay quiet and then she beckoned them forward. This time when they opened the door, she stepped out and slid back along the wall and around the corner.

Markes and Jarrold followed, staying close to her and keeping silent until they were a short distance away.

They huddled together inside the door of a building whose occupants, Naif guessed, had gone to watch the collapse. She took in the shelves of tools, the hides stretched on racks and the stench. 

‘Over there,’ said Jarrold pointing to a pile of uncured skins. ‘The racks are full, so they won’t be collecting any more today. And no one will come near it for the stink.’

Naif nodded. It was a good idea, though her eyes were watering and she had to swallow to stop gagging.

They scrambled over the moist pile and slid down the other side into a dark corner.

Naif could feel the greasy animal fat and blood on her skin. She placed her hand to her nose trying to filter some of the smell.

The three of them crouched in the corner to talk.

‘Emilia saw us leave,’ said Markes. ‘I’m sure she did. She wanted to come.’

‘How could you know that?’ said Naif.

‘I saw her face and I know her.’

‘We can’t go back, it’s too dangerous. And we’re running out of time,’ said Naif. ‘There’s a secret meeting of the Elders in a few hours. And Ruzalia will be back tonight before the moon rises.’

‘I told Markes what Em found out from Father,’ said Jarrold.

‘Why are they meeting in secret?’ asked Markes.

‘It has to be about the Ripers.’

‘What if it’s about something else? We promised Ruzalia we’d find out about the beads. We can’t go back to her without knowing.’

‘What are beads?’ asked Jarrold.

‘The Ripers give them to you on Ixion. They make you feel . . .’ Markes tapered off.

‘Strange,’ Naif finished for him. ‘You act strangely when you take them.’

‘Sounds cool,’ whispered Jarrold.

Naif thought of the slavering demons she’d imagined. And how she’d danced for Markes, embarrassing herself. ‘Not really.’ Naif turned to Markes. ‘Do you know where Oracion is?’

‘No. I’ve never heard of it.’

Naif couldn’t see either of their faces in the gloom but Markes’s voice sounded shaky. 

‘Gurney will know,’ said Jarrold. ‘He lives close by. I know a way there where we won’t be seen.’

‘Can he be trusted?’

But the wardens’ whistles started up outside before Jarrold could answer.

[image: dinkus.png]

 

Jarrold led them through several alleys to a penned area full of bleetles and rang-chicks.

‘The hounds won’t be able to scent us through here.’

They scaled the back of a low-roofed produce building and walked across it, descending further along.

Naif wished Jarrod had been with them when they’d arrived. He knew the city so well.

Markes struggled to keep up. He was bruised and covered with cuts and weak from lack of food or water.

‘Jarrold!’ called Naif.

The boy looked back. Markes had dropped a way behind and Naif was caught between them.

‘You have to slow down. He can’t keep up,’ she whispered as Jarrold came back to her.

He went straight to Markes and hooked his shoulder under his friend’s arm. The older boy tried to push him off but Jarrold was stocky and strong and having none of it.

‘It’s not far, fero. Just this alley and one more. Be clever for once.’

Markes cuffed Jarrold across the back of the head but then leaned into him gratefully. Naif went to his other side and the three continued down the alley.

Jarrold stopped them just short of the end.

‘Go and see if anyone is about,’ he said to Naif.

Reluctantly, she let go of Markes to creep forward and peer around the corner. At one end of the next alley was a dead end full of crates and sheets of wood. The other side led to the back entrance of a building and, eventually, a sett street.

The building’s back entry was a splintered double-door affair, made even less appealing by the strong smell of horse manure. Naif saw piles of droppings at intervals along the alley, and the moving black layer of dung beetles crawling atop them.

‘The alley’s empty,’ she said over her shoulder. 

‘The doors are unlocked. If you go and open them, we’ll come.’

Naif did as he told her.

The iron latch was heavy and took all her strength to lift. Once she shifted it though, the two doors fell easily open on well-oiled hinges.

Jarrold and Markes stumbled across the alley and straight inside.

Naif pulled the doors closed, then turned.

Markes was lying on a large workbench. Jarrold was nowhere to be seen.

She looked around. ‘Where’s he gone? Where are we?’

‘The Deadtaker’s,’ said Markes. ‘Can you find me some water?’

Naif searched the room slowly, feeling her way. The walls, even in the gloom, were plainly lined with coffins of all sizes. She’d never seen inside one before, except in Toola’s burial chamber, and then she’d been thinking only of her friend.

Under one of the work benches she spied a wooden keg. She turned the small tap and fluid trickled onto her fingers. A sniff told her that it was water so she tipped some chisels out of a container on the bench, poured some water into it and took it to him.

After a sip or two he seemed less distressed, and after several more was able to sit up.

Naif leaned close to him so that they could whisper.

‘What did the wardens do to you?’

He closed his eyes and shuddered. ‘I told them where you were. I tried not to but they . . . they . . . used the prodders and . . . other things . . .’ He shuddered. Tears trickled down his face and splashed onto her hand.

She put her finger to his lips. ‘I know what they do. I would have told them too.’ Naif didn’t blame him. Strangely, she felt closer to him now that he’d tasted the wardens’ punishment.

He wiped his face dry with the back of his hand. After a moment he spoke again. ‘Emilia helped us.’ His face was so pinched that she wanted to reach out and stroke his cheek; soothe the lines around his mouth. 

‘Yes. She talked to her father. Then she snuck out and told us what she’d learned. She was frightened.’

‘She’s always frightened,’ he said bitterly.

‘Why does her father go to her room at night?’ Naif asked.

Markes put his face in his hands and his whole body trembled. ‘Emilia and her father . . . it’s not right what he does. I-I didn’t know what to do when I found out . . . how to stop it. So I left.’

Naif felt a cold shiver of realisation. ‘You mean her father . . .?’ She couldn’t bring herself to say it out loud. Such a thought was unbearable.

Unthinkable.

‘I mean I’m a coward for deserting her.’

‘No!’ said Naif. ‘What could you have done?’

‘What I’m going to do this time. Help her.’

‘You . . . must care for her a lot?’ Naif said softly. The words were hard to say but suddenly necessary. Their future was so uncertain and she had to know.

‘We were . . . are friends. She’s clever. When we first met she was so cold and distant but over time it got better. She trusted me. We met alone sometimes in the clock shop.’

‘Jarrold and I escaped through there. She gave us the key.’

Markes shifted position, bringing his knees up and resting his hands on them. She saw the bloody marks on his forearms where the wardens had cut him.

‘She’s not like she seems. Underneath she’s sweet.’

‘Like Cal on Ixion?’ Naif couldn’t keep the edge from her voice.

He looked at her but in the gloom she couldn’t quite make out his expression. ‘People are sometimes really different from what you first think. You have to give them a chance. Like you.’

‘Me?’ she said, startled.

‘You seemed so timid and . . . closed off. But you’re not like that at all really. You’re strong and brave, and when it’s important you say what’s on your mind. But you don’t waste words. I like that.’

Warmth surged through her body. She moved a step away from him to offset the charge of emotion she felt.

‘Would you have stayed and married Emilia if . . . if not for her father?’ she asked.

He took his time before answering. ‘I suppose so. But I didn’t . . . it didn’t happen that way. I went to Ixion and met you and Cal and now . . . I just want Emilia to be safe. I left her because I didn’t know what to do.’ He levered himself slowly off the bench. ‘Your brother and Dark Eve stand up for what they think is right. So do you. This time I’m going to stand up for Emilia.’

Naif nodded, though she doubted he could see it in the dimness. So she walked back and placed her hands on his. ‘I’ll help you.’

He gripped her hard. ‘Why would you do that?’

She took a deep breath. ‘I know what it’s like . . . to be controlled. To be frightened.’

‘Like now?’

She let out her breath. ‘Like now. But like before as well. At home. When the warden came. I was scared of what he’d do to me. I washed with my clothes on.’

Markes let go of her hands and put his arms around her, pulling her close. She didn’t notice the blood on his clothes and the smell of his sweat. He was holding her and she was glad. He tilted his head so that his face was closer to hers and she felt his breath against her skin.

Then it happened. His moist and warm lips found hers. The pressure from his mouth sent a jolt of pure happiness through her. Never had she felt so . . . perfect.

But unbidden images of Lenoir licking her thighs flowed into her mind, and her emotions were stamped upon by a torrent of anger that was sharper than a knife twisting in her breast. She gasped and stepped away from Markes.

Lenoir.

‘Naif? What’s –’

The internal door opened before she had to explain. They both turned to the light that flooded in. Jarrold stood there alongside another figure who was holding a lamp and had a string sack slung over his shoulder. The second boy was taller and thinner than Jarrold.

The pair stepped inside and closed the door.

‘This is Gurney,’ said Jarrold. ‘Naif and Markes.’

The light showed the boy’s face to be long and thin like his body and his chin bore a line of straggling hair; the beginnings of a beard. His expression was sombre but curious, his eyes full of a strange intensity. He struck Naif as . . . odd.

‘Markes? Emilia’s trothed?’

Markes squared his shoulders as if expecting an attack. ‘I was.’

