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    Volume I (Chapters 1-50)

  


  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."


  Chapter 11: The Grating in Cock Lane

  Cassian pulled his dark coat on over his waistcoat and paused at the bottom of the brick cellar steps, looking back at Nora on the zinc table.

    "How fast is it moving?" he asked quietly.

    Nora tilted her chin toward the south wall, her fingers resting on the edge of the slab while Biscuit pressed his warm side against her shin.

    "Slow," she whispered. "Whoever's down in that brick sewer-pipe is dragging his left leg through the water. Wait. He just stopped under the iron storm-grating at the corner of Cock Lane. His heart's hammering like a trapped rabbit's, and the knot inside him is beating twice for every one of yours."

    Cock Lane, Cassian thought, his hand closing around the handle of his bone-knife in his pocket. Fifty yards from our back door.

    Then Nora’s head snapped ten degrees to the left, toward the top of Rag Lane.

    "Hold on," she breathed, her eyebrows pulling together above the black silk band. "There's a wagon turning off High Street into the top of the lane. Heavy wheels, lead-lined box on the springs. Two horses, and four men walking ahead of them in long oilskin coats."

    She went very still for a heartbeat.

    "The man in front is carrying a brass ear-trumpet and a little tuning-fork that's ringing like spun glass," Nora whispered. "They're listening to the street grates. It's a Ward Four catching-team from the Navy yard."

    Cassian felt a cold prickle run down his spine.

    If the Navy's Ward Four catchers pulled a dying man out of the storm-drain fifty yards from Saint Jude's, they would cordon off the entire lane in ten minutes and march straight down these cellar steps with their humming glass fork.

    "Stay here and bolt the door behind me," Cassian said, grabbing the heavy iron crowbar beside the coal-scuttle. "Tap twice on the speaking-tube if the wagon gets past the baker's shop."

    He slipped out the alley door into the thick yellow fog, shed eighty pounds off his weight by tightening his left flank against the silver collar-ring, and glided down the wet cobblestones of Rag Lane without a sound.

    At the top of the hill, two hundred yards away through the soup, he could see the blurry red smudge of a hooded lantern swinging under the axle of a heavy wagon, and hear the slow clink-tap of iron poles lifting the street grates one by one.

    Fifty yards ahead of him, where the narrow brick gulley of Cock Lane met the gutter, an iron storm-grating sat flush in the cobblestones.

    Rising out of that grating was a thin wisp of white steam that smelled of scorched wool and river-mud.

    Cassian crouched in the dark doorway of the closed cooper's shop six feet from the grate and looked down between the iron bars.

    Wedged halfway up the iron rung-ladder below the street was a fat man in a torn Night-Watch waistcoat, soaking wet and shivering so violently his teeth clacked together.

    Even in the dark, the skin of the man's face and neck was glowing dull brick-red, steaming in the cold air like a horse ridden to death in January. Black blood trickled out of his left nostril into his beard, and he had one swollen, blistered hand hooked around the top bar of the grate, trying to push it up.

    Constable Stubbs, Cassian recognized him with a jolt. Sergeant Pike's partner from Tuesday night.

    "Bill..." Stubbs whimpered through cracked, steaming lips, too delirious with fever to lift the heavy iron grate off its rusty hinge. "Locke... help me up... the French salve went bad... it's eating my balls off..."

    Cassian darted across the cobbles on forty-pound boots and dropped to one knee beside the grate, staring down at what was clenched in Stubbs's other hand against his belt.

    It was a small, dented brass tobacco-box pried open with a clasp-knife. Smeared all over Stubbs's blistered thumb and the front of his torn trousers over his right groin was a gritty, rust-red paste that smelled of sulfur and deep-trench mud.

    Cassian felt a flash of pure, incredulous disgust. Grist's pockets weren't empty on Tuesday night. Pike and Stubbs lifted his tobacco-box before they dumped him down our chute, and this half-wit actually rubbed raw abyssal trench-mud onto his pulled groin because he thought it was horse-liniment.

    Down in Stubbs's right thigh, where the great artery of the leg ran close to the skin, Cassian could feel a wild, unanchored knot the size of a plum pumping furious, scalding heat into the man's blood every five seconds and cooking him from the waist up.

    Up the hill, the red lantern of the Ward Four wagon stopped at the baker's corner, less than eighty yards away.

    "Hold the horses," a crisp, educated voice called through the fog up the lane. "The glass is singing. He's down in the Cock Lane culvert."

    If they catch Stubbs in his Night-Watch coat, Cassian thought, his mouth going dry, he'll babble about dumping Grist down Saint Jude's chute before he even hits the stretcher.

    Cassian hooked his left fingers under the rusty iron storm-grate, breathed in to drop his own weight, and wrenched the heavy iron frame up out of its stone socket as silently as lifting a basket lid.

    "Grab my coat, Stubbs," Cassian whispered, reaching down into the oven-hot steam of the manhole and hooking his hand under the fat constable's armpit.

    Stubbs weighed over two hundred pounds soaking wet.

    Cassian braced his left knee against the stone rim, pulled the knot under his ninth rib tight to drink the weight out of his own frame and the wet wool in his grip, and hauled Stubbs out of the hole like a sack of feathers.

    Before lowering the grate, Cassian looked down at the crumbling brick arch of the old sewer-tunnel three feet below the street, where the Ward Four catchers would probe with their poles in thirty seconds.

    Cassian’s eyes caught on a cracked brick keystone sagging right in the middle of the slimy arch.

    He planted the flat chisel-end of his iron crowbar on top of the keystone, put both hands on the bar, and breathed out hard.

    CRUMP.

    Three hundred pounds of stored downward drag slammed straight down the crowbar into the rotten mortar. Six hundredweight of wet brick and street-clay caved silently into the sewer pipe, plugging the culvert from floor to roof like a cork in a bottle.

    Cassian eased the iron grate back into its frame, hoisted the steaming Stubbs over his shoulder, and backed through the broken plank door of the abandoned tallow-cellar behind the cooper's yard just as four men in long naval oilskins came trotting down the cobblestones.

    Through a gap in the boards, Cassian watched the officer in front stop over the grate.

    He was thirty, handsome in a sharp, bloodless way, holding a five-inch tuning-fork made of cloudy quicksilver-glass in his gloved fingers.

    With three feet of wet clay plugging the pipe—and Cassian’s left palm pressed flat against Stubbs's burning thigh inside the dark cellar to drink the ragged pulse—the glass fork in the officer's hand went dead silent.

    "Lost the note, Lieutenant Kael," one of the catchers muttered, poking his iron rod against the solid mud below the bars. "Old brick drain caved in from the rain. Must've washed him down into the main wharf sewer."

    "Take the wagon down to the Wharf Street outfall," Lieutenant Kael ordered coldly, slipping the glass fork into his breast pocket. "Nobody crawls out of that pipe with forty-degree blood-fever. We'll catch the corpse at the river grate before the crabs get him."

    Their boots clattered away down the hill toward the docks.

    Inside the dark tallow-cellar, Cassian laid Stubbs down on a pile of dry barrel-shavings.

    He was too late to save him.

    Even in the dim light coming through the boards, Cassian could see that the red paste had eaten straight through the skin of Stubbs's groin and burrowed a knot the size of a hen's egg into the main artery of his right leg. Every five seconds it squeezed, boiling the blood in his veins until bloody foam bubbled on his lips.

    "Locke..." Stubbs wheezed, his hot, swollen fingers fumbling weakly at Cassian's sleeve. "God's mercy... get it out of me... it's burning my belly..."

    "Who else knows you and Pike dumped the diver at Saint Jude's, Stubbs?" Cassian whispered right into the dying man's ear. "Did you tell the Watch?"

    "No..." Stubbs choked, his head rolling on the shavings. "Only Bill... Bill Pike... he took the silver buckle off the diver's belt... sold it to the pawn-shop on Wharf Street... and Deacon Vane's men caught Bill at the tavern an hour ago... took him down to the Old Lime-Wharf..."

    Stubbs’s back arched once as the red knot in his groin gave one final, violent squeeze.

    A thin stream of black blood poured from both of his ears, his jaw went slack, and his chest stopped moving.

    Cassian knelt beside the dead constable in the dark, listening to the rain drip through the roof.

    Down in the dead man's torn trouser-leg, now that the heart had stopped pumping, the red knot in the groin was already beginning to hiss and smoke against the cooling flesh.

    Cassian pulled out his dissecting knife, then hesitated with the blade an inch above the steaming flesh. If I drop a burning-hot knot into cold copper-brine, the thermal shock will kill it. How did Grist keep the thing alive in his pocket?

    He picked up the dented brass tobacco-box that had rolled out of Stubbs's fingers and sniffed the inside.

    The box was lined with thick grey lead foil and packed with dry coal-ash and yellow sulfur powder.

    Dry ash and sulfur, Cassian realized.

    Working fast by touch alone, he slit the trouser-cloth, snipped the three glowing-red roots free of the burst leg artery, and scooped the hot, pulsing knot straight into the lead-lined brass box, burying it deep in the dry sulfur-ash before snapping the lid shut.

    Through the lead lining, the brass box felt as warm as a baked potato in his pocket.

    He pulled a stack of old barrel-staves over Stubbs's body to hide it until dawn, slipped out into the alley, and hurried back up the hill to Saint Jude's.

    When he bolted the cellar door behind him, he was breathing hard, his shirt soaked through with sweat and Stubbs's blood, and his stomach cramping from the heavy lift.

    Nora was standing at the foot of the zinc table, her arms wrapped around herself in her patched flannel shirt.

    "Stubbs is dead," she said quietly before Cassian even spoke. "I heard his heart stop when the wagon rolled past."

    "He rubbed raw red mud from the diver's tobacco-box onto his groin," Cassian said, setting the warm brass box down on the edge of the sink and stripping off his bloodstained coat and wet shirt. "Grew a fire-knot in his leg artery and boiled himself from the inside out. Worse than that, Deacon Vane's men caught Sergeant Pike an hour ago and dragged him down to the Old Lime-Wharf."

    Cassian reached for the bucket of cold well-water by the sink to wash the sticky black blood off his chest and ribs—and his hand was shaking so badly from the adrenaline drop and the hunger cramp that the tin dipper clattered against the porcelain.

    "Sit down on the stool before you fall on your face, Sawbones," Nora said.

    She walked over to the sink without a sound, took the tin dipper out of his shaking fingers, and dipped a clean linen rag into the warm water from the boiler tap.

    Cassian sat down on the wooden stool, leaning his back against the warm brick of the furnace.

    Nora stood between his knees, close enough that he could smell the dried lavender and woodsmoke in her dark curls, and pressed the warm, wet rag against his bare chest to wipe Stubbs's blood off his skin.

    At the touch of her fingers over his breastbone, Cassian’s breath caught.

    He had lived in this cellar for four years. The only human touch he had known since he was nineteen was Doctor Finch poking him with sugar-tongs or a dead pauper's cold elbow sliding off the slab.

    Nora’s hands weren't gentle—they had calluses along the thumbs from sliding walnut shells and skinning oysters—but they were warm, quick, and alive. As she wiped the blood from the hollow below his left nipple, her fingers brushed over the smooth grey scar above his ninth rib where the Ballast knot beat.

    Her hand paused against his skin.

    "Your heart's going like a trip-hammer," she murmured, a faint, crooked smile touching the corner of her mouth as she tilted her face down toward his. "Scared of the Navy boys, Sawbones?"

    "Wasn't the Navy boys," Cassian said, his voice a little rougher than usual as he looked at the pale column of her throat three inches from his mouth and the way her loose flannel shirt hung open at the collarbone.

    Nora’s left ear twitched half an inch.

    Instead of stepping back, she let her bare thumb trace slowly along the hard ridge of his scar, a tiny flush of pink creeping up her own cheekbones below the black silk blindfold.

    "Careful, Doctor Locke," she whispered, her mouth curving into a wicked little street-corner grin even as her own pulse jumped against her collar. "My head's quiet now. I can hear every drop of blood in your body, and half of it just headed south."

    She tossed the wet rag into the sink basin, reached behind him for a dry towel, and threw it over his bare shoulders.

    "Eat another piece of that black rock and get your shirt on," Nora said, turning back toward the stove so he wouldn't see her grin. "If Deacon Vane has Sergeant Pike down at the Lime-Wharf, we've got a long night left."


  Chapter 12: The Gentleman with the Glass Fork

  Pike didn't break that night—because at ten o'clock on Friday morning, before Cassian could even walk down to scout the Lime-Wharf, the brass bell over the front parlor door of Saint Jude’s rang twice.

    Cassian was in the basement wrapping the warm brass tobacco-box in three layers of sheet-lead from an old tea-chest and burying it at the bottom of the coal-scuttle.

    Up on the wall, the speaking-tube gave a panicked, bubbly wheeze.

    "Cassian!" Doctor Finch hissed down the pipe, his voice an octave higher than normal. "Put on a clean apron and come upstairs at once! The Royal Admiralty is in the parlor!"

    Cassian wiped his hands on a towel, checked that Nora was up in the dry-goods loft with the trapdoor bolted and Biscuit asleep on her coat, and walked up the brick stairs into the morning sunlight.

    Standing in the middle of the threadbare parlor carpet was the exact officer Cassian had watched through the tallow-cellar boards in Cock Lane twelve hours ago.

    Surgeon-Lieutenant Julian Kael of Ward Four was thirty, tall and slender in a spotless dark-blue naval frock coat with gold braid on the cuffs. Two massive marine orderlies in pipe-clayed belts stood by the door behind him.

    In the daylight, Kael looked even more like the rich, careless medical students from College Hill who used to toss copper pennies into the mud outside Saint Jude's just to watch the charity boys scramble for them.

    He was holding a white cambric handkerchief impregnated with camphor an inch below his nostrils, looking around Finch's peeling wallpaper with mild disgust.

    "And this is my senior prosector, Cassian Locke," Doctor Finch was babbling, bowing so low his horsehair wig nearly tipped into the umbrella stand. "A most diligent young man, Lieutenant! Trained under my personal supervision! If the Admiralty requires articulated specimens for the Naval Hospital—"

    "The Admiralty does not buy parish bones, Doctor Finch," Lieutenant Kael said smoothly, not bothering to look at Cassian as he walked over to the parlor window. "Last night at eight o'clock, my catchers tracked a terminal case of red Maw-fever into the storm-culvert at the bottom of Cock Lane. This morning at dawn, my men investigated a collapsed brick culvert behind the cooper's yard and found the body of Night-Watch Constable Thomas Stubbs hidden in an abandoned tallow-cellar."

    Doctor Finch clutched his velvet waistcoat in theatrical horror. "Constable Stubbs? Expired in a municipal drain? Why, I treated the man for flatulence only last Michaelmas!"

    "Evidently his condition progressed," Kael said dryly. "What made Constable Stubbs medically interesting, Doctor, was not that he died of the fever. It was that before his body cooled, someone used a round-bellied anatomical scalpel to lay open his right groin and neatly excise the primary growth from his femoral artery."

    Kael turned around slowly, his cold blue eyes passing over Finch's sweating face and landing, for the first time, on Cassian’s hands.

    Cassian stood by the parlor sideboard with his arms at his sides.

    Even though he had scrubbed his skin with vinegar twice, there was still a faint crescent of black quicklime and walnut stain embedded under his left thumbnail, and the cuff of his coarse linen shirt was frayed where he had turned it back.

    Looking at Kael’s spotless white linen cuffs, his soft, uncalloused fingers, and the fifty-guinea gold watch-chain draped across his naval waistcoat, Cassian felt a sudden, hot prick of ugly resentment behind his breastbone—the sharp, humiliating awareness that to a man like Julian Kael, a charity morgue-cutter wasn't even a rival; he was a piece of dirty cellar furniture.

    "Hold out your hands, boy," Kael ordered, as casually as a gentleman checking a horse's hooves.

    Cassian’s jaw tightened. For half a second, the knot under his ninth rib gave an angry squeeze, wanting nothing more than to put three hundred pounds of weight into his palm and drive this perfumed bastard through the parlor floorboards.

    Don't be an idiot, Cassian told himself, forcing his shoulders flat and holding both hands out palms-up. Two marines by the door, and if you break a naval officer's leg in your own parlor, a hundred soldiers burn this street down by noon.

    Kael stepped closer, smelling of lavender water and camphor, and looked down at Cassian’s palms without touching them.

    "Calloused along the index ridge," Kael noted clinically. "A bone-scraper's grip. Where were you between eight and nine last night, boy?"

    "In the cellar, sir," Cassian said, keeping his voice flat and humble while his stomach burned. "Wiring a child's spine for Mr. Pringle at the College. You can ask the Doctor."

    "Indeed! The entire evening!" Finch chimed in frantically. "I was sitting at the head of the stairs reading Galen aloud to him until ten!"

    Kael didn't look convinced. He reached into the breast pocket of his blue frock coat and drew out the five-inch tuning-fork made of cloudy quicksilver-glass.

    Cassian’s heart gave a hard thud against his ribs.

    Under his ninth rib, his ten-second count was already at six.

    Seven.

    If Kael struck that glass fork standing two feet away when the knot under Cassian's rib pulsed on ten, the glass would sing like a church bell.

    Eight.

    Cassian looked down at the parlor sideboard six inches from his left hip.

    Bolted through the oak floorboards right beside the sideboard leg was the heavy iron hand-pump that drew water up from the deep brick cistern under the house.

    Iron conducts sound into water.

    As Kael tapped the prongs of the quicksilver-glass fork lightly against the gold signet ring on his knuckle, Cassian shifted his weight half an inch to the left, like an awkward servant nervous in front of an officer, and pressed the bare knuckle of his left pinky firmly against the cold iron pipe of the well-pump.

    Nine.

    The glass fork in Kael’s fingers gave a faint, silvery ring. Kael held it out six inches from Cassian’s chest.

    Ten.

    Under Cassian’s ninth rib, the silver-black knot contracted.

    Instead of letting the pulse ripple out into his chest or the air of the room, Cassian pushed every ounce of the ten-second beat straight down his left arm, out his pinky knuckle, and down the thirty-foot iron well-pipe into the deep water beneath the house.

    Down in the dark cistern twenty feet below the cellar floor, the water gave a silent, heavy swirl.

    In the parlor, three inches from Cassian’s shirtfront, the quicksilver-glass fork in Lieutenant Kael’s hand remained dead, utterly silent.

    Kael frowned slightly, holding the fork up to his ear, then slipped it back into his pocket.

    "It appears the rogue cutter did not come from this kennel," Kael said, dusting a speck of imaginary lint off his sleeve. "Which is a pity for you, Doctor Finch. Surgeon-Major Vey has authorized a reward of fifty gold sovereigns for the apprehension of the individual who mutilated Constable Stubbs. Whoever he is, he possesses some crude butcher's familiarity with the blade, though of course no real comprehension of what he took."

    Cassian kept his eyes lowered to Kael’s polished boots, hiding the hot flash of fury—and the sudden, razor-sharp grin—inside his head.

    No real comprehension, Cassian thought, measuring the exact spot behind Kael's velvet collar where the carotid split beneath his soft white skin. Come back down my steps without your two marines, Your Lordship, and we'll see how much Latin you remember when you're in the salt-barrel.

    "If any dockside quack or resurrectionist brings a red-fever specimen to your back door, Doctor," Kael said, turning toward the street door, "send word to the Ward Four cordon at the top of High Street immediately. Good morning."

    The door shut behind the three blue coats.

    In the parlor, Doctor Finch sagged against the wallpaper, fanning himself with a greasy handkerchief. "Fifty gold sovereigns! Did you hear that, Locke? Some unlicensed barbarian is skulking around my parish harvesting fifty-guinea vascular specimens out of the gutter without paying vestry dues! And if he comes back tonight, he'll probably murder us in our beds! Put the iron bar across the coal-chute!"

    "Go lie down, Doctor," Cassian said, taking his hand off the iron pump-pipe and rubbing the cold spot on his pinky. "I'll bolt the doors."

    As Cassian walked back down the cellar steps, however, the anger Kael had stirred up in his chest settled into something much colder and clearer.

    Ward Four had a cordon at the top of High Street. And down at the bottom of the hill, at the Old Lime-Wharf, Deacon Vane’s men had Sergeant Bill Pike in a cage.

    If Pike told Vane about Saint Jude's tonight, Vane would come through the back door while the Navy sat at the front.

    Cassian walked over to the zinc table, where the second vial of pale-amber oil from Box 14 sat beside his blue copper-brine jar.

    He couldn't fight Deacon Vane’s whole gang with one pair of hands, and he couldn't fight Ward Four's marines.

    So don't fight Vane's whole gang, Cassian thought, picking up the vial of glowing amber oil and holding it to the gas-lamp. Take the sharpest knife in Vane's coat and turn it around in his pocket.


  Chapter 13: Fourteen Days of Quiet

  "You want to walk into the Split Anchor and give a present to Shivering Cole," Nora said from the edge of the zinc table, swinging her heels against the iron leg. "Have you still got fever in your head from Wednesday night, or were you born this stupid?"

    "Both, probably," Cassian said.

    He stood at the workbench with a glass dropper in his hand, measuring three drops of the pale-amber oil from Box 14 into a tiny blue glass phial of copper-salt brine and distilled peppermint water.

    When he shook the phial against the gas-lamp, the amber oil didn't float on top like ordinary grease. It dissolved into the copper-brine with a faint, frosty shimmer, turning the liquid the exact color of a robin's egg.

    "Think about what happened when Cole walked into this cellar on Wednesday," Cassian said, corking the tiny blue phial and sealing it with a drip of red wax. "He didn't come down here with four bruisers. He came alone. Why?"

    "Because he's Cole," Nora said. "He doesn't need bruisers."

    "And when the knot behind his collarbone cramped up next to the furnace," Cassian said, "Doctor Finch was standing right by the sink. Cole locked his teeth, swallowed the pain, and blamed it on winter pleurisy so Finch wouldn't know what was wrong with him. Why would Deacon Vane's top killer care if an old drunk knows his collarbone hurts?"

    Nora tilted her head, thinking about it.

    "Because he isn't hiding it from Finch," she said slowly. "He's hiding it from Deacon Vane."

    "Right," Cassian said, slipping the tiny blue phial into his waistcoat pocket. "Down on the docks, what happens to a mad dog when its legs start shaking and it starts coughing blood?"

    "You tie a brick to its collar and throw it off the pier before it bites the boss," Nora said.

    "Cole's left hand never stops shaking in his pocket, and those three black veins on his neck are six months from blowing his head open," Cassian said. "Last night, one drop of that amber oil took the swelling out of the knot behind your ear in ten seconds. Mixed ten-to-one with copper-brine, this phial won't cure Cole for good—his root still doesn't have a silver collar on it—but it'll cool the fire in his neck and stop his hand from shaking for two weeks."

    Nora’s mouth curved into a slow, wicked grin.

    "Give him two weeks of quiet," she murmured, "and on the fifteenth day, when the shaking comes back, he has to come knocking on your cellar door for the next bottle."

    "If we don't get our throats cut giving him the first one," Cassian said, pulling on his wool coat. "Put your boots on. Cole always eats his supper in the back booth of the Split Anchor at five o'clock before the night barges go out."

    Nora slid down off the zinc table and reached under the stool for her boots.

    As she bent to pull the left boot on, the rotten leather sole split another two inches away from the upper, held together only by a loop of tarred twine she had tied around the toe on Tuesday.

    She cursed under her breath, yanked the wet hemp tighter around the leather so it wouldn't flap on the cobblestones, and stood up.

    Cassian looked down at the twine-wrapped boot on her foot, then reached into his trouser pocket and felt the four silver shillings he had taken off the unconscious watchman on Pier Nine the night before.

    For four years, whenever a shilling had passed through Cassian’s fingers, it had belonged to the parish vestry, the coal-merchant, or Doctor Finch’s gin tab. The most money he had ever held for himself at one time was seven copper pennies he had saved up in an ointment tin when he was twenty, which Finch had promptly borrowed while Cassian was asleep.

    Now he had four bright silver shillings sitting in his pocket, a piece of black trench-coral feeding a second heart under his ribs, and nobody in the world who could tell him he wasn't allowed to spend a coin on Rag Lane.

    When they stepped out into the crisp, cold four-o'clock dusk on the street, Cassian didn't turn down Eel Alley toward the harbor right away.

    He turned left toward the cobbler's awning three doors above the butcher's shop, where rows of oiled calfskin boots hung from a pole over the pavement.

    "Where are you going?" Nora asked, her hand tightening on his elbow as her shoes squelched in the mud. "The Split Anchor is down the hill."

    "Wait here for two minutes," Cassian said. "And hold your left foot up an inch."

    Nora frowned suspiciously behind her black silk band, lifting her mud-caked left boot off the cobbles. "What are you doing?"

    Cassian spanned the sole of her boot quickly with his thumb and pinky to get the measure, stepped under the cobbler's awning, and pointed at a pair of soft, copper-riveted calfskin ankle-boots lined with sheared wool.

    "How much for the small tens?" Cassian asked the old cobbler.

    "Two shillings and fourpence, young master," the cobbler said, squinting at Cassian’s frayed coat-cuffs as if expecting him to walk away. "Real tallow-dressed calf. Keep the harbor slush out for five winters."

    Cassian didn't haggle a single penny.

    He pulled three silver shillings out of his pocket, dropped them into the cobbler's leather apron with a heavy, musical clink, and took the eightpence change and the boots.

    Then he walked twenty feet down the pavement to the roast-beef cart smoking by the tavern corner, paid fourpence for two thick slices of hot salt-beef dripping with gravy and yellow mustard between slabs of crusted white bread—real white baker's bread, not grey parish barley-loaf—and walked back to the archway where Nora was waiting.

    "Sit on the step," Cassian said, setting the warm paper parcel in her lap and kneeling on one knee on the cobblestones in front of her.

    Nora’s nose twitched at the smell of hot roast beef and mustard, and then her fingers touched the smooth, tallow-dressed leather of the new boots as Cassian untied the rotten twine from her left foot and pulled her split shoe off.

    She went dead still on the step.

    "What did you do, Sawbones?" she asked, her voice suddenly tight.

    "Your left sole flaps when you walk," Cassian said, slipping the warm, wool-lined calfskin boot onto her foot and lacing the brass hooks up her ankle. "Makes too much noise when we're sneaking up on people. Stand up and see if it pinches the toe."

    Nora didn't stand up right away.

    She sat on the cold stone step with her fingers resting on the soft, dry calfskin around her ankle, her jaw clenched hard so her lip wouldn't quiver. Nobody had bought her anything that hadn't come off a dead sailor since she was nine years old.

    "You spent two shillings on boots," she said fiercely, trying to sound angry and failing by a mile, "when we might both be floating in the harbor by seven o'clock?"

    "Two shillings and fourpence," Cassian said, lacing the second boot up her right ankle and standing up. "And if we're floating in the harbor by seven, at least your toes will be dry. Eat your sandwich before the gravy gets cold."

    He took a huge bite of his own hot beef-and-mustard bread.

    As the hot fat, sharp mustard, and soft white bread hit his tongue, a wave of pure, dizzy, twenty-three-year-old happiness rushed up through his chest—so strong and sudden that he actually laughed out loud in the middle of the foggy street, chewing with his eyes closed.

    Nora stood up slowly in her new boots, testing how light and dry they felt on the wet stones, and listened to him laugh.

    The hard, guarded line of her shoulders melted away. She took a bite of her sandwich, bumped her shoulder hard against his arm, and wiped a dot of yellow mustard off the corner of his mouth with her thumb.

    "God help us," she muttered, grinning around her bread as they started down the hill toward the wharves. "Four shillings in his pocket and he thinks he's the Lord Mayor of Rook-Water. Don't get used to white bread, Sawbones. You still have to walk into Cole's booth and come out with your skin attached."


  Chapter 14: The Back Room of the Split Anchor

  By the time they reached the bottom of Pier Nine, the five-o'clock fog had swallowed the harbor lamps whole, and the joy of the hot roast beef had given way to a cold, tight knot in the pit of Cassian’s stomach.

    The Split Anchor sat built out on tarred pilings over the black tide-water, smelling of boiled eels, wet wool, and cheap rum. Through the greasy bull's-eye glass of the front window, forty salvage-divers and dockers were crowded around the taproom benches.

    Cassian stopped in the dark timber passage outside the side door and wiped his palms dry on his coat lining.

    His mouth felt as dry as sawdust.

    It was one thing to knock down two clumsy night-watchmen in a blind alley when they didn't know what he could do. It was another thing entirely to walk alone into a closed wooden booth across from Shivering Cole—a man who had killed a dozen people for Deacon Vane, who already carried a wild knot of his own behind his collarbone, and who would gut Cassian across the table the instant he felt threatened.

    "Wait," Nora whispered, her hand catching the front of Cassian’s coat before he could touch the door-latch.

    She tilted her left ear against the tarred timber wall of the tavern.

    "Cole's in the third booth from the back," she breathed, her voice tight. "Sitting alone with his back to the corner planks. Nobody in the second booth. Two oyster-dredgers in the first booth arguing about a dog. And Cassian..."

    Her fingers dug into his wool lapel.

    "He's got a knife out already," she whispered. "It isn't on the table and it isn't in his boot. I can hear the steel scraping softly against something right behind his left shoulder—like it's sitting inside the shadow between his back and the wall."

    Cassian swallowed hard, his heart thumping against his ninth rib.

    A shadow-pocket, he thought, remembering the dockside stories about Cole killing men in locked rooms with empty hands. The knot behind his collarbone lets him slide a blade into the dark behind his back.

    "I'll sit on the bench right on the other side of the pine partition," Nora said, her face two inches from his in the fog. "If I hear his shoulder-muscle twitch to pull that knife out, I'll rap my pewter mug twice against the wood. The second you hear two taps, don't talk—put the table through his knees and run."

    Cassian looked down at her tight, worried mouth below the black silk band, reached out with his thumb, and brushed a drop of fog-water off her chin.

    "Don't spill your beer tapping too early," he murmured. "That's twopence a pint."

    "Go on, you idiot," she whispered, shoving his chest lightly.

    They stepped through the side door into the smoky roar of the taproom.

    Nobody looked twice at a blind girl in a green soldier's coat and a thin young man in dark wool. Nora slid onto the bench by the bar partition, ordered a half-pint of small beer, and rested her elbow against the thin pine boards separating the bar from the back booths.

    Cassian walked down the sawdust aisle, keeping his hands completely empty and visible at his sides.

    At the third high-backed wooden booth, he stopped.

    Shivering Cole sat alone in the corner shadow, a plate of cold salt-herring untouched in front of him and a glass of neat gin by his right elbow. His left hand was buried deep inside his oilskin pocket, trembling against the cloth.

    Before Cassian even sat down, Cole’s pale, sleepless eyes rose from his glass.

    "You're a long way from the parish boiler, Master Locke," Cole said softly.

    Behind Cole’s left shoulder, where the candle on the table cast a thick wedge of black shadow into the corner of the oak paneling, the darkness looked slightly too deep—like a curtain of black grease hanging an inch off the wood.

    "I brought you something that fell out of the workhouse pork, Master Cole," Cassian said quietly, sliding onto the bench directly across from him and laying both of his empty palms flat on the scarred oak table.

    Cole didn't look at Cassian’s hands. His right hand remained resting two inches from his gin glass, while behind his left shoulder the black shadow rippled by a hair.

    "If you came down here to sell me Grist's brass baggage-token for five crowns, boy," Cole said in his mild, raspy voice, "you're twenty-four hours too late. Box Fourteen was emptied yesterday evening, and two of my watchmen are currently nursing broken bones in the shed loft."

    "I didn't come to sell you the token," Cassian said, keeping his voice low enough that it couldn't be heard over the noise of the taproom. "I came to talk about why you couldn't walk back to our lime-trough on Wednesday afternoon."

    The air in the booth went colder than the harbor water underneath the floorboards.

    Cole’s eyelids narrowed a fraction of an inch.

    "I have a winter chill in my chest," Cole said flatly. "And you have about ten seconds to get up from this table before I leave you under it."

    Don't blink, Cassian told himself, even as a drop of sweat trickled down the middle of his back. Give him the diagnosis straight between the eyes before he reaches into that shadow.

    "You don't have a winter chill," Cassian said evenly. "You have a knot the size of a walnut wedged behind the inner knuckle of your left collarbone. At first it only hurt when you slipped something into the dark behind your back. By autumn, the main root burrowed into your neck vein and pinched the lower arm-nerve against the bone. That's why your left ring finger is numb, why you wake up at three every morning with the taste of copper in your throat, and why on Wednesday in my cellar, when the root squeezed your left head-artery shut, you went blind in your left eye for four seconds."

    Across the table, Shivering Cole didn't move a muscle.

    Behind the pine partition at Cassian’s elbow, Nora’s pewter mug didn't tap, because Cole’s shoulder hadn't twitched toward the knife.

    Instead, Cole’s pale face had gone the color of bleached bone.

