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    Opening Arc (Chapters 1-10)

  


  Chapter 1: The Parish Kettle

  The hardest part of boiling a parish alderman down for medical bone was getting the knee-grease off the ceiling.

    Cassian Locke stood on an overturned lard tub in the basement of Saint Jude’s Charity Dead-House, scraping a grey rind of tallow off the brick vaulting with a putty knife. Beneath his boots, the sixty-gallon copper kettle bubbled at a lazy simmer, rendering down a pair of leftover student amputation ribs that clicked gently against the lid like dice in a cup.

    Behind the warm brick base of the furnace, a hideous three-legged terrier with one ear chewed off opened a single yellow eye, thumped his stump tail once against the coal-scuttle, and waited to see if Cassian would drop anything.

    "You already had the gristle off the left knee, Biscuit," Cassian said, tossing a curl of ceiling tallow into the dog's mouth anyway. "Go back to sleep."

    Up on the wall, the brass speaking-tube whistled sharply.

    "Cassian!" Doctor Erasmus Finch’s voice bawled down the pipe from the parlor upstairs. "Are you using the good turpentine down there? I can smell it through the floorboards, boy! That’s sixpence a pint!"

    Cassian didn't bother wiping the sweat off his forehead. He leaned sideways and spoke into the brass horn.

    "It's vinegar and lye, Doctor. And if you don't want the parlor smelling like an alderman, tell the vestry to buy coal that doesn't smoke."

    "Impudent little butcher," Finch muttered up the pipe.

    Two seconds later, the cellar door at the top of the brick steps flew open, and Doctor Finch himself came clattering down the stairs in his yellow flannel dressing-gown.

    At sixty-one, Finch still carried himself like a royal physician entering a palace bedchamber, an effect somewhat ruined by the fact that his horsehair wig was on crooked and he was clutching a half-wired human ribcage against his stomach like a laundry basket.

    "We are ruined, Locke," Finch announced, setting the ribcage down on the corner of the zinc dissecting table with a dry clatter. "Utterly undone."

    Cassian stepped down off the lard tub and picked up a rag to wipe his hands. "Did you drop the skull down the privy again?"

    "I did not drop the skull down the privy!" Finch snapped, pulling his crooked wig straight over his ears. "Mr. Pringle from the Royal Medical College sent his boy round at supper-time. He is coming here at nine o'clock tomorrow morning to inspect this skeleton and pay us the five silver shillings. And look at the left shoulder!"

    Finch jabbed a liver-spotted finger at the top of the wired ribcage.

    The right collarbone was wired neatly between the breastbone and the shoulder-blade with clean brass twist.

    On the left side, the brass wire hung empty.

    "Where is the left clavicle?" Cassian asked, frowning. "I bleached both of them in the lime-tray on Monday and laid them on the parlor sideboard to dry."

    Finch’s eyes shifted guiltily toward the brick furnace.

    Behind the coal-scuttle, Biscuit gave a soft, satisfied burp and licked his nose.

    Cassian looked from the dog back to the old doctor.

    "You left the parlor door open while you were taking your nap," Cassian said flatly, "and let the dog eat a five-shilling collarbone."

    "That wretched cur is your creature, Locke, not mine!" Finch protested hotly, puffing out his stained dressing-gown. "I told you in September that a dissecting room is no place for a stray mongrel! And if Mr. Pringle walks in here at nine tomorrow morning with his little magnifying glass and sees a one-shouldered skeleton, he won't pay us a single penny! Do you know what happens if we don't have five shillings when the coal-man comes at ten tomorrow morning? We freeze!"

    "We won't freeze," Cassian said calmly, walking over to the meat-safe by the cellar steps. "You'll just have to burn your Latin books."

    "My library is sacred!" Finch clutched his chest. "Can't you take the left collarbone out of the tinker in the salt-barrel?"

    "The tinker in the salt-barrel was five feet tall and died of rickets," Cassian said. "His collarbone is three inches too short. Even Pringle isn't blind enough to miss a man with one shoulder tucked under his chin."

    Wait a second, Cassian thought, his eyes landing on the wooden door of the meat-safe by the cellar steps. What's still sitting on the top shelf from Sunday?

    He walked over, pulled open the meat-safe, and reached past a cold heel of bread for the bare rib-rack of Sunday's boiled sheep.

    He snapped the third sheep rib off the rack, carried it back to the zinc table, and held it up against the empty wire on the left side of the skeleton's chest.

    Doctor Finch blinked through his spectacles. "Good God. A mutton rib?"

    "Give me twenty minutes with the bone-rasp, a drop of walnut juice to age the ends, and a smear of beeswax over the marrow-pores," Cassian said, clamping the sheep rib into the small iron bench-vise at the end of the table. "As long as you keep Pringle talking about his kidney stones so he doesn't scrape it with his thumbnail, he'll never know the difference."

    Finch leaned over the table, watching in shameless admiration as Cassian’s lean fingers worked the steel rasp across the sheep bone, shaving the curve down in long, practiced strokes until it matched the dead alderman's right collarbone to a hair.

    "A regrettable deceit," Finch sighed piously, reaching into his dressing-gown pocket for his pewter gin flask, "yet justified by the advancement of medical science. Make sure you rub a little coal-ash into the joint, my boy. Pringle loves a grey joint."

    Above the high, barred grating at street level, midnight rain hammered the cobblestones of Gallows Ward.

    Just as Cassian dipped a rag in diluted walnut stain to tint the fresh bone, a pair of heavy nailed boots splashed to a halt outside the iron coal-chute.

    Three sharp knocks hit the tin hatch: two fast, one slow.

    Finch lowered his gin flask and frowned at the grate. "Who the devil is knocking on the alley chute at midnight?"

    Cassian wiped his walnut-stained fingers on his oilskin apron, walked over to the wall under the grate, and pulled the iron bolt on the coal-chute.

    The hatch swung up against the rain. A lantern beam flashed down through the sleet, lighting the red, dripping nose of Night-Watch Sergeant Bill Pike.

    "Catch the heels, boy," Pike grunted from the alley. "He's heavy as a dead horse, and Stubbs pulled his groin lifting him over the cart-tail."

    "I told you something popped in my sack, Sergeant," a miserable voice wheezed out of the dark behind Pike. "Felt like a wet bootlace snapping. My brother-in-law had a rupture like that hauling salt-barrels and his right nut swelled up the size of a winter turnip before Sunday."

    "Shut up about your nuts and push, Stubbs."

    A waterlogged canvas sail-bag slid down the greased wooden chute, hit the edge of the zinc dissecting table with a dull, meaty thud, and made the half-wired skeleton rattle on its stand.

    Even before Cassian untied the tarred twine at the neck of the sack, he noticed the water pooling on the zinc.

    It wasn't brown alley rainwater. It was thick, oily black harbor-silt that smelled sharply of rotten iodine and crushed crab shells.

    "What is the meaning of this nocturnal racket, Sergeant Pike?" Finch demanded, drawing himself up to his full height and tucking his gin flask behind his back. "Saint Jude’s is a chartered charitable institution, not a municipal rubbish pit. After eleven o'clock, the parish fee for an unscheduled reception is two shillings."

    Sergeant Pike climbed halfway down the iron ladder through the street hatch, his oilskin cape dripping rain onto the bricks.

    He didn't argue about the two shillings. Instead, he reached into his belt pouch, pulled out two heavy silver crowns—ten whole shillings—and dropped them onto the corner of the zinc table.

    Clink. Clink.

    Doctor Finch’s mouth snapped shut so fast his teeth clicked. His hand darted out and scooped both silver coins into his dressing-gown pocket before they stopped spinning.

    "Of course," Finch said warmly, his voice dropping into a rich, sympathetic purr, "in cases of urgent public sanitation, the parish is always prepared to assist the Watch. A harbor drowning, Sergeant?"

    "Pulled him out of the mud down by Pier Nine an hour ago," Pike said. Under the brim of his wet leather hat, the big sergeant’s face looked grey and tight. "Don't put him in the salt-barrels, Doctor. And don't wire his bones for the College."

    Cassian untied the wet twine and peeled the canvas back from the dead man's head and shoulders.

    The corpse was a man of about thirty-five with a bull neck and the thick, scarred knuckles of a deep-water bell diver. There wasn't a knife mark or a club bruise anywhere on his skin.

    Instead, both of his open eyes were solid, burst red from corner to corner, and a thick crust of pitch-black blood had poured out of his nostrils and both ears, drying like tar in his beard.

    Cassian looked down at the dead man's hands.

    Both fists were clenched shut against his chest so tightly that the fingernails had dug deep half-moons into his own palms.

    "We couldn't pry his fingers open with an iron truncheon," Pike muttered, refusing to look down at the dead man's red eyes. "And I don't want anybody coming round here tomorrow asking who brought him in. Boil the meat off him tonight, smash the skull flat with a coal-hammer, and stir the rest into the quicklime pit behind the privy before the five o'clock milk carts roll. Can you do that before sunrise?"

    "My dear Sergeant," Finch said, already backing toward the cellar stairs with one hand protective over his pocket. "By six o'clock tomorrow morning, the deceased will be indistinguishable from parish mortar. Cassian! Stoke the copper and fetch the heavy cleaver. I shall credit your ledger with two extra pennies against next month's board, my boy, provided you don't waste the vinegar scrubbing the zinc."

    Pike didn't wait for a receipt. He backed up the iron ladder into the rain, slammed the tin chute-hatch down from the outside, and limped off down the wet alley with Stubbs groaning at his elbow.

    Upstairs, the parlor door clicked shut and the key turned in the lock as Finch went to hide his silver crowns in the tea-caddy.

    The basement was quiet again, save for the copper kettle bubbling over the coals and the rain pattering against the high iron grate.

    Behind the furnace, Biscuit stood up.

    The little dog didn't come over to beg for scraps. The rough hair along his spine stood straight up like a bottle-brush, and he backed slowly into the dark corner behind the coal-pile, his yellow eye fixed on the canvas sack on the table.

    Cassian wiped his hands on his apron and looked down at the dead diver.

    "Ten shillings to boil a dockman before the milk-carts roll," Cassian murmured. "The vestry didn't pay half that to bury the bishop. What did you walk off Pier Nine with, friend?"

    All right, let's see what had Sergeant Pike sweating through his cape, Cassian thought, leaning over the table. Look at his hands. Nobody drowns with both fists locked against his chest like that unless he was holding onto something he didn't want to drop.

    If he tried to pry a dead man's stiff fingers open by force, he'd just break the knuckles. The clean way was to nick the tight cords inside the wrist.

    Cassian picked up his short, thick-bladed dissecting knife, braced the diver's cold right forearm with his left hand, and brought the steel blade down within two inches of the man's breastbone.

    The knife twitched in his fingers.

    Cassian stopped.

    What the hell was that? he thought, looking down at his own hand. My fingers didn't slip.

    He held his hand completely still in the air, three inches above the dead man's soaked wool jersey, and watched the tip of the steel blade.

    There it went again.

    The six-inch steel blade dipped downward toward the breastbone all by itself—not with a steady pull like a magnet, but in a slow, heavy rhythm, once every ten seconds, like something alive was beating under the dead man's bone.


  Chapter 2: The Blue Jar

  Cassian held the dissecting knife three inches above the dead diver's chest and counted under his breath.

    One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Six. Seven. Eight. Nine.

    On ten, the invisible tug pulsed again.

    The steel blade dipped half an inch toward the soaked wool jersey, heavy as a lead plumb-weight for the space of a single heartbeat, and then went light again in his hand.

    Behind the coal-pile, Biscuit let out a low, thin whine and tucked his nose under his front paw.

    "Stay back there, boy," Cassian said quietly.

    He walked over to the coal-chute and the alley door first and made sure both iron bolts were slid all the way into their sockets. Then he checked the bottom of the brick stairs. Upstairs in the parlor, Doctor Finch’s boots thumped across the floorboards toward his bedroom, followed by the squeak of bed-springs.

    Cassian came back to the zinc table and pulled the brass gas-lamp down on its swivel-arm until the yellow flame hissed six inches above the dead man's chest.

    Before touching the breastbone, he nicked the tight cords inside both of the diver's wrists.

    The dead fingers uncurled with a dry pop of tendons.

    The left palm was empty, scarred by years of hauling wire cable.