But the boy simply nodded and turned his attention to Naif. ‘You came with Jarrold along the bridge.’ This time his voice held excitement. ‘Beautiful, isn’t it?’

Naif stared back at him. ‘I guess so,’ she said, using the phrase Suki had taught her.

‘Then you made that house cave in.’

‘I-I slipped into a hole in the garden. It set off a collapse that didn’t stop. I didn’t mean to . . .’

He nodded thoughtfully. ‘The risk was there. We’ll have to find another way down from that end now.’

He headed over to another, narrower door in the far corner of the workshop. ‘This way.’

‘The shop will be open for the afternoon soon. We have to hide somewhere else,’ Jarrold explained.

‘Where?’ Markes sounded tense.

Jarrold pulled a face but when Markes didn’t respond, he whispered in their ears. ‘Trust me, fero. Gurney hates the wardens too. They took away his eyeglass. He was drawing a map of the night sky, and they told his father he was being disrespectful to our Elders by questioning our beliefs.’

‘But what’s in there?’ asked Markes, staring at the door Gurney had gone through.

‘They keep bodies here too. Didn’t you know?’

Naif and Markes glanced at each other.

‘Won’t we be found in there?’

‘Gurney has a plan.’

They followed after Jarrold and found themselves in a cold room that smelled strongly of vinegar and other acrid solutions. Naif’s eyes began to water almost immediately and she placed her hand over her mouth to hide her gagging.

Within a few moments, she was shivering from the drop in temperature.

Four waist-high benches stood in the middle of the room. Each of them held a dead body covered with thin brown linen. One had the cloth pulled partway back, and the corpse had deep cuts in its chest. A jar brimming with thick dark liquid sat near the corpse’s shoulder and a tube ran across to its neck.

Blood. Naif could smell it underneath the tang of vinegar. 

‘Viga Mortgen fell into the plough. The horse didn’t stop.’ Gurney stood on the other side of the table. 

Naif looked away, images of dead Lottie flooding her mind. Then there had been no blood, though, only the smell of death.

‘Come,’ said Gurney.

In a dark corner of the room was yet another doorway. This one was so low that Gurney had to duck to enter. She followed him quickly, as did the others.

The room was windowless and much smaller and cooler again; the walls made of heavy wood covered with slathers of dried mud. Inside it were rows of shelves lined with jars. Each jar was neatly labelled and the room was well swept and clean.

Gurney lit a lamp that rested on a writing desk filled with odd metal instruments. ‘This is the organ room. We store people’s innards here, and sell them to the Physiks for their research.’

‘Innards? You mean . . . the insides of the dead people?’ asked Markes, swallowing as if he might be sick. ‘In the jars?’

Gurney gave a peculiar smile, and Naif noticed then that his eyes didn’t both follow the same line. Her dead friend Toola’s little sister had been like that and she’d been made to wear an eye patch to hide the offensive sight. 

‘Brains and livers and kidneys, guts as well. You don’t want to drop the ones with guts in them.’ He gave his strange laugh.

They all fell quiet for a moment or two and then Jarrold spoke up. ‘Only Gurney comes in here. He’s in charge of the . . . organs. We can talk safely, as long as we keep it low.’

Gurney took a cloth from one of the desk drawers. He spread the cloth on the floor, sat down on it and slipped the sack from his shoulder.

Jarrold sat as well, and motioned for Naif and Markes to copy him. As they huddled together in a close circle, Gurney spread food in front of them; bread, yoghurt and some cold meat. He also produced a bottle of water. He had a swig, wiped the top with his sleeve and passed it on. ‘Ma would’ve noticed if I’d taken cups.’

Jarrold politely passed the bottle on to Naif. She drank from it gratefully and tried not to think about strange Gurney’s lips on the neck of the bottle. She continued to shiver as she swallowed the water, partly from the cold, partly from the dead bodies and partly from her time alone with Markes. He’d kissed her. What did that mean? When he spoke of Emilia he seemed so upset. So cut with emotions. And what of Cal back on Ixion?

Naif didn’t know how to deal with her doubts and questions, so she put them aside and concentrated on what Jarrold was saying to Gurney and Markes.

‘There’s to be a meeting today between the Elders. In a secret place they called Oracion. We need to be there – to listen in,’ said Jarrold.

‘Do you think Emilia got it right? There’s no place in Grave called that,’ asked Markes, frowning.

‘Perhaps it’s outside Grave, then?’ suggested Naif.

Both Markes and Jarrold shrugged.

‘Then we know nothing.’ Naif wanted to cry with frustration and fatigue.

‘Maybe not,’ said Gurney. He stared with squinting concentration at the ceiling of the room as if there were a picture there. Or a hole in the roof to the sky.

‘Gurn?’ Jarrold spoke his shortened name softly, as if encouraging a shy child to speak.

‘I’ve heard the Reverends say that before. Oracion means lost prayers.’

‘Please, Gurney,’ said Naif. ‘If you know anything, we have to –’

His gaze fell upon her, wary and full of suspicion, and she looked away. He was odder than anyone she’d ever met and she suddenly felt unsure that he was as trustworthy as Jarrold said.

They fell quiet again, while Gurney got to his feet and circled around them, tapping softly on the urns carrying the insides of the dead. When he reached the shelf of glass jars he selected one and held it to his forehead. It was filled with human eyes that trailed nerves and tissue into the preserving brine.

Naif forced herself to concentrate on her bread, not caring to see his rapt expression as he pressed the jar against his flesh.

‘The Old Harbour,’ he said suddenly, causing them all to jump. ‘There’s a deserted church. It’s no longer consecrated. Any prayers said there would be lost.’

‘That could be it,’ said Jarrold, excitement creeping into his voice.

‘But why would they go all the way to the Old Harbour?’ asked Markes.

‘Because they don’t want anyone to know?’

‘You promised you’d tell me more, Naif,’ said Jarrold.

Naif looked at Markes and he nodded.

So she told them as quickly and simply as she could about what they’d seen in Danksoi. When she finished, she had another swig from the bottle and wet her lips.

‘Fross!’ said Jarrold with feeling. ‘That’s awful. So you think that the Ripers and the Elders are connected?’

‘That’s what we must know. My friends . . . our friends are there. We have to help them.’

Gurney didn’t speak but his eyes had taken on a sheen in the lamplight. Naif sensed his mind at work.

‘But how do we get back to the harbour unseen? Deope doesn’t stretch that far and the wardens will be on the streets looking for us.’

‘I would have gone to Ixion, except for the darkness. It’s not good for you, you know. It breaks down your body, lets disease in,’ said Gurney, lost in his own thoughts.

Jarrold banged him on the back. ‘Stay with us, Gurn. We need your help.’

‘You want to go to the Old Harbour?’ The vagueness left his eyes.

‘To where the church is . . . Oracion,’ said Jarrold patiently.

‘The Old Harbour is dangerous,’ Gurney said.

‘We came through that area when we arrived. We know some of the places you can hide,’ said Naif. She glanced at Markes. ‘Perhaps Liam will help us.’

‘Liam? Who’s he?’ asked Gurney, squashing a piece of bread in his fingers.

‘He lives in the Old Harbour. There are others too. They’re . . . different to us. But they will help,’ said Markes.

Will they? Wondered Naif. Liam might want to help but would Glev let him?

‘Live there? Different? How?’ asked Jarrold.

‘You’ll see,’ said Markes. ‘But first, we have to get to the Raspart mausoleum near the Grave compound so that we can follow the storm drain back to the Old Harbour.’

Gurney got up and disappeared from the room. Markes and Naif exchanged glances and Jarrold shrugged.

‘He’ll be back,’ he said.

‘How did you become friends?’ asked Naif, curious at the connection between such different boys.

‘I was exploring the edges of Deope one night and found him watching the sky through his eyeglass. We agreed not to blad on each other. It sort of started from there.’

He stopped as Gurney ducked under the door and sat down again.

‘I’ve looked on the job sheet. The cart’s going to the Mortgen chamber close to the Rasparts. After that, the Convilles.’

‘You think we should go in the dead cart?’ said Markes.

‘Brilliant idea!’ said Jarrold.

Naif could see no alternative this time. The cart would be quicker. ‘How do we do it?’

‘Naif –’ Markes began to protest but she laid her hand over his.

‘We won’t make the meeting in time if we walk all the way,’ she said.

He fell silent.

‘The cart backs alongside the doors. The driver goes to the front of the shop to sign the carry papers. You can get into the false bottom then,’ said Gurney.

‘Will the driver look there?’ Naif asked.

He shook his head. ‘It’s just for those that can’t afford a coffin. The Mortgens have paid for the best.’

‘I’m going with them,’ said Jarrold.

Gurney looked surprised.

‘I’m not going home, Gurney,’ Jarrold said with feeling.

‘But what about Emilia? She’ll be alone.’ Gurney’s tone revealed more about his feelings for Jarrold’s sister than he ever meant to. He flushed when he saw their curious looks.

‘I’ll take care of Emilia,’ said Markes.

They all stared at him. His voice sounded strong again, more determined, and he lifted his chin to brook no argument.

