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One

Amber eyes watched from thick darkness beyond the stone steps. Donal sketched a fingertip salute. Stuffing his hands in his overcoat pockets, he looked up at the two hundred storeys of Police HQ, rearing upwards, dark and uncompromising. It was late and cold and the sky appeared deep-purple, heavily opaque.

Somewhere near the top, Commissioner Vilnar’s office waited. And reading between the lines of this morning’s phone call, the Commissioner had a new job lined up for Donal – something he was not going to enjoy.

‘Son of a bitch,’ he muttered.

From the shadows came a low growl.

‘No offence,’ he added.

Donal unbuttoned his coat and moved easily up the steps, two treads at a time, and passed between tall stone pillars surmounted by orange glows. He stopped at the big bronze-and-steel doors.

‘Lieutenant Donal Riordan.’ He spoke clearly. ‘Badge number two-three-omicron-nine.’

A tingling swept down his skin, then huge locks rotated and clunked, and the doors swung inwards. He passed inside, into the vault-like reception chamber.

To the right, the duty sergeant, Eduardo, was a shadowy figure above the imposing granite block of his desk; otherwise, the place was deserted. Donal’s footsteps echoed back as he headed for the bank of cylindrical lifts at the rear, his coat swirling cape-like in the mixed cool and hot breezes that swept through this place.

He stepped into an empty lift.

‘Hey, Gertie. Floor 187, please.’

For a moment, nothing. Then:

*Anything for you, hon.*


The words felt like a caress.

Donal’s stomach tipped as he shot upwards.

Ten seconds later, he stepped out into a half-lit corridor.

*Later, darlin’.*

‘See ya.’

In the reception offices, Commissioner Vilnar’s secretary, known to every cop as Eyes, was sitting with her back to Donal. Slender silver cables hung around her switchboard-like console. Without turning, she waved her pale hand, which Donal took as a signal to go straight in.

‘Thank you.’

‘You’re welcome, Lieutenant.’

He strode past a row of ordinary-looking filing-cabinets. Each was marked with a tiny fist-shaped sigil, indicating that they were in fact secure, and he wondered what they contained. Probably the Commissioner’s expense sheets.

The black doors in front of Donal pulled apart, and he stepped through into Commissioner Vilnar’s office. There was a lone visitor’s chair made of black iron, set before the imposing desk. Behind him, the doors closed with a faint screech.

On the other side of the desk, the big chair rotated, revealing the Commissioner’s bald head, the wide shoulders of his black suit.

‘Sit down.’

‘Thanks.’

‘Have you ever been to the opera, Riordan?’

‘Sir?’

‘That’ – the Commissioner’s flat features moved: a sketched rehearsal for a smile – ‘is what I thought you’d say. Read this.’

A desk drawer slid open, and Commission Vilnar pulled out a broad-sheet newspaper. It looked like a luxury edition, on warm yellow vellum bearing a curlicued violet script: a copy of the Fortinium Times. Its layout was similar to the Tristopolitan Gazette, though not the flimsy edition that Donal read: the plebeian version shredded apart within hours.

‘Um …’

There was a gangland killing featured on the bottom of the first page. A blue-and-white photograph showed an innocent victim, a passing nurse who’d stepped between a slowing car and the real target, Bugs Lander.

‘Try the Culture section,’ said the Commissioner. ‘Under Theatre.’


‘You’re kidding.’ Donal turned the heavy pages. ‘This? About the opera singer?’

Purple ink shimmered as his gaze moved across the description of Maria daLivnova’s performance in The White Masque.

‘I don’t see.. Oh. She’s coming to Tristopolis. The Théâtre du Loup Mort.’

The venue was an ornate building off Hoardway that Donal had passed many times.

‘That’s right. And while the Diva is here’ – Commissioner Vilnar reached over and took back the paper – ‘absolutely nothing bad is going to happen to her. Am I right?’

Donal closed his eyes, opened them again.

‘Are you suggesting protection duty, sir?’

‘I don’t have to suggest anything.’

‘Um … No, sir.’

From another drawer, the Commissioner removed separate vellum sheets. Indigo typeface delineated a series of crime report summaries, each headed with a location and date, the first crime scene being in Fortinium. Two other sheets were reprinted newspaper articles.

‘Six months ago,’ said Donal.

‘Read the details.’

The report described a famous actor falling dead on stage, accompanied by surprised applause from some of the audience who failed to realize how premature the death scene was.

‘A fake ambulance crew,’ added Commissioner Vilnar before Donal could finish the paragraph, ‘came to take the body away. Five minutes before the real medics arrived.’

‘Thanatos,’ muttered Donal.

Commissioner Vilnar frowned: he disapproved of bad language. Donal continued to read, scanning reports from three other countries in Transifica, plus one from Zurinam.

‘The bodies. That’s the common factor.’ Donal looked up. ‘Someone’s after the performers’ bodies.’

‘That’s right.’ Commissioner Vilnar pointed at the third report, of family bodyguards at a heavily fortified mausoleum, who shot first and asked no questions. They had killed two of the intruders and driven off the others. ‘That was Trelway Boskin the Third, and his body is still in its sarcophagus.’

One of the dead actors, Sir Alyn Conroly, had made it as far as the city morgue. That was in Lorgonne, on the dank south coast. There,

forensic seers found microscopic holes left by dissolving toxic slivers.

