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Chapter one


Her heart thumping almost as loudly as her boots on the cracked concrete ground, Hallie ran after the short, stout figure as he darted between great piles of twisted, rusting metal and old home appliances, having to push herself to keep moving as fast as possible just to keep his head of tightly curled black hair in sight. Her quarry might look more or less human at first glance, despite the deep bronze almost metallic sheen to his skin, but the speed he was moving at and the distance he had run so far told her he was far from human. Luckily for her, she wasn’t fully human, either, although she was having to call on all of her extra strength and sharper reflexes to stay upright and moving forward. A fallen washing machine blocked her path. Moving too fast to go around it, she hurdled over it instead, remembering to pick up her trailing leg. Her leading foot came down on a piece of metal and she slid forward until she found her balance, got her feet back on solid ground and kept running.

Even though it was early afternoon, the gathering storm overhead had reduced everything to nearly twilight, making visibility difficult. She muttered a curse as her quarry turned another corner, heading deeper into the ancient junkyard. She’d been given the assignment to catch him the day before. It had taken her almost a full day to catch sight of him. When she’d got within visual distance a couple of hours ago he’d taken off and she’d been chasing him ever since. Even though this was far from the longest hunt she’d ever been on, she was thoroughly fed up with this particular skip. The oppressive weight of the brewing weather didn’t help her mood at all. Then he turned another corner and she bit back more curses, saving her breath. He was turning back towards the junkyard entrance, where she’d parked her van. It was too much to hope for that he would simply stop and wait for her by the van so she could gather him up and take him.

He hesitated beside a pile of old shipping containers and his head tilted back, looking up. She made a low noise of frustration. Surely he didn’t think he could outrun her by simply climbing up? Apparently he did. He started up the side of a pile of three containers, the rusting bulk of metal rising high over Hallie’s head. At first she wondered if he had some special adaptation that allowed him to climb, and then she spotted the ladders on the sides of each of the containers, forming an easy path upwards. At least she wasn’t going to have to try to climb the corrugated metal.

The narrow metal ladder that ran up the side of the shipping container creaked as Hallie set foot on it. She kept going, though. Her fugitive was already halfway up the third container, moving with surprising speed. She didn’t know what she was going to find up there, but she had to follow him. Despite her best efforts, she hadn’t got close enough to grab hold of him yet, and if she lost him now, it might take her a while to find him again. He seemed to have a knack for finding escape routes.

The skip vanished from view and she redoubled her efforts at climbing. One of the metal rungs gave way under her foot, leaving her swinging in mid-air by her hands for a moment, a useless cry of alarm stopped in her throat, heart thudding even more loudly, before her feet found purchase on the next rung up.

She reached the top out of breath and irritated, pausing for a moment to make sure there was something solid for her to put her feet on before she headed across the metal. The roof was made of the same ridged metal as the sides, dull paint peeling and cracked, the fading light casting the dips into sharp shadows. The fugitive had already crossed the width of the container Hallie was on, and was on the next pile across. He was running full-tilt, as fast on the corrugated metal as he had been on the ground. Then he dropped out of sight. A faint cry of alarm met Hallie’s ears and she sped up a little.

She stumbled to a halt at the edge of the second pile of containers, looking down. The three-deep pile of shipping containers ended abruptly. In front of her was a drop to another container that was missing its roof and one of its short ends. It was full of what looked like black plastic rubbish bags, and in the midst of the bags, shadowed by the sides of the container, she could see the skip. He didn’t seem to be moving.

Wondering if he was injured or dead, and right at that moment not sure which one she would prefer, Hallie found another set of ladders that would take her down, then realised that they broke off above the rim of the container full of rubbish. Rather than climb up again and look for an easier way down, she measured the distance down, then let go of the ladder.

She fell about a single body length, landing on soft, yielding black plastic that made an ominous squelching noise. Plastic burst next to her shoulder and she flung up her hand in time to shield her face so that only her shoulder and arm were showered with limp plastic and some noxious-smelling liquid.

Hallie peeled the length of limp, stinking plastic wrap off her shoulder and dropped it onto the mound of rubbish beside her, trying not to gag at the stench and sparing a moment to be thankful that she had bundled her long hair up into a cap before she’d started chasing the skip. She could at least take off her jacket to wipe it down when she got back to the van, but she’d learned from bitter experience that nothing would get a smell out of her hair apart from a long shower and at least three rounds of shampoo. And even then, she’d have been catching phantom smells for days. Having heightened senses sounded good until she had to chase fugitives into stinking metal containers. She should be used to foul-smelling spaces by now. Nearly a decade as a skip-tracer had taken her to all sorts of awful places.

As she looked around, she realised that the rotting substance around her was decaying vegetable matter, much of it escaping its plastic coating. The smell of rotting vegetables shouldn’t turn her stomach this badly. And yet, it did. Perhaps it was the sense of waste. Fresh food was a scarce and valued resource in her part of the city. With so many people struggling to make ends meet and feed their families, this much food simply thrown away and allowed to rot was shocking.

In a single piece of good news, she realised that she’d landed in the container between the skip and the exit. There was more bad news, though, as she was going to need to go farther into the stench to recover her skip.

She pulled the flexi-cuffs off her belt and made her way across the bottom of the container, her boots sliding on more plastic and rotting food, turning her stomach again.

“One of these days, I’m going to find a skip sipping wine in a scented garden,” she muttered to herself, crouching next to the fallen form of her latest fugitive. He was still breathing. In fact, it sounded like he was snoring, his head tilted slightly to the side. She didn’t understand how he could have fallen asleep having tumbled into the container, and knowing that she was following him. But then, she didn’t need to understand. She just had to fulfil her contract. So she snapped the flexi-cuff around one of his wrists, then tugged the other hand closer to her and secured that one, too. He didn’t stir, but she still said the formal words.

“Findo Trask, you are apprehended on suspicion of theft under a judge’s warrant. I’m going to take you back to the police for appearance before the judge in the morning,” she told the unresponsive man.

When her fugitive didn’t respond, Hallie wondered for a stomach-sinking moment if she’d just imagined the snoring. The judge wouldn’t be happy about a dead body in his courtroom, but at least Findo Trask would be there. Then the short, portly man gave a snuffling snort. Definitely asleep. She took a moment to study his face. Just in case. The photograph that had accompanied the warrant had been a grainy picture from a security camera, and although Hallie was used to working from so little detail, getting a better picture of her fugitives never hurt.

In the shadows of the container, his skin really did look like it was cast from deep bronze, tight knots of black hair with vivid red streaks all over his head. He had a round face to go with his stout body, but Hallie knew that the bulk was from muscle. His kind were extraordinarily powerful creatures. And fast, too, as she had found out earlier. Apart from the deep colour of his skin, he looked more human than many of the veondken - the non-human residents of the city - but from her vantage point she could see the small, rounded domes to each side of his forehead. Although he was an adult in human terms, he was young for one of his kind and she knew that as he matured further he would grow short, razor-sharp horns from those points on his forehead. She’d been sent after a fully mature adult of his kind before, and her previous fugitive had used her horns very effectively as weapons, along with her fists. She had been far more of a challenge to take down than this snoring and smelly young man.

With a sigh, Hallie grabbed hold of him under one arm and dragged him towards the entrance to the container. Despite the awful stench rising around her, the veondken slid across the plastic bags. Most veondken seemed to have heightened senses, and would have avoided somewhere that smelled so bad, and certainly would never have fallen asleep amid the odour, but Findo Trask had all but snuggled into the piles of rotting vegetables. The decay was so bad that even when she got to the open end of the container, the air around her didn’t improve much.

She jumped the short distance from the mouth of the container onto the cracked concrete and turned back to lift the veondken down. He chose that moment to wake up and flail against the restraints at his wrists, letting out a high pitched wail that hurt Hallie’s ears, and kicking out at her when she tried to take hold of him.

“Who are you? What do you want?” he asked, the pitch of his voice getting higher with each word. He was looking around him in apparent panic, the whites of his eyes showing. His eye colouring matched his hair, Hallie noted. Black with pinpoints of vivid red.

“I’m a skip tracer, taking you in under a judge’s warrant,” Hallie said with as much patience as she could muster as he tried to kick her again, succeeding only in wriggling off the edge of the container. He landed on the ground with a soft thud and a cry of what sounded like genuine pain. She took a step back, out of reach of his feet, and watched while he tried to get himself upright. “I’m the one who’s been running after you through the junkyard,” she added.

“It’s a lie.” He managed to get to his knees and then onto his feet. She frowned, wondering if he didn’t remember the chase he’d led her on. Perhaps the bumps she’d thought were vestigial horns were actually injuries. Then he kept going and she realised his memory was just fine. “It’s wrongful arrest. Take these off at once, I command it.” His tone had shifted from uncertain to authoritative. He held his hands out, waving his fingers at her in an imperious fashion, as if fully expecting her to comply.

Hallie looked back at him, trying to ignore the pungent stench around them both. He looked quite ordinary to her eyes. Physically powerful, yes. The chase he’d led her on was proof of that. But there was nothing about him that suggested he should be able to order her around. And yet, he was staring at her, apparently confident that she would obey him, a certain tightness around his mouth suggesting he was displeased with her. The feeling was entirely mutual, as far as she was concerned.

“You are Findo Trask, are you not?” Hallie asked, not moving. There was always a possibility she’d got the wrong man. It had never happened before. It was still possible.

“Findo? No, no, you’ve got the wrong man. Findo’s my cousin. Terrible sort. Always getting into trouble,” he said, trying to laugh.

A sour taste bloomed in Hallie’s mouth as Findo’s lies hung in the air between them, a side effect of the magic gift she possessed. Being able to tell when someone was lying was often uncomfortable. But even without her truth sense, Hallie would have known he was lying. He wasn’t very good at it. About as good as she was, which was to say not in the least bit believable.

“Well, I believe you get into trouble a lot,” she told him, “but you are Findo Trask, and you will come with me.”

“You have no right to take me,” he said to her, back to being confident, as if by saying the words he could make them real.

“I am a skip tracer working under warrant. That’s my authority,” Hallie said. She had been called all sorts of names over the years, been shouted at and threatened. She’d learned to stay calm, but there was something about Findo Trask that was making that much harder today. Perhaps it was her exhausted muscles, the sweat drying on her skin, or the odour of rot that was hanging around them.

“Skip tracer.” There was a sharp edge of venom to his tone that made Hallie want to take a step back, even though he was cuffed. It was clear he had no love for her kind. A lot of people didn’t like skip tracers. Low city’s criminals objected strongly to being caught and brought in to face the courts. The emotion in Findo’s voice sounded personal, but she knew from the description on the warrant that he’d never been arrested before, let alone hunted by a skip tracer. It was always possible that one of his relatives or friends had encountered skip tracers before. As a competitive business, a lot of skip tracers resorted to dirty tricks to bring their fugitives in, making them almost as bad as their targets in Hallie’s eyes. She never blamed people for having a poor opinion of skip tracers, although Findo’s response was far stronger than most. He lifted his chin, staring at her with eyes gone flat with hatred, the depth of his response chilling Hallie. “You have no right.”

“You’ll need to take that up with the judge,” Hallie said as she pushed past her reluctance to stay near him. She took hold of his elbow and steered him away from the container. While Findo had not done anything as crass as threaten to sue her, the implication of dire consequences was heavy in his words. That didn’t bother her. She’d lost count of the number of skips who had threatened to sue her, or her employer, for wrongful arrest. One of them had even gone so far as to send them a court summons. That was their bad judgement. The agency owner, Hallie’s Aunt Gin, was a fierce and formidable businesswoman in her own right more than capable of dealing with threats, but Gin’s daughter, Morgana, was one of the best lawyers in the whole city. Hallie hadn’t been in the courtroom, but from what she’d heard later the hearing had lasted about five minutes, three of which was taken up by her cousin, Morgana, explaining in fine detail why such a lawsuit was nonsense. Skip tracers operated in all sorts of ways, but Aunt Gin preferred to take bonds from the local police or direct from the courts, which gave her and her people almost cast-iron protection from lawsuits. If the skip tracer had picked up the person named on the warrant, it was someone else’s problem to sort out any alleged wrong identity, or even whether the warrant had been properly issued. So Findo Trask could try to sue Hallie, or Gin, but the case wouldn’t go anywhere with a court. And if he made Aunt Gin’s life too difficult, she and Morgana would counter-sue for damage to their reputation.

As she always did, Hallie had read through the judge’s order when she’d taken this particular assignment. She liked to understand, as much as possible, who or what she was being sent after. Findo seemed to have gone on a one-man crime spree, stealing dozens of items from various market stalls in the space of a single day. The list had been impressive, not just small items like jewellery, but an entire barrel of wine and a dozen loaves of bread. She had no idea how the stall holders hadn’t noticed one of their supposed customers walking off with a whole barrel, but that wasn’t her concern. The market vendors would be clamouring to get their goods back, but on this particular order, Hallie’s job was bringing Findo in, not recovering the lost property. It was just as well. She hadn’t come across any bread or wine in her hunt for the young man.

Despite Findo’s arrogance and continued protests, they reached Hallie’s transport without incident. The plain, navy blue panel van looked instantly forgettable, even sitting amid the pile of twisted metal and machine parts at the opening of the junkyard, but it was fully equipped for a skip tracer to do his or her job. Hallie opened up the back to reveal a long, low bench on one side and a series of locked cabinets on the other. She motioned for Findo to get up into the van and waited while he huffed and complained, then eventually made his way up the step and onto the seat. She secured his wrist cuffs to a tie embedded in the floor, made of the same material, and closed the door on his protests.

Making her way to the driver’s seat, Hallie caught a whiff of rot and had to pause to let her stomach settle. She moved around to the passenger side instead and opened the door. There was a cleaning kit in the footwell and she used some of the cloths and spray to clean the worst of the mess off her jacket, the smell lifting and being replaced by the chemical scent of cleaners. It was an improvement. She bagged up the cloths to go into the laundry later, and finally made her way to the driver’s seat, starting the engine and pointing the van towards the nearest court house and its cells, where she could deliver her fugitive. She was sure Findo Trask smelled just as bad or worse than she had, but that was not her problem.


Chapter two


Hallie parked in one of the transport bays at the back of the court house and made sure she had the warrant tucked into a pocket before collecting Findo from the back of the van and heading towards the nearest entrance. He kept up a constant stream of complaints as they walked. She managed to tune him out, noticing instead that the few police officers who were around were being careful to avoid meeting her eyes.

It had been nearly a month since her face had been plastered all over the news media as a person of interest in the death of Bohort Jacobs. As the oldest son of one of the most powerful elite in the city, his death had been headline news and the elite, the hochlen that ruled the city, had been determined to find his killer, using every resource they could. Before Hallie had been cleared, she’d been arrested by a group of heavily armoured and none-too-careful police officers. Since then she’d encountered a few of the officers involved in her arrest, which had been awkward. They were supposed to be anonymous, but even someone with no sense of truth telling would have been able to spot the shuffling feet and attempts to avoid conversation or eye contact. What made it all the more awkward was the fact that she was now back on the side of law enforcement, helping them in their work. She hadn’t forgotten the hatred and anger a lot of the cops had shown her when she was under suspicion, or the vicious kicks she’d received when they had been detaining her. She was trying her best to remain professional and do her job. All the same, it seemed to be taking some of the police officers a lot longer to accept her innocence than others. Very few people knew the real story as to what had gone on, and who and why had killed the hochlen, and none of the people in the know worked in low city. She could only imagine the far-fetched theories and tall tales that would be circulating about whether she had actually killed the hochlen, or how she’d managed to get her name cleared.

So every time Hallie entered a police station now, there was an air of awkwardness, and a few people who wouldn’t meet her eyes. She’d been doing her best to ignore it, and continued to try. She had a job to do, and so did they. Still, she missed the easy conversation and occasional smiles that used to greet her at most of the local stations. She might not have gotten to know the cops all that well, as they tended to get shifted around the city on a regular basis, but there had never been any open hostility until she had been accused of murder.

The court house service entrance was sealed shut and guarded on the outside by two burly officers in full riot gear, which had been the case for as long as Hallie had been delivering fugitives here. She knew there were more armed officers on duty out of sight, too. Guns were illegal for anyone not in law enforcement in low city, and the sight of the automatic weapons always made Hallie tense. The building housed not only courtrooms but also a suite of cells, and the people working here took security very seriously. Both officers outside took turns in inspecting the metal badge clipped to her lapel and took long, hard looks at her ID card before grudgingly opening the heavy metal and glass doors, letting her into the building. That was refreshingly normal, and had nothing to do with her recent arrest. She thanked them and clipped her ID card to her lapel, just above the metal badge that marked her out as a skip tracer on duty, and headed through the open door for the reception desk.

This part of the building was for staff and suspects, so there was no attempt made to make it appealing. Hallie had been to visit the city’s enormous, sprawling prison as part of her training and it had been made of equally blunt and utilitarian materials, with no effort at lightness or comfort. The only spots of colour in the prison had been the inmates, clad in brilliant orange jumpsuits vivid enough to make Hallie wince the first time she had seen them. Inmates were expected to work during their sentences, on whatever tasks the prison governors assigned them from breaking down machinery to laundry. Hallie had heard a few talk show guests on some of the supposedly higher class television networks talk about the importance of rehabilitating offenders, and making sure they were discouraged from future illegal activity. The grim conditions of the prison and the harsh sentences a lot of the city judges imposed didn’t seem to deter people from committing crimes, though. It kept people like Hallie in employment, which was something, but she tried not to think too much about what the fugitives she tracked down would be facing if they were found guilty.

Hallie’s boots echoed off exposed concrete and she had to resist the urge to hunch down as the ceiling seemed to press down on her. It was plenty high enough, but the dull grey colour always made it seem too low. She could see the red lights of security cameras in each corner of the ceiling. The reception desk was a heavy bit of wood and metal with reinforced glass shielding the duty officers. There was a metal and wooden door on either side of the reception desk. The one on the right led into the offices and courtrooms. The one on the left led to the cells. Hallie had only ever been through the door on the left, and even then only once before when her fugitive had been so drunk he could barely walk and the duty officer had needed help getting him to the cells.

She kept her hand under Findo’s elbow, steering him towards the reception desk. Findo had other ideas. He stopped dead in his tracks as the doors closed behind them, looking around with wide eyes, apparently shocked by what he saw.

“Where are we? Why are we here?” he demanded.

“This is the court house. I’m checking you into detention before your hearing tomorrow,” Hallie said, frowning a little as she looked at the small, round man. He had grown pale and she saw beads of sweat on his face. She wondered again if he’d been injured in the fall, although he’d been walking fine and hadn’t complained of any particular pain. “Are you feeling alright?” she asked him, transferring her grip to the flexi-cuffs to keep hold of him.

“What? No! Of course not. How could I be? You’ve dragged me in here against my rights. I demand to see a lawyer.” Findo’s voice lifted at least an octave as he spoke, echoing off the hard floors and walls around them, making Hallie wince. At the same time, she kept a tight hold on him. There was something about his manner that seemed off. Not quite a lie, more like a performance, as if he was winding himself up into a frenzy, although she could not guess why.

“Is there a problem?” one of the uniformed officers behind the reception desk called over. Even though she was behind bullet-proof glass, the officer was wearing body armour and had a Taser at her belt. She was an older woman who Hallie recognised from a previous visit. While the police authorities seemed to like transferring the street officers around the city on a regular basis, for reasons which Hallie had never understood, there was a far slower turnover in the court buildings. Steady and reliable, her greying blonde hair was pulled back from a pale, tired face. Her frowning gaze was travelling between Hallie and Findo, as if trying to decide who best to use the Taser on. There was a narrow gap between the bottom of the glass screen and the surface of the reception desk which Hallie was sure could be used to fire a Taser through if necessary.

“This is Findo Trask. I’m bringing him in under a warrant from Judge Merchant. Suspicion of theft,” Hallie said. She pulled the papers out of her pocket and read off the case number.

“Yes, we have that record,” the officer said, her frown now more clearly directed at the fugitive. “What’s wrong with him?”

“I’ve been arrested.” Findo’s voice was still too high and too loud. He startled Hallie by moving, faster than she had expected, heading for the reception desk and the frowning officer. As Hallie was holding onto the flexi-cuffs, she was dragged with him, both of them bumping into the heavy wooden front of the reception desk. Findo lifted his hands, dragging Hallie’s grip upward, pressing his palms against the glass screen. Hallie let go of him, but stayed close, ready to seize him again if he tried anything stupid. “See, I’ve been kidnapped. I’m innocent. It’s unlawful detention. I demand a lawyer.”

The officer raised an eyebrow as she looked through the heavy glass at Findo Trask, apparently finding him less than impressive. “You’ve been lawfully detained under a judge’s order. You’ll get a chance to tell your story to the judge tomorrow. As for a lawyer, I’ll see which public defender is available to speak to you.”

“I want a good lawyer,” Findo said, straightening away from the glass, lifting his chin and glaring at the officer, showing the confidence that Hallie had seen from him earlier. “Not some cheap hack.”

“Well, you have the option to hire a lawyer at your own expense, but the public defender’s office is free,” the officer said, in the patient tone of someone who had heard that particular line many times before.

Hallie kept her eyes on Findo Trask. She was used to fugitives who protested their detention, but there was something off about the way this one was behaving. She’d never had a fugitive be asleep when she’d apprehended them before now, and he was behaving so erratically that she almost suspected he was on some kind of narcotic. Or he really was injured.

That last thought made her look at the officer through the glass. “Do you have a duty doctor?”

The other woman transferred her frown from Findo to Hallie and then back again. She dipped her chin. “I do. I’ll make a call. Meantime, bring him through. Our isolation cell is in use, but the cells are all single occupancy, and I can put him away from the others.”

“Alright,” Hallie said. She took hold of the flexi-cuffs again and waited while the officer opened the reinforced door, then tugged on the cuffs, prompting Findo to move forward.

As they crossed the threshold, Findo gave a small, pitiful sound and crumpled to a heap on the floor. The transition from awake to unconscious was shockingly fast, and he hit the floor hard. Hallie swore. The police officer sent out a call on her radio for medical assistance while Hallie checked that her fugitive was still breathing, and cursed some more under her breath. He was alive. And he was still in her custody as she hadn’t formally transferred him to the cops. So she had to stay with him until the paperwork was complete.

“Dear Saints, what is that smell?” the officer asked as she came closer.

“He took a dive into a pile of rotting vegetables,” Hallie said, nose wrinkling. “I promise you, this doesn’t smell as bad as the pile did.”

“I’ll need to take your word for it, ‘cause this smells pretty bad.” the officer said. “He’s still alive?”

“Yes,” Hallie confirmed. “Something similar happened just before I put the cuffs on him,” she added, frowning. She knew that there were medical conditions which caused people to fall asleep often, but she’d chase Findo Trask for a full two hours before catching up to him, and it he had a habit of falling asleep at odd moments, she would surely have seen it sooner.

“Strange. Let’s get him into a cell to wait for the medical team,” the officer suggested.

As she was the one to bring him in, Hallie reached down and gripped Findo under his arms, intending to drag him to the cell. She grunted with effort but the short man didn’t move. He was about twice as heavy as he looked, and a dead weight against her best efforts. After a few different tries, Hallie and the officer together eventually managed to drag him across the concrete floor into one of the cells behind the reception area. Even with her enhanced strength, Hallie was breathing hard with effort when they managed to roll him onto the low, hard bench that also served as a bed in the cell. The human woman was red faced, breath coming in harsh, rapid gulps. She braced her hands on her hips and caught her breath for a moment, staring down at the apparently sleeping fugitive.

“I’ve not seen one of his kind before,” she commented. There was nothing apart from curiosity in her voice.

“He’s young for his kind. The mature adults have horns which are really sharp. There are a few of them around,” Hallie said, “but they generally keep to themselves, and don’t get into much trouble.”

“Well, this one sure made up for it.” The officer gave a short nod, as if making a decision, and ducked out of the cell for a moment, coming back with a clipboard and pen a few moments later. “Here, sign him over. I’ll make sure he gets treatment,” the officer said.

Hallie, who had been bracing herself for a long wait for the doctor to get there before the police would accept a transfer of Findo, blinked. “Are you sure?” she asked, and then wished she hadn’t spoken or given the officer a chance to change her mind.

“Yeah. I imagine you’ve got better things to do with your time,” the officer said, a sour smile on her face. “And you got him to us when he was still warm and breathing.”

Hallie signed her name on the form on the clipboard and passed it back to the officer who counter-signed it, then handed one of the carbon-copy duplicates over to Hallie. Out of habit, Hallie double-checked it was the right form and referred to the right fugitive. That done, she went to Findo’s side. He was still unconscious, breathing heavily through his nose. She took out her key fob and pressed it to the cuffs, releasing them.

Stepping back, she put the key fob back in her pocket and was transferring the cuffs to her belt when Findo Trask moved. There was no change in his breathing. Not even a twitch to warn Hallie that he was awake. He simply surged up from the hard bench, one hand aiming for her throat like a blade, fingers stiff and held together. His face was pulled tight, lips peeled back from white teeth, eyes glittering with the promise of violence. Hallie stumbled sideways to avoid the strike, caught off guard, and her back hit the metal bars on the other side of the cell. Findo was no longer interested in her, though. He was heading for the door of the cell, and the human woman standing in his way.

Hallie cried out a warning, but it was too late.

Findo Trask barrelled into the woman, reaching up almost casually and slamming her head against the metal bars of the cell before rushing out into the corridor and out of sight. The police officer crumpled to the ground, the clatter of her uniform belt hitting the concrete accompanied by a softer thud as she hit her head again on the bench as she fell.

Hallie hesitated a fraction of a second, her first impulse to go after her fugitive, but stayed in the cell, going to the officer’s side. The woman needed attention more urgently than the escaped veondken. Hallie bent and put her fingers to the woman’s neck and found a pulse. It felt a lot weaker than it should. She looked up. She’d been in a few cell blocks, including this one, over the years, and knew that there was an alarm cord somewhere. There. Just outside the cell. She stepped over the prone officer and pulled the alarm. A harsh, blaring sound split the air, making her want to cover her ears. Instead, she moved back to kneel at the woman’s side, keeping an eye on her breathing, fingers on her wrist to keep track of her pulse, silently willing the woman to live.

Hallie’s own heart was beating too fast, remembering the strike that Findo had aimed at her throat. That had been a fighting move, not an amateur effort to get free of captivity. Nothing she had observed or read about Findo Trask had suggested that he had any fighting expertise at all. If she hadn’t had faster-than-human reflexes, he would have hit her in the throat and she’d probably be unconscious on the floor.

As it was, Hallie had escaped uninjured and the human woman with her had been badly hurt. As Hallie replayed the scene in her mind, she realised that Findo had avoided hitting the policewoman anywhere near her body armour. He’d gone for her unprotected head. It hadn’t been an impulsive move. She’d encountered a lot of untrained fighters and bullies over the years. If they didn’t have weapons, they usually started with their fists, often aiming at her face. Findo hadn’t used his fist, but an open hand, grabbing at the officer’s head and slamming it into the metal bars of the prison cell. Definitely a calculated attack.

Hallie’s sense of unease grew. There was something not right about Findo Trask. All his reactions had been somehow wrong, from the moment she’d set eyes on him.

Guilt stabbed her as the pulse under her fingers fluttered. The police officer hadn’t moved since she’d hit the floor. There was no blood to be seen, but Hallie knew that didn’t mean much. An internal bleed could be deadly.

She looked up, wondering where the other cops were. The alarm should have brought a squad of them into the cell block. Even as she glanced up, realising it had only been seconds since she pulled the alarm, a door she hadn’t noticed before, tucked between two cells opposite her position, burst open and a pair of police officers in body armour, Tasers out and ready, rushed into the corridor outside the cells.

“Who are you?” the first officer demanded.

“Hallie Talbot. Skip tracer,” Hallie said, turning so the man could see her ID and badge.

“What happened?” the second demanded.

“I was transferring a fugitive. We thought he was unconscious, possibly ill. The officer called for medical for him. He took a swing at me, then hit this officer’s head off the bars on his way out. She needs medical attention urgently,” Hallie said.

The first officer holstered his Taser and waved Hallie away from the prone woman. Hallie got up and stood to one side, careful not to move too far or too fast. Even though they were listening to her, the second officer still had his Taser ready.

“She’s unconscious. Bad head injury. Call for urgent medical now,” the first officer said, looking up at his colleague. “Tell me about the fugitive,” he ordered, turning back to Hallie. He waved her out of the cell, which Hallie took to be a promising sign. She stepped out into the corridor, careful to still move slowly, and keep her hands visible.

“The clipboard there will have his information,” Hallie said, pointing to where it had fallen just outside the cell. “Findo Trask. Veondken. Wanted on suspicion of theft.”

“Oh, I remember this case,” the man said, picking up and then reading from the clipboard. “A one man crime spree. And he attacked you?”

“Yes,” Hallie said, trying not to feel embarrassed, her face warm. She had known there was something wrong with the way Findo Trask had behaved. She should have been more vigilant. “I’ve never lost a skip before,” she added, glancing down the corridor that Findo had disappeared along. Aunt Gin was going to be furious.

“Well, it looks like he’d been transferred to our custody, so your record is still clean,” the officer said, startling Hallie. He didn’t look happy as he went on. “But this is the first prisoner we’ve lost for a long, long while. You’ll need to stick around so we can get your statement.”

“Alright,” Hallie said, even though it hadn’t really been a question. Her initial assumption that she’d been waiting a long time in the building was coming true, even if it wasn’t for the reason she’d originally anticipated.

She stepped back further as a trio of people dressed in the deep green of medical personnel rushed into the space, pulling a hospital trolley loaded with equipment behind them. As the wheels squeaked across the floor, Hallie realised that someone had stopped the alarm.

“This way, please,” the second officer, his Taser still in his hand, said to Hallie. She followed his direction, going ahead of him through the door that he and his partner had come through and finding herself in a wide corridor with grey walls and rooms off to either side. The officer opened the first door and Hallie saw a small room with the same grey walls, a table and four chairs, two on each side. There was also a mirror on one wall which she knew would be backed onto an observation room. An interrogation room. She hesitated. She’d only been in an interrogation room once before, when she’d been chained at her ankles and wrists, and under suspicion of killing a hochlen, bruised and sore from the rough treatment of the police officers who’d been sent to gather her up. Once she’d been in that room, chained to a table, she’d had to face a pair of hochlen investigators, one of whom had then slammed her face into the edge of the table. Being unable to defend herself, at the mercy of someone else’s anger, was not an experience she wanted to repeat.

“If you will wait in here for bit, someone will come and take your statement in a while. You should get a network signal if you need to call someone,” the officer said, his tone polite, almost apologetic.

The sharp contrast to the last time she’d been in an interrogation room made her blink and allowed her to nod and step into the room. She wasn’t under arrest. She could probably leave if she wanted, but the police would want a formal statement from her at some point. One of their own had been injured, after all. And she was being left with her hands and feet free as well as her phone. She should call Aunt Gin to give her an update.

Instead of pulling out her phone immediately, Hallie sank into the nearest chair, the effects of the chase, dragging Findo Trask across the floor and then avoiding his strike finally catching up to her. She dug into a pocket and drew out the copy of the form she’d been given signing him over into police custody and the papers she’d been given by Gin the day before, smoothing them out on the table and frowning as she read over them. There was nothing there to suggest that Findo Trask was anything other than a petty thief. His alleged crimes were excessive, but nothing in the list suggested he was dangerous, or that he had the training to use a skilled fighting move and escape police custody without leaving a trail.

Hallie stared down at the pages until the words blurred together. There was something wrong here. Something badly wrong. She had a nagging feeling that she’d missed something important. Some clue or key to understanding who or what Findo Trask was. And she had a sinking feeling she hadn’t seen or heard the last of him.


Chapter three


The police detectives who had eventually arrived to take Hallie’s statement brought coffee and doughnuts with them, which had initially made her suspicious. She had a visceral memory of walking out of the lift in police headquarters and being faced with rows and rows of hostile faces, all belonging to people wearing detective badges.

Today’s pair - an older woman and younger man - treated her with professional courtesy, which didn’t do much to settle Hallie’s unease. She wasn’t used to dealing with detectives. Almost all her police interactions were with beat cops or station officers. It was possible that they brought snacks to all their interrogations, to send their suspects off balance. The detectives either hadn’t noticed, didn’t care, or expected her wariness. They put a coffee cup down next to her, took their seats opposite her at the table, the box of doughnuts between them and her, and each detective pulled out a notebook and a pen. They had brought a stack of questions along with the snacks, many of which Hallie didn’t have the answer to.

It seemed to take hours for them to be satisfied that they had got every bit of information from her, and she felt as if her brain had been sucked dry. The pair had never lost their professional calm, though, and after a while she relaxed her guard a little, finding herself believing that they really were trying to get to the truth of the matter, not trying to see if she was guilty of something.

Of course, it helped that there were video recordings of everything that had happened from Hallie getting out of the van outside the building to Findo Trask trying to hit her and then injuring the officer before making his escape.

As well as asking her questions, the cops also shared what they knew, which wasn’t much, and none of it was good news. Findo Trask seemed to have completely disappeared. The police wanted to handle his recapture themselves, as one of their own had been injured. The female police officer was in critical condition at the nearest emergency hospital. It was touch and go for now. Hallie had been tempted to suggest that the police call on the services of one of low city’s witches to see what they could do, but although the detectives were being polite, they weren’t being friendly so she kept quiet.

And even though Findo Trask had not technically been in her custody when he had made his escape, Hallie still felt responsible. Not just for him being on the loose, but also for the severe injuries that the officer had suffered. Jane Summers. It was a good name for her, Hallie thought. She’d been straightforward and honest. And hadn’t deserved what had happened to her.

After the cops were done with Hallie, she had to report in to Aunt Gin’s office and go through another round of questioning, although Gin was far less thorough. Her aunt was more interested in getting her hands on the receipt that Hallie had been given for the skip, confirming that the agency’s task had been done. The receipt would unlock the payment that the police owed to Aunt Gin’s business. Hallie had done her job.

After that, despite the long day and late hour, Hallie had to clean the van. It was one of Gin’s sacred rules, and it was never broken. Not by Hallie, and not by the handful of other tracers who worked for her.

So it was nearly midnight by the time Hallie left the offices and headed back to her home, more than ready for some sleep.

The storm that had been whipping up during the day had broken while Hallie was cleaning the van and she was soaked through from the heavy rain before she was halfway home, glad of the cap she had put on again. Her hair was still getting wet, but at least it wasn’t sticking to her face.

The sight of her front door lifted her spirits and she strode forward with a little more energy. Her home had been formed under the archway of the train line that ran through low city. For many years Hallie had lived there on her own, surviving on basic meals and fast food. Not any more. She wasn’t coming back to an empty and cold interior any longer. She had a roommate now.

For the first couple of weeks after Rosalia had moved in, she’d been silent and withdrawn. The circumstances hadn’t been ideal. Rosalia had been in an arrangement with one of the hochlen, who had kept her in a luxurious apartment in midtown. When Rosalia’s keeper, Bohort Jacobs, had been killed, both Rosalia and Hallie had been suspects in his death and Rosalia had needed to hide for several days. Having seen the evidence of bruising and injury on Rosalia, Hallie wouldn’t have blamed her friend if she had killed Bohort Jacobs, but she hadn’t, and, like Hallie, Rosalia’s name had now been cleared.

It hadn’t been an easy process, for either of them. But Bohort’s true killer was now dead. His father and brother had been poisoned and although his brother, Tristram, would make a full recovery, the same could not be said of the father, Calibum. Last Hallie had heard, on the news networks, Calibum Jacobs had withdrawn from public life over an unspecified illness, but she hadn’t seen or heard any reports of his death. He’d been gravely ill when she’d encountered him a month before and she didn’t think he would last all that much longer, if he was still alive.

During the time she’d been in hiding, Hallie had been impressed with her friend’s resilience. But when the immediate danger was over, when Bohort’s true killer had been unmasked and Rosalia and Hallie were free from suspicion, it was as if all the tension and stress had landed on Rosalia all at once. She’d slept far more than seemed good for her, to Hallie’s concern, not emerging from her room for what seemed like days at a time, and had gone from an impeccably groomed, beautiful young woman to a hunched-over shadow of her former self, her hair in knots and tangles around her head. Despite being concerned, Hallie had given her space. She might consider Rosalia to be her best friend, but they were both private people by nature. Besides which, Rosalia hated to be fussed over. Smothering her with words of concern or sympathy or kindness might make Rosalia withdraw even more. Hallie had to trust that she would heal in time. So Hallie had brought home food for them both, along with some more clothes for Rosalia, who had had to leave her expensive wardrobe behind. Hallie had also got some of the beauty products that Rosalia used to use, wincing slightly at the expense, but knowing that it might help her friend.

With anyone else, Hallie might have been tempted to get in touch with their blood family to see if they could help, or at least provide some support. But Rosalia had family issues of her own. The identification of the actual killers hadn’t had much sway with Rosalia’s family, last Hallie had heard. Since Rosalia had made her arrangement with Bohort, her family had more or less shunned her, apart from the frequent requests for money. And now the source of the money was dead, Rosalia’s family had no further use for her, or so it seemed to Hallie. She tried not to dwell on that too much, aware that she was letting her own family circumstances colour her view of Rosalia’s circumstances.

Then one day, Hallie had come home and found Rosalia sitting on the sofa, her hair gleaming from being washed and dried, and the house full of the delicious scent of something Rosalia had managed to put together from the bare ingredients in Hallie’s kitchen. While Hallie had been getting herself some food, Rosalia had come over and given her a brief, hard hug. Nothing had been said, but it hadn’t been needed. Not then. Hallie knew Rosalia would listen if she needed to talk, and trusted Rosalia knew the same.

Since that day, Rosalia had been gradually returning to her old, warm-hearted self. She had taken charge of keeping their shared home clean and tidy, as well as cooking their meals. Hallie was very aware she didn’t add anything to their domestic arrangement, but for now Rosalia seemed more than happy to have a safe space. And Hallie found that she enjoyed having the company. And home-cooked meals.

The divine scent of Rosalia’s cooking was the first thing Hallie noticed when she came in the front door, dripping wet from the cold rain. One of the adjustments Rosalia had made was adding an area for hanging coats just inside the door, and Hallie stripped off her leather jacket and cap, making sure she bolted the door behind her. There was a waterproof mat under the coat rack but even so she winced slightly at the drops of water falling to the floor.

She moved past the coat rack and stopped, the smile fading from her face as she saw Rosalia sitting bolt upright on one of the armchairs, her cross-body bag clutched in her lap, her eyes darting this way and that around the room. Hallie hadn’t seen Rosalia this shaken up since the night a little over a month ago when Bohort Jacobs’ body had been left in Rosalia’s apartment.

Rosalia was a truly striking woman, from her sleek, dark brown hair to her cool-toned, pale brown skin. But right now she just looked terrified.

Cued by her posture, Hallie took a closer look around and saw that several cupboards in the kitchen area had been open, the contents thrown out. A few baseboards from the kitchen had also been taken off, including the one which Hallie had kept a lock box behind. As she looked around the room, she saw that the walls had been damaged. It looked like someone had taken a sledgehammer to various points, looking for something. She spat out a curse. Whoever had been into her home - her and Rosalia’s - had found all the hidden safes that Hallie and then Rosalia had installed. All three safes had been opened up. Hallie didn’t need to look inside to know that they would all be empty.

She’d been robbed, she realised, with a cold, sick feeling in her middle, damp seeping through her clothes to her skin. Someone had come into her home and had searched and searched until they had found all of her hidden stashes of money. She’d been saving here and there, as much as she could spare, ever since her mother had disowned her. And she’d been close, so close, to the blood price her mother had agreed upon. The cost of Hallie being able to buy her way out of the family vine, to get her independence.

“Who was it?” Hallie asked, not moving further into the space.

“Your brother. Peter,” Rosalia said, her voice rasping. She blinked, tears falling, and looked up at Hallie. “I tried to stop him. I really did. But he had a pair of his friends with him. He threatened to … to hurt me, if I got in his way.”

“I’m sorry,” Hallie said gently, and moved to sit on the sofa, putting her at a shallow angle from Rosalia. Her friend didn’t like to be touched when she was upset, so Hallie restrained her first impulse to give her a hug, and instead silently called down curses on her half-brother. Peter Talbot. With Hallie being disowned, he was now the youngest of the acknowledged children of the Talbot Magravine. In Hallie’s opinion, he hadn’t grown up much over the years. He was spoiled and sulky and used his favoured position in the family vine to push people around. Hallie usually managed to avoid him. She’d last seen him a month ago, when she’d been working to clear her name of Bohort Jacobs’ murder. Peter had been sent to fetch her, at the order of the Magravine. And while she might have been disowned from the blood family, Hallie was still part of the family vine and couldn’t ignore an order from the head of the family. The Magravine had considerable power over the members of her vine, even those she was not related to by blood.

She’d hoped that it would be several more years before she had to see her half-brother again. But clearly he’d had other ideas. She hadn’t realised he’d known where she lived, let alone that she would have safes in her home.

“How is this your fault?” Rosalia asked, anger sharpening her tone. She brushed the tears off her face. “I shouldn’t have opened the door. But it was your brother. I didn’t think-” She cut herself off before she could say anything else. “He’s awful, Hallie. I’m sorry. I know he’s your brother, but he’s awful.”

“He is,” Hallie agreed. “Are you alright? Did he hurt you?”

“I’m alright. No, he didn’t actually hurt me,” Rosalia said. She was telling the truth.

With that tiny bit of reassurance, Hallie looked around again. It seemed that Peter and his thugs had focused on looking for her money, and not on wanton destruction, and not on hurting her roommate. That was something, at least. Not much. But something.

With the reassurance that Rosalia was in once piece, the cold, sick feeling inside Hallie twisted and sharp pain shot through her chest. It was gone. Everything she’d kept in here. Thousands of dollars. Money that she had been hoarding, keeping safe. Money that was going to buy her freedom. Get her out of the family vine. Away from the control of the Magravine, and the disdain of people who had once been her family. The money had represented a life she had hardly dared to dream about. The chance to travel. To see places that were just names on maps, or images on a television screen. To see an actual desert. To be on an ocean.

And it was gone. Her eyes burned. Her stupid, arrogant, bully of a brother had taken away her freedom.

She had other savings, tucked away in bank accounts, but it had been impossible to keep all of her savings in a bank without attracting questions from the bank managers about how much money she had. Each bank had its own threshold for reporting and triggering questions, so she’d learned those limits and opened accounts with each of the three banks that served low city, careful to keep the balances below the amount that would raise questions. Each account came with its own safety deposit box, but low city rules prevented her from renting another box and she’d quickly found that the amount of cash she needed took up a lot of room. It had been a headache to set up, but it had been worth it, as far as Hallie was concerned. She’d avoided all awkward questions from bank managers or, worse, somehow her mother finding out that she was accumulating wealth and not sharing it with the family vine. She hadn’t wanted anyone in the family, particularly the Magravine, to know how much she had managed to save over the years, or how close she was getting to being able to fulfil the contract for her freedom. So she wasn’t penniless. But a lot of the money was gone. It had taken her a decade to get to the point of having enough, and would take her several more years to make up for the loss of what Peter had taken today.

“Did he take anything of yours?” Hallie asked, her face stiff.

“No,” Rosalia said. She tightened her grip on the cross-body bag in her lap. It, along with the clothes she was wearing, had been all she’d taken from the apartment that Bohort Jacobs had provided for her. Hallie didn’t know how much money Rosalia had managed to bring with her, but she did know it was all Rosalia had in the world.

“Why not?” Hallie asked, startled. She hadn’t realised that Peter’s greed had any limits.

“He said he didn’t want money from a whore,” Rosalia said, her face expressionless.

“I am sorry,” Hallie said, a crack in her own voice. She leant forward and put her hand on Rosalia’s wrist. Her own fingers were frozen, but Rosalia didn’t flinch or move away just nodded, once. The arrangement that Rosalia had entered into was one that went back centuries, but it was still frowned upon by a lot of the karlen in low city. The same karlen who would seek out their own pleasure and entertainments from some of the seedier clubs and houses around the city. “He’s a hypocrite,” Hallie said. “He had a mistress for years.” He might still have her, for all Hallie knew, but she hadn’t been close enough to her blood family to know their affairs for quite some time.

“He’s hardly the first,” Rosalia said, her mouth twisting. There was colour in her face. Hallie wasn’t sure if it was anger or embarrassment. “It’s bad, isn’t it?” Rosalia said, surprising Hallie. “I mean, there was a reason you were keeping so much cash around in here and not in a bank, wasn’t there?”

Hallie stared at her hands, twisted together on her knees, and the sight of her short fingernails blurred. She was crying. She untangled her hands and brushed the tears away, feeling her face hot. The old humiliation of her disavowal from the family choked her for a moment. Then she managed a single nod for Rosalia.

“I got my mother to agree a price,” Hallie said, her voice low and harsh. “To buy myself out of the family.”

“Ugh,” Rosalia said, her nose wrinkling in distaste. “Doesn’t she already get a tithe from your wages?”

“Yes,” Hallie said, an urge to smile taking her by surprise. Rosalia’s distaste was so unfeigned, it was refreshing. “But if I’m not part of the family any longer, then they won’t get their tithe.”

“Oh, my. So she calculated what you were worth to the family?” Rosalia asked, her eyes wide.

“Yes. I think she believed it was more money than I could possibly ever earn in a lifetime. But, it turns out that I’m quite good as a skip tracer, and it pays well. By living here, and not doing anything fun, I had managed to get everything together.” Hallie scrubbed her hands across her face. After Rosalia had moved in, Hallie had gone over her sums again. She’d got an unexpectedly large bonus from the job she’d done immediately prior to Bohort Jacobs’ death, and that had completed what she’d needed. She’d gotten to the blood price. Only just. It would have taken every single bit of money she had, but she’d done it. With the extra expense of Rosalia moving in, Hallie had decided she wanted one more month, another set of wages, to give herself a little bit of a cushion. She wasn’t sure how Gin would react, whether Hallie might be out of a job, so she’d wanted that little bit of grace. And that had cost her dearly.

“Did he take everything?” Rosalia asked.

“No, not everything. I’ve got some bank accounts. And another stash at the basement room,” Hallie said. That was the safe house she’d taken Rosalia to after Bohort’s death. She hesitated, then said, “But what he’s taken will take me a while to get back.”

“You need to demand it back from him,” Rosalia said, sitting upright again, this time not from fear but from a spike of energy. “He’s stolen from you. That’s a crime. He should be reported. Punished.”

“I know,” Hallie said, the enormity and impossibility of that pressing down on her. She had no illusions that Peter would ever be brought to justice. She checked the time on her phone and sighed, knowing that the time didn’t really matter. It was after midnight, but she couldn’t put off confronting her brother to a more civilised time. And he kept odd hours, after all. Chances were good she’d have more luck finding him awake now, in the dead of night, than in the morning. She got to her feet, her body tired and heavy, and headed for the door. “Keep this locked and bolted until I get back. The only thing that’s getting through that door is the police with a battering ram.”

“I’ll come with you,” Rosalia said, getting up.

Hallie hesitated. In many ways, there was nothing she wanted more than to have some support when she confronted her brother. But she knew him, and having an audience that he hadn’t chosen wouldn’t go well. So she shook her head. “He’ll just get angry and be even more stupid than normal,” she told Rosalia. “But I really appreciate it.”

“Is there anything I can do?” Rosalia said.

“No, I think you do more than enough. I’ll need to fix the walls at some point,” Hallie said. She looked around again, a hard lump forming in her throat. When she’d been under suspicion of killing Bohort, the cops had battered their way into her home and vandalised it. Then, when her and Rosalia’s names had been cleared, she’d gotten the unexpected gift of a pair of elderly witches exercising their powers on her behalf to fix up her home, and extend it, thanks to the help from some other witches. So she and Rosalia had been living in a comfortable space for the past few weeks. Until now. Until her stupid brother had come and torn it apart. The damage that had been done to the walls would take some time and skill to repair. She couldn’t think about that now. She needed to get to Peter. She pulled out her phone and took some photos of the damage that had been done to the kitchen and the walls, and the empty safes. Evidence for when he denied the whole thing, as she was sure he would.

Peter must have used some kind of magic to open her safes, she realised. The locking mechanisms were untouched, which meant he hadn’t used any physical tools. She couldn’t help wondering just what witch had sold her brother an opening charm, and what the witch had thought it would be used for.

As ready as she would ever be, she put on her jacket, grimacing at the wet weight of it, halted by Rosalia handing her what looked like a burger wrapped in a napkin.

“Here. At least eat something on the way,” Rosalia said, and lifted her chin to meet Hallie’s eyes. “And give him hell.”

“I will do my best,” Hallie promised. “Thank you.”

She headed back into the night, pausing outside to listen for the sound of Rosalia throwing the bolts home. The rain had eased off for a moment, which was the first bit of good news she’d had that day. Then Hallie walked away, ready to seek out her brother and demand answers. And her money.


Chapter four


After she had been disowned, Hallie had chosen to make her home outside the city territory controlled by the Talbot family vine. She thought the distance probably suited her former blood family, too. It meant she wasn’t a constant reminder to them. For her part, she hadn’t wanted to risk running into people she’d known all her life who would now cross the street to avoid her, giving her a mix of either disapproving of pitying looks. Hallie wasn’t quite sure what story her mother had told the rest of the family vine, or even if she had told a story at all. It was entirely possible that the Magravine had just let others come to their own conclusions about what might drive her to disown her youngest child. A lot of wild rumours had been repeated to Hallie over the years, but nothing that had a ring of truth to it.

The physical distance that was necessary for her peace of mind meant that it took her some time to walk to the district occupied by the family vine. There was no public transport at this hour, and it wouldn’t have made much of a difference as buses couldn’t get through the narrow streets Hallie had to navigate. The journey was long enough for her to reconsider the wisdom of seeking out her brother in the middle of the night not just once but several times. She found herself pausing at junctions, almost turning back more than once. Every time she hesitated, she moved forwards again, despite her doubts. Her brother wouldn’t react well. But then, he wouldn’t react well no matter when she spoke to him, and if she delayed he was likely to use that against her as well. Seeking him out now was the least worst option. Which wasn’t saying much.

Still, as she drew closer, a hard lump settled in her stomach and her throat tightened. And she had to admit to herself that part of her reluctance was that she didn’t want to see either her brother or the family home again. She could ignore them when they were distant from her, but she hadn’t chosen to go back into Talbot territory for a long time.

The storm which had died down long enough for the streets and Hallie to partially dry out returned in full force, wind whipping her hair and rain soaking her yet again, making her wish she’d at least tried to find a waterproof coat before she’d left her home, or put her hair back up in a cap. As it was, her long dark hair had condensed into heavy, stringy rats’ tails that were sending mini waterfalls down the back of her jacket and onto the backs of her thighs, making the denim of her jeans stick to her skin even more. Water seeped in under the collar of her jacket and she hunched her shoulders, her fury with her brother spiking and urging her forward.

Eventually she turned a corner and saw the Talbot family home in front of her. Her brother had technically moved out of the house. He lived in a small two-room cottage at the edge of the property, tucked against the stone walls that surrounded the house and its kitchen garden. Growing up, it had taken Hallie a while to realise that not everyone lived in a large building with a pair of cottages and a three-vehicle garage all surrounded by high walls. When she’d visited her cousins, or friends from school, it had been eye-opening. And not for the obvious reasons, either. The small, shabby houses or apartments she’d gone to had been full of warmth and love all the time. Apart from family nights, the Talbot family home had been cool year-round, quiet despite the number of people who lived there, and full of busy purpose. Idleness had not been encouraged. There hadn’t been much laughter, particularly once Hallie’s father had left and taken all his kindness and gentleness with him.

Peter might live in the cottage now, but she would bet good money that he still took almost all his meals at the main house, and got all his laundry done. That was the privilege of being the younger son, still unmarried, and living within his mother’s property.

It had been more than five years since Hallie had been close enough to see the house where she’d been born and spent most of her childhood. Looking at it with adult eyes, she could see how grand it was compared to the buildings around it. Its pale stone walls looked impressive, even at night and soaked with rain. At least at first sight. On a closer look, the grandeur was fraying in parts. There were a few weeds growing out of the walls, and the house itself was badly in need of painting. The glimpse of the garden that she got through the metal gates showed that the stone paths had become overgrown. It was hardly surprising. Her mother had never had much interest in keeping house, leaving that to her husband or her eldest unmarried daughter. And since Wilona was not currently married and Hallie’s half-sisters - Kiera and Darcelle - had both married and left the house, with homes of their own to look after, there probably wasn’t anyone paying attention to the upkeep of the house and grounds. Hallie could imagine it was a source of irritation for her mother, but not sufficient for her to do anything about it. There would still be servants employed to cook and clean up, but not more than that. Wilona didn’t believe in spending unnecessary money, and paying someone to look after the grounds would be seen as unnecessary. Other families within the wider vine grew more than enough vegetables that Wilona’s house was never short of food. So the garden and the fabric of the house were neglected. It was an unexpected upside of having been disowned, one that Hallie hadn’t paid much attention to until now. If she’d still been considered Wilona’s daughter, she wouldn’t be working as a skip tracer, but instead would be expected to keep the house and garden. Hallie grimaced at even the thought of it. Give her a fugitive to chase any day.

Looking at the tangled plants trailing across the garden paths, a happier memory rose up. Kneeling on the path next to her father, the warmth of early spring sun on their backs, both of them dusted with soil, while he patiently taught her how to plant out seedlings. She’d loved those lessons, as much as she had loved spending time with her father. Despite the rain pounding on her head and shoulders, and the water trailing off her fingers, she could almost smell the rich soil and feel the delicate leaves of the plants under her fingers.

“You’re not supposed to be here.”

Peter’s voice, sharp and unwelcome, snapped her back to the here and now. She turned to find him approaching the house, shielded by a large umbrella, a heavy-looking paper bag under one arm. She recognised the logo of one of the most expensive restaurants in low city and her temper spiked, imagining that he’d been spending her hard-earned money on a fancy meal. The scent of hot food made its way to her and her stomach grumbled. There was real meat in the bag Peter was carrying. It had been a long time since she’d been able to justify that expense, however necessary it might be.

“I was looking for you,” Hallie told him.

“Oh, really.” An unpleasant, sly smile crossed his face. He kept walking past her, heading for the main house rather than the garden gate that would take him to the cottage. “Well, you found me.”

Hallie followed him, as she was meant to. She didn’t like doing what he wanted, but she needed to speak to him, and letting him have his petty little power play of her scurrying in his footsteps wasn’t important.

He stopped outside the house’s main door. It was technically a side door, but it was the one most commonly used coming or going from the house. As he halted, the door opened and Wilona Talbot appeared, silhouetted by light from inside the house. Her mother was dressed in her usual house attire of wide-legged trousers and a loose, long-sleeved top, both washed and worn so often that the colour had faded to a dull brown. The house shoes she was wearing were likewise faded, moulded to the shapes of her feet from years of use. Her mother didn’t believe in spending money unnecessarily. Wilona’s long, dark hair was loose around her head and shoulders. She’d grown it since Hallie had last seen it down. It was almost as long as Hallie’s now. Her mother’s threadbare appearance was a sharp contrast to Peter, who was wearing what looked like brand-new jeans and a deep red silk shirt, his dark hair curled in what was probably a fashionable style. Her brother loved spending money on himself.

Wilona frowned at the sight in front of her youngest child. Hallie bit back a sigh. This was going to go even more badly than she had thought it would, with her mother there. Peter loved having an audience, and he’d deliberately made the move to the house, doubtless knowing that their mother was there.

“What are you doing here?” Wilona asked. It was late for her to be up. Hallie doubted she’d changed her routine. She was usually out of the house at first light on work days, and should have been fast asleep at this hour. But the bag Peter was carrying was too large for one person, so perhaps he had offered to share a meal with his mother. Wilona would like that, Hallie thought, a savage edge to her mental voice. Her mother doted on her younger son. None of Wilona’s other children had been indulged as much as Peter. Not even the older son, Sean, who, last Hallie had heard, was living with a wife and child of his own a few blocks from the Talbot family home.