Jarrold nodded in agreement but Naif’s heart sank. She was torn between sympathy and jealousy. Trying hard to cling on to the more noble feeling, she put her hand into the middle between them all, the way she’d seen Kero do with his gang, the White Wings, back on Ixion.

‘For our friends,’ she said.

They placed their hands solemnly on top of hers in a show of unity. Gurney was last to do it, barely touching his palm to their skin. Naif sensed a sudden preoccupation in him.

What is he thinking?

But she got no chance to study him further because he stood and brushed crumbs from his shirt.

‘Keep quiet for now and I’ll be back for you in an hour when the cart comes. I’ll lock the door from outside and take the key.’

Locked in? Naif wanted to cry out in protest. Not with the innards of strangers. But the words stuck in her throat.

No choice.

Markes dropped his face in his hands.

Only Jarrold seemed unperturbed by the situation. Naif wondered where he got his nerve. Even Joel, she thought, would have been troubled to stay here.

Gurney left without another word.

‘I say we stretch out and sleep. I’m beat and I reckon you’re not much better, fero,’ said Jarrold.

Markes nodded. Now that Gurney had gone, he sagged into himself. He lay down on the blanket beside Naif and fell asleep almost instantly.

Jarrold mirrored his action on the other side of her and Naif found herself in between the two. Suddenly, too tired to think of anything else, she lay down and joined them.
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Gurney’s return wrenched Naif from a dream about Lenoir. He was scolding her about the state of her clothes and hair, and about how dirty she was. His face hovered above hers, his lips pursed with disapproval. Anxiety gnawed at her. She wanted him to be amused, not angry. She wanted him to touch her softly, and put his lips to hers. She wanted him to . . . 

‘Naif!’

The whisper straight into her ear sent her jerking upright. ‘Lenoir!’

There was silence as she blinked herself into awareness. Gurney had returned and was standing near the low doorway. Markes was on his feet. Jarrold was kneeling. He was the one who’d woken her.

‘Who the devil’s Lenoir?’ he asked.

‘Never mind,’ said Markes abruptly. ‘Let’s go.’

They followed Gurney into the corpse room and waited there. They could hear him telling the coffin maker that his father wished to see him in the front of the house.

When the coffin room was clear, he opened the door and signalled for them to come. The back doors to the workshop were ajar and Naif could see the dead cart. The horse harnessed to it was pulling hay from a net strapped to its bridle. 

They went outside and squeezed down the narrow gap between the cart and the wall.

The cart appeared to have a flat back tray but Gurney pulled open a panel which showed a space underneath. With practised fingers he clipped back the panel door, took a broom from where it leaned against the wall and slid it into the space.

‘What’s that for?’ whispered Jarrold.

‘Making sure there’re no bodies in there. Sometimes the little ones get pushed to the back and stick there.’

The broom made soft clunking noises as he spoke. 

Naif’s stomach began to hurt. She looked at Markes, who was biting his lip. He had his hands jammed hard into his pockets as though trying to hold himself together.

‘Right,’ said Gurney. ‘Naif goes first.’ He looked at her. ‘Slide right to the back and lie crossways. It’s the only way. The false tray’s only wide enough for two fits.’ He added as an afterthought, ‘A fit is a normal-size dead body.’

Jarrold helped push her in as far as he could reach. The top of the tray was only a short distance from her face as she wriggled into position. Markes got in next. She heard him groan and then felt his head press into her arm. 

Jarrold was last. The thick-chested boy had trouble fitting into the space left and she could hear Gurney swearing with the effort of pushing him.

Then the panel closed quickly and she heard footsteps.

‘What are you doing, lad?’ said a voice.

‘Sweeping the tray, sir. Father said to,’ replied Gurney.

‘Well, while you’re there you can show me which deader is which. Took the old Blather woman to the Frooms’ crypt last week by mestake. Them cheap boxes all look the same. Damn things get heavier by the week too. Why the fross do these cundas have to be buried in their boots?’ The carter’s voice trailed off as he and Gurney moved inside.

In the silence Naif could hear Jarrold and Markes breathing. Jarrold sounded steady and even, but Markes was gulping.

She shifted her hand and felt along until she encountered what she thought was his shoulder. She squeezed it and he responded by clasping her hand.

Slowly his breathing began to settle.

Then she heard scraping and the cart began to shudder. Right above her face, as if they were about to collapse in on her, two coffins were slid into place. She found she was holding her breath and squeezing Markes’s hand harder than she needed to, so she tried to relax both. 

Gurney and the driver exchanged a few more words and the cart lurched forward. The road was pitted and uneven and Naif’s forehead banged against the false floor. She let go of Markes’s hand and covered her face with her fingers to protect her nose but already she could taste blood in the back of her mouth.

The trip was an agony of jarring. Only her deep determination not to cry out and give them away kept Naif from screaming. When the motion finally stopped she wanted to weep. Blood trickled from her nose and she pressed her finger to it to stem the flow.

The driver creaked down from his seat and his boots clattered over the cobblestones as he went off to sort out his delivery.

‘Now,’ said Jarrold. ‘As quick as we can.’

Naif heard a thump as he kicked the panel open and the cart began to rock. Once Jarrold was out, he yanked Markes by the feet. She felt his body heat evaporate as he was pulled free. She tried to wriggle around but found herself wedged.

‘Naif?’

‘I’m stuck.’

‘Reach for my hand.’

She did as Markes said but felt only air. Panic gripped her. The driver would be back in a few moments to unload the coffins. If she wasn’t out she’d be trapped until his next drop-off. She’d be separated from Markes and Jarrold.

‘Help me,’ she cried as she squirmed frantically to free herself. Her foot was caught in the side of the tray. No matter how she twisted it wouldn’t come free.

Markes crawled back in until he could reach her hand. He tugged her towards him and pain stabbed through her ankle.

‘My foot’s caught in the side.’

‘I’ll look,’ said Jarrold.

‘He’s coming back,’ said Markes. ‘I can hear him.’

She felt Jarrold’s fingers prodding her foot through the gaps in the planks. He grasped her ankle in his strong fingers and twisted it again. This time it came free and Markes hauled her out so hard they both fell onto the ground.

Without a word they got up, ran around the side of the burial chamber and slid down among the bushes. Like the Raspart tomb, the Mortgens’ was lined by a thick border of firs.

They waited and listened as the driver shifted the horse so that the cart lined up with a chute.

‘You doing a double load today, Felix?’ asked a softly spoken voice.

‘What you askin’ that for, Reverend?’

‘I see your under-tray’s unlocked.’

‘Eh? What’s that?’

‘Fross,’ whispered Jarrold. He covered his face with his hands as they heard the driver move to take a look.

‘You maybe pick up some free travellers?’

‘Nah, Reverend. Came straight from the Deadtaker’s. Only two fits on board. Loaded them meself with the help of the ’taker’s kid.’

‘The hinge must be dickery then.’

‘Must be.’

‘Get the body inside. The family will be here for first viewing soon.’

‘Aye. Would you be lending me a hand, Rev? The boots are weighing him down. My back’s not what it was, neither.’

The Reverend made an unhappy noise and they heard scuffling and some grunts and a door closed.

Naif peered out. ‘The Rasparts’ chamber is still a distance away. I thought Gurney said it would bring us close.’

‘Your friend is loose with his truths, Jarrold,’ said Markes tersely. ‘We won’t be able to walk there without being seen.’

‘We could take the dead cart while he’s inside and drive it there,’ suggested Jarrold.

‘But there’s another body in it still. The dead need respect. They need to be taken to their rest,’ said Naif. 

‘We took their clothes,’ said Markes.

‘This is different,’ Naif said firmly. ‘They’re on their final journey. They should be able to do that undisturbed.’

Jarrold pulled a disappointed face. ‘I’ll go and look at the front of the chamber then, see if that way is clear.’

‘Stay hidden, fero,’ said Markes.

Jarrold gave him a deprecating look. ‘Make sure you two keep quiet. I don’t think the Reverend was convinced about the latch on the panel,’ he countered.

He crawled off on his hands and knees and left Markes and Naif alone together.

‘Have you decided how you’ll help Emilia?’ Naif whispered. The question surprised even her. She had not thought to say it aloud.

He gave her a troubled look. ‘I have an idea, if she’ll come with me.’

‘Where? To Sanctus? To Ixion? Neither place is safe, Markes.’

‘It is worse here – for her.’

‘Perhaps,’ she agreed. ‘But she might not see it that way.’

‘Naif, I want to tell you something –’

But she put a finger to his lips. The door had opened again and voices drifted to them.

The Reverend called farewell to the driver and the wheels creaked as the cart pulled away.

Markes opened his mouth to finish what he’d started to say but a strange rustling sound stopped him.

Without warning a long wooden cane poked through the bushes, narrowly missing his shoulder. A moment later it withdrew and then stabbed through the bush again, this time directly at Naif’s feet. She lifted her knees to avoid contact, curling into a tight ball. The cane stabbed once more, this time wavering in the air between them.

Naif and Markes froze, watching the stick as if it were a poisonous snake.

‘Reverend?’ called out the driver. ‘You lost something?’