    Nobody in the world knew he had gone blind in his left eye in the cellar on Wednesday. He hadn't even told Deacon Vane.

    "Who told you that?" Cole whispered, so low the rasp in his throat sounded like dry paper tearing. "Did Ward Four send you down here?"

    "If Ward Four knew what was growing behind your collarbone, Master Cole, you'd already be chained in a lead wagon on your way to Surgeon-Major Vey's dissecting table," Cassian said quietly. "I'm a corpse-cutter. On Tuesday night, Sergeant Pike slid dead Grist down my chute with black blood pouring out of both ears. When I opened his breastbone, I saw why he died. His knot was rooted into his main neck pipe—the exact same pipe yours is choking right now."

    Slowly, Cassian moved two fingers of his right hand inside his waistcoat pocket, pulled out the tiny, thumb-sized phial of shimmering robin's-egg blue liquid, and stood it upright on the oak table between them.

    "What is that?" Cole asked, staring at the faint glow inside the blue glass.

    "Two weeks of quiet," Cassian said. "Refined out of what Grist locked in Box Fourteen before he died. Drink it, and in thirty seconds the root behind your collarbone stops pinching your neck vein. Your left hand stops shaking in your pocket, the copper taste leaves your mouth, and Deacon Vane doesn't have to find out that his best knife-man is going blind on the left side."

    Cole stared from the tiny blue phial up to Cassian’s eyes.

    For five heartbeats, Cassian could see the war going on behind Cole's sleepless grey eyes: the lifelong paranoia of a harbor killer who trusted nobody, colliding with the desperate, grinding terror of a man who had spent four months feeling a parasite slowly strangle his own brain in the dark.

    Suddenly, behind Cole’s left shoulder, the black shadow flickered.

    On the other side of the pine partition, Nora’s pewter mug gave a single low clink against the wood.

    Cassian didn't flinch or pull his hands off the table.

    Before Cassian could even blink, a nine-inch stiletto blade didn't come out of Cole's sleeve—it slid straight out of the dark shadow under the tabletop and stopped with its needle point pressing against Cassian's knee under the wood.

    "Uncork it," Cole whispered, keeping the hidden blade pressed against Cassian's trouser-cloth under the table. "Touch a single drop to your own tongue first. If it's prussic acid or Navy poison, my knife goes through your groin before you hit the sawdust."

    Cassian reached out calmly with his right thumb, flicked the red wax and cork off the phial, tipped a single blue bead onto the tip of his index finger, and touched it to his own tongue.

    It tasted of bitter sea-salt, copper, and cold peppermint.

    Cassian pushed the open phial across the oak planks to Cole's right hand.

    Cole never took his eyes off Cassian’s face. Still holding the stiletto against Cassian's knee under the table, he lifted the tiny blue phial with his right hand and tossed the liquid down his throat in one swallow.

    For ten seconds, nothing happened.

    The roar of the forty dockworkers in the taproom outside sounded very far away.

    Then Cole sucked in a sudden, silent breath through his nostrils.

    Above the black wool collar of his shirt, the three swollen, frost-blackened veins on the left side of his neck visibly flattened out and sank back beneath his skin, their angry purple color fading to normal pale flesh.

    Slowly—as if he were afraid to look—Cole drew his left hand out of his oilskin coat pocket and held it out flat in the candlelight two inches above the table.

    For the first time since July, the fingers were steady as carved stone. Not a tremor. Not a twitch.

    Cole stared down at his own still left hand for a long, quiet moment. For a fraction of a second, the hard mask of the harbor killer cracked completely, showing just a tired, thirty-four-year-old man who hadn't slept through a night without agony in four months.

    Then Cole closed his left fist, lowered it to the table, and slid the stiletto under the wood back into the shadow behind his hip.

    "How long does it hold?" Cole asked quietly.

    "Fourteen days," Cassian said. "On the fifteenth morning, the root swells back up unless you have the next phial—or unless you lie down on my table and let me put a silver collar around the vein so it never chokes you again."

    Cole looked across the candle flame at the twenty-three-year-old morgue assistant.

    "And what does the second bottle cost me, Doctor Locke?"

    "Your boys have Night-Watch Sergeant Bill Pike locked up down at the Old Lime-Wharf right now," Cassian said softly. "Waiting for the midnight tide to make him talk about Grist. Tonight at eleven, I'm coming down to the Lime-Wharf to take Pike home—and when the smoke clears, Deacon Vane and the Navy are both going to think your man Harrow was the one who robbed Grist and ran."

    Cole’s steady left hand closed around the empty blue phial on the table, slipping it into his vest.

    "Harrow has 'Bellows' Murch watching the tide-cage tonight," Cole said, his voice flat and businesslike again as he stood up from the booth. "Murch has a lung-knot from the May dredge. Don't stand in front of his mouth when he breathes out, or there won't be enough left of you on Friday week to brew my second bottle."


  Chapter 15: The Flood-Cage at Lime-Wharf

  At quarter to eleven that night, the tide was coming in fast up the mouth of the Maw, black water slapping high and greasy against the rotting pilings of the Old Lime-Wharf.

    Cassian crouched in the dark coal-shed fifty feet back from the pier-head, checking the leather strap he had tied around the handle of his short iron crowbar so a slick hand wouldn't drop it.

    Beside him in the pitch-black coal-shed, Nora crouched with her chin tilted toward the gap in the timber wall, her left ear tracking every creak of rope and slap of water out on the wharf.

    Cassian’s heart was thumping hard and fast against his ribs, a sour metallic taste in his mouth.

    Up until tonight, he had been a corpse-cutter who hid in cellars and hit two unsuspecting watchmen from behind in the fog. Out there on the open lime-pier was a man who had spent six months using a lung-knot to crush skulls for Deacon Vane.

    "How many?" Cassian whispered, wiping his sweaty right palm on his trousers.

    "Three," Nora whispered back, her cold fingers finding his wrist in the dark and squeezing once to steady him. "Cole isn't on the pier yet—he's waiting by the landward gate like he promised. Out by the crane-post, Sergeant Pike is locked inside the iron cargo-cage hanging over the slip. The water's already up to his knees."

    "Where are Harrow and Murch?"

    "Harrow's standing by the winch-handle with a lit lantern and a boat-hook," Nora breathed. "And Murch... Jesus, Cassian, listen to his chest. He's sitting on a lime-barrel six feet from the cage. Every time he breathes in, his ribs creak like an old ship's hull."

    Cassian peered through the narrow gap in the coal-shed boards.

    Out on the end of the timber wharf, a single yellow lantern hung from the arm of the iron loading-crane. Directly beneath the crane's heavy iron chain-block sat a huge, barrel-chested man in a sleeveless leather jerkin—even in the freezing November wind, his bare arms were slick with sweat, and his chest was expanded to an unnatural, monstrous barrel-shape under his collarbone.

    Ten feet above Murch's head hung the two-hundred-pound iron pulley-block and hook of the cargo crane, held up only by a wooden ratchet-pawl at the base of the post.

    Don't get within ten feet of that chest, Cassian thought, measuring the height of the wooden roof-beam running from the coal-shed out to the crane-frame. If I walk out across the crane beam at thirty pounds of weight and kick the ratchet-pin loose while dumping three hundred pounds of Ballast into that iron pulley-block, the block drops ten feet straight onto Murch's skull before he even knows I'm overhead.

    "Stay inside the shed door," Cassian whispered to Nora. "Yell if Harrow goes for a pistol."

    He pulled his left flank tight against the silver collar under his ninth rib, felt a hundred and ten pounds of his weight vanish into the knot, and sprang lightly up onto the cross-tie of the coal-shed roof.

    Weighing less than a ten-year-old boy, he ran silently out along the narrow, wet six-inch timber beam that braced the top of the wharf crane.

    Down below him in the lantern light, big Harrow cranked the winch down another notch, lowering the iron cage until the black harbor tide swirled around Sergeant Pike’s waist.

    "Water's at your belt, Sergeant!" Harrow snarled, leaning on the iron lever. "Give us the name of the buyer who took Box Fourteen off Saint Jude's hands, or you breathe harbor mud at midnight!"

    Inside the bars, Pike spat salt water and cursed him out through chattering teeth.

    Directly above Murch’s shaved head, Cassian reached the end of the timber beam where the heavy iron chain passed over the top wheel.

    Right there, Cassian thought.

    He wrapped his left hand around the greased iron chain right above the two-hundred-pound hook-block, kicked the wooden ratchet-latch loose with his right heel, and breathed out hard—dumping three hundred pounds of stored Ballast straight down the chain into the falling iron block.

    With a screech of spinning iron gears, the five-hundred-pound block plummeted straight down out of the dark at the crown of Murch’s skull.

    It should have ended the fight in half a second.

    Except down on the lime-barrel, Murch didn't look up with his eyes—he felt the sudden rush of displaced air on his shaved scalp.

    Murch didn't dodge.

    His monstrous barrel-chest contracted four inches inward with a sound like a blacksmith's bellows slamming shut, and he snapped his head up and opened his mouth.

    WHOOOM!

    A visible ring of white condensation and compressed air blasted upward out of Murch’s open mouth like the muzzle-blast of a twelve-pound cannon.

    The shockwave didn't just deflect the five-hundred-pound iron pulley-block—it blew the heavy iron block sideways through the air so hard the crane-chain snapped like twine, and the remainder of the upward blast caught Cassian squarely in the chest on the beam ten feet above.

    It felt like getting hit in the breastbone with the flat of a barn door.

    All the air left Cassian’s lungs at once. The timber beam splintered beneath his boots, something on the right side of his ribcage gave a sharp, sickening pop, and he was blown backward off the crane-frame into empty air.

    He hit the wet planks of the wharf twenty feet away on his right side, skidding across a pile of crushed oyster-shells that ripped the palm of his right hand open to the meat.

    Fuck!

    Cassian rolled onto his hands and knees in the dark, gasping for a breath that wouldn't come. His ears were ringing so loud he couldn't hear the river, and every time his right ribs moved, a white-hot needle jabbed into his side.

    His plan was gone in two seconds.

    "Up in the coal-shed, Murch!" Harrow yelled by the winch, snatching up his iron boat-hook as the lantern swung wildly overhead. "Blow the boards off him!"

    Fifty feet back at the shed door, Nora screamed across the wharf: "Cassian, roll! Ten paces out, his lungs are opening up again!"

    Through the ringing in his skull and the tears stinging his eyes, Cassian saw Murch’s huge silhouette lumbering down the pier through the fog.

    Cassian scrambled backward on one knee, his right hand dripping blood onto the timber, his left flank cramping as the knot under his ninth rib gulped hungrily at his thin reserves.

    At ten paces, Murch stopped, planted his thick boots wide on the planks, and opened his mouth to blow Cassian’s ribs through the back wall of the coal-shed.

    Before the blast came, however, Murch had to fill the bellows.

    With a long, whistling roar like a stove-flue drawing in a gale, Murch’s barrel-chest expanded outward—sucking every cubic foot of fog, coal-dust, and air within fifteen feet straight toward his open mouth.

    Flat on his knee in the mud, with the wind of Murch’s inhale pulling his hair forward across his eyes, Cassian’s bleeding right hand touched a split canvas sack propped against the wharf-post beside his knee.

    White powder was blowing out of the torn corner of the sack into Murch’s suction draft.

    Caustic unslaked quicklime—eighty pounds of dry corpse-burner sitting right against the post.

    If Cassian just threw a handful of loose powder, Murch would shut his mouth and blow it straight back into Cassian's eyes.

    Cassian didn't throw a handful.

    As Murch’s chest swelled to the top of its monstrous three-second inhale, Cassian grabbed the tied neck of the eighty-pound canvas lime-sack with his left hand, slit the bottom seam wide open with his bone-knife, and breathed in—pulling seventy pounds of weight out of the sack so he could swing it off the planks with one arm.

    He hurled the open sack straight at Murch’s face six feet away.

    And the instant the sack left his fingers, right in front of Murch’s roaring, inward-sucking mouth, Cassian snapped his left hand open and dumped two hundred and fifty pounds of dead Ballast weight back into the canvas.

    Instead of bouncing off Murch’s raised forearms, the three-hundred-pound sack hit his wrists like a cannonball, pinning his arms flat against his chest and jamming the ripped canvas mouth of the bag straight over his nose and open jaws at the exact last half-second of his suction breath.

    Murch couldn't stop the inhale.

    His own lung-knot sucked ten pounds of dry, unslaked quicklime powder straight down his windpipe into the wet bellows of his lungs.

    The cannon-blast never came out.

    Inside Murch’s chest, the caustic quicklime hit the wet lining of his bronchial tubes and boiled on contact.

    Murch’s eyes bulged out of his skull. He dropped to both knees on the wharf planks, tearing the heavy sack off his face with both hands as a cloud of white lime-steam hissed out between his teeth instead of a scream, and pitched forward onto his face in the mud, clawing at his own throat.

    By the crane-winch, Harrow stared in horror as his unbeatable giant went down—and never heard the shadow behind the coal-shed door stretch across the wet planks until Shivering Cole stepped out of the dark behind his elbow and laid the flat of a nine-inch stiletto across Harrow's windpipe.


  Chapter 16: Thirty Gold Sovereigns

  Cassian stayed on one knee on the wet planks for three breaths, his right hand pressed hard against the cracked fifth rib in his side while Bellows Murch stopped twitching in the spilled lime.

    Every time Cassian drew air into his lungs, the cracked bone grated under his shirt like a dry hinge, and the palm of his right hand stung where the crushed oyster-shells had ripped the skin open. Yet underneath the pain, his blood was singing in his ears—a hot, wild rush of pure survival that made the wet timber beneath his knee feel solid as iron.

    Out by the crane-post, Shivering Cole didn't waste time with speeches. With his newly steady left hand holding big Harrow by the hair and his right hand drawing the nine-inch stiletto cleanly across the lieutenant's throat, Cole lowered Harrow onto the planks without a splash and kicked the iron winch-pawl loose to haul Sergeant Bill Pike’s cage up out of the black tide.

    Nora ran out of the coal-shed door, her new calfskin boots silent on the slimy wood, and dropped to her knees beside Cassian’s hip.

    "Where did he hit you?" she demanded, her cold fingers going straight under his open coat to his shirt and finding the hot, swollen ridge on his right side where the fifth rib had popped. "Idiot. You told me you were going to drop an iron block on his head, not try to fly off a crane beam with your ribs."

    "He breathed harder than I thought," Cassian wheezed, letting out a half-groan, half-laugh as she pulled his good left arm over her shoulder and braced her hip against his waist to lever him up. "Hold on—don't walk me off the pier yet. Before Cole rolls them into the mud, I want what's sitting in Murch's chest."

    "You can barely stand up and you want to do an autopsy on a wharf?"

    "Do you know how many men in Rook-Water have a knot that can blow a five-hundred-pound iron block sideways through the air?" Cassian asked, limping over to where Murch lay face-down in the steaming white lime. "If we leave it in him, it rots into black snot by two in the morning."

    By the crane-winch, Cole had unlocked the dripping iron door of the cargo-cage and dragged a half-frozen, coughing Sergeant Bill Pike out onto the timber.

    Pike collapsed onto all fours, spitting foul harbor water onto the planks, his teeth chattering so hard he could barely speak. When he wiped the wet hair out of his eyes and looked up—seeing twenty-three-year-old Cassian Locke kneeling beside dead Murch with a bloody bone-saw in his hand while Shivering Cole calmly wiped a stiletto on Harrow’s wool coat three feet away—Pike’s round face went greyer than the quicklime.

    "Jesus God in heaven, Locke," Pike choked, scrambling backward on his elbows until his spine hit the base of the crane-post. "Wait—don't let him stick me! I didn't tell them a word! Ask him! They had me up to my tits in freezing sewer-water for two hours and I swore on my mother's grave I dumped that diver off the harbor breakwater!"

    "I know you did, Sergeant," Cassian said over the wet crunch-crunch of his steel rib-shears snipping through Murch’s massive, barrel-curved breastbone. "If you'd given up Saint Jude's, I wouldn't have cracked a rib walking down here to fish you out. Stay by the post and get your breath back."

    "Get my breath back?!" Pike wheezed, clutching his soaked wool trousers where the freezing harbor mud had shrunk the flannel three inches up his shins. "Look at my breeches, lad! Look at my knees! My wife just mended the seat of these trousers on Monday! What am I supposed to tell her when I walk in the door at midnight smelling like dead eels and lime-rot?!"

    "Tell her you fell in the horse-trough chasing a pickpocket," Nora said from beside Cassian, holding the wide-mouthed jar of blue copper-brine open while her left ear stayed cocked toward the dark harbor channel. "And hurry up with that spoon, Sawbones—I can hear six oars splashing past Pier Seven. Your friend Lieutenant Kael didn't waste any time answering that flare."

    Cassian reached deep into Murch’s open chest cavity with his wooden horn spoon, snipped the three thick, muscular feeder-roots attached to the windpipe, and lifted out a fist-sized, grey-white knot shaped like a chambered nautilus shell.

    The moment the Bellows-Knot splashed into the blue copper-brine, its spiraled chambers contracted once, sucking a tiny funnel of air down from the top of the liquid before settling at the bottom of the glass.

    Cassian jammed the cork stopper down tight, wiped his bloody wrists on Murch’s jerkin, and stood up just as Shivering Cole walked back from the wharf-shack carrying a small, iron-strapped strongbox under his right arm and dead Stubbs’s dented brass tobacco-box in his left hand.

    "Put the brass tobacco-box in Harrow's coat pocket," Cole said quietly, kneeling for a second beside Harrow’s body to tuck the empty box into the dead lieutenant's vest before standing up and handing the heavy iron strongbox to Cassian. "And smeared a pinch of the red sulfur-ash on his knuckles. When Lieutenant Kael's marine boat lands here in five minutes, they'll find Harrow and Murch dead in a knife-fight over Grist's stolen box. Ward Four will close the Cock Lane file before breakfast."

    "And what about Deacon Vane?" Cassian asked, sliding the brine jar into his leather shoulder-bag. "Harrow was his nephew, and Murch was his best heavy diver."

    Cole’s pale, sleepless eyes glinted faintly in the yellow lantern-light.

    "I knocked a twenty-pound iron weight against the side of my own knee before you got here," Cole said calmly, showing a dark bruise already purpling through the torn cloth of his left trouser-leg. "In ten minutes, I limp into the Salt-House through the back water-gate and tell the Deacon that Lieutenant Kael's Ward Four catchers ambushed the wharf while Harrow was questioning the sergeant. It'll make Vane angry enough to double the guard on his Sunday barge—and grateful enough not to ask why my left hand stopped shaking."

    Cole tapped the iron lid of the strongbox in Cassian’s arm.

    "Harrow's month-end wharf chest," Cole added. "Keep it. The padlock key is in the slot. If Vane thinks the Navy boat seized the pier-money, nobody comes looking for the count."

    Cassian turned the small iron key in the lock and lifted the lid an inch.

    Even in the dim, foggy light of the coal-shed, there was no mistaking the dull, heavy yellow gleam inside.

    Stacked in three neat leather-wrapped rolls of ten sat thirty gold sovereigns.

    Six hundred silver shillings. Seven thousand two hundred copper pennies.

    For two full seconds, Cassian couldn't move his tongue. His hand—still sticky with Murch’s blood and raw from the oyster-shells—closed around one of the heavy leather rolls. A single gold coin weighed more than a week of boiling pauper bones in Saint Jude's basement, and there were thirty of them sitting in his palm.

    A sudden, fierce heat rushed up from his belly into his chest, chasing the cold damp of the river right out of his bones.

    "Thirty," Cassian breathed out, snapping the lid shut and tucking the box under his good left arm while his rib-knot drank the twenty-pound weight of the gold down to nothing. "All right. Get back to the Salt-House before the Navy boat rounds the piling, Cole. Come to Saint Jude's on Sunday at two for your second check."

    Cole nodded once and melted back into the black shadow along the timber wall, vanishing toward the wharf-roofs without a single board creaking under his boots.

    Cassian and Nora hauled a shivering, groaning Sergeant Pike to his feet and hurried him through the back alley gate into the narrow brick passage behind the lime-kilns just as the prows of two Royal Navy longboats bumped against the outer wharf pilings in the fog.

    Fifty yards up the dark alley, safely out of earshot of the water, Cassian stopped under a dry brick arch and leaned his sore shoulder against the wall, looking squarely at the soaked Night-Watch sergeant.

    "One question before you go home to your wife, Sergeant," Cassian said quietly. "Why were you and Stubbs down on Pier Nine at eleven o'clock on Tuesday night in the first place? Pier Nine is half a mile outside your Gallows Ward beat."

    Pike swallowed hard, looking from the iron strongbox under Cassian’s arm to the leather bag where Murch’s lung-knot was pulsing in the dark.

    "We weren't on patrol," Pike admitted miserably, wringing dirty harbor water out of the tail of his coat. "Grist sent a tavern boy up to my watch-box at nine o'clock that night offering two silver crowns if Stubbs and I would bring our parish handcart up to Cock Lane and haul his crippled partner down to the midnight Salt-Haven ferry."

    Cassian frowned. "What partner in Cock Lane?"

    "Old Toby the tinker!" Pike spat a mouthful of river grit onto the cobbles, still aggrieved despite nearly drowning ten minutes ago. "That five-foot-nothing old cripple with the wooden peg-leg who died of the dropsy on Monday night! Grist had been out on the diving-bell scow for two days and didn't even know his mate was dead. Walked into the back room of the Split Anchor, asked Stubbs to bring the handcart round to Toby's cellar before midnight, and when Stubbs told him the parish beadle had already carted old Toby over to your dead-house on Monday to be pickled in the salt-barrel, Grist went white as lard and pulled an iron marlinspike on us! Ruined my best wool waistcoat before his own ears blew out, the mad bastard!"

    Cassian stood dead still under the dark brick arch.

    Beside him, Nora’s head snapped up toward his chin.

    Old Toby from Cock Lane, Cassian thought, his mind racing back to the copper boiler in his basement. The five-foot-tall pauper in the salt-barrel—the exact crooked shinbone I fished out of the pot on Wednesday afternoon to fool Cole!

    Grist hadn't gone to the tavern just to drink black beer before the ferry.

    Before Grist locked the cylinder in Box 14, he had left the other half of the puzzle with his crippled partner up in Cock Lane—and when he found out old Toby's body and wooden peg-leg had been hauled into Saint Jude's basement, he had lost his mind trying to get it back!


  Chapter 17: The Tinker's Peg-Leg

  By the time Cassian and Nora bolted the basement door of Saint Jude’s behind them at one in the morning, Cassian’s cracked right rib felt like a hot poker every time he climbed a step, and he didn't care in the slightest.

    He walked straight past the zinc table to the dark corner behind the empty salt-barrels where he tossed the worthless rags and wooden crutches of charity paupers before the dust-man came on Saturdays.

    "Is it still there?" Nora asked from the sink, already pumping water into the kettle while Biscuit danced excitedly around her new boots.

    Cassian dug through three moldy straw hats, two rusted trusses, and a pair of split clogs—and his left hand closed around a tapered cylinder of turned ash-wood strapped with iron hoops.

    Old Toby’s wooden peg-leg.

    When the parish beadle had dumped dead Toby into the salt-barrel on Monday evening, Cassian had unstrapped the wooden leg from the stump of the old man's left knee and tossed it into the corner without a second glance.

    Cassian carried the wooden leg over to the zinc table and laid it under the gas-lamp.

    At first glance, it looked like any cheap dockside peg-leg—chewed at the bottom rubber ferrule by alley gravel and stained with mutton fat at the leather knee-cup.

    Then Cassian rested his bare left palm on the wood and sent a tiny, five-pound push through the grain from the knot under his ninth rib.

    The bottom half of the ash-wood shaft was solid timber—but six inches down from the top, the weight-sense hit an empty chamber, and something inside it pushed back like a bubble of quicksilver trapped in ice.

    Cassian didn't reach for a saw. He twisted the top iron hoop counterclockwise with his pliers until a hidden wooden screw-thread inside the ash shaft turned with a dry squeak.

    The top cup of the peg-leg unscrewed.

    Tucked inside a nest of oiled lamb's wool sat a flat, circular lens of crystal two inches across—not ordinary window-glass, because it had no weight at all when Cassian lifted it, and when he held it between his eyes and the yellow flame of the gas-lamp, the flame didn't magnify.

    It split into two flames, three inches apart.

    "What is it?" Nora asked, walking over with a roll of clean linen bandage and a jar of comfrey salve for his ribs. "Doesn't make a sound like the knots do."

    "It's glass," Cassian murmured, turning the strange, weightless disk in his fingers. "Or crystal ground into an eye-glass. Only when you look through it at the lamp, it bends the light sideways by three inches."

    Old Toby wasn't a pot-tinker, Cassian realized, looking at the fine, microscopic bevel ground around the rim of the crystal. Before his lungs went bad and he ended up in Cock Lane, he was an instrument-grinder for the Admiralty optical shop.

    He set the strange lens carefully on the towel beside the dead diver's scratched stone slate, stripped off his bloodied shirt, and sat down on the edge of the table so Nora could wrap his cracked right rib.

    As she wound the tight linen strip around his chest, pulling it snug each time he breathed out, the parlor door at the top of the stairs creaked open.

    Doctor Erasmus Finch crept halfway down the brick steps in his nightshirt and nightcap, holding a candle in one hand and a brass fireplace poker in the other.

    "Locke?" Finch quavered, squinting down through the gloom at Nora's dark curls and the bloody shirt on the floor. "What is the meaning of this? Have you brought a female of the night into the parish dissecting room? The vestry bylaws are most explicit—"

    Cassian reached into his coat bag with his good left hand, pulled out one of the three leather rolls from Harrow’s strongbox, and tossed it onto the zinc table so the paper wrapper burst open.

    Ten bright, heavy gold sovereigns spilled across the metal with a rich, musical ring that sounded nothing like silver or copper.

    Doctor Finch stopped dead on the fourth step.

    The brass fireplace poker slipped out of his fingers and clanged all the way down the brick stairs to the floor.

    For a full five seconds, Finch’s mouth opened and closed without a single word of Latin coming out. Slowly, as if approaching a wild unicorn that might bolt if he sneezed, the sixty-one-year-old physician tiptoed down the remaining steps, picked up one of the gold sovereigns with trembling fingers, and bit the edge with his back teeth.

    "Gold," Finch whispered, tears of pure religious devotion welling in his bloodshot eyes. "Real Threadneedle Street sovereigns! Cassian, my dear boy, my favoured son—where in the name of Aesculapius did this come from?"

    "A private consultation down by the water, Doctor," Cassian said, reaching into the bag and setting the other two rolls—twenty more gold sovereigns—on the table beside the first. "And there's plenty more where it came from, provided nobody upstairs asks why Miss Nora is living in the spare room over the apothecary shop next door, or why Sergeant Pike is coming to Sunday dinner."

    Finch looked at the thirty gold sovereigns—more money than Saint Jude’s had seen since Queen Anne died—and then bowed to Nora so deeply his nightcap fell into the vinegar bucket.

    "Miss Nora," Finch declared with trembling majesty, "is a certified matron of the parish infirmary, effective immediately, at whatever stipend you deem proper! I saw her natural gift for the healing arts the moment I laid eyes on her! In fact, should the two of you require the parlor sofa, my own feather-bed, or the Bishop's silver christening cup, you have only to whistle down the pipe!"

    Finch scooped up the two gold coins Cassian pushed toward him for household expenses, kissed the King's profile on both of them, and practically floated back up the brick stairs to hide them in his wig-box.

    Down in the basement, Cassian looked at the stack of twenty-eight gold coins left on the zinc table, then at three-legged Biscuit happily chewing a whole half-pound of raw beef-liver by the furnace, and finally at Nora sitting beside his hip on the table.

    For four years, he had gone to sleep every night in a six-foot closet smelling of lime and wet boots, wondering if he would die of typhus before he turned twenty-five.

    Now his right rib ached like the devil, his palm was raw from oyster-shells, and as he picked up three gold sovereigns and let them clink from one hand to the other, a grin split his bruised face from ear to ear.

    "Go ahead and laugh, Lord Mayor," Nora said softly, her fingers resting on his knee as she listened to the sheer, boyish pride hammering in his chest. "Just don't laugh too hard or you'll pop that bandage I just tied."


  Chapter 18: Hot Water and Wet Silk

  On Saturday afternoon, Cassian took two of his twenty-eight gold sovereigns up to the dry-salter’s widow on High Street and leased the empty second-floor flat directly over the apothecary shop next door to Saint Jude’s.

    The flat had a brick fireplace that actually drew smoke up the chimney instead of into the room, a real feather-mattress on an iron bedstead, and—best of all—a bolted trapdoor in the pantry closet that dropped straight down into the coal-passage behind Saint Jude’s basement furnace.

    By eight o'clock that evening, Cassian had hauled twenty gallons of steaming water up the ladder into a wide copper bathing-tub in front of the parlor hearth.

    He sat in the hot water up to his breastbone, his head leaning back against the rolled rim of the copper tub with his eyes closed, letting the heat soak the deep bruise around his fifth right rib.

    Across the room by the window, Nora was testing the feather-mattress by bouncing on the edge of it in her clean flannel shift, while Biscuit lay stretched out flat on the braided hearth-rug so close to the coals his whiskers were curling.

    "There aren't any fleas in this tick, Sawbones," Nora announced, running her bare toes across the clean linen bolster. "And the roof doesn't leak. If you tell me you bought a tea-kettle that doesn't taste like boiled shins, I might think you kidnapped me to a duke's house."

    "Kettle's on the hob," Cassian murmured without opening his eyes. "And don't let the dog on the bolster until I wash the coal-dust off him."

    Nora stood up from the bed, her bare feet silent on the warm pine floorboards, and walked over to the hearth.

    She picked up the cake of yellow Windsor soap and the linen wash-cloth from the stool beside the tub, knelt on the rug behind Cassian’s shoulder, and dropped the cloth into the water.

    "Lean forward before you fall asleep and drown in two feet of water," she said. "You still have dried lime on the back of your neck from last night."

    Cassian leaned forward, resting his forearms across his knees while she lathered the warm cloth and scrubbed the grey crust of quicklime and harbor mud from his neck and shoulders.

    He was twenty-three years old, and he couldn't remember the last time he had sat in clean hot water that didn't come out of a cold bucket in the yard. As her hands worked down the muscles between his shoulder-blades—careful around the tight bandage wrapping his cracked right rib—a low, involuntary groan of pure relief rumbled out of his chest.

    Behind him, Nora gave a soft laugh.

    "Listen to you," she said, squeezing warm water from the cloth over his collarbone so the soap ran down his chest. "Four days ago you were threatening to cut my ear open on a dead man's slab, and now you're purring like an old tomcat by the fire."

    Cassian turned his head to look back at her over his wet shoulder.

    The firelight from the grate caught the side of her face—the sharp line of her jaw, her damp dark curls, and the strip of black oiled silk tied across her eyes.

    Without thinking about it, Cassian reached up with his wet left hand and touched the knot of the black silk ribbon behind her hair.

    Nora’s hand went still on his shoulder.

    "Why do you still wear it when there's nobody in the room?" Cassian asked quietly.

    Nora didn't pull away, though he felt the tiny jump in her wrist.

    "Because sighted people get funny when they look at eyes that don't follow them," she said, her voice losing a little of its street-corner brass. "Makes the marks nervous at the barrel. They think a blind girl's looking at their ghosts."

    "I've looked at four hundred dead men, Nora. Not one of them left a ghost."

    Cassian’s fingers tugged gently on the bow behind her curls.

    She didn't stop him. She sat back on her heels on the hearth-rug, her chin raised slightly, her chest rising and falling fast under the thin cotton of her shift as the black silk band slipped loose and fell into her lap.

    Her eyelids stayed closed for a breath. Then she opened them.

    Her eyes weren't ruined or shriveled like the beggars on the church steps. Under her dark lashes, the irises were a pale, smoky silver-grey—like harbor mist caught behind clear glass—looking straight at his mouth without focusing on the light.

    In the quiet room, with the fire popping softly in the grate, she looked younger without the black mask, and so fiercely, vulnerably alive that something tight and hot twisted low in Cassian’s stomach.

    Two feet from his bare chest, Nora’s left ear tilted a fraction of an inch at the sudden, heavy thud of his pulse.

    A slow flush of dark pink crept all the way down her throat into the open collar of her shift.

    "Careful, Sawbones," she whispered, her voice shaking just a fraction even as the corner of her mouth kicked up. "You're making enough noise in that tub to wake the widow downstairs."

    "Let her bang on the ceiling," Cassian said roughly. "I paid for two months up front."

    He reached out of the tub with his good left arm, caught her around the back of the waist through the thin cotton of her shift, and pulled her forward against the warm copper rim.

    Nora gasped as the water splashed over the side onto the rug, her hands landing wet on his bare shoulders to catch herself, and then her mouth found his.

