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Dedication

To Paul McKenna, PhD, who truely changes lives — a billion thanks


One

Donal sat in the back of a police cruiser as it drove through the shadowed, broken streets of Lower Danklyn, past purplestone tenements that lay cracked and deserted. White lizards watched from the rubble. High overhead, a Tristopolis PD scanbat glided, observing.

I’ve seen men die before.

Not just men. His beautiful, lovely Laura, her head blown apart in a grey spray of brains and bone and zombie blood—

This one had better suffer.

But he could summon up no real joy. On some level of abstraction, Donal knew that Alderman Kinley Finross would take three hours to die. The bastard deserved every agonized second he was about to endure. Donal felt a sense of rightness – but only that.

There should be more.

Perhaps a living man, now, would feel his heart beat faster, his skin grow damp with perspiration, his stomach grow queasy.

More feeling.

In a living man, emotions would arise from masses of neurons in the bodily organs, and a flow of peptides almost as complex as the nerves themselves. But Donal was cold – would feel icy to another person, to a normal human touch – and his heart, Laura’s heart, beat at the same unvarying pace inside his chest.

Laura. Oh, my Laura.

It hadn’t been Finross who pulled the trigger. Senator Blanz had ripped Donal’s Magnus from his grip, and used it to destroy Laura Steele, Donal’s perfect lover, before swivelling to shoot Donal in the heart. After dying, Donal had awoken with his chest cavity split open, with para-medic mages working to install a beating black heart – Laura’s zombie heart – inside him.

‘Not long now.’ Bud Brodowski, his massive shoulders convex with muscle, turned the steering-wheel. ‘Has weasel-face got his self supporters?’

There was a bend in the road. A group of people stood beneath billowing, floating banners: Rending renders society cruel. They opposed the death penalty as a matter of principle. Donal wondered if they spared a thought for the near-invisible wraiths they were using to hold the banners overhead. Perhaps those boundwraiths had their own opinions on dealing with murderers.

‘Can we run over ‘em?’ Al Brodowski, hulking like his brother, was in the front passenger seat. ‘Just a couple, please, Lieutenant?’

‘Don’t tempt me,’ said Donal from the rear.

But he spoke on an inhalation, which gave his voice a strange resonance, as if he were Zurinese. He saw the shared glance between the Brodowskis.

Damn it. There’s too much to remember.

So much changed when you had to consciously control the lungs, when breathing was no longer necessary. When, arguably, you were no longer a person but a thing, an abomination created by thaumaturgical intervention instead of allowing extinction to—

To provide bones for the reactor piles? Would that have been better?

Further back, Unity Party supporters glowered at the police car. Officially, their party did not condone this demonstration, not when their man Finross had been complicit in the death of Maria daLivnova, a very human Diva.

To either side in darkness, amber eyes glowed, disappeared as the deathwolves turned their attention elsewhere, then shone again as they followed the progress of Donal’s car. They belonged to the prison pack, normally patrolling inside the grounds.

‘You think they’re expecting trouble?’ said Bud.

‘Nah.’ Al shook his head, but still pulled his shotgun from its dashboard clip. ‘Going to be a quiet day.’

‘Not for Finross,’ said Donal.

The prison gates looked like darkened pewter, two feet thick, on which the crossed axes of the Federal Prison Authority were embossed, overlaying a yin-yang whose dots were serpent’s eyes. The gates swung inwards, and the cruiser passed through.

Gravel sprayed as Al turned the wheel, following the arc of the driveway.

‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘Shit.’

‘I hate this place,’ muttered Bud.

The gravel was formed of knucklebones, taken from prisoners across the centuries. Mostly, it came from corpses, but some came from the excision of living fingers: a punishment for infringing prison discipline.

Near the main steps, where white runes glowed upon the flagstones, was parked Mayor Dancy’s official limousine. The city’s Tree Frog insignia glistened on the black doors.

‘Probably his assistant,’ said Donal. ‘His Honour doesn’t like these things, according to the Gazette.’

‘Don’t blame him.’ Al drove past perhaps twenty parked cars. ‘Here we go.’

‘Got newspaper guys here.’ Bud replaced the shotgun in its clip. ‘Maybe they’ll interview you, Lieutenant. You being a hero and all.’

‘Huh.’ Donal held out his hand palm up, fingers extended. ‘You want to see my new heroic trick?’

Al halted the car, pulled up the handbrake, and switched the engine off. He and Bud turned in their seats.

‘Like this,’ added Donal.

Using neuromuscular control that he’d never possessed while living, Donal curled just his little finger tightly, while the others remained outstretched. Then, slowly, he curled the ring finger, then the forefinger, and finally the thumb. The middle finger remained outstretched.

Then he raised the middle finger horizontal to the vertical.

‘Pretty neat, Lieutenant.’

‘Ya gotta teach us that one.’

Donal slid out of the car, smiling. Then his shoes scrunched on knucklebones, and he looked up at the dark massive pile that was Wailing Towers, the city’s largest prison. His smile had gone. If zombies could shiver, he would have.

It won’t bring Laura back.

Still, Finross’s death would count for something.