    Stuck to the wet skin of the right palm, where the man had been crushing it against his chest when he died, was a flat brass disk the size of a half-crown, stamped with two lines of square letters:

    PIER 9 — SHED B
BOX 14

    A baggage-house token. The kind the night watchmen at the harbor ferry-slips gave you when you paid sixpence to lock a waterproof bundle in an iron wall-box.

    Cassian washed the black harbor mud off the brass disk in the vinegar bucket, dried it on his apron, and slipped it into his waistcoat pocket.

    Then he picked up his heavy steel rib-shears and slit the diver's wool jersey straight up the middle.

    On the outside, the chest looked like any other dockworker's—thick slabs of muscle, a faded blue anchor tattooed over the left nipple, and not a mark on the skin.

    Cassian fitted the hooked lower jaw of the shears under the cartilage to the left of the breastbone and squeezed.

    Crunch. Crunch. Crunch.

    He cut up the left side, then the right, and hooked both thumbs under the bottom tip of the breastbone to lift the bone plate away.

    It didn't budge.

    Cassian frowned. He had opened four hundred chests on this table. Once you snipped the side ribs, the breastbone lifted clean with two fingers. This one felt like it was nailed to the spine from the inside.

    He planted his right boot against the table leg, wrapped a dry rag around his thumbs so the sharp bone wouldn't cut his skin, and wrenched upward with all his weight.

    With a wet, fibrous tear like tree roots pulling out of mud, the breastbone came loose.

    Cassian leaned over the open cavity.

    Nestled directly above the dead man's heart, wrapped tightly around the great arch of the neck artery like a black sea-oyster clinging to a wooden piling, sat something that did not belong in any human body.

    It was the size of a green walnut, ribbed with ridges of black-and-silver gristle that gleamed oily blue under the gas-lamp. Even though the diver had been dead in the November mud for over an hour, the thing wasn't cold.

    Cassian counted to ten.

    Right on the tenth second, the silver-black ridges squeezed tight.

    And right above the thing, where four thick, root-like tendrils had burrowed straight into the main artery going up to the diver's head, the vessel wall had blown open from the inside like an over-pumped leather hose, flooding the throat and skull with black, clotted blood.

    That's what killed him, Cassian thought, staring down into the chest. Not the harbor water. This thing was growing inside him like a parasite, and when it squeezed, it blew his own blood straight up through his ears.

    He reached for his long steel forceps and touched the top ridge of the walnut-sized knot.

    The instant the cold iron tips touched the silver-black gristle, the knot contracted hard.

    Cassian's right hand dropped like an anvil.

    The six-inch pair of forceps—which weighed less than three ounces on the apothecary scale—suddenly weighed forty pounds in his grip. Before Cassian could brace his elbow, the steel tips slammed down into the tin drip-pan at the edge of the table and punched a ragged hole clean through the metal into the wood underneath.

    Half a second later, the weight vanished. The forceps were light as a feather again.

    Cassian stood with his thumb still hooked in the forceps ring, staring at the ragged star of tin punched clean through the drip-pan.

    It didn't pull the steel like a lodestone, he realized, his knuckles still humming from the drop. It made the steel weigh forty pounds.

    Then a foul, coppery stink rose out of the diver's ribs and broke his stare.

    Now that the breastbone was off and the damp cellar air was touching the silver-black knot, its outer edge was beginning to curl and hiss. Tiny black bubbles foamed up along the ridges, melting into thin, foul-smelling jelly that ran down into the ribs.

    Shit, the air is killing it, Cassian thought, leaning in close. Once the blood stops moving, it rots. If I leave this thing sitting out on the bone for another ten minutes, it's going to melt into black snot before I even figure out what it is.

    He needed to get it into a pickling jar, fast.

    Wait, he stopped himself as he reached for the big bottle of grain alcohol over the sink. What if alcohol burns it up? Better test a tiny piece first before I ruin the whole thing.

    With the tip of his bone-knife, he shaved a tiny speck off the melting outer rind and flicked it into a cup of clear grain alcohol.

    The speck shriveled into a dead grey flake in two seconds flat.

    No good, Cassian thought, his eyes darting along the shelf. What about plain rainwater?

    He flicked a second tiny speck into the water dipper. It fizzed like baking soda in vinegar and vanished completely.

    Think, Locke, think, he told himself as another line of black foam hissed off the walnut in the diver's chest. What kept it alive before? Blood. And where did this diver get it? The bottom of the harbor trench. Freezing salt water and copper-silt off the old ship hulls. Wait—what about the blue copper-brine I use for preserving eyeballs?

    He pulled down the wide-mouthed blue glass jar of copper-salt and sea-brine, shaved one more tiny speck off the knot, and dropped it in.

    In the blue copper-brine, the black bubbling stopped dead. The tiny speck sank to the glass bottom, turned bright metallic silver, and gave a sharp little twitch.

    "Sea-salt and copper," Cassian breathed out in relief. "There we go."

    And don't touch it with iron forceps again, he reminded himself, looking at the hole punched through the tin pan, or it'll make them weigh forty pounds and smash the glass.

    He took a wooden horn spoon from the drawer, snipped the four thick roots free of the dead man's burst artery with four quick cuts of his scissors, and scooped the heavy, pulsing walnut out of the chest.

    The moment it hit the blue copper-brine in the jar, the hissing stopped.

    The four cut roots spread out in the salty liquid like the feelers of an anemone, waving slowly in the yellow light of the lamp.

    Cassian wiped the blood off the scissors blade with his apron rag. As he pinched the cloth, the sharp point of the blade pricked the ball of his left thumb.

    A single bright red bead of blood welled up on his skin.

    As he reached to press the glass stopper into the top of the jar, that single drop of warm blood dripped off his thumb and fell straight into the blue brine.

    It didn't cloud the water.

    One of the waving silver-black roots shot upward, caught the red drop before it sank an inch, and drank it in.

    Inside the glass, the walnut-sized knot gave a sudden, deep thump.

    Cassian had his bare left hand wrapped around the outside of the glass jar, and his right hand resting on the heavy cast-iron handle of the bench-vise.

    A wave of strange, hollow cold rushed out of the glass through his left palm, ran across his shoulders, and poured down his right arm into the iron vise.

    For three full seconds, all the weight in Cassian’s left arm disappeared.

    His left arm floated upward off the table by itself like a dry cork held underwater, carrying the two-pound glass jar with it as if the jar weighed nothing at all.

    At the same instant, at the other end of his right arm, the oak corner of the workbench groaned loudly as the cast-iron bench-vise pressed down into the wood with the weight of a boulder.

    Then the pulse faded.

    The glass jar grew heavy in his left hand again, and the workbench stopped groaning.

    Cassian stood alone under the hissing gas-lamp, flexing his left fingers against the blue glass while his heart beat fast against his ribs.

    He had lived in Gallows Ward his whole life. He had heard the dockside stories this past summer since the deep harbor trench cracked open—wild tavern talk about bell-divers coming up from the bottom of the bay able to bend iron bars or stop a horse in its tracks before dying with black blood in their ears. He had written all of it off as gin-talk and harbor fever.

    It wasn't gin-talk.

    And the Royal College professors up on the hill had never found one of these in a dead man's chest because by the time a body reached their fancy marble amphitheater in the morning, the thing had already dissolved into black slime.

    Cassian looked down at the dead diver on the zinc slab, and then at the sixty-gallon copper boiler simmering over the furnace.

    Sergeant Pike had paid two silver crowns to make sure nobody ever found this body.

    Cassian worked until four in the morning without stopping.

    He quartered the drowned diver on the zinc, dropped the pieces into the brick quicklime trough behind the boiler, and poured six buckets of boiling pot-liquor over the lime until the caustic white steam filled the vault and ate the flesh down to crumbling grey ash.

    Then he scrubbed the zinc table with vinegar, wired the walnut-stained sheep rib neatly into the left shoulder of the alderman's skeleton so it was ready for Mr. Pringle at nine o'clock, and pried loose the hollow soot-brick behind the furnace chimney.

    He slid the blue glass jar into the warm dark hole behind the bricks, where the heat of the flue kept the brine at the exact temperature of living blood, and fitted the brick back into place.

    Before he climbed into his narrow cot in the dry-goods closet, Cassian pulled the dead diver's brass baggage-token out of his pocket and turned it over in his fingers.

    Pier 9. Shed B. Box 14.

    Whatever the diver had brought up from the bottom of the harbor—the thing he had died trying to hide—was still sitting in an iron box down by the water.


  Chapter 3: The Five-Shilling Skeleton

  At quarter to nine on Wednesday morning, Cassian carried the finished skeleton up the brick stairs into the front parlor and stood it on its iron rod beside the window.

    With the morning rain washed off the glass, the dead alderman looked remarkably respectable. His ribs were bleached the color of fresh milk, his brass joints gleamed with beeswax, and unless you leaned your nose within two inches of his left shoulder and sniffed for Sunday mutton, the filed-down sheep bone looked exactly like a human collarbone.

    Ten minutes before, Cassian had taken the blue glass jar out of the warm chimney-hole, wrapped it in a thick flannel rag so it wouldn't clink, and slipped it into the deep poaching-pocket inside the left lining of his wool coat.

    Whenever his left hand brushed the cloth over the jar, he could feel the faint, slow throb through the glass—once every ten seconds, steady and patient.

    The parlor door opened, and Doctor Erasmus Finch entered in his black Sunday broadcloth coat, smelling powerfully of peppermint water and cheap Holland gin.

    "A triumph of osteology, my dear Locke," Finch declared, adjusting his horsehair wig in the hallway mirror. "Even Vesalius himself could not find fault with that thorax. Once Mr. Pringle hands over the five silver shillings, you may pay the coal-carrier at the back gate and buy yourself a twopenny kidney pie."

    Cassian looked at him sharply. "Why do we need Pringle's five shillings to pay the coal-carrier? Sergeant Pike gave you two silver crowns last night. That's ten shillings."

    Finch coughed delicately into his fist and busied himself straightening the skeleton's left hand.

    "Those funds are no longer liquid, Cassian."

    "It's eight-fifty in the morning, Doctor. How did you spend ten shillings before breakfast?"

    "I did not spend them, I invested them in the credit of this house!" Finch said with great dignity. "When the milk-woman knocked at six, she informed me that the landlord of the Blind Fiddler was preparing to send the bailiff round at noon to seize my silver surgical instruments for an unpaid score. I stepped across the lane in my slippers and settled the account like a gentleman."

    "You owed ten shillings for gin?"

    "Six for gin," Finch corrected him stiffly. "And four which I placed upon a sporting wager in the back yard involving a badger and two terriers. Had the smaller terrier not stopped to scratch its ear at the critical moment, we would currently be dining on roast goose."

    Before Cassian could tell him what he thought of the smaller terrier, the brass bell over the street door jangled.

    A thin, pinch-nosed man in a dry grey cape stepped into the parlor, shaking rainwater off his umbrella onto the carpet.

    Mr. Septimus Pringle, Assistant Bursar to the Royal Medical College, looked like a man who had been weaned on sour pickles and had spent the subsequent fifty years looking for someone to blame for it. Under one arm he carried a leather cash-pouch; in his right hand he carried a heavy brass spring-scale with an iron meat-hook at the bottom.

    "Morning, Doctor Finch," Pringle said in a high, nasal voice that seemed to come entirely through his nostrils. "Morning, Locke. Don't shut the door, the parlor smells like boiled cabbage and wet dog."

    Right on cue, Biscuit trotted out from under the horsehair sofa, sat down two feet from the skeleton's iron stand, and tilted his nose straight up toward the left collarbone, sniffing loudly.

    Cassian hooked the toe of his boot gently under Biscuit's belly and slid the dog back under the sofa skirt.

    "The aroma of honest carbolic, my dear Pringle," Doctor Finch beamed, spreading his hands like a bishop welcoming a duke. "Behold! One complete adult male articulation, prepared according to the strictest requirements of the College faculty. Six feet one inch from crown to heel, not a tooth missing in the lower jaw, and white as snow."

    Mr. Pringle didn't look at Finch. He pulled a brass magnifying glass from his waistcoat pocket, stepped up to the skeleton, and began working his way down from the skull, tapping each rib with a horn pencil to hear if it was cracked.

    Tap. Tap. Tap.

    Finch stood with his hands clasped behind his coattails, sweating peppermint oil as Pringle’s magnifying glass drifted across the chest toward the left shoulder.

    Under the sofa, Biscuit let out a low, hopeful whine and crept forward two inches, his one yellow eye fixed on the walnut-stained sheep rib.