    There was nothing hesitant or polite about it. She kissed the way she fought and hustled in Eel Alley: hungry, sharp, and all the way in, her fingers tangling hard in the wet hair at the back of his neck while her knee hooked over the edge of the copper tub.

    Cassian stood up out of the water, one hand under her thighs, lifting her effortlessly off the rug as if she weighed ten ounces—which, with the Ballast knot humming like a furnace in his side, she practically did.

    "Show-off," she breathed against his mouth as he carried her four steps across the pine floor and tumbled her onto the feather-mattress, damp skin and all.

    She tugged her wet shift off over her head and tossed it blindly toward the floor, shivering once as the firelight hit her bare breasts and the lean, hard curve of her waist before pulling him down on top of her by his unbandaged left shoulder.

    For a girl who couldn't see the room, her hands knew where every inch of him was before he moved—skimming down his wet ribs and hard stomach to wrap firmly around his cock until Cassian’s breath tore out of his throat in a ragged curse against her neck.

    When he pushed inside her, Nora arched her back off the feather-tick, her nails digging deep half-moons into his shoulder-blades and her forehead pressed hard against his cheek so her left ear was right against his temple.

    She didn't close her pale silver eyes. She listened to him—every ragged breath, the wild, hammering double-beat in his chest, matching every thrust with a fierce, shameless heat of her own until her breath broke in a sharp cry against his mouth and both of them went over the edge together into the dark.

    Afterward, with the fire burned down to red coals and the rain pattering steadily against the high windowpanes, Nora lay sprawled half on top of his good left side under the wool blanket, her chin propped on his chest and her fingers lazily tracing the silver collar-bump beneath his ninth rib.

    "Your second heart beats funny when you finish," she murmured sleepily into his skin. "Goes thump-thump-thump like a little drum and makes the whole bed feel heavy."

    Cassian let out a low, breathless laugh, one arm wrapped tight around her bare waist while his eyes drifted shut.

    "Go to sleep, Ear," he said, kissing the top of her dark curls. "Tomorrow we have to eat Doctor Finch's cooking."


  Chapter 19: Sunday Roast at Saint Jude's

  Doctor Erasmus Finch had decided that two gold sovereigns of pocket-money required a velvet cravat, three kinds of gravy, and a twelve-pound goose stuffed with sage and chestnuts.

    At two o'clock on Sunday afternoon, the front parlor of Saint Jude’s Charity Dead-House looked like a stage play in which the actors had all walked into the wrong theater.

    At the head of the table stood Doctor Finch with a carving knife and steel, beaming like an archbishop over the steaming goose.

    On his right sat Night-Watch Sergeant Bill Pike in his Sunday coat, his neck scrubbed raw with yellow soap and his eyes fixed in permanent terror on the man sitting across the salt-cellar from him.

    Across from Pike sat Shivering Cole in his neat black wool suit, cutting his roast potatoes into exact half-inch squares with a left hand that didn't shake by the breadth of a hair.

    And between Cole and Cassian sat Nora—wearing a clean dark-blue wool dress Cassian had bought from the seamstress downstairs, her black silk ribbon tied neatly over her eyes again for company, and three-legged Biscuit sitting under her chair waiting for her to drop goose skin on his nose.

    "A toast!" Doctor Finch proclaimed, lifting a crystal glass of ninepenny port that he had charged to the parish sacramental fund. "To our newest colleagues in the administration of public health: Sergeant Pike of the Watch, and Master Cole of the Harbor Assurance Office! May the bond between science and civic order never falter!"

    Sergeant Pike tried to lift his port glass, remembered that thirty-six hours ago Master Cole of the Harbor Assurance Office had been helping drown him in an iron cage at the Old Lime-Wharf, and nearly choked on his wine.

    "Amen to that, Doctor," Cole said politely, touching his water glass—he hadn't touched a drop of alcohol since taking Cassian’s blue phial on Friday—to Pike's trembling knuckles. "Sergeant Pike is a credit to the force. How is the winter rheumatism after Friday night's damp, Sergeant?"

    "Fine," Pike croaked, staring down at his goose wing. "Much warmer indoors, thank you, Master Cole."

    Under the tablecloth, Nora’s new calfskin boot kicked Cassian’s ankle gently to make him stop grinning into his gravy.

    Once Finch had poured himself a third glass of port and begun recounting how he had personally advised the Royal Physician during the Great Gout of '68, Cole set his fork down on the edge of his plate and leaned slightly toward Cassian.

    "The Navy dragged the harbor slip at the Old Lime-Wharf yesterday morning," Cole said quietly under the rumble of Finch’s monologue. "Surgeon-Lieutenant Kael signed the report himself. They pulled Harrow and Murch out of the mud, found dead Grist's empty brass tobacco-box in Harrow's coat pocket, and concluded that Harrow had murdered Constable Stubbs in Cock Lane over a stolen batch of red fever-mud."

    Cassian cut a piece of chestnut stuffing. "And how did Deacon Vane take the news?"

    "Poorly," Cole said, his grey eyes flat and serious. "Harrow was his cousin's boy, and Murch was the only man in the crew who could hold his breath for six minutes at the bottom of the bay. Vane doesn't believe Harrow was smart enough to open Stubbs's groin with a surgeon's knife. He thinks somebody in Gallows Ward played both sides against the middle."

    "Let him think," Nora murmured around a mouthful of roast potato. "Without Murch or Grist, he doesn't have a diver left who can survive the pressure down at two hundred fathoms."

    "He doesn't need a diver for tomorrow night," Cole said.

    Cassian’s knife stopped on his plate.

    "Why not?" Cassian asked.

    "Because tomorrow is Monday the fifteenth," Cole said softly. "The November new moon. Have you ever watched the water level in the deep wells along Wharf Street when the new moon pulls against the bar outside the bay?"

    Cassian frowned. "The harbor tide drops an extra four feet."

    "Up on the piers it drops four feet," Cole said. "Down at the bottom of the Maw, where the hot salt-vents push up from the May fissure against the outgoing tide, it does a lot more than that. For four hours between midnight and four on the new moon, the cold ocean current gets shoved back over the outer ledge, and a pocket of hot gas from the fissure blows the water out of the bottom canyon."

    Cassian stared at him, setting his fork down.

    "You're saying the bottom of the trench goes dry?"

    "Not dry," Cole said. "The water drops from two hundred fathoms to less than thirty feet of warm foam over the rock floor. The divers call it the Slack-Vent. That's how Grist got close enough to the stone doorway in the canyon wall last month without the pressure crushing his iron helmet flat. Tomorrow night at midnight, the Slack-Vent opens for four hours—and Deacon Vane is taking the big diving-bell barge out over the hole himself."

    Across the table, Sergeant Pike stopped chewing his bread, his eyes wide. "If Vane goes down there himself with a crew—"

    "He isn't going down with just our crew," Cole interrupted quietly, his steady left hand resting on the table edge. "This morning at nine, a closed carriage from the Navy yard stopped at the back door of the Salt-House. Surgeon-Lieutenant Julian Kael stepped out in civilian clothes."

    Nora’s head snapped toward Cole. "The officer with the glass fork?"

    "Kael isn't turning Vane in to Surgeon-Major Vey," Cole said. "Kael wants promotion to the Admiralty Board in the spring, and he knows Vey takes the credit for everything Ward Four finds. So Kael made a private deal with Deacon Vane this morning: Kael brings two of Ward Four's heavy lead-suits and a crate of naval blasting-powder to Vane's barge tomorrow night, they blow the stone doorway at the bottom of the trench wide open during the Slack-Vent, and they split whatever is inside before Surgeon-Major Vey even knows the tide went out."

    At the head of the table, Doctor Finch was happily asleep in his armchair with his chin on his velvet cravat and the empty port decanter hugged against his belly.

    At the foot of the table, Cassian, Nora, Cole, and Pike sat in dead silence.

    If Deacon Vane and Lieutenant Kael blew that sunken stone doorway open with naval powder tomorrow night and hauled its contents up to a warship, there wouldn't be a drop of pale-amber marrow or black trench-coral left in Rook-Water that didn't belong to Vane or the Navy.

    "You're on the barge crew tomorrow night, aren't you?" Cassian asked Cole.

    "I'm steering the winch-scow," Cole nodded. "Along with six of Vane's gunmen and Kael's two Ward Four catchers. Even if I cut the winch-cable from the top, Kael and Vane will already be inside the doorway on the canyon floor."

    "Wait a minute," Cassian said slowly.

    He reached into his waistcoat pocket and pulled out the two things he had been carrying since early Saturday morning: dead Grist's scratched stone slate from Box 14, and old Toby the tinker's weightless crystal lens from the hollow peg-leg.

    "Why did Grist bring half of his haul up to an old retired lens-grinder in Cock Lane before he died?" Cassian asked out loud, laying the dark grey slate flat on the tablecloth beside his plate. "Old Toby couldn't dive, and he couldn't fight. Why did Grist need a special crystal lens just to read a piece of slate he scratched himself?"


  Chapter 20: The Shadow in the Slate

  Shivering Cole leaned over the white tablecloth, looking down at the four-inch plate of dark grey slate and the clear, weightless disk of crystal in Cassian’s hand.

    At the head of the table, Doctor Erasmus Finch let out a long, whistling snore, his chin sinking deeper into his velvet cravat as the empty port decanter tilted precariously against his belly. Cassian reached over without looking, caught the crystal decanter before it could roll off the edge of the table, and set it on the sideboard.

    "Grist didn't scratch that slate himself," Cole said quietly, frowning at the square stone by Cassian’s plate. "Grist couldn't read or write his own name—he signed the dive-book at the Salt-House with a thumb-cross every Saturday. He pried that piece of slate out of the old mortar beside the stone doorway at the bottom of the trench during last month's Slack-Vent."

    Cassian’s fingers tightened on the crystal lens from old Toby’s hollow peg-leg.

    He didn't scratch it, Cassian realized.

    He picked up the tallow candle in its brass holder from the middle of the dinner table, held it six inches above the dark grey slate, and slid old Toby’s weightless crystal lens between the yellow flame and the stone.

    With his naked eye, the rough surface of the slate showed only the crude nail-scratches that old Toby had gouged across the top as a blind to mark the depth for Grist: 210 FATHOMS — DOOR IS OPEN.

    The instant Cassian looked through the quicksilver-crystal lens, however, the yellow candle-light bent sideways by three inches—and deep inside the solid grain of the sixteenth-century slate, where hair-fine threads of pure silver ore had been inlaid three hundred years ago and polished flush with black stone-wax so no ordinary eye could ever see them, a second drawing blazed out bright silver against the dark rock!

    Across the table, Sergeant Bill Pike nearly tipped his chair backward into the umbrella stand. "Christ on the cross. Look at the inside of that stone."

    "What is it?" Nora asked sharply, her fingers clamping onto Cassian’s left forearm as she heard both Pike’s and Cole’s breaths catch at the same second. "Stop staring at it like a pair of stuffed owls and read it to me!"

    Cassian leaned lower over the lens, his heart giving a slow, heavy thump against his cracked rib as he traced the glowing silver lines hidden inside the slate.

    It wasn't a map of the harbor channel. It was a mason’s cross-section drawing of the granite headland cliff of Rook-Water, dated in the corner with tiny numerals: A.D. 1542.

    On the right side of the silver diagram plunged the vertical rock wall of the underwater trench, with a square bronze double-gate marked at the two-hundred-and-ten-fathom ledge.

    From the inner side of that underwater gate, however, a straight, dry stone gallery didn't run out under the sea.

    It climbed at a steep forty-five-degree angle straight up through the solid, unfaulted basalt of the headland—rising twelve hundred feet through the cliff-root beneath the slums of Gallows Ward until it ended at a circular spiral shaft directly beneath an old parish cross:

    SANCTUS JUDAS — CRYPTA PESTIS.

    Saint Jude’s Plague Crypt.

    At the head of the table, Doctor Finch snorted in his sleep, smacked his lips, and mumbled, "Sanctus Judas... three shillings for the vicar, Locke, not a penny more..." before his head drooped back onto his shoulder.

    Cassian slowly lowered the crystal lens. Instantly, the silver lines vanished back into the dull grey stone.

    He looked down past his own boots at the worn pine floorboards of the parlor—directly above the brick furnace in the basement where he had stood on an upturned lard tub scraping alderman grease off the ceiling five nights ago.

    "It's not an ocean cave," Cassian said quietly, looking up at Cole, Pike, and Nora. "Three hundred years ago, during the Black Sweat in King Harry's reign, the original stone church of Saint Jude stood out on the point of the headland before the great land-slip dropped the outer cliff into the Maw."

    Cole stared at the blank grey slate on the tablecloth, his steady left hand resting flat beside his knife. "The bronze doorway Grist found at two hundred and ten fathoms is the lower water-gate of the old church that slid into the trench."

    "And the upper burial stair didn't slide into the bay," Cassian said, feeling the skin on his forearms prickle as the whole three-hundred-year-old structure locked together in his head. "Because it was cut straight through the solid granite root of the hill. The top of that shaft comes up right underneath our basement furnace."

    For two seconds, nobody at the table moved.

    Then Nora’s mouth fell wide open, and she let out a short, wild bark of laughter—slapping both palms down on the white tablecloth hard enough to make the gravy-boat jump!

    "Deacon Vane and the Royal Navy are spending a hundred gold sovereigns on six-ton diving bells and naval blasting-powder to blow open the front door at the bottom of the bay tomorrow night," Nora whispered, grinning from ear to ear with pure street-corner glee, "and the back staircase has been sitting under our coal-pile the whole fucking time!"

    "Hold on now," Sergeant Pike said nervously, pulling out a redspotted handkerchief to wipe the sweat off his forehead as he looked down at the floorboards under his boots. "Even if there's an old sixteenth-century stair under your boiler, Locke, think about it! If they bricked that hole up during the Black Sweat in 1542, what's sitting down at the bottom of it after three hundred years? The lower end is twelve hundred feet down at the bottom of the bay! What if the whole shaft is flooded to the top with black water—or worse, what if something crawled through that broken door in May and made a nest on the stairs?"

    "If the shaft were flooded to the top, Sergeant, our basement floor would have blown out like a geyser in May," Cassian said, standing up from the table and slipping both the slate tile and old Toby’s crystal lens into his waistcoat pocket. "The old builders cut the gallery on a rising slope from the threshold, trapping an air-pocket at the bottom like an upturned diving bell. That's why the water stays down at the bronze gate."

    "And what about the things that might be living in the dark between here and the gate?" Pike persisted, his hand going to his truncheon.

    "That's why we aren't waiting until midnight tomorrow to pry the bricks up," Cassian said, walking over to the parlor sideboard to pick up the heavy iron crowbar and the bull's-eye lantern. "We go downstairs right now while Doctor Finch is sleeping off his goose, break the seal behind the furnace, and scout the upper landing tonight while two hundred fathoms of ocean is still holding the outer door shut."

    He turned back at the parlor door and looked across the candle flame at Shivering Cole.

    "Go back down to the Salt-House and make sure Deacon Vane and Lieutenant Kael don't suspect a thing when they load the diving-bell barge tomorrow afternoon," Cassian told Cole quietly. "When you ride that bell down to the canyon floor with them at midnight tomorrow, they're going to think they're breaking into a dead tomb. Instead, they're going to walk straight into our operating room."


  Chapter 21: The Brick Floor

  At ten o'clock on Sunday night, while Doctor Finch was upstairs sleeping off three glasses of port and half a goose, Cassian, Sergeant Pike, and Nora stood around the brick base of the basement furnace.

    They had shoveled the coal-pile aside and swept the wet ash off the floor behind the chimney-flue.

    Set directly into the middle of the older sixteenth-century flagstones was a circular ring of mortared red brick four feet wide, sealed over the top with a slab of grey slate that had cracked down the middle three centuries ago and been patched with parish tar.

    "Hold the lamp six inches lower, Sergeant," Cassian said, kneeling by the slate with his iron crowbar. "You're shining it in my eyes instead of the seam."

    Pike lowered the brass lantern, though his big knuckles were still white on the bail whenever he glanced toward the dark coal-bins after Friday night's dip in the tide-cage. "The barber up the street wants his fourpence deposit back if that canary comes up stiff, Locke. My missus already thinks I spent Friday night in a bawdy-house because my wool trousers came home shrunk to my knees with salt water. If I come home dead of King Harry's Black Sweat on a Sunday night, she'll bury me in the yard with the cabbages."

    "Sweat needs wet lungs to live, Sergeant. Three hundred years in dry granite turns anything human to chalk," Cassian said, wedging the flat chisel-end of the crowbar under the tarred lip of the slate. "It's choke-damp from the old lime I'm checking for. Watch your toes."

    Sitting on the draining-board in a wicker cage was a fat yellow canary Cassian had rented from the barber up the street for twopence.

    "Stand back a step," Cassian said.

    He laid his bare left palm over the shaft of the crowbar, breathed out to dump two hundred pounds of Ballast weight onto the heel of the lever, and pushed down.

    With a dry crunch of ancient lime-mortar giving way, the four-hundred-pound circular slab of grey slate tilted up out of its seat.

    Cassian switched his breath inward, drank the weight out of the stone with his left hand while Pike caught the opposite edge, and lifted the heavy slab aside onto the coal-sacks.

    A breath of cold, dry air rose out of the black hole in the floor.

    It didn't smell of sewer mud or rotten meat. It smelled of dry sea-salt, old beeswax, and deep, cold granite, like the inside of a cathedral vault that hadn't been opened since the Armada sailed.

    Cassian tied forty feet of hemp rope to the handle of the canary's wicker cage and lowered it ten feet down into the dark shaft, holding a lit tallow candle just below the rim.

    The candle flame burned bright, steady, and upright, leaning slightly downward as the natural draft of the house pulled fresh air down the shaft. Below them, the yellow canary hopped onto its perch and began indignantly pecking at a piece of millet.

    "Air's clean," Cassian said, hauling the bird back up and setting it on the table.

    Nora knelt at the edge of the open hole, tilting her left ear down into the dark mouth of the shaft.

    For three heartbeats she listened to the faint echo of their breathing bouncing down the stone walls.

    "Spiral steps," she whispered, tracing a tight corkscrew in the air with her finger. "Chiseled straight down through the solid granite toward the harbor cliff. No rats, no puddle-drip. Just dry dust for the first thirty turns, and then way down at the bottom, twelve hundred feet if it's an inch, black water slapping hard against a thick metal door."

    "Hold your boot up," Cassian said, shining the bull's-eye lantern down into the spiral stairwell while catching her ankle with his free hand to test the buckle of the new calfskin boots he'd bought her on Friday. "The stone's worn dished in the middle from old heels. Keep your weight on the outer wall or you'll slide down on your arse and break my lantern."

    Fifteen feet below the cellar floor, the rough spiral steps widened out into a small, dry stone landing carved into the granite cliff-root before the main shaft plunged down toward the bay.

    And sitting in wall-niches along that upper landing were rows of small lead boxes and a long stone table covered in three centuries of undisturbed grey dust.

    "Sergeant," Cassian told Pike, "stay up here by the furnace with the rope. If anyone knocks on the parlor door or the alley chute, drop a lump of coal down the hole to warn us."

    "You aren't leaving me down here with that three-legged dog looking at my shins, are you?" Pike muttered, eyeing Biscuit nervously.

    "Give him a piece of goose gristle and he'll let you live," Nora said, already swinging her new boots onto the top stone step. "Come on, Sawbones. I can hear something ticking down on that first landing."

    Cassian went first with the bull's-eye lantern in his right hand, keeping his left hand lightly on Nora's wrist behind him as they descended the steep, narrow stone steps.

    The air grew cooler with every turn of the stair, until their breath steamed white in the lantern beam.

    At the bottom of the first thirty steps, they stepped out onto the octagonal stone landing carved into the bedrock beneath Gallows Ward.

    Cassian raised the lantern, and his breath caught in his throat.

    This hadn't been a burial pit for common plague victims.

    Carved into the granite lintel above the descending tunnel was the old coat of arms of the Guild of Barber-Surgeons—a fleam and a crowned serpent—and arranged neatly on the long stone table in the center of the chamber were tools that no ordinary sixteenth-century barber had ever owned.

    There were curved bone-saws forged out of silvery, non-rusting metal; heavy mortars carved from black trench-stone; and three empty, dried-out glass vessels with silver collars still wired around their necks.

    Sitting in the middle of the dust on the table was a thick book bound in wooden boards and pigskin, chained to an iron ring in the stone.

    "What's ticking?" Cassian whispered, looking around the silent stone room.

    "Over there," Nora said, pointing straight at the right-hand wall niche beside the mouth of the lower tunnel. "Inside that square lead box with the cross on the lid."

    Cassian walked over to the niche and held the lantern close.

    The lead box was twelve inches long, sealed with old red wax that had cracked with age. Inside the box, something was giving a faint, dry tick... tick... tick against the lead every five seconds—the exact five-second rhythm of the burning red Cinder-Knot Cassian had cut out of Constable Stubbs’s groin in Cock Lane.

    Wait.

    Why would a knot inside a three-hundred-year-old box still be ticking when a fresh knot melted in four hours if it didn't have blood?

    Cassian prized the cracked wax off the lid with his knife and lifted the lead cover.

    Inside the box didn't sit a raw, fleshy organ.

    Resting on a bed of dry yellow sulfur-ash was a forged gauntlet-cuff of beaten brass and silver, six inches long, shaped to strap around a man's right forearm.

    Set into an oval socket on the underside of the wrist—completely encased in a seamless shell of clear quicksilver-glass and fed by two tiny hollow needles of pure silver—was a shrunken, dormant red Cinder-Seed no bigger than a cherry-stone, hibernating in a drop of thick amber oil.

    Even after three hundred years in the dark, every five seconds the red seed inside the glass capsule gave a tiny, hungry flash like a dying coal in a grate, clicking against the silver valve.

    "What the hell is that?" Nora breathed, feeling the faint warmth radiating off the brass cuff from two feet away.

    Cassian turned back to the chained wooden book on the stone table, blew three hundred years of dust off the cover, and opened the heavy parchment pages under the lantern.

    The handwriting was old sixteenth-century clerk’s English, written in black iron-gall ink that had burned halfway through the vellum:

    Anno Domini 1542. In the third month of the Great Tremor, when the Deep Door broke beneath our Charnel-House and the Black Sweat took the Ward, we found that no man may bear TWO living Seeds within his own flesh and live past the third moon, save he bind the second Seed outside the skin in a Bridle of Silver and Glass, and feed it from the vein only at the hour of battle.

    Cassian stared down at the open parchment, his heart beating fast and loud against his ribs as his fingers traced the diagram drawn on the opposite page—a drawing of a surgeon's forearm strapped in the exact brass-and-silver cuff sitting in the lead box behind him.

    Unless you wore the second one outside the skin in a silver bridle, and only opened the valve into your vein for the thirty seconds you needed it!

    "Cassian," Nora said quietly from beside the niche, two fingers resting lightly on the brass cuff while her left ear stayed cocked toward the dark, descending tunnel at the back of the landing. "Whatever's ticking inside this glass bubble is starved dry. There's no liquid sloshing around it anymore. It sounds like a beetle scratching inside a dry walnut shell. And down at the bottom of the stairs..."

    She took half a step back from the black mouth of the lower shaft, her hand automatically reaching back to find the skirt of his coat.

    "The water outside that bottom door is boiling against the bronze," she whispered. "And there's something huge breathing under the rock outside."


  Chapter 22: The Second Bridle

  Back up in the basement of Saint Jude’s, with the heavy slate slab slid half across the floor-hole and Sergeant Pike keeping watch by the stairs, Cassian laid the sixteenth-century brass-and-silver wrist-cuff on the zinc dissecting table.

    The red seed sealed inside the old glass capsule on the cuff was too far gone to save—three hundred years had dried it into a brittle cinder that barely clicked once a minute.

    In the coal-scuttle six feet away, however, wrapped in lead foil and warm sulfur-ash, sat the fresh, plum-sized Cinder-Knot Cassian had cut out of Constable Stubbs’s groin on Thursday night.

    Cassian unscrewed the four silver retaining-pins on the old cuff, lifted the clear quicksilver-glass dome off the wrist-socket, and examined how the ancient barber-surgeons of 1542 had built it.

    It was a masterpiece of brutal, simple plumbing.

    Instead of letting a burning Cinder-Knot burrow its roots into a man's artery and cook him alive the way it had killed Stubbs, the cuff held the knot trapped inside a lead-and-glass chamber strapped against the outside of the right wrist.

    Two hollow silver needles—no thicker than bee-stingers—angled down from the bottom of the chamber into the superficial vein on the inside of the forearm.

    On the side of the brass cuff sat a small, flat thumb-lever connected to a sliding silver gate-valve.

    When the thumb-lever was clicked shut, the silver gate-valve pinched the two needles closed. Not a drop of blood went into the Cinder-Knot, and not a drop of heat entered the wearer's body; the knot simply slept in a bath of sulfur-ash and a drop of amber oil inside the glass dome.

    When you clicked the thumb-lever open with your fingers, your pulse pumped a tiny jet of warm blood through the first needle into the knot—and for as long as you held the valve open, blazing white heat and explosive force poured back down your right hand into whatever you touched, before you snapped the valve shut again!

    "Your heart's going like a threepenny fiddle at a dock-wedding, Sawbones," Nora said from the stool by the sink, listening to the quick, eager tap of his pliers against the sixteenth-century brass. "Either you're about to blow the roof off the parish, or you've fallen in love with a dead man's bracelet."

    "It's a gate-valve," Cassian said, trying and failing to wipe the grin off his mouth as he tested the silver thumb-lever. "A stove with a tap on it."

    He dumped the dried 1542 cinder-husk out of the glass dome, washed the inside with alcohol, and opened the lead-foil box from the coal-scuttle.

    The fresh red Cinder-Knot from Stubbs’s leg was still hot enough to make the air shimmer above the sulfur-ash.

    Working quickly with his wooden spoon, Cassian nestled the red knot into the socket of the brass cuff, threaded its two main feeder-roots into the tops of the hollow silver needles, added a single drop of pale-amber oil from Box 14 to keep the roots supple, and screwed the quicksilver-glass dome down tight over the top.

    Instantly, the glass dome contained the heat. The outside of the brass cuff felt no warmer than a pocket-watch.

    Cassian rolled his right shirtsleeve up to the elbow, swabbed the inside of his right wrist with clove-oil, and laid his forearm flat on the zinc table.

    "Come here and lean your weight across my wrist before I buckle it," Cassian told Nora. "When the two silver needles take the vein, the tendon's going to kick."

    Nora walked over and planted both palms firmly over his bare right forearm, pinning it flat against the cold zinc.

    "Your pulse just jumped another ten beats," she muttered, her thumb pressing hard into the blue radial line of his wrist to steady it. "If this thing boils your arm off like it cooked Stubbs, I'm not pushing you around in a bath-chair, Locke. I'm taking your twenty-six gold sovereigns and buying a pastry-shop in Calais."

    "Twenty-five sovereigns, fourteen shillings, and fourpence, after your calfskin boots and the barber's canary," Cassian corrected, lining the two bee-stinger silver pins over his vein so he wouldn't look at how tight her fingers were gripping him. "And you don't speak French. Hold the strap down."

    "Stick the needles in before I slap you."

    Cassian pressed down hard with his left palm.

    The two tiny hollow silver needles bit through the skin of his right wrist straight into the vein, and the brass spring-clasp snapped shut around his forearm.

    For a second, with the thumb-valve clicked shut, nothing happened at all except the sharp prick of the needles.

    Then Cassian stepped over to the iron anvil at the end of the workbench, laid the palm of his right hand against a cold, half-inch iron horseshoe bar, and used his right thumb to flick the little silver valve-lever open by one notch.

    A single drop of his blood shot through the upper needle into the glass dome on his wrist.

    Inside the quicksilver-glass, the red Cinder-Knot flared bright orange like a forge-coal hit with a bellows.

    A jolt of ferocious, roaring heat shot out of the lower needle into the blood of his right hand—not burning his own skin, because the knot was pushing the thermal surge outward—and poured straight through his palm into the cold iron horseshoe on the anvil.

    In two seconds flat, the iron horseshoe under his fingers turned dull cherry-red, sizzling against the damp oak of the bench and filling the basement with the smell of scorched iron.

    Before the heat could back up past his wrist toward his elbow, Cassian flicked his thumb back and snapped the silver valve shut.

    The flow cut off instantly.

    The red knot inside the glass dome dimmed back to a quiet, sleeping ember. His right palm was hot and tingling, red as if he had held it near a fire, without a single blister on the skin.

    Beside the table, Sergeant Bill Pike stared at the glowing red horseshoe smoking on the anvil, crossed himself hurriedly, and backed into the salt-barrel.

    "Mother of God," Pike breathed.

    Cassian stood looking down at his two hands in the yellow lamplight.

    Under his left ribs beat the cold, heavy pull of the abyssal Ballast Knot—able to drain his weight to a feather or drop three hundred pounds of dead mass through his left palm.

    And strapped to his right wrist sat the bottled fury of the Cinder-Knot—ready to turn iron red-hot or detonate wet wood into steam at the flick of his thumb.

    For the first time since Tuesday night, when he had been scraping dead alderman grease off the ceiling for three pennies, Cassian didn't feel like a hunted rat hiding in a cellar. A fierce, electric rush of confidence went through his blood from heel to crown.

    "Slide the slate back over the hole, Sergeant," Cassian said, buttoning his dark coat cuff down over the brass bridle on his right wrist. "Let's get some sleep. Tomorrow night at nine, before Deacon Vane's barge anchors over the trench, we go all the way to the bottom."


  Chapter 23: Three Hundred Feet Down

  On Monday evening at nine o'clock—three hours before the midnight new moon would blow the water out of the bottom of the harbor trench—Cassian, Nora, and Sergeant Pike descended into the granite shaft beneath Saint Jude’s furnace.

    They left Doctor Finch locked upstairs in the parlor with a fresh bottle of port and strict instructions to tell anyone who knocked that the house was under scarlet-fever quarantine.

    Below the first octagonal landing where they had found the 1542 ledger, the spiral steps ended, replaced by a long, straight gallery cut at a steep forty-five-degree angle through the black bedrock of the headland.

    The air in the deep tunnel was dead still and smelled sharply of ozone, ancient salt, and wet iron.

    Every fifty yards, carved into the stone ceiling overhead, sat old sixteenth-century drainage channels that carried the seepage of the cliff down into a narrow gutter along the right-hand wall.

    "Stop a second," Nora whispered when they were two hundred feet down the slope, her left hand resting on Cassian’s shoulder while her new calfskin boots braced against the steep stone steps.

    Cassian held the bull's-eye lantern still.

    "Hear something?" he asked.

    Nora tilted her head upward toward the solid granite roof six feet above their heads.

    "We just walked out from under the land," she said softly, her fingers tightening a fraction on Cassian's wool shoulder as she tilted her chin toward the black granite arch overhead. "There isn't dirt above that stone anymore. It's the deep channel. I can hear the anchor-chains of the colliers grinding in the mud a hundred feet straight above our heads."

    Behind them, Sergeant Pike stared up at a hairline bead of salt-sweat clinging to the black ceiling, where fifty million tons of harbor water sat pressing down on dressed rock, and hastily pulled his flat policeman's cap down tighter over his ears as if wool felt would stop a cave-in.

    "The parish pension board doesn't pay widow's relief if they can't find the body, lad," Pike whispered hoarsely, his thumb rubbing the notch on his ash truncheon. "How much stone did that moldy ledger say was between us and the codfish?"

    "Forty feet of unfaulted basalt, Sergeant, and the mortar's dry," Cassian said, tapping the wall with his bone-chisel to hide the chill that had just gone down his own spine at the thought of the whole bay hanging over their heads. "If it didn't crack when the Armada fired broadsides in the channel, it won't crack before midnight. Watch your elbow on the right wall."

    Here in the deeper stratum—what the 1542 book had called the Black Sill—the grey surface granite of Rook-Water had given way to seamless, glassy black rock veined with strange mineral seams that had never seen the sun.

    Along the left wall ran a two-inch ribbon of black-and-red iron-coral, identical to the lump Grist had locked in Box 14.

    Along the right wall, where the salt-seepage trickled down the stone, grew clusters of translucent, needle-thin crystals of Quicksilver-Glass that bent the yellow beam of Cassian’s lantern into shimmering, ghostly double-images on the floor.

    "Don't touch the glass needles on the right wall, Sergeant," Cassian warned, stepping carefully down the center of the stone trough. "They're sharper than lancets, and if you get a splinter in your vein, it'll work its way up to your heart before we climb back out."

    Using his heavy bone-chisel and five seconds of silent Ballast weight on his left palm, Cassian pried three fist-sized chunks of the red-veined iron-coral out of the left wall and dropped them into his canvas haversack—enough food to keep his rib-knot and the new Cinder-bridle fed until spring.

    At ten-thirty, twelve hundred feet below the streets of Gallows Ward, the steep tunnel leveled out into a wide, vaulted stone chamber thirty feet square, supported by four thick granite pillars around a sunken center floor where wave-surge had left an ankle-deep tide-pool over the flagstones.