‘Thought I heard a noise here in the bushes, Felix.’

‘The family’s arrived.’

Voices began calling to each other from the front of the chamber above the sound of jingling harnesses. The cane withdrew slowly and the Reverend’s footsteps faded as he hastened inside.

Naif let out a choked breath, and then recoiled against Markes with fright as Jarrold’s face appeared from the next bush.

‘What was he up to?’ asked the boy.

Naif tapped him lightly on the head. ‘You’re lucky he didn’t see you.’

‘Frossing lucky!’ hissed Markes. The dark shadows under his eyes had deepened and Naif could see he was beginning to fade again.

‘What did you see?’ she asked Jarrold.

‘Six horses, one sled and a grumehl. We could take one of them to get to the Rasparts’.’ He grinned as if excited by the idea of stealing something, and Naif thought of Rollo. Jarrold was like a mixture of her brother and her friend.

‘That will attract too much attention,’ she said.

‘Either way we’ll be seen. At least we’ll get there quickly.’

‘Have you ever driven sled-hounds?’ asked Markes.

‘Once. My uncle let me.’

‘That’s once more than me.’

‘And me,’ said Naif.

Jarrold grinned. ‘That makes me an expert.’

Naif looked at Markes and he shrugged.

‘All right,’ she sighed.

‘Let’s go! The viewing mightn’t take long.’

They crawled among the bushes until they reached the front corner of the chamber. Quick glimpses told Naif it was just as Jarrold said; horses stamping their feet, reins tied to a mottled brass railing and the sled close by, hounds biting and licking each other. The grumehl was parked a little further on.

‘The hounds’ll start up the minute we get near them. Don’t let them scare you, Naif, just get on the sled.’

Markes took her hand. His face looked as drained as dead Toola’s had been as she lay in her grave-drawer.

‘Now,’ whispered Jarrold.

The three burst from the bushes and ran behind the haunches of the horses to the sled. Markes and Naif climbed onto the seat while Jarrold unleashed the leads that tethered the hounds.

Immediately they began baying. The lead hound jumped at Jarrold and knocked him down. He scrambled up and jumped aboard, cursing the dog in a practised tone.

‘Hold on,’ he said as he twitched the reins and pulled the whip from its holder. With surprising confidence he cracked it above their heads and the hounds stopped pulling in different directions and snapped into unison.

As the doors to the crypt flung open, the sled ran out of the cobbled street and careered in the direction of the Rasparts’ crypt.

On the streets, heads turned their way, but no one attempted to stop them.

They overshot the next corner and they had to do a long loop around the Rasparts’, coming back at it from the other direction. As they passed through the closest intersection to the chamber, a sled crossed their path: wardens.

They shouted at Jarrold and began to slow.

‘They’re turning,’ cried Naif. ‘They’re coming for us.’

‘Jump at the next corner,’ barked Jarrold over his shoulder.

‘What about you?’ Naif clung to the sides as the sled rocked.

‘I’ll take them to – Seal Compound – they’ll think you’re going home – I’ll ditch it at the fence and come – back. Wait for me – Rasparts’.’

‘Remember the Seal fence is charged – be careful!’

‘Ready?’

As they took the next corner he checked the lead hound heavily and the others ran into its haunches as it pulled up sharply. Markes and Naif threw themselves off and into the bushes lining the Rasparts’ tomb.

Jarrold whipped the air above the hounds, slackened his hold on the reins and the hounds took off again, loping towards the Seal Compound.

Naif’s back jarred from the impact and Markes was holding his knee as they burrowed down into the place they’d hidden in a day or so before.

The wardens sped past a moment later after the stolen sled.

‘They’ll catch him,’ said Naif.

‘No they won’t,’ said Markes. ‘Jarrold has more luck than is right. Emilia always said so too.’

The mention of her name dampened Naif’s excited breathing. She settled into a more comfortable position and turned her mind to thinking about later that night. Ruzalia would be back for them after dark. Would they know more by then? 

They waited in silence for such a long time that Naif grew anxious. ‘He’s taking too long,’ she said. ‘Maybe we should go down into the storm drain.’

‘No,’ said Markes. ‘Give him a bit longer.’

As he spoke, the sound of hounds barking echoed across the streets and a plume of smoke drifted up into the air.

‘What is it? What’s happened?’

Markes shook his head dumbly.

‘Come on, Markes. We have to go! If they’ve found him they’ll realise that we’re back here somewhere. They’ll make him tell.’

He peered once more out into the street and then nodded. ‘All right.’

She crawled along the side of the building to the heavy grate that marked the opening to the storm drain.

Together they pulled aside the lid and Naif peered down. The smell of salt and mud wafted up.

Markes glanced over his shoulder. ‘Just wait a bit. If we go down without him, he’ll never find us.’

‘But the wardens might.’

He stared stubbornly towards the street.

‘What’s wrong?’ she asked.

‘I didn’t just run away from things with Emilia before. I left Jarrold too. You know how that felt . . . being left behind. Have you forgiven Joel?’

‘My home was different –’

‘Not really,’ he said more softly.

Naif sighed. She would not go down into the tunnels without Markes. She would not lose him.

So they waited, crouched next to the grate, flinching at every sound.

This time Jarrold appeared unexpectedly from the back of the chamber, crawling into their sight, his face shiny with sweat. His jaw showed signs of swelling and his coat sleeve was torn to his elbow.

‘What happened, fero?’

‘I ran into the fence.’ He held up his arm and pulled the torn coat sleeve back. His arm was wrapped and blood smeared up his arm. ‘Hound took a chunk.’

‘Jarrold, are you . . .?’

‘It’s just a bite.’ He shook off Naif and Markes’s concern as if it was nothing but she could tell that he was in pain. ‘Hurry.’

Markes went down into the drain first.

‘Jarrold,’ he called up.

The boy slid into the tunnel quickly. Naif followed more carefully, dragging the cover across as well as she could.

‘Which way?’ said Jarrold when they were all huddled together.

The drain ran east to west and the sea was to the west. Naif closed her eyes and recalled which direction she’d been facing when she climbed down. When she opened them, she could see the grainy outline of the wall.

‘This way,’ she said. ‘Markes, put your hand on my shoulder and Jarrold, you do the same to Markes. With no light we don’t want to be separated.’

The walking was more treacherous than before; no light and a nagging sense of doubt kept Naif treading painfully slowly.

Jarrold prattled on behind her but she didn’t really hear him. All her concentration went into staying on the ledge and avoiding slipping into the seawater running alongside her.

The tunnel gradually heightened so that they could walk more upright. When they reached a spot where the tunnel forked, she became aware of Markes tugging her arm.

‘Naif, I have to rest.’

She became aware of how heavily he was breathing. He was still weak after the torture inflicted by the wardens.

‘Yes. We should,’ she agreed.

They squatted down and listened to the water washing past. It would get higher and stronger as the tide came in.

‘Which way now?’ asked Jarrold.

Naif gazed at the two tunnels ahead. There was nothing to suggest they were getting close to Glev and the others and she couldn’t recall passing the fork before with Liam. A moment of dread gripped her. Had she led them the wrong way?

‘Jarrold . . . how’s your wrist?’ she asked to divert her agitation.

‘It throbs,’ he said in a tight voice. ‘I’ll live.’

His admission caused Naif more alarm. ‘Is it bleeding still?’

‘Not much. It just hurts. The frossing hounds have such giant, filthy teeth.’

‘Tell us what happened, fero?’ asked Markes in a voice hoarse with exhaustion.

‘I crashed into the Seal fence. A hound bit my arm as I fell from the sled. The wardens would’ve caught me but the hounds broke free from their harnesses and went crazy, running off to a nearby house. Something on the doorstep there was better than me; raw meat or blood. I c-couldn’t see properly but the smell was reeking awful. I got up and ran faster than the wardens. Took a long way back to lose them.’

‘Brave boy,’ said Markes.

Naif heard the pride in his voice.

‘Who distracted the hounds?’ she asked.

‘That be me,’ announced a voice in the dark behind them.

‘Fross!’ shouted Jarrold. He knocked into Markes who knocked against Naif and nearly sent them all into the water.

‘Liam?’ said Naif as she clung to the ledge.

‘’Tis.’

‘How long have you been . . .?’ She trailed off, trying to work out how Liam could have found them.

‘Been with you all the way.’

‘Since?’

‘Since you thought I’d left youse.’ He sounded more than a little smug.

‘Since we left the Rasparts’ chamber and went to Grave North?’

‘Not possible,’ said Markes.

‘It is. I saw him at the Grave North wall. He scared the horses so we could get through,’ said Naif.

‘That was you?’ asked Markes.

Liam gave a cheeky whistle. ‘Best follow. Youse find trouble for sure. Hide under dead cart near wheels. Done before.’

Jarrold made a throat-clearing noise and Naif jumped. 

‘Oh, Jarrold, this is Liam, who helped us when we arrived,’ said Naif. ‘Liam, we were coming to find you.’

‘You want lost prayer house?’

‘How do you know that?’

‘Me listen. You talk way loud.’

‘We need to hear what’s being said at the meeting there.’