Someone had redecorated. The viewing chamber held rows of plush, dark-red upholstered benches, instead of the hard bonewood furniture that Donal remembered from four previous visits. In Tristopolis, unlike other cities, the arresting officer always witnessed the execution. It granted cops a sense of perspective on their work.

As always, the benches were arranged in tiers, sloping down to an armoured hexiglass barrier, floor to ceiling. Beyond it lay the execution chamber. Inside, a stone bier waited, with dangling, empty chains and straps.

Donal stopped in the aisle, deciding where to sit. Several journalists and bureaucrats glanced at him. Some noticed the pale complexion. Others – Donal deduced, from the minutiae of widening eyes, a tiny rolling-forward of the shoulders – knew him for the lieutenant who had taken down Senator Blanz, dying in the process.

It’s not me they’re afraid of.

Choosing a near-empty row of seats high at the rear, Donal threaded his way past a down-at-heels journalist, then two men in grey suits. Each man wore a small black stud in his left lapel; inside the stud were superimposed a U and P, the symbol of the Unity Party. Neither man responded to a zombie detective lieutenant squeezing past them. Or perhaps they were fascinated – fearfully fascinated – by the waiting bier, the imminent reality of Finross’s death.

It’s the necrofusion piles that scare them. The thought of their own death.

Or perhaps they feared ending up like Donal, except that no Unity Party member would dream of taking out a life policy. As he sat down, he noticed both men flinch, just as he himself felt something cold from across the room.

Another one.

A black-coated doctor was entering with stethofork in hand. His skin was palest grey, almost white. He stopped, looked up at Donal, and nodded. His eyes were like chips of slate.

Donal nodded back.

Another of my kind.

The doctor paused at the front row, then ascended the aisle and made his way along the row below Donal’s. Drawing close, he stopped. His hand, when he held it out, was long-fingered. Donal expected his handshake to be cold.

But when two zombies shake hands, their bodies are at the same temperature.

‘I’m Thalveen,’ said the doctor. ‘Odom Thalveen.’

‘Donal Riordan. Good to meet you.’

A faint scent of formaldehyde wafted from Thalveen’s black coat.

‘I guess you’re here to make sure,’ added Donal, ‘that Finross lasts the course?’

The shock of rending would kill an unmedicated person within seconds. It took skilled medical care to ensure the vagus nerve and heart remained functioning. Anything less than two hours dying was considered ‘easy and unusual kindness’, prohibited by law.

‘I am here to prepare Finross. Also the hookwraiths.’ Thalveen’s hair was lanky, and he brushed it back with one long finger. ‘Why do people assume the wraiths enjoy their work? I try to minimize their suffering.’

‘While maximizing the prisoner’s, I hope.’

‘Why, Lieutenant—’ he gave a cold zombie smile, using Donal’s rank, signalling that he knew who Donal was— ‘that goes without saying.’

The grey-suited Unity Party men stiffened. Then they let out tense breaths, releasing their anger, and looked at each other.

Thalveen shook his head, saying loudly: ‘Too bad Senator Blanz isn’t here.’

Perhaps provoking the UP was unwise.

‘He wouldn’t see a thing,’ said Donal, not caring. ‘I know, because my hands were sticky when they resurrected me.’

‘What do you mean, Lieutenant?’

‘Isn’t it called aqua humerus, or something? I think it’s humorous.’

‘Aqueous humour,’ said Thalveen, ‘is a liquid inside the eye.’

‘Then that’s what I had on my fingers, when I took out Blanz’s eyeballs.’

Donal had raked with his hands like claws even as the shot took him in the heart. The memory endured, an undertone of terrible joy failing to offset the shock of seeing Laura’s head explode.

One of the UP guys had grown so pale he looked almost zombie-like. Donal considered pointing that out; but Thalveen was offering his hand again.

‘I have to take my place. It was good meeting you, Lieutenant.’

‘Likewise, Doctor.’ This time, it was no surprise that Thalveen’s hand felt thermally neutral. ‘I hope we meet again.’

‘We will.’

Donal watched him make his way down to the front row. Ordinary living humans – prison guards, bureaucrats and journalists – paid special attention to the black-coated doctor. Some frowned, some looked away, while others deliberately forced down their squeamishness and nodded to Thalveen as an equal. No one ignored his zombie nature.

So it’s always going to be like this.

Perhaps Donal would get used to it.

It was exactly nine minutes later – Donal somehow knew, without looking at his watch – that an old woman with cataract-milky eyes limped up the aisle. One of the grey-suited men rose, and went down to help. He led the woman to the seat he had been sitting in, sat her down, and took the place beside her. The other grey-suited man, on the other side of her, said something and patted her hand.

‘Holy Mother of the Seven Blades,’ she said. ‘It isn’t right. Not my Kinley.’

A zombie could feel icy cold, for Donal realized who the woman must be: Alderman Finross’s mother. A UP man was glaring at him, but Donal reacted in a way he could not have done when living. Consciously, he forced the guilt to recede towards an imaginary horizon, and into oblivion.

That was fine because Finross, ultimately, was the person responsible for his own execution.