    At the far end of the chamber stood a massive double door made of four-inch cast bronze, green with centuries of verdigris and bolted shut from the inside by two enormous bronze cross-bars.

    Only the right-hand bronze door wasn't completely shut.

    Fifty years of seafloor pressure—and the violent May earthquake that had split the canyon floor outside—had cracked the lower bronze hinge-pin and shoved the bottom corner of the right-hand door inward by eighteen inches, wedging it tight against a fallen block of ceiling granite.

    Right now, through that eighteen-inch gap at the bottom of the door, black deep-sea water wasn't pouring into the room—because the chamber they were standing in was built five feet higher than the threshold, trapping a natural pocket of compressed air inside the vault like an upturned bucket held underwater.

    In the wide stone trough in front of the bronze doors, black seawater lapped lazily at the top step, rising and falling an inch with the distant swell of the trench outside.

    "Look at the fresh bright scratches on the green bronze inside that eighteen-inch gap," Cassian murmured, shining the lantern on an empty iron wall-bracket three feet inside the jammed doorway, where the dust had been scraped raw by a curved boat-hook. "Grist never got inside this room at all. Last month when the tide blew out, he couldn't fit his shoulders through that eighteen-inch crack, so he reached a three-foot iron hook through from the mud outside and raked the stone slate and the lead cylinder blindly off this near shelf."

    "Greedy bastard must've cried blood when he shone his lamp through the crack and saw what was sitting ten feet farther in," Pike breathed, pointing his truncheon toward the center of the stone chamber.

    Built into the bedrock floor in the middle of the room was a circular stone well-curb covered with a heavy bronze grating.

    Set around the rim of the well-curb were three large amphorae made of thick, lead-lined blue glass, each two feet tall and sealed with silver collars and stamped lead plugs.

    Between the jars stood a stone lectern holding an engraved tablet of white whalebone.

    Cassian walked over to the lectern and shone the lantern on the carved bone letters, while Nora stood by the water-trough at the door, her head cocked toward the flooded canyon outside.

    The bone tablet was the final testament of the Master of Saint Jude’s from the winter of 1542:

    Stranger who comes down the dry stair: do not draw the two Bronze Bars upon the outer Sea-Gate. Beneath the canyon outside lies the Great Carcass that fell before the sea was salt. From its rotting marrow rise the Seeds in the black mud. We built this Gate over the vent and placed the Three Mother-Jars upon the well to drink the pressure of its breathing, lest the whole bay boil over and turn every living soul in Rook-Water to bone and salt, as befell the men of Old Vane across the water.

    Cassian read the last four lines twice, the hair on the back of his neck standing up in the cold vault air.

    The Great Carcass, he thought, looking from the whalebone tablet to the three two-foot blue glass jars sitting around the well-curb. The veins and knots coming up in the mud aren't random minerals. Something gigantic died under the floor of the harbor trench thousands of years ago—and every time the rock cracks, its marrow leaks up into the water!

    "Cassian," Nora hissed from the edge of the flooded threshold.

    Cassian turned the lantern toward her.

    Down in the stone trough in front of the bronze doors, the black water was dropping fast—sinking an inch a second down the stone steps with a loud, sucking roar like a giant bath-plug being pulled out in the dark outside.

    "It's eleven-thirty," Nora said, stepping back as wet, barnacle-crusted rock appeared outside the eighteen-inch gap in the bronze door. "The Slack-Vent just blew the water out of the canyon outside."

    She tilted her left ear toward the roaring cavern beyond the bronze doors.

    "And Deacon Vane’s diving bell is coming down on the chain right now," she whispered. "I can hear the iron winch-ratchet clanking above the foam—and I can hear Lieutenant Kael talking to Vane inside the bell."


  Chapter 24: The Dry Lock

  Outside the eighteen-inch gap in the bronze doors, the last of the deep black water drained down into a bubbling fissure in the canyon floor, leaving thirty feet of wet, steaming black rock and warm salt-mist where two hundred fathoms of ocean had been ten minutes before.

    Cassian clicked the shutter of his bull's-eye lantern closed so not a crack of yellow light showed through the gap in the bronze door.

    "Sergeant," Cassian whispered in the pitch dark, pulling Pike back behind the three-foot stone wall of the central well-curb. "Keep your head down behind the stone. Whatever happens when they come through that door, don't stand up until I call your name."

    "You don't have to tell me twice, lad," Pike breathed, crouching flat behind the well-stones with his truncheon in both hands.

    Nora knelt right beside Cassian’s left shoulder in the dark, her fingers resting lightly on the back of his coat collar so she could whisper straight into his ear without making a sound that carried past the door.

    Outside on the wet canyon floor, fifty feet from the bronze gate, a massive six-ton iron diving bell came down through the rising steam on two thick iron chains and settled onto the rock with a deep, ringing CLANG.

    Through the eighteen-inch gap at the bottom of the bronze door, Cassian saw the yellow glow of three oil lanterns as the bottom hatch of the iron bell swung open and six men stepped out onto the steaming seafloor mud.

    First came two of Deacon Vane’s heavy salvage-men, carrying iron crowbars and a thirty-pound wooden keg of naval blasting-powder between them.

    Behind them walked Shivering Cole in his black oilskin coat, a short boarding-pike in his right hand and his left hand resting calmly at his belt.

    Then stepped out Deacon Vane himself—forty-six, heavy-shouldered in his black wool pilot-coat, his thick neck wrapped to the chin in his black silk cravat—followed by Surgeon-Lieutenant Julian Kael in a spotless oilskin cape and a tall, cadaverous man with a milky glass left eye whom Cassian had never seen before.

    "Look at that," Deacon Vane’s soft, underwater voice echoed across the wet rock walls outside as he held his lantern up to the twenty-foot bronze doors of the sunken crypt. "Three hundred years under the sewage slick, and the bronze isn't even pitted. Put the powder-keg against that cracked bottom hinge, boys. Five minutes and we walk straight into the vestry."

    "Wait," Cassian breathed through his teeth, squinting through the eighteen-inch gap at the tall, cadaverous Ward Four hound with the milky glass eye standing two paces behind Kael's right shoulder. "Kael only brought one catcher with him, standing on his right."

    Beside his cheek, Nora's fingers dug hard into his wool collar.

    "There's nobody standing on Kael's right," Nora whispered into his ear, so faint the air barely moved.

    Cassian froze. "I'm looking straight at his oilskin coat, Ear."

    "Then your eyes are lying to you," she breathed back, her voice tight as wire. "There's no heart beating on Kael's right, and no boots pressing the mud there. The man's lungs, and a knot humming like a glass wine-rim in his chest, are standing four feet to the left, right behind Deacon Vane's elbow. And he just slid eighteen inches of steel out of a leather scabbard!"

    Cassian’s eyes widened in the dark.

    Old Toby's crystal lens, he realized in a flash. The lens we pulled out of the peg-leg bent the light of the gas-lamp three inches sideways. That Ward Four hound has a Quicksilver-Knot inside him that bends the light around his whole body by four feet!

    Deacon Vane was staring straight at an empty reflection standing to Kael's right, while the real killer stood four feet away at Vane's own left elbow with a drawn blade!

    Out on the wet rock, Vane’s two salvage-men bent down to wedge the thirty-pound keg of naval blasting-powder into the eighteen-inch gap at the bottom of the bronze door—right where the blast would blow the doors, the stone chamber, and the three Mother-Jars inside to smithereens.

    Before the two men could light the slow-match, however, Surgeon-Lieutenant Julian Kael took a single step backward toward the iron diving bell and smiled.

    "Do tell your ditch-diggers to set the powder-keg down gently, Master Vane," Kael said pleasantly, flicking a speck of trench-ash off his oilskin cuff. "Surgeon-Major Vey detests replacing sixteenth-century bronze, and your diving barge has already fulfilled its usefulness for the evening."

    Deacon Vane turned his thick neck slowly toward the young officer, his hand dropping toward his belt. "I own the chain that lifts that bell back to the surface, boy."

    "You owned it until eleven-thirty," Kael corrected mildly. "Cut his throat, Venn."

    Four feet to the left of where his reflection stood, the invisible real body of "Glass-Eye" Venn lunged forward.

    An eighteen-inch naval dirk flashed out of seemingly empty air and drove straight into the side of the first salvage-man's throat before the man could even drop his crowbar.

    At the same instant, Lieutenant Kael pulled a double-barreled naval percussion pistol from under his oilskin cape and shot the second salvage-man squarely between the shoulder-blades at four paces.

    The gunshot roared like thunder between the wet rock walls of the trench.

    Both of Vane’s salvage-men dropped dead into the boiling mud beside the unlit powder-keg.

    "You treacherous little—" Deacon Vane snarled.

    Before Venn could pull his dirk out of the first man's neck and drive it into Vane's ribs, however, Shivering Cole—who had heard Cassian's warning the night before to watch Kael's hands—caught Vane by the back of his pilot-coat and yanked his boss backward through the eighteen-inch gap in the broken bronze doors straight into the dark vault!

    "Inside, Deacon!" Cole shouted, rolling through the gap behind Vane as Venn's second slash sparked harmlessly off the bronze door-jamb outside.

    Deacon Vane hit the stone steps inside the dark chamber on his shoulder, his black silk cravat tearing loose at the throat as he scrambled up—and found himself staring in total shock at the dark figures of Sergeant Pike, Nora, and Cassian standing behind the central well-curb!

    "What the—" Vane gasped, his hand going for his belt-knife. "Cole! Who the hell is in here?!"

    "No time for introductions, Deacon," Cassian said coldly from the dark, his left hand already tight on his ninth rib and his right thumb resting on the silver valve of the brass Cinder-bridle at his wrist. "Kael's hound bends the light four feet to his right. If you look at him with your eyes when he comes through that door, you're already dead."


  Chapter 25: Fighting a Ghost in the Dark

  Outside the bronze doors, Lieutenant Julian Kael’s calm, educated voice echoed through the gap:

    "Go in and finish them, Venn. Bring me Vane's head and the traitor Cole's hands. I'll keep the pistol on the gap if they try to run for the bell."

    Inside the pitch-black vault, Deacon Vane backed against the stone well-curb, bleeding from a granite scrape on his cheek, glaring wildly from Shivering Cole to Cassian. "You sold my bell to Saint Jude's parish-butcher behind my back, Cole?!"

    "Lower your voice, Deacon, or the gentleman who isn't standing in the doorway will take your windpipe," Cole said with quiet, habit-worn courtesy, drawing two twelve-inch stilettos from behind his shoulder blades without a tremor in his left wrist. "Miss? Whenever you're ready."

    Beside the well-curb, Nora stood with her chin raised, completely unbothered by the pitch darkness or the bent light flickering through the bronze doorway.

    To someone with eyes, the faint yellow lantern-light coming through the eighteen-inch gap showed the tall, cadaverous figure of Glass-Eye Venn squeezing cautiously through the left side of the doorway with his long naval dirk held low.

    "Close your eyes if you want to keep your liver!" Nora snapped from behind the pillar, her left ear locked onto the scrape of wet sole-leather on stone and the high, glassy hum of Venn's Quicksilver-Knot. "That thing in the doorway is just bent lantern-light! His boots are already ten feet inside the room, hugging the right wall straight for the Deacon!"

    Deacon Vane instinctively swung his heavy iron crowbar at the empty air to his right—and missed by three feet because his eyes were still trying to track the faint shimmer of Venn's bent shadow near the door.

    In the dark, Venn’s invisible blade whistled straight at Cassian’s throat from the right side.

    "Cassian, duck left!" Nora yelled.

    Cassian didn't trust his eyes for a fraction of a second. He closed both eyelids tight, pulled his left flank in to drop a hundred pounds of weight off his boots, and threw himself sideways across the stone well-curb.

    Ssssht!

    The razor edge of Venn’s eighteen-inch dirk sliced through the high wool collar of Cassian’s coat and opened a shallow, burning four-inch cut across the top of his left shoulder where his neck had been a quarter-second before.

    Hot blood ran down Cassian’s collarbone under his shirt.

    Fuck, he's fast, Cassian thought, hitting the flagstones on his knees behind the three giant blue Mother-Jars while his heart hammered in his throat. Even with Nora calling his spot, by the time the words leave her mouth, his knife is already moving!

    "Where is he now?!" Cassian barked, keeping his eyes shut and his back against the cold stone curb.

    "Backing up into the middle of the floor between you and Cole!" Nora called out from behind the pillar. "Wait—he's shifting his feet on the wet stone so you can't hear his boots! Twelve paces in front of you!"

    In the center of the chamber, Glass-Eye Venn let out a low, dry chuckle that seemed to come from three different corners of the vaulted ceiling at once.

    "A blind girl calling shots in the dark," Venn’s voice echoed softly from the left wall, while his actual lungs breathed quietly in the center of the floor. "Let's see how well she calls them with her tongue cut out."

    He's going for Nora, Cassian realized, a cold wave of fury washing out the pain in his cut shoulder.

    If Cassian waited for Nora to shout Venn's next step, Venn would reach her behind the pillar before Cassian could cross the floor.

    He needed to feel where Venn's boots were before Venn moved—without using his eyes.

    Wait.

    Cassian looked down at the wet, ankle-deep puddle of seawater that covered the lower flagstones across the middle of the chamber between him and Nora's pillar.

    Water had weight. Every time a hundred-and-seventy-pound man shifted his boot half an inch in two inches of water, the pressure rippled across the stone floor.

    Cassian dropped to one knee at the edge of the puddle, plunged his bare left hand straight into the cold seawater on the flagstones, and let a thin, twenty-pound web of Ballast weight spread out from his palm across the water like a spiderweb of heavy mercury.

    Instantly, he felt it.

    Not where the ghost-image was flickering near the bronze doors.

    Eight feet straight ahead of him, two feet to the left of the central pillar—right in the path to Nora—two unseen boots were pressing a hundred and seventy pounds of human weight down into the water film, coiling on the balls of the feet to spring at Nora's throat!

    Cassian didn't wait to shout.

    As Venn launched himself forward through the dark at Nora, Cassian yanked every ounce of weight out of his own body with his left hand—and kicked a loose, thirty-pound square of fallen ceiling-granite straight across the wet floor at the exact spot where the two invisible boots were pushing off.

    Mid-slide, Cassian dumped three hundred pounds of dead Ballast into the stone block.

    The granite block skidded across the wet flagstones like a bowling ball made of lead and slammed squarely into Venn’s invisible right ankle with a wet, echoing CRACK of breaking shinbone.

    A real scream tore out of the empty air two feet from the pillar as Venn’s leg folded underneath him and he crashed face-first into the shallow water.

    As the shock broke Venn’s concentration on his Quicksilver-Knot, the light-mirage across the room snapped back like a broken rubber band—revealing the tall, glass-eyed catcher sprawling on his elbows in the puddle right in front of Cassian’s boots, trying to bring his bloody dirk up with his right hand.

    Cassian stepped onto Venn’s knife-wrist with three hundred pounds of downward weight—pinning the man's forearm flat to the stone—dropped to one knee, and clapped his right palm flat against the front of Venn’s soaked oilskin coat over his chest.

    With his right thumb, Cassian clicked the silver valve on his brass wrist-bridle wide open for three full seconds.

    Inside the quicksilver-glass dome on his wrist, the red Cinder-Knot roared white-hot.

    A blinding surge of furnace-heat blasted out of Cassian’s right palm straight through Venn’s wet coat into his ribs—boiling the seawater in the wool into a violent cloud of scalding white steam and stopping Venn’s heart in a single convulsive jerk before Cassian snapped the silver thumb-valve shut.

    Across the smoking body, Shivering Cole lowered his two stilettos and stared at the brass-and-glass cuff gleaming under Cassian’s smoking right sleeve.

    Before anyone in the chamber could draw a breath, however, a sound like a whale surfacing in a cavern echoed from the shadow by the well-curb.

    Behind them, Deacon Vane had ripped the torn black silk cravat completely off his neck.


  Chapter 26: The Deacon's Throat

  Where the black silk cravat had been, Deacon Vane’s neck wasn't shaped like a human throat anymore.

    From the base of his chin down to his breastbone, the skin was bulged outward by a pulsing, blue-black mass the size of two clenched fists—a monstrous, overgrown knot with six thick ridges of cartilage that flexed like the gills of an eel every time he drew breath.

    "I put two silver crowns in the poor-box for your mother's burying, Cole!" Vane’s voice didn't sound like a vestry churchwarden's anymore; the six gill-ridges on his neck boomed like a church organ pipe underwater, jumping the puddle six inches off the flagstones and rattling the molars in Cassian's jaw. "I gave you fifteen percent of the coal-lighters when your left hand started shaking like a drunk's! And you bring a threepenny cellar-scrubber down into my vault?!"

    Across the smoking body of Venn, Shivering Cole carefully wiped his left stiletto clean on his sleeve, admiring how dead-level the point stayed in his fingers.

    "You bolted two fresh pairs of leg-irons to the floor of the diving bell this afternoon, Deacon," Cole said politely. "One for the Lieutenant here, and a smaller pair with my ankle-measure. It seemed impolite not to make other arrangements."

    Vane’s pale eyes flicked toward the bronze doorway, where Lieutenant Kael's pistol barrel gleamed in the canyon mist, and then back to Cole and Cassian.

    "I made every breath in your lungs on Wharf Street," Vane rumbled, raising both scarred hands to unbutton the brass studs straining at his swollen collar. "Let's see how your steady hand holds a knife at two hundred fathoms!"

    Vane sucked in a deep breath through his flared nostrils.

    Behind the central pillar, Nora clapped both hands hard over her ears and dropped to her knees on the dry stone.

    "Cassian, get down!" she screamed, her voice cracking with sudden terror. "His throat—he's pulling the air!"

    Before Cassian could take two steps toward Vane, the six gill-ridges on Vane’s neck flared wide and slammed shut.

    Vane didn't blow air outward like Murch had on the Lime-Wharf.

    The Tide-Knot in Vane’s throat brought the crushing dead-weight of two hundred fathoms of ocean slamming down onto the air inside the closed thirty-foot stone vault in a single heartbeat.

    WHUMP.

    It felt as if an invisible lead blanket had dropped onto every square inch of Cassian’s body at once.

    Behind the well-curb, Sergeant Pike’s knees buckled with a loud crack and he went flat on his stomach on the stone, gasping like a landed fish. Across the puddle, Shivering Cole was forced down onto one knee, blood springing from his nostrils as the air pressure squeezed his ribs in a vise.

    Cassian’s eardrums bowed inward with a blinding stab of pain.

    His chest couldn't expand against the weight of the air. When he tried to breathe in, nothing came into his throat.

    He's crushing the whole room, Cassian thought through the red haze swimming across his eyes as he dropped to one knee in the water. If I can't get within arm's reach of him in ten seconds, Nora and Pike are going to suffocate on the floor!

    Twenty feet away, Deacon Vane walked slowly across the flagstones through the crushing air as easily as a deep-sea crab walking on the bottom of the trench, lifting his heavy iron crowbar in his right hand to cave Cole’s skull in first.

    "Ten seconds at two hundred fathoms, boys," Vane boomed, a thin line of dark blood trickling from the corner of his own mouth as the monstrous knot in his throat strained against his skin. "Let's see whose lungs pop first."

    Cassian pressed his left hand hard against the flagstones to push himself up—and his hand felt like it was buried under a ton of wet sand.

    Wait.

    The air pressing down on his shoulders was heavy.

    And what did the silver-black knot under his ninth rib eat?

    Weight.

    Cassian stopped trying to fight the air with his muscles.

    Instead, kneeling in the puddle with his vision narrowing to a black ring, he threw both arms open wide and pulled his left flank inward as hard as his diaphragm could contract—ordering the Ballast Knot under his rib to drink the crushing downward weight out of the five-foot sphere of air around his own body!

    Under his ninth rib, the knot gave a massive, ravenous GULP.

    Instantly, the crushing pressure vanished from Cassian’s chest and ears.

    While the rest of the chamber remained locked under five atmospheres of deep-sea weight—and while Cassian’s own left rib-knot swelled tight as an iron cannonball from storing four hundred pounds of stolen pressure—Cassian stood up inside a two-foot pocket of light air and lunged straight across the flooded flagstones at Deacon Vane’s side!

    Vane’s head snapped around in disbelief as the twenty-three-year-old morgue cutter came across the floor at full sprint when no man in the room should have been able to lift his chin off the stone.

    "Get back!" Vane roared, swinging the heavy iron crowbar sideways at Cassian’s ribs.

    Cassian didn't try to parry the iron bar.

    He looked at Vane’s exposed, swollen neck above the torn collar—where the main purple feeder-root of the Tide-Knot was bulging an inch thick over Vane’s right carotid artery, stretched tight as a bowstring from holding the room's pressure down.

    Don't hit his chest, Cassian’s surgeon brain flashed. Cut the root.

    Cassian dropped his body weight to thirty pounds at the last instant, taking the iron crowbar across his left forearm—where the blow knocked him spinning sideways with a numbing shock—and used the spin to bring the razor-sharp two-inch blade of his bellied dissecting scalpel straight across the side of Vane’s throat!

    He didn't stab deep into the windpipe. He made a single, shallow quarter-inch surgeon's flick right across the exposed purple feeder-root of the knot.

    Snap.

    Like a violin string cut under full tension, the severed root whipped back into the gill-cartilage of Vane’s throat.

    All five atmospheres of pressure in the vault vanished in an instant pop that made everyone's ears ring.

    Deacon Vane dropped his iron crowbar on the stone and clapped both hands over his neck, his eyes wide with childlike shock as his own blood—pumped at three times normal pressure by the unbridled knot—sprayed through his fingers across the front of the white whalebone lectern.

    "Cole..." Vane gurgled, sinking to his knees beside the well-curb and looking at his right-hand man as if he couldn't quite understand why the floor was coming up to meet him. "The barge... don't let the Navy take the barge..."

    Then the boss of the Drowned Reach pitched sideways against the base of the first blue Mother-Jar and lay still.

    Behind the well-curb, Sergeant Pike dragged in a huge, whistling breath of normal air, coughing and spitting water onto the stone.

    Nora scrambled up off her knees, blood trickling from her right ear where the pressure-pop had bruised the drum, and pointed straight at the eighteen-inch gap in the bronze doors.

    "Kael!" she shouted, her voice raw. "He heard Vane go down—he's lighting the slow-match on that thirty-pound powder-keg outside the door right now to bury us all in here!"


  Chapter 27: The Bell Goes Up

  Through the eighteen-inch gap at the bottom of the bronze doors, a bright orange spark hissed and sputtered in the wet mist as a panicked Lieutenant Julian Kael touched his cigar-tinder to the six-inch tarred fuse sticking out of the thirty-pound gunpowder keg.

    "Keep the damned vault, then—give my regards to the crabs, gentlemen!" Kael called out, already backing away across the wet canyon rock toward the open hatch of the iron diving bell fifty feet away.

    Six inches of slow-match burned in ten seconds.

    If thirty pounds of naval blasting-powder detonated wedged under the cracked bronze door, the shockwave would shatter the stone threshold and bring fifty million tons of harbor mud down on their heads.

    "Cole, the door's wedged from the inside!" Pike yelled, scrambling on his hands and knees. "We can't reach the keg through the crack!"

    Cassian was twelve feet from the door.

    Even at thirty pounds of body weight, if he crawled through that eighteen-inch gap to pull the fuse out, Kael would put a pistol ball through his skull from the diving bell before his shoulders cleared the bronze.

    Cassian didn't crawl through the gap.

    He looked at the eighteen-inch block of fallen ceiling-granite wedged inside the bottom corner of the right-hand bronze door—the only thing keeping the cracked, four-ton bronze door from slamming shut under the inward lean of its own bent upper hinge.

    And right on the other side of that gap sat the thirty-pound wooden keg, its sputtering fuse two inches from the wood.

    Cassian crossed the flagstones in two weightless bounds, planted the sole of his left boot flat against the inside face of the wedged granite block, and dumped every pound of stored pressure from the knot under his ninth rib—plus a full three-second burst of explosive thermal expansion from the Cinder-bridle on his right wrist—straight into the wet seam between the granite block and the floor!

    BANG!

    A jet of superheated steam blew the wedged granite block straight out through the eighteen-inch gap like a cannon-shot.

    The granite block smashed squarely into the thirty-pound powder-keg outside, knocking the burning keg rolling twenty feet backward across the slick canyon floor toward Lieutenant Kael’s boots—and at the same instant, without the stone block holding it open, the four-ton cast-bronze door groaned on its bent top hinge and slammed shut into its stone recess with a boom that shook dust from the roof!

    "Help me drop the bar!" Cassian barked at Cole and Pike.

    Together, while Cassian drained two hundred pounds of weight out of the massive corroded bronze cross-bar with his left hand, the three of them lifted the timber-thick bar and dropped it home into its deep stone sockets across the inside of the double doors.

    Two seconds later, thirty feet outside the four-inch bronze doors, the rolling gunpowder keg went off.

    KA-THOOOOM!

    The whole bedrock floor of the chamber heaved under their boots like the deck of a ship in a gale. A fist of hot gas and muddy water squirted through the hairline seam of the doors, the ancient four-inch bronze groaned and held firm, and outside in the canyon a muffled scream from Lieutenant Kael was cut off by the roar of loose shale cascading down the trench wall.

    Inside the vault, dust drifted down through the darkness onto their shoulders.

    For three breaths, nobody said a word. Only the steady drip-drip-drip of seawater off the bronze cross-bar broke the quiet.

    Cassian leaned his back against the cold stone well-curb, slid slowly down until he was sitting on the wet flagstones, and let his head drop back against the rock.

    His left shoulder was bleeding where Venn's dirk had sliced his collar, his cracked right rib was throbbing like a bad tooth, and under his ninth rib his knot felt as wrung out as an old dish-rag.

    Two feet away in the dark, Nora felt her way along the stone curb on her knees until her hands found his face.

    Her right ear was bleeding a thin red line down her jaw from Vane's pressure-pop. She didn't ask if he was hurt—she could hear his bruised rib clicking and his heart racing under her fingers.

    Instead, she grabbed the front of his bloody wool coat with both hands and shook him once, hard.

    "Fourteen shillings I paid the tailor in Cock Lane to mend the collar on this coat!" she whispered fiercely against his mouth, her fists shaking with adrenaline and fury as she felt the warm blood soaking through the four-inch slash on his shoulder. "If you ever jump headfirst into an iron crowbar like that again, Cassian Locke, I won't wait for the gunpowder—I'll stitch your eyelids to the pillow while you're asleep!"

    Cassian let out a ragged, breathless laugh in the dark, bringing his left hand up to cover her cold, trembling knuckles against his collarbone.

    "Hold your chin up a second, Ear," he murmured, his thumb tracing the warm red trickle below her right earlobe so he wouldn't have to admit how fast his own heart was knocking against her wrists. "Did the pressure split the drum, or just pop the small vein in the canal?"

    "Just the canal, and don't change the subject with your Latin doctor-hands, you bastard," she sniffed, rubbing her cheek roughly against his wool lapel to hide the wet line under her blindfold before Pike could see. "I can still hear your fat sergeant wheezing like a leaky church-organ ten feet away."

    "That was five atmospheres of deep-sea air on an empty stomach, missy!" Sergeant Pike croaked from the floor, massaging his windpipe as Cassian clicked the shutter of the bull's-eye lantern open. "Wait till the Watch Committee sees my claim for ruined flannel drawers."

    Across the chamber, Shivering Cole wasn't sitting down.

    With his steady left hand holding a lantern and his right hand holding Cassian’s wooden horn spoon and a jar of blue copper-brine, Cole was already kneeling over Deacon Vane’s body beside the well-curb.

    "Take it out before the roots rot, Doctor," Cole said calmly, looking up at Cassian. "And don't waste the tall fellow's glass-knot over there either. Unless my ears are wrong, Lieutenant Kael is still alive outside that door—and if we want to get Vane's barge back up to the wharf without the Navy hanging all of us at sunrise, you and I have one more patient to operate on."


  Chapter 28: The Collar on the Gentleman

  Thirty minutes later, after Cassian had excised Deacon Vane’s massive Tide-Knot and Glass-Eye Venn’s shimmering, translucent Quicksilver-Knot into two fresh jars of copper-brine, they lifted the bronze cross-bar and pried the cracked corner of the outer door open ten inches with an iron jack.

    Outside in the warm, sulfur-smelling mist of the canyon floor, the gunpowder blast had blown a ten-foot crater in the black mud halfway to the diving bell.

    Twenty feet from the bell, pinned from the waist down under a fallen slab of shale with his spotless blue naval coat ripped to rags and soot blackening half his handsome face, lay Surgeon-Lieutenant Julian Kael.

    He wasn't dead. He was trying frantically to dig the wet gravel out from under his pinned right thigh with his bare, bleeding fingernails before the Slack-Vent ended and two hundred fathoms of ocean came roaring back into the trench.

    When Kael looked up and saw Shivering Cole step out of the bronze doorway first—followed by the twenty-three-year-old morgue assistant from Saint Jude’s carrying a leather surgical roll—the young aristocrat’s face went whiter than his camphor handkerchief.

    "Cole!" Kael gasped, abandoning his leg to grope in the mud for his dropped pistol, which lay six feet out of reach. "Listen to me, man—Deacon Vane is dead! If you pull this stone off my leg and put me in the bell, I'll sign an Admiralty pardon for you tonight and pay you a hundred gold guineas out of the Ward Four chest!"

    Cole didn't even look at the hundred-guinea offer. He kicked Kael’s pistol into the water-fissure and stood aside so Cassian could crouch beside the pinned officer.

    "You aren't talking to the help tonight, Lieutenant," Cole said mildly. "Talk to the Doctor."

    Kael stared up at Cassian Locke.

    In the yellow lantern-light at the bottom of the bay, with blood dried on his collar and the ancient brass-and-glass Cinder-bridle gleaming under his right cuff, Cassian didn't look like the humble cellar-boy who had held his calloused hands out in the parlor on Friday morning.

    "Locke," Kael breathed, his eyes darting from the sixteenth-century brass cuff on Cassian’s wrist to the lime-whitened thumbnail holding the leather dissecting roll. "It was you in Cock Lane. Not Finch. You're the cellar boy who cut the red seed out of Stubbs."

    "Don't forget your camphor handkerchief, Lieutenant. The smell down here is awfully hard on a College Hill nose," Cassian said quietly, unrolling his greased steel blades on the flat rock beside Kael’s soot-blackened cheek. "A crude parish butcher with a blunt blade, I think you called it on Friday. Let's see how you like the stitching."

    Kael swallowed hard, his aristocratic arrogance cracking into raw, naked terror as he heard the water down in the canyon fissure begin to gurgle and rise—the four-hour Slack-Vent was ending. In twenty minutes, the ocean would come back over the ledge.

    "If you leave me under this rock to drown, boy," Kael snarled, trying to summon his officer's voice even as his chin trembled, "Surgeon-Major Vey knows I came out on Vane's barge tonight! By tomorrow noon, two hundred Royal Marines will burn Saint Jude's and every house on Rag Lane to the ground!"

    "That's why I'm not leaving you under the rock, Lieutenant," Cassian said.

    He reached into his leather roll and took out a tiny, pea-sized offshoot he had snipped from the side of Constable Stubbs’s red Cinder-Knot—along with a tiny, half-closed silver staple-ring.

    "Hold his shoulders down, Cole," Cassian said.

    "What are you doing?!" Kael screamed, thrashing against the mud as Cole dropped one knee onto Kael’s chest and pinned both of his arms to the rock. "Take your filthy hands off me! My uncle is Lord—"

    "Your uncle is three miles away in a warm bed," Cassian said, unbuttoning the top of Kael’s torn silk shirt and swabbing a two-inch spot below Kael’s right collarbone with raw alcohol. "And if I don't put a leash on you before I lift that stone off your leg, you'll have the Marines at my door by breakfast anyway."

    With one clean, half-inch nick of his scalpel, Cassian opened the skin over the small branch vein beneath Kael’s right collarbone, tucked the tiny pea-sized Cinder-bud inside, and pinched the silver staple-ring around its root—not tight enough to shut it off completely, just loose enough to let a slow trickle of heat seep into Kael’s blood by the end of two weeks.

    Two quick stitches closed the skin cleanly under Kael's collar.

    Kael lay panting on the mud, staring down at his own chest in horror as he felt the tiny, five-second warm pulse begin ticking under his skin like a pocket-watch filled with live coals.

    "You put red fever inside me," Kael whispered, his voice breaking into a high, ragged sob. "You mad bastard, that's a death sentence!"

    "Only if you miss your medicine," Cassian said, wiping his blade clean and buttoning Kael’s silk shirt back over the two stitches so nothing showed. "What I just put under your collarbone is a Cinder-bud with a silver ring on the root. For the next fourteen days, you'll feel better than you've ever felt in your life—warm hands, sharp eyes, no winter colds."