“I came to speak to Peter,” Hallie answered.

Her mother had not expected that answer. The surprise was genuine and she looked between her children, a frown gathering. Her mother might indulge her youngest son, but she was not a stupid woman.

“Well, you’d best be quick. We haven’t eaten yet and the food is getting cold,” Peter said, the hint of a smile on his face. He was enjoying himself, Hallie saw. She had been right in her guess that he’d brought home a meal to share with his mother. Playing the dutiful son.

“What about?” Wilona asked, as if Peter hadn’t spoken.

Peter was standing in front of their mother, facing Hallie, his expression hidden from Wilona, and Hallie wanted to scream at the expression of glee on his face.

“He visited my home earlier, when I was out. He threatened my roommate and took things from my home,” Hallie said. The wash of anger that she felt remembering how she’d found Rosalia warmed her up a little and she straightened her back, glaring at Peter.

“Those are serious accusations,” Wilona said, her brows snapping together, mouth tight.

“I know. And I do not make them lightly. My roommate was alone at the house. She said Peter and two others were there. He threatened her with physical harm to keep her quiet while he emptied out the safe boxes,” Hallie said, fighting to keep her voice even and controlled. Of course her mother wouldn’t believe her. Hallie pulled out her phone, opening one of the pictures and holding the screen so that both Peter and her mother could see the image of the empty safe.

Wilona’s expression pinched further, the fine lines around her eyes, nose and mouth clear even in the soft light coming from behind her in the house. “Roommate. You mean Rosalia Fondevil. She is hardly a reliable witness.”

Somehow it didn’t surprise Hallie that her mother chose to ignore the accusations against Peter and instead focus on Rosalia. All the same, Hallie had to pause and draw a breath, her temper flaring, fighting her instinct to defend Rosalia. Her mother had adopted the same approach to Rosalia that Rosalia’s own parents had. The woman was spoiled goods, in their eyes. She’d chosen the easy life, letting herself be used by one of the hochlen. The hypocrisy of it all had never sat well with Hallie. Rosalia’s parents had been more than happy to benefit financially from Rosalia’s arrangement while also condemning their daughter. Wilona’s disapproval was a little more complicated, but she was the Magravine, and would never have permitted any of her own children to enter such an arrangement. She valued the purity of the Talbot bloodline too much. Talbots were human, she had said time and again when Hallie was growing up. Of course, that wasn’t true any longer. Not technically. Although, legally, it was correct as Hallie was no longer considered part of the blood family.

As much as Hallie wanted to defend Rosalia, or seek justice for the fear that Peter had inflicted on her, that wasn’t going to help. There was no way Wilona was going to accept Rosalia’s word for it, or believe Hallie herself.

“Perhaps we should ask Peter,” Hallie said. Wilona should believe her own son, at least. Peter was still looking smug and confident. He’d never faced a consequence in his life before. Looking at him now, Hallie remembered the sound of his footsteps running away, leaving her under attack, hurt and bleeding. Through the memories, she forced herself to keep her voice calm. “You were at my house earlier, weren’t you?” She looked at her brother, silently daring him to contradict her, to lie.

“And so what if I was?” Peter shrugged one shoulder. “It’s Talbot property. I’m entitled to enter it. I won’t apologise for that, or to that little bit of filth you have living there.”

Hallie had to pause before she spoke, swallowing her urge to yell and defend Rosalia. It wouldn’t do any good, she told herself again. Neither Peter nor her mother cared one bit about the other woman. But her mother might care about property rights. After all, ownership and control were things that Wilona valued. Tension knotted her stomach, wondering if it would be enough to get Wilona to listen.

“The house is registered in my name, not the family,” Hallie said, hearing the sharpness in her voice too late. She’d managed to avoid the biggest trap of defending Rosalia, but even so, her brother had known just exactly how to spike her anger. She’d worked hard over the years to be as independent as possible. Since her disavowal she had not asked the family for anything, despite the fact that, as a contributing member of the vine, she was technically allowed to seek support from time to time. Such as when she’d been kicked out of her family home with little more than a change of clothes. Even then, she hadn’t asked for help. Not then, not ever. She never wanted to be dependent on her family again. Not when it could be taken away from her so easily.

“But you’re still in the vine,” Peter said, as if that answered everything.

“Are you telling me that you believe you have the right to enter any property of any member of the vine at will and take what you want?” Hallie asked, unable to hide her astonishment. She’d always known her brother was selfish and self-centred, but this was a whole new level of arrogance. He’d thrown tantrums when anyone had disturbed his possessions when he’d been younger. She couldn’t imagine that had changed. But it was exactly like him to have so little respect for everyone else’s belongings.

“Why not?” Peter asked.

“Because the houses and buildings are not yours, and nor are their contents,” Hallie snapped back, both surprised and dismayed that her mother was staying silent. Wilona had always taught her children to respect other people’s property. Or, at least, she had tried to. The lessons didn’t seem to have stuck with Peter. Her mother should be furious that her son thought he had every right to go into any house in the vine, and that he hadn’t denied taking things from Hallie. But the Magravine was silent. No wonder Peter was spoiled. “You took what belonged to me, and I want it back.”

“I want it back,” Peter repeated, in a sing-song voice that prodded her towards violence. “As if you would have anything worth taking.”

“What do you think he took?” Wilona asked, her eyes narrowed as she looked at Hallie. She had never been warm or maternal, but since she’d disowned Hallie as her daughter, her manner had grown even cooler.

“Money,” Hallie said bluntly. “Savings that I have been making over the years. To settle the contract we agreed.”

Her mother’s whole body jerked as if she’d been slapped, her face showing shock for an unguarded moment. Hallie frowned in her turn. That was an extreme reaction from her mother. She was normally far more controlled.

“That is impossible,” Wilona said, her body now still, held rigid, her face tight, voice low and furious. “You could not possibly have been gathering enough money to make that settlement.”

Hallie stared at her mother, Peter forgotten, icy cold creeping over her skin. It was easy to forget sometimes, looking at Wilona’s drab appearance, that her mother had a shrewd, calculating brain and a love of money that was far greater than any affection she’d ever shown any of her children. When Hallie had managed to get her mother to agree to the written contract, and the outrageous sum of money for Hallie to buy her way out of the family vine, she had thought she’d scored a true agreement with her mother. A way for her to earn her freedom. A price that her mother would find satisfying. But Wilona’s surprise suggested something else.

“You never believed I would manage it, did you?” Hallie’s voice was a harsh whisper. “That’s why you set the amount so high. Because you never expected me to get there.” She should have known, Hallie told herself, her internal voice bitter. She should have known her mother had sought an advantage. Giving Hallie the illusion of a way out while never expecting her to actually get there. Her mother loved the power that came with being head of the Talbot vine almost as much as she loved money.

“What is this?” Peter asked, looking between his mother and his half-sister, an edge to his voice suggesting that he didn’t like not understanding what was going on. “What contract?”

“It doesn’t matter. The idea that Peter stole from you, or that you had been able to gather anywhere near enough money, is ridiculous,” Wilona said, her tone not allowing any room for argument. “The fact that you would come here and make such an outrageous accusation shows just how unstable you are.”

Hallie stared back at her mother, skin crawling in a way that had nothing to do with the rain. In all the years since the attack and Hallie’s transformation, Wilona had never suggested that Hallie was unstable. The accusation of lying was a common refrain. Wilona didn’t seem to be able to accept or believe anything her youngest child said anymore. And as they hadn’t seen each other that often since Hallie had left the family home, it hadn’t mattered all that much. But now, it really mattered. It mattered that her mother believed her.

And it showed just how little her mother knew her, or understood her. Hallie didn’t lie. Or, at least, she tried her best not to. The truth sense she possessed made lying physically uncomfortable. And even though her mother didn’t know about that little bit of magic, she’d never bothered to get to know her youngest daughter well enough to know that Hallie almost always told the truth. It stung that Wilona didn’t believe her. Called her a liar, and thought of her as a liar.

Worse, still, her mother wouldn’t meet Hallie’s eyes. Wilona was generally forthright. The directness was uncomfortable a lot of the time, but Hallie never had to wonder where she stood with her mother. She’d rarely seen this hooded, hidden expression, but she knew what it meant. Her mother was calculating something. Weighing the risks and the odds with the sharp mind that had cemented the Talbot vine as one of the wealthiest in the whole of low city. Based on past experience, Hallie knew that she would not like whatever it was that her mother was working on.

Wilona’s chin came up and she looked at her daughter, mouth set in a hard line. A decision had been made. Hallie braced herself, squaring her shoulders, trying to school her expression into something neutral.

“I agreed to the contract as a gift because it was so important to you. I see now that was a mistake. You have until the end of the week to fulfil it, or I will consider it null and void,” Wilona said.

“That’s not what we agreed,” Hallie said, shocked. The contract had no end date. That had been a surprise and a relief when Hallie had entered into it. The sum of money had seemed impossibly vast, something she could never hope to achieve. But little by little, she had built up the funds. Until Peter had stolen from her. Her body trembled, and not just with the cold and the rain. “The end of the week? That’s three days,” Hallie said, her voice rising in pitch. She couldn’t help it. Her one chance to be free of her family vine and its demands, to be able to live her own life, and it was being torn from her thanks to her selfish brother and her stubborn mother. “You are breaking our contract?” she asked. In any other circumstance, it would be an outrageous thing to say. Wilona Talbot took a great deal of pride in honouring her agreements. It was one of the reasons Hallie had been so determined to get the contract with her in the first place. If her mother agreed to something, she would do it. Every time. That whirring brain inside Wilona’s head calculated opportunities and outcomes and risks faster than anyone else Hallie had ever met, leading to firm decision making. Her mother’s lack of flexibility and unwillingness to change her mind had been a sore spot for Hallie and her siblings growing up. Nothing changed Wilona’s mind once it was made up. Until now. Until the thing that mattered most to Hallie.

Wilona’s face was a mask of fury as she stared back at Hallie. “It should never have been agreed to in the first place. I have said what must be done.” She paused, anger still clear on her face. She was working on another decision, and Hallie wanted to run away rather than listen to it. She forced herself to remain still. The Magravine held control of the lives of all the people in her vine, and Hallie was no exception. “It’s clear you’ve been given too much freedom. Gin has not been disciplining you as she should. I will find different work for you from next week.”

Hallie flinched, unable to help herself. In many of her waking nightmares, she had imagined her mother taking her away from her job at the skip tracing agency and finding something different for her to do. There were many jobs in the family vine that Hallie wanted no part in. And she’d always known that Wilona Talbot had the power to change her life on a whim. The Magravine had absolute discretion in directing the employment of any member of her vine. It was a power that Wilona generally exercised sparingly, but she did use it from time to time, and that was just one reason why Hallie had been so determined to buy her way out.

Wilona stared at her, face set in a stubborn expression that made her look very like her son. “Go now. Don’t come back unless you have the funds to pay.”

Her mother took hold of Peter’s arm and drew him inside, then closed the door. She didn’t do anything as childish as slam it shut, but the quiet click of the lock was deafening in Hallie’s ears.

Hallie swayed on her feet, light-headed all of a sudden. She’d been holding her breath, she realised. She gasped in some much-needed air, and tried not to think about how close to a sob her breathing sounded. At least the rain would hide any tears. Although her eyes felt hot and dry, rather than wet. Her hands were clenched into fists and she wanted to step forward, to hammer on the door and demand that Wilona take back everything she had just said. The ultimatum for payment. The accusation that Hallie had lied. The threat of a new job.

Wilona would do it, Hallie knew. All of it. Break the contract. Take Hallie away from Gin. The Magravine could do all of that. She rarely exercised her power so openly and bluntly, but she could. No one could challenge her. In the family vine, her word was law.

One of the house’s security lights came on, harsh and white, flooding over Hallie and temporarily blinding her. An unsubtle message that she was being watched and that she was not wanted. She’d seen her mother and siblings use the trick more than once in the past. It was another reminder, as if she needed one, of how unwelcome she was here. Her eyes stinging, and not just from the blinding light, she turned away and headed away from the house, fighting to keep her back straight and her strides even until she was out of sight of the building, at least. She would not let any watchers see how much she was hurting, how her chest ached and her throat burned with every breath. She was amazed that the ground was still solid under her feet, water seeping into her boots as she sloshed through puddles.

Everything had changed. Her brother had stolen her freedom. Her mother had broken the contract that Hallie had been relying on for so many years. She had three days to pay.

Three days was impossible. Three years might also be impossible, as Peter had taken so much from her. Her mind turned on possibilities. Aunt Gin might advance her salary, but Hallie would still be woefully short of the enormous total her mother had demanded. The deadline loomed in Hallie’s mind as if it was one of the garish neon signs in the side-streets of old town, the ancient heart of low city. Three days.

She felt as if her chest was breaking, cracking apart from the inside. All her plans. The freedom she had been working towards. The hope of seeing different lands. Of being a passenger in one of the sleek white air planes that crossed the skies from time to time. All those hopes, all her dreams. Gone. All because Wilona Talbot said so.

She gasped a breath that was more like a sob, and held in a scream that felt big enough to be heard across the entire city. Hot fury and hatred slid over her skin, chasing away some of the chill from the rain. She’d never despised her brother as much as she did in that moment. And however hurt she had been by Wilona’s decisions in the past, Hallie had never quite reached the point of hate. Until now. The emotion was a jagged and uncomfortable feeling, making her feel like an intruder in her own body. Shame and betrayal and loss and anger all tied themselves up together in barbed-wire threads, cutting through her insides, making her want to scream again.

Movement to one side made her check in her stride, looking across and then up, startled out of her hurt. There was someone there in the shadows of a nearby building. A tall, slim figure who was just a darker shadow against an upper floor balcony. The person’s shape didn’t match any of her siblings or her mother. But then, they probably wouldn’t have come themselves, if they wanted to make sure she left the family territory. They would have sent someone else to do the work for them. If so, they must be new as none of the henchmen Hallie was familiar with were that tall and slim. Her mother preferred her hired muscle to look like muscle, and the few enforcers she had on the payroll were all squat and square.

With her skin prickling at the sensation of being watched and followed out of her family territory, Hallie kept going. She would lose her tail somewhere in the narrower, twisted streets of old town if she had to. She wasn’t going to lead any of her family trouble back to Rosalia. At least, not again.


Chapter five


Hallie had stumbled back into her home in the small hours, soaked to her skin, crying and breathless, unable to hide her distress from Rosalia, who had been waiting up for her. A true friend, Rosalia had quieted when Hallie wouldn’t answer her questions, instead taking care of practical things like gathering Hallie’s sopping wet clothes for washing, stuffing her sodden boots with paper to help them dry out, then heating up some stew while Hallie took a much-needed hot shower.

Even after the shower, Hallie hadn’t been able to speak, choked with hurt and anger and hate. Instead, she’d fallen asleep on the sofa in her softest, oldest clothes, wrapped in blankets, her stomach full of Rosalia’s amazing cooking.

She’d woken later than normal to find that Rosalia had headed out for the day, leaving a covered plate of food on the kitchen counter along with a note that she was going to the market. For the first time since Rosalia had moved in, Hallie had been glad to wake to an empty house and to not need to talk for anyone for a little while. She was far calmer now, the jagged edges of all her feelings blunted by a little bit of sleep, and doubtless Rosalia would have questions for her that Hallie did not want to answer.

Heavy-eyed and thick-headed from too much crying and not enough rest, Hallie had taken another shower, still feeling cold at her centre. Her leather jacket and boots were still soaking, possibly ruined, from all the rain the night before. So she found a pair of comfortable walking shoes and a zip-up hooded sweatshirt jacket to wear instead, clothes far more fragile than she would choose to wear for work, and hoped that she wouldn’t need to dive into any rotting vegetables that day. She still needed to turn up for work. If she somehow managed to get her freedom, she might need Gin’s good will and if she was trapped in the vine for the rest of her life, she would need the good will even more.

The sensation of a ticking clock accompanied Hallie on her walk to Gin’s office. Three days left. Today, tomorrow and the next day. That was it. Three days to work out a way she could raise the money to pay off her mother, or a way to leave the city and escape her family for good.

The thought of escape was tantalising, but Hallie had considered it and dismissed it as a plan too often before to give it any real thought. Apart from hochlen, almost no one left the city. Not ever. Permits were required, and even legal ones were expensive. And that was always assuming the Magravine or Magrave of the family vine would allow their vine member to travel. The only people she’d heard of leaving the city were karlen outside of family vines who had gone to work on commercial ships, where the shipping companies paid for the permits and didn’t have to pay a bounty to the Magrave or Magravine. There were forgers in low city she could find if she looked hard enough if she wanted false papers, but she’d need every scrap of money she had to get papers to allow her to leave the city, leaving her with nothing once she’d escaped. And she wasn’t a foolish child to think she could somehow get by on the kindness of strangers. She’d need to earn her own money and look after herself. The only work she was likely to find was the sort that would land her on the wrong side of a warrant. She’d spent the last decade working on what she considered to be the right side, and even the chance of getting away from her family vine wasn’t reason enough to change that. She still needed to live with herself.

There was also no safe place for her to go. She would be travelling without the express permission of her vine, and on false papers. That was illegal in every country. Her cousin Morgana would be able to get an arrest warrant in about five minutes, and no country around the world would protect Hallie against a valid judge’s warrant. She’d be sent back and, if she was lucky, put into the enormous, grim prison on the outskirts of the city.

The only territory that might defy a judge’s order, Paradise, only took in human refugees, and Hallie hadn’t been fully human for a long time.

There was no question that the Magravine would order a hunt for Hallie. Even though she had been removed from the blood family, there was no possible way that the Magravine would overlook such open disobedience as a runaway. Even if Hallie did manage to get the papers, and get out of the city, she would spend the rest of her life looking over her shoulder. It would only be a matter of time before someone caught up to her.

So she couldn’t run. Which left her with the bad option of trying to work out a way of raising the money to pay her mother, or the worse option of accepting her fate and resigning herself to a life as an unwanted but still useful member of the Talbot vine. She’d had more than ten years of fighting against that idea, and she wasn’t ready to give up. She had just under three days to work out an alternative plan. Perhaps Aunt Gin would give her the day off to let her think about it a bit more. Gin wasn’t known for being generous, but Hallie was owed a considerable number of days off. Time off work was one of the many things she’d sacrificed in order to keep earning, and keep building towards the huge total her mother had set for her.

She reached Gin’s office to find a compact, rugged-looking vehicle parked outside. It was a little higher off the road than a normal car, thanks to heavy tyres, its body made of dull green panels with a few dents and scratches marking it as a well-used vehicle. There was a passenger cabin which would seat two and an open back that was currently empty. It looked like one of the vehicles that adventurers might use in a television drama, something that would be more at home in open terrain rather than city streets. Outside of a television screen, she had seen a few vehicles like it, usually operated by low city gang members as they were a little narrower than a standard car and could slip down more side streets. But this didn’t look like a gang vehicle. There were no painted tags on it, for one thing. And it was too clean, for another. Wondering just what kind of business its driver had with Aunt Gin, Hallie went into the office.

She stopped abruptly just inside the door, blinking in surprise. Her aunt did have a visitor, but it wasn’t someone Hallie had expected to see again, and certainly not here.

Special Investigator Girard Abbot was standing, apparently at his ease, across the desk from Gin. Hallie was surprised by how pleased she was to see him again. They had met under bad circumstances, when he had thought she was a killer, and although he had changed his mind on that front, she hadn’t realised how much she had missed him until now. He was hochlen, after all, and they had nothing in common. He was dressed in what she assumed was his idea of a working uniform, in heavy-soled leather boots, dull brown tactical trousers and a t-shirt and leather jacket. It was the sort of casual but practical outfit that a lot of skip tracers wore, but no one would mistake Girard Abbot for a lowly skip tracer. Everything he wore was far superior quality to anything Hallie had ever owned, and he carried the subtle, polished air that all hochlen had. He was almost ordinary-looking for one of the hochlen, with short, sandy coloured hair that never seemed to sit neatly around his head, pale skin and deep blue eyes.

He tilted his head at Hallie by way of greeting, the hint of a smile on his face.

“Well, here she is now, so you can ask her yourself,” Gin said, sounding even more surly than usual, breaking Hallie’s momentary distraction at Girard’s presence. Her aunt was dressed in her normal, casual clothing. Tough work trousers and a long-sleeved, flannel shirt. Although Gin spent most of her time in the office these days, she still liked to present an image of a working skip tracer. Gin was a slender woman of average height, with short hair that was currently a steely grey colour, which meant she’d been to the hairdresser since Hallie had last seen her. The ever-changing hair colour was perhaps Gin’s only indulgence. She preferred short hair styles, which emphasised the strong bones of her face including the straight brow and dark eyes that were Talbot family traits. “That Findo Trask character hasn’t been found yet,” she told Hallie, ignoring their visitor for the moment, which made Hallie wonder just what they’d been talking about. Gin was in a foul mood. “I wouldn’t be surprised if we didn’t get called up again.”

“Well, it will need to be in the next couple of days,” Hallie said.

“Yeah. Wilona called me. She was not happy,” Gin said, directing a ferocious scowl at her niece. “Couldn't keep your mouth shut, could you?”

Hallie stayed silent. She really wanted to point out that Peter had been the one in the wrong, stealing from her, but there was no point in talking to Gin when she was in this bad a mood. A short temper and stubborn nature were traits that Gin and Wilona shared. Instead, she turned to Girard.

“Inspector Abbot. What brings you to this part of the city?” she asked, trying to keep her voice pleasant.

“I was looking for you, actually,” Girard said. He glanced at Gin, a hint of wariness in his face, as if he didn’t want to provoke her temper any further. Smart man. He looked back at Hallie. “I have a case I’d like your help with.”

Hallie’s brows shot up. Of all things, she had not expected that. She opened her mouth to tell him no. She’d been about to ask Gin for time off. The last thing she needed was the distraction of a case when she had the impossible task of paying off her mother.

“I told him you’ll help,” Gin said, sounding as if the words were being pulled from her. She’d agreed to help one of the hochlen. No wonder she was in a temper. Gin was a fraction more open-minded than Wilona. But not by much. “He’ll pay me the standard rate, of course.”

“Of course,” Girard said, without hesitation.

“There is no standard rate,” Hallie told him. “How much did she say she would charge you?” she asked.

“A thousand a day,” Girard answered, as calmly as if he was discussing the weather.

“A thousand?” Hallie’s voice rose to a squeak. If she was being paid even close to that, she would have been able to pay her mother off a long time ago.

“Hochlen can afford it,” Gin said, folding her arms across her chest and glowering at Hallie. “And I might as well get the most out of you while I can.”

Her aunt wasn’t going to back down, Hallie saw. She’d been offered an outrageous sum of money to loan out Hallie’s services, always assuming that a more lucrative skip didn’t appear in the meantime. And Hallie was hard-pressed to think of the last time Gin would have earned as much as a guaranteed thousand a day for a low city fugitive. All the police contracts were for fixed amounts, no matter how long the hunt took. Right now, Hallie was still in Gin’s employment, contracted to her, so Hallie was going to be working with Girard whether she liked it or not. With the prospect of being bound into the family vine forever looming over her, Hallie couldn’t afford to alienate one of the few members of the vine who had always treated her well. So she needed to follow Gin’s direction. For the next few days, at least. After that, she didn’t want to think what she might be doing. The most low-paid, foul job her mother could come up with, no doubt. Or worse, being part of her mother’s enforcement team, extorting money from already poor families in the vine who Wilona thought should be able to pay more in tithes.

“Fine,” Hallie snapped at Gin. “What’s the case?” she asked Girard.

“I’ll tell you about it on the way,” he said. He took his wallet out, counted off a series of paper notes, and put then on the desk in front of Gin. Hallie managed to keep her jaw from dropping at the casual way he handled an eye-watering sum of money. She’d had bundles of cash like that around her home until Peter had stolen them from her, the money of smaller values and far more well-worn than the crisp, new money Girard had provided. “That’s for the first three days, as a gesture of goodwill.”

“Goodwill, eh?” Gin asked, her temper fading a little as she looked at the money on her desk. “Should have charged more,” she said, not quite under her breath. Hallie tried not to roll her eyes. Gin was as canny a businesswoman in her own way as her sister.

“Good day to you, Miss Talbot,” Girard said. “Shall we go?” he asked, turning to Hallie.

Hallie just nodded and followed him out. She was tempted to tell him to get a receipt from Gin, but her aunt was generally honest. And she didn’t often see that amount of money in one place. She was most likely going to head to the bank to deposit it before Girard could change his mind.

Girard was opening one of the doors on the off-road vehicle as she stepped onto the pavement.

“This is yours?” she asked, startled. It seemed far too ordinary and sturdy to belong to one of the hochlen.

“It is. I had it brought from the country estate. I thought it might blend in better in Erset,” Girard explained.

“That it will. But I’d recommend not telling people it came from a country estate, or calling the place by its proper name,” Hallie told him as she got into the passenger seat. No one in low city had ever seen a country estate, let alone had a vehicle brought in from one. And none of the residents referred to their home territory by its proper name. Only the hochlen, and the most middle-class of the karlen living in midtown did that. She wasn’t sure why she had bothered to try to give him some help to blend in, as no one was going to mistake the investigator for anything other than what he was - one of the elite. Perhaps it was a point of pride. She’d been assigned to work with him, and she always tried to do her job to the best of her abilities. And it was also easier to think about the many ways the hochlen didn’t fit in than to think about her own situation.

She looked around with some interest as she fastened her seat belt. The inside of the vehicle was as basic and hard-wearing as the outside. It had everything needed to make it a legal vehicle, such as seat belts and airbags, but not much more than that. A far cry from the soft, comfortable luxury she more usually associated with hochlen.

“Good points,” Girard said. He started the engine, and if the rest of the vehicle looked rough around the edges, the engine was not. It was as quiet as any fitted to a sleek city car. “We need to head to the warehouse district. Can you guide me?” he asked.

“There are a lot of warehouses. Do you have a street address or building name?” Hallie asked.

Girard gave her an address she vaguely knew, and she pointed ahead in the direction they needed to travel.

“It’s going to take about twenty minutes to drive there,” Hallie said. “You said you’d tell me what this was about?”

“Yes,” Girard said. He was looking at the road ahead, doubtless not familiar with the pot-holed streets of low city, but Hallie didn’t think he was just concentrating on his driving. He was thinking, deciding how best to explain things to her. “We’ve had some men go missing in the past few days. Five of them. They haven’t been back to their family homes and none of their families or social circle know where they are. There’s been nothing specific to raise alarm, apart from not being able to track them down. I’ve been asked to see if I can find them.”

“Don’t their ID bracelets have locator chips?” Hallie asked, frowning. Every citizen of the city, including the elite, was required to carry ID. For the common folk, that generally meant a chip embedded under the skin of their wrist. But some quirk of hochlen physiology rejected any attempt to inject a chip, or to tattoo their skin, and so they wore metal bracelets with their ID inside. The bracelets varied in size and design, and complexity. But she was sure that most hochlen would have some kind of life sign monitor and locator beacon in their bracelets. Which meant that the families should simply have been able to turn on the tracking software and find their strays without the need for a Conclave Investigator, or a skip tracer, hunting them down.

“They do. But the tracking software can’t locate them. They all had vital sign monitoring, too. And there’s nothing. It’s as if someone disabled the bracelets.” Girard glanced at Hallie, a frown between his brows. “That shouldn’t be possible, but it seems that someone has found a way.”

“Alright,” Hallie said, more to let him know that she was listening. Her mind was turning over the new information. She’d never realised it was possible to disable the ID bracelets without triggering some kind of an alarm, but then she was no tech expert. She found herself smoothing down the sleeve of her jacket to more completely hide her own ID bracelet. She was quite sure that her plain steel band didn’t have any of the sophisticated software that the hochlen would expected, but the talk of bracelets had made her self-conscious.

Girard was still frowning. Possibly the inability to track the ID bracelets was bothering him, but Hallie had the sense it was more than that. “The supposed missing are a few hot-headed young men, who are known to get into trouble. I’ve got photographs in the glove compartment.” He lifted one hand from the steering wheel and pointed. Taking that as her cue, Hallie opened the compartment and pulled out a thin sheaf of papers.

“What makes you think that they are in low city, and not just hiding out in high city?” she asked him.

“The head of security for one of their families found the warehouse address we’re heading for in one of their rooms. I hoped you might help as a local guide,” Girard answered.

There was something a little off about his story. He was telling the truth, as far as he was telling her anything. Hallie’s truth sense told her as much. But he wasn’t telling her everything. Not yet. She was tempted to force the issue, but she didn’t know him particularly well, and tracking down a handful of wild hochlen youth seemed an easy enough task.

Besides, she wasn’t sure she wanted too much more to think about. Even as she tried to focus on the missing hochlen, part of her mind was turning in circles on what she might be able to do to deal with her mother’s deadline. Hopefully, tracking down the missing men wouldn’t be too difficult and she’d come up with a solution for her future, too.


Chapter six


Girard had brought a large collection of printed photographs, with names noted on the backs. Hallie studied and memorised the names and faces. Carrado Galloway, Erbin Romero, Llew Kennedy, Nafiens Marsh and Oswain Dorsey. She didn’t recognise any of the family names from the Conclave membership, which was a small relief. The last thing she wanted was more Conclave members knowing who she was. It didn’t mean that the families were powerless, though. The elite held and wielded a lot of power in all manner of ways, from political to financial. The fact that a Conclave Investigator had been sent after the young men when Girard had said there was no particular cause for concern was proof of that.

The photographs were all group shots, showing the five missing men and a few others in various poses and circumstances. There were a few images that looked like they had been taken at lavish parties, with the men in formal evening wear, often with glasses in their hands, and a couple of images of the five men and others sitting in and around very sleek, very expensive-looking vehicles. The last picture was a scene in a forest, with the men standing behind a dead stag, a creature Hallie had never seen in real life, only on screens or in still images. The stag’s antlers spread wide enough to encompass all five men, its mottled brown fur blending in with their surroundings, all the men looking very pleased with themselves. It seemed to be a hochlen thing, to take photographs with the spoils of the hunt, Hallie thought, remembering seeing a similar picture in the only hochlen house she’d been into. Then again, karlen fishermen would often pose for pictures with any particularly large fish they caught, so perhaps it was more of a universal thing.

“They look popular,” Hallie said, putting the photographs back into the glove compartment. The various images had been useful in giving her different angles and lighting for the men in question, so she should be able to recognise them if she came across them.

“Well, they have a lot of friends,” Girard said. There was a little hesitation in his voice which caught Hallie’s interest.

“Ah. Not popular with everyone?” Hallie asked. “Let me guess. The older generation finds them loud and arrogant?” It seemed that young men shared some traits no matter where they came from. She remembered her brothers and their friends being loud and over-confident in their late teenage years. The elders in the family vine had shaken their heads and predicted grim outcomes from the youngsters’ antics. A few bumps and scrapes, and a broken bone or two, and some of the young men had grown up a little. She wasn’t sure Peter would ever grow up.

Girard gave a short laugh. “Indeed. They are all younger sons,” he added, glancing across at her as if making sure she got the significance of that.

She nodded, to show she’d understood. Hochlen succession passed down through the male side of any family, with the eldest son inheriting everything if he was still alive. She wasn’t sure how all hochlen families felt about their younger sons, beyond the wish to have them as back-up in case something happened to the elder son. The man that Rosalia had been involved with had been an older son, killed in what had turned out to be a futile attempt to redirect the line of succession. His father hadn’t seemed overly fond of his younger son. But then, a dislike of children wasn’t confined to the hochlen. Hallie’s own mother had disowned her when it became clear she was no longer fully human.

“So they’ve got a lot of wealth to play with and no responsibilities,” she concluded.

Girard gave another short laugh. “That’s a fair summary. For most younger sons, anyway.” Something in the way he said that told Hallie he wasn’t just talking about the missing men any longer. She had never asked about Girard’s family circumstances, but she had a strong suspicion he was also a younger son. His plain first name, for one. It was a name that would not be out of place among karlen. And the fact that he was working with the Conclave Investigators. Most elder sons were expected to learn and work in whatever the family was involved in. Older sons would be considered too valuable to be allowed to work in law enforcement, even protected with body armour and carrying a weapon.

Hallie was tempted to ask him more. She held the questions back. She had more than enough to deal with, and as much as she found Girard easy and pleasant company, she wanted to get this work over with so she could work on a solution to her own problems.

“Take the next right,” she said. “That’s the street address. We’ll need to keep an eye out for the actual warehouse.”

Girard complied. He slowed the vehicle down as they turned, taking a look around them.

They were in one of the run-down industrial districts that littered low city. Before the new harbour and rail terminus had been built, taking almost all the factories and warehouses and jobs to the other side of mid-city, low city had been a hive of industry and business, full of busy people with employment and prospects.

Hallie spent a lot of her working time in districts like this, and couldn’t help but feel saddened every time she visited. The buildings all around them, now with cracked or missing window glass, doors hanging off their hinges, plants growing out of gaps in the brickwork and along the roof lines, had once been whole and intact, full of people working. Low city had once contained a lot of wealth and a lot of promise. She’d often felt guilty about her wish to escape the city, to go somewhere new and learn more about the wider world, to leave all this behind. Today, sadness mingled with guilt along with sharp, bitter anger at her mother’s breaking of her word. Hallie most likely would never know a setting apart from this once-hopeful place now gradually turning to decay.

“I had no idea that all this was here,” Girard said, sounding surprised. “And you said there are more warehouses across Erset, er, low city?”

“A lot more,” Hallie said. “They are great places for fugitives to hide and for illegal activity,” she added.

“What industry used to be here?” Girard asked.

“On this street? Looks like a variety of things. Steel works, timber processing, and printing,” Hallie said, catching a glimpse of large pieces of equipment through the gaps in the building walls.

“There used to be manufacturing here?” Girard asked. He pulled the vehicle to a stop outside one of the larger buildings. The barely legible name over the huge, corrugated metal doors matched the address he’d given Hallie.

“There was a lot of industry here. All sorts,” Hallie said, trying not to sound too bitter.

“What happened to it?” Girard asked.

Hallie blinked, so startled by the question that she couldn’t think how to answer for a moment. She’d grown up with the shadow of all this old industry around her, watching factory after factory close as the business moved closer to the new harbour. But Girard hadn’t, she reminded herself. He’d grown up in the hills, high above both low city and midtown, in a place where there were no factories or warehouses or industry of any kind. So she tried to keep her voice neutral as she answered. “The businesses moved with the harbour and railway,” she told him, undoing her seatbelt and putting her hand on the door latch.

“That was barely two decades ago,” Girard said, obviously surprised. “So much change in such a short period of time?”

“There’s no rail station in low city any longer,” Hallie told him, a little bit of her bitterness creeping into her voice. She paused and took a breath. It wasn’t Girard’s fault. And he seemed genuinely curious. “So there’s no easy means for the factories or other businesses to get their goods to the harbour and out to market, or onto trains and out to the country.” She pushed the door open, getting out of the vehicle, deciding she was done talking about the slow decline of her home.

Outside the vehicle, the air was quiet in a way that only old, abandoned buildings could be. There was the sense of fading energy, as if the buildings themselves were letting out the longest, deepest sigh in the world, accepting their fate to slowly rot away, no longer of use to anyone. Standing on the worn out road surface, Hallie could smell the faint trace of oil and exhaust fumes. The abandoned districts, particularly ones like this with long, sweeping roads that had once carried heavy trucks full of goods, were perfect sites for illegal street racing. She glanced at the ground and saw the faint trace of tyre marks. That and the smell in the air suggested that this might be a popular racing spot for those low city residents lucky enough to have cars.

She also caught the faintest trace of sea air, a heavy brine that reminded her she was in a coastal city, not far from the vast, endless ocean. As a child, she’d often wondered what would happen if she managed to get in a boat and simply sail away. What would she see? What would the other side of the horizon look like?

As an adult, the thought of stowing away on one of the giant container ships that came in and out of the new harbour held no appeal. She didn’t want to be trapped inside a metal box, however large. And from what she’d learned, the masters of those vessels hated stowaways. They had been known to throw them overboard, and Hallie didn’t know how to swim.

She shook off the memories and dreams and turned back to the building they had stopped in front of, taking in the peeling paint on the brick walls, then frowning as she looked towards the huge metal doors. In more prosperous times, the doors had rolled back from the opening on grooves dug into the ground and hooked on a single rail at the top. They were slightly ajar, one of the sheets of metal twisted and warped as if it had jammed on the rail, or in the groove at the bottom, and someone or something had forced its way inside.

“What is it?” Girard asked. He was standing beside her, looking as if he, too, had been taking in their surroundings.

“There are tracks to and from the doors. See the marks in the dirt?” Hallie said.

“Yes, I see them. I take it that’s not normal?”

“No,” Hallie said, and started walking towards the doors, keeping to one side of the path she’d spotted. She was no expert on tracking, but from what she could see, there had been dozens of people in and out of this building, and recently enough that some of the shoe impressions were fairly clear. “The building has been abandoned for a long time. There might be one or two people going in and out, looking for a place to sleep or hide, but this looks like a lot more people than that.”

“I agree,” Girard said. He paused and crouched next to a section of the trail, snapping a few photos on his phone before straightening. “No, I’m no expert on shoe impressions,” he said, the suggestion of a smile tugging his mouth, “but we’ve been trained to record as much as we can of any scene we’re at.”

Hallie was tempted to ask more, but it most likely wasn’t relevant to finding the missing hochlen men. And she needed to get this task done as quickly as possible so she could work out a plan of her own. Like seeing if any of the banks might actually lend her enough to cover the shortfall. She didn’t think it was possible, but she had nothing to lose by trying. So she turned back to the building and headed through the partly open doors.

The interior of the building was shadowed, the roof far overhead mostly intact with only a few bright spots of daylight showing, the great shapes of the machinery soaring overhead, metal dull in the poor light. The air was saturated with the scent of hot metal and old oil, suggesting it had been some kind of metal working plant when it had been in operation, along with a more recent and less welcome trace that she knew too well.

“Blood,” she said, drawing another deep breath in. It was thick in the air, now that she’d noticed it. “A lot of it.”

“Yes,” Girard agreed. He’d moved to her side again, and had his weapon out, the muzzle pointing to the ground. “We should have a look around,” he suggested. He glanced at her. “Stay close by, please.”

Hallie didn’t respond for a moment. She was used to working alone, which also meant that she was the one who got attacked. But she wasn’t alone this time, which was a new experience. Not only that, but Girard was wearing body armour and had combat training, like all hochlen. He was in a much better position to deal with any attackers. She had a vivid memory of being attacked by a wrench-wielding, drug-addled, homeless karlen at another abandoned factory. The idea she wouldn’t have to deal with that on her own was strange and made her feel oddly more vulnerable than if she had been about to go through the factory on her own. She knew her own capabilities and while she’d seen that Girard was competent in hand-to-hand combat and knew how to use the gun he carried, she didn’t actually know him all that well. And she was sure that she had far more experience in searching abandoned and derelict buildings, with their quirks of sound and sight and breezes that came out of nowhere, all of which could trick her senses.

Still, she was here to assist and Girard was the one with the gun, so she decided not to argue. She nodded to show she’d understood, then moved with him as he set off to the right, staying close to the outer wall. She wasn’t sure why he’d chosen that direction, but then saw the tracks in the dirt went that way. Whoever had been coming in and out of the building, this was the route they’d taken. What must have been a clean concrete floor at one point was covered in dust and dirt, showing a clear path for them to follow.

Hallie wished she knew what all the silent and disused machinery did. Perhaps then it wouldn’t feel quite so threatening, looming over her head. There were some things she recognised, like a conveyor belt high up and what looked like an enormous press that could easily squash her into nothing if it came down on her. There were warning labels around most of the equipment, the vivid red and yellow borders on the signs and heavy black writing faded with age, making her glad they weren’t getting too close right now.

Almost at the end of the building, a larger area opened out in front of them. There were old packing crates arranged around the space, looking to Hallie like seats for an audience. There was one row of single crates, then an outer circle of double-stacked crates.

The ground in the centre of the crates had been covered in what looked like a layer of sawdust mixed with more dirt or sand. The surface was churned up, the smell of blood much stronger, along with another scent that was equally unwelcome. Rot and decay.

“This looks like a fighting ring,” Girard said, stopping at the inner row of crates. He was still holding his gun pointed towards the ground, frowning as he looked around. “Although I don’t see any betting slips or coins.”

“No one here would leave money behind,” Hallie told him. “Not even coins. And paper costs money. If there was gambling going on, it wouldn’t be on bits of paper.” She’d come across a few illegal gambling set ups in her work. The established bookies, who often also operated as money lenders, had paper ledgers, but for on-the-day bets and odds, they used chalkboards to record the odds and gave out stick tokens to the gamblers. She crouched down, spotting one in the dirt, and rose to her feet, holding up the long, slim piece of wood. There were a few notches on the length of the stick, which almost looked natural. There were a few other similar sticks lying around. Losing bets, if she had to guess. She took a step forward and held the piece of wood out to Girard. “The bookies would give out sticks like this when someone places a bet, and this is what the gamblers use to collect.”

“Clever,” Girard said, taking the stick from her and examining it. “It just looks like an ordinary bit of wood.”

“Yes. They are light and easy to carry. The marks correspond to the amount wagered, although I don’t know what it actually means,” Hallie told him.

“Betting is commonplace?” Girard asked her.

“In some circles, I’m sure. Most people are sensible enough to stay away. The only ones who truly win are the organisers and the bookies,” Hallie said, in a sour tone.

“So there’s money to be made,” Girard concluded.

“And probably an entrance fee as well, for spectators,” Hallie said. “So, yes, a lot of money.” It didn’t sit well with her. But for some people there wasn’t much else for them to do in low city.

“What about the fighting ring? Is this a common thing in Erset? Low city, I mean?” Girard asked, moving past the crates.

“Not common,” Hallie said, reluctantly moving to join him at the edge of the area. “But it does happen from time to time. There are a lot of restless and unemployed men around. And apparently there are also a lot of people who would pay money to watch other people beating each other up.” She couldn’t manage to keep the disapproval out of her voice.

“You don’t like fighting for sport,” Girard said. It wasn’t a question. He didn’t sound disapproving. All the same, Hallie had to fight the urge to defend herself. “But you are a capable fighter, yourself,” he added.

That needed a response, she thought. “It’s a job requirement. No one wants to get taken back to custody. A lot of skips get violent,” Hallie said.

“So it’s necessary for you to defend yourself,” Girard said, sounding as if she’d confirmed something he’d been wondering about. She wasn’t sure what it meant, but the thought that the hochlen investigator had been thinking about her was not unpleasant.

She was about to say something else, draw the conversation out, when she remembered the looming deadline her mother had imposed. Unless something changed drastically in the next two and a half days, she was going to be trapped in the family vine, and whatever Girard might or might not have been wondering about didn’t matter. It also didn’t matter that she found him easy company, far more so than she would ever have suspected possible with one of the elite.

So she swallowed whatever she had been about to say and started walking slowly around the outside of the circle, taking note of the position of the crates and the dark stains she could see on the sawdust and dirt in the centre. Definitely fighting of some kind. And unlawful. A spontaneous brawl on the street was one thing, and might be overlooked by the authorities. This kind of set up, which had taken planning to put together, was taken seriously. She should report it to the local police. If they didn’t know about it already, they would want to know about organised fights taking place in their district.

“Is illegal fighting the sort of thing that the missing men would have got involved with?” she asked Girard. He was a few strides away from her, following her at a similar, slow pace, taking in his surroundings.

“Almost certainly, yes,” Girard answered, voice so grim that she looked back over her shoulder to see him staring at the middle of the arena. “They probably wouldn’t get involved themselves,” he said, although there was a note of doubt in his voice, “but they’d be happy to watch.” And he was far more confident of that. Hallie filled in what he’d left unsaid. The hochlen would have seen an illegal fight as entertainment.

Hallie wrinkled her nose in distaste. She was forming a clear mental impression of the missing men, and none of it was good. Wealthy, reckless, headstrong. The sort of combination that could get into a lot of trouble in low city. There were gangs who would be delighted to take everything of value from careless hochlen. The gangs were unlikely to do anything as stupid as kill one of the hochlen, as everyone in low city knew that would bring the entire wrath of the elite down on them, with their well-armed and ruthless security teams. But almost all of low city’s gangs would be happy to relieve the elite of every one of their possessions, including the clothes on their backs. And accidents did happen. It was possible that no one had meant to do the hochlen any harm, but it had still happened. There was that smell of rot and decay in the air that was troubling her more and more as she moved around the space.

The scent seemed to be drifting towards her from the back of the building, which they hadn’t got to yet. She took one final look at the empty circle and packing crates, and headed off, following her nose, quickening her stride as the smell grew stronger.

She crossed under the shadow of one of the overhead conveyors and the bulk of one of the mysterious machines that made her skin crawl at its proximity.

Movement out of the corner of her eye snapped her head around just in time to see a human-shaped form leaping off the conveyor belt overhead, aiming for her. She side-stepped so that her would-be attacker landed heavily on the concrete. The body hit the ground with a thump that made her wince in sympathy, but gathered itself more quickly than she would have imagined possible, surging to its feet, and reaching for her with claw-like hands. She side-stepped again, and looked around for something to use as a weapon to defend herself.

“Stop where you are!” Girard’s voice was a flat snap in the shadows under the monster machine.

The figure hissed out in fury, crouching down. It looked like a man, Hallie thought, taking another step back to put herself further out of reach. It was clothed in the ragged remnants of a t-shirt and trousers, feet bare. The skin she could see was a mottled grey and blue that looked oddly faded, as if the original pigment was washing away, but that might have been from the bruising rather than a natural colour. The thing - man, she corrected herself - had a tangled mess of dark, filthy hair around his head, eyes sunken too far into their sockets for her to get a read on them, and was baring what looked like sharpened teeth as he hissed, looking between her and Girard.

The sight of the teeth made Hallie shiver. Veondken. Not human. She remembered another set of jagged teeth, more than a decade ago, tearing into her throat and shoulder.

But she wasn’t that terrified youngster any longer. She had far better combat skills, and a hochlen investigator with a gun nearby. This creature, whoever he was, wasn’t going to eat her. Not today.

“Can you talk?” Hallie asked, trying to keep her voice calm and steady.

“What?” Girard asked, sounding astonished. “You’re going to try talking to it?”

“Him,” Hallie corrected in the same calm voice. “And, yes. We have a lot of different kinds of people in low city. Do you have a name?” she asked, turning back to the hissing man.

He was still crouching down, and she wasn’t sure if he could actually straighten up or if his body was formed like that. From the broad shoulders and reach of the arms he was holding out from his sides, she thought he would be a formidable opponent if he got too close. Now that he was still she could also see that his hands weren’t just claw-like, there were actual claws at the ends of his fingers. One swipe of his hand could be lethal, if he struck in the right place.

When he just stared at her, teeth still bared, she tried again. “I am Hallie. Who are you?”

“Hallie,” the man said, his voice so low she could barely hear it. But it was definitely her name. He’d understood her. “Bad place, Hallie. Bad. Go now.”

“Did bad things happen to you here?” Hallie asked as her skin rose into goosebumps. He was telling the truth, as he understood it.

“Bad men. Bad, bad, bad.”

“Are you alone here?” Hallie asked.

“Just the bodies,” he answered, an unexpected and unpleasant smile crossing his face.

“The bodies,” Hallie repeated, stomach sinking. She’d been expecting something like it since she’d smelled the rot and decay, but it was still disappointing. “Can you show me where?”

“Pretty Hallie,” he said, taking a step closer to her. She took a step back, moving closer to Girard so that the veondken would be facing the two of them. “Nice hair.”

“Thank you,” Hallie said. “What shall I call you?”

“Winner,” he said, another one of those smiles crossing his face. He lifted his chin, and she saw what looked like the traces of scars around his neck. “Fight good. So good. No more collar.”

“Winner,” Hallie repeated, mind turning over what he’d said, not said, and the fighting circle that she and Girard had found. “You fought in the arena back there?” she asked.

“Winner,” he repeated, teeth glinting in the shadows. “Tasty, tasty.”

He rushed towards her, hands lifting, a low, guttural roar coming from his throat.

Gunshots split the air. Three of them, in quick, close succession.

Girard’s bullets hit the veondken in his chest, in a tight group where his heart should be. If he was human.

But Winner kept coming, lunging for Hallie. She avoided the grasping hand, spinning away and looking around again for something she could use as a weapon. With all this machinery there should be something she could get hold of. But anything small enough to move seemed to have been robbed out long ago. She couldn’t see anything. Her pulse picked up. She couldn’t defeat Winner on her own.

Three more shots rang out, almost deafening in the space under the machine, and Winner slumped to the ground. Hallie stared at the three wounds across his forehead, and the growing pool of blood under him where he lay on the ground, eyes staring up at the ceiling.

“That’s impressive shooting,” she said, her mouth dry, stomach twisting itself into knots. She had never fired a gun before, but that kind of accuracy would have taken a lot of practice and skill.

“He didn’t give me much choice,” Girard said. He was breathing hard, his weapon still trained on the fallen veondken. “Three bullets to the chest should have worked.”

“He was veondken. His heart may have been in a different place,” Hallie said. She took a step closer to Girard, careful not to get between him and the fallen man. “And he might have been on drugs, too. I’ve never seen skin that colour before.”

“You think he was telling the truth about bodies?” Girard asked. He was still staring at the dead man.

He hadn’t come across many non-humans, Hallie remembered. And, perhaps more importantly, he might never have killed a person before now, Hallie realised. She never had, either, and she could only imagine how difficult it might feel. But she didn’t know him well enough to offer any comfort or empty words, so she focused instead on the matter at hand.

“I’m quite sure there are bodies in this building,” Hallie said. “Besides him, I mean.”

“Alright.” Girard pulled his phone out and, one-handed, keeping his gun in the other hand, took some photographs of the dead veondken. He might have been shaken up by having to kill the man, but his brain was still working. Hallie approved.

“Let’s keep going,” Girard said, putting his phone away. He moved forward and paused next to the body, nudging the man’s leg with one of his boots, as if checking that Winner was truly dead and not just somehow playing a role with three bullet holes in his head. When the veondken remained motionless on the ground, Girard nodded, satisfied, and then kept going, heading for the back of the building.

“I’m sorry you had to shoot him,” Hallie said, keeping pace with the investigator.

“Me, too,” he answered, not looking at her. But she didn’t need to see his face to know he was telling the truth.

As they kept walking under the shadow of giant, motionless machinery, Hallie couldn’t help wonder just what more difficult things waited for them in the rest of the building. Bodies, Winner had said. And he’d been telling the truth.

Irritation and worry spiked and twisted together inside her. She’d been hoping to find the missing hochlen and then be able to turn her attention to her own problems, and somehow find a way to pay off her mother before the deadline ran out. With one dead veondken behind them and more bodies ahead of them, Hallie could sense her opportunity for freedom closing rapidly.


Chapter seven


As Girard had the gun, and she’d already been attacked once, Hallie followed his lead in searching the building. He turned them up the length of the building so they did an end-to-end search, then crossed back down. It wasn’t a straightforward matter, as they had to navigate around the huge, silent machinery, and even though they didn’t find any other people, or any other signs of recent activity in the building, Hallie’s shoulders were tight with tension, not letting her guard down for a moment. From the way Girard was moving, she could tell he was equally wary. He kept his gun ready to use, the muzzle pointed at the ground, and set a steady, deliberate pace.

The search pattern felt to Hallie like something Girard had been taught and was putting into practice, rather than something he had learned through experience. He was constantly shifting his gaze in a steady, predictable pattern, including looking overhead to make sure nothing and no one else dropped on them unexpectedly. From the slight frown of concentration on his face, she could tell he was focused and trying to make sure he didn’t miss anything important. No one had ever taught Hallie how to search a building. She’d had to learn through experience, and also learn not to completely trust her own senses. Large, old buildings had their individual personalities and quirks. If she’d been searching alone, there would not have been any rigid pattern. She tended to follow her instincts far more.

With nothing else of interest found, they turned onto the final leg of the search, moving from the short end of the building where the fighting ring was, up the longer side, working in a little more light from the row of windows high in the factory walls. They were almost at the opposite corner of the warehouse to the fighting ring when an unpleasant and familiar smell crossed Hallie’s nose. The rot and decay that she’d sensed when first coming into the building had faded into the background, but it was back now, stronger than ever. She paused, trying to work out where it was coming from.

“What is it?” Girard asked. He’d stopped walking when she did. They had barely spoken for the duration of the search, but the silence hadn’t been strained or difficult. They were both there to do a job.

“Can you smell that?” Hallie asked. The air here was full of stale oil from the machinery, the hot flat taste of metal and now the complex scent of something rotting.

“I can’t smell anything beyond the oil,” Girard said, shaking his head. He glanced at Hallie. “What is it?” he asked again.

“Decomposition,” Hallie said, looking from side to side, as if she would be able to see the source. “There’s something rotting nearby.”

“Bodies?” Girard asked, voice grim.

“Possibly. It’s definitely that kind of smell,” Hallie said, trying to breathe through her mouth. “I think it’s there,” she said, pointing ahead of them to the deep shadows under what looked like a giant wooden box attached to the high wall of the factory. The box had windows in its sides and an ordinary wooden door. There was an ancient, frail-looking metal staircase running up to the door, and through the dusty windows, Hallie could see what looked like an old calendar peeling off the internal wall. Some kind of office, Hallie suspected. She wasn’t sure she would have liked to work there. She would have spent too much time worrying about whether the contraption was going to fall off the side of the building and crash down to the ground.

As they moved closer to the wooden office, she saw metal struts under it, holding it in place. They looked reasonably sturdy, but she knew she would still have worried about the box collapsing.

The ground under the office had been disturbed, or that’s what Hallie thought at first, then she realised that the ground was intact, but things had been left in the shadows. There were at least four distinct shapes that she could see, formless lumps in the pitch dark. The rot was stronger here, too.

Girard drew something from a pocket and pointed it forward. There was a small click then a narrow, powerful torch beam lit up the space under the office. More than enough light for Hallie to see that the formless lumps were, in fact, bodies. And there were more than four. Girard moved the torch beam slowly over the area, going from the front to the back. The bodies at the front seemed more recent than the others, to Hallie’s eyes. They were more intact, recognisable as people, whereas the ones right at the back had in some cases been picked down to bones with a few scraps of clothing.

“Bodies,” Girard said, voice grim. “That’s a lot more than I expected. There’s, what, a dozen?”

“At least,” Hallie agreed. She forced herself to move forward, closer to the makeshift graveyard, and crouched down by the nearest corpse. He was lying partly on his stomach, head turned towards her, one arm flung out. He’d been a stocky man and was dressed in an ordinary t-shirt and pair of jeans. Everyday clothing for many of the karlen in low city. The clothes were faded and worn, the sort of fading that came through repeated washing and not from new clothes designed to look old. He had short, dark hair, but beyond that Hallie couldn’t be sure of much as far as his identity went. His face was a mass of bruises, one eye swollen shut, what looked like dried blood crusted around his nose, which was bent at an odd angle. There were bruises on the hand that she could see, too. The fingers were curled into a fist, and his knuckles were raw. “This one has been in a fight,” she commented, moving to the next nearest body.

The second body was that of another man. But he was nothing like the first. He was lying on his side, his arms curled up in front of him so he was almost resting his chin on them. Taller and more slightly built, he was dressed in what looked to Hallie like a custom-made shirt, the cuffs folded back almost to his elbows, revealing pale skin and a dusting of hair along his forearms. His sleek mid-brown hair had been left long at the top, cut short at the sides. His face did show some signs of bruising. Not as much as the first man, but that didn’t mean much. Unlike the first body Hallie had inspected, this one wasn’t human. Even in death, Hallie recognised a hochlen. And she knew this face. She’d been studying it in photographs on the drive here.

“This is one of your missing men,” Hallie said, glancing up and back to Girard.

He put his gun away and moved to crouch beside her, the torch light casting the dead man’s features into harsh, sharp relief. “You are right. Erbin Romero.”

There was a note in his voice that made Hallie look more closely at the investigator. “You knew him?”