    Pringle stopped with his magnifying glass three inches from the left collarbone.

    He leaned in closer.

    "Wait a moment," Pringle murmured, his pointed nose wrinkling. "The grain on this left clavicle looks remarkably dense."

    "The deceased was a left-handed cooper, Mr. Pringle," Cassian said smoothly, stepping between the sofa and the stand so Biscuit couldn't lick the ankle-bones. "Spent forty years swinging a four-pound mallet with his left arm. Thickened the bone ridge right to the shoulder. Professor Halloway wrote a paper on cooper's shoulder last winter, didn't he, Doctor?"

    "Indeed! A seminal monograph!" Finch chimed in eagerly, despite having no idea who Professor Halloway was. "A textbook specimen of artisanal hypertrophy!"

    Pringle squinted harder through the lens, his nostrils pinching shut as he tried to remember whether Professor Halloway had ever written any such thing, and decided he would rather swallow his own spectacles than ask a twenty-three-year-old bone-scraper.

    "Hmph," Pringle grunted, snapping his magnifying glass shut. "The brass-work is passable, I suppose. Help me lift him off the stand, Locke. The Dean issued a new rule on Monday: no five-shilling fee unless the dry bone-weight clears fourteen pounds on the scale. Last month St. Bartholomew's sold us a tall skeleton that turned out to be a seventeen-year-old girl with sponge-bone, and the thigh-bone snapped in the middle of an amputation lecture."

    Doctor Finch’s smile froze solid on his face.

    Cassian knew why.

    The dead alderman had been eighty-two years old and had spent the last ten years of his life living on thin gruel and tea. His bones were as hollow and light as dry reeds. There wasn't twelve pounds of bone on that rack, let alone fourteen.

    Pringle screwed the top ring of his heavy brass spring-scale into the ceiling hook over the parlor beam, lifted the skeleton off its iron floor-rod, and hung the top ring of the skull-wire onto the scale hook.

    The skeleton dangled two inches above the floorboards.

    On the face of the brass scale, the iron pointer slid down past eight, past ten, and stopped dead at eleven and a half pounds.

    Across the room, Doctor Finch made a tiny, strangled noise like a stepped-on bagpipe.

    "Eleven and a half pounds," Mr. Pringle said, a nasty little smile curling the corners of his thin mouth as he reached up to unhook the skull. "Hollow senile bone, Doctor Finch. Worth two shillings for student skull-cutting, not a penny more. Or I can leave it here and buy from the workhouse down on Dock Street."

    Two shillings wouldn't even pay half the coal bill.

    Doctor Finch opened his mouth, his face grey beneath his crooked wig, and nothing came out.

    Eleven and a half, Cassian thought, watching Pringle's hand reach up to unhook the skull. Two and a half pounds short.

    Inside his left coat pocket, the warm blue glass jar gave a faint twitch against his knuckles.

    Wait a second, Cassian thought, his eyes flicking from his pocket to the dangling pelvis. What if—

    "Hold on a second, Mr. Pringle," Cassian said calmly, stepping up beside the dangling skeleton. "You've got the left hip-wire caught on the tail of your cape. It's holding the weight up."

    "It isn't touching my cape," Pringle snapped.

    "Right here at the back," Cassian said.

    He slipped his left hand deep into his coat pocket and closed his bare fingers around the warm flannel-wrapped glass jar.

    Inside the jar, he felt the ten-second beat coming on.

    Eight. Nine.

    With his right hand, Cassian reached out and touched the tip of his bare index finger lightly against the back of the skeleton's pelvis, pretending to brush Pringle's grey wool cape out of the way.

    Ten.

    Inside his coat pocket, the silver-black knot contracted against the glass.

    Cassian didn't let the pull take the weight out of the room. He let it take four pounds straight out of his own left shoulder and push it across his chest, down his right arm, and out the tip of his finger into the hanging bones.

    Above their heads, the brass spring inside Pringle's scale let out a loud, metallic CREAK.

    The iron pointer jumped downward from eleven and a half, slid past fourteen, and settled quivering at fifteen and a quarter pounds.

    Mr. Pringle blinked at the brass dial.

    He tapped the glass face of the scale twice with his fingernail.

    The pointer didn't budge. Cassian kept just the very pad of his right pinky resting in the shadow behind the hip-socket, steady as stone, while his own left shoulder felt strangely hollow and buoyant inside his coat.

    "Fifteen pounds," Pringle muttered, squinting at his own scale in disbelief. "Must have been a sticky spring. Step back, Locke."

    Cassian held his breath, waited until Pringle lowered his eyes to unbuckle his leather cash-pouch, and took his finger off the bone just as Pringle looked down to count the coins.

    Behind Pringle's head, the brass scale rose two inches with a tiny click that was drowned out by the clink of silver.

    "Five silver shillings," Mr. Pringle said grudgingly, slapping five bright coins onto the parlor table and scribbling a receipt with a lead pencil. "Tell the carrier boy outside to wrap it in straw before he puts it on the handcart. Good day, Doctor."

    The front door banged shut behind him.

    In the parlor, Doctor Finch let out a breath that smelled like an overturned gin vat, grabbed the five silver shillings off the table to kiss them, and had four of them plucked straight out of his fingers by Cassian.

    "Three shillings for the coal-man, one for salt-beef, and one left for your pocket, Doctor," Cassian said, dropping the four coins into his own waistcoat. "Before you find another terrier with an itchy ear."

    Finch didn't even have the energy to argue. He collapsed onto the horsehair sofa, fanning himself with Pringle's receipt. "Fifteen pounds! I knew the old alderman had heavy bones, Locke. You can always tell a man of substance by the pelvis."

    Cassian stood by the window, watching the College boy load the skeleton onto the handcart outside in the wet lane.

    Inside his left coat pocket, the blue glass jar felt cold against his palm now—colder than it had been ten minutes ago.

    Pulling that four-pound trick through the glass had taken something out of the thing inside. When the next ten-second beat came, it felt thinner and slower against his fingers, like a fish gasping in a bucket of stale water.

    A drop of blood on my thumb kept it going for six hours, Cassian thought, his hand tightening around the jar in his pocket. If I want to keep this thing alive, I need to know what it eats, and I need to see what that dead diver locked in Box Fourteen down on Pier Nine.


  Chapter 4: The Blind Girl's Cups

  By eleven o'clock the rain had thinned into a greasy yellow harbor fog that smelled of coal-smoke and fried sprats.

    After paying the coal-carrier three shillings at the back gate and locking the cellar door so Doctor Finch couldn't sneak down to borrow the brass microscope for pawn-money, Cassian buttoned his wool coat to the chin and walked down the steep cobblestones of Rag Lane toward the market.

    Inside his left lining-pocket, the flannel-wrapped blue jar rode heavy and cool against his ribs.

    Gallows Ward was waking up for the noon shift. Carters in tarred hats backed their mud-caked horses out of the stable yards; washerwomen slung lines of grey linen from window to window across the narrow alley overhead; and outside the butcher's stall at the bottom of the hill, three stray dogs sat politely in the sawdust waiting for the boy to sweep out the bone-chips.

    Cassian paid twopence at the druggist's window for a paper twist of blue copper-salt, bought four links of fresh blood-sausage from the butcher's wife, and turned the corner into Eel Alley.

    Halfway down the alley, five dockworkers in wet canvas smocks were crowded around an upturned herring barrel under a patched sailcloth awning, laughing and slapping copper pennies onto the wood.

    Sitting on a low gin-crate behind the barrel was a girl of about nineteen in a faded green soldier's jacket three sizes too big for her, with the cuffs rolled back twice to clear her thin wrists.

    Across her eyes, tied tight behind a mop of dark, cropped curls, she wore a folded strip of black oiled silk.

    In front of her on the barrel-head sat three half-shells of large English walnuts and a dried yellow pea.

    "Come on, then, big man," the blind girl called out in a clear, cheerful voice that carried over the rattle of the handcarts. "Watch the little soldier go under the roof. Two pennies gets you four if your eyes are quicker than a blind girl's fingers."

    Her hands moved over the barrel-head.

    Cassian stopped ten feet away by the oyster-tubs, chewing the end of a warm blood-sausage as he watched her fingers.

    She didn't slide the walnut shells the way normal street-corner sharpers did—palming the pea between her pinky and her ring finger so the mark could never win. She left the dried yellow pea right under the middle walnut shell in plain sight, sliding all three shells in fast, crisp figure-eights across the rough oak staves of the barrel.

    Scritch-scritch-tick. Scritch-tick.

    "Right there!" a broad-shouldered stevedore grinned, slapping two copper pennies onto the barrel and pointing a thick thumb at the shell on the left. "Saw your wrist turn, sweetheart. Left shell."

    "Left shell it is," the girl smiled.

    Before she lifted the shell, her head tilted a fraction of an inch to the left, turning her exposed left ear toward the stevedore's chest.

    With a flick of her thumb, she tipped the left shell backward.

    The dried yellow pea sat right in the middle of the wood.

    "Ha!" the stevedore crowed, scooping up his four pennies. "Told you boys! Eyes like a hawk!"

    "Cleaned me out, Admiral," the girl sighed, shaking her head ruefully as she set the pea back down. "Double or nothing? Put the four down and make it eight, or take your beer money and run."

    "Four down!" the stevedore laughed, slamming all four pennies back onto the oak.

    Her thin fingers swept the three walnut shells into motion again, faster this time, sliding across the wet oak grain.

    When the shells stopped in a neat row, Cassian noticed she hadn't palmed the pea at all. It was still sitting right under the right-hand shell.

    She sat with her fingers resting lightly on the rims of the three shells while the stevedore's thick hand hovered over the barrel, moving from left, to middle, to right.

    The instant his hand stopped over the right-hand shell, the big man's breath hitched in his throat.

    The blind girl's left ear tilted a fraction of an inch toward his chest.

    Before the stevedore's finger could come down on the wood, her right pinky curled inward in a quick, invisible sweep at the back edge of the shell, and her thumb tipped the empty walnut up.

    "Oh, bad luck, Admiral," she said sweetly, showing him the bare oak. "Must've blinked."

    The other dockworkers roared with laughter, pounding the stevedore on the back as the girl swept his four pennies into the pocket of her oversized soldier's coat.

    Cassian smiled faintly around his sausage. Let's see what happens when the pea won't roll.

    "Who's next?" the girl called out, tapping the dried pea against the wood. "Step up and rob the blind orphan, gentlemen. The parish says it's good for your soul."

    The dockworkers were already turning away as the noon work-bell rang down at the timber slip.

    Cassian walked up to the herring barrel and laid a single copper penny on the wood.

    The girl's head tilted half an inch. Even before he spoke, she knew he wasn't one of the lumbermen.

    "Light boots," she said, her nose wrinkling slightly under the black silk band. "And you smell like slack-lime, walnut stain, and penny soap. Undertaker's boy?"

    "Saint Jude's," Cassian said. "Across from the Blind Fiddler."

    "Ah, the bone-boilers." She grinned, setting the dried pea under the middle walnut shell. "Watch close, Sawbones. A penny gets you two."

    Her fingers sent the three shells skittering across the barrel-head.

    Scritch-tick. Scritch-scritch-tick.

    Inside his left coat pocket, Cassian's fingers rested around the flannel-wrapped blue jar.

    He felt the slow ten-second pulse gather inside the glass just as her hands brought the three shells to a stop.

    The pea is under the left shell, Cassian noted, having watched the tiny bounce of the walnut edge over a knot in the oak.

    If he reached for the left shell normally, she would hear his pulse or the shift of his sleeve and flick the pea out the back before he touched it.

    Instead, Cassian kept his breathing completely flat, rested the tip of his right index finger on the wet wood of the barrel an inch in front of the left shell, and let a tiny trickle of weight—no more than two pounds—run out of his pocket down into the dried yellow pea under the walnut shell.

    "Left shell," Cassian said, keeping his finger on the wood.

    The girl smiled, her left hand poised to sweep the pea out from under the back edge of the walnut shell as she lifted it.

    Her pinky hooked inward against the pea.

    Instead of rolling lightly into her palm like a dry seed, the little yellow pea sat on the barrel-head as if it were cast out of solid lead.

    The tip of her pinky stubbed hard against it with a tiny click.

    The walnut shell came up in her thumb and forefinger, leaving the yellow pea sitting squarely in the middle of the barrel in front of both of them.