Down below, Commissioner Vilnar was entering the chamber, along with Commander Bowman of Robbery-Haunting. Vilnar was blocky and shaven-headed, his suit expensive, his body overweight but muscular. He greeted one of the journalists, then the mayor’s assistant who was sitting in the front row as far from Dr Thalveen as possible.

Bowman, maybe forty years old with cropped, receding red hair, was an unknown factor to Donal. But he glanced in Donal’s direction and gave a minuscule nod, which was more recognition than Vilnar was granting him.

Politics? Or something else?

Commissioner Vilnar had attended Laura’s funeral, against political advice. Grant him that much. There had been few mourners at the graveside. Commander Laura Steele was a cop who had died in the line of duty, in the Capitol building at the heart of Fortinium – but she had been a zombie.

Vilnar must have known Donal was here. Still, he took his seat, and folded his bulky arms, without looking around.

Meanwhile, on the same row as Donal, Finross’s mother drew a prayer-chain from purse, and began to mutter the verses of a Septena. From his orphanage days, under the stern rule of the Sisters of Death, Donal remembered the prayers, and wondered if she was about to recite the entire forty-nine-verse sequence.

I’m not enjoying this.

Donal had made his guilt recede, but there was no joy to replace it. Conscious control of the emotions was a zombie’s hallmark, wasn’t it? So why couldn’t he stop feeling empty?

Finross’s mother faltered in her prayers.

Several seconds later, a door opened at the rear of the execution chamber, some fifty feet away and separated from the viewers by armoured hexiglass. Finross’s mother had sensed the door’s opening in advance. Donal wondered whether Kinley Finross’s abilities as a minor mage – unlicensed and illegally trained – were inherited.

Or perhaps it was ordinary maternal awareness, raised to new heights of perception in this awful place. She resumed her prayers in a tense, rapid mutter. Donal wanted to tell her shut up. He wanted to tell her that everything would be all right; but it wouldn’t be.

A gurney rolled into the execution chamber. On it, strapped naked in place, was Alderman Kinley Finross. He was gasping, hyperventilating, struggling against manticore-sinew cords that would never break. They left white marks on his soft, wobbling skin. As the gurney drew alongside the stone bier, Finross bucked, achieving nothing. Instead, the gurney seemed to shrug, and Finross rolled on to the bier. Then the gurney was backing away. Perhaps it rolled more easily now because of the lessened weight; perhaps it was glad to be leaving.

Several thin straps rose from the side of the bier, curled over Finross, descended, and tightened. As his movements were confined, his face bulged with pressure. He looked like someone about to have a coronary, but Thalveen would have made sure that such a premature ending could not happen. Not today.

Finross’s mother prayed faster.

He was helpless when you brought him into the world.

Donal wondered what kind of awful symmetry was here, when a mother could see her son’s ending in such a way. What childhood paths had led him to love power enough to ally himself with an illegal organization whose mages would eventually abandon him?

No. He’s not the victim.

Remembering Laura’s death was all it took to destroy that illusion. Finross deserved what was about to occur.

If only his mother weren’t here, and praying.

Several minutes later, the flamesprites that lit the viewing chamber seemed to soften, to lower their illumination to a glimmer, while the execution chamber brightened. It was bizarrely akin to a stage show’s beginning.

The hexiglass barrier did not transmit Finross’s scream. Donal wondered why the audience needed insulation from the sounds but not the sight of agony. As he thought that, one of the bureaucrats, a fleshy man with oiled hair, brought a pair of burgundy-coloured opera glasses to his eyes, leaning forward.

Maybe they should serve beer. Make a real occasion of it.

Or perhaps notarised truthsayers should question any person intending to witness a state execution, and turn them away if they revealed a propensity for enjoying the occasion.

‘— Mother of the Seven Blades deliver my enemies into my hands, and bring thy demon host upon their—’

As the old woman’s prayer lowered in volume once more, Donal could see what had changed. A network of tiny holes had punctured the soft, bare soles of Finross’s feet.

A fine fractal blossoming began.

It was a ghostly grey tree that formed, a spreading network of threads drawn from the skin by an ethereal hookwraith. Squinting, Donal could just make out the wraith’s attenuated form. Then a second hookwraith flowed over Finross’s fat white thighs, and bent to work on the soft inner flesh, not yet targeting the groin. Soon, fine threads sprouted here as well. Slender wraith talons drew Finross’s nerves through his punctured skin, and spread them in the air.

Looked at in a certain way, it was a form of art.

But Kinley Finross was not destined to be the first person to die here today. Perhaps Donal was the first to hear the old woman cough, and the wheezing that enveloped her lungs. The grey-suited men on either side of her realized she was ill. One of them took out a clean handkerchief for her to use; then it became obvious this was more than a coughing fit.

‘What are you doing?’ One of the men glared as Donal moved near. ‘Haven’t you caused enough harm?’

‘I’m trained in—’

But Donal stopped, because a black-coated figure was ascending in the fastest way possible: using his long legs to leap from bench to bench, up the tiers. In seconds Dr Thalveen was crouched over Finross’s mother.

One of the UP men reached down towards Thalveen’s lapel.