“I’ve met all the missing at one time or another. But I knew Erbin a little better than the others. He kept trying to get himself arrested,” Girard said, sorrow clear in his voice. “He was an idiot. But he didn’t deserve to end up like this.” He panned the torch light over the mass of bodies. “I’m sure none of them did,” he added.

Hallie swallowed her surprise. It was what she had been thinking, but hearing Girard say it didn’t fit with what she knew about hochlen that they would show compassion for anyone other than their own elite circles. It made her like the investigator a little more.

“But why leave them here?” Girard asked, a crease between his brows. “Doesn’t Erset, ah, low city have other means of disposing of the dead?”

“Yes, but the mortuaries and crematoria are closely monitored and regulated,” Hallie said. “Some of the gangs have tried to add extra bodies into the system before now, but they always get caught.” She remembered the seemingly endless paperwork she’d had to fill in when a skip she’d been chasing had decided death was preferable to going back into custody. Even though she hadn’t been responsible for the death, or a family member, she had still been required to provide a detailed account of her dealings with the deceased.

“What about burials?” Girard asked.

“Burials?” Hallie repeated, brow wrinkling, trying to picture what that would look like. “You mean, putting bodies in the ground? We don’t do that.”

“Not ever?” Girard asked, clearly surprised.

“No,” Hallie said, quite definitely. “I’ve never heard of such a thing. And where would the bodies go? There are tens of thousands of people in low city, and no spare land.” She tried to imagine suggesting to the low city population that swathes of land should be set aside for no better purpose than holding the dead. There would be outrage. While there were vast stretches of land which contained abandoned buildings, like this one, there was no empty land in low city. Former industrial buildings like this one weren’t good places to make a home or to grow crops. The residents had used all the other land available to build houses or shelters or grow food. All things that served the living. “Or, rather, it’s not common practice. I’m sure that the gangs have put bodies in the ground now and then, but only one or two at a time, I would think,” she said, trying to puzzle that out. There were enough abandoned buildings around the city that a resourceful low city gang should be able to find a spot to bury a body.

“Huh. What about the ocean?” Girard asked.

Hallie had the feeling she’d entered some alternate reality, confused yet again. “Do the hochlen really put their dead in the ground or in the water?” she asked.

“Mostly in the ground,” Girard said, sounding almost apologetic. “Occasionally someone will ask for their ashes to be scattered at sea.”

“How strange,” Hallie said, unable to think of anything else to say. “No one in low city would ask for their remains to be sent to sea. There are strict rules about polluting the water. And the harbour area is always busy. If someone did try to put a body there, or even ashes, they would be seen.” Even as she spoke, she thought about how strange the system was. Low city was plagued by gangs of criminals who would steal anything that wasn’t bolted down, or threaten people for money. But they wouldn’t risk polluting the sea, and most of them took care to obey the requirements to register their phones or any vehicles they might have. The penalties for polluting the sea, or failing to complete the proper paperwork, were harsh. Far worse than for petty theft.

“So, everyone is cremated?” Girard asked, as if that was just as foreign a concept to him as the idea of burial was to Hallie.

“Yes.”

“And if the crematoria are that vigilant, someone would notice this many extra bodies,” Girard concluded, nodding. He looked over the mass of dead again, ending on Erbin Romero’s face. “I’ll need to call in the forensics team. Director Roth is going to want to make the family notification himself, once the identity is confirmed.”

The enormity of the discovery sank in and Hallie’s breath caught. They weren’t looking at a simple tracking down of some missing young men any longer. One of the hochlen was dead in low city. The elite would demand answers and would not care how they got them. There was going to be chaos. Hallie had to force herself to stay still and to swallow the immediate panic that threatened to consume her. She was not a suspect here, she told herself. She’d been asked to help. She was on the right side of the investigation this time. At least for now. A half-hysterical laugh threatened to break free as she wondered how her mother would feel when the deadline came and went with Hallie in the custody of the Conclave Investigators. At least her mother wouldn’t be able to force Hallie to do something awful if that happened. It was almost worth getting arrested for. Except that it wasn’t. It might delay her mother’s control over her, but it wouldn’t stop it entirely. Hallie hadn’t worked out a way to do that. Not yet.

She focused on Erbin Romero’s body again, trying to distract herself from her racing heart and sense of unease. Girard had mentioned confirming identity. She was sure it was the same man she’d seen in the photographs, but confirming his ID should be as simple as scanning his chip. Now she looked for it, though, she realised that both wrists and forearms were bare.

“He’s not wearing his bracelet,” Hallie said.

“Interesting. I wonder if that happened before or after he died?” Girard asked.

He seemed to be asking the question of himself, rather than expecting an answer, so Hallie kept quiet, moving on to the next and final body at the front of the graveyard. Another human man in a faded t-shirt and jeans, with bruises and old blood on his hands.

“They all look like they’ve been in a fight,” she noted, straightening to her feet and moving a few paces away seeking marginally fresher air. Although the bruises on Erbin Romero’s body looked less obvious, it was likely he’d been hit just as hard as the other two men. Hochlen were harder to injure and tended to heal far more quickly than humans.

“Yes,” Girard said absently. He had his phone out and looked like he was searching for something. He pressed a button on the screen and held the device up to his ear. “Excuse me a moment,” he said to Hallie.

Somewhat amused by the old-fashioned courtesy, Hallie nodded and moved away, heading to the metal steps that led up to the office. She had no intention of climbing those flimsy-looking stairs, but wanted to see if there was any trace of someone else using them. The wooden box was just the sort of place where one of the homeless karlen or veondken in low city might taken refuge from time to time. It was a small enough space that it would be protected from the worst of the weather.

She tuned out Girard’s conversation with whoever had answered the phone and focused on the metal steps. She’d been right. Someone had been here recently. There were clear impressions of someone or something making their way through the dirt and dust that had gathered on the rungs. Not for the first time, she wished she had better skills at physical tracking so she could tell roughly how long ago someone had climbed the steps. The disturbance seemed recent, but that could mean that day or within the past two weeks, or possibly longer. She had no way of knowing.

Looking up the steps, she suppressed a light shiver. The sight of that wooden box sticking out from the wall of the factory was making her profoundly uneasy, and she couldn’t precisely say why. She really, truly didn’t want to get any closer to it or go up those steps.

The faintest suggestion of movement in the shadows underneath the box drew her attention, and she wondered if she had imagined it. But, no, there was something there.

As she opened her mouth to let Girard know, whatever-it-was dropped out of its hiding place, falling from the air, heading straight for her.

Hallie ducked to one side, diving into a roll on the concrete floor, hearing something land too lightly on its feet behind her. Her soft fabric jacket tangled around her, not as a resilient as her normal leather, and she scrambled to get upright from her roll. As she straightened to her feet she found herself nose-to-nose with another veondken. If she hadn’t seen Winner with three bullet holes in his head, she would have believed she was looking at Winner. This veondken had the same mottled grey-and-blue skin, a tangled mass of filthy dark hair hanging around its shoulders, and razor-sharp teeth. There was a trail of drool hanging from its open mouth that turned her stomach far more than the scent of dead bodies.

She tried to back away and the veondken whipped out a hand, grabbing her around her upper arm, tightly enough that it was going to leave bruises. The hand had three long fingers and a thumb, all of which ended in jagged claws that looked capable of tearing through flesh.

“Intruder, are we?” the veondken asked. He. Like Winner, this one was male, and clad in scraps of old clothing. He leaned in close to Hallie, sniffing audibly. His fetid breath washed over Hallie and her stomach turned again.

“Let her go.” Girard’s voice was a snap in the air nearby.

“Pretty little thing,” the veondken said, still too close to Hallie for her peace of mind. He had heard Girard, Hallie knew, as the grip on her arm had slackened a little. The man was aware of the investigator as a threat. Hallie didn’t dare turn her head, but she was quite sure that Girard would be pointing his gun at the creature. Which meant he was also pointing it at Hallie, as she was right in front of the veondken. She needed to get away.

“Let me guess,” Hallie said, easing her weight onto her toes. “We met Winner earlier. Does that make you Loser?” she asked.

The veondken flinched back, as if she had slapped him, and Hallie twisted out of his hold, darting away as fast and as far as she could.

It wasn’t far or fast enough. A pair of shots rang out, deafening her, and then the veondken’s hand landed on her shoulder, hard and heavy. Her feet caught on something on the floor and she fell face-first towards the concrete.

Hallie turned her fall into a forward roll with some difficulty, muffling a cry of pain as claws ripped through the fabric of her jacket, tearing into the skin of her back. She managed to get to a crouch and turn.

The veondken was in front of her again. There was more drool around his mouth along with a hint of pink foam. Hallie risked a quick glance down and saw a gaping wound in his side. Girard had scored a hit with one of his shots. Punctured a lung, judging by the froth.

“You don’t wanna fight me?” the veondken asked. Loser, Hallie decided. Definitely.

“No,” Hallie said firmly.

“Coward,” he answered, baring his awful teeth again. With the wounds stinging on her back, memories of the long-ago attack that had changed her life threatened to surface. Hallie pushed them away. The thing in front of her was not what had attacked her back then, but he was equally dangerous and she needed to focus.

“Why are you here?” Hallie asked. With some veondken it was difficult to know how much they understood, or how much language they had. But despite their fearsome appearances, both Winner and Loser appeared to be basically intelligent beings. So she might get an answer.

“Long time. Bad men. Bad, bad, bad.”

The repetition of what Winner had said caught Hallie’s attention and made her forget about the blood now trailing down her back for a moment.

“What men?” she asked, not sure she was going to get an answer.

“Bad. Collar.” Loser lifted his chin and Hallie’s pulse stopped as she saw the crude metal-and-wire contraption that was tightly embedded into the veondken’s neck. A collar indeed. She remembered the scars on Winner’s neck. He had managed to get free of his collar. Loser had not been so lucky.

“What does it do?” Hallie asked. While he was talking and focused on her, he wasn’t trying to kill or eat her, which seemed like a good thing.

Loser made a curious buzzing sound and then a yelp of false pain. Hallie didn’t need anything else.

“It gives you an electric shock, and it hurts you,” she murmured, mostly to herself. She’d heard of shock collars being used on dogs across low city, at least until they had been outlawed. But she’d never heard of someone using the devices on people. The month before, while she’d been a suspect in the killing of a hochlen, a member of hochlen security had used a shock-stick on Hallie. She remembered the waves of pain she had suffered from just one hit of the shock-stick, made through the tough leather of her jacket. She could not imagine how much more painful it would be on her neck, with nothing between the collar and her skin.

“You feel sorry for this creature?” Girard asked, in clear disbelief.

“A little,” Hallie admitted. “Did the bad men make you fight?” she asked Loser.

He ducked his head. Probably trying to look contrite, to make her drop her guard, and she couldn’t help wondering where he’d learned that particular trick from. But his body language was wrong. He was still standing square to her, and his hands were curling into fists.

She took a careful step back. She could feel blood pooling at the waistband of her jeans. She wasn’t too worried about the injury. The claws hadn’t gone deep enough to damage her spine. Her body would already be working to repair the damage. But she was annoyed about the staining on her clothes. That would be far more difficult to deal with.

Then Loser looked up, his thin-lipped mouth curved into a terrible smile that made Hallie take another step back from him. All suggestion of civilisation had gone from his expression and he looked more animal than person. If the bad men had made him fight, she would bet they hadn’t had to push very hard.

He gave a low, guttural roar and surged towards her, hands whipping out to either side, fingers and claws extended.

Hallie stumbled in her haste to back away. Her back collided with one of the giant pieces of machinery in the factory and she scrabbled for something to use as a weapon.

More gun shots sounded.

Loser stumbled, the savage expression replaced by one of surprise. More bullet wounds had appeared across his torso, blood trailing down his exposed skin. Hallie doubted that even Loser could survive that many gunshot wounds. He fell to his knees and sank back on his heels. Hallie stayed where she was. She had a feeling that, even fatally wounded, he was still dangerous.

Girard walked in a careful half-circle around Loser, staying out of reach of the veondken’s long arms, his weapon pointed at the kneeling man. The investigator stopped next to Hallie and glanced across at her.

“You alright?”

“I’ll live,” Hallie said, grimacing at the renewed sting from the wounds on her back. “That’s the second time you’ve saved my life today. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” Girard said. It sounded like a rote saying, a meaningless bit of politeness, but Hallie could hear the sincerity in his voice as he went on. “I’m glad I was here to stop them.”

“Yes,” Hallie said, breathing through an unexpected wave of pain from the wounds on her back. “I’m not sure I would have managed to deal with them myself.” The truth was hard to admit, even to herself, let alone say out loud. She had dealt with all manner of deadly and dangerous skips over the years, from human to veondken, but she’d never faced anything quite like Winner and Loser. She’d almost rather be facing her mother and brother again. At least she had a lifetime of experience in dealing with her mother’s disapproval and disappointment and her brother’s selfishness.

“So, do you think he was forced to fight?” Girard asked.

That had been her last question to Loser, she remembered. Before he’d tried to kill her again.

“Yes and no,” Hallie said, straightening away from the machinery.

Before she could go on to explain her theory that both Winner and Loser had enjoyed the violence, or ask Loser any more questions, her phone rang, loud in the now-still atmosphere of the factory. Her first thought was that it might be Aunt Gin. Her aunt rarely called when her tracers were working, and she expected them to answer. So Hallie pulled out her phone and checked the display. Not Aunt Gin. The screen read Unknown Number.

Her breath hitched and apprehension slid across her skin. The last unknown number to call her had been Rosalia, in a panic, wanting Hallie’s help with a dead body in her apartment. So Hallie answered the phone, wondering if Peter had turned up again to threaten her friend.

“Hi, this is Hallie.”

“Hallie Talbot, greetings of the day to you. This is Emmet Lowery. Do you remember me?” The light, masculine tone at the other end of the phone sounded a little distant, as if the phone was on speaker.

“Of course, yes,” Hallie said, taken off guard and unable to hide her surprise. Emmet Lowery had been one of her most difficult traces. She’d followed the veondken for three full days, finally finding him in an abandoned slaughterhouse across the other side of low city. He’d seemed ill to the point where she had thought he was dying. But he had lived, thanks to an intervention from one of low city’s witches, and the last she had seen of Emmet, he had been in the ancient fortress at the edge of the old harbour, restored to health. She could not imagine what the veondken wanted from her, or even how he had got her number. She turned a little away from Girard, still keeping her distance from Loser. Moving a few paces away wouldn’t help much, as hochlen hearing would be sharp enough to hear the conversation, but she hoped by turning away, Girard would respect her privacy.

“That is good. There is someone who wishes to meet with you. Are you free tomorrow morning?” Emmet asked.

So, not an emergency, then, was Hallie’s immediate thought, the shaky aftermath of too much adrenaline in her body coursing through her. Rosalia was fine. Then she turned her attention to Emmet’s request. Hallie’s first impulse was to say no. She had far too much going on. Not only was she assigned to help Girard track down the missing hochlen men, but she hadn’t had a chance to figure out how she was going to pay her dues to her mother and free herself from the family vine. Even being attacked by super-charged veondken was better than working whatever job her mother would select for her, she was quite sure.

But Emmet had helped her. He’d been her guide out of the fortress, an anchor to follow along a path that had turned terrifying. He hadn’t needed to do that. And she had to be honest that she was curious about the unusual veondken. She had never met another like him, seven feet tall, with green skin and pale hair. Despite the fact that their first meeting had not been in ideal circumstances, following Emmet’s theft of a museum artefact, she thought that the veondken was far from being a simple thief. She was also deeply curious about who he wanted her to meet. And that simple feeling was a welcome relief from the tension she could feel about her mother’s deadline and the discovery of the bodies nearby.

So she changed her first impulse. “I can make some time,” she answered.

“That is good,” Emmet said again. He named a café at the edge of low city, close to the boundary with midtown, and a time to meet. When Hallie confirmed that she would be there, he hung up.

Hallie stared at her phone screen for a moment, wondering if she had just made a mistake. Getting to and from the meeting was going to take valuable time that she could not really give up. And yet, she didn’t regret it. She might only have a couple more days left when her time was her own, and at least she would get to spend part of the time on her own terms.

She turned back to Girard to find him still watching Loser, gun pointed at the veondken. Loser was now huddled on the ground, his breathing fast and harsh. He had survived longer than Hallie had imagined possible.

“Sorry,” she said to Girard, “I thought that was an urgent call.”

“No problem,” he said, glancing across at her. “Everything alright?”

Hallie swallowed a bitter laugh and shrugged, trying to keep her voice light. “I’ll find out soon enough.”

She took a step forward and crouched down so she was eye level with Loser, biting her lip against the sting of the wounds across her back. Her healing was far faster than that of any human, but it still took time. She kept her attention on the veondken. “So, you liked fighting. You and your brother.”

Loser’s thin lips peeled back from his jagged teeth in a feral smile, eyes gleaming with eagerness despite the obvious pain he was in.

“That’s a definite yes,” Girard commented. He’d moved to stand just beside Hallie, his weapon still aimed at Loser. “So, he wasn’t necessarily forced to fight.”

“Not necessarily, no,” Hallie agreed. She kept her eyes on Loser. “Where are the bad men?” she asked him.

“Bad, bad, bad, bad,” Loser said, and slumped to the ground. Still not dead. “Bad, bad men,” he whispered. He was still watching Hallie with an unblinking stare that made her skin crawl.

“Tell me. Where are the bad men?” she asked again, wishing she could force him to speak. While she would always know if someone was lying to her, she needed some communication for her truth sense to work.

His body jerked, a spasm running through it, and he growled low in his throat. A sound that could never come out of a human throat. “Don’t know,” he said at length. His eyes were losing focus. He was finally dying.

“Do you believe him?” Girard asked.

“Yes,” Hallie said, trying to swallow her own frustration. The veondken might be a savage creature, but he had been telling the truth. He didn’t know where the bad men were.

A long, rasping breath sighed out of Loser and he went completely still, eyes closing.

“He took far longer to die than I thought possible with that many bullets in him,” Girard commented. He moved, as if he was going to put his gun away.

“Wait,” Hallie said, getting to her feet. Her recent experience with Findo Trask had left a mark. She didn’t trust Loser’s stillness. And the sharp points of pain across her back reminded her that Loser was dangerous. “He might be faking it.”

From the sideways look Girard sent her, it was clear he thought that suggestion was ludicrous, but he stayed where he was, watching the veondken.

Loser’s eyes flicked open and his lips parted in another grin. Still not dead.

“Saints,” Girard muttered. “Are all these creatures, what did you call them - veondken? Are they all this powerful?”

“No. But normal rules don’t apply to them,” Hallie answered. “You probably hit at least one vital organ with your bullets, but you can’t assume that all the things are in the same place internally.”

“I really don’t want to shoot him in the head,” Girard said. “He’s not a threat right now.” Hallie could hear and feel the truth behind those words. The investigator disliked violence for its own sake. He was prepared to use deadly force, but only if he had to. He continued to defy all of Hallie’s ideas about hochlen. Then again, she’d been beaten up and kidnapped by hochlen, so perhaps her notions were right and Girard was an exception.

Girard’s words hadn’t been a question, but Hallie could feel them heavy in the air. She wished she could think of something clever to say, but all she could come up with was a simple, “I understand.” That would have to do.

“How do you know so much about the veondken?” Girard asked, almost as if he was seeking a distraction from the dying man in front of them.

“There was a whole section about them in biology classes in school. Most people in low city have some basic knowledge.” Hallie shivered as she remembered some of the anatomical drawings from those lessons. Part of her had been fascinated by getting to see the inner workings of some of the creatures she saw day-to-day. Another part of her had been repulsed, particularly when the class had been shown colour photographs of autopsies. For some reason, she hadn’t found human anatomy class as disturbing.

“Are you alright? He caught you across your back, didn’t he?” Girard asked.

“Yes. I’ll be fine,” Hallie said. Her skin tightened, the deep itch just above her waistband telling her that the healing was progressing. She was lucky, she knew, that Loser’s claws hadn’t managed to get in between her ribs or puncture a lung. The injuries she could feel were deep enough to be painful, but they were flesh wounds. The veondken’s claws hadn’t managed to tear through muscle or mark her bones. Then again, she wouldn’t have been injured at all, or at least not as badly, if she’d been wearing her leather jacket. One more black mark to add to the tally against Peter. His score card was already high, as part of her still blamed him for the attack she’d suffered a decade before that had left her forever changed. The claw marks that were even now sealing up on her skin were minor irritations compared to that.

Girard was frowning, clearly not convinced, but he didn’t have time to ask anything else as the rumble of engines sounded outside the building. At least a couple of large vehicles, Hallie thought, or small vehicles with extremely large engines. Girard’s phone pinged with an incoming message. He glanced at the screen.

“The forensic team have arrived. Will you keep watch on the veondken while I bring them in?” he asked, holding out his gun out to her, butt first, clearly intending for her to take it.

Hallie shook her head. “I will keep watch, but take your gun with you. I don’t know how to use it.”

Girard frowned again and hesitated, clearly weighing up whether he should stay.

“He’s dying. I don’t need to do anything more than let him,” Hallie pointed out.

That seemed to convince the investigator. He nodded, and headed off in the direction of the front of the building and the engine noise.

Hallie kept her eyes on Loser. She thought that he was finally dead, but short of checking his pulse or nudging him with her foot, she couldn’t be sure. And she had no plans to get anywhere near him again.

With the recently dead veondken in front of her, and the smell of decomposing bodies heavy in the air around her, she couldn’t help but wonder just who was behind the set-up here. A make-shift fighting ring, and a dumping ground for the dead. She’d heard about illegal fighting from time to time, but that had been the occasional match or evening of what some people called entertainment. This was far more organised. The number of bodies, and the varying stages of decomposition, suggested it had been going on for quite a while. Long enough for some restless young hochlen men to find out about it and make their way here. Only for one of them to end up dead, apparently from the fighting ring. And the others were still missing. Surely the death of one of their friends would have sent the other young men scrambling back for the safety of high city and the walls around their various residences, not to mention their armed security teams? The fact that none of the missing men had turned up at their houses, or anywhere else in the entire city for that matter, suggested that they might not be able to leave. Which strongly suggested that somewhere in low city, someone had not only organised an illegal fighting ring but also kidnapped several hochlen.

A lot of hot-headed young men in low city might talk tough about what they would do if they came across hochlen on their territory, but such foolishness didn’t last long. A few years ago, a group of youngsters had tried confronting one of the elite in midtown. Hallie still flinched internally at the sheer stupidity of the move. The young karlen apparently hadn’t realised or hadn’t cared that the elite rarely travelled without their security. The young men had all died at the hands of the security team. Some of the younger gang members might still be furious at the deaths, but for most people in low city it was just another reminder of the power that the elite wielded. There hadn’t been even the pretence of an investigation into the karlen deaths.

No one else had tried fighting the hochlen since then, as far as Hallie knew. The older gang members, the ones who were truly hardened and toughened by experience, were wise enough to leave the hochlen alone. Until now. Until someone had set up a fighting ring, and apparently also kidnapped some of the elite. Hallie couldn’t wrap her mind around the recklessness or arrogance of committing crimes against hochlen. While her first thought was that whoever was behind it must be incredibly stupid, the level of organisation in setting up the fighting ring, in recruiting veondken like Winner and Loser, and in coming up with the collar that was still around Loser’s neck, suggested that there was some intelligence at work.

Hallie blew out a breath. What should have been a quick job, tracking down some reckless youngsters, was fast turning into a tangled mess which would leave her no time to deal with her own concerns. She had less than three days to figure out a solution or she’d be as trapped as the missing hochlen.


Chapter eight


The sound of a sharp-toned male voice drew Hallie’s attention away from the dead veondken.

Girard was coming towards her along with a far larger group of people than she was expecting. There was a quartet of people, two women and two men, all wearing the white coveralls she associated with crime scene technicians. Each of them was carrying a large metal case and one of the men also had an expensive-looking camera hung around his neck. She’d expected a forensics team, so she skipped past their presence to the others with Girard.

The remaining members of the group were three men dressed in similar clothing to Girard. Tough, hard-wearing trousers, t-shirts and leather jackets. It was the sort of working outfit that many skip tracers around low city wore. But none of these men would ever blend into the population of low city. They were all hochlen. And Hallie knew one of them. A pale-skinned, dark-haired man who she had encountered before in a police interrogation room. He had slammed her face onto the edge of the table, breaking a bone. She only knew him as Mel, but was sure that was a nickname.

Mel was walking to one side of an older man, whose hair was as much grey as it was blond despite the lack of lines on his slightly tanned, angular face. The older man was a fraction shorter than both Mel and Girard, with a lean build and a brisk movement that suggested he kept himself in shape. He was the one talking, his tone forceful and angry. The annoyance seemed to be directed at Girard, on his other side. The fourth man was walking behind them, a tablet computer in his hands which was taking up most of his focus as he tapped on the screen. Possibly taking notes. Most people in low city used paper notebooks, but Hallie had seen a few computer tablets in use.

The older man stopped short at the sight of Hallie and the dead man. He scowled in her direction and then turned to Girard.

“This is the one you shot?” he asked.

“The second one, yes,” Girard confirmed. He sounded absolutely calm and untroubled by the older man’s short temper, making Hallie wonder if it was just the other man’s normal manner, or if there was something else going on that she didn’t know about. As she knew almost nothing about hochlen matters, that last was entirely possible.

“And this is the skip tracer?” the older man demanded, staring at Hallie.

“Hallie Talbot,” Girard confirmed. “Miss Talbot, this is Peredur Roth. He’s the director of the Conclave Investigators.”

Director Roth. Hallie remembered that Girard had referred to him at least a couple of times when they’d been trying to track down Bohort Jacobs’ killers. Being in charge of the Special Investigators meant he was a powerful and important man among the hochlen. Hallie took a closer look at him, noticing that he, like the others, was armed with a handgun. He was dressed for working, not sitting behind a desk, and she couldn’t help wondering just how much actual investigating he did, or if he was like Aunt Gin and presented the image of being one of the team but spent most of his time behind the scenes, or dealing with clients. Director Roth’s clothes were well-worn, suggesting they had seen some use, and the tan Hallie could see on his face and hands told her that he had spent quite a bit of time outdoors. It was possible that he did work as investigator alongside his team. Or perhaps the tan was from spending time outdoors hunting and killing creatures, which seemed to be a popular sport among hochlen men judging by the photographs Hallie had seen so far.

“She shouldn’t be here,” Director Roth said, speaking to Girard. “She’s not been cleared.”

“I asked Miss Talbot to help me track down the missing men, sir,” Girard said. “She knows the area far better than we do.”

“Well, and where has that got you so far?” Peredur Roth demanded. Hallie caught herself frowning and smoothed it away, hoping no one had noticed. He didn’t seem to be angry at Girard, not precisely, more just angry in general, which seemed odd for someone in charge of an investigative team.

“As I said, one found,” Girard said. “Unfortunately, he’s dead. He’s back there, along with a number of other bodies.” Girard pointed to the space below the wooden office box.

“And the others?” Peredur asked.

“We haven’t found them yet. I called you as soon as we found Erbin Romero,” Girard answered.

“Well?” Peredur turned to Hallie, scowling. “Where are the others?”

“I’m sorry?” Hallie asked, blinking, sure she must have misheard the question. He could not possibly have expected her to have found the others in the time it had taken Girard to meet the investigation team and lead them back here.

“She’s stupid,” Mel said, his face set and hard as he stared at Hallie. “And thinks she’s better than us.”

“I remember you, too,” Hallie said, her temper stirring. She really, truly did not like bullies. “Do you like beating up women or was that just me?”

“You deserved that and more, karlen scum,” Mel said, taking a half-step towards her. “Someone should have taught you a lesson a long time ago.”

“I’m not chained to a table anymore,” Hallie said, lifting her chin and meeting his angry glare. “I’d like to see you try to hurt me again.”

Mel took another step forwards.

“Melechan Mills,” Peredur Roth said, his voice as sharp as a whip, and this time his anger was unambiguously directed at Mel. “Stand down. Miss Talbot is a free citizen of the city.”

“She should be locked up,” Mel said. He hadn’t moved back to his original position.

“I didn’t do anything wrong,” Hallie said, speaking as clearly as she could.

“That’s a matter of opinion,” Mel muttered.

“Investigator Mills. Go with Technician Bowen and get photographs of Erbin Romero. We need a head shot to show his family,” Director Roth said. He waited until Mel, along with the crime scene tech carrying the camera, had moved away, then turned back to Hallie. “So, you haven’t found the others yet.” The disapproval in his tone was clear. “Where do you think they are?”

“I don’t know,” Hallie said honestly. He might not like the answer, but she wasn’t going to lie. “Getting some identification off the other bodies would be a good start so we can look into friends and family. And I’d like to take the electronic collar from the veondken with me as well.”

“We’re not trying to track down more karlen,” Director Roth objected, his face pinched.

“No. But we should try and find who has been running the fights here, because they probably know where the missing men are. The collar looks like someone threw it together in their own workshop, so I’d like to show it to an electrician I know. He might be able to give us some clues as to who made it.”

“Huh.” Director Roth’s temper stilled for the first time since Hallie had laid eyes on him. He stared at her for a long moment. “Those are both solid lines of enquiry,” he said, sounding surprised.

Hallie bit her lip to stop an unwise reply and just nodded. She wondered what the director thought she and low city’s other skip tracers did all day. Perhaps he imagined them knocking down doors throughout the city until they found who they were looking for. But with the size of low city, that process would take years to complete. Far more efficient, and better for everyone, to narrow the search first.

“Sorry. Did you say electronic collar?” one of the crime scene techs asked. A woman who Hallie had seen before, when she and Girard had found a pair of dead bodies above the golden pawn shop and the investigator had called in a team to go over the place. Technician Sabard, Hallie remembered. The woman’s dark blonde hair was pulled back into the same tight knot as before, but her pale blue eyes gleamed with curiosity as she waited for Hallie’s reply.

“Yes. Some kind of shock collar, I think. The first veondken we found had marks on his neck which suggest he used to have a collar, too. But this one still had his,” Hallie said, stepping back to give a better view of Loser, lying still on the concrete floor.

“I’m sorry, I don’t know that term. Veondken?” Technician Sabard asked, still looking curious.

“Not human and not hochlen,” Hallie clarified. She shrugged slightly, a little uncomfortable with everyone staring at her. “It covers a wide variety of people.”

“People,” Director Roth repeated slowly, staring at the dead man. “You call them people?”

“Of course. They are people,” Hallie said, fighting to get control of her own temper again. It shouldn’t be surprising to her that one of the elite would think of everyone other than their own kind as lesser beings.

From the expression on Peredur’s face, it was clear he didn’t agree, but he didn’t say anything else.

“Does this one have a name?” he asked instead, the question seeming to be directed between Hallie and Girard.

“Not officially,” Hallie said, when Girard looked at her. “The other one called himself Winner, and they look alike enough to be brothers, so I’ve been calling this one Loser.”

Girard’s mouth twitched as if he was suppressing a smile. “Me, too,” he said, and turned back to Roth. “We know that both the veondken were part of the fighting ring. They both made reference to bad men, but we didn’t get any more information out of them than that.”

“Bad men?” Director Roth repeated, looking as if he’d just bitten into a lemon.

“Neither of them were all that articulate,” Girard said. “We couldn’t get much out of them.” There was no hint of apology in his tone. He was simply relating facts.

“Alright. Let’s have a look at the other dead,” Peredur said, giving Loser’s body a wide berth as he made his way over to where Mel and the male technician were.

Hallie followed them, not sure what else to do. As she moved closer to the overhanging office box, she waited for the crawling sense of unease to return at the sight of the wooden structure hanging over her head. When she didn’t react, she frowned, and wondered what had changed. It didn’t take long to work it out. Loser had been hiding in the shadows underneath the office. She must have been able to sense him, somehow. And now the threat of his presence was gone, she was able to focus better.

Erbin Romero’s body had been moved, Hallie saw at once. Either Mel or the technician, or possibly both, had taken him out from under the overhanging wooden box onto a bare bit of concrete. He’d been posed on his back, legs straight, arms folded across his stomach. His clothes were as dirty as his hair, but there were no obvious signs of injury apart from the bruises on his forearms and face. Hallie felt her hands closing into fists. She could understand the wish to treat the dead with respect, but one of the few concrete facts about working with crime scenes that she’d learned and held as a universal truth was that she should disturb the scene as little as possible until the forensic technicians had time to do their work. Hallie didn’t pretend to understand all the techniques and tests that crime scene investigators could bring to bear, but she knew enough to not interfere. She couldn’t imagine it was all that different for the Conclave Investigators.

“It’s like Girard said. No ID,” Mel reported, coming to stand beside the director.

“So, the veondken killed him, and then whoever was running the fights dumped his body here?” Peredur Roth speculated.

“No, sir,” Hallie said, before she knew she was going to speak. She could understand the director wanting a simple explanation for yet another hochlen death, but having been wrongly accused herself not that long ago, she wasn’t prepared to stand by while the investigator tried to pin this death on either Winner or Loser. Neither of the veondken had struck her as being particularly innocent victims, but she was quite sure that neither of them had killed Erbin Romero.

Director Roth glared at her. “You seem very sure of that, young lady,” he said.

Hallie managed not to roll her eyes. She knew she looked at least ten years younger than she actually was, and it seemed to profoundly irritate some people when she spoke with more authority than her appearance suggested.

“Both veondken have razor-sharp claws on their hands. There are no cut marks on Erbin Romero’s body,” she pointed out.

“Is that what happened to your back?” Technician Sabard asked. She’d followed Hallie and the investigators to stand alongside the hochlen body. “I saw the tears in your clothing and some blood,” the woman added, perhaps misinterpreting Hallie’s sideways look.

“Yes,” Hallie said. She hadn’t spent much time with the technician but had to admit being impressed by her skills of observation. No one else seemed to have noticed the rips in Hallie’s jacket, or the traces of blood that the technician had spotted.

“The creature might have used his fists,” Director Roth pointed out.

“I doubt it. If they were fighting to the death, the veondken would have used everything he had,” Hallie said. “And, if you look at his hands, you’ll see that he probably couldn’t make fists with his claws out. Not without injuring himself.” She nodded back towards Loser’s body and saw both the director and Technician Sabard direct frowning glances at the veondken. From the tightening of Director Roth’s expression, he might not have noticed the claws until now. Hallie turned her attention back to Erbin Romero, remembering the grief in Girard’s voice when he recognised him. For some reason it comforted Hallie that at least one person in the group had known and cared about Erbin as a person - even a little. “I think you will need an autopsy to confirm his cause of death. None of the injuries I can see look fatal.”

“Agreed,” Technician Sabard said. “I don’t think it’s helpful to speculate at this point. Did you find him like this?” she asked, turning to Hallie.

Surprised at being singled out, Hallie shook her head. “No, he was in that gap there, under the office.”

“We moved him,” Mel said, voice sharp. “We weren’t going to leave him lying among karlen any longer.”

“It’s a crime scene,” Technician Sabard snapped at him. “You’re not supposed to touch or move anything until the scene has been recorded and evidence collected.”

Hallie allowed herself a moment of satisfaction that she had been right. The body should not have been moved.

“I took pictures before we moved him,” the male technician said.

“That’s all well and good, but now we won’t know if any trace evidence we find on him came from the two of you moving him, or his killers,” the hochlen woman said. Hallie had to bite her lip at the change in expression on the male technician’s face as he realised his mistake. Mel was unrepentant, jutting his chin out.

“Isoud, really,” Peredur said, in a gentle, scolding tone.

“No, Peredur, don’t Isoud me.” Isoud turned her glare to the director, also presumably her boss. “You know perfectly well that the scene is compromised and any evidence we get from the body may fail in a court hearing.” Before Director Roth could say any more, Isoud waved a hand. “No, get away. All of you. Let us do our work.”

“A moment, if I may?” Hallie said, as the investigators all shuffled back a few paces.

“What?” Isoud Sabard asked, turning bright, angry eyes to Hallie.

“Would you be able to check the ID of the karlen who were on either side of Erbin Romero? And also remove the veondken collar? I’d like to get started trying to track down the missing men.” Hallie kept her voice polite. Removing evidence would most likely go against every impulse that the technician had, but Hallie didn’t see another way of trying to track down its maker.

Isoud Sabard stared back at Hallie for a long moment, and Hallie could almost see a series of calculations in the other woman’s head as she worked out the potential further damage to her crime scene from those additional actions. Hallie waited. Either the technician would agree with her logic, or she wouldn’t. After the pause had stretched on a few moments, Isoud dipped her chin. “Very well. Brennus, go with Albiona and record the collar in place then remove it and document it and bag it up for Investigator Abbot and Miss Talbot.” The male technician with the camera, and the other female technician nodded and moved away. Isoud turned back to Hallie. “If you’ll wait with the others for a moment, please.”

Hallie moved back to stand with the investigators, making sure she was at the other end of the group from Mel. She didn’t trust him not to try to do something stupid.

Isoud Sabard set her metal case on the ground and opened it, pulling out a small black object that Hallie recognised as a hand held scanner. She put on a mask, pulled up the hood over her overalls and put on a pair of vivid blue plastic gloves before she went across to the nearest body. The extra precautions were her making a point, Hallie sensed. She was quite sure that Technician Sabard would never do anything as crass as compromise crime scene evidence.

Isoud crouched near the first body and waved the scanner near his wrist, making a low noise of surprise. She moved on to the second one and made the same noise before straightening and coming to stand in front of the group of investigators, stripping back her hood and mask.

“Neither of the men have any readable chips in them,” she said.

“That’s impossible,” Peredur said.

Hallie ignored him, frowning at the two dead men. “I don’t remember seeing any wounds on their wrists,” she said. She’d come across a few karlen who had removed their own chips, thinking that would help them avoid capture. But Hallie and other low city skip tracers didn’t have access to the sort of tracking software that would let them press a button to find someone. So the fugitives had injured themselves and risked infection for nothing. They had been surprised and annoyed at being caught, and then even more angry when they were also charged with illegal tampering with their ID chip.

“No, I couldn’t see any, either, or even old scars which would suggest removal,” Isoud said. “It’s possible that the data has been deleted or corrupted somehow so we can’t read it.”

“How could that be done?” Hallie asked.

“Don’t get any ideas, karlen,” Mel said, in a tone that made Hallie very glad there were a few bodies between them. He sounded close to violence, and while she wasn’t chained to a table any longer, and would be able to defend herself, she really didn’t want to get into a fight if she could help it.

“I need to know how it could be done to work out who might have been able to do it,” Hallie said, biting off her words with forced patience. “It’s another clue as to who might be behind the fight ring.” She managed to stop herself before adding idiot to her spoken words, but it was hard.

“It would require some knowledge of electronics,” Isoud said, speaking to Hallie as if Mel wasn’t there. “The chips are designed to be tamper proof, and either deleting or corrupting the information on them is not a straightforward process.”

“So, not something you could just buy at a hardware shop? And it would be more involved than just passing over a powerful magnet, like you could use to corrupt a mobile phone?” Hallie asked. There was at least one gang in low city famous for destroying their phones by using magnets, but it seemed that the ID chips that all citizens, even hochlen, were required to carry were far more robust than a phone.

“No. Someone would need to put together their own equipment to do the work.” Isoud was frowning slightly. “And it would be quite a bit of effort.”

“So someone really doesn’t want those bodies to be identified,” Girard concluded from his position between Director Roth and Mel.

“No.” Isoud glanced over her shoulder. “And I suspect we’re going to find the same thing with the other bodies. I’m sorry I can’t give you more just now,” she added, turning back to Hallie.

“And photographs of their faces aren’t going to help, either,” Hallie said, mostly to herself. They had been so swollen and misshapen from bruising that even their own families would have had difficulty in recognising them.

“We can do facial reconstructions,” Isoud said, “but that’s going to take a few days. There’s a lot of bodies here, and we don’t want to miss anything.”

“Thank you,” Hallie said. She was about to go on when Mel interrupted.

“That’s a lot of effort for karlen,” Mel said.

“They were found alongside one of our own,” Director Roth said, his anger having now faded into something like resignation. “And, as Miss Talbot pointed out, finding out who they were might lead us closer to our missing men. Whatever you need, Isoud.”

“Sir,” Isoud said, dipping her chin, a certain gleam in her eye suggesting to Hallie that she didn’t get free rein all that often.

“Looks like we’ll need to work with the collar for now.” Hallie turned to the other technicians who’d been assigned to record and remove the collar. They had managed to get the collar off Loser’s neck and were putting it into a clear plastic evidence bag. As she followed the movement of the technicians’ hands, Hallie caught another movement, small and subtle but definitely there. One of Loser’s hands was moving, those sharp claws twitching.

“Get back,” she called, surging forward, and cursing herself at the same time. She should have checked to make quite sure that Loser was dead. He’d been still for so long, and there had been no new blood from his severe injuries, that she had assumed he’d gone.

The technicians both stared at her, not moving, as she rushed towards them.

“Back,” Hallie yelled again as Loser stirred, one arm sweeping up. His movements were slow. Slow enough that Hallie barrelled into the nearest technician, the woman, before Loser could strike at her with his clawed hands. Hallie felt another scrape of claws against her back as she tumbled over Loser’s body, carrying the technician with her.

She landed on the concrete with a hard thump that jarred her teeth, the technician beside her. Behind them, she could hear shouting and then gunshots. Far too many to count.

The technician sat up next to Hallie, cradling one of her wrists against her chest, but she didn’t seem aware of that, staring at the point where she had been sitting, her face chalk white. “We thought he was dead,” the woman whispered, words low and shaky.

“So did I,” Hallie said, sitting up as well and grimacing as she felt the older wounds on her back open up. “I’m sorry. I should have checked. He’d been still for a long time.” She looked back at Loser’s body and her stomach turned. The veondken was unrecognisable from the number of bullets that had gone into his head. She turned away.

“Well, he’s definitely dead now,” Isoud said. She had carefully walked around Loser’s body and was now crouched in front of the female technician. “Albiona, are you alright?”

“Um, yes, I think so. I bashed my wrist on the way down, but I’m in one piece,” the woman answered and then turned to Hallie. “Are you alright?”

Startled at being asked the question, Hallie shrugged. “I think he caught my back again. Do you happen to have a field dressing I could use?” The dressing wouldn’t help with her healing, but it would at least keep the blood contained while her wounds stitched themselves together.

“Actually, yes, we do. We weren’t sure what we were walking into.” Isoud turned and gave low-voiced instructions to the other, unnamed male technician which had him opening the metal case at his feet and pulling out what Hallie recognised as a sterile packet, the sort normally found in hospitals.

“I’m alright, too,” the man with the camera said, his voice slightly plaintive. Technician Bowen, Hallie remembered. And Isoud had called him Brennus. He’d been by Loser’s head when the veondken had stirred, and hadn’t been in immediate danger. Not like Albiona.

Everyone ignored him. The investigators, all still with their guns ready, were closing on Loser’s body. Girard nudged his foot with the tip of his boot, with extreme wariness, as if expecting the veondken to surge back to life again. When Loser stayed where he was, the investigators closed around the body.

“Can you take your jacket off?” Isoud asked. She had moved to crouch behind Hallie, a large white pad of material that Hallie recognised as a sterile dressing in her hands.

Hallie tried not to make a sound as she unzipped and shrugged out of her sweatshirt jacket. She didn’t look at the back of it. It was probably behind repair. She lifted her t-shirt at Isoud’s request and heard the other woman give a hiss of surprise.

“You sure you don’t want a hospital? Your back is shredded.”

“No. I heal quickly,” Hallie said, voice clipped. The last people she wanted to be discussing her unusual abilities with were a bunch of hochlen.

“Alright. Well, this is going to sting a bit,” Isoud warned.

Sting was an understatement. There must have been some medical coating on the sterile pad because when it touched her skin, Hallie felt like the wounds went on fire. She made a low sound, drew her knees up and rested her forehead on them, biting back curses while Isoud gently patted around the edges of the dressing, making sure it was stuck to Hallie’s skin.

“All done,” the technician said, getting to her feet. She stripped off a pair of gloves Hallie hadn’t noticed she was wearing, tucking the gloves and packet for the dressing into what looked like an evidence bag.

Hallie gave the technician a silent nod of thanks then pulled her t-shirt back down, staying on the ground while Albiona got up, with Isoud’s help, and the technicians gathered around their cases, talking in soft, rapid voices. The sting from the dressing was fading, but she didn’t want to get up quite yet, even with Mel as part of her audience.

A footstep nearby drew Hallie’s attention. Girard was coming towards her, his gun holstered, and the evidence bag with the collar in it in one hand. He crouched down in front of her.

“I’m sorry to ask this, as you’ve been injured twice, but are you up to a bit more investigating today?” Girard asked, voice pitched low. “The director needs to go and visit Erbin’s family. He’ll also talk with the other families again, find out if there’s something else they can tell us. But he also wants answers as soon as possible.”

“I’m sure he does,” Hallie said. She didn’t envy the director his task of dealing with the families. There would be grief and fury and demands for answers that he did not have, not yet. Tracking down skips in low city was far more preferable. She realised she was still holding her sweatshirt. She was going to put it on again, but the back of it was completely torn and useless, not to mention soaked with her blood. And she didn’t want to aggravate her wounds by shrugging back into the jacket. “I need a change of clothes before we do anything,” she said.

“That seems like a good idea. I can drive you back, if that helps?”

“It does. Thank you,” she said. It would save her a long walk from here to her home. And she had a feeling she was going to need all her energy for the hunt ahead. “I’m going to need some cash, too,” she said, mostly speaking to herself as a distraction while she got to her feet. She was a little unsteady and her back was a mass of pain. But she had a job to do, and information in low city usually came with a price.

“This is a Conclave investigation, so we’ll deal with that,” Girard said. “I’ve got cash with me.”

Having seen the almost casual way he had handed over three thousand dollars to her aunt, Hallie took him at his word.

She caught another glimpse of Loser, lying completely still among the other investigators, and had to turn away again. She’d seen more than enough dead bodies for her lifetime, even if she didn’t have a great deal of sympathy for this one. He’d been a willing participant in fights and would happily have killed her more than once. And yet, there was something awful about seeing him ripped apart by bullets and discarded on the abandoned factory floor. She spared a moment to hope that she could find the remaining hochlen before other people had to die.


Chapter nine


Hallie carefully folded up her ruined sweatshirt so that the bloodstains were hidden, and put it between her back and the seat for the drive, partly to cushion her wounds but mostly so that she didn’t get blood on Girard’s vehicle. She could get a cleaning spell from a witch if she needed, but she’d rather avoid making a mess in the first place. He didn’t comment, and apparently didn’t need directions to her home as he set off away from the factory without saying a word.

Hallie picked up the electronic collar and studied it through the plastic casing. It gave the impression of being a badly made piece of equipment, with odd parts and different sizes and colours of wire, but it was also surprisingly heavy and felt solid in her hands. At first glance, it might look like a school student’s first homework piece, but now she’d had some time to look at it, she would bet that considerable expertise had gone into its making. All the wires and components were secure. There were no rough edges or loose parts that she could see. The clasp which had held the thing closed was an intricate piece of work that she suspected would take two people to unfasten. Whoever had put the collar on Loser would not have wanted him to be able to get it off by himself. Although, with the claws Hallie had seen and experienced, it was doubtful he would have managed to unpick even a simple lock.

“Do you recognise the design or the maker?” Girard asked.

“No, neither,” Hallie said, turning the thing over in her hands again, “but I hope Devin might.”

“He’s the electrician you mentioned?”

“Yes. He owns a hardware store and does repairs,” Hallie said. It was a poor description of Devin’s talent, but it was true. She set the plastic packet down on her knee and realised that they were almost at her house. Girard pulled up outside and put the vehicle in park. “Do you want to come inside?” she asked.

“Thank you, yes,” Girard said.

“Do you have a safe place for this?” she asked, holding up the collar.

“The glove compartment locks,” he said, and frowned slightly, looking around, “always assuming that the vehicle will be safe here.”

“It should be,” Hallie said. “It’s daylight, and we won’t be long.” She pulled open the glove compartment and put the collar inside, then got out and waited while Girard locked the vehicle. He was frowning slightly, a hint of colour in his face. She lifted a brow, silently prompting him to speak.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to imply that you lived in a high crime area,” he said, sounding awkward.

Hallie bit her lip to hide a smile at his obvious embarrassment. “It’s quite alright. It’s a sensible thing to ask. There is a lot of petty crime in low city, but this area is fairly safe. Come on inside.”

Hallie opened her front door to the incredible scent of Rosalia’s cooking. Her mouth watered and her stomach growled. She did not know what magic it was that allowed her best friend and roommate to create the most incredible food from basic ingredients, but Hallie knew she didn’t have any of her own.

“That smells amazing,” Hallie said, closing the door behind Girard.

“Thank you,” Rosalia said, looking up from the pots in the kitchen. “Oh, we have a visitor.”

“You remember Special Investigator Abbot?” Hallie asked, waving to Girard. “I need a change of clothes and he was kind enough to give me a lift.”

“What trouble have you been getting into now?” Rosalia asked, leaving the kitchen area and coming out to the living room. She frowned in concern at the sweatshirt Hallie was holding. “Is that blood?”

“Yes. There was an angry veondken, and this material was useless. I missed my jacket,” Hallie said, hearing the complaining tone in her voice and not able to do anything about it.

“Oh, I got something at the market to fix it for you,” Rosalia said. “I’ve hung it up in your room. It should be good as new.”

“You are a lifesaver, thank you,” Hallie said. Her stomach growled again. “Sorry,” she said, heat rising in her face. “I don’t suppose there’s any food ready for some lunch?” she asked.

“Of course. Go and change and it will be ready when you come out,” Rosalia said.

Hallie turned to Girard to suggest that he sit while she got changed, and found his eyes travelling around the room, in particular looking at the damage that had been done around the wall safes. Rosalia had closed the safes themselves, but the damage was still evident. There had been false panels and pictures in front of the metal boxes, and Peter had not been careful about removing them. The broken frames and shattered panels lay on the floor. Just looking at the exposed safes made Hallie furious with her selfish half-brother and her all-powerful mother. She tried to keep her face calm, but was sure she didn’t succeed all that well.

“Is everything alright?” Girard asked her. He was looking at her with a slight frown between his brows, as if concerned. She had a moment’s impulse to tell him everything. But the impulse died before it had truly taken hold. She was used to dealing with her own problems, and however friendly he seemed, he came from a different world to her. She wasn’t sure he would understand, and the thought of exposing her troubles made her insides turn into knots.

“Fine,” Hallie said shortly. She had sounded ungrateful and surly, and he had asked a perfectly reasonable, polite question. Being attacked by veondken, discovering a pile of bodies and then dealing with more hochlen had successfully distracted her from the fact that her time was running out. All the worry and tension came flooding back and she wanted to shout at somebody. Ideally Peter, but he wasn’t there. She reined in her temper and the memories of the night before, and her worry about what the next few days would bring. “A bit of family trouble, but I’m dealing with it,” she added.

He nodded, apparently accepting her explanation, or exercising better manners than Hallie had and not wanting to pry. He turned instead to Rosalia. “Can I do anything?”

“You can help me set the table,” Rosalia said, favouring him with one of her warm smiles. “I assume you’ll have lunch with us?”

“I would be delighted,” Girard said. Although he was sincere, Hallie had the strong sense that was mostly his ingrained good manners. And perhaps a decent amount of curiosity as to what Rosalia might produce for their meal.

Leaving her roommate and the investigator, Hallie went into her room and shut the door behind her. The first thing she noticed was her old leather jacket hanging at the front of her wardrobe. It looked as good as new, as Rosalia had said. Better, in fact. Hallie couldn’t remember the last time the leather had looked that soft. She couldn’t resist touching it, the material yielding under her fingers.

The field dressing that Isoud had put on Hallie’s back was still in place and she left it alone. A visit to Devin’s shop should be trouble-free, but she didn’t want to risk getting blood on more clothes. So she changed into a clean t-shirt and pair of jeans, finding that Rosalia had also worked magic on her boots and left them on the floor under her jacket. Hallie happily kicked her more lightweight shoes into the bottom of her wardrobe and pulled on her boots, which were as supple and dry as her jacket.

While she had a moment to herself, she opened the banking app on her phone and searched for available loans, wondering just how much might be available to her. She had good credit with all three of low city’s banks. But apparently that didn’t mean much when it came to lending money. The amounts that each bank was prepared to offer as loans were shockingly low. Even all three taken together would barely cover a fifth of what Peter had stolen, leaving her out of pocket, indebted to the banks and still woefully short of the amount she needed. She sat on her bed for a moment and struggled to contain her anger and helplessness. Maybe Gin would be able to advance her salary for a few months. That might help. That would bridge the gap.

Making a mental note to call Gin as soon as she could, Hallie drew in a breath and tried to settle her temper again. As much as she might want to abandon the missing men and find a solution for her own problems, she knew she couldn’t. She needed to find them, not just for their sake but also so that she knew she’d done what she could.

She went back out to the main area to find Rosalia and Girard settled around the dining table, which had been a new addition since Rosalia had moved in. There were tall glasses of what looked like fruit juice in front of them along with plates piled high with noodles. There was a space set for Hallie as well. She hung her jacket on the back of her chair then took her seat.

“Thank you for rescuing my jacket and boots,” she said to Rosalia.

“What happened to them?” Girard asked.

“I got caught in the storm last night and got soaked through,” Hallie said, grimacing. She hoped that would satisfy the investigator’s curiosity as she didn’t want to discuss why she had been out in the storm. Not with Girard, and not with anyone else. She definitely owed Rosalia an explanation. Another time, when they had the place to themselves. She felt like a coward for the brief sense of relief that brought, that she could put off a difficult conversation for a bit longer. Rosalia deserved better.

“She was a drowned rat when she got in,” Rosalia confirmed, apparently not noticing Hallie’s unease. “Please, eat. It’s a new vegetable protein that I found and wanted to experiment with.”

“It smells wonderful,” Girard said, picking up his fork. As she started work on her own plate, Hallie tried to watch him without being too obvious about it as he took the first bite. They’d shared only one meal before, and he’d seemed to like the food then, but she couldn’t help wondering if he was used to finer meals in high city. His brows rose and he inclined his head to Rosalia as he swallowed. “This tastes even better than it looks, which is amazing. You have a real talent, Miss Fondevil.”

“Oh, please, call me Rosalia. I’m so glad you like it. Hallie?” Rosalia asked, a happy smile on her face. Hallie had to pause for a moment, caught by the realisation she hadn’t seen her friend smile like that for quite some time. Not since before Bohort Jacobs had died and Rosalia’s life had been upended. It was good to see her so much brighter, and Hallie couldn’t help but smile back.

“It is wonderful,” Hallie said honestly. “I like the smoky flavour.”

“It’s a little different, isn’t it?” Rosalia said, as brightly as if she’d just been given a valuable gift. “The spice shop had some new stock in. I’ve got a couple more to experiment with, too.”

“It reminds me of dishes that one of our cooks used to prepare,” Girard said. He’d cleared a large part of his plate in the brief time Rosalia and Hallie had been talking. “He was from the Lucien Islands, and he used to do a baked fish dish with this spice, I think. It was not nearly as memorable as this, though,” he added, dipping his chin to Rosalia.

“The Lucien Islands?” Rosalia asked, curiosity clear. “Aren’t they half way across the world? Did you live there for a while?”

“Yes, they are a long way from here,” Girard agreed easily. “No, we didn’t live there. My mother loves to entertain, and loves variety in her meals. She recruits cooks and chefs from all over the world. She has about a half dozen on staff at any one time,” he added.

Hallie stared at him, unable to imagine the idea of having a half-dozen people on hand to cook for her at any time. Or the idea that she could recruit people to cook for her from across the world.

Rosalia barely blinked, accepting the explanation. “I know that Bohort’s mother had a string of pearls from the Lucien Islands that she prized highly.”

“My mother has something similar,” Girard said, smiling, his love for his mother very clear. “She says that quality never goes out of fashion.”

“Does she have a Mristral diamond as well?” Rosalia asked.

Girard laughed, as if it was an inside joke. “Indeed. Several, I think.”