    The girl froze with her thumb cocked in the air, her mouth slightly open.

    Slowly, as if testing a hot stove-lid, she reached out with one finger and tapped the dried pea.

    Now that Cassian had taken his hand off the barrel, it rolled across the wood as light as any ordinary dried pea.

    She didn't reach into her pocket to pay him his two pennies.

    Instead, she leaned forward across the herring barrel until her black silk blindfold was less than a foot from Cassian's chest, her head cocked sharply so her left ear was pointed straight at the left side of his wool coat.

    The playful street-hustler grin vanished from her face.

    She reached up with two fingers and pressed them hard against the bone right behind her left ear, wincing as if someone had stuck a hot needle into her skull.

    "Game's closed," she said quietly, sweeping the three walnut shells into her apron pocket with one hand while her other hand shot across the barrel and caught Cassian tightly by the right wrist.

    Her fingers were cold and strong as wire traps.

    "Not you, Sawbones," she whispered, her blind face tilted up toward his chin. "You stay right where you are. Why the fuck does your coat pocket sound like it's got a second heart beating inside a bucket of water?"


  Chapter 5: Mutton Pies and Nails

  Cassian didn't pull his wrist out of her grip. He glanced once up and down Eel Alley to make sure none of the oyster-sellers were watching, then looked down at the pale skin just behind her left earlobe where her other hand was pressing.

    "Take your thumb off my pulse," Cassian said quietly, "and I'll buy you a hot pie where it isn't raining down our necks."

    The girl held onto his wrist for another two seconds, listening to the steady, unhurried beat of the artery in his thumb to see if he was about to bolt or call a constable.

    Then she let go, stood up off the gin-crate, and kicked the herring barrel into the shadow behind the water-butt.

    She wasn't five feet two in her thick-soled boots. Without a cane or a wall to touch, she walked straight across the muddy cobbles into the dry brick archway beside the tallow-chandler's shop, stepping neatly over a puddle that would have soaked her ankles solely by the sound of the rain dripping into it from the gutter above.

    Cassian stopped at the tin pie-oven at the mouth of the lane, paid twopence for two smoking mutton-and-onion pies wrapped in brown paper, and joined her under the arch.

    "Nora," she said, taking the hot paper parcel out of his hand the instant he held it out.

    "Cassian."

    Nora broke the crust open, blew on the steaming meat, and took a bite that took away half the pie. She chewed with her head tilted slightly toward the wall so the noise of the carts in the main street wouldn't hit her left ear directly.

    "That loud old drunk up at Saint Jude's," Nora said around a mouthful of crust. "The one who wheezes through his nose and smells like peppermint and wet horsehair. He's your boss?"

    "Doctor Finch," Cassian said, leaning his shoulder against the dry brick and unwrapping his own pie. "You met him?"

    "Heard him at five-thirty this morning behind the Blind Fiddler," Nora said dryly. "Standing on a wheelbarrow in his bedroom slippers yelling at a badger while the landlord took four shillings out of his coat. He still owes the pie-man threepence from August, by the way. I was surprised the boy sold you these."

    "I paid cash," Cassian said. "How long have you had that lump behind your left ear?"

    Nora stopped chewing for half a second.

    Her hand started to rise toward her neck, then dropped back to her pie.

    "Don't know what you're talking about, Sawbones."

    "When my pocket pulsed at the barrel," Cassian said, taking a bite of his pie, "you didn't grab your forehead like somebody with a tavern headache. You pressed two fingers straight against the bone behind your left ear, right where the deep vein goes into the skull. And there's a hard ridge the size of a hazel-nut pushing the skin out under your hair."

    In the dim archway, Nora turned her blindfolded face toward him.

    "You always stare at girls' necks while you're losing pennies to them?"

    "Only when they can hear a dried pea roll across an oak barrel from two feet away," Cassian said. "Did it start in May?"

    Nora was quiet for a long moment. Out in the lane, a fish-peddler rattled past pushing a wheelbarrow of salted cod, bawling his prices at the top of his lungs.

    As the shout echoed between the narrow brick walls, Nora's jaw clenched so hard a muscle jumped in her cheek. She didn't lift her hand this time, refusing to give Cassian the satisfaction, though a tiny bead of sweat broke out along her hairline.

    "End of May," she said once the peddler had passed the corner. "Two days after the big shake out in the bay. I was sleeping under the tarps on the oyster barge because my landlady locked my room over three shillings rent. One of the deep salvage scows came in at midnight towing a net full of black mud from the trench, and the rope fouled our anchor chain. I went over the side in the dark to cut it loose."

    She finished the last corner of her pie and wiped her greasy fingers on the lining of her green soldier's coat.

    "Swallowed two mouthfuls of that black water before I got back on the ladder," she said matter-of-factly. "Burned like lye all the way down. By noon the next day, my head felt like somebody had shoved it into a baker's oven. Laid in the sail-loft for three days puking black bile. When the fever broke on Thursday morning, the room was pitch dark even with the shutters open, and I could hear the sail-maker's wife two floors down scratching her ass in bed."

    Cassian looked at the black oiled silk tied over her eyes. "It killed the nerves behind your eyes."

    "Took the eyes, gave me the ears," Nora shrugged. "Fair enough trade in this neighborhood. There isn't much in Gallows Ward worth looking at anyway, and a girl who can hear a mark's pulse jump when he looks at the right walnut shell makes six shillings a week without getting on her back for sailors."

    "Except the knot behind your ear is still growing," Cassian said quietly.

    Nora's smile went thin.

    "Gets louder every month," she admitted, her voice dropping so low that only the two of them under the brick arch could hear it. "In June it was just a warm itch under the skin. Now, every time a cart-wheel screeches on dry stone or the church bell rings at noon, the thing behind my ear squeezes tight, and it feels like somebody's driving a horseshoe nail straight through my head."

    Same weed, different pipe, Cassian thought.

    The diver had grown a big one behind his breastbone, rooted straight into the main artery feeding his skull. Nora had grown a smaller one behind her left ear, wrapped around the vein alongside her hearing nerve.

    And neither of them knew how to keep the root from strangling the plumbing.

    "Now it's your turn, Sawbones," Nora said, stepping half a pace closer to him under the arch and pointing her chin at the left breast of his wool coat. "What the hell is inside your coat? Because that thing isn't attached to your ribs. It's sitting inside glass, and when you touched my barrel, it made a dried pea weigh two pounds."

    Cassian looked down the foggy alley to make sure they were still alone, then unbuttoned the top two buttons of his coat and pulled back the edge of the flannel rag just enough for her to hear the glass clearly.

    "A deep-water diver came down our cellar chute at midnight," Cassian said quietly. "Dead before he hit the table. Both eyes burst red, black blood out of his nose and ears. The Watch paid two silver crowns to have him boiled into lime before dawn."

    Nora leaned her head in until her left ear was three inches from the opening of his coat.

    For twenty seconds she didn't breathe, listening through two layers of wool and glass.

    Thump.

    Ten seconds later: Thump.

    When she pulled her head back, her face was pale under the black silk band.

    "You cut it out of his chest," she whispered.

    "Right off the main neck artery," Cassian said. "The moment the air touched it, it started melting into black jelly. Copper-salt and sea-brine kept it from rotting overnight, and a drop of blood off my thumb made it wake up."

    Nora shook her head slowly, her fingers twitching at her side.

    "Put your coat back over it, Cassian. It's dying."

    Cassian frowned. "The brine is still clean."

    "I don't care about the brine, I can hear the valve inside it," Nora said sharply. "When you walked up to my barrel twenty minutes ago, that thing sounded like a fist hitting a leather cushion. Since you used it on that pea, the beat's gone ragged at the edges. Hear that little wet hiss at the end of the squeeze? It's sucking cold brine instead of warm blood. You leave it sitting in a glass bottle past midnight tonight, and by tomorrow morning you're going to have two ounces of dead snot in a jar."

    Cassian looked down at the blue glass tucked inside his lining.

    Touching it with his fingers, he could only feel the ten-second throb. He couldn't hear the valve inside the gristle failing the way she could.

    A jar of cold copper-water isn't a body, he thought. It needs a living pulse pushing warm blood through those four roots, or it starves to death.

    "Where do you sleep when it rains?" Cassian asked her.

    Nora raised one dark eyebrow above her blindfold. "Buying me a two-penny pie doesn't get you into my blanket, Sawbones."

    "I've got a dead diver's brass baggage-key in my pocket and an empty dry-goods room behind a warm furnace," Cassian said dryly. "And if I figure out how to keep the thing in this jar from choking on its own roots, I might figure out how to keep that nail behind your ear from blowing the side of your skull out before Christmas. Where do I find you tomorrow?"

    Nora stood still under the dripping brick arch while two rain-drops fell from the keystone, her left ear cocked toward the steady, unhurried beat of Cassian's real heart inside his ribs.

    There wasn't a single skip of a lie in it.

    "Behind the sail-loft over Mother Garrow's oyster shed," Nora said, turning toward the mouth of the alley. "Knock three times on the water-pipe at the bottom of the stairs. And don't wait till Christmas, Sawbones. The church bells on Sunday are already hard enough to live through."


  Chapter 6: The Customer at the Back Door

  Before walking back up Rag Lane, Cassian stopped at the butcher's yard behind the cattle-pens and paid a penny for a tied pig-bladder of warm sheep's blood, fresh off the afternoon killing-floor.

    He tucked the warm bladder into his right pocket to balance the cold glass jar in his left, climbed the steep, fog-slicked cobbles to Saint Jude’s, and went down the narrow side steps to the basement door.

    The iron latch was already off the hook.

    Cassian stopped with his hand on the wet wood.

    Doctor Finch never came down to the basement in the afternoon unless he was hiding from a creditor, and when Finch hid from creditors, he bolted the door from the inside.

    Behind the coal-pile inside, Biscuit wasn't barking. There wasn't a sound coming through the oak planks except the slow drip of the sink tap.

    Cassian slipped his right hand into his pocket, made sure the brass baggage-token from Pier Nine was pushed deep under the lining seam where a casual pat-down wouldn't find it, and pushed the door open with his shoulder.

    The gas-lamp over the zinc dissecting table was turned up high.

    Beside the sink stood Doctor Erasmus Finch, clutching a dry scrubbing-brush against his velvet waistcoat with both hands. All the gin-color had drained out of the old man's cheeks, leaving his face the grey-white of cold mutton fat.

    Standing at the head of the zinc table was a man Cassian had never seen before.

    He was about thirty-four, lean and narrow-shouldered in a clean black oilskin coat that didn't have a speck of alley mud on the hem. He wore no hat, his dark hair combed flat with water, and he was looking down into the open copper boiling-vat with the quiet, polite interest of a vestryman inspecting the parish soup.

    Even though the brick furnace was radiating a steady heat across the room, the stranger’s left hand—tucked deep inside the slash pocket of his black coat—was trembling with a fine, rhythmic shiver that never stopped.

    "Ah!" Doctor Finch squeaked the instant Cassian stepped over the threshold. "There you are, Locke! This gentleman, Master Cole from the Harbor Assurance Office, was just inquiring into our nocturnal registry."

    Cole turned his head slowly toward Cassian.

    His eyes were pale grey and remarkably calm, though the skin underneath them was bruised dark purple, like a man who hadn't slept two hours straight since summer. Above the high collar of his black wool shirt, right where his neck met his left collarbone, Cassian spotted three thin, frost-blackened veins creeping half an inch up his skin like spider-legs.

    "You're the assistant," Cole said. His voice was quiet and conversational, with a faint rasp at the bottom of his throat. "Cassian, is it?"

    "Cassian Locke, sir," Cassian said, stepping inside and letting the door swing shut behind him without latching it. "Looking for a drowned sailor?"

    "A bell-diver named Grist," Cole said. "Five feet ten, fourteen stone, blue anchor tattooed over his left pap. He had a drop too much black beer at the Split Anchor last night and got into a scuffle with Sergeant Pike’s night-watchmen."

    "As I was just explaining to Master Cole," Doctor Finch put in rapidly, his horsehair wig trembling with sincerity, "Saint Jude’s received no harbor casualties last night whatsoever! Only a consumptive parish tinker from Cock Lane who expired of the dropsy."

    Cole didn't look at Finch. He kept his pale, sleepless eyes on Cassian’s face.