‘Glev not help. Busy with –’

He stopped short and Naif would have given anything to see his face clearly. What didn’t he want to tell them?

‘Will you help us?’ she asked.

‘If only . . .’

She waited, sensing Liam’s frustration as he tried to form the words he wanted to say. 

‘. . . if’n you take me on airship when youse go. Want see Soueta.’

‘Say yes,’ Markes whispered in her ear.

‘Of course you can come. Now which way do we go, Liam?’ Naif forced her legs underneath her and stood. 

‘Which youse think?’ he asked. ‘Which youse take if Liam not here?’

‘The one on my left.’

‘That one go deep channel. You go there, high tide drag you out. Drown you.’

Naif felt sick. What if Liam hadn’t caught up with them when he did? She would have led them all to . . . 

‘Naif?’

Markes was standing up next to her now. ‘I would have picked the wrong one too,’ he said softly. ‘Let’s move on.’

She nodded to herself in the dark. Yes. They had to go. The time for the meeting must be getting close.
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Liam stopped a little while after they’d taken the right junction and told them all to rest again. He climbed over them to get to the lead and Naif heard him slapping his tentacled hand against the wall as though searching for something.

Maybe she should warn Jarrold about Liam’s appearance in case he reacted badly when they went above ground.

‘This ’un be good,’ said Liam.

A sliver of light appeared in the darkness, enough for Retra to see Liam’s outline, and him pushing against the drain ceiling.

‘Not use. Hard.’ He grunted a few times. With each sound of effort, the sliver of light increased until Naif could see grey sky above her. She glanced back at Markes and Jarrold. Like her they were covered in wet grime, their hair plastered to their heads. Both were looking upwards.

She caught a fleeting memory of the beautiful clothes she’d worn on Ixion – the magnificent brocade dress Lenoir had arranged for her to wear to her party. Would she ever have anything as audacious and beautiful again?

Jarrold gasped, snapping her from her thoughts. More light had also brought a clear view of Liam’s deformed arm.

Markes uttered a curt silencing noise to him.

‘Up now,’ said Liam, unaware of Jarrold’s reaction. He went first, nimble and quick, aided by the suckers on his arm. Once he was through the grate, he reached his tentacle down for Naif to grasp.

She took hold without hesitation. The suckers adhered gently to her skin, making her feel quite secure as he lifted her out of the tunnel.

Markes came next but Jarrold baulked.

‘Fero,’ he called up. ‘You help me.’

Naif glanced at Markes. He knelt near the grate, swaying as though he might faint. He needed food and sleep.

She leaned down into the tunnel. ‘He can’t. Liam will help you.’

‘I want . . .’

‘Liam will help you or you will stay there,’ she said firmly. They had no time for this.

She backed away and nodded at Liam.

‘Him problem?’

Naif shook her head. ‘No problem.’

He frowned but took her place near the grate and unfurled his tentacle for Jarrold to grasp.

His face showed the strain of helping the thickset boy through the opening and he dropped him quickly so that Jarrold fell onto the rough metal.

He made a complaining noise but Naif didn’t give him any attention. She was looking around her, trying to orientate herself.

The sun was behind clouds, but she saw that it was low in the sky. They had come up in a tiny, dark gap between two old buildings; an alley so narrow two people could barely stand side by side. She smelled the sea.

The building she was facing presented a sheer wooden wall with no windows or doors. On the roof she could just see the peak with a wooden cross on it.

Swivelling, she saw that the building behind her was less imposing and in a state of real decay. 

Liam came to stand close and pointed with his normal hand. ‘We go there. Then there.’

The arc of his fingers drew a line from the roof of the dilapidated building across to the roof of the church.

‘How?’ she asked.

Liam curled his lips into a smile. ‘You go up there. Wait.’

‘Wait by that window?’ She pointed so her fingers lined up with his.

He nodded and ran off, disappearing around the corner.

‘Naif? What did he say?’ asked Jarrold.

‘I’ll explain when we get inside,’ she said and led them both in through one of the broken doorways. Inside was as dilapidated as the outside: walls crumbling, joists split or sagging. The building looked fit to collapse at any moment. Not far from the door were the remains of a steep staircase leading to the upper floor. Some of the steps were broken, others were missing.

‘Do you think it’s safe?’ asked Markes.

‘Liam said to go up there. He must have done it before.’

Jarrold looked at the staircase and crossed his arms. ‘I’m not going anywhere until you tell me who he is and why his arm is so frossing weird.’

‘I told you before that the Ripers are using us to transform the Night Creatures; that we saw human and Night Creature joined.’

‘But how do you mean joined? I don’t get it.’

‘Flesh to flesh. Part of each other. A Night Creature growing from one of us.’

He stared at Naif in disbelief and then looked at Markes.

‘It’s true, fero. I saw it too.’

‘Then Liam is . . .?’

Naif bit her lip and considered her words before she spoke. ‘I think that sometimes the transformation doesn’t work properly and they only half-change.’

‘Then where is the Night Creature part?’

‘It must have died. Maybe they cut it away. Whatever happened, those . . . mistakes, like Liam, have been sent here to the Old Harbour. To spy on Grave for the Ripers.’

The shock on Jarrold’s face began to wear off and she could see him thinking. ‘And they all have . . .’

‘Deformities of some kind. Some more than others. Yes.’

‘So you think that everyone that goes to Ixion is eventually turned into a Night Creature? Did you warn the ones that didn’t know that?’

‘Joel, my brother, promised that he would try. But not everyone wants to hear the truth. Ixion is a complicated place.’

‘And dangerous. Even more now,’ added Markes. ‘The Ripers are divided in their leadership and the Night Creatures are restless. When we escaped, the fighting had just started. We don’t know what’s happened since.’

‘So there are a whole lot of people like you and me who don’t know what to believe?’ said Jarrold.

‘Yes,’ said Naif. ‘The dark hides a lot.’

‘But what does all that have to do with Grave?’

Naif and Markes stared at him.

He flushed with embarrassment at his foolish question. ‘Errr . . . so that would be why you are here. Umm . . . we better get up these stairs so we can find out.’

They went in single file, Jarrold taking the lead this time, testing each step to see if it would carry his weight.

At the top, they found a short corridor with two doorways on either side. In each one, the door had been torn off and lay broken and rotting on the floor. They went into the one that corresponded with the window Liam had pointed to.

As soon as they stepped inside, Naif saw that it lined up with the belltower on the top of the church.

‘Fross, I bet he wants us to climb across to the belltower!’ said Jarrold.

Naif went closer to the window. It had no frame or louvres, and she felt a little dizzy at being so near the edge. She tried not to look at the drop to the cobblestones below.

‘Keep back. In case the floor is rotten,’ said Markes, as Jarrold joined her.

Naif stepped back, but Jarrold was not one to be warned off anything, and continued to stand right on the edge.

‘Fero!’ said Markes. ‘Listen to me. Someone might see you.’

Jarrold pulled a face and reluctantly retreated. ‘How long will Liam be?’

Naif shrugged. She wanted to lie down and rest and not have to think at all. But worse than that was the grabbing pain that had started up below her breastbone and the sudden fogginess in her head that signalled Lenoir’s presence in her mind.

Lenoir?

Are you safe, little bat?

Yes.

There is something I would have you know before . . . Naif, I . . . have a feeling . . .

Lenoir?

But his voice had faded as quickly as it had come and the weight of his presence dwindled to almost nothing. 

‘Naif?’

Markes’s voice shook her into seeing that Liam was standing in front of them, panting and hugging a large, broad plank much taller than him.

‘We go on wood,’ said Liam.

‘You want us to walk on that?’ asked Markes.

‘Not walk. Crawl.’ Liam went straight to the window. He braced his foot against the corner of the wall and swung the plank across the gap. It clanked into place too loudly for Naif’s nerves and they all jumped.

Liam bared his teeth at the noise and set about pulling some rope from his overalls and tying his end of the plank to an exposed beam in the floor.

‘I’ll go first,’ said Jarrold eagerly.

Liam looked dubious but stepped away. ‘Quiet go.’

Without even a glance back, Jarrold climbed onto the plank and crawled across the gap, sliding over the ledge on the other side and into the belltower.

He made it look so easy that Naif’s fear subsided a little.

Markes tapped her on the shoulder and drew her across the room away from Liam. ‘Ruzalia will be back for us tonight.’

‘I know.’

‘I’m going to find Emilia now. I’ll meet you on the beach.’

‘But you can’t. It’ll take you too long to go all that way. You’ll miss the rendezvous.’

‘I’ve been thinking about it. She’ll be at the Precari prayer hall. They always go there for afternoon homage; her, her mother and father, and Jarrold.’

‘But now Jarrold has left they might not.’

‘They’ll go to save face. I know they will. I’ll go back to the Rasparts’. The hall is not far from there.’

Naif tried to map it in her mind. ‘Why did you come here first?’

‘I wanted to make sure that you got to Oracion. That’s why we’re here. I didn’t want you doing it alone.’

‘Jarrold is with me.’

‘Jarrold can be reckless. I’ll only be a few hours. I’ll be back before the moon rises.’

‘What if Emilia won’t come?’

‘I believe she will.’