Hallie ducked her head, the food settling uneasily in her stomach, reminded just how vastly different hochlen and karlen lives were. Rosalia had grown up among the common folk in low city, but had spent a few years at the very edge of the elite, thanks to her association with Bohort. Hallie had been into only one elite house in her life, and had hardly been welcomed. The building itself had felt to her more like a museum than a place that people lived. And yet, hochlen did actually live in houses like that, and own strings of pearls and exotic diamonds, and have multiple cooks on hand to prepare whatever meals they wanted. It was an utterly alien idea to Hallie, made all the more stark a contrast by the fact that she could actually see the houses where the hochlen lived from the streets of low city.

She had dreams of travelling to far away places, where she would encounter new languages, new sights and smells and tastes and she had always looked forward to the potential for learning more. But it seemed she didn’t need to travel that far to find an unrecognisable world and lifestyle. She remembered the fanciful stories about the elite and their lives which had been gossiped about when she was growing up. It seemed that the wild tales which sounded completely made up might not have been fictional after all.

“Do your cooks or chefs ever write down their recipes?” Rosalia asked. Hallie’s unease vanished and she bit her lip to hide a smile. Trust Rosalia to be on the hunt for more variety in her cooking. It was a relief to see and hear her open curiosity. After her withdrawal for a couple of weeks, she had been improving every day but this was the first day she had seemed fully herself, fully engaged with the world again. It made Hallie want to hug her. She refrained. Neither she nor Rosalia were particularly demonstrative people, and she didn’t want to make things awkward with the investigator sitting at the table.

“I am not sure,” Girard said, as if he’d never considered such a thing. “I can certainly ask, next time I visit.”

“Oh, please don’t go to any trouble,” Rosalia said.

“It’s no trouble,” Girard said. He was being polite, but he was also being honest, Hallie realised, and was reminded that, however different his life was to hers, he was not at all what she’d expected from hochlen. There was no overt arrogance in him, no lack of care for anyone or anything else. Instead, he seemed both intelligent and honourable, and someone she was growing to like, despite their vastly different backgrounds.

“Did you say visit?” Rosalia asked, brows lifting. “You don’t live with your parents, still?”

Girard gave a half-laugh, with little humour in it. “No. My father doesn’t approve of my, er, lifestyle choices. He doesn’t think I should be working. And my mother worries if I am late. I have my own place in the central gardens.” His tone was easy enough, but Hallie could sense something deeper and more painful underneath. She could not imagine that separating himself from his family had been easy, even though it was clear from the way he spoke that there was a great deal of mutual affection.

“Ah, that makes sense,” Rosalia said. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to pry. Bohort lived independently from the family home, too. He had mentioned that it was an unusual arrangement.” Hallie was both proud of her friend that she could speak of Bohort without any apparent grief, and immensely curious as to the insight she was getting into the domestic lives of hochlen families. She wanted to know more, and kept quiet, letting Rosalia and Girard speak.

“It is. Most family homes are more than big enough to house everyone,” Girard said. “But there are more of us who choose to live separately now. The Conclave offices have also brought in a lot of new people to the city, and many of them don’t have families here.”

“That’s true. Some of the Conclave staff had taken up residences in midtown,” Rosalia said.

Hallie’s ears pricked up at this additional bit of information she had not known. It made a sense, though. She could imagine that property prices in high city were outrageous for anyone looking to move in. And although everywhere in midtown was financially out of reach for almost every resident of low city, it would seem cheap to any hochlen.

She wanted to know more about everything. About the central gardens that Girard had mentioned, about the Conclave staff who lived in midtown, about Girard’s family and how he had managed to carve a life of his own outside his family’s expectations. And she found herself curious about how Girard spent his time, outside the family residence.

It didn’t matter, though. They had a job to do. And she had a deadline looming over her head. A limited amount of time when she would be free to make her own decisions, unless she could come up with a way out.


Chapter ten


Hallie hissed with pain as she got into the vehicle, then bit her lip, colour rushing to her face. Her back was both hot and sore as her body tried to heal. She hoped that Girard wouldn’t mention her weakness, fastening her seatbelt as he started the engine.

“I’m sorry that you got hurt again,” Girard said in a low voice.

“It’s alright. Occupational hazard,” Hallie said, trying for a little sour humour.

“It was my idea to get you involved in this,” Girard said. He sounded troubled. “I wanted a chance to work with you again. I didn’t think how dangerous it could be.”

“My job is dangerous,” Hallie pointed out, squishing down the unreasonably large flare of curiosity that spiked at the idea he’d wanted to work with her again. She remembered her impressions from earlier in the day that he hadn’t been telling her the whole story about the missing hochlen and his task to find them. Warmth bloomed under her skin at the idea he might have sought out the job so he could work with her again. She had to bite her lip to stop a silly smile. It didn’t matter, she told herself for what felt like the hundredth time. She had less than three days of freedom left, and even if that was the case, there was no future in which she and one of the elite could be more than work colleagues.

The drive to Devin’s shop took them through a couple of low city districts and passed mostly in silence. It was a companionable, easy silence and Hallie for one tried to set her own worries aside and instead focus on their destination and who they were going to see.

Girard was startled when she directed him to turn down a cobbled street and park next to an old, disused garage. The vehicle bumped over the old surface. It wasn’t as smooth and refined as a city car, but it was definitely more suitable for the streets of low city. The cobbled street ended at a shop front that didn’t seem to have changed at all in the years Hallie had been visiting it. She got the collar out of the glove compartment and headed to the shop with Girard beside her.

The ancient wood-and-glass door opened under Hallie’s touch, the bell overhead ringing to let Devin know that there were people coming into the shop.

As she crossed the threshold, Hallie breathed in the familiar scents of the place. It was a complicated mix of aromas that never seemed to change. There was a faint trace of copper, the hot sharp smell that she associated with a soldering iron, some kind of oil, and a deeper note of the all-purpose can of miracle grease that was always kept behind the counter. The smells and the creak of the wooden floor under her feet brought back the memory of her first time in the shop, her hand tucked into her father’s. Back then it had seemed like a place of wonder, a large shop crowded with shelves that reached up to the ceiling and had hanging racks of tools she hadn’t recognised or open-fronted boxes piled high with all sorts of things the younger Hallie had no idea had even existed. The shop owner had greeted her father like an old friend, and answered the younger Hallie’s questions about all the things she had seen around her with seemingly endless patience.

The adult Hallie still didn’t know what most of the things hanging on the racks or stored in the boxes on the shelves were. But she trusted that the shop owner did. Devin had been an old man when she had first met him, but he didn’t seem to have gotten any older in the years since then. His cool-toned, deep black skin was lined with wrinkles, the shock of pure white hair on his head was set into neat rows of braids, to keep it out of his way when working, he’d once told Hallie. He was wearing dusty grey coveralls with a once-white t-shirt underneath and was settled in his normal spot behind the glass-fronted counter, fiddling with something on the surface in front of him. It looked like a toaster. His long-fingered, large-knuckled hands moved over the appliance with absolute confidence, barely pausing as he looked up to see who had come into his shop. When he recognised her, he put the tool in his hand aside, the lines on his face deepening as he smiled, dark eyes shining.

“Hallie Talbot. As if today wasn’t blessed enough. It’s good to see you, little sister.”

“Thank you. And it’s good to see you, too,” Hallie said, returning the smile. If he’d been on the customer side of the counter, she would have got a warm hug as well from the elderly man who was about as tall as her shoulder.

“How’s the new lock working out?” Devin asked.

“It’s excellent, thank you.” Hallie managed to keep her smile in place. She’d needed a new lock after the local cops had broken into her home, through the very expensive, very secure lock she’d had in place. It had been the most secure lock she had been able to find, and the only thing that could get through it had been the special battering rams that the police used. So she had thought she was safe. Until the police decided to break in. The lock had been perhaps the most expensive thing she had ever bought, and she’d needed a replacement. She just hoped she wasn’t going to get another visit from the cops anytime soon.

“Good, good. Always happy to help a repeat customer,” Devin said, winking at her. Hallie’s smile deepened. She had bought plenty of things from his store over the years, but he was always happy to have more business. “And you brought a friend. Always a pleasure to meet one of Hallie’s friends, young sir,” Devin said, turning his smile to Girard.

“Thank you,” Girard said, sounding like he meant it.

“This is Girard Abbot. We are investigating the death and disappearance of some hochlen in low city,” Hallie said. Devin was one of those rare people who didn’t pass on gossip, and she was always honest with him.

“That sounds like bad business,” Devin said, his smile gone, face and eyes serious as he got up from the stool and put the toaster to one side. “What can I do to help?”

“I wanted to ask your opinion on something, if you have time?” Hallie asked. “Your usual rate?” Devin had never asked her for money for his expertise, but she’d always offered. It seemed somehow dishonourable to take advantage of his years of knowledge and not compensate him. When she’d approached him for information before, they’d settled on what Hallie knew was a very low rate of payment, but it soothed her conscience to know he was getting something for letting her pick his brains.

“Always, for you,” Devin said.

“I’m sorry, this isn’t very nice,” Hallie said, before she put the electronic collar in its plastic covering on the scratched and worn wooden surface of the shop counter. “We found this around the neck of a veondken. I think it’s some kind of a shock collar. It looks custom made, and I wondered if you’d be able to tell if any of the parts or the work are unusual enough for us to track down a maker?”

Devin didn’t answer at once. There was a long-armed desk lamp on the counter nearby and he pulled the head of it closer, flooding the collar with bright white light before he lifted the packet up, turning the thing over in his hands.

Hallie stayed quiet, not surprised when Girard did the same. He seemed to be a dedicated investigator, and good at his job in a quiet, unassuming way. He wanted accurate information, the same as her. And unlike her mental image of a stereotypical hochlen, someone more like Mel, for example, Girard would wait for answers rather than trying to intimidate his way to a response, or use violence. For the second time that day she realised that it made him extremely likeable. Dangerously so. Even if she didn’t have her mother’s deadline looming over her, one of the elite and a disowned karlen had nothing in common.

Devin made a small sound in his throat, a frown gathering on his face. “Can I take this out of the plastic?” he asked, looking up.

Hallie looked at Girard for a response.

“Yes,” Girard said, “although if you want to take it apart, can you warn me so I can get photographs?”

“I will,” Devin confirmed. He picked up a long-handled knife with a short, gleaming blade and made a careful slice down one side of the bag, lifting the collar out. “That’s better,” he confirmed, putting the knife aside and taking the collar in both hands, turning it over under the light. “This is very skilled work,” he commented.

“I thought so, too,” Hallie confirmed.

“Can you tell me what you mean by that?” Girard asked Devin.

“Well, whoever made this has taken a lot of mismatched pieces and put them together. It looks like a piece of junk at first sight, but every single part of it has been properly put together, the welds are immaculate and there isn’t a single loose wire anywhere,” Devin answered, his eyes still on the collar. Despite the apparently relaxed tone of his voice, his shoulders were stiff, his body tense. Hallie felt her eyes narrow as she looked at him, wondering what was making him so uneasy. Her truth sense almost always worked on spoken words rather than picking up deceit in body language alone, but the slightly uncomfortable sensation across her skin told her that Devin was trying to hide something. But then, he was holding something that had been designed to cause pain. That fact on its own was more than enough reason for his tension.

“I see.” Girard was frowning, also staring at the collar. “So, this wasn’t done by an amateur?”

“No, sir. Someone went to a lot of trouble to make it look home made. But it’s been put together by a master worker.” Devin put it down on the plastic and picked up a large magnifying glass. “Did you find a transmitter as well?”

“No,” Hallie said slowly, frowning as well. “Can you tell what kind of thing we’d be looking for?”

“Well, there’s something that looks like it might be a chip in there,” Devin said. He glanced up at Girard. “I’ll need to open it up a bit to confirm, if you want to get your photographs?”

Girard nodded and drew out his phone. Rather than the still images Hallie had expected him to capture, he turned the phone’s video function on and filmed as Devin painstakingly opened up a small panel on the inside of the collar that Hallie hadn’t noticed until then and used a pair of long-nosed tweezers to draw out what looked like a phone chip. Devin put the chip on a small bit of white gauze and frowned.

“Serial number has been filed off. That’s really delicate work.”

And illegal, Hallie finished in her mind. Registration of mobile phones was strictly regulated and monitored by a division of the police force. Tampering with a phone’s registration or its chip was illegal and carried high penalties. Phone tampering could get someone a higher punishment than killing someone in low city. Very few people were willing to take the risk of breaking that particular set of laws. But then, nothing about the operations in the abandoned metal factory had been legal.

“I’ll see if the tech team can get anything off it,” Girard said. He stopped the video on his phone and drew out a small evidence bag, collecting the gauze and phone chip and tucking it away. “So, that’s how the collar was activated?”

“Looks that way, yes,” Devin agreed.

“It would need to be someone with a phone who had the code to the chip?” Girard asked, as if clarifying things in his own mind.

“Looks that way,” Devin said again, “although someone with this much skill could make a switch rather than needing the full phone.”

Hallie absorbed that information in silence. She didn’t pretend to understand much about technology, but she could easily imagine the fear of wearing that awful collar and having someone else in charge of whether she was hurt or not. She remembered the scars on Winner’s neck. Scars like that had been made over time. So, he’d been punished by something like this more than once.

“Are there any unusual parts to it that we might be able to trace?” Hallie asked.

The old man glanced across at her, a troubled frown on his face that gave way to a tight, closed-off expression that immediately made her wary. Devin was one of the most honest and open people she had ever met. Most of the time. Right now, he looked like he was trying to hide something. The only time she’d known him to keep information to himself had been anything to do with his customers. He was utterly discreet in that case. But this seemed to be something more. Something had made the old man deeply unsettled.

“Can I keep this overnight? Study it a bit more?” Devin asked Girard. Hallie’s unease grew. He hadn’t answered her question.

“Yes. Please keep all the parts together,” Girard said. “I can come back and collect it in the morning.”

“Alright.” Devin wouldn’t meet Hallie’s eyes.

“How much do we owe you today?” Girard asked.

“Nothing just now,” Devin said, glancing up at the hochlen. “Let me see what I can find out first.”

Girard nodded, accepting the answer, but Hallie wasn’t done yet.

“Did you see something?” Hallie asked bluntly. There were too many bodies and the stakes were too high for her to defer to politeness.

“Maybe,” Devin said.

The lie grated on Hallie’s nerves. She planted her feet more firmly, squaring up to the old man. “Devin, this is serious. People have died. There are hochlen missing. If you know something, please tell me.”

The old man pressed his lips together, staring down at the electronic collar. Then he looked up, his expression deadly serious. Hallie had never seen him look so old before.

“There’s a rumour. Some new gang. No, I don’t know who’s in charge. But they are really bad people, Hallie girl. And some of this looks a bit like a lock I’ve seen.”

“A lock? An electronic lock?” Hallie asked.

“That’s right,” Devin answered, lines prominent on his face as he looked back at her.

Hallie paused, paying attention to the unease trailing over her skin. He was telling the truth, as far as he knew it, but he wasn’t telling her everything. “You think you recognise the maker?”

“Not exactly. The lock was brought in by another customer. It needed a new power source. He waited for me to fix it and took it away with him. I want to see if he’ll bring it back so I can compare the two,” Devin said, the words dragged out of him.

“Give him a call, then. We can wait,” Hallie said, a frisson of excitement running through her. An actual, honest to goodness, solid lead to follow. It was almost more than she’d hoped for when she’d suggested visiting Devin.

“He’s a bit shy of strangers,” Devin said. He was back to avoiding Hallie’s eyes. She restrained herself from reaching across and grabbing the old man. He protected his customers. It was one of the many things she loved about him. Even if it was frustrating.

“We’re not interested in any crimes or illegal activity apart from tracking down the missing hochlen, and stopping whoever killed the people we found,” Girard said with the sort of quiet sincerity even a blind person would believe. His honesty rang through Hallie, soothing her and warming her all the way through after Devin’s lies, making her want to take a step closer to the investigator. Being able to sense when someone was being truthful was an uncomfortable burden a lot of the time when so many people relied on little lies to get them through the day. In Hallie’s experience, the kind of integrity that seemed to just be part of Girard was incredibly rare and was a large part of why he was so dangerously likeable.

“People come here because they know I won’t talk about their business,” Devin said, lifting his chin slightly as he stared down the younger man. “Tell him, Hallie girl.”

“It’s true. Devin is the most honest and discreet tradesman I know,” Hallie said reluctantly.

“So, trust me with this overnight. I’ll have some more news for you in the morning. There must be other things you can be getting on with?” Devin asked.

“I’m sure,” Girard said. He looked hesitant, as if he was as reluctant as Hallie to leave the collar with the old man and wait for answers.

“Please be careful, Devin. The people who were using this are dangerous,” Hallie said. “Call me if you need anything, or if you learn anything before we come back tomorrow?”

“Alright, I will,” Devin said.

With nothing more to be said, Hallie nodded and turned away, catching sight of Devin bending back over the collar as she and Girard made their way through the tall shelves back to the front door.

“I can post a watch on the building overnight,” Girard suggested, when they were outside and walking back to his vehicle.

“No. Thank you, but no. Devin has the place rigged with security cameras. He’d spot someone hanging around,” Hallie said, with a heavy sigh. She frowned back at the shop front, still uneasy. Devin had never tried to lie to her before. “He knew more than he was telling us,” she told Girard.

“I thought that,” Girard agreed. He was standing by the driver’s door and met her eyes across the back of the vehicle. “We could go back and try to get more answers out of him, but he didn’t seem like he wanted to talk.”

Hallie agreed. Devin hadn’t survived as long as he had, or built such a good reputation, by being weak-willed. If he didn’t want to tell them anything, then he wouldn’t.

“The forensic team should still be at the factory. I want to take the chip to them for testing. Do you want to come? They might have found something else.”

“Yes.” She briefly considered visiting one of the bank branches about a loan, but they would be closing soon and she didn’t want to rush the request. So going with Girard made sense. Anything would be better than heading home to patch up her walls and sit with her mind going around in circles, worried not only about whatever Devin wasn’t telling her, but also the missing hochlen and her mother’s ultimatum. And if she went home, she’d also have to tell Rosalia what had happened the night before. Rosalia would want to help, but there was nothing she could do - Hallie wasn’t going to let her friend pour every penny of her own money into Hallie’s problems - and Hallie didn’t want to upset her unnecessarily. Hallie shook her head slightly as she got into the vehicle and put her seatbelt on. It was a sad state of affairs when going back to look at dead bodies was better than going home.


Chapter eleven


The return visit to the factory proved unhelpful. All the bodies that the Conclave forensic team had recovered had no ID on them, and all the bodies either had significant damage to the faces or had decomposed to the point where photographs would be useless for identification. There were other techniques available, but that would depend on medical or dental records, which quite a lot of low city residents didn’t have. Similarly, the sort of genetic testing that Hallie had heard about wasn’t likely to help if the individuals or their relatives were not already on the city databases. And she didn’t know any regular citizens who had willingly submitted to having their personal medical information on record. Not unless they had no choice, such as those convicted of a crime and sent to the city prison, who would have their details put on record. It would still take time to run those tests. So that was not going to help in the time Hallie had left.

Aside from the frustration about the lack of identification of the dead, the male technician, Brennus Bowen, lit up when he was handed the phone chip and promised to get to work on it right away.

What should have been a short visit for an update turned into a much lengthier affair. Director Roth arrived back on the scene just after Hallie and Girard. The older man had been to visit Erbin Romero’s family and Hallie could not imagine it had been a pleasant visit. Whatever had been said, or demanded, it led to Director Roth asking Girard and Hallie to walk him through the path they had taken when searching the building. Hallie could understand the wish for thoroughness, even as she had to curb her impatience at answering similar questions over and over.

It was late into the night before the director was satisfied. The only good thing, as far as Hallie was concerned, was that his temper seemed to have settled. From the conversations around her, she discovered that he had been out of the country when Bohort Jacobs had been killed, so hadn’t been able to supervise the investigation on the ground, or make a personal visit to the Jacobs family at the time. Hallie’s initial poor impression of him improved as she realised he saw that as a personal failing. He seemed to genuinely care about his job and doing it thoroughly, and seemed determined to make up for his absence on the Jacobs investigation on this one.

Part way through the long evening, a sleek black van had arrived to collect Erbin Romero’s body and take it back to high city for examination. The Conclave had their own forensic examiner, it seemed, and he was waiting for the body. Hallie had to bite her lip as only Erbin’s body was taken away. The other bodies that had been discarded under the office box, mostly karlen but a couple of veondken, too, were left for collection by the human mortuary attendants along with Winner and Loser, when Isoud Sabard and her team were finished with their investigations. The bodies would be taken to the cold rooms in the medical examiner’s offices in midtown to wait until one of the deputies had time in their schedule to do the autopsies. The difference in treatment didn’t surprise Hallie, but it was frustrating that different teams would be involved. All the bodies had been left in the same place, after all. They were all part of the same crime scene. And, as she’d tried to point out to the hochlen, identifying the karlen and veondken might lead them to whoever-it-was that was behind the fighting ring and the death of one of their own.

But she was not in charge and she managed to keep her opinions to herself. Director Roth had seemed less than impressed with her efforts so far, and while she might disagree with the separation of hochlen and other bodies, she could clearly see that he was determined to do a thorough investigation.

Girard offered to drive her home and she accepted. She had an appointment to keep early in the morning and really needed to get some sleep. She arrived back at her home with barely enough energy to give Rosalia a hug before heading to her bed and surprising herself by falling into a deep, blissfully dreamless sleep.

[image: image-placeholder]

Hallie woke the next morning with a visceral feeling of a clock ticking down inside her chest. Two days. Two more days until her mother’s deadline. It stretched ahead of her and yet seemed an impossibly small space of time. She hadn’t come up with any good ideas overnight, or any inspiration in the few moments she’d had for thinking the day before, as to how she could get the money together to meet the new deadline. There were money lenders in low city, but Hallie knew that no single one of them would give her the amount of money she needed. Even if she could pull enough money from more than one lender, the interest rates were shockingly high, and the lenders would expect payment far more quickly than she would be able to manage. She’d never be able to pay it back in time. Not through legal means, that was for certain. And Hallie was determined to stay on the right side of the law. She would not have the protection of her family vine, even if that didn’t amount to much. A money lender who thought she wouldn’t be able to pay wouldn’t kill her. No, they would put her to work in some awful way. And if they discovered her secret ability, she would never be able to get clear of them. Hallie didn’t want to swap one mistress for another. She wanted her freedom. The ability to make her own choices.

She had tried calling Gin, asking for an advance on her salary, somehow unsurprised when Gin had taken a sharp breath in and then said, regret clear even through the phone connection, that the Magravine had ordered her not to help Hallie in any way. Then Gin had wished Hallie good luck and hung up, leaving Hallie with the mix of bitter disappointment and unexpected tears at Gin’s good wishes.

She was heavy-eyed and glum as she made her way across low city to the café where she had agreed to meet Emmet and his mysterious person. With no hope from the banks, low city money lenders or her employer, Hallie was deeply regretting the impulse that had led her to agree to this meeting. She had thought it would be a good distraction from the other things she was dealing with, but she could be using the time to try to think of another solution. Rosalia hadn’t been home when Hallie had left. She didn’t want to worry her roommate more than necessary, and she wasn’t going to take Rosalia’s own money, but it was possible Rosalia might have ideas Hallie hadn’t thought of. Hallie pulled out her phone and stared at the screen, finger hovering over the call button, not paying attention to where her feet were going, then sighed and put the phone away. It wouldn’t be fair to Rosalia to have the discussion on the phone. She needed to be face-to-face. Meantime, she had an appointment to get to.

Despite feeling sluggish and demotivated, she was a few moments early, and it was raining, so she went inside and ordered coffee, needing the stimulant to wake her up. The only good news she could think of so far that day was that the injuries on her back had mostly healed. There was a faint itch across her skin, but even that was fading. She’d be fully healed by the end of the day.

At this early hour the café was quiet. There was a young girl and a teenage boy dressed in jeans and white t-shirts who seemed to be the waiting staff, but no other customers. Hallie picked a seat by the window, so she could keep an eye out for Emmet, and curled her hands around the coffee mug when the girl brought it. Even in her foul mood, Hallie couldn’t help looking around at the décor. The café was painted in plain, stark white, but its walls were covered in large, colour images of landscapes that Hallie had never seen before. Vast mountains that soared up into rose pink skies, their peaks topped with crisp white, contrasting with the dark sides. Wide open plains of green grass strewn with wildflowers in many colours. Velvet-smooth slopes of green grass, in an incredible variety of different shades, underneath deep blue skies. A waterfall that took Hallie’s breath away just looking at it.

The little spark of hope and longing that always lived in her rose up, sending pain through her chest. She wanted to go to all the places she could see. She wanted to touch the grass and find out it if was as soft as it looked. Stand in front of the waterfall and feel the spray on her face, hear and feel the thunder of the falls through the soles of her feet. Breathe in the air around those huge mountain peaks.

But it was all impossible. All of it. Unless she could come up with a solution, in less than two days she would be entirely in her mother’s control with no hope of escape. The ache in her chest deepened thinking about it.

The faint ring of the bell over the café door pulled Hallie’s attention away from the landscapes before she could give in to the anger and pain that threatened to overwhelm her.

Hallie looked around and almost involuntarily got to her feet. The pair of people coming into the coffee shop were impressive enough to command her attention. Even with the wide variety of veondken in the city, Emmet Lowery stood out for his height, the pale green tint of his skin and long, white hair. He was dressed as he had been the last time Hallie had seen him, in dark trousers and a pale shirt, his clothes hand crafted and perfectly fitting. His companion might pass almost unnoticed next to him, but it was the sight of her that had brought Hallie to her feet.

The woman walking beside Emmet through the quiet coffee shop had an achingly familiar face. It was like looking at an older version of her cousin Morgana, or rather a blending of Morgana and Hallie’s own faces. On this woman, the pronounced bone structure was striking rather than awkward, as Hallie often felt about her own face, and the sleek dark hair was cut into a short, choppy style that emphasised the woman’s features. She was wearing make-up, as subtle and as expertly applied as Morgana’s, and a long-sleeved tunic and wide-leg trousers in a deep raspberry red colour, the clothing deceptively plain. It was the sort of quality that only came from hand crafting, and the woman’s overall appearance made Hallie conscious of her cheap t-shirt and well-worn jeans. She’d put her battered leather jacket on the seat next to her and was tempted for a moment to put it back on, but held herself still. This must be the person who had wanted to meet Hallie, and presumably was here to see her, not her wardrobe. And having clothes that could be easily washed and worn again was far more practical for Hallie’s work than the care that would be needed to keep the woman’s outfit in pristine condition.

The woman came to a stop a couple of paces in front of Hallie, staring at Hallie just as thoroughly as Hallie was staring at her, and Hallie had another shock. This woman was old. Ancient, in fact. Possibly the oldest person Hallie had ever encountered in her life before, and that included the veondken oracle that Hallie had been to see not once but three times. The stranger wore her age as a light cloak around her, very little of it showing on her unlined face. Then her mouth curved into a smile that lit up her face and made her seem younger. Her eyes were dark, like Hallie’s and Morgana’s, too, Hallie noticed.

“Hallie Talbot. It is good to finally meet you,” the woman said. “I am Cotovatre.”

Hallie blinked, not quite sure what to say to that. The way the woman said her name suggested that Hallie should know it, but she couldn’t remember hearing it before and, as an unusual name, she thought she would have remembered. Then her brain and ears caught up with each other and she realised that the woman in front of her was not just old, and wearing a familiar face, but she was also hochlen. A powerful one, if the feeling of vibrancy she carried was anything to go by. Magic was known among karlen, with some small traits being passed down through families, but it was far more common among hochlen. Hallie had a feeling this woman would outstrip most of her fellow elite with her abilities.

“It is good to meet you,” Hallie said formally, not sure what else to say.

Cotovatre’s smile faded a little and a frown creased her brow. “You do not know the name,” she observed. She glanced across at Emmet. “You were right,” she said.

Hallie looked between the two, wondering just what it was that she was supposed to have known, and an old memory surfaced. “I’ve heard your voice before,” she realised, breath catching. She took a step sideways, sinking back into her chair as her knees gave out, her ears ringing. “It was you. In the alley,” she said. It might have been ten years ago, but the memories were fresh and vivid, ready to swallow her up at a moment’s notice. Hallie remembered the cold and the pain and the sensation of everything slipping away from her. And then a voice. This woman’s voice. And searing heat. “You saved me,” Hallie said, her voice not quite steady. She tried her best not to think about the attack, despite the profound effect it had had on her life. But faced with her rescuer, the details of the attack and its aftermath surged back, as if it had happened only yesterday. She remembered the ripping of her flesh, the red-white-black agony, her screams, and her brother’s footsteps as he sprinted away, leaving her to deal with the creature on her own. She would have died if it hadn’t been for this woman.

Cotovatre took a seat opposite Hallie. Emmet sat at the table across the aisle from them, close enough to hear but far enough away to give them an illusion of privacy.

“I did,” Cotovatre said, all humour gone. She was serious, her eyes resting on Hallie’s face as if she could see beneath the skin. “I did not know what effect my intervention would have, though. And for that, I am sorry.”

“But you saved my life,” Hallie said, her voice thin and uncertain. Her own mother had disowned her after the attack, and now Cotovatre was apologising for saving her? Hallie swallowed, and picked up her coffee for something to hold onto as the world seemed to slip and turn around her.

“That I did,” Cotovatre said. She sat back a little as the server brought coffees for her and Emmet.

When the server had gone, Hallie put her mug down and clenched her hands together in her lap, under the table surface, trying to hide the depth of her uncertainty. “You regret saving me?” Hallie asked, confused. It was one thing to be disowned from her blood family. She’d had the better part of a decade to get used to that idea. But the idea that her rescuer regretted her actions was something else, reopening old wounds deep inside, and creating some new ones.

“No. Not for one moment,” the older woman said, leaning forward again, all of her focus on Hallie, the vibrancy thick in the air around her. It was a rare sensation, but Hallie still knew what it was. Magic. And not any ordinary kind, either. Not the little everyday magics that were carried by many karlen. No, this woman was something quite different. Extraordinary. She was the most powerful magic user that Hallie had ever come across. Warmth slid across Hallie’s skin in lazy trails, making her want to lean forward in turn. She was safe with this woman, in a way she didn’t feel with many people. There was a faint echo of the integrity she’d sensed in Girard, deepened by many more decades of life. “But my intervention had consequences, and it is those that I regret.”

Hallie stayed quiet, puzzling that through, the pain in her chest fading. The woman didn’t regret saving her. That was something. So Hallie had misunderstood her earlier words. It didn’t take long to work out what Cotovatre meant. “You mean my change? That I am no longer quite human?” Hallie asked. “That wasn’t intended?”

“That is what I mean. And no, it was not intended.” Cotovatre looked away for a moment. “You do not know my name, which makes the explanation more difficult. But somewhere in your family history there was a hochlen and human pairing. And when I saved you, I woke up your hochlen traits.”

All at once Hallie was freezing despite the warmth of the café. She wanted to deny it. Wanted to say that Cotovatre was wrong, that no part of her was hochlen. The words jammed in her throat. It made sense. It explained so much about what had happened to her, and what she was now. She tried to speak, but her mouth and throat were dry. She untangled her hands, picked up her mug and took a too-large gulp of her coffee instead, almost burning her tongue. “You are saying that I am part human and part hochlen,” Hallie said, voice barely above a whisper.

“No, child, I am saying that you are now entirely hochlen,” Cotovatre said, the gentleness of her voice making Hallie’s eyes sting. She wasn’t used to gentleness. Not since her father had left the home, some years before Hallie’s attack.

“How can that possibly be true?” Hallie said, her voice rising. She cut herself off, not wanting to draw attention from the servers, who had no other customers to look after just then. She stared down at the remains of her drink. She shook her head. “There are no hochlen traits anywhere in the Talbot family vine.” It was one thing she was quite certain of. The Talbots, and the extended family vine, were human through and through. It was something her mother had boasted of more than once. Along with several other family vines across low city, they took great pride in the purity of their blood. Other families might have had the occasional hochlen or veondken in their family tree, but not the Talbots.

She hadn’t expected an answer, but Cotovatre tilted her head. “You are not just a Talbot though, are you?” the woman asked, not waiting for an answer before she went on. “You are also your father’s daughter. And his line is not as well recorded.”

“The Magravine would have researched his heritage before entering into a contract with him,” Hallie said, her face numb. It was beyond strange to be talking about her parents in this way, but it was also true. Her mother was not led by impulse or strong emotion. Everything she did was planned and thought through and calculated with reference to the interests of the family vine, and the Magravine herself. With another woman, Hallie might have said that she’d fallen in love. But with Wilona Talbot, that was simply not a factor in her decision-making. She would have seen some advantage in entering a temporary marriage contract with Hallie’s father, even if Hallie didn’t know what the advantage was. Her father had very little by way of family and no powerful connections that could have helped the Talbot family. He was quiet and unassuming in many ways. And kind. And Wilona had no use for any of those qualities.

“I am sure she did. She would have gone back five generations, as is standard,” Cotovatre said, and Hallie couldn’t help wonder just how the hochlen woman knew so much about karlen marriage practices.

“You’re saying that my father’s family tree had a hochlen relative more than five generations back?” Hallie asked, incredulous. “Then how in the world did that appear in me?” she asked.

“I don’t know. I’m not an expert on genetics, but I believe there is such a thing as a recessive trait that can rear its head from time to time. So if I had given the same healing to your father, or to your half-sister, nothing may have happened. But when I healed you, it brought out that inheritance.”

Hallie found herself at a loss for words yet again. It was not normally something that happened to her. She stared at the older woman. Not just old, she realised. Now that Cotovatre was settled in her chair, and the air around her had adapted to her presence, Hallie had the feeling of deep, profound age and wisdom from the other woman. In normal circumstances, that would have been enough to hold her attention. But Cotovatre had just oh-so-casually confirmed something that Hallie had wondered about her entire life, but never found a polite way to ask.

“Morgana is my half-sister,” she said. It wasn’t a question. They looked too alike, and too different from the usual facial structure of the Talbot family. Morgana was a few years older than Hallie, and Gin’s only child. Morgana’s father had never been mentioned in all the years that Hallie had been part of the close family. And now she understood why. Wilona Talbot had not just taken Gin’s former lover, but married him and had her own child with him.

And in that, Hallie got a much better understanding of her mother’s motives for the marriage. There had always been an odd, intense rivalry between the sisters. Gin was older, and should have inherited the title and responsibilities of Magravine. But Wilona had pushed past her sister to take the title, and had not let go of it since, guarding it with jealous attention. Hallie had never believed that Gin wanted the position. But Wilona seemed to think of her sister as some kind of a rival. Her mother was level-headed and ambitious in most respects, but she had a blind spot as far as her sister was concerned. And her mother could be cruel, Hallie knew. Her breath caught. So very cruel. In one move, Wilona had doubtless hurt Gin by trailing her former lover in front of her as the new consort to the Magravine, and also denying Morgana a relationship with her father.

“Even so,” Cotovatre confirmed. “You both look very like your father.”

“And we both look like you,” Hallie said, far more bluntly than was polite, staring at a too-familiar face on the stranger in front of her.

Cotovatre inclined her head a fraction, what looked like sadness crossing her face. “A long time past, I bore a half-human son. I watched him grow and thrive and then fade into old age. He was my joy.” The sadness deepened, and Hallie realised that the hochlen woman had loved her son, and still grieved for him.

“I am sorry,” Hallie said. The depth of emotion in Cotovatre’s voice and face tightened her chest, making her eyes sting again. She could not imagine loving someone that much and then losing them. Hochlen lived a very long time, far longer than any normal human lifespan, and Hallie could not imagine the pain of watching her son age and die.

But she wouldn’t have to imagine some of it, Hallie realised. She had already begun to notice the signs of ageing in those around her, while she remained the same as she had been on the day of the attack. In time, Hallie would watch her friends and family members age and die, while she remained almost unchanged.

“I saw your father from a distance once. He reminded me so much of my son,” Cotovatre said, her voice soft. There was a fond, remembering smile on her face even as Hallie could sense the grief that the other woman still carried. “How does he fare, your father?”

“I don’t know,” Hallie said, her voice constricted. It was a completely natural question, but it stirred up some grief of her own. “He left the family home when I was still quite young, and I was forbidden from trying to find him or contact him.” She looked down at her coffee, trying to hide how much that had hurt. She had never been given any kind of explanation and discussion was forbidden. “I think he is still alive,” Hallie added, and shrugged a shoulder. “I mean, I don’t know for certain, but I hope so.”

“I hope so, too,” Cotovatre said. Then she shook her head, making a visible effort to lighten her mood. “Enough sorrow.” She smiled, and if it wasn’t quite as deep or heart felt as her previous ones had been, it was still a good effort. “Tell me of your life. I want to know more. What dreams do you have?”

Hallie opened her mouth to answer the warmly spoken question, and nothing came out. Her chest hurt, pain spreading across her body. The recent memory of her brother’s actions cut into her. How could she tell this woman about her dreams, when they had been in her grasp so recently and were now so far away?

“I am sorry. I did not mean to distress you,” Cotovatre said, leaning forward slightly, warmth in her voice that made Hallie’s throat tighten. She wasn’t used to kindness.

“It’s not you,” Hallie said, looking outside, hoping to find something normal and innocuous on the street to hold her attention and finding nothing to notice apart from the fact that the rain had stopped. “I had been making plans but I’m going to have to put them on hold.” The half-truth was sour on her tongue. She didn’t want to lie, but she didn’t want to tell this amazing woman the full truth. Her ancestor, she realised, the word feeling strange even in her own mind. A hochlen. Who seemed kind and wise as well as powerful. Hallie was glad she was sitting down. For a fleeting moment, she considered telling Cotovatre everything. The contract she’d negotiated with her mother. The breaking of that agreement. The deadline looming over Hallie like her own personal storm cloud. This ancient woman might be able to help her. Hallie half-opened her mouth but no sound came out. She’d only just met this woman, and she’d already saved Hallie once. That in itself was extraordinary, in Hallie’s experience. Asking Cotovatre to help her again felt greedy and wrong, her skin crawling at the very idea.

“I am sorry,” the other woman said again. “If not your dreams, then tell me of your work? Emmet tells me you are a skip tracer?” A trace of mischief crossed her face. “In fact, you managed to catch him.” Cotovatre sent a glance full of laughter and affection across the aisle to where Emmet was sitting, quiet and still. He inclined his head, his own mouth curving into a smile. They were close, Hallie realised, and was somehow unsurprised. It seemed fitting that the most unusual veondken she had ever met would be a close companion of this ancient hochlen.

“He was a challenge to find,” Hallie said honestly, grateful for the change in subject.

Cotovatre laughed, the mischief still in her face. “I can only imagine.” The mischief faded into sincerity and she held Hallie’s eyes. “He also told me that you sent help for him when he was gravely ill. Thank you for that. I should have been sorry to lose him.”

“I am glad to have been able to help,” Hallie said, somehow managing to hold the weight of Cotovatre’s gaze. She had asked the most powerful witch she knew to visit the veondken in his cell, and somehow that request had resulted not only in Emmet being healed but also in the witch declaring that she owed Hallie a very great favour.

Reminded of the silent veondken, Hallie turned to acknowledge him, and then frowned slightly, catching the shape of his silhouette against the wall behind him. She had seen something similar very recently, when she was dragging herself home after the awful confrontation with her mother and half-brother that had stripped away her future. “Were you watching me the other night?” she asked, voice a little sharper than she had intended.

Emmet flicked a glance at Cotovatre, the smallest of smiles crossing his face, as if he had just won a wager between them. “I was. I did not mean for you to see me.”

“I asked Emmet to keep an eye out for you,” Cotovatre said, shocking Hallie into open-mouthed silence. “It was not a good night to be out.”

At first Hallie was overwhelmed at the idea that someone who had never met her before should be concerned about her welfare. Cotovatre and Emmet had shown more consideration of her than her own blood family. But it also meant that Emmet had been close by when Hallie had spoken with Wilona and Peter. Her shock faded into deep humiliation as she wondered just how much the veondken had heard or guessed, and how much he might have passed on to Cotovatre.

“I did not mean to invade your privacy,” Emmet said softly. “Please be assured of my good intention.”

“And mine,” Cotovatre added. “I was concerned, and asked Emmet to arrange this meeting so I could finally meet you for myself.”

They were both speaking the truth, the sense of honesty soothing and cutting through Hallie’s embarrassment enough for her to nod, accepting their words. “Whatever you may have seen or heard, I do not want to talk about it,” she told them both, her voice tight. The matter was a private one, and she didn’t know either of these people. If Rosalia hadn’t been in the house when Peter had invaded, Hallie was not even sure she would have confided in her roommate, and Rosalia was her best friend. The need for privacy and the impulse to keep her own counsel was deeply embedded in her. Bad enough that Cotovatre and Emmet might have knowledge of how badly her mother had betrayed her. Worse to talk about it.

“Of course,” Cotovatre said. There was something deeper to her words, or perhaps that was just the weight of her presence, which drew Hallie’s attention back to her. She might be sitting in an ordinary low city café, with a cup of common coffee in front of her, but this woman was the most remarkable person Hallie had ever come across. She’d somehow sent one of the other most remarkable people that Hallie had ever met - Emmet - to watch over her. Which suggested there was a long-standing and profound connection between the two, and reminded Hallie of something that had puzzled her following her last encounter with Emmet.

“May I ask? I did wonder how Emmet Lowery was able to get released from custody so soon. Did you have a hand in that, perhaps?” Hallie asked. With anyone else she would have thought it to be a bold question, but she had a sense that Cotovatre and Emmet wouldn’t mind, which proved right as Cotovatre’s face warmed into another smile.

“It took a little finesse as I was not in the country at the time, but, yes, I managed to secure his release.”

Hallie was immediately more curious about where Cotovatre had been and what she had been doing, rather than Emmet’s release. She knew enough about the justice system to understand that, for the rich and powerful, there were almost always ways out of consequences.

“So, Emmet gave you a challenge in your pursuit of him. Will you tell me more about your work?” Cotovatre asked.

“Of course,” Hallie said, and told her ancestor about some of her more ridiculous traces.

Despite the vast age that Hallie could sense, and being hochlen, Cotovatre was surprisingly easy to talk to. She had a quick mind and a ready sense of humour, laughing along with Hallie at her stories. The conversation spun, touching on all manner of topics that Hallie would never have imagined would be of interest to one of the elite. But Cotovatre seemed interested in everything, from the forthcoming exhibition at low city’s museum to the much-needed repairs that were being done on the old harbour walls, to the current work that Hallie was involved in, along with Investigator Girard.

The morning wore on until Hallie’s phone vibrated with an incoming text. It was a brief question from Girard: Where are you? Frowning, she checked the time and blinked, shocked, sure she must have misread. But, no, she really had been sitting in the café for over two hours and was now an hour late to meet the investigator.

“Oh, Saints, I am so late. I was meant to meet Girard, I mean, Inspector Abbot, an hour ago. I need to go,” she said, reaching for her jacket.

“Of course,” Cotovatre said. She stood up with the same grace as she’d sat down, and opened her arms, enveloping Hallie in a hug and a fragrance that reminded Hallie of a fresh breeze on a summer day, bringing with it the sweet scent of flowers and the faintest trace of sea air. It felt like home, and Hallie wanted to stay there for longer, but returned the hug and forced herself to step away.

“I am so glad to have met you, and to have got to know you, even a little, my many-times-great-grand-daughter,” Cotovatre said, her smile taking over her whole face. “I should be glad to spend more time with you. Perhaps when your current case is done?”

“I would like that,” Hallie said, meaning it and trying to ignore the little voice inside which told her that, after tomorrow, the chances of her having the freedom to meet people on her own terms was small. She imagined that her mother would have her on a tight leash for quite some time, ensuring Hallie’s obedience to whatever plans Wilona had.

Hallie made a point to say goodbye to Emmet as well before she left the café. As she moved out of Cotovatre’s presence, a sense of panic came over her. She was late. She was never late. Well, almost never late. And yet, she could happily have spent the rest of the day sitting at that table with Cotovatre. Her ancestor. Who had told Hallie that she wasn’t just partly non-human, as she had suspected, but fully hochlen. That left an uneasy twisting sensation in Hallie’s stomach. It didn’t sit well with her at all. She didn’t feel arrogant or entitled. But then, neither had Cotovatre. And, in many ways, neither was Girard. Which meant that there might be more than one way to be hochlen. It was an intriguing thought, and one she wanted to explore further. When she had the time. If she ever did.
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“Hallie. Ah, Miss Talbot.”

Hallie stopped in her tracks, several paces from the door of the café, startled to see Girard Abbot not far away, next to his vehicle.

“Inspector Abbot. I’m so sorry, I am running late.”

“That’s no problem. Was that Cotovatre I saw?” Girard asked, eyes travelling past Hallie, the awe on his face and in his voice stopping Hallie in her tracks again.

“Yes, it was.”

“Then no apologies for lateness are needed. No one would turn down a chance to spend time with Cotovatre.” The sincerity of that rang through Hallie’s senses. There was a hint of longing in Girard’s voice as well, suggesting that he would also have loved to have spent two hours sitting in a café talking about anything and everything.

“She is that important?” Hallie asked, startled, and also wondering what other information Girard might let slip.

“She is a legend in her own right,” Girard said. “Do you remember asking me if there were female heads of houses?”

“Yes. You said there was only one. Wait. Is that her?” Hallie asked, not sure why she was so surprised. She could not imagine anyone trying to constrain the woman she had just met.

“Even so.”

“Huh,” Hallie said, not sure what else to say. She could almost see the curiosity bubbling in Girard, but he managed to keep himself quiet, to stop himself from asking how she, a lowly skip tracer, had come to be in the presence of such an important hochlen, and what they had talked about. Grateful for his good manners, Hallie turned to a question of her own. “How did you find me?”

“I, ah, overhead you yesterday making arrangements to meet here. I was concerned,” Girard said. He seemed both embarrassed by his eavesdropping and sincere. Hallie couldn’t blame him for listening to her conversation. She’d known he was there. She just hadn’t expected him to pay enough attention to remember what had been said.

“Alright,” she said, feeling that something was needed. “Is there any news from the medical examiner?” she asked.

“Not yet, not from him,” Girard said, and grimaced. “Unfortunately, news of Erbin’s death has spread to the other families and they are demanding results. The director has talked with each family but hasn’t managed to get any more information. None of the men’s relatives seem to know anything about what they were doing here, or who they might have contacts with in low city.” Girard paused, expression serious. “The families want to send their own security into low city to search.”

“I don’t see how that’s going to help,” Hallie said, trying to keep her voice calm while her pulse rate picked up. There were still four missing men, from four different families, which would mean four sets of security. She could all-too-easily imagine the kind of aggression that many teams of hochlen security would bring to the streets of low city. “We have no idea where the missing men are being held. Even if all the families sent everyone they had, it would take weeks, if not longer, to search the whole of low city.”

“The director made that point. Many times,” Girard said, a brief glimmer of sour humour lighting his serious expression, “and he’s managed to calm them down for now. But they want answers, and they are not going to wait forever. They don’t understand, or don’t want to understand, that investigations take time.” Hallie could hear the frustration in his voice, and felt it resonate through her. While she could understand a family’s worry for their missing son, she also knew first-hand that the best way of working was to be as steady and deliberate as possible. Going too fast risked making mistakes and missing some vital bit of information. “Shall we go? I am hoping that Devin will have some news for us.”

“Devin. Yes. Let’s go see what he’s found,” Hallie said, dragging her mind away from the thought of armed hochlen security on the streets of low city. She knew the old man would have found something, it was more a matter of what he had found. She could only hope it might lead them to a connection or some piece of information that would tell her where to look for the missing men. She got into the vehicle and stayed quiet, her mind busy with everything apart from the dead bodies, as Girard drove them across low city to the street where Devin had his shop.


Chapter twelve


The street outside Devin’s shop was quiet. As usual, there were no other vehicles. Girard parked in the same place as he had the day before. As they got out, Hallie caught a glimpse of a camera lens aimed at them. It would be one of Devin’s, she was sure. As she had told Girard the day before, the old man had his entire area covered. She was tempted to give him a wave through the camera, her heart light with the after-effect of her conversation with Cotovatre. The ground was still damp from the recent rain, the air moist against Hallie’s skin as she walked with Girard towards the door.

“That’s odd,” she said, seeing the Closed sign in the door. The blinds were down on the windows, too, blocking a view of the interior.

“The shop would normally be open?” Girard asked, halting mid-stride and taking a look around as if checking for possible danger.

“Yes,” Hallie said, her light mood gone, apprehension sliding over her. “I’ve never known Devin to close his shop apart from on festival days.”

“Could he be out seeing a customer?” Girard asked.

“Doubtful.” Hallie walked up to the door and tried the handle. It moved under her hand. “And he would never leave the door unlocked.”

“Stay behind me,” Girard ordered, drawing his gun.

He had the body armour and the weapon, Hallie reminded herself, trying to curb her impatience as Girard carefully opened the door, the merry sound of the bell loud in the silence.

The inside of the shop felt heavy and still. Too still. And there was a different scent today. Burning flesh. Hallie shoved past Girard, ignoring his protest, and darted between the tall shelves, heading for the shop counter.

Devin was in his usual seat behind the counter, leaning back against a set of shelves, his face turned up to the ceiling. But nothing else was as it should be. He was far too still. All the vitality and energy she was used to sensing around him had gone. There was a familiar electronic collar around his neck, and even before she vaulted over the counter to check on him, Hallie knew he was dead. His eyes were blank, staring at nothing, his expression slack, all the life and vibrancy gone from his body. Hallie sank to her knees beside him, a sharp pain blooming in her chest, taking over her whole body.

“He’s dead?” Girard asked quietly, from the other side of the counter.

“Yes.” That didn’t sound like her voice, although Hallie knew she had spoken.

“I am sorry. I know he was a friend of yours.”

“He was one of the kindest people I’ve ever met,” Hallie said, her voice cracking. There was so little softness and kindness in low city. Or, at least, in the parts that she had been to. Far too little. “We shouldn’t have left him. I shouldn’t have left him. I knew he wasn’t telling us everything,” Hallie said, bitterness on her tongue as the words poured out of her, guilt searing through the grief.

“This is not your fault,” Girard said. He had found a way around the counter and came to crouch beside her, voice low. “You tried to get him to talk. He wouldn’t tell you.”

As a matter of logic, Hallie knew he was speaking the truth. But it didn’t ease her guilt. Devin was dead. She had brought him the collar around his neck, she’d known he hadn’t been telling her everything, and now he was dead. “I should have tried harder. Should have let you post a watch outside,” she said, voice harsh. The old man had lived and worked and thrived here longer than she’d been alive. He’d taken on apprentices through the years, sending them off to their own trades and businesses with the same joyful smile that he had given them when he had welcomed them into his shop. He’d loved teaching almost as much as he’d loved fixing things.

Hallie couldn’t breathe. Her whole body hurt. There was a huge, sore lump in her throat and her eyes were burning.

“I’ll call forensics,” Girard said, voice soft.

Hallie didn’t acknowledge him. Didn’t move. Just looked up at Devin’s still face. And then her gaze slid down, across his throat. Whoever had killed him had used the collar on him. She could see blistered burn marks around the device along with charred flesh, and his whole neck was swollen. She wondered why he hadn’t tried to take it off, or disable it somehow. After all, he’d had a chance to study it and was a master electrician. Then she looked at his hands and saw that someone had taped his wrists to the arms of his chair, using what looked like an entire roll of electrical tape. It would have formed a binding as strong as a flexi-cuff. He wouldn’t have been able to get free, or reach up and get to the collar. His fingernails were torn and broken, bloody scratches visible on the wooden arms of the chair. He’d been trying to get free, or to hold on to something while he was tortured.

Tears spilled out and Hallie got up quickly, moving away, brushing her hands across her face, her back to the body and to Girard, who was talking in a low voice to his phone. The old man was dead. Because of her. She had no right to cry for him. To mourn him. It was her fault.

But what she could do was find his killer. She went still and glanced over her shoulder at Devin’s body. She’d spent the last ten years tracking down people who didn’t want to be found. She brushed her hands across her face again. She’d brought the killer to Devin’s door. And now she would bring justice to the killer. But where to start?

Her eyes fell on the counter top. It was empty, which was unusual. Devin normally had at least one small repair project on the go, like the toaster he’d been working on the day before. So someone had cleared off the space. Or perhaps Devin had cleared it off to put the collar there. What had he said? That someone had brought him an electronic lock to look at, which had reminded him of the collar.

Hallie moved around the body, ducking under the counter to search through the crowded shelves there for Devin’s ledger. Despite the high-tech security cameras around the shop, he’d kept his business records on old-fashioned paper. He wrote down every transaction, every payment. He wouldn’t have put his customer’s real name down, of course. He never did that, but she might be able to find a date and time when the lock had been brought in, and if she was lucky, the person who’d brought the lock in wouldn’t have realised there were cameras everywhere. There might be a recording. She would check for a recording of the night before, but she suspected Devin would have killed the camera before his shy visitor got there. A visitor who might just have been the one to kill him.

She had to pause and breathe through a fresh wave of pain and guilt. She should have pressed the old man harder. Should have insisted that he tell her what he knew, that he not fall back into his old habit of protecting his customers. He might be alive today if she’d insisted on answers.

She found the thick, heavy, cloth-bound volume and pulled it out of the shelves, setting it onto the counter top and opening it up.

“What’s that?” Girard asked. He was standing a few paces away from her. Giving her space. She looked across at him, noticing that he’d put on thin latex gloves. She turned back to the ledger and bit out a curse. She was handling the heavy book with bare hands, putting her own fingerprints on it. She cursed again, but the damage was done and there was no point in asking for gloves now. She found the last entry and her heart constricted. It was yesterday’s date and the rough time when she and Girard had visited, along with a brief note: Electric collar for examination.

“The old man kept good records. We might be able to find a time and date for when the lock was brought in,” she said.

“That’s amazing. Will there be a name, too?” Girard asked, sounding hopeful.

“No. No names. He believed in privacy for all his customers. But he has cameras. Had cameras,” she corrected, a catch in her voice. “There might be a recording.” Behind the counter there were two doors visible, one leading to a darkened room, the other leading to what looked like a corridor. Hallie tilted her head towards the darkened room. “I think the screens are back there. Would you mind taking a look and seeing if the cameras are still active?”

“Of course,” he answered, and ducked into the back room of the shop. Hallie had only been in there once, a long time ago, when she’d visited with her father, but she could still remember the array of television screens. The picture quality hadn’t been great, but the multiple images had fascinated her.

While Girard was busy with the screens, Hallie started reading back through the ledger, as fast as she could. Devin’s records might be meticulous, but his handwriting was a messy scrawl and it was slow going.

There.

Electronic lock. Power supply replaced. The note was tucked between someone buying an improbable quantity of light bulbs and someone else buying what Hallie thought might have been a garden spade. She took a photograph of the ledger entry, then opened the calendar on her phone, scrolling back. Ten days before. Not long at all.

“This security set up is impressive,” Girard said. He’d appeared in the door to the back room again. “Most of the cameras are still recording. There are a couple of blank screens, though. Would Devin have turned them off?”

“Possibly. Yes, I think so, if whoever was visiting wanted privacy,” Hallie said. Devin had always taken protecting his customers’ identities seriously. She nodded to the ledger. “I’ve found what I think is the right entry. Let’s see if there’s any tape from that day,” she said, brushing past Girard into the back room.

“We should wait for forensics,” Girard said. His voice was calm, making an observation. “They won’t be long.”

Hallie stopped in the middle of the room, staring at the extensive array of monitors. Devin had upgraded from the chunky television sets she remembered to a series of flat screens, the images she could see all clear and sharp. He hadn’t upgraded to colour cameras, though. The pictures were still in black-and-white. Right now, nothing was happening on any of the screens. Frustration took hold of her. She didn’t want to wait. She wanted to move. To get on with the hunt. To find who had done this to the old man. But she’d already messed up the crime scene by pulling out the ledger. If the killer had been here, they might have left evidence on the recordings, or the equipment. And she could destroy it by interfering. She set her jaw and gave a single nod.