    "Sergeant Pike’s cart stopped at your alley chute at quarter to twelve," Cole said mildly. "Left ten minutes later with the springs riding three inches higher. What did Pike slide down that chute, boy?"

    Careful, Cassian thought, keeping his eyes steady on Cole's grey ones. He already knows the cart came down heavy.

    Inside his right pocket, his fingers brushed the warm pig-bladder from the slaughterhouse.

    Wait.

    Cassian reached into his pocket, pulled out the bloody pig-bladder, and set it openly on the draining-board beside the sink.

    "Forty pounds of spoiled salted pork from the workhouse cellar, sir," Cassian said evenly. "The workhouse steward pays Sergeant Pike two shillings a month to dump his rotten meat in our lime-pit after dark so the market inspectors don't fine him. If Pike told the constable on his cart he was hauling a corpse to make the boy do the heavy lifting, that's between Pike and his back."

    Nobody spoke. In the quiet, the copper boiler gave a thick, greasy blop against its lid.

    Cole looked at the bloody pig-bladder on the draining-board, then walked slowly around the corner of the zinc table toward the vat.

    With his ungloved right hand, he picked up Cassian’s long iron skimmer and stirred the greasy water in the pot.

    Up floated a curved, crooked shinbone and five narrow ribs—the bones of the five-foot-tall tinker Cassian had dumped into the broth at four in the morning after clearing Grist out of the way.

    Cole lifted the crooked shinbone an inch out of the water, looked at the rickets-curve in the shaft, and let it splash back in.

    "A small man," Cole murmured, setting the skimmer down on the rim. "And what about the quicklime trough behind the furnace?"

    "Full of rotten pork fat and caustic lime, sir," Cassian said, stepping politely aside to clear the path to the back of the boiler. "You're welcome to stir it with the shovel, though I wouldn't get the steam on a good coat."

    Cole walked past the zinc table toward the dark passage behind the brick furnace.

    To reach the lime-trough, he had to pass within two feet of where Cassian stood by the draining-board.

    Inside Cassian’s left coat pocket, wrapped in its flannel rag, the blue glass jar was less than eighteen inches from Cole’s left shoulder.

    As Cole stepped abreast of him, the starving silver-black knot inside Cassian's jar felt whatever was living behind Cole's left collarbone.

    The organ in the jar didn't wait for the ten-second count.

    It gave a sudden, violent jerk against the glass, so hard the jar bumped silently against Cassian's ribs under the wool.

    At that exact instant, Cole stopped dead in his tracks.

    A sharp, ragged hiss of air tore through Cole’s teeth. His right hand flew up and clamped like a claw over the left side of his own collarbone, his knees buckling two inches as a wave of freezing white agony ripped up the blackened veins in his neck.

    "Master Cole?" Doctor Finch stammered from the sink, taking a nervous step back. "Are you quite well, sir?"

    Cole didn't answer.

    He stood hunched beside the brick furnace, his jaw locked so tight his back teeth ground together, a cold sweat beading on his pale forehead while his left hand rattled inside his coat pocket.

    Cassian didn't move a muscle. He kept his left forearm pressed lightly against his coat lining to muffle the glass, watching the frost-blackened veins on Cole's neck pulse once, twice, three times in the exact same rhythm as the jar against his ribs.

    He's carrying one too, Cassian realized, eyeing the purple hollow above Cole's collarbone with a cutter's cold eye. Wedged right under the clavicle. Give those roots another six months on his neck vein and he'll blow his own ears out just like Grist.

    Slowly, Cole forced his right hand down from his throat and straightened his back.

    He looked sharply at the hot brick wall of the furnace beside him, then down at the damp flagstones under his boots, clearly thinking the draft from the cellar floor had triggered a spasm in his chest.

    He didn't even walk back to the lime-trough. The cramp in his collarbone had taken the wind out of him.

    "Cold damp in these old cellars," Cole said quietly, his voice rasping a little rougher than before as he walked back past the table toward the alley door. "Gets into an old winter pleurisy."

    He stopped in the open doorway, looking back over his shoulder at Doctor Finch and then at Cassian.

    "Grist was wearing a brass baggage-token when he went in the water," Cole said, his tone as flat and polite as a clerk reading a bill. "Round brass disk, stamped with a shed number down on Pier Nine. If one of the mud-larks brings a disk like that to your back door to sell for copper-weight, Doctor, don't buy it. Send the boy down to the Salt-House on Wharf Street and ask for Deacon Vane. He pays five silver crowns for lost property."

    Cole’s pale eyes lingered on Cassian’s face for one second more.

    "And he's very hard on people who keep things that don't belong to them. Good evening, gentlemen."

    He stepped out into the foggy alley and pulled the door shut behind him.

    They listened to his quiet footsteps climb the stone steps to Rag Lane and fade away into the mist.

    The instant the footsteps were gone, Doctor Finch’s knees gave out. He sat down hard on the upturned lard tub, pulled his pewter flask out of his waistcoat with both shaking hands, and drank until the flask gurgled dry.

    "Deacon Vane," Finch whispered hoarsely, wiping his mouth with his sleeve. "God in heaven, Locke, that was Shivering Cole! Did you hear him? They know Pike stopped at our chute! Did you leave a single tooth of that diver in the lime-pit?"

    "Not a splinter," Cassian said, walking over to shoot the iron bolt on the alley door. "Go upstairs and lock the street door, Doctor. If anyone else knocks tonight, tell them you're in bed with the gout."

    Finch didn't need to be told twice. He scrambled up the brick stairs so fast he lost a slipper on the top step, kicked it inside, and slammed the parlor bolt home.

    Alone in the basement, Cassian didn't wait a second.

    He reached inside his coat, pulled out the flannel-wrapped blue glass jar, and held it up to the yellow gas-lamp.

    His chest went tight.

    When the knot inside the jar had lurched at Cole's passing, one of its silver-black ridges had struck the side of the glass.

    The copper-salt brine wasn't clear blue anymore. It was cloudy with floating threads of grey scum, and along the outer edge of the walnut-sized organ, the skin had split open in a jagged half-inch crack that was slowly oozing black foam.

    Nora had been right.

    Quickly, Cassian pulled the glass stopper, untied the neck of the warm pig-bladder from the butcher's, and poured two ounces of warm sheep's blood straight into the jar.

    The night before, a single drop of his own blood had made the roots whip upward and drink.

    Now, the four greying roots barely twitched.

    One root touched the sheep's blood, curled back as if disgusted by the dead animal fat, and sank limply to the bottom of the glass.

    The ten-second pulse came again, weak, fluttering, and fifteen seconds late.

    Wait—why isn't it drinking? Cassian thought, leaning down to stare through the cloudy glass. Last night when my thumb bled into the jar, the root caught the drop before it even sank an inch. Why won't it touch sheep's blood?

    Then he looked at the cold grease already congealing on top of the pig-bladder.

    Because the sheep's been dead since noon, he realized as another bubble of black rot hissed off the silver cartilage. It doesn't want dead butcher's meat sitting in a cold bottle. It needs a living heart pumping warm blood through those four roots, or it suffocates.

    He set the blue jar down on the corner of the zinc dissecting table.

    Above the boiler, the rusted tin clock ticked past six in the evening.

    If he left the organ in the glass tonight, by sunrise tomorrow it would be two ounces of dead black slime. And when Shivering Cole came back down Rag Lane after finding out that Sergeant Pike hadn't dumped any rotten pork from the workhouse, Cassian would be just another twenty-three-year-old charity boy with a three-penny knife.

    Or he could look at why the dead diver's neck artery had burst, look at why Cole's collarbone was turning black, and put the thing where it couldn't starve.


  Chapter 7: Under the Ninth Rib

  In the blue glass jar, the silver-black walnut was dying.

    Every thirty seconds a thin string of black scum rose from the crack in its side, and when the pulse came, it barely stirred the greying roots at the bottom of the brine.

    Cassian sat on the wooden stool by the zinc table, listening to the rain drum against the high iron grate overhead. Upstairs, the house was silent; Doctor Finch had locked himself in his bedroom with a full bottle of gin and pulled the bolster over his ears.

    Behind the furnace, Biscuit padded out, rested his scarred chin on Cassian’s boot, and looked up at the glass jar.

    "Stay out from under the table tonight, boy," Cassian said quietly, scratching behind the dog's one good ear. "If I drop a knife, I don't want to pin your tail to the floor."

    He stood up and laid his tools out on a clean linen towel beside the sink.

    He wasn't going to do this blind.

    The dead diver and Shivering Cole had both been killed by the same thing: when a knot grew wild by accident, it rooted in the high-pressure vessels of the chest and throat. Every time they used it, the back-pressure slammed straight up into their skulls.

    The engine isn't what kills them, Cassian thought, picking up his blunt brass probe. It's the idiot plumbing.

    What if you didn't put it near the neck or the heart at all?

    Cassian unbuttoned his linen shirt, pulled it off over his head, and stood bare-chested in front of Doctor Finch’s cracked shaving mirror, which he propped against the vinegar jug under the gas-lamp.

    He pressed two fingers against the lower left side of his ribcage, four inches below his nipple, right along the edge of the ninth rib.

    Under the skin and the flat sheet of muscle there ran the lateral vein, a quiet side-branch that drained down toward the belly wall. If a pressure spike hit that vein, it wouldn't shoot up into his brain or burst his eyes; it would dump harmlessly into the thick muscle of his flank.

    And there was a second problem: Cole's neck veins were turning black because the roots of his parasite were still growing wider every month, choking the blood-vessel shut.

    How did you stop a tree root from growing wider than a pipe?

    You put an iron ring around it.

    Cassian reached into his waistcoat pocket, took out the fourth silver shilling from Mr. Pringle that he had saved for salt-beef, and set it on the small iron anvil at the end of the workbench.

    Using his narrow ball-peen hammer and a steel punch, he tapped the pure silver coin flat, punched a smooth hole through the center, and hammered the edges around the tapered rod until he had a neat, seamless silver collar the exact width of a goose-quill.

    He dropped the silver collar, his three smallest curved needles, and two lengths of fine silk thread into a tin pan of boiling water over the spirit lamp.

    Above the copper boiler, the rusted tin clock clicked past nine.

    In the jar, one of the four roots on the walnut had turned completely white at the tip, floating lifelessly in the cloudy brine. Another hour and there wouldn't be enough life left in it to take hold of anything.

    Cassian didn't touch Finch's gin. A drunk hand slipped, and if his scalpel slipped half an inch too deep between the eighth and ninth ribs, he would puncture the lining of his own lung and drown on the flagstones before morning.

    Instead, he poured half a bottle of freezing clove-oil and raw surgical spirits over a pad of clean lint, and swabbed the skin over his left ribs until the flesh went white and numb.

    Then he took the thick leather razor-strop off its hook by the sink, folded it double, and bit down on it hard with his back molars.

    He picked up his short, round-bellied scalpel in his right hand and looked into the cracked shaving mirror.

    Four inches long. Follow the curve of the ninth rib. Skin and muscle only.

    He set the steel point against his numb skin and drew it straight across.

    For the first second, the clove-oil held. Then the raw fire hit his nerves.

    Cassian’s teeth sank deep into the leather strop. A hot, dark line of blood welled up across his pale ribs and ran down into his waistband.

    His right hand didn't tremor. He had made this exact incision four hundred times on the zinc table; the only difference tonight was that the meat was awake and complaining.

    Sweat broke out across his forehead and ran into his eyes, stinging like salt. He blinked it clear, laid the bloody scalpel down on the towel, and hooked a small pair of blunt brass retractors into the edges of the cut to hold the muscle slips apart.

    In the mirror, glistening between the red fibers under his ninth rib, pulsed the blue-purple line of the lateral vein.

    Hold on, Cassian stopped himself before reaching for the jar, his eyes landing on the threaded needle on the towel. Once that thing bites in, my hands aren't going to be steady enough to thread a stitch.

    Picking up the needle with his right hand, he passed three loose, wide loops of oiled silk thread through the top and bottom skin-edges of the open cut, leaving the ends hanging long and untied across his belly like bootlaces.

    Then he slipped the tiny hammered silver collar over the exposed knuckle of the lateral vein, picked up the wooden horn spoon, and lifted the dying silver-black knot out of the cloudy blue jar.

    In the open cellar air, the walnut looked shrunken and grey, oozing black foam from the crack in its side.

    The instant Cassian brought the spoon within two inches of his open ribs, however, the thing smelled living blood.

    It didn't wait for him to place it.