Donal moved faster, snapping a hold on the man’s wrist, exquisitely aware of the joint’s bony structure, of the angles of weakness.

‘Let go of her,’ the other man told Thalveen.

‘Are you a doctor?’

‘No, just—’

‘Then let me work.’

A guard was running up the steps with an indigo case in hand. Donal guessed it was Thalveen’s, retrieved from the chamber where he’d worked with Finross before the execution began, or the place where he’d prepared the hookwraiths for their task.

‘Are you going to behave?’ Donal said.

‘Let go of— Yes.’ The man looked at Donal’s hand gripping his wrist. ‘All right.’

‘Good.’

Donal let go, and turned just as a large, florid man wearing a purple cravat reached him, standing on the next tier down. An obsidian stud, inscribed with an overlaid U and P, pinned the cravat in place.

‘What are you doing with Mrs Finross?’

‘Trying to save her life.’

Thalveen had worked on the old woman’s acupressure points with his long fingers before the guard opened the medical bag for him. Now, Thalveen snapped open three bulbs containing fluids, and tipped one across Mrs Finross’s chest – the orange fluid seeped into her skin as if her body were a sponge – and tipped another against her mouth, allowing drops to fall on her tongue. Vapour from the third drifted towards her nostrils, and entered.

Then Thalveen reached inside the bag for a quicksilver scarab with flailing insectile legs. But even as he brought the scarab close to the old woman’s skin, she gave a bouncing kick against the floor. An awful hiss of escaping air was her final exhalation.

Donal had heard people die before. He recognized the sound.

‘I think you should stop now,’ said the florid man.

Thalveen sat back on his heels, struggling quicksilver scarab in hand.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I don’t sense her coming back.’

The grey-suited men looked at each other. Thalveen replaced the scarab in its jar inside the case. Then he stoppered the vials and put them in with the jar, and clicked the indigo bag shut.

He looked up as two of the guard’s colleagues arrived with a stretcher.

‘We’ve called an ambulance, Doctor.’

‘Good.’

At that moment, a distant sound reached Donal even through the hexiglass: the empty howl of a man who had experienced the reality of a loved one’s death during the process of his own.

Donal could find no joy in it. Not even for Laura’s sake.

Outside, a black car rolled along the knucklebone-gravel drive, and stopped fifty yards from the steps that led into the main penitentiary pile of Wailing Towers. To the side of the car park was a long sidewalk where flamewraiths, in their minimized aspect, licked along the gaps between flagstones. On the steps and iron-bound doors, white runes glowed.

‘Someone’s late.’ Al Brodowski, massive arms folded, stood in front of the cruiser he’d driven here. ‘And I think they’re too late.’

‘Already?’ Bud Brodowski checked his watch. ‘But it’s been an hour, is all.’

‘Look.’

The white runes began to flicker red, then to strobe, alternating between white and red so fast they appeared pink.

‘Oh, yeah. That’s approaching death, all right.’

The black car stopped. From the licence plate, it was a rental. Al and Bud watched as the driver got out. He was narrow-bodied, dressed in a bluemole coat over a well-cut dark-blue suit. A black band of lizard skin encircled his blue fedora.

‘Sharp dresser.’

‘Ain’t he? You make him for a cop, all the same?’

‘Not from this city.’

The man reached inside the car, and drew out a grey box. Both Brodowskis found themselves resting one hand naturally on their guns. The thin man noticed them, grinned, and used his heel to slam the car door shut.

‘Disregarding the rental company’s property.’

‘Has to be a cop.’

‘What I said, ain’t it?’

The man’s pointed shoes scrunched on knucklebones as he neared the brothers. They could see the stubble on his long face, thicker over the upper lip. Perhaps he was growing a moustache.

‘Am I too late for the big finale?’ He nodded toward the runes, now shining a deeper colour, closer to solid red. ‘I got a tender stomach, so it’s just as well.’

‘Uh-huh,’ said Al.

‘You got ID?’ asked Bud.

‘How I got through the gate.’ The thin man touched the breast of his coat. ‘Letter of authorization.’

‘That’s not exactly ID.’

‘I wasn’t exactly offering to show you ID.’

The brothers tensed. In the weight-lifting rooms at HQ, they were called the Barbarians. The sight of their swelling muscles and narrowing eyes had made more than one violent gang member grow weak and compliant. But the thin man merely shifted the weight of the grey box under one arm, and grinned again.

‘See, guys – I’m not here, right?’

‘Hey, Al. You think he looks kinda solid for an apparition?’

‘I dunno, Bud. He looks kinda brittle, y’know?’

‘Don’t test me.’ Then, with a grin: ‘OK, I give up. Just arrest me and throw me in Commissioner Vilnar’s car.’

‘Say what?’

But Al’s gaze had already flickered to a dark-green armoured limousine parked at the far end of the lot.

‘That one, is it? Thanks, men. That’s all I needed to know.’

Al and Bud stared at each other. They had the muscle to force the issue, but it was obvious that the stranger was no criminal. If he had been, he would never have passed through the outer gates.

But as the thin man walked on towards the commissioner’s car, the brothers smiled.

‘It’s not like he hung around long enough for us to warn him, is it?’