“The camera at the front is still working.” Girard pointed to one of the monitors, which showed his vehicle. “Which suggests that Devin let whoever was here last night in through another door. Do you know where that is?”

“No. I’ve only ever used the front door,” Hallie said. “As far as I know, Devin had the whole building, so it’s possible there’s more than one other door. Let me try to find it,” she said. There were no other doors into the screen room, and no space on the walls that she could see for a hidden doorway, so she headed back to the space behind the counter, then turned and went through the other door, along the corridor. She thought Girard might have said something, but she shut it out. She had a task to complete, and the relief of having something to do, some action that she could take, was making her heart race, her pulse loud in her ears.

She briefly went through the rest of the building, relieved that Girard didn’t try to follow her. She was on the cusp of giving vent to a scream of rage and grief she could barely hold onto. The little bit of space from someone else let her breathe and settle all the huge feelings she had into energy for a search.

Devin had a sparsely furnished, extremely neat and tidy living space on the upper floor over the shop, but the entire ground floor was given over to his business. The shop itself took up a little over half the space, Hallie estimated. Then there was the screen room and two rooms that were set up as workshops of some kind, with workbenches and equipment that made no sense to Hallie’s eyes. Behind that there was a large room that was being used as a storage area, full to the exposed rafters with boxes and crates of various different sizes. She was careful not to touch anything.

There was only one other exit from the building, through the storage area. She almost checked the door handle, but then remembered she’d already left her fingerprints on the ledger and didn’t want to compromise any more evidence, so she left it alone. As the cameras at the front of the shop were still working, she assumed that Devin’s killer had come in and gone out through the back door, which meant he might have left traces for the forensic team to find.

She curled her hands into fists as she stared at the door, wishing she could make the inanimate object talk, tell her its secrets. She wanted to know who had so cruelly and savagely killed the old man. She wanted to find them. Stop them from hurting anyone else ever again. Devin hadn’t deserved to die like that. Her breath caught, loud in the silent room. He must have been terrified, and in so much pain. Alone, with no one to help him. She closed her eyes briefly, letting another few tears fall. She kept telling herself she had no right to cry over his death, but her body didn’t seem to want to listen. Her mind and body were in complete agreement about hunting down the killer, though. She turned away from the door, heading back towards the shop, her task clear.
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Hallie returned to the space behind the shop counter and was unsurprised to find the place now crowded with a quartet of forensic technicians in white coveralls. It was the same group that had been at the metal factory the day before, and she couldn’t help wondering how they felt at being called in to examine the scene of a karlen death.

If any of the techs thought that the job was beneath them, they were not showing it. They were operating with the same steady, precise attention to detail they had shown at the metal factory.

Hallie had to stop for a moment at the sight of the white suits surrounding the old man’s body, struck once again by the shock of seeing him so still. The tall hochlen gathered around him made Devin seem even smaller, and she had to swallow against more tears.

“Ah. Miss Talbot. Girard said that you have a time and date for us to search for on the security records?” the male technician with the camera said. Brennus Bowen, that was the name.

“Yes. We also need to check last night,” she said.

“I’ll do that first,” he promised.

Hallie pulled out her phone. She didn’t trust her memory right now. She read off the time and date from the ledger entry. The technician nodded and ducked into the darkened room. Hallie took a step to follow him, wanting to see what he found, and was stopped by one of the other techs raising a hand.

“Girard said you touched the ledger and put it there,” Isoud Sabard said. “Did you touch anything else?”

“No. I don’t think so. Oh, I vaulted over the counter. There might be a handprint from me there. I’m sorry,” Hallie said, her voice choking. She forgave herself for the handprint on the counter. She’d needed to check on the old man. But the ledger was something else. She had made a rookie mistake at a crime scene. If she’d been thinking, she’d have asked Girard for gloves.

“Alright,” Isoud said briskly. “I assume your prints are in the database from your work?”

“Yes,” Hallie said, an unexpected and half-hysterical laugh bubbling up. She’d had her fingerprints taken the day she’d been issued with her ID card, which meant anyone in law enforcement across the city had access to that information. She’d been accused of murdering Bohort Jacobs on the basis of her prints turning up at a crime scene. And now she’d left her fingerprints again, when she really should have known better. But part of her felt it would be justified if the hochlen did accuse her of this crime. After all, she was the one who had put Devin in danger. She was responsible for his death.

“We’ll eliminate them first, then,” Isoud said, in a slightly softer tone.

Hallie just nodded, not sure what would come out of her mouth if she tried to speak. The idea that, far from accusing her of a crime, the hochlen tech was going to ensure she was eliminated as a suspect was jarring and bizarre. Particularly when Hallie still felt so guilty about Devin’s death.

“Found something.” Technician Bowen’s voice drifted out of the screen room, and Hallie almost collided with Girard in their mutual rush to get through the doorway. The investigator stood back to let her go first and she went in, not caring if it was rude.

The tech was sitting on what had been Devin’s stool, hunched over a laptop on the desk. The screen was split, showing at least four different views.

“What is it?” Girard asked, sounding as eager as Hallie felt.

“There are eight camera feeds,” Brennus answered without looking around. “Last night, four of the cameras were turned off after dark, including the ones covering the back door,” he said. He glanced up at Hallie and Girard to make sure they were paying attention. He need not have worried. “I didn’t see any movement on the other cameras on a quick look through, but I will take a closer look in the lab. There might be some reflection or something caught at the edges. But we don’t have anything from last night at the moment.” From the casual, confident way he spoke, Hallie realised he was very good at his job. And he was telling the truth, as far as he knew it.

“Alright,” Girard said. He sounded disappointed but not surprised, which was how Hallie felt, along with a spike of irritation at the dead man. Devin had been so anxious to protect his customers’ privacy that he’d allowed his killer to get into the shop unseen. “But you said you found something?”

“Yes. Around the day and time Miss Talbot supplied, we’ve got movement captured by four of them. There’s no people or other movement on the others,” the tech said, his focus back on the screens. “There were a few people in and out earlier in the day, but this is what I wanted you to see.”

Hallie looked past his shoulder to the small images on the screen. One image showed the inside of the shop’s front door. Another screen showed the street outside, including the space where Girard’s vehicle was now parked. The third screen was filming an odd angle that looked as if it were pointing down from a space above the shop counter, and the final screen was showing one of the narrow passages between the shelves inside the shop.

As she watched, there was movement outside, at the front. A pair of people, both men, walking towards the door. One was short and stocky, the other what looked to Hallie to be average height. Although they arrived at the shop door at about the same time, it didn’t look to her as if they were together. The taller man was dressed in what looked like working overalls. The shorter one was dressed in what looked like jeans and a long-sleeved shirt, the shirt loose around his waist, the sleeves rolled up. They were both carrying bundles under their arms. They met each other at the door and on the screen Hallie saw the silent exchange between the two of them, the overall-wearing man deferring to the other, letting him go ahead, the shorter man refusing, insisting that the other one go first. It was the sort of polite, everyday encounter that happened a dozen times a day across the city and Hallie’s skin itched with impatience. One of these men might be carrying the electronic lock that Devin had repaired, and which had reminded him of the collar now round his neck.

The camera focused on the shop door showed the door opening and the overall man coming in, followed by the shorter man. Hallie gasped as she caught a clear picture of his face.

“Can you make that one bigger?” she asked. “The picture of the door, I mean.”

“Yes.” Brennus moved the mouse under his hand and clicked a couple of times and the screen filled with the single image of the two men coming through the door. Without being asked, the tech froze the image, and thanks to Devin’s expensive equipment, both faces were clear on the screen.

“You know them?” Girard asked, a note of eagerness in his voice.

“Not the first man. But the second one, yes. He’s a skip I hunted down a couple of days ago,” Hallie said, a chill running over her skin. It might be coincidence. It could well be. She couldn’t assume anything, even as every instinct she had was screaming at her that it was no accident that this particular veondken had come into Devin’s shop around the time an electronic lock had been presented for repair. “I delivered him to police custody and he escaped, severely injuring one of the custody officers. His name is Findo Trask.”

“Findo Trask,” Girard repeated, pulling out his phone and tapping away on the screen. “Is he human?”

“No. Veondken. He’s quite young for his kind, but they are very powerful. He was really odd,” Hallie said, voice trailing off as she stared at the still image on the screen.

“Odd? How?” Girard asked, looking up from his phone.

“I can’t explain it well. But when I caught up to him, he fell asleep. He was agitated when we got to the court house and then fell asleep again. The custody officer and I had to drag him to the cell,” Hallie said slowly.

“Pretending to be asleep?” Girard asked, gaze sharp on her face. “Like the veondken in the factory?”

“A bit like that, yes,” Hallie said reluctantly. She could understand why Girard had made the connection, but it didn’t feel right to her. He wasn’t a thuggish, violent fighter like Winner or Loser. There was something more to Findo Trask. “Although, he has had some fight training. He used some powerful moves when he escaped custody.”

There was a short silence, and she looked away from the screen to find that both Girard and the tech were staring at her.

“Fight training?” Brennus asked, sounding curious. “I didn’t think that karlen or, what did you call them? - veondken - got any formal training?”

“We don’t,” Hallie said, voice clipped. “Or, rather, not normally. A few of the veondken have old rituals that they practice. His kind are one of those.”

“He doesn’t have a formal criminal record,” Girard said, turning his phone screen towards Hallie. “All I can find on him is an arrest warrant for theft, and another alert about assault on a police officer.”

“I was following the arrest warrant,” Hallie confirmed. “The police wanted to follow up the assault themselves.”

“That’s understandable. But they haven’t found him yet, and you did find him,” Girard said.

Hallie grimaced. “I did. It wasn’t easy. I ended up chasing him through a scrap yard and catching him when he jumped into a rubbish container.”

“At least you have some idea where to start looking,” Girard said.

Hallie nodded, not trusting her voice at that moment. She had found Findo Trask once. By a combination of persistence, luck and her unique talent for sifting out truth from lies. Something told her that he would be even more difficult to track down a second time. As she’d said to Girard, he had been odd. And he might not even be the person to find, she told herself. There was another face on the screen, one she didn’t know.

“Can we see the whole sequence, please?” she asked the tech.

“Of course.” He clicked the mouse a few more times and the screen went back to showing all four camera views. Hallie watched as the man in coveralls went through the shop to the counter, laying his bundle onto the surface, talking with Devin. It hurt her heart to see the images of the old man alive, his smile wide and warm even on the black-and-white screen. He was never going to greet another customer again. And one of these two men might have something to do with that. She forced herself to pay attention, to watch as Devin fiddled with whatever-it-was that the overall man had brought into the shop. It was small enough to be an electronic lock, but even though there was a camera angled down to the counter, Devin’s body blocked the object from the camera view. Hallie couldn’t help wondering how deliberate that was. The old man had known exactly where his cameras were, after all. It might be another way for him to protect his privacy.

When the repair was done for the overall man, and Devin had been paid, there was a short pause and then Findo Trask stepped up to the counter.

Hallie’s breath caught again and the tech paused the image without being asked, looking up at her.

“What did you see?” Girard asked.

“Devin knows him. He’s met Findo Trask before. And he doesn’t like him much,” Hallie said. “See the way his shoulders stiffened, and he’s not smiling like he normally does. Did,” she corrected, the word flat on her tongue.

“I didn’t see it,” Girard admitted. “But then, I didn’t know him well. He was very friendly when we were here,” he added.

Hallie opened her mouth to argue with him, then listened to what her truth sense was telling her. Girard wasn’t doubting her story. He was just being honest about what he had noticed for himself. So she stayed quiet and glanced back at the tech.

“Playing it forward,” Brennus said, turning back to the screen.

Hallie watched as Findo Trask laid his own bundle down on the counter and watched as Devin worked on it. As with the previous customer, even though there was a camera angle over Devin’s shoulder, it was impossible to see what the old man was working on as his body was in the way. Like the other item, it was small enough to be an electronic lock of some kind. Devin worked on whatever it was for a little while, then wrapped it up and handed it back across the counter to Findo Trask. The veondken nodded and left the shop, the bundle tucked under his arm.

“No payment,” Hallie murmured, mostly to herself.

“Would Devin operate an account? Like a monthly bill?” Girard asked.

“Not as far as I know. He liked cash,” Hallie said, her chest hurting again.

“Was there anything else on the tape?” Girard asked the tech.

“Nothing around that time frame. As you can see, the victim makes some notes in his ledger, then goes away from the shop front, down the corridor,” the other hochlen answered. “There’s a long gap of at least an hour before anyone else comes into the shop, and that person buys a shovel.”

“Devin,” Hallie said, her voice harsh. “His name was Devin.” And he’d made a false entry in his ledger. The electronic lock had been brought in by one of those two men, and he’d recorded the other transaction as light bulbs when it had been nothing of the sort. It might be some kind of personal code or signal, Hallie thought, a chill creeping over her skin. She wondered how many other entries for light bulbs she might find if she went through the old man’s ledger. How many other transactions he’d hidden. And why? What had been so bad that Devin had not wanted to write it down?

“I’m sorry,” Brennus said. Hallie could tell that he meant it. In other circumstances she might have been surprised to get an apology from one of the elite. Right now, her chest hurt too much to take in much more than Devin was dead. “I understand he was a friend of yours.”

“Something like that,” Hallie said, watching the screen as Devin moved away from the counter and headed back down the corridor she’d explored not that long ago. “We need to find those two men. Can we get prints of their faces?” she asked the tech.

“Not here, unfortunately. I haven’t found a printer yet. But I can send images to your phones,” he offered.

“That would help, yes,” Girard agreed. “We’ll also need to see if either of those men came into the shop at another time. It might give us more information to track them down.”

“Alright,” the tech said, brow wrinkling as he looked at the screens around him. “There are thousands of hours of tape, though. It would be helpful to take this back to our lab. We have some software that will speed up the process.”

“Go ahead,” Girard said.

Hallie was distracted from whatever they might have said next by movement outside the room. The techs had brought in a stretcher and body bag and were carefully moving Devin’s body from the chair into the body bag. Hallie wrapped her arms around her middle and tried not to cry and tried not to blink as the process was completed. She felt it was important that someone bear witness to what had been done to the old man. Grief and guilt were making her whole body hurt, a stabbing pain behind her eyes as she tried to hold in tears.

“The forensic team is going to be a while yet,” Girard said, his voice gentle. “Why don’t you go home? Get some rest. I’ll get as much information as I can and pick you up first thing tomorrow so we can try and find these two men.”

Hallie wanted to scream again and shout a protest. It was barely into the afternoon. She had hours of useful time left in the day. She didn’t want to go home. She was quite sure she wouldn’t be able to rest at all. She wanted to be out. Moving. Hunting. Tracking down Findo Trask and demanding to know if he’d had anything to do with Devin’s death. But her feet wouldn’t move. And with all the conflicting emotions running through her, she felt heavy and slow and stupid. Perhaps trying to rest would be a good idea.

“I can give you a lift,” Girard said.

“No, thank you,” Hallie said. “I’d prefer to walk.”

Walking the distance from here to her home would give her time to think, time to sort through some of the muddle in her mind, and form a plan for how she was going to track down Findo Trask again.


Chapter thirteen


Not far from Devin’s shop, Hallie found herself on a street that ran parallel to one of the busy business streets in low city. The one where the banks had offices. She paused, chest still hurting, and before she quite knew what she was doing, had turned towards the street. And the banks. She’d looked at the possibility of loans online, but she hadn’t actually spoken to anyone. It was possible that, if she spoke to an actual person and not a screen, the banks she’d done business with for ten years might agree to lend her money to cover the shortfall, and allow her to buy her way out of the vine. Buy her freedom. And with her own freedom, she would have the time to find Devin’s killer without the weight of her mother’s deadline and expectations, or the pressure of hochlen wanting to recover their own people from the maze of low city.

The bit of hope chased away some of the pain and let her keep a calm face as she went into the first bank building, speaking to the teller. The human man, of a similar age to her mother, stared at her blankly through thick glasses, artificial light glinting off the lenses, as she asked how much she could borrow. He tapped a few keys on the computer at his desk and then shook his head, naming the exact same sum that Hallie had seen in her online searches. Then he looked back at her, expression pinched.

“That is the maximum we would possible lend you. The approval process would take up to five working days. Although, you most likely would not be approved for a loan of that size, in any event. Skip tracing is not regarded as a steady enough employment to guarantee the repayments,” he told her. His whole face twitched with disgust as he said the words skip tracing, making it clear what he thought of her work. “You would be well advised to seek better employment or live within your means.”

Hallie felt as if she’d been kicked in the stomach. A decade of work. Steady work, whatever the bank clerk might think. A decade of paying in to this bank, of being careful to stay within their regulations, and they most likely wouldn’t even grant her the minimum loan available.

She got up without a word and headed back out into daylight, grief at Devin’s death mixed with humiliation and anger. She wanted to turn around, march back into the bank and yell in the clerk’s face, to tell him that there was nothing wrong with what she did, that he shouldn’t look down on her. But she forced herself to keep going, shoulders bowed, weighed down with her mother’s deadline and the apparent impossibility of getting herself free.

A long time later, Hallie sloshed through another puddle, her front door finally in sight. It was now dark. The afternoon had faded as she’d walked, her body slow and heavy, every part of her aching. It had started raining not long after she’d left Devin’s shop and just before she’d visited the bank. She should probably have accepted Girard’s offer of a lift home. If she had, she wouldn’t have had to endure the stinging rebuke from the bank clerk. But at the time Girard had made the offer, she really had needed the walk. She’d had too much in her brain and movement helped her to think. The light rain had turned into a downpour after a few minutes and had just added to her general sense of gloom. One more day left until her mother’s deadline and no solution in sight. Devin dead. Findo Trask a potential suspect. If she’d managed to keep that veondken in custody, perhaps Devin would still be alive. And there were hochlen still missing in low city. Hochlen. Her mind gave her a bitter laugh with an edge of hysteria. Apparently, she needed to stop thinking of the elite as something else. She was one of them. According to her ancestor. Cotovatre. The oldest person Hallie had ever met, and Hallie had barely had time to think about what she had learned that morning.

Adding to her general sense of unease, she was sure she was being followed. The spot between her shoulder blades was itching. She had spent most of the walk home peering into the shadows of buildings she had walked past, or spinning around, sure she was going to catch someone walking behind her. Nothing. She didn’t catch sight of a single person going the same way she was. It didn’t stop the itching sensation, though. She had even taken a few wrong turns, adding to the length of her journey, trying to throw off whoever was following her.

She thought about stopping, turning back and trying to find whoever it was that was following her, but couldn’t get a clear idea of where they might be. And then wondered if Cotovatre had perhaps assigned Emmet to follow her again, and wanted to laugh at herself. However marvellous her ancestor was, and however delighted she had seemed to be to meet Hallie, Cotovatre was unlikely to have put Emmet to more work on Hallie’s behalf. No, it was far more likely to be someone else. Someone following her for their own purpose, good or bad. If people knew where to look, they could find her address on public records, but she didn’t need to make it easy for someone to find her on the streets. The sensation only eased when she got within sight of her home, making her wonder if she’d imagined the whole thing.

She got to her door and went inside, noticing that the lights were dimmed. Rosalia was settled on the sofa, a blanket around her, watching something on the decades-old television set. It was an ugly, unwieldy box about half the size of her armchair, with a far poorer screen quality than the flat screens in Devin’s shop. Hallie had never been able to justify the extra expense of upgrading to one of the more modern, thin televisions when this one still worked. Rosalia turned when Hallie closed the door, a welcoming smile on her face that faded into concern as Hallie stood where she was, dripping rainwater onto the heavy mat just inside the door.

“You got soaked again,” Rosalia said, shaking her head, a hint of mischief on her face. “Good thing I got extra drying spells while I was at the market.”

The warm welcome, kindness and smile were too much. Pain bloomed across Hallie’s chest and she burst into tears.

“Oh, no, what’s wrong?” Rosalia abandoned her blanket and came across the room. She’d painted her toenails recently, Hallie noticed, between gulping sobs. A deep, vivid pink that suited Rosalia’s skin tone. Rosalia took one of Hallie’s hands, her skin burning hot. “You’re frozen. Come on, give me that jacket. Take off your boots. Yes, now.”

In other circumstances, being given orders by her roommate would have made Hallie laugh. As it was, it just made her cry harder. With Hallie’s jacket and boots creating a soggy puddle on the doormat, Rosalia steered her across the floor to her bedroom and even turned on the shower, giving Hallie a hard look as she asked if she needed help getting undressed.

Hallie shook her head, numbness taking over the grief that had just poured out of her. Rosalia left her alone, with instructions to call if Hallie needed anything. Hallie managed to strip and get into the shower, the heat of the water shocking her back into the here and now. When she had thawed all the way through, she got dressed in soft trousers and a long-sleeved sweatshirt with a fleece lining. She wrung as much water out of her freshly washed hair as she could and then took herself back into the living room, drawn by the scent of something mouth watering.

Rosalia was ladling soup into a bowl when Hallie stopped by the kitchen area.

“You look a bit better. Here, some chicken soup. Yes, it is real chicken. And some fresh bread. Sit. Eat,” Rosalia ordered, leading Hallie over to the table.

Hallie inhaled the bowl of soup in mere moments. She couldn’t remember the last time she had eaten real meat. It was rare and expensive in low city. Some feeling of life crept back into her body, letting her know just how tired she had become.

“Wherever did you get chicken from?” she asked, when she could speak.

“Kendra and Nelda stopped by earlier. One of their neighbours kept chickens for their eggs, and two of them died of old age, so she brought one for us,” Rosalia said. She had settled on the other side of the table, a mug of what smelled like peppermint tea in front of her. “She brought us some eggs, too.”

“Kendra and Nelda,” Hallie repeated, her chest hurting again as she thought of the old witches. She’d seen them the week before, pushing their wooden wheelbarrow through one of the local markets. She’d always liked them, and now had a deeper fondness for them after the incredible kindness they had shown in arranging and getting involved in the repair of her house. She’d had some gifts for them, which they’d accepted with their usual apparent delight. But although she liked them, she was clear-eyed about their habits. Or, Nelda’s in particular. “Did you count the cutlery after they left?”

Rosalia let out a bark of laughter, and nodded her head, eyes dancing with mischief. “Don’t worry, Nelda didn’t take anything.”

“That’s a relief.”

“Can you tell me what happened?” Rosalia asked gently.

“Devin is dead. He was killed. And it was my fault,” Hallie said, her voice cracking.

Whatever Rosalia might have said in response was interrupted by a loud knocking at the door. Hallie and Rosalia frowned at each other, then Hallie got up and went across the room, kicking her sodden boots and leather jacket to one side to peer out through the peephole. Her eyebrows shot up in surprise at the person standing there. She opened the door, the heavy duty lock that Devin had supplied sliding back with a series of smooth clicks, to reveal her cousin Morgana, huddled in an expensive-looking trench coat, a huge umbrella over her head. Despite the heavy rain, her cousin was dry under the umbrella, suggesting she hadn’t had to walk far.

“Morgana, what in the world-” Hallie began.

“I’m here on the Magravine’s business,” Morgana said, her voice a snap, an unhappy expression on her face. “May I come in?”

“I have another day left,” Hallie said, a clean, clear wash of anger chasing away some of her grief. Her mother had given her until the next day. But the Magravine was no longer keeping her promises, it seemed. It was always possible her mother had decided not to wait.

“I know. Can I come in?” Morgana asked.

“Alright,” Hallie said grudgingly. As her cousin stepped inside, turning to shake off her umbrella and close it, Hallie saw a sleek city car on the street outside with a driver settled behind the wheel. It looked like the same car and driver Morgana had used a little over a month ago when she had rescued Hallie from a police interrogation room. The presence of the vehicle explained how Morgana had managed to remain dry in the heavy rain.

Hallie closed the door on the sight of the car and driver, and found her cousin stripping off her trench coat to reveal form-fitting jeans and a finely woven deep blue sweater that Hallie knew she would never have been able to afford.

Morgana tilted her chin to the pile of Hallie’s boots and jacket. “I see you got caught in the storm. Is there somewhere I can hang this up?” she asked, lifting her coat a fraction.

“Yes. There,” Hallie pointed to the heavy-duty hooks that she and Rosalia had installed by the door. Hallie hadn’t really bothered with having a coat rack when it had just been her living here, but with Rosalia, and the turning of the season, she had to admit that it was useful.

Morgana hung up the coat and when she turned around, Hallie saw that she was carrying a black leather documents folder.

“Morgana, how lovely to see you again,” Rosalia said. “Do you want some tea? Or there’s chicken soup, if you prefer?”

“No soup, thank you, but a glass of water would be welcome,” Morgana said.

“Do come and sit down,” Rosalia said, waving to the table, and then directing a frown at Hallie, as if reminding her of her manners.

Prompted out of her stillness, Hallie took a step aside to let Morgana further into the room. “Yes. Come in, have a seat, and tell me why you are here.”

Morgana took a chair and put the documents folder in front of her, her back straight, her expression pinched. She waited until Hallie had sat down opposite her and Rosalia had put a glass of water by her elbow before she spoke.

“The Magravine has sent me to inform you that you are no longer a part of the Talbot vine. As from this hour, you have no call upon the vine resources, and no obligation to contribute to its wealth.”

Hallie sat frozen in place, all the warmth that she’d gathered from the soup leaving her in a rush, leaving her icy cold from the tip of her nose to her toes, her mind as frozen as her body, turning the words that Morgana had said over and over and over again but not able to make any sense of them.

Morgana’s voice had been steady and tight, the words clipped and clear, as if she didn’t want there to be any misunderstanding. She had sounded angry about something, Hallie thought, but couldn’t work out what. A little bit of the ice that was holding Hallie in place fractured, a stab of hurt working its way through her at the thought Morgana might be angry with her, even though Hallie didn’t think she’d done anything to deserve it.

Rosalia sank into the chair at the end of the table, her eyes travelling between Hallie and Morgana, shock on her face.

Hallie stared at her cousin for a long moment, still replaying Morgana’s words over and over again. On perhaps the fiftieth repetition, the meaning of them sank in and she was abruptly glad that she was frozen to her chair otherwise she might have fallen out of it. Her mouth opened, no sound coming out as she floundered for words of her own. Shock kept her silent and still. A tiny sound escaped her, the brittle ice that seemed to encase her body fracturing, leaving Hallie cold and hot and shivering and weak and strong all at the same time. She still wasn’t sure she quite believed she’d heard Morgana’s words correctly. If Morgana was to be believed, the Magravine had changed her mind. Again. Two reversals of her own decisions. Hallie had never heard of such a thing. “What? I’m being released?” Hallie asked, stunned.

“That is correct.” Morgana moved, opening the documents folder and removing three different papers. Not the lightweight, slightly grey paper that was in everyday use, but the heavy duty, cream-coloured parchment used for official documents. The first two documents looked older. The last one looked brand new. “This is your birth certificate, this is your city registration, and this is a sworn statement from the Magravine that you are no longer part of the Talbot family vine.” Morgana put the documents down on the table surface as she listed them.

Hallie’s eyes went to the last one. The sworn statement. She’d seen something similar about a decade ago when Wilona Talbot had disowned her as her daughter. It looked authentic. All the same, Hallie picked it up, her fingers trembling, and read the first few lines. It was exactly what Morgana had said it was. Wilona Talbot was confirming, in her position as Magravine, that the individual known as Hallie Talbot was no longer part of the Talbot vine. It listed Hallie’s ID number as further proof of her identity.

“I don’t understand,” Hallie said, her voice small. “I had another day to pay her. Why did she change her mind?”

“An excellent question,” Rosalia said, as if she couldn’t hold the words in any longer. She looked as if she was holding onto her own curiosity and questions with as much willpower as she could muster.

Morgana’s face tightened, lips pinched. “I cannot tell you why the Magravine changed her mind, only that she did so. She expects nothing further from you, and you may take nothing further from the vine from now on.”

Hallie’s fingers clenched and made creases in the heavy paper. She set the statement down and smoothed it out carefully, then tucked her hands under the table, twisting her fingers together. Even with the shower and soup to warm her up and give her a jolt of much-needed energy, she was struggling to understand what was happening. She had lived with the promise of her mother’s contract for a decade, until the Magravine had broken her word barely two days before. And now Morgana was here, letting Hallie know that she was entirely released from the Talbot vine. With no explanation, just the blunt fact of her release.

“I still don’t understand,” Hallie said, her voice too high and shaking. “But, will you tell me, cousin, is this real? Is it permanent?”

“This is real,” Morgana said, her voice softening a little, that hard edge of anger gone for the first time since she had come into the house. “The Magravine instructed me to make sure it would hold with the courts, and it is a permanent settlement. I have lodged an electronic copy with the city registry. It will hold from today’s date, although it might take a day or two to get processed. The Magravine cannot draw you back into the family vine without your express consent. You are now an independent citizen of the city and country of Daydawn.”

Hallie’s brain skipped and caught on the proper name not just for the city but also the country. She could not remember hearing it spoken since she had left school, when their long-suffering teacher had tried to explain maps and countries to her students. Most of the students had known, even then, that they would live out their entire lives within low city, and that the farthest they would travel would be midtown on rare occasions. Almost no one from low city left Daydawn, so, apart from Hallie, no one at school had seen any need to know about or understand that there were other countries in the world. Other cities. Hallie had been fascinated, on first seeing a world map, to see just how small their city was in comparison to the vast spread of countries and oceans. And not just the city, which was barely a dot on the spread of the map, but the country as well. There were other cities twice as large as theirs in the world, their teacher had told them, and Hallie’s mind had been unable to grasp the idea.

Just as she was now struggling to comprehend the idea that she was truly free of the family vine. She looked at the papers in front of her and wasn’t surprised to find more tears in her eyes. She had spent more time crying in this one day than she normally did in a whole year. She should be happy. This freedom was what she had wanted. What she had worked for over the last ten years. What she had saved every spare penny for. And now it had simply been handed to her. She was sure she should feel some lightness, some relief, but her heart was sore and heavy, and she wanted to cry again. Even with the papers in front of her, with Morgana’s words and presence in front of her, nothing felt real.

The prospect of her freedom had always seemed distant, and in the last couple of days had felt completely unobtainable. She had spent so long working towards this moment, saving for it. The speed and ease of the release still hadn’t sunk in. She put her hands on the papers again, just to feel the texture of the paper against her skin, and breathed in the faint scent of ink. It was real. The release was real. A sob lodged in her throat and her chest cracked. Her freedom was here. Under her hands. And yet she still wasn’t sure she believed it.

“It’s real?” Hallie asked, voice a harsh whisper. Morgana had said so, but she wanted to hear it again.

“Yes,” Morgana said, in that softer voice. The anger had gone. Her cousin smiled. It wasn’t a wide or happy smile. It looked like there was more than a bit of sadness in it, but Morgana’s eyes were shining with unshed tears of her own. “You are no longer part of the Talbot family vine.”

Hallie clamped her hands over her mouth to hold in another sob, body shaking. It was real. It was here. Right here. She was free. The invisible bonds that had held her for so long were gone. The weight of them dissolving around her made her feel light as air, the pain in her chest disappearing, leaving her feeling giddy. The hands over her mouth held in a laugh rather than a sob. Free. Independent. Able to make her own choices. She touched the papers again, her fingers trembling.

Hard on the heels of the sense of relief and lightness came a fresh wave of guilt. She was celebrating her release and her freedom, and Devin was dead. Brutally killed. For a moment she wished she could trade her freedom for Devin’s life. But that wasn’t a trade she had the power to make, and she had to acknowledge that, with the reality of her independence right in front of her, she was not sure she could simply let it go. Not so easily, even for Devin’s life. Which brought another wave of guilt.

Devin was still dead. And she was free. Free of the family vine. Free to leave the city if she wanted. Free to take on another job, if she wanted. Free to do all sorts of things she had not dared to dream of. There was a whole world out there that she could now explore. A whole world of people who didn’t know that she was Wilona Talbot’s rejected daughter, that she was somehow different to everyone else and shunned as a result. Different. Her mind snagged on that hated word. The unexpected meeting with Cotovatre the day before had told her just how different she really was. For a moment she wondered if she was having some elaborate dream. But then, she would never have dreamt up Devin’s death, and certainly not in such a cruel way. She wasn’t dreaming. It just didn’t feel real. Hallie’s world had been shaken and turned upside down. Devin was still dead, though. The world outside her own personal concerns was still turning.

“Does Aunt Gin know?” Hallie asked. She couldn’t think about a future right now. She needed time to absorb all the shocks from the past couple of days, but as a practical matter, she wondered if she would still have a job in the morning. She needed the money. A bitter laugh lodged in her throat as she realised that no, in fact, she didn’t need the money. The funds that she had, the amounts that Peter had not stolen from her, were hers now. She didn’t need to hand them over to her mother. She was wealthy, in low city terms. That thought was as strange to her as the words on the papers in front of her.

“I believe the Magravine is going to inform her directly,” Morgana said. Her expression had tightened again, and Hallie couldn’t help wondering just what her mother had said to her cousin. “My mother already employs people outside the vine, though,” Morgana added, her voice a touch softer, as if anticipating one of Hallie’s concerns.

“Yes,” Hallie agreed. She untangled her fingers and scrubbed her hands across her face. “Thank you for bringing these to me.”

“I am doing what was asked of me,” Morgana said. She was sitting upright in the chair, and Hallie could still sense the anger in her.

“If you’ll excuse me a moment,” Rosalia said, and left the table, heading into her room and closing the door behind her. Giving Hallie and her cousin some privacy, Hallie realised, her heart warming again to her roommate. Rosalia was truly one of the kindest people she knew.

The silence left in Rosalia’s absence was brittle and uncomfortable. It had been many years since Hallie had spent any relaxed time with her cousin and for a moment she couldn’t think what to say. Basic manners came to her rescue.

“I’m sorry this was asked of you,” Hallie said gently. She picked up the papers and carefully set them in a pile by her elbow. She would take them to her deposit box at the nearest bank as soon as it opened, to be stored along with the duplicate original of her disavowal and her copy of the contract she’d agreed with her mother. Those documents had sat in the bank for a decade now, the only documents Hallie had possessed that she didn’t want to lose, stuffed into the deposit box along with as much cash as the box would hold. And now she had more papers to add. And she really didn’t want to risk losing these documents. Last week, she would have had no qualms about keeping such documents in her home for a few days, perhaps more. But since then, her half-brother had stolen from her and her mother had broken her word. Nothing felt secure any longer. Hallie wanted the documents out of reach of the Talbot vine, and even her mother could not direct the banks to turn over private property.

“It was a shock,” Morgana admitted, and took a sip of water. When she put the glass down, she linked her hands together on the table in front of her and looked across at Hallie, her expression softer than it had been. “I had no idea about the bargain you made with the Magravine. I don’t think anyone did. But it made me think, made me realise just how difficult it must have been for you these past ten years. Being severed from your blood family, but still part of the vine.”

Hallie swallowed a lump in her throat at the understanding in her cousin’s voice and words. “I know that there are worse things,” she said. It was the kindest comment she could make.

“I can’t imagine being cut off from my mother like that,” Morgana said. The truth of it rang through Hallie’s senses.

“I don’t think you ever would be. Aunt Gin loves you. She’d never close you out like that,” Hallie said, and was proud that there was no bitterness in her voice. She had long ago accepted that she was not her mother’s favourite child. The disavowal had just made that official. And even though Morgana was Aunt Gin’s only child, Gin loved her daughter with a bright, fierce passion that was obvious even when they were arguing, which they did often. Her cousin never had to worry about being abandoned by her mother.

Not her cousin, Hallie remembered, a frisson of shock running through her as she remembered the information that Cotovatre had given her. Morgana was her half-sister. Hallie stared across the table at a face that was almost a mirror image of her own and wondered if her cousin knew about their closer relationship. Had Gin ever told Morgana about her father? How Gin’s younger sister had taken away any chance of a future and drawn Morgana’s father into a marriage contract. Hallie still hadn’t fully accepted that herself. It did fit with her mother’s cold, ruthless ambition and her odd rivalry with her older sister. And yet, it seemed far more deliberately savage than anything else her mother had done. Not just to Gin, but also to Morgana. Hallie had at least known her father and spent time with him, but Morgana had not even had that, as far as Hallie knew. The cruelty of that took Hallie’s breath for a moment and she wondered if she should tell Morgana what she had learned. Their father was still alive, as far as Hallie knew, and probably still somewhere in low city. She had been told not to make contact with him after he had left, on Wilona’s order. But the Magravine didn’t control Hallie any longer, Hallie realised, the first bit of brightness stealing into her heart. She could look for her father. She had the freedom to do that now. The depth of longing that hit her was profound. She had missed her gentle, kind father so much since he had left. And now she might be able to see him again. She wondered if he knew that he had two daughters, not one, and if she should tell him. Which brought her back to the issue of whether to tell Morgana.

“We are very alike,” Morgana said, a smile on her face, dragging Hallie’s attention back from her inner turmoil.

“Yes,” Hallie agreed, managing a smile of her own. Anyone looking at Gin and her daughter might see the superficial resemblance at first glance, but it took a little time to work out that the two were both formidable in their own right, sharply intelligent and loyal to their families.

“I want to wish you luck,” Morgana said, and there was a trace of bitterness in her voice, “but I have a feeling that you will not need it. As long as you avoid getting arrested again.”

“I will do my best,” Hallie said, trying for a lighter tone, but her cousin’s expression didn’t lighten. “What’s the matter?” she asked directly.

Morgana stared back at her for a moment, a bright flush rising on her face. She was truly angry, Hallie realised. “I didn’t know it was possible to get out,” Morgana said, the sharp edge to her voice making Hallie wince. “All these years, working away like a good little member of the vine, and it never even occurred to me that getting out was possible. And now the Magravine has said she will not release anyone else.”

“I’m sorry,” Hallie said, and half-reached across the table to her cousin’s hand, then tucked her hands back on her lap. They had never been a particularly warm family and she wasn’t sure Morgana would welcome her sympathy right now.

Morgana gave a tight, bitter laugh. “It’s hardly your fault, is it? I should have thought of it on my own.”

“I had no idea you wanted your independence,” Hallie said softly.

“Why do you think I moved so far away?” Morgana shot back, and Hallie could hear the truth and the hurt in that question. “I could have done my job in low city.”

“I always assumed you wanted a nicer environment,” Hallie said slowly. “I’m sorry, I guess I never thought of you as being as constrained as I was.”

“No,” Morgana’s anger and bitterness faded and she sighed. “No, it isn’t the same. But I still have to run when the Magravine calls. And spend my day off working on family business.” Her eyes travelled to the papers next to Hallie’s elbow and her face softened. “But I am glad that one of us at least has our freedom.”

The honesty rocked Hallie and she felt more stupid tears prickle her eyes. She’d always thought of her cousin as being strong and independent. She’d grown out of her low city roots, moving to midtown and becoming one of the best lawyers that the city had to offer. And while Hallie could understand feeling constrained by the family ties, she was curious as to what her cousin might do with freedom from the family vine.

“What is the Magravine stopping you from doing?” she asked, then felt heat in her face as she realised how blunt the question sounded. “I’m sorry. You don’t need to tell me, I was just curious.”

“It’s alright,” Morgana said, her face still soft. “There’s someone I want to marry. But his grandfather was hochlen. And the Magravine doesn’t approve.”

“No, she wouldn’t,” Hallie agreed. Wilona Talbot took a great deal of pride in the fact that the Talbot blood family was purely human. Her mother had disowned Hallie when she had become changed. “But-” Hallie began, then bit her lip. She’d been on the verge of telling her cousin about their heritage. And now wasn’t sure she should do so.

“But what?” And now Morgana looked curious. “You look like you are full of news.”

“I was given some information the other day,” Hallie began, her eyes down, trying to find the right words. “Someone who told me … things about my father. How he wasn’t quite human. There was hochlen somewhere in his background.”

“Well, that makes sense,” Morgana said, her tone thoughtful. “I mean, we all saw the changes that happened to you after the attack. If you had some hochlen blood in you, that might explain a few things.”

“I was also told,” Hallie began, then bit her lip and paused again, shaking her head. “No, I’m not sure it’s for me to say. But you may wish to ask your mother about your father.”

“Really?” Morgana’s brows rose. “She always said he was someone she knew from school, that she wanted a child but not a marriage. Why? What do you know?”

“I’m sorry,” Hallie said, her voice low, the sensation of having done something irrevocable and awful creeping over her skin. “I shouldn’t have said anything.”

“No, if there’s something there to know, I want to know it,” Morgana said, her shoulders square. “Tell me.”

“I don’t think I should. I’m sorry. I think I’ve said far too much,” Hallie said.

“Then I will ask my mother,” Morgana said, and got to her feet, documents folder under her arm. She stalked across the floor to get her coat and umbrella.

Hallie followed, her stomach uneasy, a sense of dread creeping over her, wondering what she had set in motion. Aunt Gin had given her daughter a story to live with, and Hallie had just turned that on its head. As she watched Morgana heading back to her car and driver, Hallie wondered if she should phone Aunt Gin to warn her. But warn her of what? Anything Hallie tried to say to Gin would have to let her aunt know that Hallie was aware of the tangled mess her mother, and Gin’s sister, had created. And Gin was still a loyal member of the vine.

A gust of wind blew rain into Hallie’s face as she stood watching the car drive away and she stepped inside, shutting and locking the door. Aunt Gin loved her daughter. That was an absolute truth. And Morgana loved her mother. That was another absolute truth. Hallie had to trust that between them, they could work it out.

All the same, she knew she was going to feel worried about what she had done for some time to come.


Chapter fourteen


Hallie woke the next morning with a heavy heart and puffy eyes. After Morgana had left the night before, Rosalia had come out of her room, taken a long look at Hallie and then provided her with more chicken soup and bread before sending her to bed. It had been a very long time since anyone had ordered Hallie to her room. It had happened a few times in childhood, but she couldn’t remember a time when it had been out of concern that she should get some rest rather than anger as something she had done or not done. Warmed by more soup and Rosalia’s kindness, Hallie had obeyed. She owed Rosalia some explanations, but somehow her roommate had sensed she needed rest more than anything. Hallie had taken her documents with her, tucking them into a drawer before collapsing into bed.

Despite the difficult day, Hallie had slept without dreaming before her alarm had gone off and she’d picked up her phone to see a text from Girard. The medical examiner has completed his report on Erbin Romero. Forensics are finished with Devin’s shop. I’ll pick you up in one hour.

Hallie checked the time on the text and realised she had about ten minutes to get herself dressed and ready for work. She stuck her head out of her room and found Rosalia in the kitchen, preparing something that was sending amazing scents through the house.

“Girard should be here in about ten minutes. Do you mind letting him in? I want to shower again,” Hallie said.

“No problem.” Rosalia looked up from stirring the whatever-it-was with a hint of mischief in her smile. “So, it’s Girard now?”

Hallie made a face at her friend and ducked back into her room to the sound of Rosalia’s laughter.

When Hallie came out of her room a while later, dressed for work apart from her jacket and boots, she found Girard sitting at the table, in the place where Morgana had sat the night before. He had a plate of food in front of him, a glass of water to one side. He got up when Hallie came towards him.

“Good morning. Miss Fondevil offered me breakfast, and it seemed rude to refuse,” he said, looking a touch uncomfortable.

“It would be foolish to turn down anything Rosalia cooks,” Hallie told him. “She is the best cook I’ve ever known and her food is amazing.”

“That is true,” Girard said, relaxing a little. He turned to Rosalia. “This is delicious. I am sure many people have suggested this before, but have you considered a profession as a chef?”

“No one has asked me that for a few years,” Rosalia said, a hint of sadness on her face despite her smile, “but I would love to. At some point.” Something in the tone of her voice caught Hallie’s attention, but before she could ask anything, Rosalia nodded to her. “Come and sit.” Rosalia put a full plate of food and a mug of coffee down at the place setting opposite Girard. “I know you’ve got a difficult day ahead. You need some fuel first.”

“Fresh eggs?” Hallie asked, her voice rising to a squeal as she took her place. She’d been given a plate of fried eggs on top of thick slices of bread, covered with some kind of dressing, the scent of which was making her mouth water. She saw that Girard had a similar plate, although he’d eaten about half of his. Then she remembered that Rosalia had mentioned something about eggs the night before.

“Eggs are not common?” Girard asked, sitting down again.

“Fresh eggs aren’t, no,” Rosalia told him, settling at the end of the table again. She had a mug of coffee in front of her. “Not many people in low city are willing to give up the space necessary for chickens, or go to the bother of feeding and keeping them. Eggs are almost as expensive as meat, when they are available. We can get dried egg powder in most shops, but it is not the same.”

Hallie had a moment of nostalgic memory of the white-and-blue tins of powdered eggs that had been in the cupboards of her mother’s house. Rarely used, because no one really knew how to make them taste good, Hallie had been more interested in the small text on the tins which had described where the product had come from. A country halfway across the world whose name she shaped in her mind as some exotic destination. As she’d grown, she’d realised that it was highly unlikely that anyone in that far-away place would actually consume the dried eggs. Presumably they had access to fresh produce. She had it on her list of places to visit one day, to find out for herself.

“No,” Girard said, with what looked like a shudder of revulsion, “I imagine it’s not.”

Hallie was grateful to Rosalia for answering, too busy inhaling the food. She tried to savour the flavours and each bite, but she was truly hungry.

“Oh, I dried your jacket and boots again, Hallie. They are by the door,” Rosalia said.

“That’s kind of you, thank you,” Hallie said, pausing between bites. She was beginning to wonder how she had managed for so long without Rosalia.

Hallie finished her food with a speed that was probably not good for her, but Girard had also finished. As she was sitting back with her mug of coffee, her phone rang. She glanced at the display. Her stomach tightened. “It’s Gin. Sorry, I need to take this,” she told Girard.

“Of course,” he said.

Hallie got up from the table and moved away. The space was big enough to give her the illusion of privacy even though Girard’s sharp hearing would be able to catch at least her side of the conversation and perhaps some of Aunt Gin’s as well.

“This is Hallie,” she answered the phone.

“What in hells have you been up to, girl?” The fury all but vibrated in the air around the phone. Hallie winced. She’d rarely heard her aunt so angry. She’d known it was a bad idea to mention anything to Morgana.

“I’m sorry. I tried not to tell her too much,” Hallie said, wrapping her free arm around herself and pressing the phone to her ear, as if getting closer to the piece of equipment would somehow let her convey how sorry she was to her aunt.

“What? Morgana? Oh, well, I’m annoyed about that. But that was bound to come out sooner or later. Wilona always did like to steal my things,” Gin said. It was the first time Hallie had ever heard her aunt express open criticism of her mother, and the truth of it rang clear through the phone connection. Hallie sucked in a breath, taken aback. After everything that had happened the day before, she wasn’t sure she was more shocked by what Gin had said or that she still had the capacity to be surprised. “My daughter and I will be fine, don’t you worry.”

“Then what are you so angry about?” Hallie asked, loosening her grip on herself and her phone and blinking in surprise.

“The damned inspectors crawling all over my office, that’s what. They said some irregularity triggered a full audit. It must be something you’ve done,” Gin said, although Hallie could hear that the anger was fading from her voice. A little bit. Her aunt was still furious.

“An audit? I didn’t even know such a thing happened,” Hallie said, frowning. “I mean, I know you have to submit reports, but I didn’t think anyone actually came to the office to check.”

“Well, they are here now,” Gin said, sounding more sulky than angry.

“I’m sorry,” Hallie said again, meaning it. She was quite confident that the inspectors were not there because of her, but she was sorry that her aunt was so upset. “What do you need from me?”

There was a sharp breath at the other end of the phone and her aunt stayed silent for a long moment. Hallie waited. The stubborn streak that Wilona had used to such great effect as Magravine ran in the family, and Hallie knew better than to rush her aunt into making a decision or commitment. After the silence had dragged on, Hallie heard a muttered swear word from her aunt. “Wilona,” Gin said, her voice flat and hard. “I told her I wasn’t going to fire you. She didn’t like that.”

Hallie’s throat closed up and she had to swallow before she could speak. “She tried to have me fired?” Hallie asked first of all, then bit her lip. She wasn’t in the vine anymore, and even if she still had been, it was unlikely Gin would tell her anything.

“Ha. She did,” Gin said, savage satisfaction in her tone. “She wanted you cut off completely.”

“But you’re not going to fire me?” Hallie asked. Saints, she was going to cry again. She thought she’d done all her crying yesterday. Her future plans for travel had not involved skip tracing around the world, but there had been so much change the day before, she found it comforting to think that this could stay the same. At least for now.

“No. Of course not. You’re my most profitable tracer, and I am running a business,” Gin said, her voice brisk. Hallie bit her lip against a smile. Gin didn’t like showing her softer side, and while it might be true that Hallie was her most profitable employee, Gin had fired good workers in the past if they’d broken her rules.

“Thank you,” Hallie said.

Gin made a low sound of acknowledgement.

“So, you think the Magravine sent the inspectors?” Hallie asked. Wilona would certainly know her way around the city’s bureaucracy. And probably had enough sway with the government offices to arrange a surprise inspection.

“I can’t think who else would do it. Bad news for her is all my books are up to date. It’s going to take at least a day to fix the mess the inspectors are leaving, but they’re not going to find anything. Are you still working with the Conclave Investigator?”

The change of subject made Hallie blink and she nodded, then remembered her aunt couldn’t see her. “Yes. It’s a mess, but there’s nothing new to report on the missing hochlen,” she added. She’d already told Gin that one of them was dead, and that she suspected the rest of them were being held against their will somewhere in low city.

Gin was quiet for a heartbeat before she responded. “Keep working with him. The last thing we need is a mass of armed security swarming the city. Let me know when you find the rest of them.”

Gin hung up before Hallie could respond. She stared at the blank screen for a moment before turning back to find Girard and Rosalia still sitting at the table.

“Aunt Gin is annoyed?” Rosalia asked, lifting a brow.

“She’s getting audited,” Hallie said.

“Oh. Yes. That would do it,” Rosalia said, nose wrinkling in distaste. “Does she still have the office on Erset Avenue?”

“Yes,” Hallie answered, wondering what her roommate was up to.

“I was going to do some baking. Maybe I’ll take some to her,” Rosalia said.

“I’m sure she would appreciate that,” Hallie said. It was typical of Rosalia to want to share her work. She’d never been close to anyone else in Hallie’s family, but that didn’t matter to Rosalia.

“Are you ready to go?” Girard asked, standing up.

“Of course. Sorry for the delay,” Hallie said, heat rising in her face. Not only had she slept in, but she’d been further delayed by family business. No. Not family business. Not anymore. Her employer had called her. That shift in thinking made the ground feel unsteady under her feet. She was an independent employee now. She could find another job if she wanted. She cut that thought off before she could indulge it too much. One change at a time. “Gin is happy for me to keep working with you as long as needed to find the missing hochlen,” she told the investigator. It wasn’t quite what Gin had said, but Hallie didn’t think her aunt would disagree.

As long as needed. Her own words rang around her head. When she’d taken the assignment, she’d thought she had three days at most, with that very day being her last. Now she had as long as needed. She tried to suppress an inappropriate, almost giddy smile. Her mother’s deadline was gone. She was no longer dreading the next day, and finding out what awful job her mother had lined up for her. She didn’t know why her mother had changed her mind again. Sometime during the night it had occurred to her that only money might have changed her mind, but Hallie didn’t know anyone with the kind of financial resources to buy off her mother. Well, that wasn’t quite true. She had recently met Cotovatre, who surely had the financial means to do as she pleased, but the ancient hochlen woman had no reason to help Hallie in any way. Now that she’d had some rest and the reality was settling in, she was deeply curious about why her mother had changed her mind, and determined to find out. But later. There were still missing men to find. She could think about her mother’s motives later, when the investigation was over. Then, she promised herself, she’d have a day off and a good long think about everything that had changed and what she wanted to do next.

“It’s no problem. I’ve got a copy of the medical examiner’s report in the car,” Girard said. He turned to Rosalia. “Thank you for a delicious meal, Miss Fondevil.”

“Anytime, Investigator Abbot,” Rosalia said, a hint of a mischievous smile peeking out. Hallie was struck once again by how beautiful Rosalia was. When she had first encountered Girard, her roommate’s face had been swollen and bruised from the attentions of her hochlen keeper. Now the bruises and swelling were a distant memory and Rosalia was glowing with contentment, looking forward to a day of baking. Hallie wouldn’t blame Girard for wanting to linger with Rosalia.

But the investigator turned to her, and she realised she still wasn’t quite ready to go. She went to the door and pulled on her boots, shrugging into her jacket. Whatever magic Rosalia had managed to get hold of to dry out the once-soaking leather had worked wonders. Hallie made a mental note to find out where she could get more such spells, and then held the door open for Girard to exit into the morning. Full of good food, free of her mother’s arbitrary deadline, Hallie could now devote her entire attention to tracking down the missing hochlen and finding whoever was responsible for both Erbin Romero and Devin’s deaths.


Chapter fifteen


Hallie’s sense of purpose and momentum took its first blow as she read the medical examiner’s report Girard handed to her when they got into his vehicle. She skipped past the technical details and headed for the conclusion, her brows lifting. “Inconclusive?” she exclaimed. “How is that possible?” she asked, glancing across at Girard.

“I don’t know. The medical examiner was not happy when I spoke to him. Said he’s never come across a case where he couldn’t provide cause of death.” Hallie could hear Girard’s own frustration in his voice, even as he continued. “Although it’s clear that Erbin was in at least one fight, and probably more, none of the injuries he sustained would have been lethal. The examiner is running an extended toxicology panel, but at the moment his best guess is a heart attack. Unless there’s something in the tox results, a heart attack at his age suggests an underlying heart condition, and the Romero family is denying that there was any such thing.”

“Huh.” Hallie flipped through the pages once more, but none of them contained any better clues or answers. “Is the family history accurate?” she asked. A heart condition seemed like something hochlen might try to hide.

“We believe so. At least, none of the Romero family deaths have been due to heart conditions. They all seem to live long and healthy lives.”

So the investigators had made their own enquiries, not relying on what the family told them. Hallie approved. Everything they’d learned, and not learned, left them with no clear answers just now, which was frustrating. “So, we’ll need to wait for more tests results.”

“It seems that way. Meantime, I thought we could try and track down Findo Trask and the other man from the video footage. Brennus printed out some photos for us to use. They are in the glove compartment.”

“Good.” Hallie didn’t miss the fact that while she had been busy feeling sorry for herself, then trying to wrap her head around the extraordinary news her cousin had brought the night before, Girard and the investigators had been busy. Not only had they got the medical examiner’s report, someone had spoken to the Romero family and done some research, and Girard had clearly thought about what next steps he wanted to take.

Hallie put the medical examiner’s report away and pulled a few printed sheets out of the glove compartment. They were clear images of Findo Trask’s and the unknown man’s faces. She frowned as her ears caught up with the newly familiar name. “Brennus? Technician Bowen?” Her initial, poor, impression of the man, who had helped Mel move Erbin’s body, was fast improving.

“Yes. I’ve never seen him so happy. He’s got the lab team going through the video footage while he tries to get something off the chip we pulled out of the collar,” Girard told her. “He says he hasn’t managed to get anything so far, but he’s not given up.”

All the forensic investigation was being done, far more thoroughly and with far greater attention to detail than she would ever have been able to manage on her own. But Hallie still itched with impatience, wanting to move, to be doing something. And Devin and Erbin were not the only dead people she’d come across in the past couple of days.

“Any word on the other bodies?” she asked.

“No,” Girard said, voice clipped. He was not pleased about something. “Last I heard, the city’s mortuary hadn’t started work on the autopsies. Isoud has asked Director Roth to get the bodies released to our team.”

Hallie was unable to hide her surprise. The other bodies were all veondken or human. She was quite sure that the Conclave Investigators didn’t normally bother with such people.

“The medical examiner has agreed to take them, if Director Roth can get them released,” Girard added, surprising Hallie again. She must have made a sound, or he had read the expression on her face. “I think he’s seeing it as a challenge. He’s looking at Devin’s body this morning, but the cause of death there seems obvious, sadly. And the examiner doesn’t currently have any other bodies to look at.”