    All four roots lashed outward like starving eels, plunged straight into the open four-inch cut under his rib, and drove their tips through the narrow silver collar into the wall of his vein.

    MMMMFFF!

    Cassian’s back bowed off the stool like a bent ash-bow.

    Every muscle in his stomach and chest locked into solid iron. It felt as if someone had shoved a white-hot horseshoe under his ribs and then poured a bucket of January river-water straight into his heart.

    His knees came unhinged.

    The three-legged stool kicked out from under him and went clattering into the coal-pile. Cassian hit the wet flagstones hard on his right shoulder, knocking the wind out of his lungs as the shaving mirror tipped off the table and smashed into twenty pieces beside his head.

    Curled on his side on the cold bricks with both hands clamped over his bleeding left flank, Cassian stared blindly at the iron leg of the zinc table while the thing inside his ribs drank its first real draught of his blood.

    For ten terrible seconds, his heart stopped beating entirely.

    The yellow gas-lamp overhead narrowed into a tiny, roaring white pinhole at the end of a long dark tunnel. Behind the furnace, Biscuit was barking—high and frantic—and to Cassian’s ears the barks sounded as if they were coming through fifty feet of deep black water.

    Too much, a dim thought flickered in the dark behind his eyes. It's drinking too fast.

    Then the four swollen roots hit the inside rim of the hammered silver shilling collar.

    The silver ring held. It pinched the main root down to the width of a quill, choking off the greedy surge before it could drain his heart dry.

    Under his left palm, the walnut-sized knot gave one massive, shuddering THUMP—falling straight into step with his own pulse—and pumped a wave of cool, heavy mercury back out into his bloodstream.

    Cassian spat the chewed leather strop onto the flagstones and dragged in a huge, ragged gasp of lime-scented air.

    The tearing fire in his side faded into a deep, vibrating chill that spread across his diaphragm and down his left arm to the tips of his fingers.

    Still lying on his side on the wet stone floor, shaking so hard his heels drummed the bricks, Cassian fumbled at his bloody ribs with his right hand, caught the long, pre-threaded loops of oiled silk he had placed before picking up the spoon, and yanked all three loops tight.

    The four-inch gash pulled cleanly shut over the bulge of the new organ.

    Working strictly by touch because the room was still spinning like a top, he tied the three square knots, bit the silk tails off with his teeth, and pressed a pad of carbolic lint over the seam.

    A moment later, a cramp twisted his stomach so violently he doubled over with his forehead against the bricks.

    Hunger—not normal supper hunger, but a bottomless, wolfish hollow that made his teeth ache and his mouth fill with water. Every ounce of fat and iron in his blood had gone into healing the crack in the knot's shell.

    Too weak to stand up, Cassian crawled six feet across the flagstones to the brick base of the furnace, reached up to the rim of the sixty-gallon bone-kettle where the workhouse tinker's shins were simmering, and dipped the tin ladle straight into the pot.

    He drank three ladles of scalding, greasy marrow-broth straight down without waiting for it to cool, licking the salt-fat off his knuckles while Biscuit anxiously licked the dried blood off his elbow.

    Then Cassian curled up on the warm bricks beside the dog, pulled his wool coat over his shoulders, and went out like a snuffed candle.


  Chapter 8: The Weight of a Penny

  Cassian woke up at seven on Thursday morning with his cheek stuck to the cellar bricks by dried marrow-grease and a pair of brass sugar-tongs poking him in the ribs.

    "Locke," Doctor Erasmus Finch said from the top end of the tongs. "Have you taken to drinking the embalming spirits, boy? Get up off that floor before the milk-woman sees you through the grate. It looks unprofessional."

    Cassian opened one eye.

    Finch stood over him in his faded yellow dressing-gown, wearing his horsehair wig backwards so the little ribbon queue hung down between his eyebrows like a dead mouse.

    "Your wig's on backwards, Doctor," Cassian croaked.

    Finch reached up, spun the wig around his bald head until the ribbon sat roughly over his left ear, and sniffed. "I was summoned from my bed by concern for our security. Has that dreadful fellow from the Harbor Assurance Office returned?"

    "No," Cassian said, pushing himself up onto one elbow.

    He paused on his knees and looked down at his bare left side.

    Nine hours ago, he had sliced a four-inch gash through his own skin and muscle down to the ninth rib. By any ordinary surgical rule, the cut should have been swollen, hot, and weeping yellow serum for a week.

    Instead, the three silk knots were sitting loose on top of a hard, smooth ridge of pale grey scar-tissue that had already knitted shut overnight. Beneath the skin, tucked neatly into the hollow below his ninth rib, the silver-black knot sat quiet and warm, pulsing once for every two beats of his heart.

    Even stranger, the hollow, starving ache that had doubled him over the night before was gone. His head felt clearer than it had in years, and every brick and iron tool in the cellar seemed to have a crisp, tangible weight that he could almost feel in his teeth.

    "Well, don't just kneel there admiring your navel," Finch said irritably, tapping his slipper on the flagstones. "Bring the petty-cash tin off the top shelf. With that cutthroat Cole sniffing around the lane, I require a shilling for a hackney cab up to College Hill. I intend to spend the afternoon in the Faculty Library where there are constables at the gate."

    Cassian stood up, pulling his linen shirt on over his head. "There's only two shillings left in the tin, Doctor. We need that for lamp-oil and oatmeal."

    "I cannot eat oatmeal if my throat is slit, Locke! Hand me the tin."

    Finch reached up toward the high pine shelf above the sink where the cash-box sat.

    Cassian stepped off the bricks to catch the tin before Finch could take it.

    As he pushed off his left foot, Cassian unconsciously flexed the muscle over his ninth rib—the exact way he had braced himself a hundred times when reaching for a high shelf.

    Under his skin, the grafted knot squeezed.

    Every ounce of weight in Cassian’s hundred-and-fifty-pound frame vanished as if someone had cut an anchor cable.

    Instead of taking a normal step onto the low draining-board, Cassian shot straight up into the air like a cork popped out of a champagne bottle.

    The crown of his head slammed into the low brick ceiling-vault six feet above the sink with a dull thwack, showering dried alderman grease and lime-dust down onto Finch's newly straightened wig.

    "Good God!" Finch yelped, stumbling back into the zinc table as Cassian hung practically weightless against the ceiling for half a second.

    Unclench the rib! Cassian thought frantically, his fingers scraping the whitewashed brick overhead.

    He relaxed his diaphragm, and accidentally squeezed the muscle the opposite way.

    All hundred and fifty pounds of his own weight—plus another hundred and fifty pounds of borrowed downward drag—dumped straight down into his boots at once.

    Cassian dropped out of the air like an iron safe.

    CRACK.

    When his heels hit the flagstones in front of the sink, the two-inch-thick blue slate floor-slab split cleanly in half under his boots, driving a fan of dirty wash-water straight up the front of Finch's yellow dressing-gown.

    In the dead hush that followed, a dislodged shinbone rolled lazily off the pine shelf and went plonk into the vinegar bucket.

    Doctor Finch stood frozen against the zinc table, blinking through a snowstorm of ceiling-lime, his mouth opening and closing like a landed carp.

    He looked down at the cracked stone slab between Cassian’s boots. Then he looked up at the dent in the ceiling grease six feet overhead.

    "Cassian," Finch whispered, his voice trembling as he brushed a curl of dead alderman tallow off his lip. "Have you contracted the bloody lockjaw? What was that?"

    Cassian stood very still on the cracked stone, his heart hammering against his ribs while his knees hummed like plucked fiddle-strings.

    Three hundred pounds, Cassian thought, staring down at his own scuffed boots in stunned disbelief. I just hit the floor weighing three hundred pounds, and my ankles didn't even sprain.

    He looked up at Finch's terrified face and kept his expression completely deadpan.

    "I jumped for the tin, Doctor. And that stone has been cracked since the January frost. I told you the coal-man was dropping the sacks too hard."

    Finch squinted suspiciously at the ceiling, then at the cracked flagstone, and wiped a flake of tallow off his nose. Having consumed a full bottle of Holland gin before midnight, the old man was visibly trying to calculate whether it was more frightening to believe his apprentice had just bounced off the ceiling like a flea or that his own liver had finally begun producing hallucinations.

    His liver lost the argument.

    "If the parish vestry charges me sixpence for that slate, it is coming straight out of your Christmas tallow-allowance," Finch muttered shakily, snatching the single shilling Cassian held out to him and retreating toward the stairs. "Stop bounding about like a galvanized frog and clean up that water. My nerves are in ribbons."

    Once the street door banged shut upstairs as Finch fled toward College Hill, Cassian stood in the middle of the basement floor and looked down at his own hands.

    All right, he thought, rolling his shoulders back. Let's see how this thing actually works when I'm not jumping for a cash-tin in a panic.

    He spent the next two hours testing it piece by piece.

    At first, every time he pulled his left flank tight, all his weight vanished at once and his heels floated off the bricks. After twenty tries, he figured out the trick: it worked just like whistling or squinting an eye.

    Don't clench the whole rib at once, he told himself, resting one hand on the zinc table. Just tighten the top edge a hair... There.

    Instead of shooting into the ceiling, he felt just twenty pounds slip off his shoulders, then fifty, then a hundred. At forty pounds of body weight, he could walk up the dry, creaking wooden stairs to the parlor without a single pine board making a sound under his boots.

    Now let's try the other direction, he thought, walking back over to the oak chopping-block. If I breathe out and push against the knot, can I dump the weight through just one finger instead of my boots?

    He laid a copper penny on the oak block, touched it with the tip of his left pinky, and pushed.

    The penny drove half an inch deep into the seasoned oak as if someone had hit it with a sledgehammer.

    Ballast, Cassian thought, prying the bent copper penny out of the wood with his thumbnail. Like the lead ballast-weights they drop off a diving bell to rise, or pile on to sink.

    The only catch was the fuel.

    By eleven o'clock, after twenty small tests, that same hollow, metallic cramp started gnawing at his belly again. This time, two cups of tinker's bone-broth barely took the edge off. The knot didn't just want mutton fat; it wanted whatever mineral was down in the black mud at the bottom of the harbor trench.

    And Cassian had a brass token in his pocket that led straight to what the dead diver had brought up from the bottom.

    At two in the afternoon, as the harbor fog began rolling back up the alleys from the water, Cassian locked Saint Jude's, walked down to the bottom of Eel Alley, and ducked behind Mother Garrow’s oyster shed.

    An outside wooden staircase climbed the wet brick wall to an old sail-loft under the eaves.

    Cassian took the iron drain-pipe at the bottom of the stairs and knocked three times.

    Above his head, a shutter cracked open half an inch.

    "Come up, Sawbones," Nora called down softly. "And don't step on the third stair from the top unless you want your foot through Mrs. Garrow's ceiling."

    Cassian climbed the narrow steps, stepped lightly over the rotten third board by dropping fifty pounds off his frame, and pushed open the loft door.

    The room under the roof-tiles was small, dry, and smelled of tarred hemp and dried lavender. A straw mattress sat neatly in the corner beside a small charcoal brazier with a tin teapot on top.

    Nora was sitting cross-legged on an old sail-bag, stitching a split cuff on her sleeve with a darning needle while her three walnut shells sat in a neat row beside her knee.

    As Cassian stepped into the room and shut the door, Nora’s hands stopped moving on the thread.

    Her head tilted sharply to the left.

    Slowly, she stood up off the sail-bag, her blindfolded face aimed straight at Cassian’s chest.

    "Where's the bottle?" she asked quietly.

    "In the trash-barrel," Cassian said.

    Nora took two steps across the loft floor and stopped six inches in front of him. Without asking, she reached out and laid her bare right palm flat against the left side of his wool coat, right over his ninth rib.

    Under her palm, Cassian's heart beat twice—and then the knot beneath his rib gave its deep, steady counter-thump.

    Nora snatched her hand back as if the wool had burned her fingers.

    "You crazy bastard," she breathed, her mouth half-open in shock. "You didn't throw it out. You cut yourself open and sewed it inside your own chest!"

    "You told me it was going to die by midnight if it stayed in the glass," Cassian said calmly. "And yesterday afternoon, one of Deacon Vane's men walked into my basement looking for the dead diver. Said the diver's name was Grist, and warned us not to touch his Pier Nine baggage token."

    Nora’s head snapped up. "Who? Harrow?"

    "Said his name was Cole. Thin man, black oilskin coat, left hand shakes in his pocket."