Naif wanted to ask him more questions. Why had he kissed her when they were at the Deadtaker’s? Would Emilia’s presence change their . . . friendship? But it was untimely for such things.

Instead, she leaned forward and hugged him in a way she never had before. It told him to be safe, and to come back, and that she . . . cared.

As she stepped away, her heart beat furiously.

An expression of pleasure flashed across Markes’s face. ‘I’ll be on the beach with her before midnight,’ he said. ‘Wait for me.’

Naif nodded, and watched him limp from the room. 

‘Naif?’ Liam was watching them impatiently. ‘Markes come?’

She shook her head.

‘Not safe outside. Hounds wander,’ added Liam with concern. ‘See them when find wood.’

‘You mean the hounds are loose in the Old Harbour?’

Naif ran to the door and down the stairs to find Markes and tell him.

But he’d gone. 

‘Come. Come,’ Liam called down to her.

She rejoined him and they went to the window. He knelt down and put extra pressure on the plank to hold it still. ‘Look across. Not down.’

Jarrold was leaning his weight on the other end.

She crawled out, hardly daring to breathe. It wasn’t far, maybe three times Markes’s height, but the drop was enough to make her stomach churn. 

Halfway along, a gust of wind blew across her and she froze, clinging to the wood.

‘Naif,’ whispered Jarrold. ‘Keep moving.’

She forced herself to start crawling again, trying not to think of the hard stones below and the plank held in place by the thin, worn rope. When she reached the ledge, Jarrold hauled her over.

As she crouched down inside the belltower, panting and shaking, they waited for Liam.

He joined them soon, jumping lightly into the space next to her. ‘We go down. Hear good from there.’

‘Where’s Markes?’ whispered Jarrold in Naif’s ear.

She shook her head.

Liam pointed to the outline of a hatch in the floor of the belltower. He leaned over and tugged on some twine attached to a loop in the floor. The hatch lifted.

Naif peered down at the steepest stairway she’d ever seen. It stopped just short of a maze of crisscrossed ceiling struts. Further down from that, another set of stairs ran along the wall and must have once been joined to the belltower stairs. Now the only connection between them was a buckled railing. Far below, through the gaps in the struts, she glimpsed a large room occupied by several Elders.

Her heart pounded. If they made a noise as they climbed down . . . or they slipped . . . or someone below glanced upward . . . 

Liam put his fingers to his lips and signalled that he would go first. Naif and Jarrold waited while he climbed down and lay on one of the slanted struts. When he waved his hand, Naif began her descent.

With her first few steps a wave of nausea swept through her. She stopped and clung to the wood, waiting for it to pass. Being underground had been uncomfortable and claustrophobic but this . . . this was . . . 

She felt a tap on her shoulder and realised her eyes were tightly shut. She opened them and stared up into Jarrold’s frowning face. He drew his eyebrows into a questioning frown.

She pointed to her mouth, indicating that she felt sick.

Without warning he pinched her cheek hard.

She flinched away from his fingers and glared at him. Her surge of anger pierced her paralysis and her nausea abated.

He grinned and gave her the thumbs up.

Taking a quiet, annoyed breath, she started to move downward again, not stopping until her feet touched the more secure-feeling surface of one of the thick ceiling struts.

Once there, she wriggled along it until she was almost parallel with Liam on the next strut. He gave her a grin of encouragement.

As she lay there, waiting for Jarrold to come, she became aware of voices below and she tried to make sense of what they were saying.

Jarrold’s foot glanced off her shoulder as he reached her strut and climbed over her to find a higher position.

She clung tight while he settled, then summoned the courage to look down. The voice she could hear seemed to be coming from a figure standing in the old pulpit of the church.

Now that she was lower, she could also see eight seated men in front of him wearing ceremonial attire; long suit tails and formal frock shirts, their lace collars spilling out from their jackets.

Low whining noises ran as an undercurrent to the man’s voice. Hounds lay on the floor at the foot of the pulpit, licking each other’s tails. 

The wardens must be outside, guarding the doors, Naif thought. Which meant the Elders did not wish them to hear. She tried closing her eyes and concentrating on the voice again. Gradually, she began to pick up the thread of conversation.

‘. . . We are still searching for them. It’s known that one is the son of Grol Markes while the other is thought to be Retra, daughter of Pietr Romero. We will address that issue after the main item.’

There was a murmur of agreement among the listeners.

Naif gripped the strut even harder. They knew it was her. Which meant her parents would know as well. The thought made her feel sick again.

‘Elders, we have serious concerns to address today, hence the extraordinary meeting here in Oracion. Ixion is experiencing much turmoil, to the point that our harvesting programme is under threat.’

This pronouncement was followed by unhappy noises.

The Speaker raised his hand to quiet them. ‘Lenoir Riperian has not responded to our messages but the levia-flies reveal there are groups of youths running wild on the island. If we do not find a solution to this problem our longevity plan is endangered.’

‘What can we do from here?’ asked one of the seated Elders in the front row.

‘Use mercenaries,’ said the man next to him. ‘Plenty of pirates for hire. Send them in to clean out the troublemakers. And that damned Ruzalia as well.’

The man’s head was adorned in a grand temple hat and his shoulders were padded by rich satin robes. Naif recognised his voice though she had never seen him.

Emilia and Jarrold’s father.

She glanced across at the boy, who was staring down intently. His face showed a mixture of puzzlement and anger.

‘How typical of you, Theos,’ said the first man. ‘Always on for a fight. Remember your daughter was trothed to one of those runaways. And I believe that boy of yours is a handful. Surely there must be a less extreme way to resolve these problems.’

‘Mind your loose mouth, Ethel, lest it get you in too deep,’ Emilia and Jarrold’s father replied with heat. ‘Perhaps we should cut off their supplies? The uthers will do whatever we command. I mean, we have their queen.’

Naif’s breath caught in her chest. The gentle uthers were being blackmailed by the Elders.

She had wondered about the uthers’ connection with the Ripers, which seemed amicable. But like many things on Ixion, it was not as it seemed.

‘Now that’s a better notion,’ said Ethel. ‘We could begin by constraining their supply of cloth. The young ones like their costumes. If they do not respond to that then we can slowly restrict the food replenishment.’

‘Both suggestions are barbaric,’ said another man. ‘Are we not a little more civilised? Perhaps we could try something more subtle. We used the Angel Arias music to lure them to Ixion. Could we graft messages into their music to calm them?’

‘We understand your reservations, Her-Rollonspiel,’ said Ethel with mock sympathy. ‘You may have a son there.’

‘There is no evidence that my son went to Ixion. He has disappeared, indeed. But my considered opinion is that he went adventuring to far places. He is a boy with spirit, not a malcontent.’

The other Elders made rude sounds of disagreement while Naif grappled with a dawning comprehension. She stared hard at the back of the man’s head. The thin line of hair visible below the rim of his Temple Hat was a fiery red. Rollo’s father!

‘Be calm, Her-Rollonspiel. Both Theos and Ethel have made valid suggestions, but not ones we need pursue. I have a simpler solution,’ said the Speaker. ‘Since Lenoir has proved unreliable, I have forged a line of communication with another Riperian. I vote that we give her an audience now. Those in favour?’

All the Elders, with the exception of Her-Rollonspiel, raised their hands. ‘The vote is carried. Bring in the Riperian,’ said the Speaker.

‘A moment, Speaker. What news of the pirate? Was it she who brought the youngest Markes and the girl Retra Romeo back here?’ asked Jarrold’s father.

‘The wardens believe so. They are searching for them now while they also look for your son.’

‘If my son has been brought to harm by them, that pirate woman will –’

‘No need for threats. Ruzalia will soon have too many problems of her own to bother interfering with our business.’

‘Speaker?’

‘I have arranged with our supplier at the Port of Patience for the beads to find their way to her island.’

Jarrold’s father gave a satisfied grunt. ‘Ingenious as always, Speaker. Thank you.’

Naif took a sharp breath. Port of Patience. That was where Ruzalia left the over-agers; the place where she traded for weapons. It would have been easy for the Elders to have someone slip Jud the beads there. She must tell Ruzalia that her merchant was untrustworthy.

‘Now, Ethel,’ said the Speaker. ‘Please bring in the Riperian.’

The hounds began to growl as Elder Ethel went to the door and opened it. A figure glided in. She was much taller than everyone else in the room, with long black and white streaked hair falling straight around a pale and disfigured face.

Brand.

The Riper halted just short of the pulpit and turned to face the Elders. Though her expression was indistinct from this distance, Naif felt her confidence and her disdain.

‘Riperian Brand, please apprise us of the current situation on Ixion. Has our elixir supply been compromised?’

‘I’ve come to assure you that the elixir will be delivered as agreed.’

Many sounds of relief emanated from around the room.

This time Jarrold glanced up, giving Naif a quizzical look which she returned with a shake of her head. She didn’t know what elixir they referred to, but it had something to do with Danksoi.

‘I am relieved to hear that. An interruption in the dispensation of the elixir among us would be most detrimental. We are just beginning to see the benefits of it now. We are healthier.’