“Whatever works to get them identified,” Hallie said, and meant it. The unfortunate people were already dead. If hochlen curiosity was what it took to get their bodies properly examined and to uncover their names, that wasn’t going to make them any less dead, and it might help to find their killers.

“So, any idea where to start looking for the unknown man or Findo Trask?” Girard asked. He’d started the engine, and seemed as impatient as she was to be doing something.

“Actually, yes. Findo will be more difficult, but that photo reminded me that the man was wearing overalls. There’s a mechanic’s workspace about two streets over from Devin’s shop. It’s possible that the man worked there. I can’t think of anywhere else local where people would wear overalls like that.”

“Good,” Girard said, and put the vehicle into drive, pulling away from the kerb.

Hallie spent the journey studying the faces in the pictures and trying to think where to start in tracking Findo Trask down again. She couldn’t work him out. He’d seemed young and naive on the one hand, and yet he’d been caught on an impressive crime spree, he’d loudly objected to what he claimed was his wrongful arrest, and yet he’d also displayed excellent technique in escaping from police custody.

She looked up as the vehicle made a sharp turn and recognised the narrow street that led up to Devin’s shop. “You remembered the way,” she commented, surprised. Low city roads tended to loop and curl in random directions. Navigating was a challenge even for people who had lived here for their whole lives.

“I have a good sense of direction,” Girard answered, parking the vehicle in the spot he’d used before. There was a hint of colour in his face which suggested there might be more to it than that simple statement suggested, but Hallie decided not to ask just now. She had more than enough mysteries for her brain to work on for the moment, and work to do.

She stood for a moment when she got out of the vehicle, staring at the dark shop front. It was strange to see it closed, no lights on inside, and knowing that even if she opened the door and went in, Devin wouldn’t be there to greet her. She made a silent promise to the dead man that she would find out who had killed him, and then turned away from the shop. “It’s a block or so this way,” she told Girard.

They made the short walk in silence, for which Hallie was grateful, and heard the shop before they saw it. The street widened, the cobbles disappearing into ancient, worn tarmac. There was a collection of cars to one side, each looking more battered and rusted than the last, and a high-ceilinged building with pits dug into the floor and hydraulic lifts over the pits to hold vehicles. There was one vehicle up on the nearest lift, a long, low car with dents in the side and end that Hallie could see. There was a pair of men standing in the pit underneath, tools in their hands, wearing similar overalls to the man who’d been in Devin’s shop. Seen in colour, rather than the black-and-white from the security camera, the overalls were a faded blue, bearing a lot of grease stains and a few patched repairs. The men spotted Hallie and Girard as they arrived at the building’s entrance. Hallie tried not to wrinkle her nose against the smell of exhaust fumes and engine oil.

“Can I help you?” the nearest man asked. He was a burly human, with sallow skin covered in grease smudges and short-cropped dark hair.

Hallie glanced at Girard. He took a half-step back, letting her take the lead, which suited her perfectly well.

“I hope so,” Hallie said to the mechanic, keeping her voice calm and friendly. “Did you hear about Devin?”

“A bad business, that,” the man said. He climbed out of the pit and came towards them, stowing the wrench he’d been holding into his tool belt and then wiping his hands on a rag he pulled out of and then stuffed back into a pocket. “He was a good man.”

“That he was,” Hallie agreed. “We’re trying to track down a couple of people who were in his shop a little while ago. They might have nothing to do with what happened to Devin, but they might have seen something and we’d like to ask them some questions,” Hallie said. It was the sort of non-threatening, mostly true introduction she’d used a dozen times at least in the past, and the man in front of her didn’t seem worried.

“Whatever we can do to help,” he said. It might be a standard phrase, but it had a ring of truth to it in Hallie’s senses. “I’m Ulf. This is my place.”

“Thank you,” Hallie said, a little surprised. She wasn’t used to so much easy cooperation. She introduced herself and Girard by name, not giving Girard’s proper title. She didn’t want to worry the man or make him change his mind about helping. She pulled out one of the photos and held it up. “Do you recognise him?”

“Him? Ay. That’s Tam. Works for me. He’s here somewhere,” Ulf said and glanced over his shoulder. “There. In the other pit. Go ask your questions.”

“Thank you,” Hallie said, a frisson of excitement running through her. She hadn’t expected it to be this easy to track down the man. She held up another photo, this time of Findo Trask. “How about this one?” she asked.

“Him I don’t know more than to steer clear of,” the mechanic said, his whole demeanour changing. The openness was gone, his shoulders and body tightening up and his feet shifted, as if he wanted to move away from them. He was lying, the taste of it bitter in Hallie’s mouth, but she nodded. As well as not telling the truth, he also looked frightened, and while she wanted to ask him more questions, she had a strong sense that he wasn’t going to answer. So she thanked Ulf again and headed past him for the second pit.

There was a man working in the bottom of the pit, scraping the floor with what looked like a coal scuttle. All Hallie could see of him were the worn, faded overalls and a large bald spot on the back of his head surrounded by grey hair.

“Good morning,” Hallie said, to get his attention.

He jumped, dropping the metal shovel onto the concrete ground with a clatter, and stared up at her with wide, frightened eyes.

“Are you Tam?” Hallie asked, trying not to appear intimidating. It was difficult, when she was standing a few feet above him, probably shadowed against the morning light.

“No,” he said, and ran. He headed for the other side of the pit, scrambled up, and bolted for the back of the building.

Hallie went after him, narrowly avoiding being thumped in the face by the door that swung back in her face. She and Girard made it outside in time to see Tam racing down the narrow alleyway behind the building, his old overalls flapping around him.

Girard outpaced Hallie within a few strides. She dug deeper, looking for more speed, trying to keep close to him as he ran down the older man. She should be used to chasing people who were faster than her. A lot of veondken had a surprising turn of speed when they were trying to evade capture, and Hallie had never considered herself a particularly fast runner. What she lacked in pace she made up for in determination.

She slowed slightly as the investigator caught up with the running man, tackling him to the ground. Girard was busy putting flexi-cuffs on Tam when Hallie stopped nearby, breathing heavily from the brief, fast race.

The man stayed on the ground, legs out in front of him, hands behind his back, face white as he stared up at Hallie, lines around his eyes and mouth. He looked terrified.

She crouched down in front of him. Now she’d got a better look at him, he seemed utterly harmless. He had a long, lean frame that suggested a wiry strength which was probably useful in his job. His face was lined with age, naturally pale skin almost white, pale eyes staring up at her. She couldn’t understand why he had been so frightened by her appearance that he’d tried to run.

“We just want to ask you some questions,” she told him. She pulled out one of the photographs of him and held it up for him to see. “You were in Devin’s shop a little while ago. What was your business there?” Unless he’d been the one to bring the electronic lock into Devin’s shop, from what she’d seen on Devin’s security feed, she didn’t think he matched the other, earlier transaction, of a lot of light bulbs.

“It’s not a crime to go into a shop,” Tam said, his voice shaking. He was still terrified. He rocked forward and back, as if trying to soothe himself, shoulders hunched around his ears.

“No, it’s not. But you might have seen something while you were there,” Hallie said, trying to keep hold of her patience and keep her tone calm and even. “You know Devin is dead, don’t you?” It wasn’t really a question.

“Yes,” the man said. He was visibly trembling now. “But I had nothing to do with it.”

“I’m not saying you did.”

“And who are you anyway?” he asked, with a burst of what looked like false anger and bravado. “I have rights, you know.”

“I am Special Investigator Abbot,” Girard said from somewhere behind Hallie. Tam flinched and tried to slide away from them. While she no longer found Girard in any way intimidating, she could understand why this older, timid man would find a hochlen looming over him to be frightening. Particularly if Girard happened to have shifted his weight to show off his handgun. Hallie glanced up and back and saw that Girard had, indeed, moved slightly so that the holster was visible. He was also holding out the very official-looking badge that the investigators carried and his face was set in a hard, no-nonsense expression.

“Is that like a detective?” Tam asked, brow furrowed in confusion.

“It’s higher up than a detective,” Hallie told him. “I’m a skip tracer. No, I don’t have a warrant on you. But I do need your help.”

“Skip tracers are scum,” Tam said. It sounded like a rote saying. His tone and expression didn’t have much heat to them.

“Sometimes we are, yes,” Hallie agreed. It was far from the worst insult she’d ever heard, and perfectly justified, based on some of the skip tracers she’d met in her work.

Her easy reply seemed to confuse him again. “What do you want with me?” he asked.

“Why were you in Devin’s shop?” Hallie asked again.

“Promise you won’t tell the boss?” Tam asked, voice a low whisper. “He doesn’t like it when I break things.”

“I won’t tell him if I don’t have to,” Hallie said. “Is that what happened? Did you break something?”

Tam nodded. “It was one of those fancy radios. I was taking it out to repair a connection behind it when, well, it stopped working. I took it to Devin. He’s a genius with that sort of thing.”

“He was, yes,” Hallie agreed, sadness washing over her.

“Was,” Tam repeated, and his fear slipped, giving way to what looked like genuine sadness. “I’m going to miss him.”

“Me, too,” Hallie said.

“Well. So, that’s why I was there. I asked Devin to keep it quiet, like. He said he would. Promise you won’t tell the boss?” he asked again, the fear returning. The man’s wish for secrecy might explain why Devin had made a false entry in his ledger, doing his best to keep his customer’s secret.

“Why would I tell him?” Hallie asked, confused. “I assume that Devin fixed the radio and you put it back into the car, and that was it?”

“Yes, that was it,” Tam said.

Except he’d been too eager to agree with her, and his words tasted like a lie to Hallie. He wasn’t telling her everything he knew. Hallie held onto her impatience as tightly as she could. Losing her temper would not help. Getting some more answers should. So she tried a different approach.

“There was someone else in the shop when you were there,” Hallie said. She drew out one of the other photographs, the clearest view of Findo Trask’s face, and held it up. “This man. What do you know about him?” She hadn’t managed to calm herself enough, though, and asked the question with more force than she’d intended, silently willing the man to answer, hoping for some kind of lead. Any bit of information that would help.

“He’s bad news, that one,” Tam said, then shook his head, and frowned at her. “What did you do to me?”

Something in the way he asked it reminded Hallie of that same question being posed by a dying man in an alleyway, the first time she’d worked with Girard. She’d wanted answers out of that man, too. But she didn’t think she’d done anything to either Verge Mosley or Tam.

“What do you mean?” Hallie asked. “I just asked a question.”

“No, you didn’t. You did something to me,” he said, his voice high. He was trying to edge away from Hallie again, his body shaking. The fear was back. “Stay away from him, miss.”

“Why?” Hallie asked, trying for a gentler tone.

“I don’t rightly know,” Tam confessed, his voice lowering. “But he gives me the creeps.”

“You’ve met him more than once, then?” Hallie asked, interested.

“Not before that day in the shop. He came in after me, but he turned up at the garage later.” The older man’s voice was shaking. “Had a word with Ulf. That’s the boss. And then he’s been back a time or two since then. I don’t like him.” That last was completely honest, at least.

“Interesting,” Hallie said. She straightened and took a step back, giving Tam some room, and looked at Girard, lifting a brow. “Do you have any questions?”

“Have you been back to Devin’s shop since then?” Girard asked. It was a good question, and Hallie was momentarily annoyed she hadn’t thought to ask it.

“No,” Tam said. The lie sat heavy in the air around him.

“Tam, you’re not in trouble,” Hallie said gently, crouching down beside him again so she could meet his pale eyes. “But I really liked Devin and I want to find out who killed him. When were you in the shop again?”

“About three days ago,” Tam said, his voice high and shaking again. “I needed some electrical cord, that was all.”

That was the truth, although not the whole truth, as far as Hallie could tell. She was tempted to press him further, but from what he had said, and not said, he was not the one who’d brought the electronic lock into Devin’s shop for repair. And he didn’t seem to have any violence in him. Certainly not enough to put a shock collar around the neck of an older man and kill him. He also now seemed afraid of both Girard and her, and getting clear and straight answers out of frightened people was extremely difficult. It took a lot more time and a lot more calm than she had at her disposal right now.

“I think that’s all for now,” Girard said, as if he’d reached the same conclusion she had. He moved behind Tam, bent and released the flexi-cuffs. “If you think of anything else, please give me a call,” he added, and held out a business card.

Tam took it with trembling, oil-stained fingers. He looked from Hallie to Girard and then back again. Hallie moved away from him, Girard with her, giving him some room. The human scrambled to his feet and scurried off back towards the garage.

“He’s not the one we want,” Girard said.

“No. We need to find Findo Trask,” Hallie said, a knot forming in her stomach. She preferred facts to intuition, but her intuition was screaming at her that there was something very wrong here. The little veondken had somehow managed to terrify two grown human men, one of whom ran his own business. She couldn’t help but wonder just what she had missed when she’d caught Findo Trask.

“Where do we start?” Girard asked.

Hallie tucked the photographs back in her pocket. The ones of Findo would be helpful, as she hadn’t had a clear image of him when she’d been hunting him before.

“I suppose the best thing would be to go back to where I started from and see if he’s been seen there,” she said reluctantly. It seemed impossible that the veondken would have gone back to his original hiding place, but occasionally skips did crazy things, so it would be worth trying.


Chapter sixteen


Afew hours later and she was thoroughly fed up with the thought of, let alone the name of Findo Trask. None of the places she’d tried had any useful information. None of the people she’d spoken to before would admit to having seen him, and in almost all cases that seemed to be the truth, but the one person who seemed to be lying was high on some kind of narcotic and not able to form a coherent sentence.

It was something of a relief when Girard suggested that they break for lunch and then go back to the metal factory. He wanted to have another look and see if they had missed something the day before. It was as good an idea as any, and certainly more productive than what Hallie wanted to do, which was shout at the next person who tried to lie to her.

Lunch had been a very good idea on Girard’s part, she realised. They stopped at a sit-in place that served a variety of street food, and seemed to fascinate Girard, who ordered most of the menu for them to try. As he had offered to pay, Hallie didn’t object. She inhaled the food provided and was seriously considering seconds, some much-needed energy creeping back into her body. As she finished her food she realised she’d been feeling weak and a little shaky, but she hadn’t noticed due to her irritation. Those were bad signs. The chicken soup the night before had reminded her of how little meat she’d had recently, while she’d been saving up her money to pay off her mother. Plant protein was fine for the most part, but something in her make-up required actual meat from time to time. Perhaps it was a hochlen trait, or perhaps it was something unique to her. Either way, she needed some real meat from time to time or she became ill.

At least now she wouldn’t have to begrudge the expense of proper food taking away from her savings. The money was all hers to use as she wanted. It was a strange and almost frightening thought, having that freedom so abruptly handed to her. The fact of her independence from the family vine still didn’t feel quite real, despite Morgana’s reassurance from the night before. Hallie was tempted to do something to test the truth of it all, but couldn’t think of what that thing might be. Not yet. She had time to consider it, though, and the relief of not having her mother’s deadline still looming over her, of having the time to think for herself, make decisions for herself, set off some light, bright feeling inside her she thought might be joy.

Pleasantly full of food, her mood much improved, she settled back into the vehicle and Girard drove them back to the metal factory, with very little need for input from her. His sense of direction was remarkable. It made her all the more curious about why he had seemed so embarrassed by it earlier. She managed to stop from blurting out what might have been a very rude question. It was hardly a good time, when they were in the middle of an investigation. Besides, if she started asking him personal questions, he might turn those back on her, and there were plenty of things she did not wish to talk about.

The vehicle stopped outside the metal factory again. The afternoon sky was overcast, promising more rain later. Last night’s downpour had further blurred the path in and out of the building, and washed away the traces of the hochlen vehicles from the day before. She got out and stretched and then stood for a moment, taking a long look around at the other decaying and abandoned factories that lined the street. Everything looked empty and abandoned, and yet she couldn’t help but wonder if she had missed something that first day here. She had been reeling from Peter’s theft and her mother’s deadline and distracted, wanting time and space to try to work on a way out of her predicament. With a head full of other things, she’d done her best to focus, but it was possible she’d missed something.

Like the light reflecting from something on the ground next to the nearest factory on this side of the street. She set off across the cracked concrete in front of the building, heading for the anomaly. Girard kept pace with her, not asking questions, which she was grateful for. She didn’t want to have to try to explain her actions or her instincts, or her possible failure.

The next factory was a shorter building about half the size of the one where the bodies had been found, its walls made of sheets of corrugated metal. Piles of dirt and small stones had gathered around the base of the building. Possibly blown there by the weather, or possibly put there deliberately, Hallie wasn’t sure. It might have been intended as some kind of deterrent against vermin. If so, it wouldn’t work. The dirt might provide some kind of insulation but on its own it wasn’t going to stop vermin from getting into the building. Hallie had seen low city rats get through what looked like impossibly small gaps in walls before now. A pile of dirt and loose stones would be no obstacle at all.

Most of the piles had smooth, rounded surfaces, apart from one section which was marked with furrows, as if a creature had been digging into it. The object that had caught Hallie’s attention was half-buried in the soil in one of the furrows.

“That’s a phone,” Girard commented. He produced thin latex gloves from a pocket, and handed a pair to Hallie.

Her skin heating with embarrassment, reminded of her impulsive actions at Devin’s shop, seizing hold of his ledger, Hallie gloved up along with Girard and then crouched by the dirt pile, using her forefinger and thumb to lift the phone out of the dirt. It was heavier than she had expected, and larger than the phones she’d seen in use around low city. She pressed the power key and got no response. “I think the battery is dead. I don’t recognise this model, though. Do you?” she asked, holding the phone out to Girard.

“It’s a hochlen design, popular among younger people,” Girard told her, taking the phone. “I’ve got an emergency charger that should work.” He pulled a small device out from one of his trouser pockets and plugged it into the phone.

While he was waiting for the charger to work, Hallie turned back to the pile of dirt, sifting through it with her fingertips. She found another pair of phones, each smaller and older than the one Girard was holding. Popular designs in low city, their capabilities were limited to phone calls and text messaging, which made them relatively cheap to buy. Certainly far more affordable than her own phone, which was internet-capable and stuffed full of apps that she mostly didn’t use. She tested the power buttons on the older phones as well, but neither one turned on. “I suspect these belong to a couple of the bodies we found,” she said.

“Good guess. I’ll get the tech team to go through them. We might get IDs from the phones,” Girard said. He produced a pair of evidence bags from his pocket and Hallie put the other phones into separate bags. As she sealed the last bag, the screen Girard was holding lit up. “It’s Erbin Romero’s phone,” he said, a note of grief back in his voice.

Hallie straightened and stripped off her gloves, tucking them into a pocket as she looked over his shoulder. The screen saver was a picture of two women, faces close together, smiling at the camera with bright eyes and genuine laughter. The women looked alike, from their honey blonde hair to glowing, healthy skin and dark, curved brows. One looked fractionally older than the other, but the family resemblance was striking. “Erbin’s mother and sister?” she guessed.

“Even so,” Girard said, sadness still in his voice. “He was close to them both. According to Director Roth, they are taking his death hard.”

Hallie wasn’t sure what to say. She’d never lost one of her siblings, and wasn’t sure how she would feel about it if that ever happened. Right now, she wasn’t sure she would miss Peter much at all but she it was possible she would feel some sadness if she lost her sisters. Or, perhaps not. She’d had no direct contact with them for several years, and they seemed to have completely forgotten about her. Aunt Gin occasionally let slip details of family events, like weddings or births, but beyond that Hallie didn’t really know what was going on in her blood family, and she suspected the reverse was also true. She’d come close to dying once, but from what she could tell, none of her siblings had been particularly bothered. None of them had come to the hospital to see her, for one thing. And when she’d been released from medical care to go home, they had avoided her. But from the laughter she could see in Erbin Romero’s mother and sister, he had been a much-loved part of their family. “We will find out who did this,” she promised, speaking to the faces on the screen as much as to Girard.

“I know,” Girard said. He swiped up the screen and tapped in a pass code when prompted. Hallie’s brows lifted as the phone unlocked, showing a home screen with various red message notifications lit up on several of the app icons. “Looks like his mother did know her son well. He used her birthday as his pass code. This is going to take a bit of time to go through,” Girard said.

“Alright. Here, why don’t you hold onto these other phones while you’re checking Erbin’s device? I’ll take a walk around the perimeter,” Hallie suggested. “Perhaps there are other phones or personal items around.”

“Yes,” Girard said, most of his attention on the phone he was holding.

Hallie turned away and began a slow walk around the factory building, looking for more disturbances in the soil or the piles of dirt and stones against the walls. She found nothing. Not even a trail of footprints to suggest that the building had been used. Which made her wonder just why the phones had been left so badly concealed next to the wall. Almost as if they had been placed there for someone to find. The thought made her uneasy. There was something cold and calculating about the organisation of the fighting ring and the disposal of the bodies. Leaving phones so badly concealed that law enforcement were bound to find them fit with that type of thinking, to Hallie’s mind. Or a warped sense of humour. Leaving clues for law enforcement to find. It suggested someone arrogant enough to think that they would not be caught. Remembering the dead bodies, so callously discarded, made Hallie determined to catch whoever-it-was before they could do this again. She’d always known that low city had a dark underbelly of criminal activity, and desperate people. But she had always been able to understand, to an extent, what drove people to join a gang or to commit crimes like theft. This was something else altogether. Getting people to fight to the death and then tossing them aside. Using them up for entertainment purposes, and doubtless whoever-it-was made a small fortune off the practice, too. There was bound to be money involved at some point.

With her mind lingering in dark places, she came back to find Girard still engrossed in Erbin’s phone and its contents. He seemed to be making progress so she moved away, heading for the metal factory. As far as she knew, the forensic team had gone over the inside with a magnifying glass, but she didn’t think anyone had gone around the outside. There was the obvious line of tracks that led up to the front door. Hallie ignored that. She wasn’t a good enough tracker to tell one boot print apart from another, and the treads were all mixed up. Not to mention that last night’s rain and everyone moving in and out of the building yesterday had probably eliminated any usable prints. She headed along the short side of the building first, still in sight of Girard. The factory walls were made of brick and although the mortar was crumbling in places, and there were a few weeds trying to grow in some of the cracks, the walls were in one piece. Thick grass and more weeds grew along the bottom of the walls, the different shades of green a contrast to the dull reds and orange of the bricks.

She turned the corner to face the long side at the back of the factory and paused, taking stock of the new scene ahead. There was a gap of perhaps a few body lengths between the back of the metal factory and another building, also made of red brick. The ground was mostly thick with weeds, some as high as Hallie’s shoulder. It looked like no one had been through here for years. But something made Hallie distrust that first impression. She could see two people-sized doors at the back of the metal factory, one of which was probably under the office box, the other about halfway along the length of the building. It looked like some of the weeds around the second door had been disturbed.

Hallie glanced over her shoulder, wondering if she should call Girard, and decided against it. She was perfectly used to working on her own, and Erbin’s phone should hopefully give them some clues as to who the dead man had been in contact with, so she didn’t want to pull Girard away from that work. She pressed forward through the weeds, muttering a curse as a long frond of sticky leaves, still damp from the rain, attached itself to her jeans. It was a safe bet that no one had been through this particular patch of plants.

She went past the first door and saw that it looked rusted shut. No one had been in or out of the building that was for a long time, perhaps years. She kept going. When she reached the second door, she saw that someone had, indeed, used it recently. The thick throng of plants had been disturbed, a lot of them bent back and broken when the door had been opened outwards. The ground cover was too thick for her to be able to see any footprints, but she could trace a path through the weeds, heading away from the building. It looked like at least one person had walked straight into the back of the other building. Hallie turned to follow them, having to focus on where she was putting her feet and getting tangled up in more sticky leaves as she went. The plants left trails of water over her jeans as well, cold seeping through to her skin.

The brick wall making up the rear of the new building rose over her head. It wasn’t quite as tall as the metal factory, probably two storeys high, and the brickwork was in a similar condition with crumbled mortar and plants trying to make a home for themselves. Apart from the plants, the building seemed deserted. But someone had been here recently. The weeds had been cut down in a narrow path leading from the point Hallie had arrived at and around the corner of the building, leaving a gap that a single person could easily walk along and not get caught up in the tangled plant life. From what she could see, it looked like the path had been cut before the rain. The cut-down parts of the plants were turning brown, lying on top of the remaining stems.

This time, Hallie did pause before going further. It seemed likely that the path was connected to the metal factory, the fight ring, and the missing hochlen. She needed to let Girard know so he could follow when he was done with Erbin’s phone. She picked long strands of sticky leaves off her jeans, sighing at the damp, green stains left on the material, then pulled out her phone and sent a quick text to Girard. Found tracks to the red brick building behind the metal factory. Going to investigate.

Then she put her phone on silent and headed around the corner.

The first thing she noticed was the smell of exhaust fumes. There had been a vehicle here very recently. She glanced down and saw faint imprints of tyre treads on the open stretch of dusty concrete in front of the building. From the size of the tyres and the span between them, she thought it was probably a van, similar to the one she used for skip tracing. Her pulse quickened. The rain last night had destroyed all the tracks in front of the metal factory. Which meant that this vehicle had been here after the rain. She crouched down beside the tracks, careful not to disturb them, and took a few pictures with her phone before putting it away and straightening again. She thought she was alone, but with abandoned places like this, she could never be quite sure.

A careful look around the street in front of the building showed her a similar scene to the one outside the metal factory. The vehicle, and whoever had been driving it, was nowhere to be seen. The buildings here were slightly smaller, looking more like office blocks with small workshops rather than full factories, but they had the same run-down look of the metal factory and its neighbours. The windows were either missing their glass or boarded up. She saw an old, faded gang sign on one of the farthest away buildings. A circle with a line through it. That particular gang had called itself the Cutters. As far as she could remember, they hadn’t been a force to be reckoned with for about four years. From the lack of other markings, it seemed that no one else had moved in to claim this territory, which suggested there wasn’t much here to plunder or make use of. Hallie allowed herself a moment of sadness at the evidence of low city’s past prosperity. She could imagine this street busy with vehicles and people, the buildings almost humming with energy as work and business was carried out. The silence now lifted the hairs on the back of her neck.

Satisfied that there was no one else around outside, she turned back to the building. There was one set of double doors underneath a canopy that was listing heavily to one side, only a few letters remaining of the business sign that had once been there. The doors themselves were made of safety glass, dented and cracked. One door opened inward, the other slanted from its original position so Hallie had to step around it to get into the building.

Her foot landed on something soft and yielding. She froze at once and looked down, wondering just what she’d stepped into, having a vivid mental flashback to a time when she’d stepped into a pile of decomposing food, then relaxing as she realised she had simply walked onto carpet. It was slightly thicker and deeper than most of the short-pile carpet used for businesses, but it was just carpet. The ground was coated in dirt, a few leaves and small stones that must have blown in through the open door. The debris on the carpet had recently been disturbed, though, showing her a clear trail leading from the entrance around a heavy wooden reception desk and then down the length of the building.

There was nothing to stop Hallie following the trail, something she had done dozens if not hundreds of times before. She moved forward, keeping to a slow, steady walk, all her senses on alert. This path had been walked by several people, and not that long ago, she thought. Most of the prints were overlaid, but she saw a few outliers that still looked crisp and fresh, not weathered by more wind or time.

Past the reception desk, Hallie found herself in a wide hallway with thin walls to either side. There were a half dozen doors - three to each side, set opposite each other in pairs - and what looked like plastic windows in the walls, giving her a glimpse into what looked like offices. There were a couple of metal-framed, straight-backed chairs in the corridor, set at random as far as Hallie could tell. She was surprised they hadn’t been stolen, then saw the film of mould growing on the nearest one. Even thieves in low city had standards. The office doors all stood open, and what remained of the furniture inside the offices had been overturned, papers strewn across the floors. There were also clear gaps where it looked like the place had been robbed. This was low city after all and a mould-free cheap desk and chair would be useful to someone.

As she passed the second pair of office doors, a shadow moved to one side, inside one of the offices. She moved at once, as quickly and quietly as she could, to press herself against the nearest bit of solid wall, listening for all she was worth. There was something there in the office behind her. She wasn’t quite sure what, but there was definitely something there.

Just as she was wondering if she should head outside and wait for Girard or, perhaps more importantly, his gun, the wall behind her exploded. A thick arm punched through the plasterboard next to her ear, a heavy hand curving around, as if grasping for her head and neck. Hallie let out an involuntary cry and ducked away, rolling across the floor away from the reaching fingers.

She came to her feet facing the damaged wall in time to see a veondken burst through what remained of the wall. He was about the same size and shape as both Winner and Loser, with the same mottled grey-and-blue skin and ripped clothing and she spat out a curse, a healthy dose of fear coursing through her. The other veondken had been almost impossibly strong, and Hallie knew she couldn’t defeat this one on her own it if was even half as strong as Winner or Loser. She took a step sideways, casting a look around, desperately searching for something she could use as a weapon. She definitely should have waited for Girard and his gun.

Her foot caught on something and she glanced down to find one of the metal-framed chairs next to her. Even though the seat was grey with mould, it was better than nothing. She picked the chair up by two of its legs, momentarily surprised by its weight, and held it in front of her, guarding against the veondken as he charged towards her.

The creature ran into the chair, shoving Hallie until her back thumped against the wall. She heard an ominous cracking behind her and stepped sideways, not wanting to fall into an office and find herself in a more enclosed space with an angry and powerful veondken. He made a wild lunge towards her and she realised he didn’t have the same claws as Winner or Loser. Finally, a bit of good news.

She caught his wild attack with the back of the chair, then adjusted her grip on her makeshift weapon, both hands on one of the metal legs. She swung the chair like a club, aiming for the veondken’s head, adrenaline lending her some extra power, breath caught in her throat.

He was not as experienced a fighter as either Winner or Loser. Or something else was going on with him. His skin was far more faded than either of the other veondken, which might mean something. Or nothing at all. He stared at the chair coming towards his head as if he could not understand what was happening, and then recoiled from the impact as Hallie hit him as hard as she could. He stumbled back, crashing into the doorpost and then falling further back, into the space he’d created by destroying the office wall. Hallie frowned, watching him. His movements were sluggish, almost slow compared to Winner or Loser. There was definitely something different about him. Even with less speed than the others, he was still at least as fast as she was, and far more powerful.

Hallie stayed where she was, breathing hard. She wasn’t going to follow a dangerous veondken into the confined space. She adjusted her grip on the chair, ready to take another swing at him if he got up and tried to attack her again.

To her surprise, the veondken didn’t move. She took a cautious step forwards, remembering that Loser had played dead more than once. She gently nudged his foot with her boot, ready to spring back out of the way if he stirred. He didn’t move. A moment more and she heard a low rumbling from him. Snoring. He seemed to be asleep.

Still wary, her recent dealings with Findo Trask on her mind, Hallie took a step back, holding onto her chair. She doubted that she would get a chance to hit him again with it, but she could throw it at him and use that distraction to run away, if needed.

A low sound nearby raised the hairs on her body and she forgot about the veondken. It sounded like someone in pain.

She made her way to the final pair of offices. The one on the right was empty, but she could see a dark shape on the floor of the office on the left. This door was partly closed and she nudged it open with her foot, moving carefully, taking a quick look over her shoulder to make sure the veondken was still down.

The first thing she noticed was the smell. A sweet rot that she’d only encountered once or twice before, when coming across some of the homeless in low city who had serious and untreated infections. From the strength of the smell, the infection was advanced. Hallie put the chair down against the open door then took a step forward into the office and saw that the dark shape on the floor was a man, wrapped in scraps of blankets and shivering violently. She could see his face, beaded with sweat and looking almost grey, and what had once been silky blond hair but which was now darkened with sweat. Even looking like he was dying, she recognised one of the missing hochlen. A trace of relief and satisfaction made her nod. Progress at last, with the task she’d been assigned. Two found. Three to go. And this one was still alive.

Before she could do anything else, movement in the hallway alerted her to the fact that the veondken was stirring. She took another look around for a better weapon than the chair and spotted a length of metal pipe resting by the door. Perhaps the veondken had stored it there as a handy weapon. It was better than the chair. She left the chair holding the office door open and picked up the pipe instead, testing it in her hands. It was solid. It would do. It would have to. She tried to ignore her damp palms and racing heart. Losing the fight was not an option.

She came out of the office in time to meet the veondken’s charge. She swung the pipe at him like a bat and he roared in response, confusion and anger mixed on his face. Perhaps he had been expecting her to still have the chair.

“That’s mine,” he said, just as Hallie’s swing connected with the side of his neck. She winced in sympathy. She’d hit him with as much power as she could gather, and a strike like that had to hurt, even this type of veondken.

“Mine now,” Hallie answered.

He bared a ferocious set of jagged, yellowing teeth at her and lowered his head, preparing to charge forward. Hallie didn’t wait. She changed her grip on the pipe to a two-handed stance, stepped forward and swung the pipe at his lowered, exposed head. The pipe made a crunching sound that turned Hallie’s stomach as it connected with his skull. The veondken dropped to the ground like a stone. No snoring this time. Hallie stood over him, breathing hard, pipe held ready. She didn’t think she’d killed him. His kind seemed far tougher than that. But she hoped she’d disabled him for now.

Keeping her eyes on the veondken, and one hand holding the pipe, she reached into her pocket and pulled out her phone. Three missed calls from Girard. As she stared at the screen, it lit up again. Make that four calls. She answered.

“I’ve found one of the other hochlen,” she said before he could speak. “He looks really ill, and there’s a strong smell of infection around him.”

“I’ll call for medical. Where are you?” he asked, voice tense.

“Go around the back of the metal factory. There’s a path through the weeds to the red brick building behind it. You can get in through the front door. I’m at the end of the corridor to the right. Oh, there’s another veondken here, too.”

“Is it dead?” Girard asked. He sounded out of breath, as if he was running.

“No. I’ve hit him a couple of times, but I don’t think he’s dead,” Hallie said, and hung up before Girard could say anything else. She needed both hands to deal with the veondken if he decided to wake up.


Chapter seventeen


The veondken was still on the floor when running footsteps snapped Hallie’s attention up and forward. She relaxed a fraction when she saw Girard coming towards her. He drew his weapon as soon as he saw the veondken and gave him as wide a berth as possible. He stopped by Hallie, eyes on the creature.

“It looks dead,” he said.

“He. Yes, I know. But the other one did, too,” Hallie said, not letting up her grip on the pipe.

“Where’s the injured man?” Girard asked.

“In there.” Hallie directed him with her chin, eyes staying on the veondken. Now that the fight was over, her heart rate was slowing a little. She had been lucky, she knew, that this one wasn’t nearly as competent a fighter as Winner or Loser. If he had been, she probably wouldn’t have survived in the close quarters of the office corridor.

Girard went past her, sticking his head around the office door. “Nafiens Marsh,” he said after a moment, voice heavy. “He looks in a bad way.”

“Yes,” Hallie agreed.

“Medical is on its way, along with the director,” he told her, coming back to stand at her side. He was wearing a grim expression. “I don’t want to try and touch him and make it worse,” he said. Hallie thought she heard a trace of guilt in his voice, as if he felt like he should be doing something.

“That seems sensible,” Hallie said. “Perhaps we can tie up this fellow instead?” she suggested. She put the pipe down, propping it against the nearest wall, and pulled the flexi-cuffs from her belt. “Cover me?”

“Of course,” Girard said, snapping his attention back to the veondken. He held his gun ready, aimed at the creature.

Hallie skirted around the side of the veondken, careful to stay out of Girard’s line of fire, and slipped the first loop around one of the veondken’s thick wrists, mentally thanking her aunt for the foresight in getting the largest size of cuffs possible. Gin might grumble about the extra cost, but having the extra length was necessary when pursuing veondken. Hallie had gone after a few people with heavily muscled arms before now.

She tugged the veondken’s free arm towards her, the other loop of the cuffs held ready. As she did so, the veondken’s eyes snapped open and he surged up, teeth bared, forehead aimed for her head. Hallie gave an undignified squeal and rolled out of the way, abandoning her cuffs. She only managed a half-roll before she landed against the nearest wall and scrambled to right herself, getting her feet under her as the veondken rose to its feet, charging for her.

The sound of a gun shot rang in the air and she saw a spurt of blood where Girard must have hit the creature. It didn’t stop him, though.

Hallie lunged sideways, grabbing hold of the pipe just as the veondken reached for it as well. She was smaller and quicker and managed to get it out of his grasp, swinging it against his reaching hand. He pulled back with a howl of fury and pain just as another gunshot rang out.

“Hallie, get down,” Girard ordered.

Hallie dropped to the ground and Girard fired again. Three shots, close together, followed by a dull thump and vibration through the floor.

Hallie turned her head and found the veondken lying next to her, his eyes open but unseeing, and a cluster of bullet wounds in his head. She gathered herself to stand up, her legs a little shaky, and then retrieved her flexi-cuffs before looking across at Girard. He was pale, his gun still pointed at the creature.

“They just won’t stop, will they?” he said.

He’d had to kill again. And Hallie had the strong sense that it wasn’t getting any easier with repetition.

“I think you saved my life again,” Hallie said. “Thank you.”

He nodded, still tense and unhappy, then his eyes lifted beyond the dead man towards the entrance. “Medical is here.”

Hallie couldn’t hear much beyond the thudding of her heart for a moment, and then realised that it wasn’t her heartbeat she was hearing. “What is that?” she asked as the thump-thump-thump sound grew louder and the floor trembled under her feet.

“Helicopter,” Girard said in a terse voice. He holstered his gun. “I’ll go and bring them in,” he said, and strode away along the corridor.

Helicopter. Hallie framed the unfamiliar word in her mind, but couldn’t come up with anything beyond brief glimpses of machines in the air. She didn’t think there had ever been a helicopter in low city before now. Air transport was not something that low city residents ever learned about. The only airport that served the city was on the far side of midtown, heavily guarded and impossible to access for any karlen. She had an impulse to go and see what a helicopter looked like, but held herself back, not wanting to appear stupid for going to stare at a machine that hochlen probably took for granted.

Instead, she walked the few paces away from the veondken’s body to check on the hochlen. Nafiens Marsh. She remembered his face from the photographs. He’d stared back at the camera, or whoever was taking the pictures, with a slight lift to his chin that suggested complete self-confidence, and he had smiled as broadly as the others when gathered around the dead creatures, all of the men with rifles pointed into the air. Hallie couldn’t help thinking that his mother, and his sister - if he had one - would not look at him with the same warmth that she’d seen in the photo on Erbin Romero’s phone. Nafiens Marsh seemed more likely to have made his father proud, with his confidence and prowess at killing things.

Hallie folded her arms across her middle as she looked down at the shivering, sweating man lying on the floor of the disused office. His own family might find it difficult to recognise him. He’d lost a great deal of weight, and his eyes were sunken in, surrounded by deep purple. His eyelids flickered and he looked up at her, taking her by surprise. The whites of his eyes were almost yellow in colour, and bloodshot. His lip curled.

“Come to finish me off?” he asked, his voice thin and rasping.

“No,” Hallie said in a clipped tone. She took a step away from him, back into the corridor. She knew some basic first aid, but there was nothing she could do for him.

Footsteps and low voices speaking in urgent tones alerted her to the arrival of the medical team. She moved to the other side of the corridor and watched the group come towards her. There were three men in dull green jumpsuits, with bright flashes of colour on their sleeves that identified them as medical professionals. They had brought what looked like a mobile hospital trolley with them, piled high with equipment. They were wearing masks, but even so Hallie could see the surprise on their faces as they saw the dead veondken, and then the grim expressions that came over them when they caught the scent of infection from Nafiens. Hallie stayed where she was, quiet and still, while the men left the trolley in the corridor and went into the room, crouching down around Nafiens and beginning to work, speaking in low voices. They seemed perfectly calm, which reminded Hallie of the one time she’d been in hospital, after her accident. Then, as now, the calm of the medical teams around her had been reassuring. They were professionals and knew what they were doing. Even as she had been shivering in the aftermath of pain and terror, she had felt safe with the medical team around her.

With Nafiens being looked after, she moved a little away, somehow not surprised to see Director Roth standing beside Girard on the other side of the dead veondken.

“Another one. Just how many of these creatures are there?” Director Roth asked.

Assuming he was talking to himself, Hallie kept quiet, then Girard looked up at her, lifting a brow, and she realised it hadn’t been an idle question. The director did want to know the answer.

“I don’t know,” Hallie said. “I’ve not come across this particular type of veondken before, at least, I don’t think so. They remind me of some of the warrior types we get in the city, but they don’t usually have skin this colour, and they are far stronger than I would expect.”

“We’ve moved all the bodies up to our labs and we’re running tests on their blood,” the director said, surprising Hallie not only by sharing the information but by looking directly at her. “We wondered if these people - the veondken, that is - had been drugged.”

“That’s certainly possible,” Hallie agreed. Her nose wrinkled in distaste. “Unfortunately, there is a thriving drug trade in low city.”

“Where?” the director asked, looking surprised.

“It’s the locals’ name for Erset, sir,” Girard supplied. “They call this part of the city low city. Wealdton is midtown, and Voldain is high city.”

Even though Girard was just providing information, Hallie’s face burned. The karlen descriptions were plain and ordinary, sounding somehow childish in the mouth of a hochlen when set against the proper names.

Director Roth gave a brief laugh, and his brows lifted. “Well, the names are certainly accurate. Alright. So, there are a lot of drugs in low city. Any idea who might make something that would provide more aggression and strength?” he asked Hallie, surprising her again.

“No, I’m sorry. I can ask a few people. But, if I may, sir?” Hallie asked.

“Yes?”

“I don’t think we’re going to find the ring leader by tracing the drugs. Like I said, there’s quite a large drug trade. It’s possible that whoever is behind all this isn’t buying from the gangs, or has his own formula,” Hallie said.

“Oh? What makes you think that?” the director asked.

“Because if this was a commercially available drug, we’d have heard about it,” Hallie said bluntly. “Low city is a big place, but something this powerful would have been talked about.” The ordinary folk might not have air travel, or even access to train travel, and they might not get a lot of news from outside the city, but low city’s internal news sources were extensive and busy and Hallie was quite confident that a new drug which could turn veondken into nearly unstoppable killing machines would have been talked about long before now. Something like illegal fighting might stay out of the regular news, with only a select few knowing about it through word-of-mouth contact, but low city’s reporters spent time monitoring the local hospitals and mortuary. Hallie was confident that any karlen who had encountered one of the aggressive veondken would have required either medical attention or a body bag, and the local news would have noticed.

“What do you suggest, then?” the director asked, an edge to his voice. Hallie didn’t know him well enough to tell what the emotion was, and whether it was directed at her. It was possible he was just frustrated with the lack of clues or evidence or forward progress. Girard had mentioned that the director was under pressure from the hochlen families who wanted to send in their own security teams to find their missing family members. So the director was having to juggle several different things at once. She could sympathise with that. The memory of Devin’s dead body rose in her mind’s eye and she struggled to hold in her own frustration. She felt no closer to the old man’s killer than she had the day before. She realised that, in her mind’s eye, the ticking clock of her mother’s deadline had been replaced by a sense of urgency to track down whoever was responsible for Devin’s death. The hochlen were only interested in recovering their people, and fully committed to that effort. If Hallie couldn’t find Devin’s killer before the hochlen were recovered, she might never get justice for the old man.

With the silent pressure of two hochlen staring at her, Hallie froze for a moment, mind blank. She wasn’t equipped to deal with a death investigation. She really wasn’t. And certainly not with her head full of everything else that had gone on in the last few days. Then she drew a slow breath in. She wanted the person behind the fighting ring, the one responsible for all this mess. And she was good at finding people. Treat it like any other trace, she told herself. What do I need to know? With that simple trick, her brain unlocked and a list of things spilled out of her. “I need the full autopsy report from Devin, the forensics report from his shop, as well as identification of the other bodies that were found at the metal factory. Or even photographs of their faces to show around,” she said, frowning slightly. Isoud Sabard had thought that facial reconstruction might be possible, but would take time. And Hallie was quite sure the missing hochlen didn’t have time. One of their number was dead, another one gravely ill. She had a sense of urgency to find the others before they ended up like their friends. And to find Devin’s killer before they could kill again. “I also need to know what caused Nafiens Marsh’s wounds, if it’s possible to tell that. While that’s being done, I will search the rest of this building and then follow up on the van that was parked outside the building at some point earlier today. This building is connected to the metal factory by a path at the back. There were no cameras along the road to the metal factory, but there might be one on this road,” she said. She was about to go on when she saw raised brows from both Girard and the director. She stopped. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” the director told her, the sharp edge of his voice gone. “That was a comprehensive list. Have you had investigative training?”

“Ten years as a skip tracer,” Hallie said, feeling warmth in her face. He sounded almost approving, and she wasn’t sure how she felt about that. She’d been raised to despise hochlen, to think of them as other. And here was one giving her praise.

“Ah. Field experience. It’s impossible to replicate that in a classroom,” the director said. He looked at Girard. “Continue to work with Miss Talbot. I’ll follow up with forensics and the autopsies.” The director looked back at Hallie. “I think Technician Sabard told you it might take a few days to get the facial reconstructions done. That’s the normal time frame, but I’ll see what I can do to speed that process up.” From the tone of his voice, Hallie realised he felt a similar sense of urgency, and also had an awareness of time passing. The thought of armed security on the streets of low city ran through her mind again and she tried not to shiver.

“Thank you, sir,” Hallie said. He wasn’t doing it for her, she knew. He was doing it for the missing men and their families. But being able to identify the dead karlen would make her job a lot easier. In an ideal world, there might be some common connection that would lead her straight to the ringleader. And Devin’s killer.

“I can assign you a weapon, if you want one,” the director added.

Hallie was so surprised she didn’t know how to react for a moment. “No, thank you,” she said after a pause. “I don’t know anything about guns.”

The director lifted a brow in surprise. “We’ve had reports of guns being used in low city.”

“No,” Hallie said, not caring if she seemed rude. Girard had also seemed convinced that there was a serious gun issue in low city. “Guns are forbidden weapons. None of the low city residents use them. The only guns I’ve seen have been hochlen weapons.”

“What about the police?” the director asked. He seemed curious rather than doubting.

“Fair point. A very limited number of police have some weapons,” Hallie conceded. The ones outside the courthouses, for example. “But they are the exception. Other cops have Taser weapons.”

“Alright,” he said, frowning. He glanced at Girard again. “We’ll need your after action report at some point, but for now finding the missing men takes priority.”

“Yes, sir.” Girard nodded.

“The other offices here are empty?” the director asked, glancing around the corridor.

“Yes,” Hallie said. She hadn’t seen or heard anything else apart from the ill hochlen and aggressive veondken.

“Alright. You said you wanted to search the rest of the building. Go take care of that while I get the forensics team here,” the director said. He glanced down at the dead veondken. “If you encounter any more of these, er, people, shout for back-up.”

“Yes, sir,” Girard said at the same time as Hallie said Alright. She took another look at the unnamed, dead veondken. He did resemble Winner and Loser, but he was a little less broad across his shoulders. He still didn’t look like any veondken she had come across before, and she could only hope that there were no more of them in the building.
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The other half of the building’s ground floor was made up of a couple of workshops, long since robbed out of any useful equipment or tools. The floor was sticky with ancient grease, too congealed to be slippery underfoot, and seeing the vivid tracks that she and Girard had left across the ground and no other signs of life, Hallie was confident that no one else had been into these rooms in quite some time. The upper floor consisted of a few larger offices and a meeting room, all empty of life. There had been people here more recently, based on the marks on the floor, but whoever had been here had left nothing of interest from what Hallie could see.

She did stop once, startling Girard, next to the window of the meeting room, staring outside. There was an enormous vehicle in the middle of the street. It was matte black, fat and bulbous at one end, tailing off to a narrower, blunt point. The larger end had what looked like an enormous fan on top, with a smaller fan at the other end. That must be the helicopter that Girard had mentioned. Now she could see it, and take in the scale of it, she understood why it had made such a huge noise, although she could not quite believe that such a gigantic vehicle could get into the air, let alone stay there. There were two armed men standing watch on the side that Hallie could see, and she caught a glimpse of movement inside the front of the vehicle, through the large, curved windows.

“What is it?” he asked, coming across. “Did you see something?”

“What? Oh, no, I just …” her voice trailed off. “I’ve never seen one of these close up,” she finished, heat in her face.

“Not many people have,” Girard said. “That type is mostly used by the military in war zones. Fortunately for Nafiens, the director said we needed a large, rapid transport vehicle for Daydawn.”

Hallie remembered the images she’d seen on news screens of war zones across the world. She could easily see why such a thing could be useful there. If it could land on a street, and didn’t require a runway, it would be able to go a lot more places than an air plane.

“In other circumstances, I’d offer to give you a tour of it, but it will be going back to the main hospital in Voldain, ah, high city, just as soon as Nafiens is stable enough to transport. The forensic techs are travelling in their vans, but they should be here soon, too.”

Hallie nodded, staring out at the helicopter. Now she’d had time to look, she could see that there were two people in the front. They must be the pilots. One of the sides of the vehicle had been opened and she could see a shadowed interior which looked big enough to fit one of Aunt Gin’s vans inside, possibly more than one. Plenty of room for the hospital trolley which the medical team had brought. She hoped that Nafiens and his family would appreciate the effort which the Conclave Investigators were putting into retrieving him and getting him medical attention. Somehow, with the memory of Nafiens’ arrogant stare in photographs in her mind, she suspected not. Instead, she suspected that they would all take it as the least that the investigators could do, and doubtless also find something to complain about.

“He was conscious for a moment,” Hallie said, realising she hadn’t told Girard about that.

“Really? Did he say anything?” Girard asked, attention fully on her.

“It didn’t make much sense. He said come to finish me off?” Hallie said, and felt more heat in her face at Girard’s stare. “I’m not even sure he could see me properly. His eyes were yellow and bloodshot.”

“Did you say anything back?” Girard asked.

“I just said no. Then he seemed to fall unconscious again,” Hallie said. She shook her head. “I’m trying to make sense of this. There was a path of sorts leading from the back of the metal factory to this building. Someone cut down the weeds to make it easier to walk around the building. There have obviously been a lot of people in and out. And there was a vehicle here earlier today. So, did people leave the metal factory and come here? If that’s the case, they might have been here when we were searching the metal factory.”

Girard was frowning. Not dismissing what she said. She had the sense he agreed with her, and was also trying to puzzle through what had happened.

“But they left one of the veondken and Nafiens here,” Girard said. “So, does that mean there were other people here?” His eyes brightened. “If that’s the case, perhaps they were loaded into the van and taken away. In which case, we need to track that vehicle down.”

He was heading out of the room and for the stairs before Hallie had time to respond. She followed him at a steadier pace as he bounded down the stairs two at a time and headed outside.

Girard was crouching on the concrete outside the building, scowling down at the ground. The impressions left by the van were still there, but they had been blurred as if a strong wind had sprung up, and there were footprints across them along with what Hallie thought were marks left by the hospital trolley.

“They’re too damaged to get anything from, I think,” he said, and muttered a curse.

“I took some photos,” Hallie said, and pulled out her phone.

“Good, that’s something. We might be able to get a tyre make from them, and the vehicle size and ratio from what’s left here,” Girard said, straightening. He looked down the street. “Hopefully the techs will get here soon. We don’t have a lot of daylight left.”

Hallie was spared the need to answer by movement behind them. The medical team were bringing the hospital trolley out. All three men were carrying packs on their backs, the trolley now occupied by Nafiens. His face was mostly covered by what looked like an oxygen mask, and one of the medical team was holding up a bag of clear fluid that had a tube leading into one of Nafiens’ arms. The medics had either rolled back or cut off Nafiens’ sleeves and Hallie could see that, like Erbin Romero, he was missing his ID bracelet. She suspected that if - when, she quickly corrected her own thought - they found the other men, they would also have had their IDs removed. Director Roth was walking behind the trolley, conferring with the medic there.

“Can you go around this bit, please?” Girard requested, planting himself in the way of the trolley. “We need to preserve what’s left of this vehicle print.”

The medical team didn’t say anything, just steered the trolley and their patient around Girard and headed for the helicopter. As they approached, Hallie heard a deep whining sound and looked round in time to see the giant fan blades on top of the vehicle lift slightly and begin to turn.

Girard cursed again. “The rotor blades will destroy whatever is left of the tyre marks,” he said.

“I’ll ask if they can taxi down a bit before taking off,” the director said, surprising Hallie. He strode ahead, towards the front of the helicopter. One of the pilots opened one of the windows and Hallie caught the sound of voices, talking loudly to compensate for the engine noise. Behind the director, the armed men who had been guarding the helicopter moved back, tucking themselves alongside the vehicle and then getting into it as the medical team loaded their patient inside then got in themselves.

Director Roth jogged back across to Girard and Hallie and nodded. “They’ll move down a bit before they take off. There will still be some wind.”

“Hopefully something will be left,” Girard said. “Is Isoud on the way? With her team?”

“They should be here in a few minutes,” the director nodded.

While they were talking, the helicopter had moved, rolling forward down the street, away from the building and the damaged tyre impressions. The giant fans - rotor blades, Hallie corrected in her mind - began spinning faster and faster until they were a blur, the whine of engine noise increasing until Hallie wanted to cover her ears. Then the vehicle rose into the air and Hallie stared, open-mouthed, almost unable to believe her own eyes.

“I know, it doesn’t seem possible that it should be able to get off the ground, does it?” Girard asked. He was still standing near her, eyes on the helicopter as it rose further into the air, then began moving away, heading for high city.

“That was incredible,” Hallie said. She had questions. So many questions.

“There aren’t any helicopters in low city?” the director asked. It seemed a genuine question, with no edge to it.

“No,” Hallie said, her eyes still on the vehicle moving away. “We see them in the skies from time to time, but I’ve never been that close to one before.” And she wasn’t going to feel embarrassed by that, she decided. This was her part of the city. It might as well be a world away from where the director and investigator lived.

“You mentioned the possibility of cameras?” the director asked, after a pause.

“There may not be any, but we should check anyway,” Hallie said.

“The city has cameras out here?”

“Not necessarily the city. Some private homes will have them,” Hallie clarified.

“Like Devin’s shop,” Girard put in.

Hallie nodded, not wanting to think too much about Devin just now. She tilted her head to the remains of the van tracks. “It looks like the vehicle turned that way when it left here,” she said, pointing. “If we follow that road a little way, we might get lucky with some cameras.”

“I’ll go and bring the car round,” Girard said. He frowned at her. “Will you stay here until I get back?”

“Pardon me?” Hallie blinked, taken aback by the demand. He sighed.

“I mean, will you try not to get into any fights with more veondken until I get back?”

“Oh. Yes. I’ll do my best,” Hallie said, blushing again as the director chuckled.

Seemingly satisfied with that response, Girard jogged away, heading around the building in the direction of the metal factory.

Hallie stayed where she was. The length of street she could see to either side had no cameras. She could set off walking, and see where she got to, but now she had access to a vehicle, she knew that driving would be faster.

“Could the medical team tell how Nafiens Marsh was injured?” she asked the director. If she had to guess, she thought he’d most likely lost a fight with one of the veondken. But it was possible something else had happened to him.

“There were what looked like claw marks on his abdomen,” the director said, confirming Hallie’s guess. “Perhaps from one of the veondken?”

“Seems likely,” Hallie agreed. “Those claws would do a lot of damage.”

“Girard tells me that you hit the creature with a pipe?” Director Roth asked, surprising her.

“Ah. Yes. Well, I had a chair first. But then I saw the pipe, and it was a better weapon.”

“Hit it with a chair first?” The director grinned, fine lines fanning out around his eyes. He seemed an almost entirely different person to the angry, tense man she’d first encountered. She liked this version much better, even if it was unsettling to have one of the elite who wasn’t Girard speak to her as if she was a real person. “Excellent improvisation.”

Hallie ducked her head, not sure how to respond to that. A lot of what she did when she was working was improvised. Based on past experience, and her training, yes, but usually made up on the spot. She frowned down at the blurred vehicle tracks, wondering what the forensic team would be able to make of it.

“I’m sorry. We didn’t realise there was evidence there. We were more focused on getting to Nafiens,” the director said.