‘Nah. Shame, cos we’d have told him all about Lamis, we would.’

‘’Course we would. We aim to please, don’t we?’

‘Dunno about you, bro, but I usually aim for the centre of the body.’

‘There is that.’

In the distance, high in the dark-purple sky, a tiny shape with bat-wings banked into a turn, straightening up as its nose pointed toward Wailing Towers.

‘The ambulance is coming.’

‘Guess the show’s almost over.’


Two

Finross continued to die. His drawn-out nerves formed spreading branches, gauzy fractal trees that floated in the air. As the second hour began, his skin began to peel back in narrow, curling strips. The hook-wraiths teased grey, glistening fat away from red-soaked, striated muscle tissue. Shimmering liquid highlights played across the revealed interior of Finross’s body, as he continued to writhe and howl.

Someone – not the first – began to retch into a handkerchief, and rushed from the viewing chamber. Even the experienced journalists looked sweat-soaked and haggard, their complexions grey. Perhaps only Commissioner Vilnar, blocky and unmoving in his front-row seat, displayed no reaction to the ongoing suffering.

‘The taxpayers got their money’s worth,’ he’d said to a reporter on a former occasion, after a senior figure in Bugs Lander’s mob had paid the penalty for choking several competitors on their own intestines. The execution had lasted nearly five hours. ‘Nice to see the underworld giving something back.’

It had been a popular statement with the Gazette’s readership. The mayor’s office had taken note. And perhaps the prison officials too, because today’s hookwraiths were performing superbly, as the grey clouds of nerves around Finross’s form were joined by spreading blue and red. The wraiths teased out capillaries first, then arteries and veins, so that the whole circulatory system fanned out alongside the nerves, hanging in the air like a delicate sculpture that had taken weeks to construct.

Surpassing themselves.

Call it a masterful performance.

Outside, the lightest of quicksilver rains was starting to fall, faintly hissing on the knucklebone gravel. The thin man was approaching the dark-green armoured limousine parked at the end of the row of cars. Before he reached it, the driver’s door cracked open, and a tall figure climbed out. He was wearing a dark-grey chauffeur’s uniform with a peaked cap, and heavy wraparound dark-blue glasses, despite the fact he was outdoors.

From the far end of the car park came a murmured, ‘Lamis don’t never get out of the car, does he, bro?’

‘Not hardly. But there he is.’

Neither the thin man nor the tall chauffeur looked in the Brodowskis’ direction.

‘I’m Lamis.’ The chauffeur’s voice was sepulchral. ‘You’ve brought a sample.’

‘And now your boss owes my boss a favour.’

‘If you say so, Inspector.’

‘Uh-huh.’ The thin man checked that the Brodowskis were standing too far away to overhear. ‘So are you going to take the Death-damned thing or not?’

Lamis reached up and removed his shades just by an inch, until the thin man could see the darkness where Lamis’s eyes should have been. Inside that darkness was—

‘Shit. Impossible.’

‘But you haven’t.’ Lamis replaced his heavy dark-blue shades. ‘Excreted in your pants, I mean. Nor did you run from me, as most people would.’

‘Got a sprained ankle.’

‘And a strained humour, but good enough.’ Lamis took the grey case from him. ‘And my apologies. The resonance from this thing is . . . unsettling.’

‘Didn’t make me feel too happy carrying it, and I’m not even a mage or anything.’

‘You did a good job. You fly back home tonight?’

‘Unless the border’s closed, yeah. The old Transition Tempest has been wild lately. A lot of flights are delayed.’

‘Thank you again, Inspector.’

The quicksilver rain was growing heavier, and the thin man hunched his shoulders.

‘Any time,’ he said. ‘I love the weather here. Makes me feel welcome.’

But Lamis was staring at the red runes. If blood could glow, it would be that colour.

‘I get it,’ said the thin man. ‘End of the show. I’m gone from here.’

He turned and headed back towards his rental car, tipping his fedora to the Brodowskis as he passed. Then he got inside, started the engine, and backed out too fast from the parking space, spraying knucklebone gravel that knocked against the bodywork of three cars.

He drove towards the main exit without looking back.

The Brodowskis watched him depart, noting the scanwraiths passing through the car, checking everything even on departure. This was a prison, after all, filled with inmates desperate to escape.

‘Definitely a cop, bro.’

‘You got it.’

They turned away, checking Commissioner Vilnar’s limousine. The tall driver, Lamis, had climbed back inside. His curved dark glasses were in place as usual.

‘You saw it, right?’

‘What? When he nearly took off his shades?’

‘Yeah. Then.’

‘Uh . . . Nope. Didn’t see a thing.’

Inside the limo, Lamis’s features might have moved fractionally, precursor to a non-existent smile.

After a moment: ‘Me neither. Obviously.’

‘Yeah. Obviously.’

Overhead, the bat-winged ambulance was gliding in an elliptical trajectory, looking for a place to land. Then it did something surprising – curving its wings, it dropped straight towards the roof of the main penitentiary pile.

‘They’ll never make it.’

‘I dunno. That driver’s good.’

‘Pilot.’

‘Huh?’