    Cassian leaned down until his face was six inches from the terrified nobleman's.

    "On the fifteenth morning," Cassian said softly, "if you haven't drunk two drops of my blue copper-brine tincture, the silver ring warms up, the bud swells into your main vein, and by noon your blood boils out through your ears just like Constable Stubbs."

    Kael’s chest heaved under Cole’s knee, all the fight gone out of him.

    "Now here is the report you're writing for Surgeon-Major Vey tonight, Lieutenant," Cassian said, laying his left palm on the six-hundred-pound slab of shale pinning Kael’s leg and drinking the weight out of the stone so Cole could roll it off the officer's thigh with one boot. "Deacon Vane and your hound Venn tried to blow the sunken bronze doors with thirty pounds of naval powder. The blast brought fifty tons of trench-shale down on both of them and buried the doorway thirty feet deep. Only you and Cole made it back into the diving bell before the tide returned."

    Cassian pulled a tiny blue glass phial of the fourteen-day tincture from his pocket and tucked it into Kael’s torn breast pocket.

    "Every second Sunday at midnight," Cassian told him, "you leave a written report of everything Surgeon-Major Vey and Ward Four are planning inside the hollow milestones behind the Royal College wall, and you pick up your next bottle. If a single Naval Marine ever sets foot on Rag Lane, I smash the bottle in the sink. Do we understand each other, sir?"

    Julian Kael—who twelve hours ago wouldn't touch a charity boy's palm without a camphor rag at his nose—nodded his soot-stained head so fast his teeth clicked.

    "Yes," Kael whispered. "Yes, I understand."


  Chapter 29: The Mother-Jars

  Ten minutes later, as the first black tongues of returning ocean water began roaring back over the outer canyon ledge, the six-ton iron diving bell carrying Shivering Cole and a pale, trembling Lieutenant Kael rose safely up through the foam toward the barge overhead.

    Inside the subterranean vault, Cassian, Pike, and Nora drove both four-inch bronze cross-bars home across the outer doors and packed the eighteen-inch crack at the bottom with three sacks of ancient hydraulic Roman cement from the 1542 stores—which set rock-hard the instant the returning sea-water hit it.

    Within five minutes, the roar of the filling canyon outside faded to a deep, muffled hum behind four inches of solid bronze and stone.

    The vault was dry, sealed, and completely theirs.

    Only one problem remained before they climbed the two thousand steps back up to Saint Jude’s basement: the Three Mother-Jars sitting around the central well-curb.

    Each blue glass amphora was two feet tall and weighed over eighty pounds.

    "Don't tell me we have to carry all three of those up two thousand steps, lad," Sergeant Pike groaned, sitting on the bottom step rubbing his knees. "My back hasn't been right since the grain-riots in '79."

    "We aren't moving the three big jars," Cassian said, holding his lantern over the whalebone tablet on the lectern. "Look at what the old Master wrote in 1542: We placed the Three Mother-Jars upon the well to drink the pressure of its breathing, lest the whole bay boil over."

    Cassian crouched beside the first two-foot blue amphora and held old Toby’s quicksilver-crystal lens up to the thick glass.

    Through the lens, he could see what was suspended inside the lead-lined vessel.

    It wasn't a small walnut-sized knot like the ones that grew in human chests.

    Floating in the center of the two-foot jar—anchored by twelve thick silver chains to the bronze grating over the deep well—was a fist-sized, slow-beating heart of pure white-and-gold cartilage that drank the raw black miasma seeping up from the Great Carcass miles below the rock, and sweated drops of pure, golden-amber marrow down into a small silver tap at the base of the jar!

    "Look at the silver chains going down through the grate, and the little brass tap at the heel," Cassian breathed out, a slow, incredulous grin breaking across his smudge-stained face as he tapped the thick blue glass. "They're gin-stills, Pike. Three-hundred-year-old living gin-stills."

    "Stills?" Pike squinted at the fist-sized white-and-gold heart beating slowly inside the vessel.

    "The old masters in 1542 didn't go wading in the mud for wild knots," Cassian said, his fingers reverently tracing the silver spigot at the base of the amphora. "They chained three giant mother-hearts right over the crack in the bedrock to drink the black rot coming up from underneath, and let them sweat pure, refined golden marrow into the bottom of the jar like a brewer's coil!"

    Because nobody had opened the silver spigots at the bottom of the three jars since 1542, the lower reservoirs of all three amphorae were brimming to the top with three centuries of distilled, golden-amber marrow and crystallized silver-salt.

    Nora walked over to the well-curb, her boots clicking on the dry stone, and laid her bare palm and cheek against the warm, humming blue glass.

    "It doesn't sound mean like the ones in the sewer-pipes," Nora murmured. "No scratching or racing. It sounds like an old tabby cat asleep on a bake-oven. Just one deep purr every ten seconds."

    Using three empty pint-flasks from the 1542 surgeon's table, Cassian opened the silver spigots an eighth of a turn and drew off three full pints of pure, glowing golden-amber oil—a fortune in refined medicine that could stabilize a hundred wild knots or evolve their own organs without a speck of rot.

    By the time they climbed the long granite stair back up into the basement of Saint Jude’s at four in the morning and slid the heavy slate slab back over the floor-hole behind the furnace, the sky above the street grating was turning the pale, smoky grey of a Tuesday dawn.

    Sergeant Pike took two gold sovereigns for his night's work, swore on his badge that if anyone asked he had spent Monday night asleep in the watch-box, and limped happily home to his wife's feather-bed.

    In the quiet basement, with the copper boiler ticking softly over the banked coals and Biscuit asleep on a pile of warm sacks, Cassian lined up their haul inside the hidden brick cupboard behind the flue: three pint-flasks of pure 1542 Mother-Jar Amber, Deacon Vane’s massive blue-black Tide-Knot, Bellows Murch’s nautilus-shaped Bellows-Knot, and Glass-Eye Venn’s shimmering, translucent Quicksilver-Knot.

    Cassian stood looking at the fourth jar—where the Quicksilver-Knot floated weightlessly in the blue copper-brine, bending the reflection of the gas-lamp so that the jar looked empty from the left side and double-full from the right.

    Beside him, Nora leaned her hip against the zinc table, yawning so wide her jaw clicked as she pulled the black silk ribbon off her eyes and rubbed her smoky silver irises with the back of her hand.

    "Stop counting your pickle-jars and take your boots off, Sawbones," she mumbled sleepily, catching the back of his torn waistcoat in her fist and tugging him toward the pantry ladder that led up to their warm bed next door. "Your shoulder needs three stitches, you smell like boiled deacon, and my feet are freezing. If you aren't under that quilt in two minutes with both arms around my ribs, I'm bolting the trapdoor and letting you sleep in the coal-bin with the dog."

    Cassian looked back once more at the three glowing pint-flasks of golden 1542 amber locked behind the brick, worth more than every carriage on College Hill combined, and then down at her smudged cheek and smoky, half-shut eyes leaning against his arm.

    He blew out the gas-lamp and caught her around the waist to lift her up the first three rungs of the ladder.

    "Leave the needle until noon," Cassian muttered against the warm curl behind her ear. "You can stitch my shoulder after breakfast."


  Chapter 30: The Bone-Wright's Parlor

  By Friday of that week, the lower harbor of Rook-Water had a new boss, though nobody on the wharves knew his name.

    Down at the Salt-House on Wharf Street, Shivering Cole sat behind Deacon Vane’s old oak desk with two steady hands and an Admiralty salvage license signed by Surgeon-Lieutenant Julian Kael himself. The official story on the piers was that Deacon Vane had died heroically when an underwater gas-pocket collapsed during Monday night's dive, and that Cole had taken over the Drowned Reach fleet to pay off Vane’s debts.

    Every Friday evening after dark, however, a boy from the Salt-House pushed a handcart of "charity coal" up Rag Lane and dumped a leather pouch containing half the dock syndicate's weekly silver down the chute of Saint Jude’s Dead-House.

    Upstairs in Saint Jude’s front parlor, Doctor Erasmus Finch was having the time of his sixty-one-year-old life.

    With ten gold sovereigns invested in a new plum-colored velvet frock coat, a silver-topped malacca cane, and a fresh horsehair wig that actually fit his head, Finch spent his mornings sitting in the bow-window reading the Medical Gazette through a gold monocle and informing the parish beadle that Saint Jude’s no longer accepted common two-shilling typhus corpses.

    "Saint Jude's is no longer a depository for the plebs urbana, Master Beadle," Finch informed the bewildered parish officer grandly through his new gold monocle, carefully hiding his gin-trembling left fingers inside the breast of his plum velvet coat. "Mr. Locke and I are transitioning exclusively to pathologia nobilis, consultative anatomy for the carriage trade. Take your two-shilling dropsy corpses to the workhouse, my good man, and tell the vicar he still owes me fourpence from the vestry whist-drive."

    Down in the basement, Cassian was finishing a much more important piece of work on Nora.

    Even though his midnight surgery the week before had taken the agonizing pressure off the vein behind her left ear, the right ear—which had been bruised by Deacon Vane’s five-atmosphere pressure pop in the sunken crypt—had been ringing with a dull whistle for three days.

    More than that, now that Cassian had read the 1542 Barber-Surgeons' ledger from the octagonal landing from cover to cover, he knew what Nora’s pea-sized Echo-Knot was actually capable of if it wasn't just relieved of pressure, but properly tuned.

    "Hold still," Cassian murmured, sitting on the high stool behind her under the gas-lamp while Nora sat cross-legged on the zinc table in her dark-blue dress, chewing a piece of dried apple. "I'm not using the knife today."

    Instead of a scalpel, Cassian held a tiny, tuning-fork-shaped bridge of beaten silver wire that he had soaked overnight in the golden Mother-Jar Amber from the deep vault.

    Using a drop of warm beeswax and resin, he fitted the tiny silver bridge snugly into the hollow behind the cartilage of her left outer ear—where nobody looking at her hair would ever see it—so the two silver tips rested directly over the skin above her mastoid bone.

    The instant the amber-cured silver touched the skin over her knot, Nora stopped chewing her apple.

    Her back went straight as a ramrod.

    "Whoa," she whispered, her hands flying up to grip Cassian’s wrists.

    "Too loud?" Cassian asked, ready to lift the silver bridge away.

    "Don't you dare take it off!" Nora caught his wrist with both hands to stop him. Her pale silver eyes opened wide under her dark lashes, staring blindly past his chin as a look of pure, stunned wonder broke across her face. "Before, when I listened through two brick walls, everything came crashing in at once like a fish-market in a hailstorm. I had to squint my whole head just to pick one voice out of the mud."

    She touched the tiny silver wire behind her ear with one fingertip, tilted her chin half an inch toward his chest, and suddenly went pink at the cheekbones.

    "And right now," she murmured, a wicked little smirk tugging at the corner of her mouth as her thumb brushed his pulse, "when I close the shutter down to two feet, I can hear the blood going thump-thump-thump into your ears just because my knees are touching your thighs."

    "That's the boiler pipe knocking behind the wall," Cassian lied immediately, clearing his throat and reaching for his beeswax tin so she wouldn't hear his pulse jump another five beats. "Try aiming it past the brickwork before your head swells up."

    Nora laughed, turning her chin half an inch toward the street wall. "When I press the top tine of the wire, it shuts the cellar right out, like sliding a brass spyglass open, and lets me listen to just one room four houses up the lane as clear as if I was sitting in their lap!"

    She suddenly burst out laughing, clapping a hand over her mouth.

    "What?" Cassian asked, grinning at her face.

    "The baker's wife four doors up is having the coal-man in the flour-pantry right now while her husband's working the oven!" Nora whispered, her shoulders shaking with laughter. "And—wait a second—"

    She pressed the silver wire slightly harder and turned her head toward the street door upstairs.

    "Someone just stopped a carriage at the corner of Rag Lane," Nora said, her laughter fading into sharp focus. "Not a hackney cab. Two matching bay horses with silver harness-bells, and a coachman with a pistol under his box-coat. A man in naval boots just stepped down—it's your friend Lieutenant Kael—and he's helping a woman in a silk cloak out of the carriage."

    Nora tilted her head another fraction of an inch.

    "She's young—maybe twenty-eight," Nora whispered rapidly, sliding down off the zinc table and reaching for her black silk blindfold on the shelf. "Smells like fifty-shilling French violet water, and Cassian... listen to her chest."

    Cassian was already stripping off his oilskin apron and reaching for his clean black broadcloth coat on the peg.

    "What's in her chest?"

    "A knot right under the middle of her breastbone," Nora said, tying the black ribbon tight behind her curls as footsteps approached the front parlor door upstairs. "Only when her ribs move to breathe, they don't sound like bone anymore. They clink together like solid porcelain."


  Chapter 31: The Lady in the Closed Carriage

  Upstairs in the parlor, Doctor Erasmus Finch was bowed at a forty-five-degree angle over the gloved hand of the wealthiest widow in Rook-Water.

    "My dear Lady Vance," Finch purred, his new gold monocle glinting in the grey morning light as he gestured toward the horsehair sofa, from which Cassian had hastily kicked three-legged Biscuit ten seconds before the door opened. "Pray be seated. My senior demonstrator, Mr. Locke, and our matron, Miss Nora, were just preparing the instruments for your thoracic auscultation."

    Standing by the door in a plain civilian greatcoat, Surgeon-Lieutenant Julian Kael kept his eyes fixed firmly on the carpet, his right hand unconsciously rubbing the spot over his collarbone where Cassian’s fourteen-day Cinder-bud ticked beneath his silk shirt.

    In the center of the threadbare carpet stood Lady Clara Vance.

    She was twenty-eight, tall and willow-slim inside a velvet riding-habit the color of dark claret, with pale blonde hair pinned beneath a veiled bonnet. Even in Saint Jude’s damp parlor, the air around her smelled like a sunlit conservatory of French violets.

    When she drew a breath to answer Finch, however, Cassian heard it with his own ears from six feet away.

    Beneath the claret velvet of her bodice, her ribs didn't expand smoothly. They gave a faint, dry clink-scrape, like two fine china saucers sliding across each other in a cupboard, and a tiny spasm of pain pinched the corners of her grey eyes.

    "You may dispense with the Latin bowing, Doctor Finch," Lady Vance said. Her voice was cool, educated, and brittle as winter ice, though she could only speak six words at a time before taking a shallow, careful breath at the very top of her lungs. "Lieutenant Kael tells me... that despite your establishment's aroma of boiled mutton... your young man possesses an uncommon skill with the May complaint."

    Her cool grey eyes turned from Finch to Cassian.

    She looked once at Cassian’s new black broadcloth coat—which was slightly too tight across the shoulders and smelled of the tailor's hot iron—and down at his scrub-reddened hands.

    "You look very young to disagree with the Dean of the Royal College, Mr. Locke," she said dryly. "Professor Halloway has been treating my chest since August with his Golden Elixir at a hundred guineas a phial. He assures me the stiffness in my ribs is merely a gouty humor of the cartilage."

    Cassian felt that familiar, hot prickle of class stiffness at the back of his neck—and then he looked at the blue shadows of exhaustion under her eyes and the way her gloved fingers were digging into the ivory handle of her parasol to keep from swaying on her feet.

    "Professor Halloway is half right, my lady," Cassian said, pulling up a straight-backed wooden chair instead of the dusty sofa. "It's in the cartilage. Only if you keep drinking his Golden Elixir until Christmas, we won't need to bury you—we can just stand you on a pedestal in the town square and let the pigeons sit on your hat."

    Doctor Finch nearly swallowed his monocle. "Cassian! Good heavens—what my demonstrator means to convey, your ladyship, is that ossificatio sternalis requires delicate constitutional moderation—"

    By the sideboard, Nora—standing with her hands folded neatly in her dark-blue apron and her head tilted toward the widow's chest—let out a tiny, approving snort through her nose.

    Lady Vance didn't call for her coachman. For the first time since she had walked into the room, a flicker of genuine, dark amusement touched her pale lips.

    "Professor Halloway tells me I have delicate lungs," Lady Vance murmured, sitting down carefully on the straight-backed chair with her spine rigid so her ribs wouldn't grind. "You tell me I am turning into a garden statue. Which of you wants more of my late husband's shipping money?"

    "Halloway wants a hundred guineas a week until you stop breathing," Cassian said, walking over and kneeling on one knee beside her chair. "I want two hundred guineas once, and you walk out of here able to sneeze without cracking a rib. May I touch your breastbone through the cloth?"

    Behind her, Lieutenant Kael shifted his boots. "Do as he asks, Clara. He knows what he's doing."

    Lady Vance gave a small, stiff nod.

    Cassian laid the bare palm of his left hand lightly against the center of her velvet bodice, right over the sternum, and let a tiny, two-pound ripple of his Ballast sense sink through the cloth and skin.

    His eyebrows pulled together.

    Nestled directly behind the middle of her breastbone was a flat, star-shaped knot the size of a silver crown.

    Left alone, it would have been a Marrow-Knot—the kind of organ that kept skin smooth and healed broken bones in a night.

    Instead, six points of hard, chalky white bone-crust had grown outward from the knot like coral reefs, fusing the costal cartilage of her third, fourth, and fifth ribs into a solid cage of brittle white porcelain that couldn't bend a sixteenth of an inch when her lungs tried to fill!

    And floating in the bloodstream around the knot were tiny, glittering flakes of raw yellow metal and laudanum dross that were feeding the crust like fertilizer.

    "Show me the bottle Halloway sold you this week," Cassian said, taking his hand away.

    Lady Vance reached into her reticule and handed him a cut-crystal phial half full of thick yellow syrup flecked with gold leaf.

    Cassian pulled the glass stopper, sniffed the heavy opium-and-mercury stink, and tipped a single drop onto his thumbnail, holding old Toby’s quicksilver lens over it.

    "He's giving you laudanum to dull the pain," Cassian said quietly, his voice tight with genuine craftsman's disgust, "mixed with raw, unwashed lime-sludge dredged out of the harbor sewer-outfall and tenpennies' worth of beaten jeweler's gold leaf to make it look expensive. Every bottle of this you drink feeds raw lime straight into the knot under your breastbone and turns another half-inch of your ribs into bone-china."

    The parlor went very still.

    Lady Vance stared at the cut-crystal phial in Cassian’s hand. The cool, ironic drawing-room mask on her face went paper-thin.

    "My brother-in-law, Lord Charles, introduced me to Professor Halloway in July," she said, her voice dropping to a whisper that barely cleared her rigid ribs. "After I caught the fever visiting our pearl-schooner at the docks. Charles controls the shipping trust if I die without an heir."

    "Then Lord Charles is getting his money's worth out of the Professor," Nora spoke up dryly from the sideboard, her blindfolded head cocked toward the widow's throat. "Because right now, my lady, your fifth left rib has a hairline crack in it a quarter-inch from the lining of your heart. One hard cough on the ride home, and Lord Charles gets the ships before supper."

    Lady Vance’s gloved hand flew to the left side of her chest. "You can hear that?"

    "I can hear the two edges of the crack rubbing together every time you swallow," Nora said flatly. "And I can smell that fifty-shilling violet water you're wearing to cover up the fever-sweat."

    Lady Vance looked from the blind nineteen-year-old girl in the coarse wool dress back to Cassian kneeling by her chair.

    All the highborn distance vanished from her grey eyes, replaced by the simple, universal terror of a twenty-eight-year-old woman who didn't want to die in the dark.

    "Can you stop it, Mr. Locke?" she asked quietly.

    "Not upstairs in a velvet dress," Cassian said, standing up and handing Halloway’s poisoned phial back to her. "You're past drops and cordials, my lady. That crust on your ribs is thick as a soup-plate. I have to go in through a half-inch nick under your breastbone with a silver needle, melt the lime-spurs off your gristle with pure 1542 amber oil, and crimp a silver ring over the feeder-root. It'll burn like a hot poker for thirty seconds, and you'll have to lie on the zinc slab down in my cellar where I boil parish bones."

    Lady Clara Vance looked at Lieutenant Kael’s pale, scarred face by the door, then stood up slowly, unfastening the diamond clasp of her claret velvet cloak and laying it over the back of the chair.

    "Lead the way, Mr. Locke," she said, holding her chin high even as her ribs clicked softly in the quiet room. "I have had quite enough of marble bedrooms."


  Chapter 32: The Porcelain Cage

  Down in the basement, Cassian didn't let Lieutenant Kael or Doctor Finch past the bottom of the stairs—he sent Finch back up to guard the tea-tray and told Kael to wait in the alley by the coal-chute.

    Only Nora stayed beside the zinc table, holding the spirit-lamp and the warm flask of golden Mother-Jar Amber while Lady Clara Vance unpinned her silk bodice down to her linen chemise and lay back on the folded wool blanket.

    Even under the yellow gas-lamp of a charity morgue, the shipping baron's widow looked like an oil painting from the Guildhall—pale, fine-boned, with skin that had never seen sun or coal-smoke.

    Except right down the center of her chest, between the swell of her breasts under the thin lawn chemise, the skin over her sternum was stretched tight and shiny white over six hard, bony ridges that radiated outward into her ribs like the spokes of a wheel.

    When Cassian laid his bare left hand over the base of her breastbone to map the root, Lady Vance closed her eyes and gripped the cold zinc edges of the table—just as Nora had done four nights ago.

    "You're shaking, my lady," Nora said from the head of the table, her voice half-mocking and half-steady as she held the pad of clove-oil ready. "Thought they taught you highborn girls up on the Hill how to sit still for a needle."

    "They teach us to sit still for watercolor portraits, child," Lady Vance breathed through clenched teeth as Cassian swabbed the hollow below her breastbone with freezing clove-oil. "Not for being filleted on a pauper's slab by a young man with quicklime under his nails."

    "That's not quicklime, that's walnut stain," Cassian said absently, his eyes narrowed in pure concentration as his left thumb felt the pulse of the star-shaped knot behind her cartilage. "And if you laugh while my gouge is under your sternum, you'll hiccup for a month. Hold her shoulders flat, Nora."

    Nora leaned over the head of the slab and planted both calloused palms firmly on Lady Vance’s bare, perfumed shoulders.

    Cassian picked up his narrowest bellied scalpel.

    He made a tiny, half-inch vertical nick right in the soft hollow at the tip of the breastbone, slipped a hollow silver cannula needle attached to a small glass syringe under the bone plate, and pressed his left palm down over her chest.

    Instead of using steel chisels to chip the porcelain crust off her ribs—which would have shattered her chest like an eggshell—Cassian injected three drops of pure, warm 1542 Mother-Jar Amber straight onto the calcified spurs, and then used his Ballast sense to send a fast, ten-pound vibration hammering exclusively through the brittle lime-crust while holding her real rib-bones weightless!

    Inside her chest, a sound like cracking river-ice echoed softly under his palm: tick-tick-snap-tick.

    Lady Vance arched her neck back against the blanket, a muffled cry tearing against her bitten lip as her hands locked onto Cassian’s left wrist so hard her diamond rings cut into his skin.

    "Hold her down, Ear," Cassian muttered, sweat beading on his forehead as he worked the silver needle left, then right, feeling the six porcelain spurs dissolve into harmless warm milk inside the amber oil while he slipped a tiny beaten silver collar-ring down the needle and crimped it tight over the knot's central feeder-root.

    Click.

    The sixth porcelain spur gave way.

    Cassian slid the silver needle out, pulled the single silk stitch shut at the base of her breastbone, and stepped back from the table.

    "Breathe in, my lady," Cassian said quietly, wiping his bloody wrist on his towel.

    On the zinc table, Lady Clara Vance lay frozen for two seconds, terrified to expand her chest after four months of feeling bony needles stab toward her heart at every deep breath.

    Slowly, her chest rose.

    An inch. Two inches. Three full inches.

    There was no porcelain clink. There was no grinding rasp. Her ribs opened smooth, supple, and silent as willow-switches, filling the very bottom of her lungs with warm air for the first time since summer.

    A single, ragged sob broke out of Lady Vance’s throat before she could stop it.

    She sat bolt upright on the zinc table, clutching the front of her open chemise with both hands, and dragged in a second huge, greedy lungful of air—laughing and crying at the same time as two bright spots of real color rushed back into her pale cheeks.

    "It's gone," she whispered, looking down at her own ribs in disbelief, and then up at Cassian’s tired, sweat-streaked face. "Dear God in heaven, Mr. Locke... I can breathe."

    Before Cassian could hand her a towel, she reached out with both ungloved hands, caught his rough, walnut-stained fingers between her palms, and pressed them hard against her cheek—leaving a smudge of her expensive French violet powder and a warm tear right across the back of his knuckles.

    For a second she held his rough fingers there against her wet cheek; then she seemed to realize she was sitting half-undressed on a charity morgue slab holding a bone-boiler's hand. She let go quickly, clearing her throat and lifting her chin as she pulled her chemise closed, though the high color stayed in her cheeks.

    "Two hundred guineas is an insult for what you just did, Mr. Locke," she said, covering her raw relief with the crisp, calculating briskness of a shipping baron's widow. "My brother-in-law Charles is not the only person on College Hill who has bought Professor Halloway's yellow poison. Half the Privy Council and six of the wealthiest merchant families in the Upper Ward have been hiding the May stiffness behind their silk waistcoats since August."

    At the head of the table, Nora’s left eyebrow rose a quarter-inch above her black silk blindfold as she listened to the widow's heart beating fast and warm against Cassian’s knuckles.

    "You have a back entrance to this cellar from the lane?" Lady Vance asked, buttoning her bodice with fingers that didn't shake anymore.

    "Through the apothecary yard next door," Cassian said.

    "Give me until Friday," Lady Vance said, stepping down off the table and smoothing her claret velvet skirt with all her aristocratic poise restored—now backed by lungs that actually worked. "On Friday afternoon at three, Professor Halloway is holding his quarterly Public Anatomy Lecture at the Royal College Amphitheater, and my brother-in-law Charles has invited me to sit in the front box so Halloway can announce my 'declining health' to the shipping trustees. Once the gentlemen in that box see me walk down thirty marble steps without a cane, I will send the first three closed carriages straight to your lane after dark—and every man inside them will gladly pay three hundred gold guineas in cash if you let him wear a black silk mask."

    When the cellar door finally bolted shut behind Lady Vance and Lieutenant Kael—leaving two heavy purses containing two hundred gold guineas sitting on the corner of the zinc dissecting table—Cassian let out a long breath and reached for one of the purses.

    "Leave the gold alone for a minute and wash your hands, Lord Mayor," Nora said flatly from the sink.

    Cassian turned his head and looked at her.

    Nora had her back turned to him, scrubbing the glass syringe in the cold water basin so hard the glass nearly snapped in her fingers.

    "What's eating you?" Cassian asked, walking over to the sink. "We just made two hundred guineas in twenty minutes."

    "Nothing's eating me," Nora snapped, slinging the clean syringe onto the towel without looking around. "Go on upstairs and count your money. And wash the back of your left hand before you come in our bedroom tonight—you smell like a two-guinea French whorehouse."


  Chapter 33: Violet Water and Carbolic

  Cassian stood by the corner of the sink, looking from the back of Nora’s stiff neck to the faint smudge of French violet powder Lady Vance had left on his left knuckles.

    For twenty-three years of his life, no woman had ever given a damn whose hand he touched.

    A slow, stupidly happy grin started at the corner of Cassian’s mouth before he could stop it.

    Nora’s left ear twitched instantly at the sound of his breathing changing. She spun around from the sink with a wet scrubbing-brush in her hand, her cheeks blazing hot pink below the black silk band.

    "Wipe that grin off your face or I'll take the skin off your nose with this brush, Locke!" she hissed.

    "I didn't say a word," Cassian said mildly, though his heart was thumping so loud and pleased against his ribs that he knew she could hear every beat of it. "I was just wondering why you're trying to break my best glass syringe over a widow who's nine years older than you and had ribs made of teacup."

    "She didn't have ribs made of teacup when she was rubbing your knuckles against her face like a lap-dog!" Nora snapped, throwing the brush into the basin with a splash. "Oh, 'Dear God in heaven, Mr. Locke, your hands are so strong, come up to College Hill and count my shipping boats!' Did you feel how soft her hands were? Not a single callus on her fingers! Probably never peeled an onion in her life!"

    Nora turned to stomp toward the pantry ladder—and caught her toe on the leg of the wooden stool in her haste, stumbling half a step before Cassian reached out with his left hand and caught her around the waist.

    The instant his hands touched her ribs through the dark-blue wool dress, Nora went rigid, trying to twist out of his grip. "Let go of me. Go buy yourself a lady with working eyes and fifty-shilling perfume."

    Cassian’s grin vanished.

    He didn't let go of her waist. With one smooth push of his foot, he kicked the cellar door bolt shut, lifted her off her new boots with his left arm, and sat her straight down on the edge of the warm brick hearth beside the boiler so her face was level with his.

    "Don't say stupid shit like that," Cassian said quietly, his voice dropping all the teasing.

    Nora kept her chin turned toward the coal-pile so he wouldn't see her mouth trembling. "It isn't stupid, it's arithmetic, Sawbones. You've got two hundred gold guineas on that slab tonight. By next month you'll have a carriage-house up by the park with Latin bottles on the shelves—and what am I gonna do up there, read the labels for you? Knock the china off the tea-table when your rich widows come calling?"

    Cassian didn't give her a flowery speech—he didn't know any flowery speeches.

    Instead, he reached over to the sink basin with his left hand, plunged his knuckles into the strong, biting carbolic-and-vinegar water, and scrubbed the back of his hand with the stiff bristles of the bone-brush until the skin turned raw red and every trace of French violet powder was gone.

    Then he took her right hand, turned it palm-up between both of his wet, carbolic-smelling hands, and pressed his mouth straight against the hard oyster-knife callus at the base of her thumb.

    Nora’s breath hitched sharply in her throat.

    "When I was down in that dark vault on Monday night with a ghost swinging an eighteen-inch dirk at my neck," Cassian said against her palm, his voice rough and completely honest, "a lady from College Hill would have been screaming in the mud. You stood behind a pillar in the dark with blood running out of your ear and kept me alive. I don't want soft hands, Nora. And I hate fucking violets."

    For two heartbeats, Nora sat dead still on the warm brick ledge, her chest heaving under the blue wool dress as she listened to the fierce, unshakeable truth beating in the artery of his neck.

    Then both of her calloused hands shot into the hair behind his ears, and she pulled his mouth down onto hers so hard their teeth clicked.

    "You better hate violets," she breathed fiercely against his lips, her legs wrapping tight around his hips right there on the warm brick hearth while her hands tore the buttons of his new gentleman's waistcoat open with a pop of thread. "Because if I ever smell that stuff on your shirt again, I'm feeding your balls to Biscuit."

    "Wait—the parlor floor—" Cassian started as she hooked her heels behind his thighs and dragged him closer against the edge of the bricks.

    "Your drunk boss is across the street at the Fiddler bragging to the barmaid about his monocle," Nora panted against his ear, her fingers already shoving her blue wool skirt up around her waist and guiding him inside her with a low, shivering gasp that echoed off the vaulted bricks. "Shut up and show me whose cellar this is."

    They didn't make it up the ladder to the bedstead for an hour.

    When they finally climbed up into the pantry flat for late supper, Cassian’s new gentleman's waistcoat was missing two buttons, Nora had a red brick-mark pressed into her lower back, and she spent the rest of the evening sitting on his lap by the fire, happily counting the two hundred gold guineas into stacks of twenty by the weight and ring of the coins alone while feeding Biscuit the crusts of their meat-pie.

    On Friday afternoon at two-thirty, however, the time for laughing by the fire was over.

    Dressed in a clean black broadcloth coat, with Doctor Erasmus Finch marching ahead of him in full plum velvet and gold monocle, Cassian walked through the tall wrought-iron gates of the Royal Medical College on the summit of College Hill.


  Chapter 34: Professor Halloway's Amphitheater

  The Grand Surgical Amphitheater of the Royal College smelled of beeswax, expensive broadcloth, and lemon water—nothing at all like Saint Jude’s basement.

    Six steep tiers of curved mahogany benches rose around a circular pit of white Carrara marble. In the upper four tiers sat a hundred young medical students in starched collars; in the cushioned front box-seats sat twenty of the wealthiest men in Rook-Water—aldermen, shipping barons, and retired admirals—several of whom were sitting with noticeably stiff backs or holding silk handkerchiefs to their mouths.

    Right in the center of the front box sat Lord Charles Vance, a florid man of forty in a gold-buttoned blue coat, looking exceedingly pleased with himself as he waited for his sister-in-law to arrive in a wheelchair.

    Cassian and Doctor Finch slipped into two empty seats at the end of the third row, where Mr. Septimus Pringle—the pinch-nosed bursar from Chapter 3—spotted them and nearly dropped his attendance book in horror at seeing a charity bone-boiler sitting among the paying subscribers.

    Down in the center of the white marble pit stood Professor Arthur Halloway, Dean of the Faculty.

    He was fifty-five, silver-maned and immaculate in a crimson velvet academic gown, standing beside a marble dissecting slab on which lay the sheet-covered corpse of a convict who had died in the prison hulks that morning.