He was telling the absolute, sincere truth, Hallie knew.

“Saving a life took priority,” she said. “I understand that. I’m just trying to see what I can learn.”

“What are your impressions so far?” he asked.

“Well. It looked to be about the same width as the van I use for work. It’s a panel van, and if it was empty at the back, it could easily hold about ten people,” Hallie said. She moved away in a half-circle, towards the building, eyes on the tracks. “It was pretty heavy when it left. You can see the depth of the tracks. Oh,” she said, brows lifting as she followed the line of the tracks. “There’s a drop there where there’s a pothole. It looks like the van might have gone through it.” She headed down the concrete towards the road, the director with her.

“And what’s the significance of that?” the director asked. Hallie had the strangest sensation that he already knew the answer, but was testing her for some reason or another. She didn’t have time for games, but answered him anyway as it helped her puzzle it out.

“It might have scraped the kerb here. We might get a trace of paint, which would tell us what colour vehicle we’re looking for. Black-and-white cameras can be useless for colours, assuming there are cameras.” Hallie crouched down by the kerb. The down draft from the helicopter had spun the loose dirt around, but she could still clearly see a scuff mark where something had struck the concrete. She didn’t want to get too close and disturb it further, so she pulled out her phone and snapped a picture, frowning at the screen as she enlarged the image.

“It looks like some kind of dark metallic shade,” she said. She straightened, still looking at her screen. “That will be helpful.”

“It’s not common?”

“No. I mean, vehicles aren’t hugely common, but most vans are painted white,” she answered. “If this is metallic, then that is custom work and there will be a record of it somewhere.” She stared at the image, wondering just how she could get access to the vehicle registration database, and how long it would take her to sift through the records.

“Are the records centralised?” the director asked.

In the distance, Hallie saw a pair of vans coming towards them, followed by Girard’s vehicle. “They should be. There are of course some who don’t keep records.”

“Well, we can access any records, if we can get a target to look for.”

“Alright,” Hallie said, with a rueful smile. She was so used to working alone that she’d forgotten for a moment that she was working for the investigators, and that they had far greater resources than she did.

“Let’s see what Isoud can tell us before you and Girard go off looking for cameras,” the director suggested.

Hallie agreed, even though it hadn’t really been a suggestion. She wasn’t sure if she liked the fact that the director was treating her more and more like one of his own team. On the one hand, he seemed to now have a better opinion of her, which was good and helpful. On the other hand, she couldn’t imagine any long-term benefit from working well with the Conclave Investigators. Once the missing men were found, the hochlen would go back to high city and she would go back to hunting down fugitives across low city, until she made up her mind what to do with her new-found freedom.

The vans drew to a halt roughly where the helicopter had been parked and the now-familiar quartet of white-suited techs got out. Isoud strode towards them, her heavy case not hampering her movement. She nodded to the director and favoured Hallie with a critical look, eyes travelling up and down Hallie’s person.

“Where did you get those stains?” Isoud asked, focusing on Hallie’s legs.

Startled, Hallie looked down at her jeans and saw that the sticky leaves and weeds she’d walked through had left distinct green marks on the material. She suppressed a sigh. She’d yet to discover a laundry detergent that would completely get out plant stains.

“There’s a sort of path from the back of the metal factory to the back of this building. I got caught up in a lot of weeds on the way across,” Hallie said.

“Oh, interesting. Do you mind if I get a sample?” Isoud asked, setting her case down. She opened the locks and peered inside.

“Only if you don’t need to cut the material,” Hallie said, and grimaced. “I’m running out of clean clothes.”

“No, I just need a swab,” Isoud said. She drew something out of her case that looked to Hallie like a long tube with a giant cotton bud inside it.

“Do you have something to compare it to?” Hallie asked, wondering about the tech’s interest in the stain.

“We found some stains on the second veondken’s clothing that we couldn’t match to anything we took from the factory,” Isoud said. She rubbed the cotton bud against one of the stains on Hallie’s jeans, sealing it into the tube. “I’ll take a look at the weeds later. Girard said you had tyre marks for us to look at?”

“Yes, and a possible paint scrape, too,” Hallie said. She pointed to where the van seemed to have been parked outside the building and the mark on the kerb.

“Oh, paint transfer. Excellent. Brennus, get a shot of this, please, and then what’s left of the tyre marks,” Isoud instructed.

“I’ve got some pictures before the helicopter got here,” Hallie offered, showing Isoud the images on her phone.

“These are really clear, thank you. It would be good to have something to scale them next to, but this is still helpful,” Isoud said, holding the screen so that her fellow techs could see. “Can you email them to me?” she asked, and dug a business card out of her case, handing it to Hallie. “Address is there.”

“Sure,” Hallie said, taking her phone back and sending the images across to Isoud.

“It looks like a dark blue metallic finish,” Brennus reported, coming back to stand with the other techs, showing them an image on the back of his camera.

“Alright. Girard, you and Miss Talbot go and look for some cameras, and we’ll see what we can make of the tracks and what’s left here,” the director said. Hallie noticed the raised eyebrow and sideways look Isoud gave the director, doubtless at the reference to we. She had a feeling that the technician wouldn’t appreciate the director’s help.

“Ready?” Girard asked

“Ready,” she confirmed, and followed him to his vehicle, pleased to be moving again. Now if they could only find a camera pointed at the street, they might have a tangible bit of information to work with.


Chapter eighteen


Hallie could hardly believe her luck. The long, wide road that had served the industrial park ended at one of the wealthier districts in low city, and at the junction between the industrial area and a street of medium-sized houses set in small gardens, there was a house set back from the road and surrounded by high walls painted a dull white. At various points along the top of the walls, Hallie could see the glint of camera lenses. At least one of the cameras would have picked up a van or any other vehicle driving this way. That was the good luck part of it. The bad luck part was that, based on the markings she could see around the solid metal gates, this particular building had been claimed by one of the larger gangs in the city. They would be extremely reluctant to share information outside the gang. Still, she had to try.

Girard parked on the street, not far from the heavy gates, in clear view of at least two of the cameras.

“Stay here while I make enquiries,” she told Girard, getting out of the vehicle.

“Pardon?” he said, halfway out of his seat. He stepped out into the road and turned to her, confusion on his face.

“Those are gang markings by the gate,” Hallie told him. “Getting them to share information will be difficult, and they aren’t going to want to talk to hochlen.” Hallie grimaced. She supposed that technically meant that whoever was inside the walls wouldn’t want to talk to her now, either, but she at least looked as if she belonged in low city. Girard would never be mistaken for a resident.

“What if you get into trouble?” Girard asked, frowning. He sounded as if the idea of her getting into trouble was both inevitable and something that bothered him.

“Then I’ll get myself out of it.” She heard the irritation in her voice and shook her head. He was expressing concern, and she was being ungrateful. “Sorry. It’s just, we’re running out of time. Me going in alone is going to be the quickest way.”

He looked unconvinced.

“I don’t think I’ll be in real danger,” she said, drawing out her skip tracer badge and attaching it to her lapel. “The gangs generally don’t like skip tracers, but they also don’t tend to harm us, as they see us as part of law enforcement.” And the city gangs avoided direct confrontation with police officers wherever possible, preferring to try to influence things behind the scenes. There were always rumours about cops being intimidated or bribed by low city’s gangs. Hallie thought most of the wild stories were false, but not all of them.

“I’ll give you ten minutes,” Girard said, his jaw set in a stubborn line. “If you’re not out by then, I’ll come in, and call back-up if need be.”

“Alright,” Hallie said, slightly surprised that he’d agreed to let her go alone at all.

She turned away from the vehicle and headed for the gates before she could second-guess herself or let her own nervousness show. She’d had to walk into gang territory a few times before, and it was always tough. Thanks to the height of the walls and the solid gates in front of her, she couldn't even get a glimpse inside to see what she might be facing.

She pulled the bell rope at the side of the gate and heard a distant clanging. Anyone within the walls would know there was a visitor. She waited about five deep breaths then heard heavy footsteps. Whoever was making their way to the gate was walking at a deliberate pace, not hurrying at all. There was a slight scraping sound, like a bolt being drawn back, and then a section of the gate at more or less eye level opened and a glowering, bearded face appeared. Hallie held her ground, despite the urge to take a step back from the fierce glare being directed at her.

“What do you want?” the man asked. He was more or less what she would have expected from a mid- to high-level gang member. She could see the trace of a scar across his face, partly hidden by the beard, and his expression was forbidding, the hardness in his face authentic, unlike the surly bravado she came across with younger gang members. He looked her up and down, then looked past her to where Girard was still standing by the vehicle. “We don’t take tourists.”

“Not a tourist,” Hallie said in a flat voice. “Skip tracer. Here on official business.”

“We’ve got no one here you want, scum,” the man growled and took a step back.

“Wait. I never said you had someone. But you have cameras pointing at the road, and might have something on tape,” Hallie said.

The man paused and looked at her as if she’d just grown a second head. “Are you serious, girl? You think we’re just going to let you in and shuffle through our feeds? Did someone hit you on the head?”

“There are hochlen missing in low city,” Hallie told him, speaking quickly and quietly, hoping her words wouldn’t carry to Girard. The investigator likely wouldn’t be pleased at her sharing information, but she thought it might persuade the angry man here to help her. “There was a van, dark blue metallic, that went along this street at some point today which is connected to the missing men. And you know that if you don’t let me in to check the feeds, you’ll have a small army of hochlen security to deal with before morning.” She didn’t need to spell out for the gang member that low city police might leave this house and its residents alone. The elite security teams would not. Not only that, but hochlen security had access to far more powerful and lethal weaponry than the local cops and would breach the walls in moments, not caring who they might hurt or kill on their way inside. One of their own was missing.

The man was back to glowering at her. At least he hadn’t called her an idiot again. That was something. But he still seemed reluctant.

“I also think the people involved in this might have killed Devin,” Hallie said, her voice breaking on the old man’s name. Damnit. She hadn’t meant to get emotional. She was supposed to be a skip tracer, after all.

“We knew Devin. He was good people,” the gang member said, surprising her. “You looking for whoever did him in?”

“I am, yes,” Hallie said, with perfect honesty.

“Good. Someone needs to. Come on, then, let’s see what we have.” The bully disappeared and a moment later the gate swung inward, just wide enough to let Hallie inside.

“Thank you,” she said, and stepped through. The gate closed with a heavy thud behind her and she tried not to jump. She’d walked in here voluntarily, after all.

The inside of the walls was a revelation. Someone in this gang must be a skilled gardener, or have a little bit of magic that let them talk to plants, because everywhere Hallie looked was full of lush, green life, the air saturated with scents. Ahead of her, almost lost amid fruit trees and flowering shrubs, was a low, pale stone building.

“This is beautiful,” she said, taking another look around before she turned her attention back to the bearded man. Seen in full person, he was a powerfully built human, the sleeveless t-shirt he wore showing muscled arms and a series of light scars. His skin was warm-toned, light brown, with tightly curling deep brown hair and dark eyes that were narrowed as they looked at her.

“We think so,” he agreed. “This way.” He turned and made his way along the narrow path towards the house.

Hallie followed him, shoving her hands into her jacket pockets to avoid the temptation of reaching out and touching the leaves she was walking past. There were round, glossy dark green leaves bigger than her head clustered with slender stalks of vivid lime green and fronds of frothy deep reds and purples. The variety of colour was a rarity in low city and those were just the plants she could see near the path. She’d rarely seen such a lush garden.

The house in the middle of the garden was not at all what she expected, given the size of the walls and the spread of the gardens around her. The building was almost humble compared to the plants around it. It was a long, low single storey building with no fancy ornamentation on the outside. The burly man led Hallie around the nearest end to what looked to be a side entrance.

Hallie paused in the entrance to let her eyes adjust to the dim interior light, and found herself in what looked like a workroom. There was a row of screens along one wall, with various views of the outside that must be from the cameras. The rest of the room was taken up with a pair of workbenches. But instead of mechanical items or woodworking, which was almost what Hallie expected from the muscular man, the workbenches were covered in baskets of fruit and flowers, the air heady with the scent of them.

“What’s this?” An angry voice from somewhere in the shadows snapped Hallie’s attention back to the reality of her situation. However beautiful the garden, the gates had been heavily decorated with gang markings, and gangs were deadly. The man from the gate might seem willing to help her, but that didn’t mean everyone else here would be as cooperative.

“Relax. She’s looking for Devin’s killer. Needs to look at the camera feeds,” the burly man said. “Today, you said? Any idea of a tighter time frame?”

“No, sorry,” Hallie said. “Sometime after the rain stopped and before about an hour ago.”

“Alright. This could take a minute.” He pulled a wheeled stool out from under the workbench and perched on it, opening up a laptop on one of the surface and bending over the screen. Hallie fought the urge to go and stand over him. It wouldn’t make him work faster.

“You sure she’s legit?” the angry voice asked, and its owner came into the light. He was an older man, with cool black skin that reminded Hallie of Devin. This man had no hair at all, though. He was using a wheelchair, his shoulders and arms as muscled as the burly man’s, what was left of his legs hidden by a blanket over his knees. From the way the blanket fell, Hallie guessed that he didn’t have anything left below his knees. Gang life was hard, and he wasn’t the first badly injured or disabled gang member she’d come across. He had the same toughness to his face as the bearded man.

“I’m a skip tracer,” Hallie said, pointing to the badge at her lapel.

The older man grunted. “Well, that’s got to be true. No one would say it otherwise. How do you know Devin, missy?”

“My father used to take me to his shop when I was a girl,” Hallie said, and couldn’t keep the emotion out of her voice. “He was always very kind to me.”

“He was a good one, right enough,” the man agreed, surprising her. He was telling the truth, and some of the hardness on his face had faded. “Well, we’ll help you if we can. Name’s Stumpy, and that one is Bear.”

“Stumpy. Bear,” Hallie repeated the names. She knew that gangs often used short, crude names, but even so, Stumpy seemed a little cruel. Bear suited the burly man, though. “I’m Hallie.”

“Hallie. Pleased to know you.” Stumpy seemed to have gone from hostile and suspicious to friendly very quickly. Without her truth sense, Hallie would have been wary, but she didn’t sense any deception in him. He seemed to have accepted her presence and Bear’s decision to help her.

“Do you look after the garden?” she asked him. “It’s absolutely wonderful.”

“Ah. Liked it, did you?” Stumpy said, his face transforming into a wide, genuine smile. “It keeps me busy.”

“It must be a full-time job,” Hallie said, keeping one eye on Bear, who was still frowning at the laptop screen.

“More or less. But we do have help.”

“Do you?” Hallie asked, out of polite interest.

“You don’t know where you are, do you, missy?” Stumpy asked, grinning again.

“No. I saw the markings on the gates, but this is not what I expected,” Hallie said honestly.

“We’re a waiting room of sorts,” he told her, still grinning. “We’re the broken ones. The ones who couldn’t cut it on the streets or who got too beaten up to keep going. So we come here, and we grow things.”

Hallie’s eyes travelled across the baskets of fruit and flowers. She didn’t recognise most of the flowers, which varied in size and colour from tiny, deep pink buds to fully open, frothy white clusters bigger than her hand, but she spotted some familiar fruit, her mouth watering as she spotted a cluster of fresh red-tinted apples. It had been a long time since she’d had truly fresh fruit. “I’ve never heard of such a place,” she admitted.

“It’s not widely known. We don’t have much space for people. Bear and me, we’ve been running the place for about fifteen years now.” There was a rough affection in Stumpy’s voice that finally clued Hallie in that the relationship between the men was closer than friends. They were a true partnership in this venture. “Our old gangs don’t think much of us. Or they say they don’t. But they keep the marks on the gates fresh and keep the hot heads away.”

“That’s …” Hallie wasn’t sure if she should say fascinating. She paused, thought for a second, then finished lamely. “That’s remarkable.”

“It’s a headache is what it is,” Bear said from the end of the table. “Every time we get a new resident in we have to spend months trying to stop them killing everyone else,” he grumbled. Before Hallie could think of a response, he looked up from the screen. “Here, I think I’ve found your van.”

“Oh, wonderful,” Hallie said. She moved to stand behind him, just as he put the image up on one of the wall screens. She stopped mid-stride and turned to the wall instead, watching as a dark blue van, its metallic paint gleaming in the light, flowed past the colour cameras. “I don’t suppose you got the licence plate?” she asked.

“Part of it, I think.” Bear clicked the laptop mouse a few more times and another screen popped up with a frozen image of the van. It was at an oblique angle from the camera, so the plate wasn’t clear, but Hallie could see at least the first three letters. She pulled out her phone and took a picture of the image. Without being asked, Bear froze the second screen and she took another picture of the image. The full colour image of the van was as clear on her phone as it was on the wall. More than enough to identify the make and model, and she had a partial plate as well. That would certainly narrow the search down. For the first time that day, a bit of hope and excitement crept through her. She had a solid, tangible lead, and the resources of the Conclave Investigators to help her track down this van. She was closer to finding Devin’s killer. And the missing hochlen.

“Thank you. You have been a great help,” she told Bear.

“You just find whatever bit of filth killed Devin, and we’ll say nothing more of it,” Bear said.

“Deal,” Hallie said. She nodded to Stumpy. “It was good to meet you as well.”

“You take care, missy,” Stumpy said, and slid back into the shadows.

“I’ll show you out,” Bear said.

Hallie walked back along the path with him, breathing in the scents of everything around her. “This truly is a remarkable place.”

“That it is. And we stay that way by being quiet,” Bear said, stopping by the gate and giving her a glower almost as fierce as the one he’d given her when she’d first arrived. “So don’t be telling anyone about us, will you?” He opened the gate and held it in silent invitation for her to leave.

“I didn’t plan on it,” Hallie said, pausing before she left. “But, is there anything you need?”

“We manage just fine, missy. Now, best be going.”

“Alright. Thank you again,” Hallie said, and stepped through the gate. It closed, firmly and quickly, behind her, leaving her standing on the edge of a low city street wondering if she had just somehow been transported to a different realm. Then she blinked and saw Girard still waiting for her by his vehicle. No, she was still in low city and this was her life. But it seemed the city still had mysteries to show her. She wondered what else she might find if she took the time to wander around. And then realised that she now had the freedom to do so. She wasn’t at someone else’s beck and call. And that put a bit of lightness in her step as she headed away from the gates.


Chapter nineteen


Hallie insisted that they move the vehicle away from the house before she would tell Girard anything. Bear and Stumpy might have all the hallmarks of experienced, tough gang members, but they had created a sanctuary within the walls and she didn’t want to draw any more attention to it than she already had. Such spaces were rare and precious in low city.

Despite his clear impatience, wanting to know what she’d found, Girard drove for a few minutes until they reached a row of what looked like old garages, designed for one vehicle at a time. The row backed onto a street of houses and Hallie suspected that the garages were now used for storage and not cars. Not many people could afford to run a vehicle now.

Satisfied that they were far enough away from the gang house, Hallie updated Girard. He was as excited as she had been about the images of the van, and lost no time in calling the director, getting him to do a search of vehicle registrations. The van type was relatively common, even if the custom paint wasn’t. The partial plate would narrow the search down a lot, and Hallie hoped would give them a decent lead to follow.

Listening to the conversation on speaker phone, Hallie couldn’t tell how the director of the Conclave Investigators felt about doing lowly tech work, but from the tapping of a keyboard she could hear through the phone connection, he was efficient at the work. He didn’t raise a single objection, and had results for them in moments, reading the addresses out and promising to send them to Girard’s phone as well.

The partial plate gave three addresses for them to follow up on, which was just about the best news Hallie had had all day. Only three places. That narrowed their search a lot. The only downside was that none of the vehicles that came back to the partial plate were registered as being metallic blue, which meant that whoever owned the van had had it painted. Or they had used false plates.

“Can we trust the registered addresses?” Girard asked.

“Don’t know. Most people keep accurate records, but we’re not dealing with most people. We’re only going to know by looking,” Hallie said, eyeing the addresses she’d typed into her phone as the director had been speaking. “The first one is right across the other side of the city. That one is down by the harbour. It’s pretty crowded there. But this one,” Hallie paused, reading the address again and trying to picture the area in her mind. She had been there recently, even if she couldn’t remember precisely when or what for. “This is closest. Actually, it’s really quite close. And it seems familiar, though I can’t say why right now. Perhaps we should start there?”

“Alright. Which way?” Girard asked, putting the vehicle into gear.

Hallie gave him directions and they moved away from the garages. The district they were in was made up of the same sort of buildings as those next to the sanctuary. Medium-sized houses set into their own, small garden plots. Most of the properties looked reasonably well kept, their windows intact, walls not showing any obvious signs of decay. When low city had been a bustling commercial centre, these were the sorts of houses that skilled workers would have had, each holding one family. The workers would have had jobs at the commercial harbour, or in any of the many businesses that had once been in the industrial areas not far from here. The old middle class of low city. These days, those jobs had mostly gone to the new industrial area around the new harbour and rail terminus, and the houses that were left and which were still occupied probably held more than one family, or several generations under one roof, sharing the costs and the labour. The gardens which might have grown flowers for decoration in the past were now mostly vegetable plots. It was the sort of neighbourhood where people considered themselves lucky. They had a roof over their heads and could put food on the table.

“I’m constantly surprised by how big low city is,” Girard commented.

“It was the commercial centre of the whole city for a long time,” Hallie said, keeping her voice neutral. It was getting easier with practice, and with the more she learned about just how different her world was from the one Girard came from. A mother who liked to entertain and who had a half dozen chefs from different parts of the globe on staff. A far cry from a crowded house where real meat was a rarity and the food on the table was often whatever had been available at the market that day. And Hallie’s family was wealthy, in low city terms. They’d always had clothes and food, and the occasional bit of luxury.

“Of course,” Girard said. She had the sense he wanted to say more, or ask questions, but instead he kept quiet as they drove along a long, winding street.

“It’s the next left, and then the address should be close to this end of the street,” Hallie said, putting her phone away and paying closer attention to their surroundings as Girard made the turn.

They moved from a residential street into a quasi-industrial one. There were a couple of houses on the end of the street, and then a series of low buildings set apart from each other, mostly seeming to be the sort of small workshops that skilled craftsmen might use, with a couple of what looked like vehicle repair garages, the fronts given over to plain roller doors. Just the sort of place someone might store a van.

As Girard slowed the car down, Hallie drew in a sharp breath, realising when and why she’d been here.

“This was one of the places I visited when I was following Findo Trask,” she told Girard. There. That building they were just passing. It had once been a woodworking shop, and now that they were close, she could remember the faint smell of wood shavings and cedar as she’d searched the building. It had been empty, and looked long abandoned.

“You didn’t bring us here earlier,” Girard commented. He wasn’t criticising, just observing.

“No. I couldn’t find any connection with him when I got here. The building was empty with no trace that anyone had been there recently,” Hallie said, frustration taking hold. “Half the time, or probably more than half the time, I end up following bits of information and rumours that turn out to have no substance.”

“It seems a bit of a coincidence that his name keeps coming up, even if you couldn’t find any connection,” Girard said.

“Yes,” Hallie agreed. “There. It’s that one on the right. With the white metal shutter door.”

The building was about two storeys high, made of red brick and built for function from its square outline to the big rolling door that was currently down, blocking a view of whatever was inside.

“It’s an industrial unit,” Girard commented. “I thought you could only register a vehicle to a residential address?”

“It depends. Aunt Gin’s vans are all registered to the business, because they are work vehicles,” Hallie said. “But her business is legit and in operation. There’s nothing here to suggest a business is being carried out.” There were no obvious signs letting any passers-by know what business was housed there, and no lights that she could see through the small, high windows to suggest there was anyone inside. A lot of low city businesses kept odd hours, but the legitimate ones all made sure their business premises were clearly signposted, and they usually also displayed opening hours, however unusual they might be.

Hallie got out of the vehicle as Girard picked up his phone. From the little she heard, it sounded like he was calling the director. Perhaps to give an update. The director had given them quite a lot of free rein so far, standing between them and the families. She could easily imagine that finding Nafiens so gravely ill had resulted in even more pressure on the director and his team to recover the final three missing men. Hallie shivered slightly. She’d warned Bear about the elite security teams, but it hadn’t been an idle threat. It was a real possibility, and getting more real the longer it took to find the men.

Leaving Girard to make his report, Hallie headed towards the building. Apart from the rolling door, there was no other entrance at the front, but there should be a smaller door for people somewhere around the side or back of the building. She headed around the side, and spotted a door and small window towards the rear. As she walked, she took a look around. The buildings on either side looked like operational businesses. One seemed to be a packaging manufacturer, judging by the sign Hallie could see. She couldn’t tell what the other one was, as the sign was at the wrong angle to read. Both buildings were dark and looked empty.

As she reached the small window, Hallie thought she saw movement inside the building and paused, looking back to see where Girard was. He was heading towards her, frowning. Perhaps displeased that she had headed off without him. She held up a hand and pointed towards the building, hoping he would understand that she was trying to alert him to movement inside. She’d seen security teams use hand signals to communicate, but she’d never learned whatever language that was.

Girard drew his gun, picking up his pace as he moved towards her.

“How many?” he asked when he reached her side, his voice nearly soundless.

“Don’t know. Just saw movement,” Hallie answered, as quietly as she could.

“Alright. You try the door and let me go first,” he said.

Hallie wanted to object, but reminded herself that he had the gun and body armour. So she ducked under the window and headed to the other side of the door. She paused as she reached it. The door had an ordinary handle, but also a heavy lever which had been secured by a locking mechanism that reminded her of the electronic collar they had taken to Devin, made up of different parts that didn’t seem to match but which also had been securely woven together. The lever had been pulled back, the lock dangling open from it. She pointed to the lock and looked back to Girard to make sure he’d noticed. Excitement ran through her. This could be the electronic lock Devin had mentioned. It had to be. She’d never seen anything else like it. They were in the right place. Girard nodded to show he’d seen the lock and understood its significance. Hallie drew a breath then took hold of the handle and glanced at Girard again to check he was ready before she turned it.

To her surprise, the handle turned and the door opened outward, in front of her. Even though the lock had been open, it still surprised her and she took a step back, out of the way.

She had no time to consider the implications of the unlocked door as Girard was moving forward into the building. There was a shuffle of boots on concrete that sounded like a silent struggle, a low grunt, and a soft thud, as if someone had been hit with a blunt object and Hallie darted around the door, heading into the building.

Forewarned by the thud, Hallie ducked under the blow aimed for her head, pressing herself back against the wall, trying to make sense of what was in front of her as her eyes adjusted to the dimmer light. She had the confusing impression of several people milling about, a solid mass that might have been the van they were looking for, and then another fist was heading towards her and she ducked sideways. The fist hit the wall where her head had been and her would-be attacker grunted with anger and pain. She tripped, almost falling, as she tried to get away from the next blow, and looked down to find Girard slumped against the wall a few paces away from the door. He still had his gun, but seemed disoriented, the weapon lying on the concrete floor, his fingers slack around it, eyes darting one way and another, blood flowing down one side of his face.

“You again,” a male voice said, sounding disgusted.

Hallie glanced to the side and stilled, shock taking hold of her. She’d been half-expecting to see Findo Trask, but not the pair of men who were staring back at her with expressions of almost equal annoyance and anger on their faces. There was another person behind them, keeping back. She ignored the third person for the moment, turning her attention back to the pair in front.

“Tam and Ulf,” she said, still shocked. When she and Girard had chased Tam and questioned him, she’d known the older man hadn’t been telling the whole truth. But she had believed his terror had been genuine. She had believed he had nothing to do with Devin’s death and had dismissed him from her mind as irrelevant to the investigation. And yet here he was. Her skin prickled, stomach hollow with the sensation of having made a potentially terrible mistake even as she wondered just what else she had missed.

“You really don’t know when to stop, do you?” Tam asked, a hard edge to his voice. The frightened older man was gone, replaced with more than a bit of arrogance and cruelty as he stared at her. She couldn’t help but wonder how he had managed to be so convincing as the weak man he’d portrayed before. She’d dealt with plenty of frightened people over the years. More than enough to know when someone was faking. And Tam had actually physically trembled while talking with her and Girard. She wanted to ask him how he had hidden his true nature so well, but there were more important things right now.

“Was it you? Did you kill Devin?” Hallie asked him, the question torn out of her.

“Don’t be stupid,” he said, still sneering. “He was useful. Why would I kill someone useful?”

She believed him. But then, she’d believed him before. Movement nearby caught her attention as the person behind the mechanics moved forward into the light and she realised he was another veondken with the same mottled skin as Winner and Loser. He stared at her, eyes glittering with what looked like primitive hate and Hallie thought of her discussion with the director about the possibility of drugs being used. It would explain a lot. She had a hard time believing that, even in a place as diverse as low city, this sort of large, muscled and aggressive veondken would go unnoticed.

“Kill her now?” the veondken asked.

“Not yet,” Tam said, a snap in his voice. He was in charge of this particular group, Hallie realised. “I’ve something much more entertaining in mind for her. But you can kill him, if you like,” he added, pointing to Girard.

“I wouldn’t do that,” Hallie told him, taking a step closer to Girard so her leg was almost touching his shoulder, and making her voice as hard as possible. “He’s a Conclave Special Investigator, and his location is being tracked. The hochlen are annoyed enough with the one dead body they’ve got.”

A small, tight smile crossed Tam’s face. “That one was an accident,” he said, sending a chill over Hallie’s body. Despite the abrupt change in his persona, she still hadn’t quite believed that he had anything to do with the fighting ring. But he’d just admitted to his involvement.

“What happened?” Hallie asked.

“Think I’m going to tell you?” he asked.

“Yes, actually. I think you’ve been underestimated most of your life and you are dying to tell someone how clever you are,” Hallie said. Not exactly diplomatic, Hallie, her inner voice said. But, to her surprise, it seemed it might be effective.

“I am clever,” Tam said, the smile wider. “Set up that place, got it all organised. Got the word out to the right people. That was all me.”

“And did you recruit the muscle, too?” Hallie asked, glancing at the burly veondken, who was staring at her as if he wondered what she’d taste like as a snack.

Tam’s smile disappeared as if it had been cut off. No, he hadn’t had anything to do with the veondken. There was someone else involved. Her mind immediately went to Findo Trask, who most likely had connections with other veondken. But she couldn’t make that assumption. She’d been proved badly wrong once already.

“No, someone else did that, didn’t they?” Hallie said, hoping to provoke a response and get some more information.

“It was my idea,” Tam said, jaw tight.

“Watch your mouth,” Ulf said, “you don’t want to end up in the ring.”

Hallie’s ears pricked up. That sounded both like a threat, and also as if Ulf was referencing a specific event. Having faced the veondken herself, and not wanting to repeat the experience, Hallie could easily believe that the prospect of being forced to face off against one of the fighters would be an effective threat. From the way that Tam flinched, giving her a glimpse of the frightened man she had first met, she guessed that while he might be pleased with his own cleverness, he was not someone who wanted to fight himself. No, he preferred to watch other people try to kill each other. The realisation left a bad taste in her mouth.

Before she could try to get more information out of the pair, Ulf frowned at Tam. “We need to get moving. If the hochlen has a tracker on him, it’s not safe to stay here.”

The other mechanic spoke with the same casual authority and confidence he’d shown in his garage. Interesting. That suggested he wasn’t completely subservient to Tam. He was speaking more as an equal.

“Get the van ready,” Tam said over his shoulder, the fear fading, his arrogance returning. “I’ll deal with these two.”

Ulf sent a frowning glance at Hallie and Girard, but headed away, towards the van, leaving Hallie facing Tam and the veondken.

“You’re coming with us,” Tam told Hallie. “Get her, and bring her to the van,” he told the veondken. That explained some of his confidence, at least, Hallie thought. He was going to use the veondken to do the physical labour.

The creature smiled, lips peeling back from jagged teeth and he moved forward, hands reaching out. Hallie moved, but she’d forgotten about Girard. She tripped over his outstretched legs, landing on her hands and knees on the concrete floor. Her fingers brushed the gun in Girard’s loose grip and she seized hold of it, scrambling to her feet, putting her back to the wall, holding the weapon out in front of her with both hands. “Stay back,” she told the veondken.

He didn’t pay her any attention, moving closer to her. She pulled the trigger.

The gun shot was shockingly loud, the weapon kicking in her hands.

The shot went straight through the veondken’s mid section. Hallie hadn’t been aiming at anything in particular, but it would have been impossible to miss him as he was so large and so close.

“Stay back,” she said again, “or I’ll shoot.”

“He can take another few bullets,” Tam said coldly, and with absolute certainty.

“Maybe he can, but can you?” Hallie asked, turning the weapon towards him. She was breathing too hard, the shot still ringing through her ears. She’d never threatened to shoot anyone before. But she would do it, if he tried to hurt her. She just hoped that Tam realised that. He seemed like a coward under all that bravado.

“You’ve got no cause to shoot me,” the mechanic said, a nasty little calculating smile on his face. “And no warrant out on me, so you can’t touch me, can you?” he said, a mocking tone entering his voice.

Hallie stayed where she was, anger and frustration curling through her. He was right. She couldn’t detain him. Girard was the one with the authority to arrest or investigate and he wasn’t doing anything right now, not with the head wound. Hallie could only act if she had a contract. She kept the gun pointed at the older man, though. Just in case. She’d shot the veondken. Defending herself. That was permitted, in her mind. But shooting Tam in cold blood was something altogether different. She couldn’t do it.

The older man’s face stayed in that annoying smirk, but he didn’t give any more orders for the veondken to get hold of her, which told Hallie that he wasn’t quite as sure of himself as he was trying to appear. He jerked his head at the veondken. “Come on. We’ve got work to do.” He turned away, with almost deliberate slowness, and headed for the van. The veondken moved with him, one hand on his side where the bullet had gone through, but not without a backward glance to Hallie that made her shiver.

Hallie leant back against the wall, breathing hard, wondering if she should have tried to arrest Tam. Or shoot him, even though she wasn’t sure she’d have been able to hit him with a bullet, and he’d been no immediate danger to her.

Before she could question herself too much, Girard moaned, reminding her of the other very good reason she shouldn’t try and arrest Tam. With the investigator injured, she was on her own and it wouldn’t help Girard one bit if she also got herself hit over the head.

So she stayed where she was, watching as Tam opened the sliding door on the side of the van, catching a glimpse of stacks of wooden crates before the veondken got inside and blocked her view. When Tam had also got into the van, she tucked the gun into a pocket and bent, looping one of Girard’s arms over her shoulder, lifting him up.

“Come on, investigator. I’ll get you some medical attention as soon as I can, but I don’t want to lose them. We need to follow them. You need to get to the car,” she told him, voice low and urgent. She wasn’t sure if he could hear her, or if he would understand. His eyes were open, but moving rapidly as if he couldn’t focus on one thing for any length of time. She’d had to carry unconscious or uncooperative fugitives more than once and knew she could bear his weight for a bit. All the same, it was difficult to move him. He was heavy and uncoordinated. As she got him upright, he seemed to realise she was trying to help him and made an effort to get his feet under him, taking some of the strain off Hallie.

The sound of the van’s engine was loud in the garage, as was the rattle of the shutter door as it wound upward. Hallie dragged Girard out the side door. She needed to get to Girard’s vehicle so they could follow the van. She’d seen enough of its controls over the past couple of days to know it operated more or less like the vans she was used to driving. Girard was hochlen. Given a little bit more time, he should recover enough from his injuries to start functioning again. And he might be able to call for back-up. Right now, her job was to keep track of the van.


Chapter twenty


Hallie half-carried Girard back to the vehicle, distracted by trying to keep track of the van as it pulled out of the garage and turned down the street. It wasn’t moving very fast, staying within the legal speed limit. Which made sense as Tam and Ulf wouldn’t want to attract any unnecessary attention. Any witnesses were unlikely to remember a van travelling at normal speed, but they would remember a van travelling fast enough that the tyres and brakes squealed at every turn.

She got Girard into the passenger seat and hunted in his jacket pocket for the vehicle keys. She found both the keys and his phone, and took the phone as well. She might not need Girard to call for back-up. She pressed his thumb to the fingerprint scanner and the phone unlocked. Scrambling to move as fast as possible, she got behind the wheel and put the phone on the dashboard as she started the engine and pulled away, following the van. She found the call list and re-dialled the last number, which was recorded as Director Roth, putting the phone on speaker.

“Abbot. Report,” the director’s voice, terse and unhappy, filled the small cabin.

“It’s Hallie. Girard is injured. He got hit on the head. Needs medical attention. We found the van at the third address you gave us and I’m following it now. I think the people in it are responsible for your missing men,” Hallie said.

“Talbot. Give me a street address and directions,” the director ordered. He sounded slightly out of breath, as if he was running.

“Bit difficult. There aren’t any street signs. We’re going, ah, towards the old harbour, from what I can tell. Can’t you track Girard’s phone?” Hallie asked.

“We can, yes. As long as it stays on.”

Hallie took her eyes off the road and the van for a brief moment. “It’s got a high battery at the moment, so it should be good for a while longer.”

“Did you see any of the other missing men?” the director asked. He seemed to be in a confined space now, and in the background Hallie heard what sounded like the whine of helicopter engines.

“Not yet. They might have been in the van, or they might be at another location.”

“Does the van driver know you’re following?” the director asked. The signal crackled, as if it was about to break up.

“I don’t know,” Hallie said.

The phone line went dead and she glared at the screen before transferring her attention back to the road, not trying to redial. She’d given the essential information to the director and it was up to him what he did with it. Besides, she needed all her attention for the pursuit. In all her years as a skip tracer she had never had to follow another vehicle on the road. Hardly surprising, as very few people in low city had access to a vehicle.

The van had joined one of the busier roads in low city, where vehicles and pedestrians mixed, meaning Hallie not only had to keep an eye on the van but also the people walking nearby. Even worse, the light was fading. There were almost no street lights in low city, and following the van after dark was going to be almost impossible on the busier streets.

Even as Hallie thought that, a large truck pulled in front of her, blocking her view entirely. She had to swerve and brake sharply to avoid hitting the truck and she bit out a curse, taking a glance across at Girard to make sure he hadn’t been injured again by the sudden movement. He was sitting upright in the passenger seat, his head lolling against the headrest. The bleeding had slowed, and he seemed to be breathing in a steady, regular rhythm, which was one bit of good news, at least.

She resisted the urge to sound the horn or yell at the truck. It kept going, crossing another line of traffic without stopping and attracting a cacophony of angry shouts from people who had to dive out of its path. Sadly that kind of reckless driving wasn’t uncommon. Rather than getting annoyed, Hallie was just relieved that it was out of her way.

Looking ahead, Hallie couldn’t see the van. There was no sign of the metallic blue panels anywhere. She slowed down, looking left to right to see if she could find a trace of it. Nothing. It must have turned off somewhere. But where?

Drumming her fingers on the steering wheel, Hallie kept the car moving at a slow pace until she passed a wide, disused entry way. Once upon a time it had been an open area in front of one of the very few indoor markets. Most people were quite happy with outdoor stalls set up haphazardly from time to time. Every now and then the city tried to do what the authorities called modernising the markets, pulling them off the streets and into purpose-made buildings. It had never really worked and the buildings were mostly abandoned. Large, open indoor spaces. As good as warehouses for someone to hide kidnap victims. Or start another fight ring, Hallie thought. She pulled the steering wheel, veering the car off the side of the road, parking it in the shadow of a wall and pausing. It had sounded as though the director was on his way, possibly with back-up, but she couldn’t be sure how long it would take for them to get here, and she needed to find out if her guess was right and the van had pulled in here. She’d lost sight of it, and this might not be the right place. The least she could do was have a look around.

She tried shaking Girard awake, but he just groaned and turned away. He was still alive, which was something. She pulled out his badge and left it on the driver’s seat so anyone who thought about trying to steal the car would see it. Vehicles did get stolen all the time, but if the would-be thief knew it was a cop car, they might think better of it and leave it alone. She left the phone on the dashboard, so that Director Roth could close in on Girard’s location, and the keys in the ignition in case Girard came to enough to drive himself.

Then she got out and walked around the corner, keeping to the shadowed side of the entry way, heading for the old market. It was only when she was most of the way towards the building and a weight in her pocket bumped against her side that she realised she’d kept the gun. She had meant to leave it with Girard. Too late now. She zipped her jacket pocket shut so that the gun wouldn’t fall out accidentally, and kept going.
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Approaching the wide double doors at the front of the building, Hallie caught the scent of exhaust fumes. There had been a vehicle here recently, which suggested she might be on the right track.

The doors were firmly closed, and she didn’t want to risk drawing attention by going in that way. There would be at least one side entrance for people, and most likely a back entrance for deliveries. Even if her most recent side entrance hadn’t gone well, it was still a better option than going in the front. So she kept going around the side of the building, tucked in close to the wall. About halfway along, she heard muffled voices. More than one person speaking. She froze, pressed against the wall and looked around. Not seeing anyone, she looked up and noticed that of the small windows high in the wall, most were missing their glass, letting sound carry out to her. The voices were too faint for her to identify the speakers or catch any individual words. It sounded like someone was commenting on a sports event, which seemed odd and out of place. Satisfied that she hadn’t been discovered, she kept going. It was only when she was halfway along the side of the building that she wondered if she should have gone back to the vehicle and Girard to update Director Roth. But she was so used to working alone, it hadn’t occurred to her. And she was on her way now. She could have a look around and then report back.

Almost at the end of the wall, she finally found a side door. The wood was warped with age, but it yielded when she gave it a hard tug, the creak of it shockingly loud to her ears. She went still, then pressed herself against one side of the door frame, peering inside, trying to see what she was walking into.

The fading light and lack of interior light just gave her the impression of a wide corridor, some debris on the floor, but no one lying in wait for her. So she went through the door, leaving it open for a quick exit. She could see a paler opening along the corridor, suggesting there might be a light source, so she headed towards that, taking slow, careful steps. The shadows were too deep for her to see what was on the floor and she didn’t want to risk tripping over something or knocking something over if she could help it.

She made it to the opening in the corridor without incident and stopped there, tucking herself against the wall again and peering around the corner. She’d found the main part of the market place. It was a large, open square with a ceiling about two storeys overhead, skylights letting in the last of the daylight. The walls were painted white, which also helped reflect the available light. The floor was laid with large, heavy paving stones that were set in some kind of geometric pattern she couldn’t work out from where she was standing.

The upper storey of the building overhung the open space, giving a shadowed area and in that area she could see and hear people moving. The sight of them made her glad of her caution. There were far more people in here than she had expected.

In the middle of the space there were wooden crates set up in a familiar-looking circular pattern. In another echo to the last fighting circle she’d see, there was a heavy layer of sawdust scattered in the arena and even from this distance she could see and smell the blood that had already been spilled. As Hallie watched, the crowd of people around the outer edge of the space began moving into the centre, taking their seats on the crates, or standing, attention going to the ring in the centre. As far as she could see, the entire audience were men, of all ages and ranging from karlen to various types of veondken. Hallie’s mouth went dry. Tam and his cronies had moved their operation to this place, and they were about to start another round of fights.

She was about to move, to leave and report back to Girard, if he was conscious, or Director Roth. She’d found the fighting ring, and even if she hadn’t seen the blue van yet, there were far too many people in here for her to deal with on her own. But then movement at the edge of the space caught her attention and she stilled, wondering if she could learn something more before she had to leave.

A man walked into the centre of the ring and spread his arms out. The crowd quieted until Hallie could hear her own breathing, harsh and rapid. It was Ulf. The mechanic had changed from his faded overalls into a t-shirt and jeans, and spun around as he spoke, so he could address everyone in the crowd.

“Gentlemen, sadly this is going to have to be our last night of entertainment for a while.” There were mutterings from the crowd. They were not happy about that. “I know, I know. But, as you know, our last venue was discovered and we need to lay low for a bit. To make up for it, we have a splendid piece of entertainment for you this evening. You’ve seen one hochlen at a time in the ring before. Tonight, you’re going to see three, facing off against our seasoned warriors.”

The crowd shouted in approval. Hallie wanted to be sick.

She looked past the crowd and Ulf and saw two vans on the other side of the open area. They were tucked under the overhang, with not much space between them and the ceiling. One looked like the blue metallic vehicle that she’d seen Tam and the others get into. There was a stack of wooden crates next to it, suggesting it was the same van and someone had unloaded it. The other vehicle was an ordinary-looking, white panel van that she would have driven or walked past without a second thought. Both vans had their side doors open and the fading light in the building was strong enough that she could see that there were people in each. The blue van held three bulky shapes that she guessed might be veondken. The white van held more shapes, but they were slumped on the floor so she couldn’t make them out clearly, but if she had to guess, they were the missing hochlen.

Ulf was still droning on, building up anticipation of the fight that the crowd was about to see, reminding the crowd of the last fight night. From the way he described it, Hallie was very glad she hadn’t been there as a witness. Ulf talked about broken bones and blood on the ground in a way that made her feel sick, but which seemed to fire up the audience even more.

With Ulf keeping the crowd’s attention, Hallie ducked back into the shadows of the corridor and pulled out her phone. She started a text to Girard. Found hochlen-

“Well, well, well,” a smooth, low voice said nearby, raising the hairs on her neck. “If it isn’t the little skip tracer.”


Chapter twenty-one


Startled, and annoyed with herself for not keeping a better watch on her surroundings, Hallie tried to press send on her phone. Girard needed to know what she’d found. Assuming he’d recovered enough to be able to read a text. As she touched the key, a blow smacked into her wrist and the phone fell, clattering to the concrete floor. Then a boot came down on it, crushing the device.

“Damnit, that’s half a month’s wages to replace,” Hallie said, her already roused temper spiking as she turned to face the new arrival. No, arrivals.

Findo Trask stood in the corridor in front of her, not even breathing hard from destroying her phone. The short, stocky veondken was dressed in what looked like a custom-made white silk shirt and dark trousers, a far cry from the cheap and smelly clothes he’d been wearing the last time she had seen him. He also had on a small, pleased smile as he stared up at her. The smile made her wary. He looked happy to see her here, which suggested this was the last place she should be. She tensed even further, hands curling into fists, looking for an opportunity to move. There were two other veondken behind him that looked like mature adults of his kind, their horns fully developed. They were dressed in close-fitting black t-shirts and jeans, as if someone had given them the idea for a uniform. The short-sleeved tops showed off the muscles in their arms. Hallie mentally classed them as bodyguards, and wondered if they were as proficient in fighting as Findo was. Or more so. A daunting thought.

“Don’t worry, you’re not going to miss your phone for long,” Findo said, the smug tone setting Hallie’s teeth on edge. He was definitely far too happy that she was here.

“The Conclave Investigators are on their way,” Hallie told him, pulse thumping in her ears. She had seen this young man casually nearly kill a police officer. He was far, far more dangerous than he looked.

“You mean the hochlen you left in his vehicle outside? I had it moved. Don’t worry, he’s still breathing. For now. But if he wakes up, he’ll be searching in the wrong place,” Findo said.

Hallie silently went through her entire repertoire of curses, guilt stabbing at her. She shouldn’t have left Girard alone. She’d known how vulnerable he was with the head injury. But then she hadn’t planned on getting caught. A quick look around, to see if this was indeed where the blue van had gone. Then she’d planned to go back out to report her findings. And now she was trapped.

Hallie pressed her shoulders against the wall. She was outnumbered, and not just in this corridor. There was an arena full of restless men behind her, all here to watch hochlen fight. She was sure they’d be equally happy to watch something awful happen to her.

“It was you behind this thing all the time, wasn’t it?” Hallie asked, not really expecting an answer. She’d been shocked to find Tam and Ulf involved in the enterprise, but neither of them had seemed to be the one at the top of everything. At first glance, the veondken in front of her seemed an unlikely criminal mastermind, but it fit him better than the two human mechanics.

“Clever girl,” Findo said, smug smile still in place.

“Tam is very proud of his organising, but it was you who put the final touches to it, wasn’t it? The electronic collar? The drugs?”

Findo’s smile widened, confirming her guess without him needing to say anything. But he dipped his chin, attempting to look humble. It didn’t work. Now she’d caught a glimpse of the cunning mind behind the young face, she didn’t believe that false modesty for one moment. “I like to please my audience,” Findo said. “People pay more for a better show.”

Hallie couldn’t suppress a shudder of revulsion at that. He’d deliberately fuelled the aggression and strength of the veondken, making them even more formidable fighters. All to please a crowd. And she’d seen the gleam in his eyes when he’d mentioned payment. He liked money. A lot.

“How did you get the drugs?” Hallie asked, almost against her will. She’d told the director that something that potent on the streets of low city would have been noticed, but she wanted to be sure. She wanted to know where it had come from, in the vague and probably foolish idea she might be able to stop it somehow.

“A little cocktail of my own making. I’ve always loved chemistry,” Findo said, smiling again.

Hallie wanted to ask how he’d perfected the recipe but the words wouldn’t come out of her throat. She actually didn’t want to know the answer. She was disgusted enough. But an image of Devin’s face, sightless eyes staring up at the ceiling, came to her mind and she forced herself to speak. “It provokes aggression, doesn’t it?”

“In high enough doses, it provides limitless capacity for violence,” Findo said, his lips curved in a cruel and delighted smile. “My little pets. Nothing stops them short of death. They just want to fight everything.”

“Then why use collars?” Hallie asked, mouth dry.

“Because they want to fight everything,” Findo said, speaking as if she was a very stupid child. “The collars give me some control, let me direct them.”

“And when the drug wears off, or they don’t have enough in their system, it drops them into sleep, doesn’t it?” Hallie asked, a jolt running through her as she remembered the peculiar encounters with the drugged veondken. And Findo himself, the first time she’d encountered him. A little bit of his own drug would have given him the extra stamina to run for the two solid hours she’d chased him, when she’d had to use all of her own strength to barely stay in sight of him. Then, when he’d fallen into the rotting vegetables, his stamina had run out. And again at the police station, he’d worked himself up into a frenzy before falling unconscious again. She’d been right not to trust his reactions. “That’s an unfortunate side effect,” she added without thinking.

“It hardly matters,” he said, the edge to his voice letting Hallie know that she’d hit a nerve.

“And I’m guessing they build up a tolerance,” she said slowly, putting the clues together as she spoke. The nameless veondken who she’d fought with a chair and length of pipe had been slower than Winner and Loser, his skin more faded. “And then it doesn’t work as well on them.”

Findo’s eyes narrowed, making him look almost as dangerous as one of the drugged veondken, letting Hallie know her guess was accurate. Despite her circumstances, she had a moment’s sympathy remembering Winner, who had been proud of his accomplishments in the fighting ring.

“When that happens, you leave the veondken behind, I guess. They aren’t useful any longer,” she said.

“Well, aren’t you the clever one?” Findo still had that edge in his voice. But it confirmed her guess. Winner, Loser and the unnamed veondken had been left behind. Discarded like rubbish.

“Well, even with the drug, it didn’t all go your way, though, did it?” Hallie asked. It wasn’t a clever or wise thing to provoke him, but her mouth and her mind seemed to be working on different tracks, a certain recklessness taking hold. “I mean, you ended up kidnapping hochlen.”

“A little bump in the road,” Findo said. He tried to smile, but there was no real humour or even smugness in it. “They paid their way in. Wanted to test their strength against the fighters,” he said, a savage edge creeping into his voice. “They didn’t believe that one of my beasts could best them. And then when they were beaten, they wanted an edge.”

Hallie’s breath caught in her throat. She could easily imagine young hochlen men thinking that they could fight and defeat anything in an illegal bout. And she could also easily imagine their fury if they didn’t win. Findo would have been smart enough to stop the fight before any of the hochlen died. Unlike the other men - karlen and veondken - whose bodies she and Girard had found. The elite would have wanted another change, though. None of the young men was used to being denied anything. They might all be second-born sons, but that just meant they had all the power and influence of hochlen with none of the responsibility that went with being their fathers’ heirs. The young men would have been prepared to take risks to prove themselves, perhaps goaded on by their friends. And, from what she knew about Findo’s fighting operation, it was easy to guess what might have happened. “You gave them the drugs?” Hallie asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

“Just one,” Findo said, and the smug smile was back. “It seems that there are some things even a hochlen can’t handle.”

“He died of heart failure,” Hallie said, remembering Erbin Romero’s autopsy report. The medical examiner would still be running his tests, and she wondered if it would occur to him to compare the blood samples from Erbin Romero to any of the veondken bodies that had been taken to high city.

Findo’s smile vanished, anger taking its place. “He did. And then of course they all wanted out. Threatened me with lawsuits and their security forces.” The bitter, dark fury behind those words made Hallie want to take a step back. She was seeing the real Findo Trask. A veondken as arrogant as any hochlen. “But this is my city.”

She tried to think of a way of distracting him, pulling him out of the violence she could sense behind his words. “So, you organised the fighting for the money and power. But I don’t understand why you set yourself up to get caught in, to have a skip tracer sent after you?” The warrant that had been put out on him, and which had led to her catching him, had been a result of an impressive and chaotic crime spree that, with hindsight, seemed to have been designed to draw attention to him. “I mean, you were completely invisible until then.”

“Ah, but that was the problem,” Findo said, the fury in his voice fading, although there was still an edge to his tone. “No one ever knew who I was. No one ever appreciated what I was capable of. And I knew if I made a big enough of a mess they would send you. Low city’s most successful skip tracer.” The venom in his words made Hallie press herself back against the wall again, in a futile attempt to get away from him. “I needed to see what you were made of.”

“I do my job,” Hallie said, her face and lips feeling numb. She remembered the hatred she’d seen in Findo when she’d brought him into custody. She’d thought he had hated skip tracers in general, but it seemed she’d only been partly right. The emotion in his face and voice was personal, directed at her.

“Precisely. And you always get your target, don’t you? Cunning little witch.” There was no trace of his earlier self-satisfaction. His whole body was almost shaking with the strength of the naked fury and loathing she could see in his face. “And you probably don’t even remember the ones you catch, do you? The ones you condemn to a slow death in custody?”

Hallie frowned at him. He was being truthful in what he was saying, but there was a whole world of things he wasn’t saying. “So, you knew someone I caught?” Hallie asked. “And did they die? I’m sorry about that.” She meant it, even though he would most likely not believe her. She hadn’t been aware of any of her fugitives dying in custody after she turned them over to the police. But then, unless they made the news, she very rarely heard anything about the skips she turned over once they were in the hands of law enforcement.

“You’re sorry, are you?” Findo hissed at her, taking a step forward and holding her eyes. “As if that makes it all better?”

“No, I don’t suppose it does help,” Hallie said, “but I am sorry all the same.”

“Tell that to my mother. Oh, wait, you can’t, because she’s dead. She died slowly in prison after you brought her in,” Findo said. His eyes were flat. Hallie couldn’t see any grief in him, only hate. “She evaded a half dozen skip tracers before you. But then you found her and sent her to her death.”

Her pulse picked up and her stomach dropped. He thought she had been involved in his mother’s death. No wonder he hated her. She’d only ever brought in one of his kind before, a woman, several years before. She hadn’t known about the other skip tracers before her on that particular hunt, but it didn’t surprise her. The woman had been clever and cunning in avoiding capture as well as being a proficient fighter. She’d been a challenge to get hold of. Even with Hallie’s rapid healing abilities it had taken her a week or so to fully recover.

Hallie hadn’t known that the fugitive had had children. And it wouldn’t have made a difference, Hallie knew. She had been given a job to do. She did her work to the best of her abilities and had to trust the system beyond that. She had to. She did come across innocent people from time to time, but the majority of people she brought in were guilty of whatever they had been charged with, and Findo Trask’s mother had been no exception. The system had worked and his mother had been sent to prison. But something had gone badly wrong. The prison was supposed to contain inmates, not see them die. And as sorry as Hallie was about the woman’s death, the fugitive had been healthy when Hallie had turned her over. In fact, Hallie had been the one injured from the struggle to bring her in. So, however Findo’s mother had died, it wasn’t Hallie’s fault. She was quite sure about that. The facts weren’t going to help her with Findo, though.

Hallie couldn’t think of anything to say that wouldn’t fuel Findo’s hate and fury. She wanted to express sympathy for the loss of his mother, but thought that would most likely lead to him completely losing control. Instead, she turned back to something she still found difficult to believe. “You really did allow yourself to get caught so you could meet me?” she asked, brow furrowed.