But the morning after their examination, when a seer’s assistant pulled open the lead-lined drawer that should have contained Conroly, the drawer was empty.

‘And it is murder,’ said Donal. ‘Not just body-snatching.’

‘In a courtroom, in the other cases, that would be idle speculation.’

‘Yes. I see.’

The reports covered twelve murders in total.

In Zurinam, where a popular foreign singer called Shalaria was visiting – just Shalaria, no last name – the same kind of thing had occurred. But after Shalaria’s collapse, according to local custom, city officials had fed her corpse to the glistening albino snakes which lived in the city’s largest cathedral.

In the blue-and-white photograph, the snakes were coiled impassively around the stone columns, while a congregation prayed, with no sign of the digested remains.

The reprinted article, written by a Tristopolitan journalist, commended the city fathers for their speed in committing Shalaria to the snakes ‘without those bothersome delays incurred by forensic examinations’. Luckily, the authorities were trustworthy, the article continued, otherwise ‘one might even doubt that it was Shalaria’s body at all.’

Donal pushed the papers aside.

‘It could be coincidence.’

‘So. What else could it be?’

‘A conspiracy across two continents. With resources and rigorous planning.’

‘And a burning desire,’ said Commissioner Vilnar, ‘to go for lucky thirteen?’

‘It could be.’ Donal tapped the papers. ‘Even if not, this Diva will need a protection detail. It’s a question of how thorough the protection is.’

What Donal meant was, how much money the department was prepared to spend. For a moment, a flash of something that might have been humour passed through the Commissioner’s eyes.

‘She’ll be safe in our city.’

Donal understood that statement for what it was.

‘When do I start, sir?’

‘You just did.’



In the antechamber, a folder was waiting for Donal on the desktop. He opened it, and drew out a letter.


‘You’re supposed to read it.’

‘Yes,’ Donal said to Eyes. ‘Thank you.’

Being polite to the Commissioner’s secretary was a basic survival skill in the Department.

Donal checked the letterhead, which bore the embossed Tree Frog insignia of the City Borough Federation, as well as the federal Salamander-and-Eagle.



Xoram Borough Council
99 Phosphorus Way
Xoram Precinct
Tristopolis TS 66A-298-omega-2

Tristopolis Police Headquarters
1 Avenue of the Basilisks
Tristopolis TS 777-000

42nd Quatrember 6607

Re: Meeting with Malfax Cortindo, Director, City Energy Authority

Dear Commissioner Vilnar

It has been absolutely my pleasure to arrange a meeting between one of your officers and Director Cortindo of the City Energy Authority. The latter body are of course a credit to our city, and the Director evinced no hesitation in ensuring me that any technical assistance which is germane, he will be overjoyed to provide.

I have communicated with Director Cortindo that Lieutenant Donal Riordan will be meeting with him, as per your indicated request of 40th ult., on the evening of 37th of Quintember at nineteen o’clock, at the Downtown Core Station. All facilities will be placed at the Lieutenant’s disposal.

Kindest regards

K Finross

Alderman Kinley Finross

P.S. All best to your honoured wife. Sally and I hope to return the favour at the Styxian Ball.




Donal checked his watch, worn military-style inside his wrist. The appointment was for tonight in less than an hour.

‘Sweet bleeding Death. How am I supposed to get there on time?’ The receptionist, Eyes, shrugged without turning away from her console.

‘Sorry. I didn’t make the arrangements.’

‘No, of course not.’ Donal replaced the letter in the folder. ‘You want me to leave this here?’

‘Yes, please.’

‘Then I’ll get going.’



Gertie took Donal down fast to the twenty-seventh floor, without a word: Donal’s mood was obvious. He swept through the squad room, ignoring Levison who was waving a piece of paper. There was no time.

Inside his office, Donal pushed back with his heel to slam the door shut.

‘Death damn it.’

Putting his phone’s handset to his ear, he span the first four combination wheels to dial an internal number, then waited.

‘Garage.’

‘Hey, Sam. It’s Donal. You got any squad cars down there ready to go?’

‘Sorry, Lieutenant. O’Doyle and Zachinov took the last one. The others are still hooked up to the—’

‘Shit.’

Donal hung up. How—?

A dark cable hung outside his office window, and he remembered that the cleaners were working on the exterior this week.

I must be insane.

But he was in a real hurry now, so he reached inside his desk drawer and hooked out a pair of black liquid-metal gloves, and pulled them on. Flipping up the window catches, he took hold and heaved.

It was a long drop down.

Ah, shit.

He flexed the black metal gloves, thought about it for a moment, then climbed up on to the window sill and threw himself out.

The gloves took hold of the rope by themselves, and a smell like burning oil rose up and the air was cold as Donal’s feet touched the wall every fifty feet or so, an insane abseil … while behind a window, a woman jumped back, her mouth wide in an unheard scream.


Gripping harder now, the gloves slowed Donal’s descent – for Thanatos’ sake – leaving it to the last moment but his feet touched lightly and he was down.

A purple taxi slowed, the driver catching sight of Donal, but then began to speed up again.

‘Hey!’ shouted Donal.