    "Gentlemen of the Faculty, My Lords, and patrons of the College," Professor Halloway’s rich baritone rolled up to the domed skylight as the three-o'clock bell finished chiming. "Today we examine the pulmonary calcification commonly vulgarized by the lower orders as the May Fever. As I have demonstrated in my previous monographs, this affliction is an irreversible mineralization of the humors, manageable only through weekly administration of the College's sovereign Aurum Potabile—our Golden Elixir."

    In the front row, three pale elderly aldermen nodded reverently, patting the breast pockets where they kept their hundred-guinea phials.

    "Indeed," Halloway continued with a theatrical sigh, turning toward Lord Charles Vance in the front box, "even the noblest constitution must eventually bow to nature's decree. It was my sad duty this week to inform Lord Charles that his beloved sister-in-law, Lady Clara Vance, has reached the fourth stage of sternal ossification, rendering her unfit for the rigors of managing the Vance Shipping Trust—"

    At the top of the central aisle, the heavy double doors of the amphitheater swung open.

    Every head in the marble hall turned.

    Walking down the steep mahogany steps—without a cane, without a maid holding her elbow, and without the faintest hitch in her breathing—came Lady Clara Vance.

    She wore a gown of deep emerald silk cut low enough at the throat to show smooth, unblemished skin above her collarbone, and she walked down the thirty steep steps with the effortless, deep-breathing grace of a girl of eighteen.

    In the front box, Lord Charles Vance’s jaw dropped open so hard his chin hit his cravat.

    Down in the marble pit, Professor Halloway stopped mid-sentence, his crimson sleeve frozen in the air as if he had seen a corpse sit up off his slab.

    "Forgive my tardiness, Professor Halloway," Lady Vance’s clear, ringing voice carried effortlessly to the highest bench without a single click of her ribs. "The carriage horses were fresh, and the hill air was so bracing I decided to walk across the courtyard."

    She stepped into the front box, smiled coldly at her stricken brother-in-law, and took her seat.

    "You were saying something about my fourth-stage ossification, Professor?" she asked pleasantly. "Pray continue. I haven't breathed this well since May."

    A loud murmur of shock rippled across the front boxes. Two of the stiff-backed aldermen leaned forward over the brass rail, staring at Lady Vance’s chest in open disbelief.

    "How—" Professor Halloway stammered, his aristocratic composure cracking for two seconds before he caught himself and puffed out his crimson gown. "A temporary remission! A common hysterical rally induced by the laudanum in my Golden Elixir! Within a fortnight, the mineral humor inevitably returns—"

    "It won't return, Professor," Cassian said, standing up in the third row with his hands in the pockets of his black coat. "Because she poured your sewer-water down the privy on Tuesday."

    Silence dropped over the two hundred men in the amphitheater like a guillotine blade.

    Beside Cassian, Doctor Erasmus Finch—after one second of sheer terror—realized every eye in the Royal College was on their row, puffed out his plum velvet chest, stuck his gold monocle into his eye, and stood up beside Cassian.

    "Precisely!" Finch boomed, waving his silver-topped cane toward the pit as if he had brewed the antidote himself. "A lamentable error pharmaceuticus, Halloway! When my senior demonstrator Mr. Locke and I analyzed your preparation on Tuesday, we were frankly aghast at the proportion of common ditch-lime!"

    Professor Halloway’s face turned the exact color of his crimson gown.

    "Erasmus Finch?!" Halloway thundered, pointing a trembling finger up at the third bench. "The drunken parish bone-boiler we expelled from this licensing board in '74, accompanied by his illiterate cellar-boy?! Bailiff! Remove these two vagrants from the theater at once!"

    "Sit down, bailiff," a gravelly voice barked from the front box.

    It was Alderman Garrow, the richest iron-founder in the Upper Ward—a sixty-year-old man whose left shoulder was already frozen stiff from the May fever and who had paid Halloway six hundred guineas since September without being able to lift his arm above his belt.

    Garrow stood up at the brass rail, glaring down into the pit at Halloway and then up at Cassian.

    "Lady Clara couldn't walk up three steps at church on Sunday without turning blue in the face," Alderman Garrow snapped. "Today she just walked down thirty steps talking like an opera singer! Before anybody throws that boy out, I want to see him prove what he just said about Halloway's yellow bottle—right down there on that slab!"


  Chapter 35: The Public Dissection

  Cassian walked down the mahogany steps into the white marble pit with Doctor Finch strutting solemnly behind him.

    Standing under the high glass skylight with two hundred educated gentlemen staring down at the frayed inner lining of his cuffs, Cassian felt his heart beating hard against his ribs and his left hand instinctively curling to hide the walnut-stain under his thumbnail against his trouser seam.

    Then he looked across the marble slab at Professor Halloway’s soft, powdered fingers—hands that hadn't touched a wet lung without kid gloves in twenty years—and uncurled his thumb.

    Don't try to out-Latin him, Cassian told himself. He knows ten times as many Greek words as you do. Beat him with the meat on the table.

    "This is an outrage, My Lords!" Professor Halloway seethed, though he didn't dare refuse Alderman Garrow in front of twenty paying patrons. "This boy has never attended a single term of Latin anatomy! Look at his hands—he is a common parish resurrectionist!"

    "My hands have opened four hundred chests, Professor," Cassian said, his voice carrying clearly in the circular pit because he kept it low and flat. "Let's see how many you've opened without a junior student doing the cutting for you."

    Cassian reached out and pulled the white linen sheet back from the corpse on the marble slab.

    It was a convict of about forty from the harbor hulks. Like Lady Vance, the skin over his breastbone was stretched tight over a hard, bony star of calcified cartilage that had fused his ribs solid until he suffocated.

    On a silver tray beside the slab sat Halloway’s demonstration instruments—along with a cut-crystal decanter of his famous Golden Elixir.

    "Observe the sternum, gentlemen," Halloway said condescendingly to the gallery, recovering his lecturer's smirk. "The bone has thickened through natural gouty humor. My Golden Elixir contains purified spirit of gold and soothing poppies to soften the deposit."

    "Your Golden Elixir contains laudanum, beaten brass-leaf, and unrefined gray lime-sludge dredged out of the Wharf Street sewer-outfall," Cassian said, picking up Halloway’s heavy steel rib-shears with his right hand. "And it doesn't soften the bone—it feeds the parasite sitting behind it."

    In the gallery, a dozen students laughed at the word parasite.

    "A parasite!" Halloway sneered, playing to the benches. "Perhaps the boy believes there are little crabs living inside the gentleman's breastbone!"

    Cassian didn't argue with him.

    He fitted the steel shears under the dead convict's fourth rib, snipped the calcified cartilage in four fast, practiced cuts that made the medical students in the front row lean forward in surprise at his speed, and lifted the fused plate of the sternum open.

    Because the convict had died only three hours ago at eleven that morning, the star-shaped Marrow-Knot behind the breastbone hadn't completely melted into black slime yet—its outer ridges were grey and sluggish, half-rotted on the bone.

    Gasps echoed around the entire amphitheater as the twenty noblemen in the front box stood up to peer down into the open chest at the strange, star-shaped organ wrapped around the dead man's internal veins.

    Professor Halloway took an involuntary step backward from the slab, his handkerchief flying to his mouth—clearly, the great Dean had always let his prosectors dispose of the bodies before the four-hour window and had never actually looked inside a fresh chest himself!

    "A—a morbid tumor of the thymus!" Halloway stammered, his face dead white. "A common fibrous growth!"

    "Fibrous growths don't eat your medicine, Professor," Cassian said.

    He picked up the crystal decanter of Halloway’s Golden Elixir from the silver tray, pulled the stopper, and poured a spoonful of the yellow, gold-flecked syrup straight onto the dying, sluggish knot inside the dead man's chest.

    At the same time, Cassian rested his right index finger against the steel rim of the dissecting tray—and clicked the silver valve on his hidden wrist-bridle open by half a hair for one second, sending just enough warmth into the dead chest to wake the sluggish knot up.

    Before the eyes of two hundred witnesses, the grey, half-dead star inside the corpse’s chest contracted violently around the yellow syrup.

    It drank Halloway’s Golden Elixir in two seconds flat—and instantly, three jagged new needles of hard white porcelain bone shot outward from the knot's edges with a loud, brittle CRACK, fusing the dead man's fifth and sixth ribs together right in front of the front row!

    In the box seats ten feet away, Alderman Garrow—who had drunk six bottles of that exact yellow syrup—let out a strangled roar of fury, pulled a full cut-crystal phial of Golden Elixir out of his waistcoat pocket, and hurled it down onto the marble floor at Halloway’s boots, where it smashed into yellow puddles.

    "You've been feeding the damned thing inside my shoulder for a hundred guineas a week?!" Garrow bellowed, his face purple as he tried to climb over the brass rail with his one good arm to strangle the Dean. "You murdering quack! Look at that rib!"

    The entire front box erupted into pandemonium.

    Three other noblemen pulled phials from their pockets in horror; Lord Charles Vance tried to sneak quietly out the back door of his box before Lady Clara’s coachman blocked his way; and up in the benches, a hundred medical students were standing on their seats shouting questions at the pit.

    While Professor Halloway backed into his instrument table stammering about humors and faculties, Doctor Erasmus Finch stepped magnificently to the front of the marble rail, raised his silver-topped cane, and bowed to Alderman Garrow.

    "Gentlemen! My Lords! Pray do not despair!" Finch’s voice rang out like an actor at Covent Garden. "Where the theoretical faculty has erred, practical pathology prevails! My senior colleague Mr. Locke and I maintain a private evening dispensary in the lower parish—strictly confidential, by appointment only—where this exact calcified condition is permanently relieved without a drop of mercury!"

    Down by the slab, Cassian wiped Halloway’s rib-shears clean on the sheet, met Lady Clara Vance’s cool, triumphant grey eyes in the front box, and gave her a single polite nod.

    By sunset that Friday, there were seven unmarked private carriages lined up in the dark alley behind Saint Jude’s Dead-House, and the price of walking down the cellar steps was three hundred gold guineas in cash at the door.


  Chapter 36: The Run on the College

  By nine o'clock that Friday night, the cobbled lane outside the ruined stone vestry of Old Saint Jude’s—two streets south of the Dead-House, where a bricked-up 1542 side-stair from the octagonal crypt landing came up behind an overgrown churchyard wall—looked like a coach-maker's yard after the opera.

    Cassian had not been foolish enough to bring seven rich aldermen down through Doctor Finch’s front parlor where a Ward Four spy watching Rag Lane could write down their carriage crests.

    Instead, Sergeant Pike stood inside the dark archway of the ruined churchyard two streets away, wearing a black beadle's cape and collecting a white ivory counter from each masked gentleman who stepped out of an unmarked hackney cab.

    From the churchyard arch, a narrow flight of thirty dry stone steps led down to the octagonal 1542 Barber-Surgeons' landing—while the upper stair leading up to Saint Jude's basement furnace stayed hidden behind a padlocked oak door covered by a heavy velvet curtain.

    Inside the octagonal stone chamber, lit by twelve smokeless beeswax candles in silver sconces, Doctor Erasmus Finch was in paradise.

    Dressed in a floor-length gown of black academic silk and a white linen half-mask over his nose, Finch sat behind the ancient stone table with a gold-rimmed ledger and a brass balance-scale, weighing three hundred gold guineas at a time before gesturing each masked patron toward the inner surgical alcove.

    "Three hundred guineas even, my lord," Finch intoned sonorously to a stocky, broad-shouldered gentleman in a black silk domino mask and a plain wool boat-cloak that smelled faintly of sea-salt and cannon-powder. "You may step behind the velvet screen. The Master Surgeon will examine your chest presently."

    Behind the screen, where a portable zinc table had been set up over a clean linen sheet, Cassian stood in a black oilskin apron with a black silk mask tied across the upper half of his face, washing his silver needles in boiling alcohol.

    In the dark recess behind the stone lintel overhead—completely invisible from the floor—Nora sat with her left ear pressed against the tiny silver tuning-bridge behind her curl, connected to the corner of Cassian’s table by a thin copper speaking-wire.

    "Careful with this one, Sawbones," Nora’s whisper came down the wire no louder than a moth's wing as the stocky gentleman in the boat-cloak stepped behind the screen. "He isn't one of Halloway's fat aldermen. His heart's steady as a ship's chronometer, he's got a heavy naval pistol in his right coat pocket, and there isn't a knot inside his chest at all."

    Cassian’s hand paused for half a heartbeat over the tray of needles, then calmly picked up a clean linen towel.

    "Good evening, sir," Cassian said, looking through the eye-holes of his mask at the stocky, grey-haired man of fifty standing across the table. "If you didn't come down these steps for your own ribs, whose chest are we talking about?"

    Behind the black silk domino mask, a pair of sharp, weather-beaten blue eyes studied Cassian from head to boot.

    "You're the boy who cut open the convict in Professor Halloway's pit this afternoon," the man said. His voice was clipped, salt-roughened, and used to carrying across a quarterdeck in a gale. "Alderman Garrow told me at the club at six o'clock that you took the frozen spur out of his left shoulder in twenty minutes flat."

    "Garrow drank six bottles of Halloway's sewer-syrup," Cassian said evenly. "It took twenty-five minutes. And if you came down here with a naval pistol in your right pocket to arrest me for the Admiralty, you just paid Doctor Finch three hundred gold guineas for a very expensive walk."

    The grey-haired man didn't reach for his pocket.

    Instead, he reached inside the breast of his wool boat-cloak, drew out a small miniature portrait painted on ivory, and laid it on the corner of the zinc table beside the alcohol lamp.

    It was a painting of a girl of about sixteen with dark curls and the same sharp blue eyes as the man standing across the slab.

    "My daughter Catherine," the man said quietly, all the quarterdeck iron dropping out of his voice. "Sixteen in June. She went down to the pier in August to break a bottle of Madeira over the bow of the new frigate Vanguard, and a week later she couldn't climb the stairs to her nursery. Surgeon-Major Vey came to my house in September, listened to her chest for two minutes, and told me to my face that if I didn't buy Halloway's yellow syrup through Ward Four's private dispensary every Monday morning, I'd be burying her before the frost."

    Cassian looked down at the ivory miniature on the zinc.

    Ward Four's private dispensary, Cassian thought, the whole dirty picture of the Upper Ward clicking together in his head at once. Professor Halloway wasn't working alone. Surgeon-Major Vey was supplying Halloway with the raw trench-sludge from the Navy docks—and using the poisoned Golden Elixir to hook the richest families in the Admiralty by the throat!

    "How many bottles of Halloway's yellow syrup has your daughter drunk, sir?" Cassian asked quietly.

    "Four," the man said, his broad, scarred hands clenching on the edge of the table. "Since Monday, she hasn't been able to lie flat in bed without coughing blood. If I bring her to the Naval Hospital, Vey will put her in the closed ward where nobody ever walks out. If I bring her here tomorrow night in a closed sedan-chair... can you take the thing out of a sixteen-year-old girl's lung without killing her?"

    Cassian thought of how thin the pulmonary vein was in a girl of sixteen—and thought of how Professor Halloway and Surgeon-Major Vey had deliberately fed a child raw lime-sludge to hold her father over a barrel.

    "Don't bring her here tomorrow night," Cassian said, picking up two tiny phials of the pure, golden 1542 Mother-Jar Amber and a curved silver lung-cannula from his case. "If she's already coughing blood, jostling her down thirty stone steps in a sedan-chair will tear the crust through the vessel wall. Give her three drops of this golden oil in warm milk tonight to soften the lime-spur. Tomorrow night at midnight, have a closed carriage waiting at the horse-ferry slip with the blinds drawn. My nurse and I will come to your house and do it in her own bed."

    The grey-haired naval officer stared at the two golden phials in Cassian’s hand for a long moment.

    "You don't even know who I am, boy," he said softly. "What stops me from having twenty Marines waiting in my courtyard tomorrow night?"

    "Because if twenty Marines lock me in the hulks tomorrow night," Cassian said simply, "nobody takes the silver collar off your daughter's vein in the spring, Rear-Admiral."

    Behind the black silk mask, the man's eyes widened a fraction of an inch at the title—Cassian had spotted the heavy gold foul-anchor ring turned inward on the man's left pinky—and then Rear-Admiral Thomas Sterling, Commander of the Harbor Fleet and Surgeon-Major Vey’s direct superior on the Admiralty Board, gave a slow, grim nod.

    "Midnight at the horse-ferry slip," Admiral Sterling said, pocketing the golden phials and picking up his daughter's portrait. "Bring your knife, Doctor. If she breathes clean on Sunday morning, you won't have to worry about the Royal College again."


  Chapter 37: The Night Market in the Crypt

  By Wednesday of the following week, Cassian Locke had eighteen hundred gold guineas locked in the iron strongbox under Saint Jude’s furnace, Rear-Admiral Sterling’s sixteen-year-old daughter was sitting up at her breakfast table eating beef broth without a speck of blood on her handkerchief, and Nora was complaining that the smell of rich old men was ruining her appetite.

    At ten o'clock on Thursday night, the octagonal 1542 stone landing beneath the ruined churchyard of Old Saint Jude’s was open for its final evening of consultations.

    Behind the velvet screen, stretched out flat on his back on the portable zinc dissecting table in a black silk domino mask and a pair of canary-yellow cashmere breeches, lay Chief Magistrate Lord Horatio Barrow of the Royal Assize Court—the same hanging judge who had sentenced forty Gallows Ward pickpockets to the hulks that autumn.

    At the moment, however, the terror of the Assize bench was whimpering like a Teacup spaniel.

    "Is the blade hot, Doctor?" Judge Barrow quavered from behind his black silk mask, his fat, ring-covered fingers clutching the edges of the zinc slab while three layers of greasy goose-fat flannel steamed around his ample belly. "I cannot abide a cold blade! My mother's cousin expired of a chill from an unheated lancet in '62!"

    Standing at the head of the table in his floor-length black academic gown and white linen half-mask, Doctor Erasmus Finch looked down through his gold monocle with the lofty severity of an emperor.

    "My dear Lord Barrow," Finch intoned sonorously, resting one hand on his silver-topped cane while his other hand tucked the magistrate's three hundred gold guineas into the leather cash-bucket. "In the Clinica Sancti Judae, our silver instruments are tempered exclusively in spirit of Montpellier and thrice-blessed parish rosemary. Provided you do not wiggle your abdomen while my senior demonstrator inserts the cannula, you shall feel nothing more than a gentle summer bee-sting."

    Up in the dark stone niche above the lintel—invisible behind the shadow of the sixteenth-century coat of arms—Nora pressed her lips to the tiny copper speaking-wire that ran down into the collar of Cassian’s oilskin apron.

    "If that fat bastard is a summer bee, I'm the Queen of Spain," Nora whispered down the wire right into Cassian’s ear, struggling not to laugh out loud up in the dark. "Listen to his gut, Sawbones—he ate half a pickled eel pie before he got in the carriage, and he's got a fifty-guinea gold repeater watch tucked in his left boot because he was afraid we'd pick his pocket while he was under the clove-oil!"

    Down at the zinc table, Cassian had to bite the inside of his cheek behind his black mask to keep his shoulders from shaking.

    He laid his bare left palm flat over the Chief Magistrate’s trembling, goose-greased sternum, sent a quick ten-pound tap of Ballast weight down through the fat to hold the calcified Marrow-Knot still against the fourth rib, and slipped the hollow silver needle through a quarter-inch nick in the skin.

    One drop of golden 1542 Mother-Jar Amber dissolved the brittle lime-spur in four seconds; one squeeze of the fine forceps crimped a beaten silver ring over the feeder-root.

    "You may sit up, my lord," Cassian said, pulling the single silk stitch tight and stepping back. "And take those three layers of goose-flannel off before you go home. You're cooking your own liver."

    Judge Barrow sat up cautiously on the zinc, took a deep, wheezing breath that didn't stab his ribs for the first time since August, and stared down at his own belly in amazement.

    "Extraordinary," the hanging judge breathed, fumbling to button his canary-yellow waistcoat before climbing hurriedly off the slab. "Not a twinge! If any malicious constable from the Upper Ward ever attempts to serve a licensing writ upon this vestry, Doctor Finch, send the rascal to my chambers in Newgate Street and I shall have him transported to Botany Bay for perjury!"

    Once Sergeant Bill Pike had escorted the grateful magistrate back up the thirty stone steps to his waiting hackney cab in the churchyard lane, Nora swung her legs down from the lintel niche and dropped lightly onto the edge of the stone table, pulling her blindfold up onto her forehead so she could rub the bridge of her nose.

    "That's six aldermen, two shipping barons, a Rear-Admiral, and the hanging judge of the Assize Court in six nights," Nora said, kicking her new calfskin heels against the stone table while she counted the evening's gold guineas into leather bags by weight. "When I was running the walnut shells in Eel Alley last week, if old Barrow had walked past my barrel, Pike would've had to lock me in the stocks just to look busy. Now the old pig leaves ten guineas on the tray for the nurse."

    "He left five guineas for the nurse," Finch corrected her stiffly from the top of the inner stairs, where he was loading the leather gold-bags into a wooden wheelbarrow to haul up to Saint Jude's furnace-vault. "The other five were a gratuity for the senior consulting physician."

    "Which I took out of your left coat pocket when you bent over the bucket," Nora grinned, tossing five bright gold coins into the air and catching them in her apron. "Consider it your fine for wearing that noisy watch-chain while I'm trying to listen to the street."

    Up on the step behind the velvet curtain, Doctor Finch paused with both hands on the handles of the wheelbarrow.

    For once, the old man didn't bluster back at her. He looked down at the twenty leather bags of gold sitting in the barrow—nearly two thousand guineas in solid coin—and then back at Cassian, who was wiping the zinc table clean with carbolic and vinegar.

    "Cassian, my boy," Finch said, lowering his voice so it didn't carry up the outer churchyard passage. "Two thousand guineas in a single week. Why don't we pack the trunks tonight, buy three first-class cabins on the Friday morning packet to Lisbon, and spend the rest of our lives drinking Madeira under an orange tree? Before Professor Halloway's friends at the Admiralty figure out which churchyard wall all these carriages are stopping at?"

    Cassian stopped wiping the zinc slab and looked up at the old doctor.

    For a long breath, the picture Finch painted—warm Portuguese sun, dry stone, no harbor fog, no Navy hounds—sat remarkably sweet in Cassian’s chest.

    Then he looked down at his own left hand resting on the cold zinc, felt the deep ten-second pulse under his ninth rib, and thought of the three giant Mother-Jars purring in the dark twelve hundred feet below their boots.

    More than that, he remembered how it had felt for four years to be the boy who had to bow and scrape and hide his fingernails whenever a gentleman in a blue coat knocked on the door.

    "If you get on the Friday packet to Lisbon with a trunk full of gold, Doctor," Cassian said dryly, "you'll lose half of it playing whist with the ship's purser before the boat clears the bay, and the other half to a Spanish widow by Tuesday."

    "A gross slander!" Finch huffed, though his ears turned bright pink under his wig because he had already been pricing gold-trimmed portmanteaus in High Street that afternoon. "I merely mention it in the interest of institutional prudence!"

    "One last patient on tonight's slate," Cassian told him, glancing at the pocket-watch on the table, "and then we brick up the churchyard arch before midnight and take the rest of the week off. Go on up and bolt the cellar door behind you."

    Finch trundled the heavy wheelbarrow of gold up the hidden stone steps toward Saint Jude’s basement, whistling an old tavern tune under his breath.

    Down in the octagonal crypt chamber, only the eleven-thirty appointment remained: a wealthy wool-broker from Salt-Haven whom Alderman Garrow had vouched for at the club.

    At twenty-five minutes past eleven, down at the outer churchyard gate, Sergeant Pike’s low whistle echoed faintly down the stone passage.

    Cassian pulled his black silk mask back down over his eyes and stepped behind the velvet screen to trim the wick of his spirit-lamp, while Nora climbed back up into the dark niche above the lintel.

    In the quiet stone room, they heard the heavy oak door at the top of the churchyard steps creak open, followed by the slow, measured tread of a single pair of boots descending the thirty stone stairs.

    Up in the dark niche above the lintel, Nora pressed her left fingertip against the tiny silver tuning-bridge behind her ear, aiming her hearing up the stairwell.

    Suddenly, up in the shadow above the lintel, Nora’s entire body went rigid.

    She didn't whisper into the copper speaking-wire.

    She leaned straight out over the stone ledge above Cassian’s head, her face dead white in the candlelight, and hissed down at him with everything she had:

    "Cassian, blow out the lamp! Pike isn't on the stairs—and the man coming down has TWO knots beating in his chest!"


  Chapter 38: The Man With Two Hearts

  Cassian didn't waste a fraction of a second asking who it was.

    He slapped his palm over the glass chimney of the spirit-lamp, snuffing the flame into darkness, and lunged across the octagonal chamber to yank the heavy oak door leading up to Saint Jude’s basement shut—sliding the inner iron bolt home just as the outer churchyard door at the bottom of the thirty steps swung open.

    The man who stepped onto the octagonal stone landing wore a gentleman's black velvet opera cloak drizzled with November rain and a smooth white porcelain mask over his face.

    In his left hand, he carried Night-Watch Sergeant Bill Pike by the collar of his heavy wool beadle's cape—Pike was limp and unconscious, a dark purple bruise swelling over his right temple where the heavy brass butt of a pistol had taken him from behind in the churchyard fog.

    With a casual flick of his wrist, the masked man tossed the two-hundred-pound sergeant onto the dusty flagstones as effortlessly as tossing an empty coal-sack, and looked slowly around the candle-lit stone chamber.

    Behind the eye-holes of the white porcelain mask, his eyes were bloodshot and completely dry—the tear-ducts seared shut from the inside so that he never blinked.

    "Don't bolt the upper door on my account, Mr. Locke," a soft, smoke-ruined voice rasped from behind the porcelain mask. "Or should I address you as the Master of the Velvet Charnel? Professor Halloway was quite incoherent on the subject when my marines dragged him out of his study on Friday evening."

    Surgeon-Major Vey.

    Cassian stood ten feet away in the center of the stone chamber, his boots planted between the portable zinc table and the narrow oak door that led up to Saint Jude’s basement—where Doctor Finch was still hauling the wheelbarrow up the steps and where Nora was crouched breathless in the dark niche ten feet above the doorway.

    Under his ninth left rib, Cassian’s Ballast knot pulled tight, drinking eighty pounds of weight out of his frame so he could move on a hair-trigger. Under his right coat-cuff, his thumb found the cold silver lever of the sixteenth-century Cinder-bridle, clicking it half a notch toward the open position.

    "You're thirty minutes late for the wool-broker's appointment, Surgeon-Major," Cassian said, keeping his voice flat and level behind his black silk mask while his eyes searched the dark doorway behind Vey to see if there were Naval Marines on the stairs. "And the fee at the door is three hundred guineas."

    Up in the lintel niche overhead, Nora gave a single, almost imperceptible tap of her fingernail against the stone—their private code for One man. Nobody else on the stairs.

    Vey had come down into the crypt alone.

    Why would the Commander of Ward Four walk into a rival surgeon's cellar without a platoon of Marines at his back?

    Then Vey unbuttoned the silver clasp at the throat of his black velvet opera cloak and let the heavy cloth slide off his shoulders onto the flagstones.

    Cassian heard it with his own ears from ten feet away.

    Behind Vey’s starched naval waistcoat, his chest wasn't beating in a single ten-second rhythm. It was beating in a heavy, grinding double-stroke that made the air in the closed stone room vibrate like a ship's engine-room: THUMP-crunch... THUMP-crunch.

    And running up the exposed left side of Vey’s neck—pinned directly through the grey skin with six heavy surgical staples of tarnished silver—was a thumb-thick, pulsing external bypass pipe made of braided silver wire and a dead man's femoral vein, routing boiling dark blood straight from his lower ribs up into the great artery of his throat!

    "You read the 1542 Barber-Surgeons' ledger," Vey murmured almost conversationally, his dry, unblinking eyes following Cassian’s gaze to the pulsing vein-pipe on his neck. "And you put a sixteenth-century silver staple on my Lieutenant Kael’s subclavian vein last Monday night at the bottom of the bay. When Kael came back from the diving-bell barge with a neat half-inch scar under his collar and a sudden desire to close our Cock Lane investigation, I laid him on my table at the Naval Hospital and opened his stitches myself."

    Cassian felt a cold drop of sweat slide down his spine under his shirt.

    He cut Kael open, Cassian realized, keeping his hands steady at his sides, found the fourteen-day Cinder-bud, and used Kael's records to trace Alderman Garrow's carriage to the old churchyard.

    "Did Kael die on the table?" Cassian asked quietly.

    "Why would I waste a perfectly good lieutenant?" Vey asked mildly. "I left your clever little red seed right where you stitched it, locked Kael in a cell on the Iron Sovereign until his fourteen days run out, and came down here myself so none of Admiral Sterling's clerks would see what was inside this crypt."

    Vey took one unhurried step past the unconscious Pike, his eyes moving appreciatively over the sixteenth-century stone table, the silver sconces, and finally landing on the bulky brass cuff strapped around Cassian’s right wrist.

    "A passable piece of field-carpentry for a charity boy," Surgeon-Major Vey said, glancing contemptuously at Cassian’s wrist-bridle. "Though you are still following the 1542 ledger like a timid parish apprentice, Mr. Locke—strapping your second seed outside the skin in a tin bracelet because the old barbers of King Harry's day were too cowardly to cut their own heart-valves."

    Vey tapped the pulsing, silver-braided convict vein stapled up the side of his own throat.

    "It took me nineteen prisoners on the hospital hulk this summer to work out the pressure ratio," Vey said softly, with the calm pride of an anatomist lecturing a student. "Eighteen of them burst their left ventricles on the slab. The nineteenth taught me that if you bridge the main arch of the aorta with a silver-braided vein taken warm from a healthy donor, an Ash-Knot in the lungs and a Carapace-Knot in the spine beat inside the same chest without a buckle showing."

    As Vey spoke the word Carapace, he slowly pulled off his white kid gloves and dropped them beside his cloak.

    With a wet, sickening crunch of parting flesh that made the small hairs on Cassian’s neck stand straight up, curved plates of solid white ivory bone erupted straight through the skin of Vey’s forearms, wrists, and knuckles—interlocking over his hands like living steel gauntlets, while a wave of dry, choking furnace-heat rolled off his body that made the beeswax candles in the wall-sconces melt halfway down their holders in two seconds!

    "You have the 1542 Mother-Jars somewhere below this landing, Mr. Locke," Vey rasped, flexing his bone-plated fingers as thin grey smoke curled from the scorched linen of his cuffs. "And you have a second heartbeat hiding up in that shadow over the lintel. Step away from the upper door and lay your hands flat on the stone table. I only need your brain and your right hand intact for the Naval Hospital; the rest of you—and the girl overhead—are optional."


  Chapter 39: Bone Against Brass

  Cassian didn't waste a breath talking to him.

    Surgeon-Major Vey was six feet from the stone table, and the air around Vey’s bone-plated forearms was already shimmering like the top of a brick-kiln.

    Cassian pulled his left flank tight—dropping a hundred and ten pounds off his boots—and kicked the edge of the portable zinc dissecting table straight at Vey’s knees, dumping three hundred pounds of stored Ballast into the metal frame mid-slide so it hit like a runaway coal-cart.

    A normal man’s shins would have snapped like dry twigs.

    Vey didn't even step back.

    As the three-hundred-pound table slammed into his shins, a plate of curved white bone burst straight through the front of his black wool trousers over both shinbones—taking the impact with a deafening CLANG like an iron cannonball hitting an anvil!

    The zinc table crumpled in half and bounced off his legs without moving Vey an inch.

    He's armored under the cloth too, Cassian’s mind flashed in cold shock as Vey lunged forward through the wreckage of the table.

    Vey’s right hand—plated in a jagged spur of white bone four inches past his knuckles—slashed horizontally at Cassian’s ribs.

    "Back, Cassian!" Nora screamed from the stone ledge overhead.

    Cassian threw himself backward against the ancient stone table, bringing his right forearm up in its sixteenth-century brass Cinder-bridle to deflect the bone-spur—and clicking his thumb-valve wide open to blast Vey’s face with furnace-steam.

    BOOM!

    The red Cinder-Knot on Cassian’s wrist roared orange, colliding directly with the scorching Ash-Knot heat radiating out of Vey’s bone-plated fist.

    Instead of burning Vey back, the two thermal surges met in mid-air with a violent crack—and Vey’s bone-spur hooked right under the quicksilver-glass dome on Cassian’s wrist and twisted.

    CRACK.

    The sixteenth-century brass strap snapped around Cassian’s forearm.

    Before the torn silver needles could rip his radial vein open, Cassian’s left hand clamped over his own wrist, yanking the broken brass cuff off his arm and hurling it into the corner just as Vey’s second punch caught Cassian high on the left shoulder—driving him backward into the stone wall hard enough to make stars burst behind his eyes.