    "Shivering Cole," Nora whispered, her face going tight. "Jesus, Cassian. Cole isn't a dock bully. He's the man Deacon Vane sends when somebody needs to disappear without a splash. If Cole was in your cellar, why do you still have all your fingers?"

    "Because he didn't check the pockets of my coat," Cassian said, "and because when he walked past me, the thing inside his own collarbone cramped up so hard he almost dropped on his knees."

    Nora went very still. "Cole has one?"

    "Right behind his left collarbone," Cassian said. "Three black veins creeping up his neck, just like the diver before his head burst. None of them know how to keep the roots from choking their own veins."

    Cassian stepped closer to her in the dim loft.

    "Turn your head to the right, Nora. Let me touch that lump behind your ear."

    Nora backed up half a step until the backs of her knees bumped the sail-bag. "Keep your butcher's fingers off my head."

    "No knife," Cassian said, holding his empty left hand up where she could hear the cuff move. "Just my thumb. For three seconds."

    She hesitated, listening to his heartbeat again. Then, with a tight scowl, she tilted her chin to the right and pulled her dark curls back from her left ear.

    Cassian reached out gently and rested the pad of his bare left thumb against the swollen, hot ridge of bone behind her earlobe.

    Yesterday in the alley, looking at it with his eyes, all he had seen was a bump under the skin.

    Now, as the knot under his own ninth rib beat once, a faint, cold tingle ran down his left arm into his thumb, and he felt the knot inside her skull answer back.

    He didn't need an eye-glass. Through the skin and bone, he could feel the exact shape of it: a tiny, pea-sized knot of silver cartilage wedged tight inside the narrow bony groove behind her ear, with one swollen root wrapped around the main cranial vein like a snare wire around a rabbit's neck. Every time her heart pumped blood past that kink, the pressure slammed straight against the nerve of her inner ear.

    "I feel it," Cassian murmured, taking his thumb away.

    Nora rubbed the spot fiercely with her sleeve, shivering. "Feel what?"

    "It isn't rotting your brain," Cassian said. "The knot behind your ear is the size of a pea, and it's wedged in a narrow trough of bone where it has no room to swell. One of its roots is pinching the vein shut like a tight bootlace. That's why loud noises feel like a nail going into your skull."

    Nora’s hand stopped mid-rub on her collar. Her chest went completely still under the faded green wool.

    "You're lying," she whispered, her voice cracking slightly before she caught it.

    "Listen to my chest and tell me if I'm lying," Cassian said. "Give me twenty minutes under a good gas-lamp with my small bone-gouge and a loop of silver wire to widen that groove an eighth of an inch, and the pressure comes off the vein."

    In the quiet loft, the tin teapot ticked on the charcoal brazier.

    Nora stood with her fists clenched in the pockets of her coat, her jaw set hard so her chin wouldn't tremble.

    "What's the price, Sawbones?" she asked roughly. "Nobody in Gallows Ward cuts a nail out of your head for free."

    Cassian reached into his waistcoat pocket, pulled out the dead diver's round brass token, and tossed it lightly into her palm.

    Nora’s thumb ran over the stamped square letters in half a second.

    "Pier Nine, Shed B, Box Fourteen," she read by touch. "That's the bonded baggage shed at the end of the deep-water wharf. If Cole already knows Grist had a token for Shed B, he'll have watchmen sitting outside that door right now waiting to see who shows up with it."

    "In two hours the evening fog comes off the bay thick enough to choke a gull," Cassian said. "A man with eyes can't see ten feet in front of his boots on Pier Nine after five o'clock. A girl who doesn't use her eyes can hear two watchmen breathing from across the wharf."

    A slow, sharp grin spread across Nora’s mouth beneath the black silk blindfold.

    "You walk me into Shed B so I can get whatever is inside Box Fourteen," Cassian said, "and tonight on my table, I take the nail out of your head."

    Nora tossed the brass token back to him—throwing it straight at his chest without looking, dead on the button.

    "Bring your dark coat, Sawbones," she said. "And leave that three-legged dog at home. He wheezes."


  Chapter 9: Box Fourteen in the Fog

  By five o'clock, the harbor fog had rolled in off the Maw so thick it tasted like wet wool and dead salt on the tongue.

    Down at the bottom of Wharf Street, the gas street-lamps were nothing more than blurry orange smudges floating twenty feet above the mud. You couldn't see the front end of a dray-horse from the tailboard of its own cart.

    Cassian walked down the middle of the wet timber planks of Pier Nine with his dark coat buttoned to the throat and two fingers of Nora’s right hand hooked lightly inside the bend of his left elbow.

    To Cassian’s eyes, the pier was a blind grey wall.

    To Nora, walking beside him with her chin tilted slightly up and her black silk blindfold damp with mist, the wharf was wide open.

    "Rope coil six feet ahead on your left," Nora murmured, her voice barely louder than the drip of the pilings underneath them. "Step wide. And there's a dead gull-head lying by the bollard if you don't want it on your boot."

    Cassian stepped neatly around both without slowing his pace.

    "How far to Shed B?" he whispered.

    "Twenty paces," Nora breathed back. "Right at the mouth of the smoke-house passage. Don't breathe so loud, let me listen."

    They stopped in the lee of a stacked pile of empty herring barrels where the narrow alley ran between Shed B and the brick smoke-house wall.

    Nora turned her left ear toward the invisible bulk of the baggage shed looming in the fog ahead of them, her fingers resting lightly on Cassian's sleeve while the harbor water slapped twice against the pilings below.

    "Three men," she whispered against his shoulder. "The old night-clerk is inside behind the wooden counter, snoring in a wicker chair. Got a bottle of rum between his knees, half full."

    "And the other two?"

    "Sitting on the coal-box under the awning right beside the front door," Nora said, a tiny grin touching her mouth. "Big bastard on the left has wheezing lungs and a heavy iron cargo-hook tapping against his boot. Other one is chewing tobacco and complaining that his wife put turnip tops in his mutton pie. Wait ten seconds."

    "For what?"

    "Tobacco-chewer's got a full mouth," Nora whispered. "He's about to get up and walk to the edge of the pier to spit in the water so the wind doesn't blow it back on his trousers."

    Four seconds later, a pair of heavy nailed boots scraped across the wet timber forty feet ahead in the grey soup, walking away from the shed door toward the right-hand edge of the pier.

    A wet splat hit the water below the pilings.

    "Now," Nora breathed, tapping Cassian's arm twice. "Don't use the front door. There's a loose tar-plank under the side window where the customs boys sneak out for beer. Walk light."

    Cassian breathed in and pulled his left flank tight against the silver collar-ring under his ninth rib.

    Instantly, the knot drank a hundred pounds of weight out of his body.

    His wet leather boots rose half an inch out of the slime on the wharf planks. Moving like a shadow made of cork, he glided thirty feet across the creaking pine boards without a single plank groaning under his soles.

    At the side of the tarred shed, he found the loose bottom plank Nora had heard flapping in the wind, eased it four inches to the left, and slipped feet-first through the gap into the dark baggage room.

    The air inside smelled of wet hemp, salt-cod, and cheap rum.

    Ten feet to his left, behind a low pine counter, the sixty-year-old night-clerk was asleep with his chin on his collarbone, a hurricane lantern turned down low beside his elbow.

    Against the back wall stood four rows of iron-faced lockers, numbered in faded white paint from 1 to 40.

    Still holding his body weight down at fifty pounds so the rotten floorboards wouldn't squeak, Cassian crossed the room in three long, silent strides and stopped in front of Box 14.

    He didn't use the brass baggage-token—the token was for handing to the clerk in daylight. In the lock-slot sat a simple two-tumbler brass ward-lock.

    Cassian pulled his stiff steel dissecting probe and a bent surgical hook out of his vest pocket, slid both into the keyhole, and felt for the back spring.

    Wait, he stopped his right hand before lifting the tumbler. If that heavy spring snaps dry, it'll wake the old man ten feet away.

    He looked at his left thumb, then pressed it flat against the iron door of Box 14, right over the internal latch-bar.

    As his right hand lifted the second brass tumbler with the surgical hook, Cassian let thirty pounds of dead weight flow out of his left thumb straight into the iron latch-bar inside the lock.

    Instead of snapping backward with a loud metallic clang, the heavy latch slid back as slow and silent as butter through warm wool.

    Cassian pulled the small iron door open an inch at a time.

    Sitting inside the locker was a round canvas diving-cylinder, ten inches long and sealed completely in black pitch, with a loop of braided copper wire at the top.

    Even through the pitch and canvas, the moment Cassian’s left fingers touched the cylinder, the knot under his ninth rib gave a sudden, hungry throb—not the painful cramp it had given when Cole walked past, but a warm, deep pull, like a starving dog smelling roast beef through an oven door.

    Cassian tucked the heavy cylinder deep inside his coat pocket, pushed the locker door shut, and slipped back out through the loose wall-plank into the fog.

    Nora was waiting behind the herring barrels twenty paces away.

    The instant Cassian's hand touched her elbow, however, her fingers clamped down on his wrist like iron pliers.

    "Don't move," she breathed, so softly her lips barely brushed his ear.

    "What is it?"

    "The big one with the cargo-hook just walked round the back of the shed to take a piss," Nora whispered, her head turning sharply toward the narrow alley between the baggage shed and the smoke-houses. "He smelled your carbolic soap on the wall-plank. He's calling the other one right now."

    Out in the grey fog behind them, a low whistle sounded—two short notes—answered a second later from the mouth of the smoke-house alley ahead of them.

    They were boxed between the water and the brick smoke-house wall.

    "Two of them," Cassian murmured, unbuttoning the bottom two buttons of his wool coat so his knees could move freely. "One ahead in the alley, one coming up behind from the shed. Tell me where their hands are."

    Nora didn't panic. She backed flat against the tarred staves of the herring barrels, pulling her head back half an inch so her left ear had a clear line down both ends of the wet passage.

    "Big one with the iron hook is twelve paces behind you," she whispered, fast and clean as a clock ticking. "Walking on his toes. Left hand has a lantern shuttered dark, right hand has the cargo-hook raised shoulder-high. Ten paces. Eight."

    Cassian stood in the middle of the narrow timber passage with his back to the approaching footsteps, letting his shoulders droop slightly like a man peering blindly into the mist.

    "Six paces," Nora breathed. "Four. He's swinging the hook at the back of your neck—now, high right!"

    Cassian didn't duck.

    He pulled his left rib tight and dropped his body weight to thirty pounds.

    As the thick iron point of the cargo-hook whistled horizontally through the fog to take his head off, Cassian tapped his heels and drifted sideways like a blown leaf—moving three feet to the left in a fraction of a second while the iron hook buried itself two inches deep into the oak stave of the herring barrel where his neck had just been.

    "What the—" the big watchman grunted as the shock jarred his wrist.

    Before the man could wrench his hook out of the barrel, Cassian stepped inside his reach, clapped his bare left palm flat on top of the watchman’s thick wool shoulder, and breathed out hard.

    Every ounce of Cassian's hundred and fifty pounds—plus two hundred pounds of stored downward drag from the knot under his rib—slammed straight down through his left palm into the big man's collarbone.

    It was like dropping an iron harbor-buoy onto a rotten crate.

    CRACK.

    The watchman didn't even get a scream out. His collarbone snapped like a dry carrot, both of his boots punched straight through the wet two-inch wharf planks under the tremendous downward weight, and his chin hit the jagged edge of the broken floorboard hard enough to knock him cold before the water splashed up through the hole.

    "Front!" Nora hissed from the barrels. "Eight paces, running straight at your chest—knife in the right hand, low at the gut!"

    Out of the yellow fog in front of him lunged the second watchman, a stocky dock-thug with a ten-inch gutting knife held low to rip upward from groin to breastbone.

    Cassian didn't have time to pull his own knife.

    He sucked in half a breath, dumped eighty pounds off his weight so his front foot came off the wet wood as fast as a whip-crack, and kicked the sole of his right boot straight into the man's oncoming kneecap—dumping all three hundred pounds of ballast straight into his heel at the exact millisecond the leather touched the bone.

    A sound like a wet pistol-shot echoed off the brick wall of the smoke-house.

    The man’s knee bent backward four inches the wrong way. He pitched face-first over his own shattered leg, skidded six feet across the slimy planks on his chest, and plowed head-first into the iron rim of the herring barrel at Nora's feet, sliding down into the mud without a twitch.