Just then a dark shape shot into the road from beyond the HQ steps. Amber eyes blazed and the taxi screeched to a halt, rocking on its suspension. Donal stared at the sight for a moment, then pocketed his gloves and strode to the taxi, his heart still beating fast from the effort and adrenaline.

He pulled open the passenger door and stopped.

‘Thanks, FenSeven!’

The huge deathwolf grinned, sitting on its haunches in front of the vehicle. Then it nodded, and trotted back to its place in the shadows, as Donal climbed inside the taxi and pulled the door shut.

‘Police emergency,’ he said.

‘Uh … Yeah?’

‘Thousand and seventh street. Let’s not hang around.’

The driver turned around, an unlit black cigar hanging from his lips.

‘Police?’

‘What, you want to see my handcuffs? Or my gun?’

‘Uh … No, chief.’ The driver gunned the engine and pulled away from the curb. ‘No need.’

‘Good.’ Donal’s voice was soft. ‘That’s a good thing.’



From the corner of Avenue of the Basilisks and Hellvue Boulevard, a white-skinned woman in a pale-grey skirt suit watched the taxi depart. She liked the way that he had exited the building directly without caring too much what people thought.

‘That’s a quality that could be useful.’

A streetcleaner, in his black uniform, paused on the other side of the street. He wondered what such a pale pretty lady was doing talking to herself … But then, just for a millisecond, he glimpsed a shift of movement in the air. He jerked back. Some things are not meant to be stared at directly.

Grabbing a broom from his cart, the cleaner got to work in the gutter, no longer looking up or sideways. Not even from the edge of his vision.


*You think he’s honest?* the air whispered.

The woman in the pale-grey skirt suit pulled a compact out of her handbag, and flipped it open. The mirror was one-third silver, the remaining two-thirds black but still reflective: plenty of time remaining.

She snapped the compact shut, replaced it beside her platinum-coated pistol, and slung the bag back over her shoulder.

*Well?*

‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘Do you think we could use him if he isn’t?’

*No.*

‘Neither do I.’ The woman looked down the long perspective of the dark avenue, watching as the purple taxi hooked into a fast left turn and was gone. ‘If he doesn’t survive, it doesn’t matter either way.’

*I thought I was the negative one.*

The woman turned and strode towards the nearest black hydrant. Her dark, finned car – a Vixen – was waiting at the curb. As she walked, a half-glimpsed ripple passed through the air alongside her, keeping pace.

*Or maybe you’re afraid to let yourself fancy him. Is that it?*

The woman stopped, fingers touching the car’s doorhandle. She looked up at the air.

‘Am I that transparent?’

There was another ripple, altering the outline of the art gallery beyond.

*Is that meant to be funny?*

‘Well, I laughed.’ The woman got inside the car and slammed the door.

After a moment, she opened the passenger door from the inside, waited for approximately thirty seconds, then reached across and pulled it shut.

‘Let’s go keep watch. If Lieutenant Riordan doesn’t reappear, we’ll have someone to charge with his murder. There’s always a bright side, Xalia. Didn’t you know?’

*I prefer the darkness, Laura.*

‘You would.’

*And you don’t?*

The car slid away from the curb.



Two great pillars of stone reached up. If you craned your head back, you would see, against a background of purple sky, that each pillar was

surmounted by a skull wearing an Ouroboros headband, a flattened Möbius serpent twisting around and swallowing its own tail.

Lowering your gaze just a little, you would take in the immense size and weight of the solid black iron gates, and the great walls formed of granite stretching off to either side, encircling the Downtown Core Complex.

The taxi stopped, small in the foreshortened black drive that stopped at the gates. Behind the taxi, beyond the street, rose the attenuated blocks of old denuded buildings, empty niches showing where gargoyles had perched before leaving en masse.

‘Man,’ murmured the taxi driver. ‘This place …’

Donal said: ‘Sound your horn.’

‘Oh, I don’t—’

‘Sound it.’

A long howl rose from under the taxi’s purple bonnet. ‘There. Are you—?’

There was a grinding sound, and the taxi shuddered as the gates began to move, sliding to either side. Donal remained impassive while the driver swallowed twice, three times in succession, then rolled the taxi forward.

As they entered a gargantuan courtyard, the driver almost had his eyes shut; but Donal was scanning the environment, checking the gun slits on the walls, noting the internal stairs that led to watchtowers.

Then the taxi slowed and halted on a brass circular area at the courtyard’s centre. The brass disc’s diameter was perhaps twice the length of a delivery truck.

‘PLEASE CUT THE ENGINE.’ The voice reverberated around the courtyard.

‘Oh, man …’

‘Do it.’

As soon as the driver switched off the engine, the taxi shuddered once more. The courtyard wall begin to slide sideways …

‘Sweet Hades.’

… except that it wasn’t the wall that was moving, it was the taxi and the great brass disc it was parked on, slowly rotating.

‘Is the handbrake on properly?’ said Donal.

‘Yeah.’ But the driver yanked up hard on the lever. ‘Yeah, we’re OK.’

The wall moved faster now, and Donal could feel the sinking motion as the brass disc screwed itself downwards. The driver clutched his

face and tried not to look at the hollow threaded wall rising past the windows.

The disc screwed into the earth, carrying the taxi down.