‘They’re flying, ain’t they? So the guy’s a pilot.’

‘If you say so, bro.’

The black ambulance swivelled its afterburners downwards, and blue flames flared as it descended, braking. It lowered itself in the middle of a formation of five pointed towers, snapped its wings into its chassis at the last moment, and was gone from sight.

‘Didn’t hear a crash.’

‘Got down OK. Sweet.’

‘Who are you calling sweet?’

‘In your— Now who’s this?’

Another car was entering the ground of Wailing Towers. This one was long and darkest burgundy, almost black, its flared fins edged with obsidian. The windows and windshield were strips of polished darkness.

‘I recognize the fancy limo.’

‘So whose is—? Hades, bro.’

‘Yeah. Exactly. You think the lieutenant knows?’

‘Beats me. What do you reckon?’

‘Haven’t got a clue, bro.’

The limo pulled up alongside them. Then the driver’s door opened, and a huge bearded man with a vast belly manoeuvred his legs from beneath the steering wheel. Puffing, he got to his feet, grimaced at the sea of knucklebones, then grinned at the Brodowskis.

‘Hey, guys. Fancy seeing you here.’

‘André. How’s life?’ said Al.

‘See you got a job.’ Bud nodded towards the rear. ‘That who we think it is?’

‘Probably. Give me a moment.’

He opened the rear door. What appeared first was a slender walking-stick formed of intricately carved bone. Then a frail ankle in expensive shoes. When the lady rose out of the limo, she stood straight, and flicked back a coil of white hair from her forehead.

‘Hello, boys.’

‘Uh, hello, ma’am.’

‘Ma’am.’

‘André,’ she turned to her chauffeur, ‘do you know my old friends, Aloysius and Boudreaux Brodowski?’

‘Sure, ma’am.’

But André, like the rest of the world, knew them as Al and Bud, or simply the Barbarians. Now his mouth worked as he silently practised: Alo-ysius. Bou-dreaux.

The Brodowskis shook their heads, their muscular necks clenching and releasing.

‘And who are you assigned to drive around?’ The white-haired woman’s face was lined, but her eyes were grey jewels, shining clear. ‘Ah. Good. It was in fact Lieutenant Riordan that I wanted to see.’

The brothers tried not to look at each other. Both men knew that humming a tune would stop them subvocalising responses to questions they should not answer. But every song and ditty they knew had evaporated from memory. Their throats were dry.

Then the woman looked at the glowing red runes, before glancing up towards the roof. The ambulance was out of sight, but she said, ‘The paramedics are here already. I don’t . . . Ah, you’ve a wait ahead of you, boys.’

‘Ma’am?’

‘It’s not the alderman who’s died. His execution is still in progress.’ The woman’s frown overlaid a momentary smile. ‘Poor woman. I can sympathize.’

Then she looked up at the Brodowskis and added, ‘So. You boys can rest – now – secure in remembering to forget that I was ever here.’

Each brother felt himself slide into a warm daydream, still standing upright, with perfect balance.

‘Ma’am,’ said André. ‘Are we leaving?’

‘Yes. This was a mistake. Because of him.’

Her nod was directed towards the far end of the parking area. For a moment, Bud had time to think: Lamis. She’s talking about Lamis, in the commissioner’s car.

Then he, like his brother, descended into soft, amnesiac sleep.

Donal was trying to tune out the suffering in front of him. What made it difficult was his new self-awareness, the unsettling realization that he could control his emotions – except that realization caused another emotional reaction. He had a strange sense of architecture in his mind, a form of internal perception he had never known.

Then again, I’ve never been dead before.

Down on the front row, Commissioner Vilnar touched his shaven temple, and bowed his head, as if listening to a phone conversation. He gave a tiny nod, then leaned toward Commander Bowman and murmured something, before getting to his feet.

Donal was glad that something had changed in the external world. Inside his own head was somewhere he didn’t want to be. But he remained sitting, only his gaze following Commissioner Vilnar as he left.

He closed his eyes—

Laura. I miss you so much.

—and opened them. Even the sight of Finross dying was better than the inside of his mind.

Out in the parking area, Commissioner Vilnar stopped in front of the unmoving Brodowski brothers. Their eyes were open but unfocused, unaware of Vilnar’s presence. He looked at them for a long moment, before snorting and shaking his head.

‘Bloody woman.’

He left the entranced brothers standing by their cruiser, and headed for his limousine. The rear door opened as he neared, and he climbed inside. The rear seat was upholstered in soft grey scales. He moved into the centre, as the door closed and locked.

The partition slid down. In the front seat, Lamis spoke without turning.

‘She’s gone. But our friend from Silvex City came and went before her.’

‘Temesin? Did she notice him?’

‘Not that I could tell. It’s Riordan she was thinking about.’

‘She’d make a useful ally.’

‘But she has no love for the department. Still, if you use Riordan for what you’ve in mind, perhaps she’ll see her way clear’ – Lamis used one long fingernail to tap his shades – ‘to helping us.’

‘Or maybe he’s been through enough.’

‘He’s still a police officer, with a duty.’