    Cassian slid down the granite wall onto one knee, blood running hot from his lip and his right wrist stinging where the needles had pulled free.

    Across the chamber, Vey didn't even look winded. Only the thick silver-braided vein tube on the side of Vey’s neck was pulsing faster—bulging dark purple as it struggled to balance the two knots inside his chest.

    "A sixteenth-century wrist-toy," Vey rasped behind his white porcelain mask, stepping over the bent zinc table and raising his bone-spurred right hand to pin Cassian’s throat to the granite wall. "Let's see how you hold a knife without your right hand, boy."

    Up at the top of the hidden stairs behind the oak door, the bolt suddenly rattled back.

    The oak door flew open, and Doctor Erasmus Finch stood on the bottom step with his black academic silk gown billowing open over his new plum velvet coat and his horsehair wig on crooked—holding an antique, bell-mouthed brass blunderbuss loaded with two ounces of swan-shot and old carpet-tacks that he kept under his bed for burglars!

    "Excommunico—unhand my senior demonstrator, you unlicensed navy butcher!" Finch roared, his voice cracking an octave in sheer terror as he shut both eyes tight and yanked the trigger.

    KABOOM!

    A cloud of black powder-smoke and forty rusty carpet-tacks blasted across the octagonal chamber.

    Half the swan-shot sparked harmlessly off the white bone-plates covering Vey’s back and shoulders—but three jagged iron carpet-tacks peppered the exposed side of Vey’s neck right beside his silver-braided bypass tube, and the sheer force of the blast spun Vey half around toward the stairs!

    "Run, Cassian!" Finch yelped, dropping the smoking blunderbuss and trying to slam the oak door shut.

    Vey moved faster than a snake. In one bound he reached the bottom step and slashed his bone-spurred left hand through the closing gap of the door—slicing through Finch’s velvet sleeve and opening a deep six-inch gash across the old doctor’s left forearm before Finch fell backward up the steps.

    That two-second distraction was all Cassian needed.

    Lying beside Cassian’s knee on the flagstones—where it had fallen out of his waistcoat pocket when he hit the wall—sat old Toby’s flat, two-inch disk of Quicksilver-Glass.

    And six feet above Vey’s head, right across the center of the octagonal chamber in front of the upper oak door, the sixteenth-century stone ceiling rib was held up by a single cracked granite keystone.

    Cassian didn't jump at Vey’s bone-armor empty-handed.

    As Vey spun back from the stairs to finish him off, Cassian snatched up the Quicksilver-Glass lens in his right hand, held it directly in front of the single remaining candle-sconce on the wall—bending the yellow shadow of his own standing body three inches to the right against the stone wall—and leaped straight up onto the ancient stone table with zero weight in his boots!

    Vey’s bone-spur lunged at the bent shadow on the wall—driving four inches deep into solid granite three inches to the right of Cassian’s real ribs!

    For half a heartbeat, Vey’s bone-plated fist was wedged fast in the granite wall directly beneath the cracked ceiling arch.

    Cassian dropped out of the air above him, planted both boots and his bare left palm flat against the cracked granite keystone in the vault rib, and breathed out with every last drop of blood in his body—dumping five hundred pounds of crushing Ballast weight straight down into the center of the ceiling!

    CRAAACK-THOOM!

    Two tons of sixteenth-century granite lintel and brick vaulting broke loose from the ceiling and roared straight down on top of Surgeon-Major Vey’s head and shoulders!

    Even Vey’s bone-carapace couldn't hold up a falling house.

    With a wet, muffled crunch of cracking bone-plate, Vey was driven flat onto his knees under a four-foot wall of falling stone and mortar dust that sealed the octagonal chamber right down the middle—separating Saint Jude’s upper stair from the outer churchyard passage!

    "Pike!" Cassian gasped through the choking grey dust, grabbing the unconscious Night-Watch sergeant by the collar before the last of the rubble closed the gap, making the big man weightless with one pull of his rib, and dragging him backward through the oak door up into Saint Jude’s basement stairs just as the rest of the ceiling arch thundered down behind them!


  Chapter 40: Blood on the Velvet

  Up in the basement of Saint Jude’s, the dust boiled up through the floor-hole behind the furnace like smoke from a lime-kiln, and then stopped as two tons of fallen granite plugged the lower landing solid.

    Cassian dragged Sergeant Pike off the top step onto the flagstones, slammed the four-hundred-pound slate cover back over the floor-hole, and turned around.

    By the sink, Nora—who had scrambled up the hidden ventilator-ladder from the lintel niche the instant the ceiling let go—was kneeling on the bricks beside Doctor Erasmus Finch.

    Finch was sitting against the salt-barrel, his face the color of wet chalk under his crooked wig, staring in horror at the six-inch slash across his left forearm where purple-red blood was soaking through the shredded plum velvet of his new coat.

    "He cut my velvet," Finch whispered weakly, his lower lip trembling like a child's as the shock set in. "Twelve guineas on High Street, Cassian... and the brute ruined the cuff..."

    "Shut up about the cuff and keep your thumb pressed on that vein, you old idiot," Nora snapped at him, though her own hands were shaking as she ripped a clean linen apron into strips. "Cassian! Get the needle—he's bleeding fast!"

    Cassian dropped to his knees beside Finch, his own left shoulder throbbing and his right wrist raw where the brass Cinder-bridle had been torn off down in the crypt.

    He didn't waste time with clove-oil. He pinched the cut branch of Finch’s forearm vein between his left thumb and forefinger—using a tiny trickle of Ballast weight to hold the blood back inside the vessel—while his right hand stitched the six-inch gash shut in eight fast, clean loops of silk and poured three drops of pure 1542 Mother-Jar Amber straight along the seam.

    Under the golden oil, the bleeding stopped in four seconds flat, the torn skin already drawing together into a clean pink line.

    Cassian tied the last knot, wrapped a dry bandage snug around Finch’s arm, and sat back on his heels on the bloody flagstones.

    He looked at the old doctor.

    For four years, Doctor Erasmus Finch had stolen Cassian’s pennies, lost the parish coal-money on blind horses and badger fights, and hidden under the bed whenever a bailiff knocked on the door.

    Tonight, when a monster in a white porcelain mask had cornered Cassian against a wall, the sixty-one-year-old drunk had come down the stairs in his silk gown with a rusted blunderbuss and shot the Commander of Ward Four in the neck with carpet-tacks.

    "What the hell were you doing coming down those steps, Doctor?" Cassian asked roughly, his voice catching slightly in his throat as he wiped Finch's blood off his fingers. "I told you to lock the parlor door."

    Finch sniffed loudly, trying to adjust his gold monocle with his unbandaged right hand and missing his eye twice before giving up.

    "And allow an uncertified naval sawbones to poach my senior partner on my own premises?" Finch said weakly, attempting a grand wave of his hand and wincing as the stitches pulled. "Besides... you still haven't told me where you hid the rest of Alderman Garrow's three hundred guineas. If you expired in the cellar, I should have been forced to dig up the entire coal-bin myself."

    Nora let out a short, watery laugh, reached across Finch’s knees, and patted the old man’s bald head where his wig had slid off into the sawdust.

    "You're a terrible liar, Doctor Finch," Nora said softly. "Your heart was beating so fast when you pulled that trigger I thought your ribs were going to come through your shirt."

    Down below the slate slab behind the furnace, however, Nora’s head suddenly tilted toward the stone floor.

    The smile vanished from her mouth.

    "Is he dead under those rocks?" Finch whispered nervously, eyeing the slate.

    "No," Nora said, her voice dropping low and cold as she pressed her finger against the silver tuning-bridge behind her ear. "His bone-armor took the worst of the ceiling stone. I can hear him digging himself out on the churchyard side of the rubble right now—and his two hearts are beating like an iron foundry."

    She listened for another five seconds as scraping sounds echoed faintly up through forty feet of solid rock and then faded away toward the churchyard steps two streets south.

    "He just climbed up into the churchyard lane," Nora whispered. "He's coughing blood—your carpet-tacks nicked that silver pipe on his neck—and he just told his driver to ride for the Navy yard and bring two hundred Marines and the quarantine wagons at dusk tomorrow."

    The basement was very quiet except for the hiss of the gas-lamp.

    By the coal-bin, Sergeant Bill Pike sat up with a groan, feeling the goose-egg lump on his temple and glaring at his torn beadle's cape. "God's teeth, my skull feels like the wife hit me with the flat-iron. Two hundred Marines, did she say? If Vey chains off the bridges at dusk tomorrow with catching-wagons, Locke, I'm out a pension, my boots are ruined, and there won't be a rat-hole left on Rag Lane by midnight."

    Cassian looked down at his bare right wrist—where the sixteenth-century brass Cinder-bridle was gone, crushed under two tons of granite in the collapsed landing—and then over at the hidden brick cupboard behind the furnace flue.

    Inside that cupboard sat the four jars he had brought up from the bottom of the bay: the Mother-Jar Amber, Vane’s Tide-Knot, Murch’s Bellows-Knot, and Glass-Eye Venn’s translucent Quicksilver-Knot.

    A single Ballast knot under his left rib hadn't been enough to scratch Surgeon-Major Vey’s bone-armor.

    And an external brass wrist-cuff was too clumsy—Vey had ripped it off his arm in the first ten seconds of the fight.

    Look at how Vey did it, Cassian thought, his mind racing back to the thick, silver-braided vein tube he had seen pulsing on the side of Vey’s neck. Vey didn't wear his second knot in a glass bracelet on his wrist. He put both knots inside his own body, and bridged the two veins with a loop of braided silver so the two pulses couldn't fight each other!

    Wait.

    Why had Vey’s silver neck-pipe looked so swollen, purple, and clumsy?

    Because Vey had tried to bridge two knots that did the same brutal, heavy thing—Ash and Bone-Carapace—forcing both of them to pump outward until the pressure burned his own tear-ducts dry!

    What if you didn't pair two heavy knots that fought for the same pressure?

    Cassian stood up slowly and walked over to the brick cupboard, pulling out the jar where Glass-Eye Venn’s translucent Quicksilver-Knot floated weightlessly in the blue brine.

    Under my left rib, the Ballast knot pulls weight inward on the ten-second beat, Cassian realized, his pulse quickening as he stared through the glass at the shimmering, light-bending organ. And this Quicksilver-Knot pushes light and space outward. If I graft this behind my right collarbone and run a hair-thin figure-eight bridge of beaten silver wire under the skin across my breastbone to link them together... when one breathes in, the other breathes out!

    "Nora," Cassian said, setting the jar on the oak workbench and reaching for his spirit-lamp. "Go down to the Salt-House through the apothecary roof-walk and tell Shivering Cole to have his men move every barrel of blasting-powder and lime off the piers into the Rag Lane cellars before noon tomorrow."

    Nora stood up from the floor, her blindfolded face snapping toward the sound of the glass jar touching the bench.

    "And what are you doing between now and noon tomorrow, Sawbones?" she asked sharply.

    Cassian picked up a roll of fine silver wire and his sharpest curved scalpel, looking at his own bare chest in the broken half of Finch’s shaving mirror.

    "Surgeon-Major Vey thinks he's the only man in Rook-Water with two hearts," Cassian said quietly. "By tomorrow night, I'm going to show him how a real barber stitches a bridge."


  Chapter 41: The Figure-Eight Bridge

  "You're out of your mind," Nora said at two in the morning, standing over the zinc dissecting table with both hands planted on the cold metal rim while she listened to the scratch of Cassian’s quill pen across his own skin. "I can hear you drawing lines on your chest like a butcher marking a side of mutton! The old book downstairs said any man who puts two seeds inside his own ribs dies before the third moon!"

    "The old book downstairs was written by men who didn't know how a two-cylinder bilge pump works," Cassian said, dipping the quill back into the inkhorn to finish the diagonal X across his breastbone between his ninth left rib and his right collarbone. "If two pistons push water into the same pipe at the same second, the boiler blows up. That's why Vey had to bolt a thumb-thick convict vein up the outside of his neck."

    He tapped the black ink X drawn over the middle of his breastbone.

    "My Ballast knot under the left rib pulls inward every ten seconds," Cassian said. "Venn's Quicksilver-Knot pushes outward. If I tunnel a hair-thin loop of beaten silver wire under the skin across my breastbone—so the vein from my left rib feeds straight into the collar of the right collarbone—the two knots never push against each other. Every time the left one drinks weight in, it pushes the blood straight up the silver bridge to feed the right one."

    By the stove, Doctor Erasmus Finch lifted the boiled silver wire out of the pan with brass tongs, his one unbandaged hand remarkably steady now that there was real surgery happening in the room.

    "A reciprocal anastomosis," Finch murmured, peering through his gold monocle at the ink diagram on Cassian’s chest with a flicker of the genuine medical talent he must have had thirty years ago before the gin took him. "Using the sternal branch as a counter-siphon. God bless my soul, Locke... if your right lung doesn't collapse during the tunneling, it might actually balance."

    "Thank you for the vote of confidence, Doctor," Cassian said dryly. "Bring the clove-oil and the long darning-cannula."

    Nora didn't laugh.

    She reached out in the yellow lamplight and caught Cassian by the chin with her right hand, holding his face still while her left ear tilted six inches from his bare chest.

    "If your heart stops for ten seconds like it did the first night," she whispered fiercely, low enough that Finch couldn't hear her over the hiss of the spirit-lamp, "I'm not waiting for it to start back up by itself. I'll punch your breastbone through your spine to get it moving."

    "Deal," Cassian murmured, kissing the inside of her wrist before wedging the folded leather razor-strop hard between his back molars.

    This time, he wasn't working alone on a cold floor by a cracked mirror.

    While Doctor Finch held the brass lamp steady with his good hand and handed over the boiled instruments in silence, and while Nora stood at Cassian’s left shoulder with two fingers pressed against the carotid artery in his neck to count his pulse out loud, Cassian picked up the scalpel.

    First, he made a three-inch cut below his right collarbone, exposing the deep blue branch of the subclavian vein.

    The clove-oil dulled the surface, and then the familiar white fire bit into his chest. Cassian locked his jaw on the leather strap, sweat running down his ribs, and slipped a hammered silver shilling collar around the exposed right vein.

    Second came the hardest part: the bridge.

    Using a six-inch, slightly curved silver tunneling-needle threaded with a double loop of hollow, hair-fine beaten silver wire soaked in 1542 Mother-Jar Amber, Cassian pushed the needle under the skin from the right collarbone, straight across the center of his breastbone, and down to the upper edge of the scar over his ninth left rib.

    Grrrrk.

    As the silver wire linked the outer casing of the sleeping Ballast Knot on his left to the collar on his right, the black knot under his ninth rib gave an angry, suspicious lurch—making Cassian’s left shoulder suddenly weigh two hundred pounds so he nearly slid sideways off the stool!

    "Pulse eighty-five—steady!" Nora called out sharply, bracing his left shoulder with both hands. "Don't let the needle slip, Sawbones!"

    With his right hand, Cassian scooped Glass-Eye Venn’s translucent, shimmering Quicksilver-Knot out of the blue jar with the horn spoon and held it over the open three-inch pocket below his right collarbone.

    Four translucent, silvery-clear roots whipped out of the knot like threads of spun glass and plunged through the silver collar into his right vein.

    THUMP.

    For three terrifying seconds, the two knots inside his chest didn't understand each other.

    On his left side, the black Ballast knot pulled hard downward, trying to crush him into the floor; on his right side, the clear Quicksilver knot pushed hard outward, bending the light around his head so wildly that to Doctor Finch’s terrified eyes, Cassian’s head appeared to detach three inches from his neck!

    Inside Cassian’s chest, his heart fluttered like a bird caught in a fist. Blood tasted hot and coppery on his tongue around the leather gag.

    Wait for the tenth second, Cassian screamed inside his head, gripping the edges of the zinc table with both hands until the metal bent under his fingers. Hold the bridge until the ten-second beat!

    "Eight!" Nora counted in his ear, her fingers digging into his neck as his pulse stuttered. "Nine! Now, push!"

    On ten, Cassian breathed out hard and forced the surge from his left rib straight up the diagonal silver wire across his breastbone.

    A drop of pure golden Mother-Jar Amber inside the silver wire flashed warm across his sternum.

    The surge from the left knot hit the right knot at the exact top of its outward beat.

    THUMP-thrum.

    Like two clockwork gears dropping their teeth into mesh after a hard grind, the two knots locked into a single, seamless figure-eight cycle across his chest.

    Left rib in: THUMP.
Right collarbone out: thrum.

    The crushing pressure vanished from his heart.

    Cassian spat the leather strop onto the table and stood up off the stool as Nora quickly tied the pre-threaded silk loops shut over his right collarbone.

    He didn't black out on the floor, and he didn't crawl for the bone-boiler.

    He stood in the middle of the basement floor, looking down at his own bare chest.

    When he breathed in and tilted the figure-eight bridge to the left, all the weight drained out of his body—and simultaneously, the Quicksilver-Knot under his right collarbone drank the light bouncing off his skin.

    Three feet away, Doctor Erasmus Finch let out a high-pitched yelp and dropped his brass tongs into the sink.

    "Cassian!" Finch gasped, pointing a trembling finger at the empty space two feet in front of the zinc table. "Where—where did you go?!"

    Cassian hadn't moved an inch.

    To Finch’s eyes, Cassian was standing three feet to the left beside the copper boiler—while Cassian’s real, weightless body stood right in front of the table, completely unseen!

    And when Cassian stepped forward and tapped his left finger against the iron rim of the boiler, the phantom image by the table vanished and three hundred pounds of silent, invisible mass slammed into the iron three feet away!

    Even Nora—who could still hear the quiet, synchronized THUMP-thrum of his chest from two paces away—let out a slow, low whistle through her teeth.

    "All right," Nora said, a fierce, dangerous smile breaking across her face in the lamplight. "Let Surgeon-Major Vey bring his bone-gloves tomorrow night. He won't even know which side of the room just broke his neck."


  Chapter 42: Preparing the Ward

  They didn't sleep on Friday morning.

    A war in Gallows Ward wasn't won when the Marines marched onto the bridge at dusk; it was won in the twelve hours of cold, muddy, terrifying preparation before the first boot hit the cobblestones.

    At six in the morning, while the November rain came down in grey sheets over the roofs, Shivering Cole arrived in Saint Jude’s basement through the apothecary coal-passage with rain dripping off his black oilskin hat and four of the toughest deep-water divers from the Drowned Reach behind him.

    "Vey moved two companies of Naval Marines up to the High Street toll-gate before dawn," Cole reported quietly, warming his steady left hand over the furnace while Cassian handed out mugs of hot, rum-spiked beef broth. "And the floating hospital hulk Iron Sovereign just anchored three hundred yards off Pier Nine with six Ward Four catching-wagons on the lighter-barge. At five o'clock tonight, when the market bell rings, Vey's going to drop the quarantine chains across all four bridges into Gallows Ward and sweep every cellar from the river to Rag Lane."

    By the sink, Sergeant Bill Pike rubbed his bandaged head, looking miserably at his mud-stained Night-Watch coat. "Two hundred Marines with muskets, and six of Vey's hounds. Even if we hide down in the 1542 shaft, Locke, once Vey burns Saint Jude's above our heads and finds the slate slab under the furnace, he'll just pump harbor water down the chimney until we drown."

    "Then we don't hide in the shaft," Cassian said.

    He unrolled a butcher-paper street map of Gallows Ward across the zinc dissecting table, weighted down at the corners with four stacks of fifty gold guineas from the crypt strongbox.

    The four dive-bosses from the Drowned Reach stared at the two hundred gold coins gleaming on the zinc.

    "Surgeon-Major Vey told the Admiralty Board he's putting down a typhus riot tonight," Cassian told the room, his voice calm even though his stomach was tight with the cold, electric dread of what was coming at five o'clock. "Which means he can't use ship's cannon on the houses without Rear-Admiral Sterling asking why you shell a hospital ward. He has to march his Marines and his six hounds up Rag Lane on foot to reach this house."

    Cassian tapped the steepest, narrowest stretch of Rag Lane—where the four-story brick tenement walls leaned inward so close you could shake hands across the street from the third-floor windows, and the cobblestones sloped down at twenty degrees toward the Cock Lane sewer-grate.

    "Sergeant Pike," Cassian said, pushing the first stack of fifty gold guineas across the zinc. "Take ten of your Night-Watchmen who owe the butcher money. Between now and four o'clock, I want every barrel of tallow-scrap and soft soap from the chandler's shop stacked behind the third-floor shutters of Rag Lane, and I want the iron grating at the bottom of the hill chained shut from the underside."

    Pike’s eyes lit up as his thick fingers closed over the gold. "Tallow and soft soap on wet cobbles. A horse won't be able to stand up on that hill, let alone a Marine in nailed boots."

    "Cole," Cassian said, pushing the second and third stacks of gold across the metal to the quiet knife-man. "You and your divers take the twenty kegs of naval blasting-powder we salvaged from Vane's barge—plus the four iron Cinder-pots I rigged from Stubbs's offshoots—and lay them under the rotten timber pilings of the Wharf Street footbridge. When the Marine column marches in from the High Street gate up top, don't touch the soldiers. Let the regular Marines slip in the soap and curse their officers—we don't want a blood-feud with the fleet. Wait until Vey and his six Ward Four hounds separate from the column in the fog."

    Cole nodded once, his grey eyes cold and steady. "Cut the hounds off from the muskets."

    "And what about Surgeon-Major Vey's floating hulk out at Pier Nine?" one of the dive-bosses asked grimly. "Vey keeps thirty reserve catchers and his private laboratory cages aboard the Iron Sovereign. If we hit his squad on Rag Lane, he'll fire a blue signal rocket and bring the hulk's longboats straight into the slip behind our backs."

    Cassian reached into his waistcoat pocket and pulled out a sealed letter written on heavy cream paper, stamped with the foul-anchor seal of Rear-Admiral Thomas Sterling—along with Professor Halloway’s private dispensary ledger that Lady Clara Vance had stolen from her brother-in-law’s desk the night before.

    "He won't get a single longboat off the Iron Sovereign tonight," Cassian said quietly, handing the sealed packet to Cole’s fastest runner. "Deliver this to Rear-Admiral Sterling's flagship at the King's Anchorage at four-thirty sharp—thirty minutes before Vey's quarantine bell rings. Inside that ledger are the names of four Admiralty captains' wives and Sterling's own sixteen-year-old daughter, listed next to the shipments of raw sewer-lime Surgeon-Major Vey sold them through Halloway."

    A slow, nasty grin went around the table.

    By three in the afternoon, the cellar had cleared out as every man went to his post in the rain.

    Before going up to the roof-walk to check the tallow-barrels, Cassian climbed the pantry ladder into the quiet second-floor flat next door to strap on his dark leather surgeon's roll.

    Nora was sitting by the window in her green soldier's coat and new calfskin boots, oiling the tiny silver tuning-bridge behind her left ear while the rain drummed on the glass.

    Now that the men were gone and the room was quiet, Cassian saw that her hands were trembling slightly in her lap.

    He walked across the pine floorboards, knelt beside her chair, and reached up with his thumb to check the beeswax seal on the tiny silver tuning-bridge behind her ear—pretending to inspect the wire so he didn't have to say what was actually twisting his gut.

    "The rain's going to blow straight through those belfry louvers tonight," Cassian said, keeping his eyes on the buckle of her coat. "And damp air throws the high notes off. Doctor Finch has the cellar passage bolted from the inside—you could call the shots from the chimney-flue down by the Mother-Jars where the stone's ten feet thick."

    Nora caught his wrist before he could pull his hand back from her ear, her pale silver eyes fierce under the black silk band before she had even tied it down.

    "There isn't a thing wrong with the wax on my ear, you lying bastard," she snapped, her voice rough because her throat was tight. "And if you think I'm sitting in a hole with your dog while you walk out into that fog against six Ward Four hounds using your eyes, you're dumber than Finch. You couldn't find your own arse in a fog-bank without me calling the paces."

    She leaned forward off the chair, pressed her forehead hard against his temple, and wrapped both arms tight around his neck—holding onto him for five long breaths without saying a word, just listening to the steady, figure-eight THUMP-thrum of the two knots beating inside his chest.

    "Don't try to be a hero out there in the mud, Cassian Locke," she whispered against his neck, her breath hot on his skin. "We've got sixteen hundred gold guineas left in that box and a feather-bed that doesn't have fleas. You come back up that ladder tonight with both your hands working, or I'll come down Rag Lane and drag you back by your hair."

    Cassian held her tight against his chest, breathing in the smell of dried lavender and rain in her curls, feeling how much he stood to lose now compared to Tuesday night two weeks ago when he had owned nothing in the world but a putty knife.

    "Stay low behind the belfry stone," Cassian whispered, kissing her mouth once, hard and slow, before standing up and pulling his dark hood over his head. "When the five-o'clock bell rings, just tell me where the hounds are breathing."


  Chapter 43: The Quarantine Bell

  At five o'clock in the evening, the iron curfew bell over the High Street toll-gate began to toll through the pouring November rain: CLANG... CLANG... CLANG.

    Up in the stone belfry of Saint Jude’s Church, eighty feet above the wet slate roofs of Gallows Ward, Nora crouched behind the louvers with the collar of her green soldier's coat turned up against the wind and her left finger pressed lightly against the silver tuning-bridge behind her ear.

    Beside her hip sat the brass speaking-horn that ran down the old lead gutter-pipe to the corner of Rag Lane where Cassian waited in the dark.

    Through the rain and the thick yellow harbor fog, Nora couldn't see a single lantern.

    She didn't need to.

    With her finger on the silver bridge, the entire half-mile bowl of Gallows Ward lay spread out inside her head like a living clockwork map of heartbeats, boots, and breathing lungs.

    "They just dropped the iron quarantine chains across the High Street gate," Nora whispered into the brass horn at her knee. "Two hundred Marines in heavy nailed boots and wet wool coats. They're miserable, Sawbones—half of them are cursing Surgeon-Major Vey for marching them into a typhus ward in the rain instead of letting them eat their Friday salt-pork."

    Down in the dark shadow of the baker's archway at the bend of Rag Lane, Cassian pressed his ear to the lower end of the lead gutter-pipe.

    "Where is Vey?" Cassian whispered back into the pipe.

    Up in the belfry, Nora turned her chin five degrees to the north, tuning out the heavy tramp of the two hundred regular Marines and locking onto the eerie, non-human rhythms pulsing behind the front rank.

    "Thirty paces behind the lead platoon," Nora breathed. "Vey's walking in the middle of the road in an oilskin cloak—I can hear that double thump-crunch in his chest and the wheeze in his silver neck-pipe where Finch's carpet-tack nicked him last night. And he's got five of his six Ward Four hounds walking ten paces ahead of him in a fan—he left the sixth one guarding the catching-wagons at the toll-gate."

    "What kind of knots?" Cassian asked quickly.

    "Two heavy ones on the left with bone-plates clinking under their sleeves like Vey's," Nora called down the pipe. "Two on the right whose lungs are running furnace-hot like Constable Stubbs before he died—Cinder-hounds. And the fifth one walking point in the middle..."

    Nora’s brow furrowed in the dark belfry.

    "The fifth one's heart is beating slow as a tortoise—only ten times a minute—and he's carrying a long iron rod wrapped in copper wire that's crackling in the rain like grease in a pan."

    A lightning-rod, Cassian realized down in the archway, his fingers tightening on the heavy iron crowbar in his left hand. Some kind of deep-trench electric eel knot. In pouring rain on wet cobblestones, if he touches a puddle you're standing in with that copper rod, he stops your heart from twenty feet away.

    "Wait until the first company of regular Marines reaches the bend by the chandler's shop," Cassian whispered up the pipe. "Then give Pike the whistle."

    Down the steep, twenty-degree cobblestone slope of Rag Lane came the front company of eighty Royal Marines, marching four abreast with fixed bayonets and hooded lanterns, their sergeant shouting for the householders to stay behind shuttered windows under penalty of martial law.

    Surgeon-Major Vey and his five Ward Four hounds walked thirty yards behind the soldiers, waiting for the Marines to clear the narrow bottleneck of the lane.

    Just as the last file of regular Marines passed the third-floor windows of the tallow-chandler’s shop—separating the soldiers at the bottom of the hill from Vey and his five hounds at the top—Nora put two fingers in her mouth up in the belfry and blew a single, piercing gull-whistle that cut straight through the rain.

    Up on the third floor of the tenements on both sides of Rag Lane, twenty wooden shutters banged open at once.

    Sergeant Bill Pike and ten masked Night-Watchmen didn't throw stones or shoot muskets at the King's soldiers.

    They tipped forty fifty-gallon barrels of boiled tallow-grease, slaughterhouse lard, and liquid potash soft-soap straight out the third-story windows onto the steep cobblestones right between the back of the Marine column and Surgeon-Major Vey’s hounds!

    In three seconds flat, sixty yards of steep, rain-slicked cobblestones turned into a river of white, foaming grease slicker than glare-ice.

    "What the devil—!" the Marine captain at the bottom of the hill shouted as his horse's back hooves flew out from under it and the animal sat down harmlessly on its rump in four inches of soap-suds, sliding twenty yards down the hill into Cock Lane and bowling over three ranks of cursing, mud-covered Marines like ninepins!

    Not a single Marine was killed—they were simply tangled in a cursing, sliding heap of muskets, bayonets, and mutton-grease at the bottom of the hill, completely unable to climb back up the twenty-degree soap-slide!

    Up at the top of the grease-slick, cut off from his two hundred muskets by sixty yards of impassable tallow and a wall of yellow fog, stood Surgeon-Major Vey and his five Ward Four hounds.

    "Hold your footing!" Vey rasped furiously, bone-plates snapping out over his forearms as he saw the trap. "He's in the lane! Fan out and flush him!"

    From the dark archway ten yards behind them, Cassian stepped out into the rain.


  Chapter 44: The Alley That Broke Their Ankles

  In the pouring rain at the top of Rag Lane, the lead hound with the copper-wrapped iron rod spun around at the sound of Cassian’s boot splash.

    He didn't waste a second shouting. He jammed the tip of his six-foot copper-wrapped rod straight down into the sheet of rainwater running across the cobblestones toward Cassian’s feet.

    Inside the hound’s chest, a knot harvested from a deep-trench torpedo-ray contracted violently.

    A blinding blue-white arc of galvanic lightning snapped down the copper wire into the wet street, turning the puddle across the cobblestones into a lethal net of current that made the iron nails in the bakery door smoke!

    Except Cassian’s boots weren't touching the cobblestones anymore.

    Half a second before the copper rod hit the puddle, Nora’s voice had barked out of the lead gutter-pipe beside his ear: "Rod coming down—jump!"

    Cassian pulled the left side of his figure-eight bridge tight—dropping his body weight to ten pounds—and kicked off the dry stone step of the baker's doorway straight up to the iron sign-bracket hanging eight feet above the street.

    As the blue galvanic spark sizzled harmlessly through the water underneath him, Cassian pushed the right half of his chest bridge open.

    Under his right collarbone, the Quicksilver-Knot drank the lantern-light bouncing off his dark coat and projected his image three feet lower down—making it look to the five hounds in the rain as if Cassian were still standing ankle-deep in the puddle convulsing from the shock!

    "Got him!" the galvanic hound snarled, stepping forward with the two Cinder-hounds at his elbows to finish the twitching figure in the water.

    Cassian dropped silently off the iron sign-bracket directly behind the galvanic hound’s real shoulders.

    In mid-air, Cassian switched the figure-eight bridge back from right to left—snapping his invisibility off and pulling four hundred pounds of crushing Ballast weight into the heel of his left boot as it came down squarely on the back of the galvanic hound’s neck!

    CRACK.

    The man was driven face-first into the cobblestones so hard his copper rod snapped in half under his chest, discharging its second galvanic bolt straight into the wet boots of the two Cinder-hounds standing on either side of him!

    Both Cinder-hounds screamed as the electric jolt locked their muscles rigid in the rain—and before they could recover, two long black shadows stretched out from the cellar steps across the lane.

    Shivering Cole and his four Drowned Reach dive-bosses stepped out of the dark.

    Cole’s left hand didn't shake by a millimeter as his twin stilettos hamstringed both paralyzed Cinder-hounds from behind, while the four dive-bosses swung heavy lead-weighted salvage nets over their heads and dragged them down into the alley!

    Only Surgeon-Major Vey and his two remaining bone-plated hounds were left standing in the center of the lane.

    "The rooftops!" Vey barked, his dry, bloodshot eyes darting up toward the church belfry as he realized someone high up was calling his men's positions through the fog. "Bring down that bell-tower!"

    One of the two bone-plated hounds—a massive ex-convict whose hands were fused into solid clubs of white ivory—grabbed the iron drain-pipe climbing the wall of Saint Jude’s Church to haul himself up to the roof where Nora was hiding.

    Down in the street, Cassian’s heart gave a cold, ferocious leap.

    Not up that wall, Cassian thought.