It took seven minutes by Donal’s watch to descend through the shaft. Then the walls were gone, replaced by a vast underground space … as the giant screw continued to lower the taxi, down to the floor of the cavernous complex.

The place was vast, with great shadowed aisles separating the huge, square-edged stone piles. Even the darkness seemed to flicker; and that might not have been Donal’s imagination.

For these were the necrofusion piles, the reactors that kept the city powered and its inhabitants alive.

When the brass disc finally slowed and stopped, the driver was muttering a prayer over and over: ‘St-Magnus-slayer-of-evil-behead-my-enemies-and-keep-me-safe. St-Magnus-slayer-of …’

Donal pulled out his wallet, and counted out thirty florins, in accordance with the needle on the dashboard’s dial. ‘I’ll need a receipt.’

‘… enemies-and-what? Say what?’

‘Receipt. Please.’

‘Oh. Sure.’ The driver pulled a receipt book from under the dashboard, and looked for a pen.

‘Behind your ear,’ said Donal.

‘Huh? Oh.’ The driver found the pen, pulled the cap. He tried to write while casting glances out of the windshield and side windows; but his hands were shaking. ‘Look …’

‘What?’

‘Take the receipt, man. Write in your own amount, OK?’

Donal handed over the florin notes and took the blank receipt. ‘All right. If you wait for me on the street up above – out on the street, mind you – you’ll get another fifty for the journey back.’

The driver stared at Donal in the mirror, then nodded his head, fast. Outside, figures in overalls were walking this way.

‘You won’t be there,’ said Donal.

‘Man, I …’

‘Better not lie.’ But Donal had work to do. He opened the door and stepped out on to the brass. ‘Don’t break any speed limits.’

He slammed the purple door shut, and walked off the brass disc and on to solid stone. Behind him the brass cylinder began to screw its way upwards once more.

But it was the three men in grey overalls that dominated Donal’s

attention. He noted the skull-and-Ouroboros symbol on their chests, the calm look in their eyes … and the protective platinum earplugs, the liquid amber vests inside their coveralls.

‘I’m here to see Malfax Cortindo.’

The brass column had reached the cavern ceiling, and was now a solid rotating column, bearing the taxi upwards through solid ground.

‘Of course, sir. Director Cortindo’s office is this way.’

‘How do you know he’ll see me?’

‘You’re on his schedule,’ said the largest of the three men. ‘Lieutenant Riordan.’

Donal had presented no ID.

‘That’s nice,’ he said.

The large man gestured. ‘Sir?’

‘Lead on.’

In fact the men walked beside and behind Donal, escorting him along a vast black-floored alley that separated two rows of necrofusion piles. Even with the lead-and-carbon cladding, Donal felt a twisting in the air, and his chest laboured as he walked.

‘You ever had a leak in here?’ Donal’s voice sounded softer than he had intended.

But none of his escort answered; they walked on in silence. There was only the hum of the reactors (overlaid with gut-liquefying subsonics) plus an ozone tang that hooked at Donal’s nostrils and something else … a feeling that was dry and damp, like poisoned silk drawn softly across his skin.

This was where the dead paid back for the comforts of their life.

And kept repaying.

‘Up the staircase, sir. The Director’s assistant will be waiting at the top.’

Repaying for ever.

‘Thank you.’

It was an ordinary iron spiral, and Donal began to climb.






Two

At the top of the spiral staircase was a landing, also of black iron. Set in the stone wall was a circular door of polished steel, on which the skull-and-Ouroboros was inlaid in shining brass.

The door swung inwards with a faint sucking sound.

‘Good morning, Lieutenant.’ The grey-haired secretary drew her shoulders forward, hollowing her chest, as though afraid to take up too much space. ‘Director Cortindo will see you straight away.’

‘That’s good of him.’ Donal scanned the outer office. There was a low ceiling, and black-flame candles in niches on the walls, with true illumination being indirect, from channels at the floor’s edge.

He pulled off his overcoat, and hung it on the black iron coat-stand.

‘Can I bring you a cup of tea, Lieutenant? Zurinam Black, or we have Axil Red.’

‘Not for me.’

Donal wanted to tell the woman to straighten up and breathe deeply. He wondered if she had always stooped like this, or whether the dark oppressive weight of this place had pressed her down over the years.

He smiled, but the woman looked uncertain as she flicked three glass toggles and waited. The big steel door to the inner office swung open.

The man who rose from behind the blue glass desk was perhaps sixty years old, with a grey goatee.

‘Lieutenant Riordan. How wonderful to meet you.’

This had to be Malfax Cortindo. He wore a silver cravat instead of a tie, and a suit cut from some soft, dark fabric. A walking stick leaned against his chair: ebony, with a plain silver handle, instead of the skull-and-worm that Donal had half expected.

‘Thank you. Likewise.’


They shook hands. Cortindo’s hand was smooth – there was a hint of lilac scent – but strong. Donal decided that there was more to this man than an air of elegance.

‘Won’t you take a seat.’

‘Thanks.’

Donal sat down. On the other side of the desk, Malfax Cortindo sat in his more ornate chair, with curved back and arms. Then Cortindo crossed his legs and steepled his fingers together.

‘I’m really happy to help you. Your visit is something out of the ordinary routine, Lieutenant. Thank you for that, at least.’

‘And the department is grateful for your agreeing to help.’