‘I know.’ Vilnar rubbed a hand over his shaven scalp, then across his face. ‘I do know that.’

‘And I’m not going to mention how things are growing critical.’

‘Good. I’m glad you didn’t mention that.’

‘Although of course they are.’ Lamis reached for something. ‘Take a look.’

He lifted a grey case high enough to balance it on the back of the seat.

‘I’m getting a . . . sensation,’ said Vilnar, ‘across my skin. It’s not a pleasant one.’

‘And that’s with heavy insulation.’ Lamis lowered the case back on to the passenger seat, then slid it down into the floor well. ‘You’d really feel it if I opened the thing.’

‘Shit.’ Vilnar hadn’t been a street cop for a long time, but the vernacular remained. ‘Is it weapons grade?’

‘Definitely.’

‘And what kind of weapon are the bastards building with it? Thousands of handhelds, or something singular and massive?’

‘Impossible to tell, if the sample’s not configured yet. And I don’t think it is.’

‘Balls.’ Again, Vilnar rubbed his face. ‘All right. Bowman was in the Westside Complex last week, but when he tried to sneak away from the initial meeting, his way was blocked by lifewards.’

‘The complex where Finross’s body is about to go.’

‘Exactly.’

‘And with the arresting officer being a zombie.’ Lamis popped open a drawer in the dashboard, then drew out what looked like a pair of ordinary notepads. ‘You might want to give him one of these.’

‘All-time pads?’

‘Correct.’

Vilnar took the pads from Lamis, and put them on the seat beside him. Then he took a fountain pen from his pocket – it was formed of polished quartz, a present from the mayor’s office – unscrewed the cap, and pressed down on one pad, marking it. On its twin, an identical mark appeared.

‘Good.’ Vilnar looked at Lamis’s reflection in the driving-mirror. ‘I’ll leave one with the Brodowskis. Excellent thinking, my friend.’

‘It’s what the city pays me for.’

‘Actually, they pay you to drive me around.’

‘Ha. So what do they know?’

Commissioner Vilnar stared out through the side window at the dark, massive penitentiary.

‘Very, very little, as it turns out.’

Eventually, Finross died.

Magnesium-white flashbulbs popped as photographers recorded the aftermath: a dummy-like corpse, its nerves and arteries spilling out like lace. Tomorrow’s Tristopolitan Gazette would doubtless feature a large blue-and-white photograph of Finross on page one. Other newspapers, from other cities, would run photos and reports of diminishing size, the farther away their readership was based. Across the northern border in Illurium, there might be a small paragraph, no picture. To the south, in Trilaxia and Shudderland, it was unlikely to make the news at all.

And the day after, Finross would be forgotten by nearly everybody.

So long as you’re suffering somehow, you bastard. That’ll be justice.

But there was no joy for Donal as he watched attendants remove the body, ready for transport to whichever Energy Authority complex had been designated to receive it. Usually that would be the Westside Complex, being the closest; but sometimes technical circumstances meant that workers at a more distant complex would be able to process the body more quickly. Donal knew the theory: the less delay between death and processing, the more the bones would howl with suffering inside the necrofusion pile.

It wasn’t a theory widely discussed beyond legal circles. Ordinary citizens preferred to believe that they would pay no particular price beyond death for the comforts they had received in life. But cops could no more ignore the reality of the reactor piles than they could turn away from a terminal traffic accident. And processing their first TTA was a rite of passage for virtually every rookie of the Tristopolis PD.

‘Lieutenant?’ Dr Thalveen touched his arm.

‘Huh? Sorry, I was dreaming.’

‘It’s self-awareness that’s the danger.’ Thalveen’s eyes were stonily certain. ‘Dreaming is very . . . human.’

‘You’ve lost me.’

‘Thoughts becoming aware of thoughts. Most people would say that’s what defines humanity, what makes us – them – different from animals. But thoughts can sense thoughts sensing thoughts . . . and infinite self-recursion is a mortal danger. If you can call us mortal.’

‘I’ll bear that in mind.’ Donal looked away, then back at Thalveen. ‘Just how old are you, Doctor?’

‘I was thirty-one when I died.’

‘Yeah, but how long—?’

‘All complex systems change.’

‘I notice you didn’t say living systems.’

‘Very observant, Lieutenant. Were you always that sensitive to subtleties of language?’

Donal felt his expression tighten, consciously relaxed his facial muscles, then realized the fineness of his neuromuscular control, and felt a sick sense of wrongness.

‘You’ll get used to it,’ added Thalveen. ‘Given time.’

‘That’s comforting.’

The attendants had left with Finross’s body. In the empty execution chamber, the stone bier looked unthreatening. Or perhaps that was Donal’s subliminal awareness that the hookwraiths had sunk down inside the bier and carried on descending. The bier was an ordinary block of stone, and the chamber was an ordinary chamber. Finross’s dying was over.

Laura. Can you somehow know that Finross is gone?

Thalveen hefted his indigo medical bag, and looked round at the departing journalists and bureaucrats.

‘Looks like the show is over.’ He cast his voice so that it would carry. ‘Until the next time.’