“I wanted to find out how good you were,” Findo said, his fury dampening down, a hint of that irritating smugness returning. Hallie wasn’t sure which mood was more dangerous. “To see if we really needed to be worried about you. And punish you a little,” he added, a hint of violence in his face. She remembered his expression as he’d launched an attack at her in the police cell. He would have happily killed her then.

“I had no idea that you existed until the warrant came out for you,” Hallie told him, voice clipped. It probably wasn’t the best idea to antagonise a criminal mastermind, but she had an unreasonable spike of temper of her own burning in her. Findo blamed her for something she hadn’t done. She’d been set up by this man to catch him, and hadn’t managed to keep hold of him. It didn’t matter to her that he’d technically been in police custody when he made his break for freedom. She had been present. “Did you always plan to try and kill someone in your escape?”

“No. I planned to kill you. But it will be far more entertaining to watch someone else do it for me,” Findo said, another one of those unpleasant smiles on his face. He flicked a glance over his shoulder. “Take her to the ring.”
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The ring. A jolt of fear ran through Hallie. She was quite sure that was the last place she wanted to go. She ducked and ran, as fast as she could, trying to avoid the pair of veondken bodyguards. But they moved with more speed and agility than seemed possible, given their muscular bulk, and had a hold of her before she’d gone half a step away. Still, she struggled against their hold, kicking out and trying to scratch them with her short fingernails. Nothing worked. She was lifted off the ground like troublesome baggage and carried around the corner of the corridor, out into the open space.

A raucous chorus of cheers rose up as Hallie was carried across the floor, through the crowd of people on their packing crates, and then dumped in the sawdust-strewn centre of the arena. She hit the ground and immediately got to her feet, looking around. She was surrounded by men - human and veondken - all staring at her. In the sea of unfamiliar faces, she caught sight of Tam and Ulf, standing together near the back of the crowd. Tam was grinning, clearly enjoying her predicament. Ulf was scowling. Perhaps he’d figured out that she had followed them. Hallie couldn’t imagine that Findo would be a kind and forgiving boss. Tam and Ulf had led her right to this building, to this arena. And although the veondken might be making the best of it, throwing her into the circle, she had interrupted whatever he’d had planned. She remembered Ulf’s reference to going into the ring, and wondered if he was worried he might be the next piece of entertainment for the baying crowd.

As she watched, Findo stopped next to Tam and Ulf and spoke to them briefly. Ulf’s expression changed from frowning to smiling. Hallie tensed even further. She had a feeling that Ulf’s happiness would not be good for her. He moved away from Findo and Tam, heading back into the arena. He was careful to stop several paces away from Hallie. He lifted his arms, spreading his hands wide, calling for silence. The crowd quieted at once.

“We have an unexpected visitor, as you can see. And not just any visitor. She’s a skip tracer,” Ulf said, a savage bite to his words.

The cheers from moments before were replaced by an ugly grumbling, a few jeers and a shout of Give her to me - I’ll sort her out. That was followed by a few grim chuckles and murmurs of agreement. She remembered Tam saying that skip tracers were scum. It seemed the crowd agreed. Hallie suspected that a lot of the people in the room had either faced a skip tracer themselves or knew someone who had. Despite the long history of the police using skip tracers to hunt down fugitives, there still seemed to be a common myth that the private contractors were easier to evade than the police, followed by absolute outrage when the individual was in fact caught. She might not know the people who were here, but she knew the type.

“So let’s see how she fares against our resident warriors and the hochlen,” Ulf finished, and waved a hand to someone outside the crowd.

The gathered men parted ways and three men shuffled through the crowd, forced forward by the veondken bodyguards who’d dropped Hallie in the arena. The three men were huddled close together, all wearing what had once been pale-toned dress shirts and dark, formal trousers, their clothes now ripped and stained. From what Hallie could see, they were all missing their ID bracelets. More concerning was that they all seemed injured. One had heavy bruising and swelling on the side of his face. The second was slightly hunched over, as if his midsection hurt. Possible internal injuries, Hallie realised, with another chill across her skin. External cuts and bruises were much easier to assess. But anything hidden could be lethal. The last man was holding one arm close to his body. Despite the dirt on their clothes and injuries, Hallie recognised them from the photographs she’d seen. The missing men. Oswain Dorsey, Llew Kennedy and Carrado Galloway. They were all of similar heights, and she knew they were of similar ages from the information she’d seen about them. Beyond that, they were quite different. Oswain had pale, almost translucent skin, deep-set dark blue eyes, the red-brown hair and close-cropped beard she’d seen in photos now tangled and matted. Llew had sallow skin and what had been silky black hair, his eyes downcast, while Carrado had warm-toned, deep brown skin and black hair that looked as matted as Oswain’s, tied back from his head in a rough knot. They were a far cry from the confident, smiling men Hallie had seen in the photographs Girard had provided. But then they had been missing for several days. And while hochlen were notoriously difficult to injure, Findo had said that they had been in the ring with the drug-enhanced veondken fighters, he just hadn’t said how often. From the state of the three men, Hallie suspected they’d been through several fights. Having faced some of the veondken, Hallie was surprised the three elite men weren’t more badly hurt.

Movement behind her made her turn, putting her back to the hochlen, in time to see the crowd part again, allowing a trio of veondken through. As the veondken walked towards the ring, they each paused by Tam, who pressed an injector into their upper arms, pushing the plunger home. Findo’s drugs. Each of the fighters coming towards her, all twitching after they had been injected, had the same mottled skin as Winner, Loser and the veondken Hallie had found near Nafiens Marsh, with one clear difference. The grey and blue patches on their skin were clear, sharply defined and vivid, and as Hallie watched, the patches rippled, colours deepening. She shuddered. She was seeing the full effects of Findo’s drugs, not the lingering after-effects that had still been in Winner, Loser or the other veondken.

One of the fighters ahead of her had the same long, sharp claws that both Winner and Loser had had. All of them were bulky with muscle, and looked eager to fight. They all also wore the kind of electronic collar that had been on Loser. Seen on these veondken, it reminded Hallie more of a collar someone might put on a dangerous animal to keep it in check and her breath caught in her throat, remembering Findo’s comments, wondering just how dangerous these veondken were that their handlers wanted collars on them. She’d faced Findo’s discarded fighters before now, not those in their prime. Their small, glittering eyes swept over Hallie and to the hochlen behind her, then back to her. The three grinned, exposing jagged, yellowing teeth.

“Let the entertainment begin!” Ulf said, and headed out of the arena. The crowd roared in approval and started a chant of Fight fight fight.

In a normal circumstance, with three hochlen and her own scrappy fighting skills, Hallie would not have panicked at the thought of facing three veondken. The elite were trained in combat, after all. But these were not normal circumstances. Every one of the hochlen behind her was injured, and the veondken were quivering with the after-effects of Findo’s cocktail. Hallie wanted to run. It was the only sensible thing to do. But there was no escape. The crowd of onlookers had closed ranks again, and she had no doubt that if she tried to break through the ring of people, she’d either get beaten up or thrown back into the arena. So she didn’t have a choice. She had to stand her ground.

She crouched a little, muscles tense, facing three veondken with no one standing beside her, mouth dry, heart thudding in her ears. She’d been called many things in her life, but entertainment was a new one. Hallie was aware that her mental voice had a half-hysterical edge but couldn’t do anything about it. Every member of the crowd was eager to see her and the three hochlen pulled apart by the fighters. She couldn’t defeat even one of the veondken on her own. The only chance she had, and the only chance the hochlen had, was if they worked together.

She took a few paces back and to the side, careful to stay out of reach of the baying crowd, bringing her into line with the three men. The veondken watched her move with near-identical grins, seemingly content to stay where they were. They probably didn’t even see her as a threat. She needed to find a way to use that to her advantage. Even injured, hochlen could put up resistance to the veondken. If they would work together.

“How badly injured are you?” she asked the man nearest to her. He was the one with the bruising down the side of his face. Oswain Dorsey. The one who she thought might have internal injuries was in the middle, perhaps being flanked by the other two as they realised he was the weakest of them. It suggested that they might care about what happened to each other. Which was something Hallie could work with.

The man turned so he could glare at her with his one open eye. Despite the injury, he still matched the photographs she’d seen of Oswain Dorsey. In the still images, he’d seemed to be one of the leaders of the group and the lift of his chin and hostile stare he gave her suggested that those impressions had been correct.

“Who are you, woman?” he demanded.

“I’ve been working with the Conclave Investigators, trying to find you,” Hallie told him in a low voice.

His lip curled. “You’ve not been doing a good job then, have you?”

Hallie wanted to shake him. He was in an arena facing possible death at the hands of veondken fighters, and he was still being arrogant.

“Do you want to live or not?” Hallie asked him.

He never got a chance to reply. The veondken charged at Hallie and the three men. No, not at all of them, Hallie saw. The three veondken went straight for the middle man - Llew Kennedy - as if knowing he was the weakest of the three. The fighters to either side reached for the man’s arms while the one in the middle aimed a meaty fist at the man’s midsection. The man howled in pain and fear before the fist ever reached him, raising another cheer from the crowd.

Hallie moved, grabbing hold of the middle veondken’s arm before he could land his punch. She put all her weight against the fighter, trying to pull him off-balance, away from the injured man. The veondken growled and turned, lifting her off her feet when she didn’t let go of him and then shaking his arm, throwing her off.

Hallie landed on the floor, the air knocked out of her, and rolled. As she did so, something hard pressed into her ribs. Girard’s gun. She’d forgotten about it again. She wasn’t used to carrying any weapon at all, let alone a gun she didn’t know how to use. She scrambled back to her feet as a pair of the fighters approached her, yellowing teeth exposed, eyes bright as they stared at her.

“Pretty little thing,” one of the fighters said.

“Shame to spoil the face,” the other one agreed.

“What, are you supposed to be comedians now?” Hallie asked, taking a step sideways and away from them. She was almost at the centre of the arena. Behind the pair of veondken who were following her movement, she could see all the hochlen grappling with the remaining fighter. They seemed to be losing, despite there being three of them. As she watched, Oswain climbed up the veondken’s back, trying to get an arm around his neck. That seemed to have some effect.

The two fighters in front of Hallie were still closing in on her. They were each wearing the ragged remnants of t-shirts and knee-length shorts, the fabric covered with dark stains that Hallie thought might be blood. Despite the glitter of their eyes, and the lust for violence Hallie could sense from each of them, they were moving slowly, approaching her with wide grins on their faces that exposed their jagged teeth. Enjoying the hunt, Hallie thought, and couldn’t help wonder just how many other people they had stalked like this over the time that the fighting ring had been operating. Her mouth went dry, pulse loud in her ears. She did not want to be just another victim. The one to her right had the clawed hands and she made sure to keep a close eye on what he was doing.

The fighter on Hallie’s left swiped a long arm towards her and she ducked under it, hand scrabbling to release the zip on her pocket and get to the gun.

The fighter on Hallie’s right kicked out at her, catching her behind her knees, sending her sprawling to the floor again, much to the crowd’s delight. Hallie ignored the baying for her blood and instead got her hand around the butt of the gun and found the trigger. She rolled in the sawdust and dragged the gun out of her pocket as she got to her feet, holding it in front of her with both hands and aiming the muzzle at the nearest fighter’s head. She pulled the trigger. The shot went wide, but the fighter froze in shock, staring at the gun in her hands. She pulled the trigger again and watched in horror as the bullet tore through his face, ripping out the back of his head as it went through him. The fighter fell to the floor, his remaining eye glazing over.

She’d killed him. She went absolutely still in shock, ice crawling over her skin. She hadn’t actually meant to kill him. She hadn’t been aiming at his head, just at the fighter in general. And now he was dead and she could see the inside of his skull. Headshots were the only thing that worked on these veondken. She knew that. Girard had shown her that by killing three of them. But standing next to Girard while he wielded the gun was quite a different thing to pulling the trigger herself.

The howling of the crowd snapped her out of her stillness.

One down, Hallie told herself. She didn’t have time to be sick. She turned the gun on the next fighter just as he charged towards her. She aimed at him, which was difficult to do with her hands shaking and her stomach twisting, and pulled the trigger. A bullet ripped through his shoulder. Before she could adjust her aim, he barrelled into her, tearing her back down to the ground, one hand reaching for the gun. One of Hallie’s hands was ripped free of the weapon, the other slammed against the sawdust-covered concrete floor, the pain of the impact making her cry out. She twisted, somehow keeping her grip on the gun, and aimed a kick at the veondken. By some miracle, her kick connected with something sensitive enough to make the fighter loosen his grip on her enough that she managed to wriggle away.

The hand holding the gun felt numb and white hot with pain at the same time. She came to her knees, cradling the damaged hand with her good one, the finger against the trigger feeling swollen and clumsy as she aimed at the veondken again. She fired, crying out at the pain that coursed through her hand. The bullet struck the fighter’s shoulder again.

“You have a gun?” an unfamiliar voice hissed next to her ear. She risked a glance to one side and found the hochlen with the injured arm next to her. His black hair was stringy and limp, strands of it that had come loose from the knot at the back of his head sticking to his face. A far cry from the glossy and artistically arranged curls she’d seen in photographs, but she still recognised him as Carrado Galloway. He held out his hand, silently demanding the weapon. She stared at him, reluctant to surrender her only advantage. And it wasn’t her gun to hand over, either. He scowled and grabbed hold of the weapon, trying to pull it out of her hands. She whimpered as the rough movement sent waves of pain through her damaged hand. The hochlen didn’t flinch and didn’t stop, ripping the weapon from her fingers and taking aim at the veondken that was now charging towards them both. He fired into the creature, aiming for its head, and kept firing until the veondken was on the ground, a sickening mess where its head had been, and the gun had stopped issuing bullets and instead was making a small clicking sound. Then he flicked a glance down at her. “Magazine,” he said, his tone making it a demand.

“What?” Hallie asked, getting to her feet. She tucked her damaged hand next to her chest. She thought there might be at least one broken bone.

“I need more ammunition,” Carrado said, exaggerating each word as if she was an idiot.

“I don’t have any,” Hallie said.

“What do you mean, you don’t have another magazine?”

“It’s not my gun,” Hallie said.

“Then how are we supposed to get out of here?” he asked, voice rising. The other two hochlen were pressed up against him now, all of them facing the sole remaining veondken.

“Well, I was going to use the gun as leverage to make a path,” Hallie said, her temper spiking, “until you decided you knew better and used all the ammunition we have to kill one veondken.”

The last remaining veondken was stalking towards them, his attention seemingly focused on the hochlen holding the gun.

“How was I supposed to know you were stupid enough to not have any spare magazines?” Carrado demanded.

“You’ve been held captive for several days, and I managed to find you, and you’re calling me stupid?” Hallie asked, hearing the anger in her voice and unable to help it.

“Well, well, well, aren’t we full of surprises?” Findo Trask’s voice cut across whatever the hochlen might have said. He was standing at the back of the crowd, but the people in front of him had moved aside, giving him a clear view of the arena. “Now, where did you get that gun from, Hallie? You know it’s forbidden here.”

Hallie glared at him, not answering. He was right, and that annoyed her almost more than the hochlen ripping the gun away from her. Possession of a firearm was illegal in low city. She flexed her injured hand, testing it. Pain shot up her arm, setting her nerves on fire. But she could move her fingers. Badly injured. But not broken. She could still use her hand if she needed to. That was the first bit of good news she’d had in what felt like forever.

“This is the most incompetent rescue ever,” Oswain hissed from Carrado’s other side. Llew stayed silent. Hallie spared him a sideways glance. He’d grown even paler and was swaying slightly on his feet. He needed urgent medical attention.

But first she had to deal with Findo, the crowd of angry men around her, and the veondken who was staring at her and the three hochlen with open hostility. He’d just seen his two companions killed, after all.

“I agree,” Carrado said. The pair of them were focused on their own hurt and grievance, Hallie realised. They may not even have recognised how badly hurt their friend was.

Before Hallie could reply, to the hochlen or Findo, the air was split by a loud, crackling explosion and smoke billowed into the air. Through the smoke, Hallie could see the bulky shapes of armed men and women, all dressed in black. Hochlen security. Even as Hallie’s knees went weak with relief that help had arrived, a little sour voice in her mind reflected that doubtless this was what the three men standing next to her would consider to be a competent rescue.

In the midst of the heavily armed security agents was a trio of familiar figures. Girard, with a white field dressing on one side of his head, Director Roth, and Melechan Mills. Hallie could easily have done without the director or Mel, but she was happy to see Girard on his feet.

Before she could call out to the investigators, she saw the pair of burly veondken who had been acting as Findo Trask’s bodyguards charging at the nearest group of armed hochlen. Behind them, apparently unseen by the hochlen, Hallie caught sight of a stout shadow slipping away through the smoke. Findo Trask was making another attempt at escape. He’d got away from her once before, and that was once too many as far as she was concerned. She set off after him, her progress hampered a little by the panicked members of the crowd, no longer baying for blood, but now trying to escape the attentions of hochlen security.


Chapter twenty-two


Hallie’s eyes were stinging from the smoke as she made her way back to the corridor she’d first used. She caught sight of a shadow heading towards the door that she’d left propped open and set off at a jog, trying to ignore the waves of pain coursing through her hand.

She reached the door just as Findo was trying to slam it shut. Rather than putting her hand into the gap and risking getting it even more badly damaged, she charged the door, setting her shoulder to it.

The door blew off its hinges, splinters flying into the air, and both the heavy wood and Hallie landed on top of Findo.

With the breath knocked out of her for a second time, Hallie stayed where she was for a moment, trying to breathe, scrabbling to her feet when the door moved underneath her and Findo’s head and shoulders appeared close by. The veondken was furious. He lunged for her and she stumbled away from him, unsteady on her feet, but out of his grasp. She reached for the flexi-cuffs at her belt. She might not have an official warrant out on him, but he was wanted by the local cops, and this was one time she’d take the consequences of a wrongful arrest. If it came to that. Besides, he’d been trying to get her killed, and that definitely gave her a right to detain him, if nothing else.

The noise of heavy machinery and the thump thump thump of helicopter blades made her look up involuntarily, just in time to be blinded by a huge, brilliant white searchlight that flicked on underneath the heavy bulk of what looked like the same helicopter as before.

She flung up a hand, trying to shield her eyes, her vision in negative images as she blinked to try to regain some semblance of normal sight. The light was almost too bright for her to see anything, such as when Findo began moving away again. But Hallie had sharp senses, thanks to her hochlen heritage, and caught the sensation and sound of movement against her skin and in her ears. She moved after him without a second thought and spilled out of the spotlight beam into blessed dark for a moment, catching sight of Findo’s running form. Spitting out a curse, she ran after him. The helicopter followed. The searchlight moved ahead of her, highlighting Findo as he ran into the street and then turned, heading for the nearby open marketplace. He weaved his way through the sparse traffic and people, his progress hindered by the fact that everyone had stopped and turned to stare up at the helicopter low overhead, most people also flinging up their hands against the blinding searchlight.

Her lungs were on fire, the muscles in her legs burning in sympathy. She was having to use her arms to propel her forward in her run, and that meant her hand was being jolted with every step. She couldn’t get enough air. All she could hear was the helicopter overhead and the harsh edge of her own breathing. She couldn’t hear any of the questions shouted at her by the people she ran past. She had no attention to spare for anything apart from Findo Trask’s back as he ran ahead of her. He was faster than she was, even if she hadn’t been injured. She’d only caught him in the scrap yard because he’d fallen into a container. But there were no containers here for him to fall into. Just the expanse of a busy market, with dozens of stalls and upwards of a hundred people milling about, even at this hour. She was falling further behind, despite her best efforts to keep up. She stumbled over some obstacle on the ground, pain jolting up her arm as she righted herself and kept going.

Ahead of her, Findo paused and turned, a smile on his face. He thought he was winning. He was winning. He was far enough away now that it would take something of a miracle for Hallie to catch him. As he turned back to run on, someone bumped into him. Caught by surprise and off-balance, the veondken tumbled sideways into the nearest market stall, which was a food stand selling skewers of cooked vegetables. Findo let out a girlish scream as he fell to the ground, screaming again as he hit the hard floor.

Hallie caught up to him soaked in sweat, breathing hard, and then had to stop and choke on a laugh when she saw what had happened. Findo had managed to impale himself on several of the hot skewers, and had then landed on them more heavily when he fell to the ground. He was wriggling, trying to get hold of the ends of the skewers to pull them out, and cursing as he did so as the skewers were still burning hot. His once-pristine white shirt was now stained with vivid yellow and red from the peppers and tomatoes that were on the skewers, along with dark purple from an imported vegetable that Hallie couldn’t identify.

Not trusting that he wouldn’t manage to get away, despite the row of skewers sticking out of him, Hallie grabbed one of his arms and slid the flexi-cuff over his wrist, managing to get hold of his other hand and repeat the process. It didn’t do anything about his cursing, but it at least meant that he was secure for now. She’d got him. Unlike the last time she’d captured him, he stayed awake and furious, wriggling in his efforts to get free of the skewers and only succeeding in making the mess worse.

With Findo as secure as she could make him, Hallie stood and breathed, trying to get her heart rate under control and stop the burning sensation in her lungs. She cradled her hand to her chest again. All the running had made the pain worse.

Heavy footsteps behind her made her flinch and turn. She relaxed fractionally when she saw Girard and Director Roth.

“Who is this?” the director asked.

“This is Findo Trask,” Hallie said. “He’s the one behind the fighting ring.”

“Are those skewers in his side?” the director asked, peering down at Findo as if doubting the evidence of his own eyes.

“Yes, sir. He collided with a passer-by and then into the hot food stall,” Hallie said, pointing to the half-overturned stall. As if waiting for his cue, the vendor stepped around the stall.

“This woman works for you? She caused this whole thing,” the vendor said, his voice high and whiny.

“No, I didn’t,” Hallie disagreed. “This idiot ran away from me and fell into your stall. That’s hardly my fault.”

“You were chasing him. Skip tracer scum,” the vendor said.

Hallie normally let name-calling slide over her. She’d had to get used to a lot of it over the years. But it had been a difficult night. She managed to keep all her hasty, angry words contained and instead turned to Findo Trask. “On your feet,” she told him, reaching down with her good hand to take hold of the flexi-cuffs.

The veondken aimed a kick at her hand instead. A sweeping, practised move that would have done some damage if it had reached her. She jumped back, out of reach, and swore. She should have realised that he was still dangerous, even with his hands tied.

“Allow us,” the director said.

Hallie glanced over her shoulder and saw a team of four black-clad, heavily armed hochlen security. They were all wearing what looked like badges, which made her brows lift. Not just badges, but the same symbol that was on Girard’s badge. It seemed that the Conclave Investigators had their own security team.

She took a step back and let the quartet pick up Findo Trask and carry him away, steam still rising from the skewers along his side. Now that the danger was over and the veondken was securely in someone else’s custody, she had to bite back a laugh at the sight of the vegetables spinning slowly from Findo’s side. If she hadn’t seen it for herself, she wouldn’t have believed it.

Findo’s minor injuries reminded her that Girard had been more seriously hurt. When she looked for Girard, she saw him handing some money to the vendor.

“You are welcome back anytime, sir,” the vendor said, all smiles as the money disappeared into his pockets. Hallie was quite sure that whatever amount Girard had given him was at least twice what he’d normally make in a single night. She smoothed the scowl from her forehead, her sore hand still cradled against her, and turned to follow the security team, lips twitching as she heard a litany of complaints and threats to sue from Findo Trask.

“Are you alright?” Girard asked, falling into step beside her.

“Hit my hand on the concrete. It’s sore, but not broken. You?” Hallie asked. He was walking in a straight line, but he had taken a significant blow to his head.

“We gave him some healing and painkillers,” Director Roth said from Hallie’s other side. “Luckily, Abbot has a hard head.”

“So my mother keeps telling me, sir,” Girard said, with easy humour that reassured Hallie far about the state of his health more than the fact he was up and walking around.

“I took your gun. I’m sorry. Carrado Galloway had it last I saw,” she said.

“I got it back, thank you,” Girard said. He still sounded amused.

“Was he still complaining that I didn’t bring any more ammunition?” Hallie asked.

Girard gave a short bark of laughter, echoed by the director. “He was.”

“They are getting medical attention just now,” the director added. He slanted a look at Hallie. “You don’t give up, do you?”

Hallie frowned, puzzled. “I always get my fugitives, if that’s what you mean, sir,” she said.

For some reason that made Peredur Roth laugh.

“I told you,” Girard said to the director. “Best recovery rate in the whole of Erset. Er, low city.”

That made Hallie blush, and she was glad of the dark to hide her face.

They walked in silence for a bit longer, making Hallie realise just how far she’d chased Findo Trask from the old market building. Now that the danger had passed, fatigue was taking over, her whole body heavy.

The outside of the market building was now swarming with activity. There were at least three large, dark vans, one of which Hallie thought belonged to the forensic team, and several squads of hochlen security. The team ahead of her, Girard and the director dropped Findo into the back of one of the vans, shackling his feet to the floor. One of the team turned around and lifted a hand, beckoning Hallie over.

“Ma’am, can you release his hands so we can put the manacles on him?” he asked.

The formal address and polite tone made Hallie blink, but she fished her keys out of a pocket and released the flexi-cuffs from Findo’s wrists. The veondken immediately lunged forward with a low, guttural cry of rage, his hands going for her throat. He had either forgotten or didn’t care that his feet were secured to the floor of the van. All the same, Hallie stepped back out of his reach and watched as Findo fell face-down onto the floor of the van, his ankles still held by the manacles, his head and shoulders flopping over the side. The security team didn’t say anything, just picked him up, settled him back on the bench and added manacles on his wrists, all four of them moving with the kind of smooth coordination that came from practice. They weren’t taking any chances with Findo. Hallie approved. One of the security team also pulled the skewers out from Findo’s side. The veondken yelped in pain and Hallie had a moment of savage satisfaction that he was injured, even if it was mild.

“Where are you taking him?” Hallie asked.

“He’s coming to headquarters for questioning,” the director said. He and Girard were standing to one side, both of them watching Findo. “Erbin Romero’s family is calling for the death penalty.”

Hallie shivered. The death penalty didn’t apply in low city, no matter how many people someone killed. But hochlen operated by different rules. And Findo had admitted to her that he’d been responsible for Erbin Romero’s death. It might not have been the intended effect of giving his drug cocktail to the young man, but Findo had not cared that the man was dead, just that his plans hadn’t worked perfectly.

“I’d like to ask him some questions before you take him away,” Hallie said, addressing her question between the security team and the director as she looped the flexi-cuffs back into her belt.

“Go ahead,” the director said.

Hallie turned to Findo. The young man was watching her with an expression of pure hatred on his face. “Why did you kill Devin? The old man was no threat to you,” she asked, and couldn’t help the grief in her voice.

“He questioned me,” Findo said, face twisting in an ugly expression that looked like hatred and anger combined. “He should have known better.”

Guilt settled more heavily on Hallie’s shoulders. Findo was telling the truth, as he saw it. Which meant that her asking Devin to look at the electric collar had indeed got the old man killed.

“Did he make the collar for you?” Girard asked, surprising Hallie. He was watching the veondken.

“He made lots of things for me,” Findo said, the hatred fading into sour amusement.

“He made the collars?” Hallie asked, voice high with astonishment. She had never even considered that possibility.

Findo looked at her with a smile pulling his mouth that made her want to do violence. “You thought he was so good, so kind. Everyone did. But he’d do anything for the right price. And he was arrogant, too. Thought he could build anything.”

Hallie turned away, eyes stinging with tears, throat closing. She had thought Devin was good and kind. He’d always seemed that way to her. Her mind could not reconcile the man she had known with the person who would make such a terrible device as the shock collar. It just wasn’t something Devin would have done. Even as she tried to reject the idea outright, Findo’s words played back in her mind. Thought he could build anything. That did fit the Devin she’d known. She hadn’t ever seen it as arrogance, more a quiet self-confidence and justifiable pride in what he did. She still couldn’t believe the gentle old man would have built such an awful device. Not voluntarily. And not just to prove he could. That was just not possible. She brushed tears from her face and turned back to Findo. “You made him do it,” she said, voice choked. “Somehow. What was it? What bit of blackmail did you use?”

His smile grew and Hallie’s hands curled into fists, provoking more pain in her damaged one.

“I’m not telling,” he said in a smug tone that spiked her temper. “Families are so difficult, aren’t they?”

Hallie had to force herself to stand still, to try to puzzle out what that meant. As far as she knew, the old man didn’t have any family at all. She’d never heard mention of a partner or a child, or even other relatives. But then it seemed she hadn’t known him as well as she’d thought. It made sense that Devin might do something against his own personal code to help out a family member. Sort of. And from the gleeful glint in Findo’s eyes, it seemed that the young man had found some pressure point to push to get the old man to obey him. Hallie shivered, wondering just how much pressure Devin had been under.

“We should take him,” the leader of the security team said, sounding almost apologetic.

For a moment, Hallie wanted to protest. The veondken had done a lot of damage in low city, including killing Devin and injuring a police officer. He should be made to face punishment here. But he had also been involved in the death, injury and kidnapping of five hochlen. It didn’t matter if he’d killed a dozen people in low city. The hochlen would still take priority. It wasn’t fair. It was just the way the world worked.

“Be careful with him,” she told the security team. “He’s a skilled fighter.”

“Ma’am,” the head of the team acknowledged. They were taking her seriously, which made her relax the tiniest fraction. She had a feeling that Findo wouldn’t get the chance to bash another person’s head off a cell wall.

It didn’t help her sadness, or her quiet frustration at the unfairness of the world. Findo gave her another annoyingly smug smile, as if he could tell what she was thinking. She lifted her chin, staring back at him. He might have been able to run a criminal enterprise unchecked in low city. But he was about to face the elite, and she didn’t think he’d be able to slither his way out of whatever accountability they wanted to impose.

The director looked at Hallie. “We want to get him safely into our holding cells, and we’ve got questions of our own for him,” he said, his voice grim. Hallie was about to tell the director that Findo probably wouldn’t talk, then she remembered being in the hands of hochlen security who’d injected her with some kind of truth serum that had made her want to talk. So it was more likely than not that the Conclave Investigators would have ways of making Findo talk, even if he didn’t want to. And she could imagine some of the questions they would have for him. Such as how he’d managed to disable and remove the ID bracelets from the hochlen and disable the chips implanted into his karlen and veondken victims. The elite would be more concerned about that than the number of non-hochlen dead. She tried not to feel bitter about it. It was the way of the world. She didn’t need to like it. Then the director went on, “If you want to speak to him again in the next few days, you can.”

Hallie’s brows lifted, taken aback by the invitation, then nodded to show her thanks, not trusting her voice. The director was completely sincere. He would let her in to see Findo, even when the veondken was in the investigators’ custody. Of course, they were taking Findo into high city and even the director’s word wouldn’t help her get past the check points designed to keep karlen out of the place, so there was actually no chance that she would be able to ask more questions. She had to make do with the answers she’d managed to get so far.

She watched as two of the security team got in the back of the van with Findo and the other pair got into the driver and passenger seats, then stayed still, watching as the van drove away, leaving her in an empty spot with the director and Girard.

“Did you get anything out of Findo Trask before we reached you?” the director asked.

“Actually, yes,” Hallie said, and had to pause while a particularly large jolt of pain went through her hand. “I’m sorry. Do you mind if I sit down while I talk?” There was a low stone wall not far from where they were standing, marking the boundary of the market building. She headed for it without waiting for the director’s reply, and tried not to make her sigh of relief too obvious as she settled on the hard, cold surface. The chase after Findo had caught up to her and she was feeling a little light-headed as well. Rosalia’s breakfast and the lunch with Girard had each happened a very long time ago.

She found herself alone for a moment and ducked her head, closing her eyes briefly. It had been an eventful day, to say the least. And now it was over. When she opened her eyes, she saw that there were bits of sawdust over her jeans and jacket from the arena floor. She was too tired to do anything about that just now.

Footsteps coming towards her made her lift her head. She found the director and Girard approaching, the director holding what looked like two cups of coffee. Girard had another cup, and what looked like a piece of white gauze, which he held out to her.

“Try this on your hand,” he suggested. “It’s basically a healing and cooling patch.”

“Thank you,” Hallie said. She put the gauze onto the back of her hand and hissed in surprise as the sensation of ice crept over her skin along with a tingling sensation that she’d come across only once or twice before. A bit of magic healing. “Oh, that’s amazing. Thank you,” she said again, looking up. “Is that what’s on your head?” she asked.

“Yes,” he answered, a glimmer of a smile. “Apparently, we field agents get injured often enough that the director commissioned some new medical kit for us.”

“I thought it might be useful. Here. You may want coffee, but I always find hot chocolate is more helpful after a long, hard day,” the director said, holding the cup out to Hallie.

“Thank you,” Hallie said, taken aback as she accepted the cup. She took a sip and her brows lifted in surprise. “This is really good.” A memory rose up. Sitting in a café with her father, a cup of hot chocolate topped with whipped cream in front of her. It had been a rare treat, but she’d been more excited about getting to spend time with her father.

“I just got a bit of good news from the lead detective here,” Girard said. “The officer that Findo Trask injured has regained consciousness. She’s expected to make a full recovery.”

“Oh, that is good news,” Hallie said, surprised by how relieved she felt, and realising she had been carrying guilt over the woman’s injury as well as Devin’s death. She ducked her head to hide the sting in her eyes and took another sip from her drink, letting the warmth seep into her. Jane Summers was going to live. Findo had been denied one victim, at least.

“If you’re up to it, I’d like to hear about what Findo Trask said,” the director said. He settled on the wall beside her, close enough that their conversation wouldn’t carry but far enough away that she didn’t feel crowded. Girard remained standing.

“Well, he found me in the building,” Hallie said, and shook her head. “Broke my phone,” she added. She was still annoyed about that. She might be able to afford a new one now, but it was still an expense she could have done without. Not to mention filling in the new registration forms to transfer her old number and explaining to the sellers why she couldn’t produce her old phone to trade in. She tried to shrug off the annoyance and instead focus on what Findo had told her. “I’m not sure how much you remember about the conversation with Tam and Ulf earlier, in the garage?” she asked Girard, looking up at him.

He grimaced. “Nothing at all. They hit me pretty hard and I was fighting to stay upright. I heard voices, and I knew you were there, but nothing more than that.”

“Well, it seems that Tam had the idea for the fighting ring,” Hallie said, turning back to the director, as the senior officer. “So, if you haven’t got him on your list to question, I would add him on.”

“Noted,” the director said.

“He was annoyed that Findo Trask had basically stolen his idea. But Findo had other ideas, too. Like the drugs,” Hallie said. The warmth of the hot chocolate was seeping through her hand and up her arm and she hugged the mug to her. “Findo said he made the drug himself. He wanted to put on a better show for his audience,” she said, and had to pause to take a drink to settle the disgust that twisted her gut. “He said that the hochlen wanted to take part and then got annoyed when they couldn’t win. So he tried using the drugs on one of them.”

“Erbin,” Girard murmured.

“Yes. I think if your medical examiner compares blood samples, he will find the same compound in Erbin Romero’s blood as in the veondken fighters.” Hallie had to pause again as her mind threw up the image of the fighter she had shot, half his head missing. She closed her eyes, which didn’t help, and took a breath, trying to think of other things. Findo’s smug expression came to mind. “I think Findo is quite proud of what he’d accomplished.”

“Did he say why he’d gone on a crime spree?” Girard asked, frowning. “Why he became so reckless? I mean, no one knew about the fighting rings until the men went missing. And he wasn’t on anyone’s radar until he stole a bunch of things.”

“He said something about that,” Hallie answered, “although I’m not sure I got the whole story. He seemed to think he needed to meet me, and see if I was going to be an issue for his little enterprise.” She swallowed, remembering the vicious hate in Findo’s voice and face when he’d told her. “He thinks I’m responsible for his mother’s death. She died in prison.” The words felt heavy, but she managed to force them out.

“Did you know about the death?” the director asked.

“No. Once I’ve delivered a skip to the cops, I don’t have anything more to do with them,” Hallie said. “My job is done at that point.”

“Makes sense. So, it wasn’t your fault she died. But you were the one he could find,” the director said.

Hallie blinked, looking up at him, startled. She hadn’t expected the quiet acceptance or understanding she heard in his voice.

“We’ve come across a few people bent on revenge in our work,” the director said, a sour smile pulling his mouth. “Sadly, you’re not the first member of law enforcement to be targeted for revenge.” Hallie wasn’t sure whether to be more surprised by the genuine sympathy or that he considered her part of law enforcement. He looked up at Girard. “Sounds like we’ve got quite a lot of work to do questioning Findo Trask.”

“And Tam and Ulf,” Girard agreed. He looked back at Hallie. “I’m sorry to ask, but did he say anything about Devin?”

“Just what he said at the van. That Devin questioned him,” Hallie answered, her voice tight. “And Findo doesn’t like to be challenged.”

“I’m sorry,” Girard said quietly, sympathy on his face.

“Thank you, Miss Talbot. We may need a more formal statement from you at some point, but I think that’s all we need for now,” Peredur Roth said. In the harsh lights from the vehicles nearby, she saw weariness on his face. If she had been busy chasing down suspects, he had probably been equally busy fending off calls from irate hochlen, demanding to know where their family members were. She had a moment of sympathy for him. She would far rather have her job.

Hallie nodded, to show that she’d understood, and turned her attention to the hot chocolate.

A hush fell over the group and Hallie realised that the area around them had quietened considerably. Looking past Girard, she saw that the helicopter had landed and the three kidnap victims were being loaded on under the watchful eye of the medical team. Llew Kennedy was lying absolutely still, a mask over his face, an upright strut at the end of the trolley holding a bag of clear fluid that was attached to his arm by a slender tube. The other two, Oswain and Carrado, got into the helicopter on their own.

Carrado somehow spotted Hallie in the crowd and glared at her. It seemed he still hadn’t forgiven her for not having any more clips of ammunition. She felt her lips twitch, and let the smile show. She didn’t need his thanks or his approval. She’d done her job. She’d found them, and caught Devin’s killer. And even if she felt hollow inside, it was still a good day’s work. And now she could go back to her own home, free of the weight of her mother’s hold on her, free to make some decisions of her own about what she wanted to do next with her life. The realisation was enough to make her feel light as air, and smile again.


Chapter twenty-three


As the forensic team took over the old market building and the street quieted with the departure of the helicopter and most of the hochlen security teams, Hallie accepted a lift from Girard. Walking across the several city districts back to her home would have required energy she didn’t have, and given her more time to brood over Devin’s death, and she didn’t want to think too much right now. Not for the first time, she wished for a bit of magic that would take her from the chilly street to her warm and secure home. She could get an ice pack for her hand for a bit more relief, if nothing else. The medical patch had helped a lot. The pain in her hand had faded to a dull throb, and she would have bruising for a day or two most likely. She would endure. She had before.

And she wasn’t quite ready to let go of Girard yet. Their work was done. The five missing men had been found and returned to high city. There was nothing more they needed to do. No more reason to keep a Conclave Investigator and skip tracer together. But she could have one final ride back to her house, and then look ahead. There was a whole life ahead of her full of potential that she hadn’t dared to believe was true only a handful of days before.

Taking her place in the passenger seat, Hallie wondered if she should have offered to drive. Girard seemed clear-eyed enough, but the blow to his head had been severe. She wasn’t sure how he would react to the suggestion, and even being driven erratically through low city streets was still preferable to having to walk home.

There wasn’t much conversation in the vehicle for a while. With the little bit of stillness and the knowledge that she wouldn’t be seeing Girard again tomorrow, Hallie’s lighter mood faded and her mind turned to darker things. She slumped back in her seat, trying her hardest not to think and not to feel, not wanting the guilt about Devin’s death to overwhelm her.

“Devin’s death wasn’t your fault,” Girard said quietly, out of nowhere. “He was already involved in Findo Trask’s schemes before we went to see him.”

“Yes,” Hallie said, forcing that one word out past the lump in her throat. “I still feel guilty,” she added, words spilling out in a rush.

“I know. But it really wasn’t your fault,” Girard said again. He wasn’t looking at her, eyes on the road ahead.

“Thank you,” she said, needing to make some acknowledgement but not sure what else to say. It was going to be a long time before the guilt faded. But it had eased a little. Just the tiniest fraction. Enough that she could allow herself to mourn Devin. He deserved to be mourned and missed. He’d been a wonderful, kind, flawed human being.

Girard turned the vehicle into her street and made a small sound that could have been a laugh, shaking his head. “I still can’t believe you live under the train tracks,” he said. There was rich amusement in his voice. “It’s so cool.”

It was unexpected enough to draw a laugh out of Hallie. “It suits me. No neighbours,” she answered, and got out of the car as he put it into park.

“Thank you,” Girard said, also getting out of the vehicle and facing her across the back of it. “I don’t think we would ever have found the missing men without your help.”

“It’s my job. But you are welcome. I’m sorry there wasn’t a better outcome,” she added. He’d lost someone he cared about as well. And he’d been forced to kill people, which had not been easy.

“I know,” Girard said, sadness of his own crossing his face. “But all the families have answers, and Findo is in custody.”

“That’s something,” Hallie agreed. She glanced at her front door. Now that all the drama was over, she wanted a hot shower, some food, and a long, long sleep. The recent rain had left a chill in the air that was cutting through her, even sheltered next to Girard’s vehicle.

“I hope to be able to work with you again soon, Miss Talbot,” Girard said. Her truth sense let her know he meant every word, and it pleased her far more than it should have done.

“Likewise, Investigator Abbot,” Hallie answered. She stepped back from the vehicle and watched as he got back in, started the engine and drove away.

As the vehicle lights disappeared around the corner she realised she’d been standing staring after him like a lovesick teenager. She shook her head in disgust and headed for her front door.
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Before she could go inside, movement along the street drew her attention. She turned, surprised to find Peter stalking out of the shadows towards her. All the warmth she’d been feeling vanished into apprehension and she had to remind herself she wasn’t part of the vine any longer. She wondered if she’d missed anything else, as she hadn’t been aware of anyone else close by. But then, she had been distracted by Girard leaving. She took a quick look around but couldn’t see anyone else. And the shadow Peter had been lurking in was the only one deep enough to hide a person or two. So she stayed where she was, facing her half-brother. He was wearing a hooded sweatshirt and jeans, and looked miserable, shoulders hunched over, hands shoved into the sweatshirt pockets.

“Let me inside, I’m freezing,” Peter said as soon as he was within earshot.

“No,” she said, facing him. He seemed to be in an uncertain temper, which was fairly common. But he was here, which was highly unusual. The only time he’d been here before, he’d ripped her life apart. The memory of Rosalia’s expression and the sight of the empty safes in the wall rose up, stiffening her spine. She would not let him do anything else to hurt her roommate, or her.

“Your little friend wouldn’t let me in. I’ve had to wait outside,” Peter said, face twisting in anger.

“The last time Rosalia let you inside you threatened her and stole from me,” Hallie said, her own temper spiking. “You are not welcome here.”

“Think you’re so clever, don’t you?”

“What do you want, Peter?” Hallie asked, exasperated. She could not imagine what he was doing here, but he must have some purpose beyond annoying her. He wouldn’t have made the effort to come the distance from the Talbot house to here and stand in the cool night air unless he wanted something.

“You need to talk to mother,” Peter said.

“I’m sorry, what?” Hallie asked, sure she must have misheard.

“You need to talk to mother,” Peter repeated, louder than before and spacing each word out as if he was talking to an idiot.

“Why would I do that?” Hallie asked, brow wrinkling. She’d had minimal interactions with her mother since her formal disavowal. And now that the Magravine had cut Hallie off from the family vine, Hallie realised she’d formed an expectation she would never speak to Wilona Talbot again. That thought hurt, far more than it should. But she had also done enough thinking about her mother to know that what really, truly hurt was the lost possibility of a mother-daughter relationship. It was the cold absence of that potential that cut deep. She wouldn’t really miss Wilona Talbot or her mother’s disapproval.

“She’s put me to work,” Peter said. The absolute outrage he felt rang through those words. Hallie blinked in surprise, wondering if she’d misheard. Peter had never worked a day of his life. “She said that I need to make up for your absence from the family vine,” he added. And now the anger was directed at Hallie.

“That was her decision,” Hallie said, in a sharp tone that was probably a mistake to use with Peter. “I have no idea why she made that choice,” she added. It was a mystery to Hallie. Just what had made her mother change her mind, after so abruptly breaking the contract that had stood for a decade?

“She’s made me an apprentice in the workshop. I’m supposed to sweep floors and take orders from Uncle Isaac,” Peter said in a whiny voice, as if Hallie hadn’t spoken. He was far too caught up in his own grievance to pay much attention to her.

Hallie had vivid memories of the old man, who walked with a permanent stoop and who Peter and his friends had mocked for years because of his quiet manner. Isaac might not be a blood relative, but he was one of the more prominent figures in the family vine, and an absolute genius at fixing things. Wilona had sent several people to study under him as apprentices over the years. Most if not all of them still worked in the family vine, and all treated the old man with affection and respect. And now Wilona had assigned Peter as the newest apprentice. Peter had never treated anyone with affection, and no one with respect apart from their mother.

Hallie laughed. She couldn’t help it. Her youngest half-sibling was standing in front of her in an absolute fury because for the first time in his life he was being asked to work.

“It’s not funny.” He took his hands out of his pockets, fingers curling into fists.

“Oh, it really is,” Hallie said, trying to sober up a little. “Isaac is really, really good at his job. You will learn a lot from him.”

“Learn from him?” Peter asked, outraged. “I don’t want to learn from him. I don’t want to be a stupid apprentice. This is all your fault.”

“How is this my fault?” Hallie asked, her own temper spiking. “You are a spoiled brat. You’ve spent your entire life not having any accountability or responsibility for anything you’ve done.”

“You need to come back to the family,” Peter said, taking a step forward.

“No,” Hallie said, voice flat. “I’m out. The Magravine has made her decision. I have the papers to prove it. I am not coming back.”

“But you have to. Kiera, Darcelle and Sean won’t help me,” Peter said, an edge to his voice as he named his three older siblings, and Hallie’s half-siblings.

“I’m not surprised,” Hallie said. “They’ve all been working since they were far younger than you are now. And Kiera’s got kids to look after as well.” As the oldest of Wilona’s children, Kiera seemed to have been quite clear-eyed about what her future held. She’d found herself a husband that was acceptable to her mother, and who she also seemed to truly care for, and set up home away from Wilona’s household as soon as she could. She was still part of the family vine, still subject to Wilona’s rule, but she’d managed to carve out a bit of independence. And of course had provided Wilona with grandchildren. Pure human babies to carry on the Talbot legacy. Hallie had never met her niece and nephew, naturally. They’d been born after her accident when she was no longer considered to be part of the family.

“So what? I’m their brother. I need help,” Peter said, sounding like a child.

Hallie forced herself to take a breath rather than say the hot-tempered things that were on the tip of her tongue. It would give her some short-term relief to shout, but past experience of being on the edge of family arguments told her that things spoken in anger never helped. Not really. And she didn’t have any connection to him any longer. He’d wanted nothing to do with her once she’d been disowned, and now she didn’t need to speak to him at all if she didn’t want to. She wasn’t in the vine. He didn’t have any influence or authority over her. That realisation cooled her temper at once. She was free. She cast a critical eye over her half-brother. She remembered so well how she had looked up to him, idolised him, when she’d been younger. It had almost killed her. And while she’d been forced to work for the last decade, keeping her own house, he had stayed living at home with next to no responsibilities. He was spoiled and selfish and her mother’s favourite. He’d never faced a cross word or consequences in all the time Hallie had been living at her mother’s house. And now he was being forced to actually do something. It would be good for him, Hallie thought. She didn’t think he would magically transform into a sober and responsible man, but he might become less self-centred and that would be a very good thing, in her view.

“It’s late. From what I remember, apprentices need to be in the shop by first light. You’d best get home and get some rest,” Hallie told him, taking a step back, closer to her front door.

Peter stayed where he was, staring at her. “You’re not going to help?” he asked, voice rising in disbelief.

“No. I’m not. Go do your job. You might learn something. You might even enjoy it,” Hallie said. She turned her back on him, put the key in the lock and went into her house, closing the door behind her and locking it again.

She pressed her back against the door, half expecting Peter to come and pound on it, insisting she help, insisting that she do something. He didn’t. There was a long silence and when she turned to look through the peephole, the street was empty. Her brows lifted. He seemed to have gone home. Perhaps he really would learn something.
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She turned to face the inside of her house and smiled at once. The space was bright and warm and full of the delicious scent of Rosalia’s baking.

Rosalia herself was curled on the sofa, attention on the television set which was playing an old episode of Happy Place. She picked up the remote and paused the show as Hallie shed her coat and boots.

“I am sorry I didn’t let him in,” Rosalia said. “I know he’s your brother.”

“Half-brother,” Hallie said, and shook her head. “And you did the right thing. He was looking for a fight.”

“If you’re hungry, I made potato wedges.”

Hallie was half-way to the kitchen before she caught herself. She still had bits of sawdust on her jacket and jeans. “I need to get changed first,” she said.

She paused for a moment inside her room, her back pressed to the door, and looked at the familiar sight of her own bed with its faded covers and her own clothes and had to take a long, long breath. It really was hers now. She was free of her family. Well, the Talbots anyway. No longer part of the family vine, she was free of the Magravine’s orders and could try to find her father, to tell him about their remarkable ancestor.

Her eyes landed on the pile of laundry waiting for attention in one corner of the room and her lips curved up into a smile. She could replace her old, worn out and stained clothes rather than trying to repair or clean them. If she wanted. There were a whole lot of things she could do now, if she wanted. Right now, though, what she wanted was to be in some old, familiar clothes and talk to her best friend.

Changed into more comfortable clothes, Hallie settled on the sofa a short while later with a plate piled high with potato wedges and a sour cream dip she wanted to eat with a spoon. Rosalia tucked herself further into her blanket and stole a wedge from Hallie’s plate.

“So, is it over? The missing hochlen?” Rosalia asked.

“Yes,” Hallie said, her eyes on the television screen. It wasn’t one of her favourite episodes, but she welcomed the distraction all the same.

“And what about your family?” Rosalia asked.

Hallie lifted a brow. In the time they’d been friends, they had been careful to respect each other’s privacy and not ask too many questions about the inner workings of each other’s family and finances. It was unusual for Rosalia to ask for directly.

“Honestly, I don’t know,” Hallie said, sinking back into the cushions. “I mean, I’m out of the family vine. I never expected to see any of them again,” she added, and felt an echo of her earlier sorrow. She might not have been close to her family, but they had always been there, somewhere in the background. And now they weren’t.

“And are you still happy with me staying here?” Rosalia asked. There was an odd tension in her voice as she said that.

Hallie turned away from the screen. “Of course, yes. I love having you as my roommate. For as long as you want.”

“Good,” Rosalia said, the tightness leaving her, replaced by a glimmer of excitement in her eyes. “Because I’ve had an idea, and I will need a place to stay for a while.”

“Oh, tell me,” Hallie invited, the television forgotten.

“Old man Lewis is retiring, giving up his bakery. You know, the place at the crossroads,” Rosalia said, leaning forward slightly, the excitement spreading to her whole face and body. “And I had an idea for a kitchen there. Nothing fancy. Baking, of course, and two or three main meal dishes. I thought about starting off a few days a week and seeing how it went from there.”

“That sounds great,” Hallie said, meaning it. She could picture the bakery. It wasn’t all that far from her home, a couple of streets from Aunt Gin’s offices. Old man Lewis had run it for decades now, stubbornly making the same things over and over and refusing to change. Luckily, he’d been good at the few things he did make and he’d had a steady stream of customers.

“I’ve got a meeting with one of the banks in a couple of days,” Rosalia said. “All the equipment is fine, but I’ll need some new stuff and some decorating, too.”

“Tell me more,” Hallie invited, and worked her way through the plate of wedges while Rosalia went into detail about technical aspects of kitchen equipment and baking that Hallie didn’t pretend to understand, and then ideas for decorating which Hallie could follow a little better. Hallie didn’t care she couldn’t follow everything. Rosalia was glowing with excitement and bursting with the plans she’d been making, talking animatedly with her hands, even bringing out a notepad with some sketches for possible changes to the layout of the bakery.

Dry and warm and safe in her own home, free of her family vine for the first time in her life, Hallie wrapped herself in Rosalia’s enthusiasm for her plans and her future. If Hallie was still adjusting to the freedom and open path ahead of her, Rosalia was well on her way to making a bright and hopeful life for herself. Giving Hallie an example of what could be done, with some courage and determination. Free from the influence of hochlen and their families. Deciding their own fate. It was what Hallie had wanted for so long, and now it was within reach. She just had to have the courage to make it real.
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Peter Talbot - male, human, one of Wilona’s children

Rosalia Fondevil - female, human, Hallie's roommate

Stumpy – male, human

Tam – male, human

Ulf – male, human

Wilona Talbot - female, human, head of Talbot family vine


PLACES AND TERMINOLOGY

The city

Angelton – old town, the original settlement, now part of low city

Erset – low city, surrounds Angelton and original harbour

Wealdton – midtown, sits between low city and high city, contains government buildings, new harbour and commercial port, and rail terminus

Voldain – high city, where the hochlen live, also contains Conclave building and offices

The people

Hochlen – the elite

Karlen – common folk, all human

Veondken – catch-all term for non-humans who are also not hochlen


ALSO BY THE AUTHOR

(as at October 2024)

Fractured Conclave

A Usual Suspect, Book 1 – https://books2read.com/u/meroyz

A Broken Contract, Book 2 – https://books2read.com/u/md2Bed

A Lost Treasure, Book 3 – on pre-order now, expected to release by end of March 2025 – https://books2read.com/u/mBB0Wv

The Grey Gates (complete)

Outcast, Book 1 - https://books2read.com/u/4jqEyo

Called, Book 2 - https://books2read.com/u/bPNw7x

Hunted, Book 3 – https://books2read.com/u/4jNDVZ

Forged, Book 4 – https://books2read.com/u/3nNJAe

Chosen, Book 5 – https://books2read.com/u/bzBR09

Ageless Mysteries (complete)

Deadly Night, Book 1 - https://books2read.com/u/4ERokz

False Dawn, Book 2 - https://books2read.com/u/3R8leY

Morning Trap, Book 3 - https://books2read.com/u/bPQZaA

Assassin’s Noon, Book 4 - https://books2read.com/u/38dz8r

Flightless Afternoon, Book 5 - https://books2read.com/u/3n2xqe

Ascension Day, Book 6 - https://books2read.com/u/mBzX9y

The Hundred series (complete)

The Gathering, Book 1 – https://books2read.com/u/bPx9qx

The Sundering, Book 2 – https://books2read.com/u/3LRDWw

The Reckoning, Book 3 – https://books2read.com/u/38QZ8V

The Rending, Book 4 – https://books2read.com/u/4ERk6E

The Searching, Book 5 – https://books2read.com/u/4XQX7N

The Rising, Book 6 – https://books2read.com/u/31lGza

The Taellaneth series (complete)

Concealed, Book 1 – https://books2read.com/u/mggZMX

Revealed, Book 2 – https://books2read.com/u/4AOz9k

Betrayed, Book 3 – https://books2read.com/u/m2RVgo

Tainted, Book 4 – https://books2read.com/u/47Nr2E

Cloaked, Book 5 – https://books2read.com/u/4jA292

Taellaneth Box Set (all five books in one e-book)

Taellaneth Complete Series (Books 1–5): https://books2read.com/u/bzeo0j


ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Vanessa Nelson is a fantasy author who lives in Scotland, United Kingdom and spends her days juggling the demands of an elderly, spoiled cat, two giant dogs and her fictional characters.

As far as the cat is concerned, she’s in charge and should always come first. The older dog lets her know when he isn’t getting enough attention by chewing up the house. The younger dog’s favourite method of getting her attention is a gentle nudge with his head. At least, he would say it’s gentle.

You can find out more information online at the following places:

Website: https://www.taellaneth.com/

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/Taellaneth
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