Donal and Cortindo looked at each other. In this insulated office, richly appointed with carvings and other ornaments, the reactors’ sound was a background hum. A golden clock formed of interlocking metal bones wielding a miniature scythe sliced away the half-seconds from a vertical thread of flowing amber liquid, cutting the thread into discrete drops.

They fell into a cup: snick-snack, snick-snack.

Malfax Cortindo broke the impasse. ‘I’m not entirely clear on how I’m supposed to help, mind you.’

Donal let out a breath. ‘You want the truth? Neither do I.’

‘In that case’ – with an elegant chuckle – ‘can I tempt you with some brandy, while we try to work this out? I have Sintro Mundo, shipped in from Alfrikstan.’

‘No, thank you.’ Not in this place. ‘Now, I have to be careful about giving away specifics about this case.’

‘Of course. I understand.’

‘In addition to which, it’s more a case of preventing a crime than solving one.’ Donal never used the word ‘solve’ when talking with fellow detectives; he had never thought of his job as a puzzle or a game. ‘But in other cities, some notable people have been murdered—’

Something shifted in Cortindo’s eyes.

‘Murdered? This is serious.’

‘Yes.’ Donal held back what he wanted to say: that otherwise, he wouldn’t be in this place. ‘And in several cases, the death has been in a public venue, before an audience. The link is that someone took the bodies, sometimes in audacious ways.’

Malfax Cortindo uncrossed his legs and leaned on the dark-blue desk. ‘This sounds like some kind of widespread conspiracy.’

‘Oh, no,’ said Donal, lying. ‘I just mean, there’s a particular type of

crime that sometimes occurs. A type we’ve identified, and would like to prevent.’

‘Interesting.’ Malfax Cortindo’s gaze remained fixed on Donal. ‘Interesting … Do I take it you’re going to be in charge of Maria daLivnova’s security?’

‘What?’ Donal straightened up in his chair. ‘Who said anything about her?’

‘Ah. You did, Lieutenant. You provided a strong hint, anyway, which you’ve just confirmed.’

‘This isn’t a game.’

‘I’ve always thought a playful spirit allows one to work so much better. But we don’t have to agree on that … You want me to explain my thought process?’

‘Why not.’

‘The guesswork was this: when you mentioned deaths in public places, and audiences, and the stealing of bodies, I assumed you meant the … victims … were performers or artists of some kind. Once I’d got that far, the subsequent deduction was obvious.’

‘You mean about the Diva.’

‘I mean Maria daLivnova, of course. Her forthcoming performances will be the highlight of the current season, as I’m sure you’re aware.’

‘Naturally.’

‘Ah … Not an opera fan, Lieutenant?’

‘I sometimes sing in the shower.’

Malfax Cortindo gestured at his office. ‘Take a look. You see that statuette? It’s Zurinese, maybe four hundred years old. And that painting, the dark one, is by Turinette in the last month before his death. And that embroidery of a poem? If you look closely, you’ll see the verses are from Zar Cuchon’s epic Gladius Mortis, the part where he’s in the forest and—’

‘Fascinating.’

Donal was less interested in statuettes and embroidery than he was in Malfax Cortindo himself. A blizzard of fine-sounding words could not disguise the intuitive leap that made Cortindo identify public performers as the victims of murder and body-stealing.

But the man was too self-possessed to crack easily … and he was supposed to be a resource, not a suspect, for Death’s sake.

‘The point is, Lieutenant, the people who created these works were very special. Even if they didn’t know it themselves, their dreams

were priceless, beyond any kind of material worth I know.’

‘If you say so.’

‘Perhaps we should take a look at the facility. It’ll be a start in explaining what I mean.’

This was the part that Donal had not been looking forward to.

‘Good idea,’ he said.

‘First, let me show you the overview.’ Still sitting, Malfax Cortindo made a gesture over the blue glass desk. Something rippled inside the glass. ‘Here we are.’

There was a soft groan, and then the wall to Donal’s right began to move. It slid slowly, a vast yard-thick slab of granite, into a recess, revealing the caverns beyond. This room was high up, close to the ceiling. Down below, seven rows of reactor piles were visible; others were out of sight, hidden by supporting columns and walls: this was a whole system of caverns, not a single space.

‘See, below the ground’ – Malfax Cortindo pointed – ‘where the air appears to shift and waver?’

‘Um … Got it.’

‘Those are the power conduction channels. The necroflux itself must remain confined within the reactor piles, or there would be a heterodyning build up that would become catastrophic.’

‘You mean an explosion?’

‘Exactly.’ Malfax Cortindo took hold of his elegant cane and stood. ‘Shall we go down and take a look?



Down at the floor level, the air seemed thicker, and a buzz appeared to float inside Donal’s head. Each reactor was taller and more solid than it had appeared from Malfax Cortindo’s office. Workers in grey overalls moved constantly among the piles, and Donal could see the stress-lines clamped on their faces: the price of non-stop vigilance.

They walked, Donal and Malfax Cortindo, for ten minutes along one wide aisle, with minimal conversation. The scale of it was greater than Donal had thought it would or could be. Finally, they came to a reactor whose casing was open.

‘Don’t worry,’ said Malfax Cortindo. ‘It’s been scrubbed and decontaminated, ready for recommissioning.’