‘Of course you are, Elder Speaker. You are stealing their youth,’ said Brand brusquely. ‘In time you will look younger as well. But as you say, the process must not be disrupted.’

Naif’s heart pounded so loudly in her ears that she could hear nothing for many moments. The Elders were draining the life from their own youth so that they could live longer.

‘. . . We’ll contain the current problems for you, if you concede that we are your alliance, not Lenoir. We will assume control of the uthers,’ Brand continued.

‘But Lenoir is your leader by your own acknowledgement. That is how this began,’ said the Speaker. ‘Our agreement with him was to let you use the rebels among our young to evolve your species if you also made the elixir for our use.’

Lenoir began this? Naif’s nausea intensified at the thought of what the Riper had done. 

How could she retain any feeling for him at all? And yet the bond between them meant that she did; deeply and irrevocably.

‘Things have changed. I represent the majority of the Ripers now. Myself and my second, Modai.’

Naif bit her lip to stop from shouting that Brand was lying. Surely the Elders could see her deception?

‘Perhaps we should hear Lenoir’s version of events before making such a pledge, Elder Speaker?’ asked Her-Rollonspiel.

‘I believe time is too short for deliberating. We must have the next batch of elixir on time, or we will see reversal effects. Lenoir warned us that to stop during treatment could be fatal. I decree that we vote now.’

The rest of the Elders nodded.

‘Who favours Lenoir?’ asked the Speaker.

Only Her-Rollonspiel and one other raised their hands.

‘Who favours Brand?’

The remaining seven, including the Speaker, gave their vote.

‘It is settled. Please attend to the matters on Ixion with our full support. We expect delivery of the elixir on time. Do what you must to ensure that. At this point we will not suspend the delivery of materials or food to uthers.’

Brand gave a sharp bow and stalked towards the doorway. As she passed through it, Naif noticed a slight distortion in her wake; a movement in the air where there shouldn’t have been. She stared hard at the spot and after a moment or two she saw the outline of a creature; an uther.

It left the building after Brand, seemingly unnoticed by the Elders.

Was the creature accompanying Brand? Or shadowing her?

Naif’s mind raced with possibilities. The Elders were orchestrating their world with false rules about Ixion, which were meant to be broken. It made a lie of all the beliefs that had been instilled in her – her Seal principles. Were they just another way for the Elders to constrain their people? Perhaps Lenoir had been right about pleasure. Maybe it was something that should be embraced, not seen as a vice or sin. Perhaps prayer and denial and discipline were really nothing but mind control. Whatever the truth, there was one thing she must do at once. Her bond demanded it, even though she felt sick at what she had just learned.

Lenoir. She thought. Lenoir!

Nothing.

She summoned her feelings from the Enlightenment; how he’d touched her, how he’d made her feel. The intensity of those memories forced her to grip the beam even tighter. Lenoir! Please!

Nothing.

Lenoir, I need you!

Then it came, his voice tolling like a bell in her head.

Naif? What is it? Are you safe?

Yes, but you’re not. Brand has formed an alliance with the Grave Elders. You’re in great danger. I have learned the truth about Ixion.

The elixir?

I know about it and about how you use us.

You must understand. When we came here we were dying.

And now it us who die. I have warned you of the danger you face, as our bond demands. Now never speak to me again like this. NEVER!

Naif brought her knees up beneath her and reached for the nearest strut, tears streaming down her face. As she began to climb, Jarrold and Liam followed.

When they were safely through and had closed the hatch, she wiped her face dry and stared at the others.

Liam was calm but Jarrold looked deeply shocked.

‘Naif, I’m sorry for my father.’

‘You are not his keeper.’

‘But the things he said . . . I’m ashamed.’

Naif gripped his arm. ‘Then help me undo what they have started.’

He nodded and a look of stubborn determination entered his face. ‘Where is Markes?’ 

‘He’s gone to find Emilia. Bring her back.’

‘We go too!’ said Liam from where he perched up on the window ledge.

‘Wait. First I want to know . . . The elixir they were talking about – is it to make them live longer?’ asked Jarrold.

‘That what it sounded like.’

‘Naif –’ Liam began.

But Jarrold cut him off. ‘I don’t understand. Why are the Elders pretending they hate Ixion when they are using it? Why do they stop us going, when in fact they want us to go?’

‘If you think about it they don’t really stop us. They want us to think that they do by punishing those that are left behind. They use fear as a control, so we don’t ask questions. They are hiding what they are doing from the rest of Grave. Perhaps it’s even them spreading the confetti.’

‘Fross!’ said Jarrold. His young face showed that he felt as sick about the whole thing as she did.

‘Naif!’ Liam grabbed her wrist and pulled her close to the ledge. ‘We go now,’ he said with an emphatic punch downwards.

She looked over the edge. Hounds were at one end of the alley, sniffing around the grate.

‘Yes,’ she whispered with a new, growing alarm. ‘Now.’
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Liam was last across the plank. As he crawled in through the window of the decayed building, the hounds were baying beneath him. He loosened the rope and dropped the plank over the edge, sending the hounds running.

The three sped downstairs and out through a door on the other side of the building. They found themselves in a large alley opposite the ruins of two smaller buildings. Rotten wooden beams were balanced against broken stone walls.

‘Naif.’

She looked to where Jarrold was pointing, and glimpsed a sled racing past carrying two of the Elders. 

She ran to the end of alley and peered around the corner. Jarrold joined her but when they looked back for Liam he’d disappeared.

‘Where is he?’

Jarrold shrugged. ‘He’s weird.’

Naif looked out onto the street again. Several horses were tethered to the side of the building, and a grumehl blew steam a short distance away. Nearby, a small group of Elders stood talking, surrounded by a semi-circle of wardens who had been guarding the meeting from outside as Naif suspected.

Naif saw Her-Rollonspiel among them. He seemed to be in a heated discussion with the Speaker. As she watched, the Speaker made an angry gesture and then marched over and climbed into the grumehl. Several of the Elders followed him. Some wardens jumped aboard the front and the machine wheezed off in the direction of the city.

That left half as many wardens.

Naif turned back to Jarrold. ‘Will you help me with something dangerous? Something important.’

‘What?’ His eyes lightened.

‘The Elder called Her-Rollonspiel voted against everyone else. I want to speak to him. But I need you to get those wardens away from here.’

Jarrold’s eyes narrowed and he chewed his lip. After a moment he nodded. ‘I’ll call them from somewhere close, and pretend that I’ll show them where you are.’

‘How will you get away from them afterwards?’

He gave her a cocky look.

‘Come back to the jetty on the beach as soon as you can,’ she said.

‘We don’t have long before dark.’ He squinted up at the sky. The sun had set and the clouds had taken on a heavy lead colour.

‘Don’t be late. I won’t be able to make Ruzalia wait,’ she warned. ‘She is her own law.’

‘What pirate worth the name isn’t? Watch out for Markes and Em. Tonight we’ll all be away from here.’

As she watched him run back down the alley and disappear into the building, she prayed he was right.

The long minutes she waited for Jarrold to reappear and catch the wardens’ attention gave her too much time to fret. From the scent of salt and the sound of lapping water, she guessed that the beach must be only a few blocks away, but with hounds loose and wardens patrolling, it might as well have been another world.

Her stomach ached with hunger and her tongue felt dry and swollen in her mouth. How long was it since she’d eaten properly? How long since she’d snatched a mouthful of water at the Deadtaker’s?

A welter of worries beset her. Would Ruzalia come as she promised? Had Markes found Emilia? And Lenoir? 

Naif? You must leave Grave now. Brand knows that you’re there. She is hunting you.

Lenoir’s thoughts came through in a fierce burst that was followed by silence.

I told you not to speak to me again. Lenoir? LENOIR?

But his presence had gone. Completely. Utterly. As if the mind bond had been broken. 

She felt lost without the weight of his presence. Panicky.

The horses tethered to the side of the church began to whinny and shift around. Each had a small lamp hanging from the pommel of their saddles which together cast a pool of light around the remaining Elders.

Jarrold began shouting from a distance away and the wardens left the Elders almost immediately to go to him.

Seeing her opportunity, Naif ran towards the small group of Elders. ‘Her-Rollonspiel,’ she called.

Rollo’s father turned to the sound of her voice and she nearly cried out loud at the familiarity of his round face and wide mouth. It was as if her friend was standing before her. She drew courage from the likeness.

‘I know your son.’

Her-Rollonspiel stepped out of the light towards her and caught her wrist. ‘My son?’ he whispered. ‘Where is he?’

‘On Ixion. They’re killing us all. You must stop the agreement with the Ripers or Rollo will die,’ she whispered back.

‘Tell me your name,’ he said loudly, trying to pull Naif back into the light. But she twisted from his grip and stepped away. 

‘You must stop the Ripers. Lenoir will listen to you but Brand is dangerous. Please, Her-Rollonspiel . . . please . . .’

‘Are you Retra Romero?’

Naif turned and fled without answering.

As she hid among the dark, ruined buildings she heard the Elders out in the alley.

‘She’s gone,’ said one.

‘We’ll send the hounds after her when the wardens return,’ suggested another.