    Cassian didn't run after the climbing hound on foot.

    With the figure-eight bridge humming at full gallop across his breastbone, Cassian dropped his weight to nothing, bent the light around his body into a transparent blur that moved like a gust of wind through the rain, and crossed the thirty feet of wet cobbles in a single bound.

    The bone-plated hound was already ten feet up the brick wall, his heavy ivory fingers hooked around the iron brackets of the lead drain-pipe.

    Cassian slapped his bare left palm flat against the bottom section of the iron drain-pipe at street level and breathed out hard—dumping five hundred pounds of dead Ballast weight straight into the iron pipe!

    Ten feet up the wall, the rusty iron masonry-staples holding the pipe to the bricks couldn't hold half a ton of sudden downward mass.

    SCREEE-BANG!

    The entire forty-foot iron drain-pipe ripped straight out of the brick church wall from top to bottom and slammed down onto the cobblestones with the bone-plated hound pinned underneath it, breaking both of the man's legs through his ivory armor!

    Wait—that meant Nora’s speaking-pipe from the belfry was gone too!

    Behind Cassian in the fog, without Nora’s voice in the pipe to warn him, Surgeon-Major Vey and his last bone-armored hound attacked at the same instant from two sides!

    Cassian spun around just as the last hound’s ivory fist grazed his left ribs—numbing his whole flank—while Surgeon-Major Vey’s smoking, bone-bladed right hand drove straight for Cassian’s face through the rain!


  Chapter 45: The Hulk in the Harbor

  Surgeon-Major Vey’s bone-blade came out of the rain six inches from Cassian’s right eye.

    There was no time to think out a neat anatomical diagram. Pure, icy terror spiked through Cassian’s gut.

    Move!

    Cassian threw the right side of his chest bridge wide open.

    The Quicksilver-Knot behind his collarbone flared—bending his visible body four inches to the left while Cassian’s real head snapped to the right.

    Vey’s four-inch bone-spur missed Cassian’s eye-socket by half an inch, ripping a burning red furrow across his right cheekbone and shearing off a lock of his wet hair before slamming into the brick church wall behind him!

    At the same instant, the other bone-plated hound swung his ivory club-fist at Cassian’s kidneys.

    Before the club could land, a heavy iron boarding-grapnel came whistling out of the alley dark on a tarred rope, hooked squarely around the hound’s ankle, and four of Shivering Cole’s burly salvage-divers heaved on the rope at once—yanking the hound's feet out from under him into the soap-slick!

    Cassian didn't stay against the wall.

    With hot blood running down his cheek into his mouth, he kicked off the bricks, grabbed the back of Vey’s velvet collar with his left hand to pull the Surgeon-Major off-balance, and tumbled both of them through the broken cellar doors of Saint Jude’s Dead-House down the brick steps!

    CRASH.

    They hit the basement flagstones at the bottom of the stairs in a tangle of wet wool and flying splinters, rolling apart across the floor between the copper bone-boiler and the zinc dissecting table.

    Up at the top of the cellar steps, Shivering Cole slammed the heavy oak alley doors shut from the outside and dropped the iron bar across the brackets—locking Surgeon-Major Vey inside the basement alone with Cassian!

    Wait—before the doors closed, Vey reached into his breast pocket with his left hand, pulled out a small brass flare-pistol, and fired a single glowing blue signal-star straight up through the open iron street-grating into the sky over the harbor!

    High above the roofs of Gallows Ward, the blue magnesium star burst against the low rain-clouds.

    "You shouldn't have locked your own door, boy," Surgeon-Major Vey rasped, rising to his feet beside the copper boiler and wiping a trickle of dark blood from his chin where Finch’s carpet-tack had nicked his silver neck-pipe. "That flare just signaled the Iron Sovereign anchored off Pier Nine. In four minutes, my thirty reserve catchers and two six-pounder boat-howitzers will land at the slip and level this building to the cellar bricks."

    Cassian stood up at the foot of the zinc table, breathing hard, wiping the blood out of his right eye with his sleeve while Biscuit growled low and vicious from behind the furnace.

    "Four minutes," Cassian panted. "Let's walk over to the coal-chute and listen for your boats, Surgeon-Major."

    Vey frowned behind his cracked white porcelain mask.

    Five seconds passed. Ten.

    Then, from half a mile down the hill out on the black water of the harbor anchorage, a sound rolled up through the rain that made the windowpanes upstairs rattle in their frames.

    BOOOOM! BOOOOM! BOOOOM!

    It wasn't six-pounder boat guns landing at Pier Nine.

    It was the full, thirty-two-pounder broadside battery of the Royal Navy flagship Vanguard firing point-blank across the anchorage—followed three seconds later by a secondary explosion so massive that the sky outside Saint Jude’s high street-grating lit up bright orange through the fog!

    Down in the basement, the floor-bricks trembled under their boots.

    Surgeon-Major Vey froze beside the boiler, his head snapping toward the orange glare pulsing through the high iron grate.

    "What was that?" Vey whispered, his dry, bloodshot eyes widening for the first time.

    Up in the ceiling wall, the brass speaking-tube from the church belfry—which ran down the inside chimney-flue separate from the outer gutter-pipe—gave a sharp whistle.

    "Cassian!" Nora’s voice rang down the inner pipe, breathless, wild, and laughing at the top of her lungs from the belfry roof. "Look at the harbor! Look at the sky! The flagship just blew the masts clean off the Iron Sovereign! The whole prison hulk is burning to the waterline and the Marines at the bottom of the hill are running for the docks!"

    In the basement, Cassian let out a ragged, dizzy bark of laughter, a wave of fierce, electric relief rushing through his aching ribs as he looked across the zinc table at Surgeon-Major Vey.

    "What did you do?" Vey’s voice dropped to a deadly, trembling whisper as the orange light of his burning laboratory ship flickered across his porcelain mask through the grate.

    "On Saturday night," Cassian said, picking up his heavy steel bone-cleaver from the rack with his right hand while his left hand flexed the figure-eight bridge across his chest, "I took a lime-spur out of the left lung of Rear-Admiral Thomas Sterling’s sixteen-year-old daughter. The one you and Professor Halloway have been poisoning with sewer-sludge since August to keep her father on a leash."

    Vey’s bone-plated fists clenched at his sides until the ivory knuckles popped.

    "And at four-thirty this afternoon," Cassian said, stepping around the corner of the zinc dissecting table where this whole thing had started two weeks ago, "I sent Admiral Sterling the ledger showing how much you charged him for it. You don't have a ship anymore, Surgeon-Major. And you don't have two hundred Marines. It's just you, me, and the table."


  Chapter 46: Surgeon Against Surgeon

  Surgeon-Major Vey reached up with his left hand, ripped the cracked white porcelain mask off his face, and dropped it onto the flagstones.

    Beneath the mask, Vey was forty-four, hollow-cheeked and gaunt, with skin the grey-white of boiler ash. The veins across his temples and throat were black as tar, and running up the left side of his neck—pinned through the flesh with six heavy silver staples—was the pulsing, thumb-thick bypass tube of braided silver wire and transplanted convict vein.

    "Rear-Admiral Sterling is an old fool who thinks the things waking up in the trench are a harbour quarantine problem," Vey said softly, his smoke-ruined voice dead calm even as steam began to rise from the collar of his shirt. "And you are a twenty-three-year-old gutter thief who found a pocketful of sixteenth-century pearls and used them to buy a warm bed and a blind whore."

    Cassian’s jaw locked so hard his back teeth creaked.

    "Say that word again," Cassian said quietly, "and I won't stop your heart before I open your chest."

    Vey didn't say another word.

    He reached up to the top silver staple on his neck-tube and twisted a small brass stopcock wide open—letting both the Ash-Knot in his lungs and the Carapace-Knot in his spine flood his bloodstream with unbridled pressure at the same time!

    With a wet, gruesome tearing of cloth and skin, jagged plates of solid white bone erupted out of Vey’s shoulders, chest, and forearms, interlocking into a seamless shell of living bone-mail that glowed dull orange along the seams from the furnace-heat of his blood.

    From his right wrist grew a curved, two-foot scimitar of solid, serrated ivory bone, hot enough to make the grease on the basement floor hiss and catch fire where his boots stepped!

    He just opened his bypass pipe all the way, Cassian realized as the heat in the small basement jumped twenty degrees in two seconds. He knows he can't live an hour with both knots running wide open—he's trying to burn me down before his own heart cooks!

    Vey moved across the twelve feet of flagstone between them faster than a horse could charge.

    The two-foot serrated bone-blade screamed through the air at Cassian’s waist—a horizontal slash that would have cut an unarmored man cleanly in two.

    Cassian didn't try to block a two-foot blade of red-hot bone with a ten-inch steel cleaver.

    He slammed the figure-eight bridge across his breastbone into full cycle:

    Left rib in—zero weight.
Right collarbone out—bend the light.

    To Vey’s bloodshot eyes, Cassian stood frozen at the foot of the zinc table as the bone-scimitar sheared straight through his midsection.

    In reality, Cassian was already four feet in the air above the zinc table—having kicked off the slab weighing ten pounds while leaving his bent light-shadow standing on the floor!

    Vey’s glowing bone-blade hit the corner of the heavy zinc dissecting table instead.

    SCREEE-CLANG!

    The red-hot bone sliced four inches deep into the zinc-and-oak corner of the table, showering sparks across the bricks.

    Before Vey could wrench his blade free of the oak frame, Cassian dropped out of the air directly onto Vey’s armored back—switching his chest bridge in mid-drop to dump six hundred pounds of crushing Ballast weight straight down onto Vey’s spine!

    CRACK-THUD!

    Under six hundred pounds of sudden downward weight, both of Vey’s knees punched two inches deep into the cellar flagstones, and a hairline crack split across the white bone-shell covering his left shoulder-blade!

    Wait—instead of collapsing flat on his stomach, Vey didn't try to throw Cassian off his back.

    Pinned on his knees, Vey sucked in a breath and vented a blinding, three-hundred-degree blast of Ash-Knot furnace-steam straight out through the seams of the bone-plates on his back!

    WHOOSH!

    The scalding blast caught Cassian full in the chest and face at point-blank range!

    Cassian screamed as the superheated steam blistered his hands and burned through the front of his wool coat. He was blown backward off Vey’s shoulders, slamming spine-first into the brick wall of the furnace hard enough to knock the breath out of his lungs and send his steel cleaver spinning into the sink!

    Flat on his back in the coal-dust, gasping through scorched lips while his vision swam with red spots, Cassian saw Vey rise up off his cracked knees and turn around.

    Even through the agony in his blistered hands, Cassian’s surgeon eyes saw the one thing Vey couldn't hide:

    When Cassian’s six-hundred-pound stomp had cracked the bone-plate over Vey’s left shoulder, the edge of the cracked bone had pinched the bottom end of the silver-braided bypass tube running up Vey’s neck!

    The thumb-thick tube on Vey’s throat was swelling like a balloon about to burst—pumping boiling, dark-red blood up from his Ash-Knot into his neck without being able to drain it back down into his chest!

    He can't drain the pipe, Cassian’s brain flashed through the smoke and pain as Vey stalked toward him with the two-foot bone-scimitar raised in both hands. If I try to cut through his bone-armor with a knife, I'll never reach his heart. I don't need to cut him at all.

    What happened when a pump pushed blood up a narrow pipe at full pressure, and the blood inside his heart suddenly weighed fifty pounds?


  Chapter 47: The Zinc Table

  Surgeon-Major Vey stood over Cassian by the brick furnace and brought the two-foot serrated bone-blade whistling straight down at Cassian’s collarbone.

    Cassian didn't roll away—there was no room between the furnace and the copper boiler to roll.

    Instead, flat on his back in the coal-dust, Cassian pushed the right half of his chest bridge wide open for one final fraction of a second.

    To Vey’s eyes, Cassian’s head and shoulders lay six inches to the left against the coal-scuttle.

    The glowing white bone-blade drove down with all of Vey’s weight behind it—missing Cassian’s real neck by three inches and burying itself to the hilt through the empty left shoulder of Cassian’s wool coat deep into the brick mortar of the floor, pinning Vey’s own right arm within six inches of Cassian’s chest!

    "Got you," Cassian whispered through blistered lips.

    Cassian didn't reach for a knife.

    With Vey’s bone-blade stuck fast in the floor-bricks beside his ear, Cassian shot his bare, blistered left hand straight up inside the gap of Vey’s collar and clamped his thumb and four fingers like an iron vise directly around the swollen, pulsing silver-braided bypass tube on the side of Vey’s neck!

    "Let go—!" Vey snarled, trying to wrench his pinned right arm out of the bricks while raising his left fist to smash Cassian’s skull.

    Cassian didn't try to tear the silver tube out of Vey’s neck.

    He closed his eyes, sucked in one ragged breath, and pushed every single ounce of Ballast power he had left in his body straight out of his left palm—not onto Vey’s armor, and not onto Vey’s bones, but directly into the half-pint of boiling blood rushing through the bypass tube under his fingers!

    Inside the silver-braided pipe on Vey’s neck, the half-pint of blood suddenly weighed eighty pounds.

    Like a column of solid molten lead dropped straight down a chimney, the eighty-pound slug of blood slammed backward down Vey’s vena cava into the right chamber of his over-pumped heart!

    THUD.

    Vey’s left fist froze halfway to Cassian’s face.

    Inside Vey’s armored chest, the two runaway knots tried to squeeze against eighty pounds of dead, immovable lead-heavy blood—and stalled dead in their tracks with a muffled, wet CRUNCH that echoed right through Vey’s ribs into Cassian’s hand!

    Surgeon-Major Vey’s mouth opened wide. No sound came out—only a thin curl of grey ash-smoke and a mouthful of dark, clotted blood.

    All the glowing orange heat vanished from the seams of his bone-armor at once. The white ivory plates covering his arms and chest turned brittle, chalky grey, cracking and flaking off onto the floor like dried plaster as Cassian finally let go of his neck.

    The Commander of Ward Four swayed once on his knees, pitched forward across the corner of the zinc dissecting table where dead Grist had lain two weeks ago, and didn't move again.

    For ten full seconds, the basement of Saint Jude’s was dead silent except for the rain pattering through the high street-grate and the copper kettle bubbling softly over the coals.

    Cassian lay flat on his back in the coal-dust beside the furnace, staring up at the low brick vaulting where he had scraped alderman grease on Tuesday night a lifetime ago.

    His hands were blistered red, his right cheek was bleeding into his ear, and his chest felt as if a dray-cart had parked on his ribs.

    Then, behind the furnace, three-legged Biscuit crept out, sniffed Surgeon-Major Vey’s dead boot to make sure it wasn't moving, and came over to lick the soot off Cassian’s chin.

    Upstairs, the bolts on the cellar door rattled back.

    Footsteps came clattering down the brick steps—first Nora in her wet green soldier's coat, then Shivering Cole with blood on his cuffs, then Sergeant Bill Pike carrying a lantern, and finally Doctor Erasmus Finch peeking cautiously over Pike’s shoulder with a freshly loaded pistol in his good hand.

    Nora didn't even slow down at the bottom step.

    She heard Vey’s silent chest on the zinc table, heard Cassian’s ragged, hammering heartbeat on the floor by the furnace, and dropped straight to her knees in the coal-dust beside him, running both cold hands frantically over his face, his neck, and his ribs.

    "You're alive," she breathed, her voice cracking right down the middle as her fingers found the cut on his cheek and the blisters on his palms. "You stupid, crazy, hard-headed bastard, you actually dropped him."

    Cassian looked up at her wet dark curls, then over at Sergeant Pike staring in open-mouthed awe at the dead bone-armored monster on the table, and finally at Doctor Finch crossing himself with his pistol.

    A huge, breathless, unstoppable laugh bubbled up out of Cassian’s sore chest.

    "Damn right I dropped him!" Cassian wheezed, throwing his good arm up in the air and letting out a hoarse, twenty-three-year-old shout that bounced off the cellar bricks. "Look at the size of that bastard, Pike! Six hundred pounds on his back and his own pipe blew out!"

    "Look at the bone on his arms!" Pike roared back, slapping his thigh in sheer, drunken relief after thinking they were all going to hang at five o'clock. "By God, Locke, wait till the boys at the watch-house hear we whipped the whole bloody Navy yard with forty barrels of soft soap!"

    "And let us not overlook the preliminary cervical venesection!" Doctor Finch piped up from the bottom step, lowering his unfired pistol and puffing out his bandaged chest now that he was completely certain the corpse on the table wasn't breathing. "Had my blunderbuss not compromised the scoundrel's carotid shunt on Thursday night, Cassian would have had no hydraulic leverage whatsoever! A textbook collaborative intervention!"

    Even Shivering Cole—who hadn't smiled since the cholera summer of '76—leaned his shoulder against the doorway, looked at the burned hulk of the Iron Sovereign still lighting up the street-grate outside, and let out a quiet, genuine snort of amusement.

    "Rear-Admiral Sterling's marines just arrested Professor Halloway at the High Street gate in his nightshirt," Cole said dryly, wiping his stiletto on a rag. "And the rest of Vey's catchers are swimming for the Salt-Haven ferry."

    On the floor by the furnace, Nora shook her head at all of them, wiped a drop of rain—or a tear—off the tip of her nose under the black silk band, and leaned down to kiss Cassian’s bloody mouth right in front of the whole room.

    "Get up off the coal, Sawbones," she murmured against his lips, grinning so wide her dimples showed. "Before you get soot in your stitches and make me wash you twice."


  Chapter 48: The Spoils of Ward Four

  Before Rear-Admiral Sterling’s shore-patrol marched down Rag Lane at ten o'clock that night to collect Surgeon-Major Vey’s "traitorous remains," Cassian locked the basement door for thirty minutes and did what a good prosector always did: he audited the body.

    Surgeon-Major Vey had not traveled light.

    First, with Nora holding the spirit-lamp and Cole handing him the jars of copper-brine and dry sulfur-ash, Cassian opened Vey’s armored ribcage on the zinc slab.

    The Ash-Knot in Vey’s lungs had burned itself into a dead grey clinker when the eighty-pound slug of blood stalled his heart—useless now except for grinding into warming-powder.

    Embedded in the base of Vey’s breastbone, however, still pulsing slowly inside its own protective shell of white ivory, was the second organ: a flat, shield-shaped Carapace-Knot the size of a pocket-watch, which drank calcium and iron to extrude plates of living bone-armor stronger than forged steel.

    Cassian snipped the roots free, dropped the living Carapace-Knot into a fresh jar of golden 1542 amber and brine, and set it in the hidden cupboard behind the flue—a gift that, once properly collared in silver, would make Shivering Cole or Sergeant Pike virtually knife-proof in a dark alley.

    Second, and even more interesting to Cassian’s eyes, was what he found inside the oilskin lining of Surgeon-Major Vey’s black velvet opera cloak.

    There were two items:

    
      	A heavy gold signet ring stamped with the private cipher of the Admiralty Board of Quarantine, along with a pocket-book containing five hundred pounds in Bank of England notes.

      	A flat, waterproof leather dispatch-case stamped in gold leaf: SURVEY OF THE DEEP FISSURES — H.M. HYDROGRAPHIC OFFICE, SECRET.

    

    Cassian set the leather dispatch-case aside inside the furnace chimney before unbolting the alley door to receive Rear-Admiral Sterling’s marines.

    When Rear-Admiral Thomas Sterling himself walked down Saint Jude’s cellar steps ten minutes later in his braided naval greatcoat—accompanied by a chastened, white-faced Surgeon-Lieutenant Julian Kael, who kept his eyes glued to the floor and his hand over the fourteen-day Cinder-bud under his collar—the basement looked like the aftermath of a heroic defense.

    Doctor Erasmus Finch sat on the wooden stool with his bandaged left arm in a clean white sling, looking pale, noble, and martyred.

    "Rear-Admiral Sterling," Finch said in a weak, gallant voice that would have brought tears to a stone statue. "Thank heaven the fleet arrived in time. When Surgeon-Major Vey discovered that my junior partner Mr. Locke and I had cured your dear daughter of the poison he and Halloway had been selling the gentry, the madman broke into our dispensary to silence us!"

    Admiral Sterling looked from Finch’s bandaged arm to the corpse of Surgeon-Major Vey lying under a bloody sheet on the zinc table, and then to Cassian standing quietly by the sink with a strip of sticking-plaster across his split cheekbone.

    Sterling wasn't a fool. He smelled the tallow-soap in the street outside, he saw the two tons of collapsed granite plugging the old crypt door behind the furnace, and he saw how steady Cassian Locke’s blistered hands were on the edge of the sink.

    He also remembered his sixteen-year-old daughter sitting up at the breakfast table that morning laughing over her teacup after four months of coughing blood.

    "A tragic case of fever-madness on Vey's part, Doctor Finch," Rear-Admiral Sterling said evenly, clasping his hands behind his back. "The Admiralty Board has already seized Professor Halloway's papers at the Royal College. Since Ward Four is temporarily without a senior chief of pathology—and since Lieutenant Kael here assures me that your parish dispensary possesses unique facilities for treating the May complaint—I am signing a warrant tonight appointing Saint Jude’s as the official Chartered Quarantine House for the Lower Harbor, at an annual Crown stipend of one thousand gold guineas."

    Beside the sink, Doctor Erasmus Finch’s eyes rolled so far back in his head he nearly fell off his stool a second time.

    "One... one thousand guineas per annum," Finch whispered, clutching his sling to his heart. "Admiral Sterling, you look upon a humble servant of the Crown!"

    "And as for you, Mr. Locke," Admiral Sterling said, stepping over to the sink while his marines lifted Vey’s body onto a stretcher, and lowering his voice so only Cassian could hear him. "My daughter asked me to give you her compliments. She says your stitches are much neater than the Royal Physician's."

    "Give her the last drop of amber in warm milk on Sunday night, sir," Cassian said quietly. "That makes eight days on the mend. By Monday morning I can slip the temporary silver collar off her vein, and she can ride her pony in the park by noon."

    Sterling looked at the twenty-three-year-old prosector for a long moment, gave a crisp quarterdeck nod—an equal saluting an equal—and marched his marines back up the stairs into the rain.


  Chapter 49: The Seven Trenches

  By midnight on Saturday, the rain had finally blown out to sea, leaving a crisp, star-bright November frost sparkling over the wet roofs of Rook-Water.

    Upstairs in the newly enlarged parlor of Saint Jude’s, a roaring coal fire blazed in the grate, and the smell of roast beef, hot mulled claret, and toasted cheese filled the house from cellar to attic.

    Around the parlor table sat the strangest medical faculty in the kingdom:

    Doctor Erasmus Finch sat at the head in a brand-new crimson velvet dressing-gown—borrowed directly from Professor Halloway’s confiscated wardrobe—conducting a lively argument with Sergeant Bill Pike over whether the new brass nameplate on the front door should read Royal Chartered Quarantine Institute in Latin or English.

    By the window sat Shivering Cole, quietly oiling a new pair of silver-hilted stilettos with two rock-steady hands while three-legged Biscuit slept with his chin on Cole’s boot.

    And down in the warm, quiet basement below the floorboards, Cassian and Nora were alone under the yellow gas-lamp.

    Cassian sat on the edge of the freshly scrubbed zinc dissecting table with his shirt unbuttoned over the neat X of silver scars across his chest. Nora sat between his knees on the high wooden stool, wearing her soft calfskin boots and no blindfold over her smoky silver eyes, eating slices of sweet winter pear off the flat of Cassian’s clean pocket-knife.

    "Finch just told Sergeant Pike that he was the one who aimed the blunderbuss at Vey's neck-pipe," Nora reported, grinning as she listened through the ceiling boards while taking a slice of pear from Cassian’s fingers. "If you give that old fraud another glass of claret, by Tuesday he'll be telling the Vicar he beat Vey to death with his wooden leg."

    "Let him tell the Vicar whatever he wants," Cassian said, smiling as he tucked a dark curl behind her left ear—where the tiny silver tuning-bridge gleamed like a piece of jewelry against her skin. "As long as Finch wears the gold chain upstairs and signs the parish papers, nobody in the Admiralty looks at who's holding the knife downstairs."

    Nora chewed her pear, her pale silver eyes fixed on the direction of his voice, and rested her palm flat over the center of his bare breastbone where the figure-eight silver bridge crossed between his two knots.

    Under her palm, the rhythm was no longer a solitary ten-second thump. It was a deep, effortless, two-stroke tide: THUMP-thrum... THUMP-thrum.

    "Does it hurt anymore?" she asked softly.

    "Not since this morning," Cassian said, covering her hand with his own and letting his thumb brush the warm skin inside her wrist. "When the left one pulls in, the right one pushes out. Though if you keep sliding your knees higher up my thighs while I'm sitting on cold zinc, you're going to throw the ten-second count right out the window."

    Nora’s mouth curved into a slow, wicked grin as she felt his pulse kick up against her palm. "Good. Keeps your valves from rusting, Sawbones. Give me one more piece of pear before you pretend you aren't dying to open that leather bag behind your elbow."

    Cassian laughed, fed her the last slice off the flat of the blade, and reached behind him onto the draining-board for the flat, waterproof leather dispatch-case he had taken from inside Surgeon-Major Vey’s opera cloak the night before.

    "Let's see what Surgeon-Major Vey was hiding from Rear-Admiral Sterling," Cassian said.

    He used the tip of his pocket-knife to slit the brass lock on the leather case and unfolded a large, oil-cloth naval chart across the table.

    It wasn't a map of Rook-Water Harbor.

    It was a hydrographic chart of the entire three-thousand-mile coastline of the Kingdom and the Outer Isles—marked in Surgeon-Major Vey’s neat, cramped red ink.

    Cassian stared down at the chart, the smile slowly fading from his mouth into a deep, electric stillness.

    "What's on the paper?" Nora asked, feeling the sudden shift in his heartbeat under her fingers.

    "Rook-Water isn't the only place where the seafloor split open in May," Cassian said quietly, tracing seven red ink circles drawn along the continental shelf from the northern ice-fjords down to the sunken archipelago of Old Vane.

    Beside the circle marking Rook-Water’s Maw, Vey had written:
Fissure I (The Maw) — Depth 210 Fathoms. Primary yields: Ballast, Cinder, Echo, Quicksilver. Status: Contained by 1542 Gate.

    Five hundred miles north, off the iron-cliffs of Frost-Sound, a second red circle was marked:
Fissure II (The Bellman's Trench) — Depth 400 Fathoms. Primary yields: Storm-Glass & Thread-Marrow. Status: UNSEALED. Three merchant ships vanished in October.

    And across the narrow sea to the east, in the drowned ruins of Old Vane, a third huge circle was drawn in double red ink:
Fissure III (The Weeping Harbor) — Depth 600 Fathoms. Warning: Sovereign-Class Growths active in the upper city.

    Attached to the corner of the map with a brass pin was a short, ciphered letter addressed to Surgeon-Major Vey from the Grand Inquisitor of the Capital Ministry in High Oakhaven, dated four days ago:

    Vey — The King's physicians can no longer contain the calcification in the Royal Palace with raw trench-salts. By December first, you will bring the 1542 Mother-Jars and your best prosectors to the Capital, or the Ministry will send the First Fleet to dredge Rook-Water Harbor to the bedrock.

    Cassian read the letter twice under the gas-lamp.

    For four years, his whole world had been a twenty-foot brick cellar in Gallows Ward. Ten days ago, he had thought Deacon Vane and a harbor lieutenant were the top of the sky.

    Now he looked at the seven red circles stretching across three thousand miles of ocean, and the letter from the Capital demanding the Mother-Jars that sat forty feet below his boots.


  Chapter 50: Graft

  Cassian didn't fold the map up in a panic, and he didn't call upstairs for Sergeant Pike to bar the doors.

    Instead, he sat on the edge of the zinc table for a long moment, listening to the booming laughter of Doctor Finch and Pike drifting down through the parlor floorboards, the quiet, rhythmic scrape of Shivering Cole’s whetstone by the window overhead, and the steady, warm beat of Nora’s heart six inches from his chest.

    He looked down at his own two hands in the yellow lamplight.

    The walnut stain and quicklime were finally gone from under his left thumbnail, replaced by the faint, healing pink scars of steam and bone-dust across his knuckles. Beneath his ninth left rib beat the heavy, silent gravity of the abyss; behind his right collarbone shimmered the light-bending glass of the deep trench; and locked in the 1542 vault twelve hundred feet below his furnace sat three living Mother-Jars distilling pure golden marrow that every dying king, inquisitor, and warlord on the continent was about to beg for on their knees.

    "What does the letter say, Sawbones?" Nora asked quietly, her smoky silver eyes watching his face as her thumb traced the strip of sticking-plaster on his cheekbone. "Your heart didn't jump like you're scared. It slowed down like it does right before you pick up the bone-saw."

    Cassian told her—every word on Surgeon-Major Vey’s secret hydrographic chart, the seven deep fissures cracking open along three thousand miles of coast from the northern ice-fjords to the sunken ruins of Old Vane, and the ciphered order from the Grand Inquisitor in the Capital giving Vey until December first to bring the Mother-Jars to the Royal Palace or face the First Fleet.

    When he finished, Nora didn't flinch, and she didn't suggest they pack Doctor Finch’s trunk for the Lisbon packet.

    She reached out, picked up the last slice of sweet winter pear off the zinc table, popped it into her mouth, and grinned from ear to ear.

    "The Capital Ministry wants Surgeon-Major Vey to bring his best prosectors to the palace by December," Nora said, tilting her chin up with all the cocky, unbreakable swagger of Eel Alley. "Too bad Surgeon-Major Vey is currently packed in a barrel of salt-ice on his way to the naval cemetery. Looks like if the King wants his ribs fixed before Christmas, he's going to have to pay Gallows Ward prices."

    Cassian laughed—a deep, genuine sound that bounced off the low brick vaulting of the cellar—and slid down off the zinc table, pulling his clean linen shirt closed and buttoning his black waistcoat over the figure-eight silver bridge in his chest.

    "Not in the palace, he won't," Cassian said, folding the Admiralty chart of the Seven Trenches neatly into four squares and locking it inside his iron instrument case beside Vey’s five hundred pounds in Bank of England notes. "In the palace, a king has ten thousand soldiers and a surgeon is just a servant with a knife. If the great men of the Capital want what grows under Saint Jude's, they can put on a black silk mask, walk down the back alley in the rain like everybody else, and pay cash at the door."

    He blew out the spirit-lamp on the workbench, turned down the brass gas-jet over the zinc slab to a small blue pilot-bead, and offered Nora his left elbow.

    "Come on, Matron," Cassian said, nodding toward the brick stairs where the smell of hot roast beef, toasted cheese, and mulled claret was drifting down through the cracks in the floorboards. "Let's go upstairs and eat before Doctor Finch gives the whole sirloin to the dog."

    When they pushed open the door at the top of the cellar steps, a wave of coal-fire warmth and noisy, argument-filled light washed over them.

    The threadbare parlor of Saint Jude’s didn't look like a two-shilling charity dead-house anymore.

    A new Turkey carpet covered the cracked floorboards where Mr. Pringle’s scale had hung two weeks ago; three dozen wax candles blazed on the sideboard around a ten-pound roast of beef and a bowl of hot bishop; and under the table, three-legged Biscuit was lying on his back with all three paws in the air, so stuffed with beef-gristle he couldn't roll over.

    "Aha!" Doctor Erasmus Finch boomed from the head of the table, raising a silver tankard with his good right hand while his bandaged left arm rested in a silk sling pinned with a gold brooch. "Behold the junior faculty! Sit down, Cassian! Sit down, Miss Nora! I was just explaining to Sergeant Pike and Master Cole how the Royal Charter of Queen Elizabeth grants a Quarantine Institute complete exemption from the parish window-tax!"

    "He's been talking about the window-tax for twenty minutes, lad," Sergeant Bill Pike groaned happily from his armchair, his boots toasted dry by the fender and a tall mug of buttered rum in his fist. "For God's sake carve the man another slice of beef so he puts something in his mouth besides Latin."

    By the window, Shivering Cole looked up from his whetstone, raised his glass of water half an inch toward Cassian and Nora in a quiet toast, and slid a chair out for Nora with his steady left hand.

    Cassian stood behind Nora’s chair with one hand resting on her shoulder, looking around the warm, noisy room—at the crooked old fraud who had come down the stairs with a blunderbuss full of carpet-tacks, the night-watch sergeant who had kept his mouth shut in a drowning cage, the harbor killer who guarded their back door, the ugly three-legged dog snoring under the tablecloth, and the blind girl whose silver ear was already tilted toward the frost-bright street outside.

    For the first time in his life, Cassian Locke wasn't cold.

    He picked up the heavy carving knife from the platter, cut two thick, steaming slices from the middle of the roast, and raised his glass to the table.

    "Eat up," Cassian told them, a slow, dangerous grin touching the corner of his mouth as he looked out the parlor window toward the black water of the harbor trench gleaming under the November stars. "Tomorrow morning, we start building a bigger table."

    (End of Volume I)
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