Seven men in heavy protective suits and helmets were working on the casing.

‘Could I poke my head inside the cavity?’ said Donal. ‘Just to take a look.’


Malfax Cortindo shook his head. ‘I wouldn’t do that if I were you, Lieutenant.’

‘Didn’t you say it’s been scrubbed?’

‘Cleanliness’ – with a quarter-second smile – ‘is relative, sir. Everything here has a memory, which is part of the problem.’

One of the workers stopped and stiffened. Then one of his colleagues snapped open a lead-lined case. ‘OK, Karl. I’m ready.’

Donal started to step forward, but Malfax Cortindo touched his sleeve. ‘We need to keep our distance, I believe.’

‘All right.’

The bent-over worker, Karl, was wearing heavy stub-fingered gauntlets as part of his protective gear. It must have made fine work harder, but after a few seconds he straightened up and backed out of the hollow reactor casing, bearing something in one palm. It was a sliver of grey, a bone splinter, no more.

But immediately Donal felt sickness clutch his stomach, and the floor seemed to sway.

‘Come along.’ Malfax Cortindo’s grip was strong on his upper arm. ‘Let’s leave these gentlemen to their work.’

Screaming, the inchoate mix of faces and touch, softness and the feel of intestines bursting, tears and the stink of …

Then they were further along the aisle, and the air seemed clear, though still heavy.

‘What the Hades was that?’

‘Sorry, Lieutenant. The splinter was bigger than I thought, or I’d have got us out of there straight away.’

‘A bone splinter? Just a splinter?’

‘Yes … A fragment that’s spent considerable time as part of the reactor fuel. You understand what goes on inside these things?’

‘We touched on it in school’ – Donal wiped his face with the back of his hand – ‘which was a bloody long time ago.’

‘Best days of your life. Isn’t that what we tell our grandchildren?’

Donal doubted whether he and Cortindo had attended the same kinds of school. There are places where you need fists as well as brains in order to graduate.

Malfax Cortindo gestured up at the nearest reactor with his cane.

‘It takes the bones of two thousand corpses,’ he said, ‘to form the critical mass for a single pile. What we’re talking about is a resonant cavity, where standing waves of necroflux vibrate and strengthen, giving off a plethora of harmonics.’


Two thousand people’s remains, just in that one reactor.

‘OK.’ Donal blinked, forcing down his natural dread and sadness. ‘Two thousand. Large number.’

‘There’s no shortage of raw components, Lieutenant.’

After a moment, Donal said: ‘I don’t suppose there is.’

As they walked back to the staircase together, Malfax Cortindo spoke more of the underlying process. Donal tried to follow, not knowing whether any of this had bearing on his job.

Cortindo explained how the microstructures of living bones are altered by the perceptions and actions of the body they’re encased in. But after death, when those same bones are part of a reactor pile, the necroflux moans and howls, diffracted by the bones’ internal structure, replaying the memories of the dead.

‘But not in a coherent whole,’ said Malfax Cortindo. ‘They’re just mixed-up memory fragments from two thousand individuals. The conglomeration does not truly think or feel anything.’

Donal stopped, and looked back at the long straight rows of reactors.

‘Not even pain?’

‘No.’ Malfax Cortindo looked at him for a long moment, then tapped the stone floor with his cane. ‘At least, that’s what I’ll tell anyone who asks me officially. You understand me, Lieutenant?’

Biting his lip, Donal thought of how the city would react if there were suddenly no power, no transport, and therefore no food in the shops.

‘I understand.’

On the wall beside the staircase was a row of brass-encircled, glass-covered dials. The leftmost dial was labelled MN f-2, and Malfax Cortindo stopped to check it. Beside it, a dial labelled GW showed the total power output, Donal assumed, in gigawatts.

‘What’s the first dial?’ he asked.

‘It’s the mean flux rating across all piles,’ said Malfax Cortindo, ‘in meganecrons per square foot.’

‘Oh. Of course.’

‘Hmm. Shall we go back up’ – with an elegant smile – ‘and have a cup of tea?’



In Malfax Cortindo’s office once more, Donal accepted the offer of tea. The grey-haired secretary brought it on a tray, served with best bone china.


Hoping to Hades that there were no real bones involved in the cup’s manufacture, Donal took hold of the fragile handle and sipped the dark strong tea. It was the best he had ever tasted.

‘That’s good.’ Carefully, he replaced the cup on the saucer. ‘That’s very good.’

‘I’m glad you approve, Lieutenant. Now … Once you’ve finished your tea, I’ve one more thing to show you. Don’t worry, there’s no more walking involved.’

I wasn’t worried, Donal was tempted to say. Instead he took another sip of tea.

Wonderful.

‘Let’s do it now,’ he said. ‘Whatever it is.’

‘Since you insist … bear with me a moment.’ Cortindo went to the bookcase which covered the rear wall. He stared at the books’ spines for a moment, then tapped the shelves with his cane, in a pattern of strikes that Donal could not follow.

Malfax Cortindo turned around, just as a circular section of the carpeted floor rotated, and a yard-wide cylinder of metal rose up to chest height and stopped.

‘Here we are.’ Cortindo laid his cane against the desk, and inserted his fingertips into brass-coloured depressions in the metal cylinder. After a moment, a steel door popped open on the cylinder’s side. ‘OK, this is what you need to see.’