‘Why waste our time on the waif?’ Her-Rollonspiel replied. ‘I’m sick of the stench of this disgusting place, and I’m hungry. Stay if you wish, but I’m pining for some bitters and meat.’

One of the others grunted. ‘It’s been a long session. Perhaps you’re right.’

‘I know I am.’ Quick decisive steps echoed down the alley.

‘Come on, Jorge. She’s gone for now. The wardens can worry about her. Let them earn their mena.’

Their footsteps faded and Naif was left alone.

She waited, still, in case others came. But in the distance horses whinnied and hooves clattered away.

Making her way cautiously, she sneaked back through the building next to the church, along the narrow alley and towards the grate. As she stood deciding the direction she needed to go, a noise at one end of the alley sent her creeping back into the building to hide.

She tried to calm her breathing, wondering where to go next. Upstairs? But what if they found her? She’d be trapped with no way out.

Whispers echoed down the alley; one higher pitched than the other.

Peering around the edge of the doorframe, Naif saw Markes holding a lamp. Emilia was next to him dressed in formal clothes, her hair piled high and fixed behind gauze netting. 

‘Markes!’ Naif called softly.

Both he and Emilia jumped.

Naif stepped out from where she hid. ‘In here.’ 

They left the grate and joined her inside the doorway.

‘Put the light out, the wardens are still about.’

Markes snuffed the light.

‘You were much quicker than I thought,’ Naif added.

‘Emilia found me. She was at the Raspart chamber as I left the Old Harbour,’ said Markes.

‘What were you doing there?’ demanded Naif.

Emilia hesitated as if uncomfortable, before explaining. ‘When you left I realised that Jarrold wasn’t going to come back. He took his compass. It’s his favourite thing in the world. I knew when I saw it gone . . . and . . . I didn’t want to be left behind alone. So I came to find you,’ Emilia explained. ‘Gurney helped me.’

‘Gurney?’

‘I knew Jarrold would go there. So I slipped away from Mother at the markets. You’d left in the dead cart just before I arrived. Gurney took me to the chamber in the family charabanc.’

For some reason the girl’s story made Naif uneasy. ‘Ruzalia will be here soon,’ she said, to disguise her doubt.

‘Where’s Jarrold?’ asked Markes. ‘And Liam? What happened at the meeting?’

Naif wanted to tell him everything that had happened but Emilia’s presence made her cautious. ‘Jarrold will meet us at the beach soon. I expected you to go there too.’

‘That’s where we were going.’

Naif stared up at the dark sky. How long before the moon rose? ‘We should go down there now. We can hide under the jetty.’ 

Markes nodded.

‘Ewan?’ said Emilia. ‘Hold my hand.’

Naif had never heard Markes’s true name before and it sounded strange. Something was wrong, she could feel it. She wanted to wrench the girl’s hand from his.

Instead, she turned her back on them and walked out into the alley, concentrating on the direction they needed to take. Her eyes had adjusted to the dark well enough for her to see outlines.

The hounds were baying again. ‘What’s that?’ asked Emilia.

‘That’s Jarrold. He drew the wardens away,’ said Naif.

‘But that noise,’ said Emilia. ‘Have they found him?’

‘Jarrold is smart. He’ll be all right,’ said Markes.

His gentle tone towards the girl unsettled Naif further. ‘Come. Before they realise it’s a diversion.’

The three crept towards the jetty. Though only a few streets away, every step held fear of capture. They hugged the edge of buildings where they could but were forced onto the street where collapses made it too dangerous to do anything else.

When they reached the last line of cover before the water, Emilia began to panic.

‘The hounds are closer. I can hear it,’ she whispered.

‘It’s just the echo,’ said Markes soothingly.

‘But what if they catch Jarrold?’

‘They won’t.’

‘Then what if the pirate doesn’t come for you?’

‘Ruzalia will come,’ said Naif. Emilia’s panic was infectious and she felt her breathing tighten. She wanted to shout at the girl and tell her to stay quiet. ‘We just need to cross the street and hide under the pier.’

They were so close now that the smell of the oily salt water was overpowering.

Naif scanned the sky for sign of the airship.

‘There!’ said Markes, pointing south.

She saw it then, a white speck of light in a pitch-black sky, growing larger as she watched.

Emilia’s voice was filled with disbelief. ‘It’s true. A flying ship is coming for you.’

‘For us,’ said Markes. ‘So you don’t have to live here . . . with him . . . anymore.’

‘Oh Ewan, I missed you.’

Naif moved away, embarrassed by the emotion between them. On impulse, she ran across the street to the sea wall and climbed down onto the sand. Only a handful of steps along the beach brought her to the edge of the pier. She climbed underneath and waited.

Markes and Emilia joined her a few moments later.

‘Why did you go without us?’ said Markes, with an edge in his voice.

Naif ignored him and looked south.

The airship approached quickly now, only minutes away. Where was Jarrold?

‘Found you!’ said a voice from behind her, and two arms seized her in a hug.

Naif’s heart pounded so hard with fright that she felt dizzy.

‘Fero!’ cried Markes.

Jarrold let go of Naif to embrace Markes and his sister.

‘We should get onto the jetty so Ruzalia can see us. Markes, can you relight your lamp?’ said Naif abruptly.

While he fumbled with the flint, Naif climbed the stairs at the side. As she stood alone on the top, she knew what was troubling her. The hounds had stopped. There was no noise in the Old Harbour, save for the lapping of the water and the hum from Ruzalia’s approaching airship.

She scanned the dark waterfront.

Jarrold came to stand next to her. ‘What is it? What’s wrong?’

‘I . . .’ She didn’t know what to say. It was just the dread. And dread seemed to have been with her for so long she couldn’t remember being without it.

‘Nothing,’ she said finally.

The airship was silent now too, its engines cut and lights dimmed as it began to sink. Markes and Emilia joined them and Markes swung the lamp above his head. Next to him, Emilia was trembling and Markes kept a comforting arm around her shoulders.

The four watched the gantry lowering from the airship’s belly.

‘Do we have to get on that?’ Emilia whispered.

‘I’ll help you,’ said Markes. 

‘Don’t be so frossing chicken, Em,’ said Jarrold. ‘You don’t hear Naif wailing.’

‘I’m not wailing,’ his sister quavered.

‘Ssssh!’ said Naif.

The gantry swung only a short distance above them now.

Hurry. Hurry.

Jarrold started jumping, trying to reach it. On his fourth attempt it was close enough. He grabbed it and steadied it with his hands.

‘Naif, you and Em first.’

But before Naif could move, whistles pierced the air around them and hounds burst onto the street. Lamp-lit sleds filled with wardens swarmed onto the waterfront from the alleys; three times as many as had been with the Elders at the meeting.

The sound of a loud explosion filled the air and above them the airship swayed wildly.

Naif spied a cannon fixed to one of the sleds. Its first shot had hit the airship in the bow of the cabin deck.

‘Get on!’ bellowed Jarrold.

The hounds had reached the end of the jetty and were tearing towards them.

Jarrold clambered up onto the swinging platform but as Markes went to help Emilia on, Naif stood in the way.

‘Someone has betrayed us.’

‘Naif! What are you talking about! Get on the gantry!’

‘Markes, they’ve brought a cannon. How else would they have known about Ruzalia coming?’

Emilia’s face crumpled and she began to cry. ‘I didn’t tell them,’ she sobbed. ‘It wasn’t me.’

Markes shoved Naif aside and bundled the weeping girl onto the gantry. He jumped up alongside her, leaving Naif standing.

The lead hound was on the jetty now.

‘Naif!’ shouted Markes.

But she couldn’t get her legs to move, her gaze transfixed by the slavering, wide open jaws of the hound.

Then without warning, the animal catapulted sideways, yelping as it tumbled from the pier. A piece of wood flew with it, leaving a gaping hole in the floor.

Naif glimpsed Liam’s and Glev’s faces underneath the jetty.

Glev brandished a large hammer, while Liam threw a bunch of fish bags up through the hole onto the surface of the jetty. The rest of the hounds stopped dead in their tracks and circled the food in a frenzy.

‘Liam. Hurry!’ called Naif.

The boy climbed past them and sprinted towards her. As he reached Naif, he wrapped his tentacle around her wrist, threw himself onto the gantry and hauled her after him.

Jarrold locked his arms around her waist and planted her on the wooden planks, holding her tight as the airship lifted.

Down on the waterfront, the wardens shook their fists at the sky, and the sled holding the cannon tracked south with them.

Another explosion rocked them and the airship listed heavily. But somehow they kept afloat and moved away.

Naif imagined she could hear Ruzalia swearing.

But it was only a fancy because the wind roared in their ears as they lifted higher.

‘Fross!’ shouted Jarrold, pointing. ‘Look, on the cannon sled. It’s Gurney. He must have been the one who told them.’

Naif stared down at the lamp-lit sled. It could have been Gurney on the back but it was too hard to see.

She glanced across at Markes. Emilia had her arms around his waist, her head buried against his shoulder.

He was looking at Naif, though, his expression grim.

She took a deep breath and held his gaze. They’d made it. And she knew what they had to do next. They must return to Ixion and bring about its downfall.
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