No one turned to look. But the tension in shoulders and torsos, the tiny but visible shuddering of several men and women, were obvious enough for Donal to read. Thalveen’s lips pulled back in something like a smile.

Then he murmured, ‘Who says zombies have no sense of humour?’

Donal checked the expressions on the living humans, then turned and strode along the row of seats, away from Thalveen, not looking back.

‘You’ll get used to it. Given time.’

Walking away was one thing. Trying to forget Thalveen’s words was something else.

*

The ambulance – unexpectedly, the second ambulance to depart from here today with a fresh corpse on board – had already taken off. Donal descended the steps on which runes continued to glow red, then stopped at the edge of the knucklebone gravel drive. The two grey-suited men stared up at the bat-winged shape gliding against the featureless indigo sky.

‘Hades speed you,’ said one.

His colleague made the Sign of the Axe, murmuring a prayer.

‘Good riddance,’ said Donal.

He walked past, hoping they would react by attacking him, knowing they wouldn’t. He carried on, conscious of the knucklebones crunching beneath his shoes, until he processed the sight of the hulking Brodowski brothers, standing with their hands at their sides, their gazes unfocused.

Enscorcelled?

Donal’s hand was inside his jacket, grasping the butt of his Magnus in its shoulder holster. He walked closer. He didn’t draw, not yet.

‘For . . . you.’ Al raised his left hand, still in trance. ‘From the . . . commiss-ion-er.’

‘Thanatos,’ muttered Donal.

It was a small notepad that Al held out. Donal remained an arm’s length away.

‘Why would the Old Man give you that for me?’

‘Can’t be . . . seen. With . . . you . . . today.’

Certainly, Commissioner Vilnar had not looked in Donal’s direction during the execution, not even once. It had been a very public cold-shouldering.

‘Hold the thing out, Al.’

Al’s hand slowly rose.

I need to get him out of trance.

Donal had received trance-training at the police academy, but mostly defensive, to prevent falling under another’s spell.

Didn’t save the Diva, did it?

That was an old guilty thought that Donal pushed aside now. The question was whether to try talking Al back to a conscious, waking state, or to get help from someone inside the—

What the fuck?

Black cursive handwriting was growing across the notepad.

I’m assured you’re reading this right n

Donal blinked as he took a step back. He whipped out his Magnus, centring on Al first, then swivelling, taking in Bud – who remained im-mobile – then the surroundings. No one was coming for him.

He glanced back at the pad.

I’m assured you’re reading this right now, Lieutenant. You’ve heard of an all-time pad? This is one. It’s like a hex-entangled warrant, but smarter.

Laura had used hex-entangled cross-border arrest warrants. Donal had been able to carry warrants that showed the suspects’ details as blanks, waiting for a judge back in Tristopolis to later fill in the names – which would simultaneously appear on Donal’s copies.

Then the writing scrubbed itself out of existence, blanking the pad before new words appeared.

I want you to

The writing stopped, then a line scored through the first four words, before the handwriting continued.

I want you to Go to the Westside Complex, where I’ve authorized you to observe the forensic Bone Listener’s work. I want you to make some excuse to leave the chamber, and go alone to find the minus-thirtieth floor. There, go to Director Braune’s office. He’s just resigned. His safe combination is 3-7- pentangle-5-talon-2-9-1. Retrieve contents. Bring to me.

Perhaps the pad worked both ways; but Donal had no intention of putting down his gun and taking his attention from the environment. In any case, what would he ask to verify the writer’s identity? It wasn’t as if he had a long, friendly past with the commissioner. He knew nothing of Vilnar’s private life, neither his wife’s name nor his pet’s, nor even if he had a pet.

The words blanked out once more, then:

You’ll have a chance to give me the papers in person. Sometime in the next few days. Until then, guard them.

‘Maybe,’ muttered Donal.

He scanned in every direction again, remembering to glance up at the blank indigo sky and down at the gravel beneath his feet – in case of wraith-hands reaching up through the knucklebones. Then Bud Brodowski began to sway.

Good luck.

And the notepad page was blank in Al’s in grasp. Donal snatched it just as Al, too, began to blink rapidly.

‘Are you two all right?’ said Donal.

The brothers yawned and shrugged their massive shoulders.

‘Huh? ’Course we are.’

‘Why wouldn’t we be?’

Donal tucked the notepad inside his jacket.

‘Loot? You got a gun in your hand.’

‘Me? Well, I don’t need that.’ He reholstered. ‘I’m safe with you two around, don’t you think?’

‘Too right.’

‘Freakin’ A.’

Cars were filing from the parking area, with a magnified rustling from the knucklebone-sea they rolled across. Few vehicles were left. The dark piles of Wailing Towers were returning to their normal desolate state.

Donal tried to let out a calming breath, then realized his lungs had been empty since he spoke. He sucked in some air.

‘We’ve got a mission,’ he said. ‘Before going back to HQ.’

‘Doughnuts from Fat’n’Sugar?’

‘Beers from Tentacle Sam’s?’

‘I was thinking we could see the place’ – Donal decided not to smile – ‘where they put the bones to work.’

The brothers looked at each other, hunched their shoulders like gloomy gorillas, and climbed inside the car without a word.
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