It was a platinum case sealed with a golden catch. Perhaps the size of a gun case for an antique pistol, it looked heavy, and Donal wondered what it could contain.

There was a kind of reverence in the way Malfax Cortindo held the case, snapped back the catch, and pulled open the lid. Then he turned the case around so that Donal could see inside.

On scarlet velvet lay a desiccated bone.

‘You can touch it,’ said Malfax Cortindo, ‘but—’

Too late.

Something had already drawn Donal’s fingertips forward, as though he had relinquished control of his own neuromuscular system, and then he touched the bone and he was lost.

It was a form of drowning.



There was a silver sea, its gentle breakers spreading on a pink beach, while transparent birds flew overhead, singing arias of such magnificence that Donal began to weep. There were flowers inland, on

fantastical green-glass structures that might have been plants or might have been art, and the minutest detail of their texture was fascinating. Here a drop of water glistening like a—

Something snatched at him.

No!

—crystalline world in its own right, and all around the fabric of existence was threaded deep with colour, strange nude figures moving in the distance, and landscape filled with—

Another tug, which he tried to fight.

—bands of heavy yellow and red and indigo, the trees which—

Were gone.

Everything was gone.

‘NO!’ Donal hurled himself at Malfax Cortindo who backed away in a deceptive circular motion, bypassing Donal’s momentum. ‘Give it—’

‘Sorry.’ Cortindo’s footwork became a spiral, then a twisting reversal, avoiding Donal’s charge once more.

‘Give …’

Donal bent over from the waist, wheezing, more out of breath than after a ten-mile run. He squinted, salt-sweat half-blinding him, and he wiped his face with his hand.

What the Death was going on?

‘You were lost,’ said Malfax Cortindo, ‘in an artist’s dreams.’

‘But you—’

Heavy gauntlets on Cortindo’s hands must be shielding him from the bone’s influence. Moving with apparent slowness – he was deceptive in his fluid motion – Cortindo replaced the bone inside the platinum case and pushed the lid down shut. Immediately, the air inside the office seemed to clear.

Donal staggered back to the visitor’s chair and sat.

‘Ah, Hades.’ He picked up the cup, and took a slug of tea. ‘Ugh!’

It was cold.

‘Sorry, Lieutenant. But you had to see.’ Malfax Cortindo was inserting the case back inside the cylinder’s opening. ‘If you didn’t experience it for yourself, everything I told you would have been fragile words, immediately forgotten.’

‘I’ve got a good memory.’ Donal made a sour face as put the teacup down. ‘How did that grow so—?’

‘Do you remember how much time passed in your dream?’

‘Excuse me?’ Donal twisted his wrist and checked his watch. ‘No. That’s …’


The time was 22:36.

‘… impossible.’

As soon as Malfax Cortindo pushed the metal door shut, the cylinder began to sink back down into the floor.

‘Is it, Lieutenant? Surely not.’

Malfax Cortindo was right, because there was no reason for Donal to think that his watch had been ensorcelled, or that some eldritch process had been used to suck the heat from his teacup. Instead, there was only one conclusion to be drawn.

Donal had been lost in the bone’s dreams for nearly three hours.

Sitting down behind his dark-blue glass desk once more, Malfax Cortindo stripped off the heavy protective gauntlets.

‘I could have snatched the bone back,’ said Donal. ‘What would have happened to me then?’

‘My dear Lieutenant, I have trained since childhood in pa-kua, a soft art which enabled me to avoid your somewhat, ah, unsteady lunges.’

‘I’d just been ripped out of …’ Donal let his voice trail off.

Out of paradise.

‘I know, and that was in my favour. If there’d been more risk, I’d have had Security in here with me, you understand.’

It sounded as if Cortindo expected Donal to thank him. Instead, Donal opened his suit jacket and let it fall open as he sat back, allowing the shoulder holstered Magnus to show.

‘You want to explain what just happened?’

‘Ah. Perhaps I should apologize for the graphic demonstration—’

‘Perhaps you should.’

‘—but it was in the common good, I assure you. That bone you just touched was part of a common intake, ordinary bones destined for the reactor piles.’

Donal shook his head. He knew he shouldn’t have come here.

‘But our staff are dedicated,’ Malfax Cortindo continued, ‘and highly trained. All bone shipments pass through necroscopic examination procedures. If a gifted artist has died a pauper’s death, this is the final chance of our discovering their existence.’

The cylinder had sunk into the floor, become integral with it, and was hardly noticeable now.

‘Who was that?’ said Donal. ‘Whose bone did I touch?’

‘It was an ulna’ – Malfax Cortindo gave a precise smile – ‘from Jamix Holandson, whose works now command exceptional prices. Several

of his pieces are on show in the Federal Centre for Modern Art, in Fortinium.’

‘Oh. Him.’

‘Our procedures are rigorous and our staff are highly trained.’

‘Too bad this Sorenson—’

‘Holandson.’

‘—Holandson, didn’t get famous before he died.’

‘As I said’ – Malfax Cortindo rubbed his grey goatee with one finger – ‘it is the artist’s final chance.’

‘More like the postultimate chance,’ said Donal, ‘if there is such a word.’