    Nothing moved in the passage except the yellow fog curling lazily into the hole where the big watchman's boots had gone through the timber.

    Up by the river-mouth, a coal-barge blew its low steam-horn through the mist.

    Nora stood against the barrels, her blindfolded head turning slowly from the man stuck waist-deep through the shattered wharf planks behind Cassian to the man lying unconscious at her boots.

    She had heard the two impacts—she had heard five hundred pounds of pine timber splinter under a man's boots from a single slap of Cassian's open hand.

    "Jesus Christ, Sawbones," Nora whispered, her voice half-laughing and half-horrified. "I thought you said you were a doctor."

    "I know where the joints go," Cassian said, breathing hard as a cold sweat broke out under his shirt and the metallic hunger twisted sharply in his stomach. He bent down, checked that both men were still breathing so the harbor police wouldn't bring bloodhounds down the pier, and took the four silver shillings out of the second man's belt-pouch for their trouble.

    Then he offered Nora his left elbow.

    "Come on," Cassian said, turning up the dark lane toward Gallows Ward. "Let's get back to the cellar before the fog lifts. I owe you an ear."


  Chapter 10: The Quiet Head

  By the time they bolted the basement door of Saint Jude’s behind them, the clock over the copper boiler stood at half past seven, and Cassian’s hands were shaking from the cramp in his belly.

    Throwing three hundred pounds of borrowed weight twice in ten seconds had drained his blood faster than six hours of normal walking. His mouth tasted like copper pennies, and under his ninth rib, the knot was squeezing hard every eight seconds, demanding to be fed.

    "Sit on the stool by the fire," Cassian told Nora, hanging his wet coat on the door-peg. "Don't step in the trough behind the boiler unless you want your boots eaten off."

    "I can smell the lime from here, Sawbones," Nora said, finding the wooden stool without touching the table and sitting down with her hands in her pockets.

    Behind the furnace, Biscuit trotted out, sniffed the hem of Nora's coat, and rested his scarred head across the toe of her left boot.

    Nora reached down and scratched the dog's stump ear with a practiced thumb. "The butcher's wife said your cur was ugly. Feels like a perfectly good dog to me."

    "Wait till you smell his breath," Cassian said.

    He set the ten-inch tarred canvas cylinder from Box 14 under the brass gas-lamp on the zinc dissecting table, heated the blade of his bone-knife over the spirit flame, and sliced cleanly through the black pitch seal.

    Inside the waterproof canvas sat a tube of beaten sheet-lead.

    Cassian pried the lead cap off with his pliers and tipped the contents out onto a clean linen cloth.

    All right, he thought, leaning over the table. Let's see what Grist died for.

    Three things slid out into the yellow lamplight.

    The first was a flat plate of dark grey slate, four inches wide, with lines and numbers scratched deep into the stone with a steel nail.

    The second was a pair of thick glass vials, stoppered with red wax and lead foil, filled with a clear, heavy oil that glowed with a faint pale-amber light of its own when Cassian's shadow fell across it.

    The third was just an ugly, jagged lump of black sea-coral laced with dull red rust, no bigger than a hen's egg.

    Why did he lock up a chunk of harbor rock with the rest of it? Cassian wondered, reaching out to push the black coral aside so he could read the slate.

    The instant his left knuckles brushed the black coral, the starving knot under his ninth rib gave a leap that nearly pulled his hand flat onto the table.

    Hold on, Cassian thought, his eyes widening as he picked up the lump of black coral in his bare left palm. It's warm. As he closed his palm around it, a thin, salty red dust rubbed off the coral into the pores of his skin.

    In three seconds, the sharp, twisting hunger cramp in his stomach melted away.

    A slow, heavy warmth spread from his left palm up his arm and settled into the hollow under his ninth rib. The silver-black knot stopped its ragged eight-second gulping and settled back into a deep, effortless ten-second beat, fuller and stronger than it had felt all day.

    Looking down at the coral in his hand, Cassian noticed that a quarter-inch along one edge had turned pale, crumbly grey—its iron and salt drunk straight through his skin.

    That's what it eats, Cassian realized, letting out a long, steady breath as the tremor in his fingers vanished. Iron-coral from the bottom of the trench. A lump this size will feed it for a month.

    "What did you just touch?" Nora asked sharply from the stool by the fire, her head coming up. "Your heart just slowed down ten beats a minute."

    "Food," Cassian said, wrapping the black coral carefully in oiled paper and sliding it into his waistcoat pocket.

    He picked up the scratched slate plate next and held it to the light.

    At the top, the dead diver had scratched a depth mark: 210 FATHOMS — BELOW THE SEWAGE SLICK.

    Underneath the numbers wasn't a map of a sunken ship. It was a crude, square drawing of a doorway—two massive upright pillars carved with concentric rings, set into the vertical rock wall of the underwater canyon, with three words scratched at the bottom in shaky block letters:

    DOOR IS OPEN.

    Cassian traced the scratched letters with his thumb, his eyes narrowing.

    Two hundred and ten fathoms down, below the city's sewage, below the shipwrecks, down where the harbor bottom split open in May, somebody had built a stone door into the canyon wall. And Grist had pried his way inside and walked out with a pocketful of spare parts.

    He set the slate down, picked up one of the pale-amber vials, and held it between his left thumb and forefinger.

    Through the glass, his new sense felt the liquid inside immediately. It didn't pull weight like the black knot under his rib. It felt warm, slick, and soothing, like pure concentrated marrow-oil meant to feed starving nerves.

    Cassian turned toward the stove, dropped his smallest bone-gouge, a fine needle, and a two-inch piece of hair-thin beaten silver wire into the boiling tin pan, and scrubbed his hands to the elbows with carbolic soap.

    "Take your coat off and climb up on the table, Nora," Cassian said. "Lie on your right side with your left ear under the lamp."

    By the furnace, Nora stopped scratching Biscuit's ear.

    She stood up slowly, took off her coat, and walked over to the zinc dissecting table in her patched flannel shirt.

    When her fingers touched the cold zinc rim, her hand went rigid.

    "This is where you cut up the dead ones," she said, trying to make it sound like a joke, though Cassian could see the pulse in her throat beating fast against her collar.

    "I washed it with vinegar," Cassian said, folding a clean wool blanket into a square pillow and laying it at the head of the slab. "And if you don't lie down before the water boils dry, I'm giving your two shillings from the wharf to Doctor Finch for the badger races."

    Nora let out a short, shaky snort, climbed up onto the zinc table, and lay down on her right side with her cheek on the folded blanket so her left ear faced the gas-lamp.

    "If you slip and make me deaf, Sawbones," she muttered, her hands gripping the cold edges of the zinc table so hard her knuckles turned white, "I'll find your throat in the dark by the smell of that soap."

    "If I make you deaf, you won't hear me coming," Cassian said calmly.

    He pulled the high three-legged stool up beside her head, lowered the brass lamp until the light was crystal clear, and pinned her dark curls back from her left ear with a strip of clean linen.

    First, he swabbed the swollen ridge of skin behind her earlobe with freezing clove-oil, waiting three full minutes until she couldn't feel the tap of his fingernail against the bone.

    Then he rested his bare left thumb lightly on the crown of her skull above the ear, letting the steady ten-second pulse under his own ribs map the exact outline of the tiny pea-sized knot wedged in the bone groove underneath.

    There, he thought, feeling the pinched cranial vein throbbing against the knot's root like a trapped bird. One sixteenth of an inch of bone pressing the root into the vein.

    With his right hand, he picked up his smallest bellied scalpel.

    "Bite your lip for ten seconds," Cassian said softly. "Don't move your chin."

    He made a clean, three-quarter-inch crescent cut right in the natural crease behind her left ear where no scar would ever show.

    Nora’s fingers locked around the edge of the zinc table, her breath catching in her throat, and she didn't flinch a hair's breadth.

    Cassian wiped the tiny bead of blood away with a lint sponge, slipped the point of his narrow bone-gouge against the outer edge of the bony trough—away from the vein—and gave one tiny, measured push with the heel of his palm.

    A flake of bone no thicker than an onion-skin shaved away.

    Instantly, in the little red window behind her ear, the pea-sized knot of silver-white gristle shifted outward into the newly cleared space—lifting its weight off the bruised purple vein underneath.

    Working with his finest forceps, Cassian slipped the hair-thin loop of beaten silver wire around the tiny feeder-root so it could never swell back into the vein again, and twisted the ends smooth.

    Then he pulled the red wax stopper off the first vial from Box 14, dipped the tip of a clean glass rod into the pale-amber oil, and touched a single microscopic drop directly onto the surface of the tiny silver knot behind her ear.

    The knot drank the amber drop in half a second.

    Under Cassian's left thumb, the jagged, angry thrumming inside Nora's mastoid bone smoothed out into a quiet, effortless purr.

    Two neat stitches of fine silk closed the crease behind her ear.

    Cassian bit the thread off, dabbed a smear of beeswax salve over the line, and set his forceps down on the towel.

    "Done," Cassian said.

    On the zinc table, Nora didn't move.

    Her hands were still clamped onto the metal edges of the slab. Her chest wasn't even rising.

    "Nora?" Cassian asked quietly.

    Slowly, she let go of the table edge and pushed herself up until she was sitting on the zinc with her boots dangling over the side.

    She didn't reach for her ear.

    She sat completely still in the warm yellow light of the basement, her head tilted slightly upward toward the brick vaulting overhead.

    From beneath the lower edge of the black oiled silk band, a single clear tear slipped down her cheek and dropped onto her patched flannel shirt.

    "Did the clove-oil wear off?" Cassian asked, reaching for the linen sponge.

    "Shut up," Nora whispered. Her voice was barely a breath. "Just shut up for one second."

    Cassian went still.

    Upstairs, the rusted parlor clock ticked on the mantelpiece. Out in Rag Lane, a stray drop of fog-water dripped off the iron gutter into a puddle.

    "It's gone," Nora whispered, her hand coming up half an inch toward her temple and stopping in mid-air as if she were afraid touching her head would bring it back. "The nail's gone. It's completely quiet."

    She let out a shaky laugh, wiped her cheek fiercely with the back of her wrist, and tilted her chin toward the ceiling again.

    Then the laugh died in her throat.

    Her head turned slowly from left to right—facing the brick wall toward Rag Lane, then turning ninety degrees toward the slope going down to the harbor wharves.

    "Cassian," she said softly.

    "What?"

    "Before you cut me," she whispered, her fingers finding his sleeve and closing around the wool, "the farthest I could hear a man's heart was across the width of Eel Alley. If a cart rattled by, I couldn't hear past my own teeth."

    She pointed a thin finger straight at the solid brick ceiling above the boiler.

    "Your drunk boss is asleep on his back two floors up," she said slowly. "His left lung whistles at the bottom of the breath. There's a mouse chewing a tallow candle inside the wainscoting by the front door. Two streets down the hill, the relief corporal is sitting in the watch-box eating cold bacon and complaining that Sergeant Pike and Stubbs haven't shown up for the eight-o'clock bell."

    Her hand turned, pointing straight through the south brick wall of the cellar toward the fog-wrapped roofs of the Drowned Reach a quarter-mile away.

    "And down by the docks," Nora whispered, a chill creeping into her voice, "I can hear four more of them."

    Cassian’s hand went still on the edge of the table.

    "Four more what?"

    "Four more knots," Nora breathed, her head cocked toward the dark harbor. "Beating under people's ribs in the fog. One of them is Shivering Cole—I know that ragged ten-second hitch in his neck. Two more are down by the Salt-House wharf. And the fourth one..."

    She frowned, tilting her left ear a fraction of an inch lower, toward the deep water beyond the harbor piers.

    "The fourth one isn't on the docks," she whispered. "It's moving up the sewer-culvert under Wharf Street right now, and it beats twice as fast as yours."

    Cassian looked from her face down to the zinc table, where the dead diver's scratched stone slate, the second vial of pale-amber oil, and his clean steel scalpels lay gleaming under the gas-lamp.

    For four years he had waited for the Night-Watch to slide dead men down his chute for pennies.

    Cassian picked up his heavy bone-knife, tested the edge against his thumb, and slipped the second vial of amber oil into his waistcoat beside the black coral.

    "Keep your ear on that culvert and tell me which grating it comes up under," Cassian said quietly, reaching for his dark coat on the peg. "It's time we stopped paying retail for fresh meat."
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