‘I don’t believe there is, old chap.’

Donal looked at him. There was more to be discovered here, but how much of it related to his job, Donal could not tell. He had a strong desire to get the Hades out of here, but he forced himself to slow down.

‘What has this got to do with murders?’ he asked.

‘Isn’t that obvious?’

‘I don’t know. Explain it to me, Mr Cortindo.’

The plaques on the wall indicated that he was Director Cortindo or Doctor Cortindo … or in the case of Donnerheim University, Herr Doktor Direktor Cortindo.

‘If you were a certain kind of collector – a rich and influential collector, you understand – would you not pay a considerable amount of money to take possession of such bones?’

Donal stared at him. ‘Perhaps.’

‘Well … Perhaps if you were a certain kind of dedicated collector, you might not be able to wait for the natural course of events, let’s say, before your favourite artist’s bones became … available.’

‘Oh, shit.’

‘After all, there’s no guarantee that you’ll outlive the object of your desire, is there, Lieutenant? Does any of us know when he’s going to die?’

Donal stood up.

‘Thank you for the tea. And the … enlightenment.’

‘Why, Lieutenant.’ Malfax Cortindo also stood. ‘It’s been my absolute pleasure.’

They shook hands.

‘I hope to see you down here again soon,’ added Malfax Cortindo. ‘Oh … I mean socially, of course. Not—’


‘I understand.’



Donal picked up his overcoat from the secretary’s outer office. The black liquid-metal gloves were still in the coat’s pockets. For a moment Donal considered putting them on, going back into Cortindo’s office, and stuffing the dead artist’s ulna down Cortindo’s throat.

But Donal had a job to do, and beating the crap out of a civilian adviser was not the way to go about it.

‘Thank you very much, Lieutenant. I hope you had a wonderful visit.’

‘The tea was great. Thank you, ma’am.’

Donal left through the door to the spiral stairs, and descended the black iron steps to the cavern floor. The same three men in grey overalls were there to escort him back to the surface.

‘Nice seeing you guys again.’

‘This way, officer. You got no car?’

‘I don’t need one.’

‘The elevator for people, like, is this way.’

The trio led Donal to a curved black door set in a stone pillar. The door rattled and slid open. Donal stepped in, finding himself on a scratched steel floor. Lanterns were set on short stubby metal stands, forming a circle around him. Craning his head back, he could see only thickening shadows, and total darkness overhead.

‘Is this—?’

But the door was already sliding shut.

‘Oh, well.’

The floor scraped a little as it rose, then moved faster, and in seconds it was accelerating hard, pressing his feet against the steel. The stone shaft wall went past in a blur; reaching out to touch it would be a bad idea.

Then the rising floor decelerated, and Donal’s bodyweight felt normal as the floor clanged to a halt, jolting him. He was in a black hollow hemisphere.

‘How do I—?’

At that moment the metallic hemisphere split into flanges that folded themselves back, leaving him standing on open concrete, inside a small courtyard.

He stepped quickly off the disc in case it was set to return below. Uniformed guards nodded to him – Donal recognized one as a former patrol officer who’d been kicked off the force for getting freebies in the

Scarlet Quarter – and he gave them a fingertip salute as he headed for a small exit door.

The door’s height and width were for a single person, but when the door swung inwards, he saw that it was foot-thick metal, and could not imagine the weight of it. A small wisp of steam escaped from the powered hinges.

He gave a half-wave to no one behind him, then stepped through the doorway and on to the sidewalk. Behind him, valves hissed and pistons swung the heavy door shut.

‘Wonderful.’

He was stuck in a dilapidated area, outside the fortress which was the above-ground manifestation of the Downtown Core Complex. Few people ventured here except for work, travelling on the Energy Authority’s own buses.

What he should have done was called a taxi or a squad car from the secretary’s office; but he had wanted to get out of the Complex straight away.

Several furlongs down the street, a dark, finned car, a Vixen, was parked. Donal considered asking the driver for a lift, but as he turned his attention to it the car started up. It pulled away from the curb.

‘Damn it.’

But the driver had been a woman: Donal had glimpsed permed pale-blonde hair. There would have been no reason for her to offer a lift to a lone man walking these particular streets.

Beside him lay a derelict site, a scree formed of rubble from which skeletal ribs of rusted girders poked. Three pale lizards, scuttling across the ruins, froze when they realized Donal was staring at them.

He shook his head, and looked up at the solid purple-black sky.

Then he pulled his coat around himself and began to walk. As he did so, a light quicksilver rain began to fall. Tiny mercury droplets spattered from the long coat.

I hate this place.

On the sidewalk, liquid metal puddles were already forming, shining and glutinous. If it hadn’t been for the regular injections Donal received as an active police officer, he would have been less blasé about walking down the street without a hat.

There was a scratching sound as the lizards scrabbled for cover.

Donal wondered where the Diva, Maria daLivnova, was right now. Rehearsing in some swanky theatre or dining in a fantastically appointed

hotel restaurant. Not walking alone down streets where lizards hid from the weather.

But as he walked, he remembered something more, against his will: the deep richness of the world seen through Jamix Holandson’s eyes.

Through one of his dead bones.











OEBPS/images/Frontcover.jpg
JOHN NEHIIE\'

Welcome to Death’s City





