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The trickster to the tamed spake 
“Tail turn and prayer make 
Else grinning teeth and earth shake.” 
 – Folk rhyme. 

Review:  

“…one extraordinary feat of imagination and narration by Christopher 
Marcatili who creates in Cartograph a frightening world that is at once 
alien and familiar…” 
 – Sydney Morning Herald 
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Return 

T hree men’s names come to mind when Evelyn sees the door to her 
apartment staved in, the doorframe splintered where entry was 
forced. She stops on the landing outside her door, tries to steady 

her breathing with a technique she has used many times with Charlotte, 
counting back from five with long, slow breaths. But she has just climbed 
four flights of stairs and her lungs refuse to slow, her heart to steady its beat. 
Overhead, a cablecar rattles outside her building, sending motes of dust on 
their graceful fall, visible only for a moment as they pass through the last 
shafts of sun filtering through the clouded skylight.  

She wishes Alfred were with her, but calls back the thought. His is one 
of the three names that come to mind. 

Once the cablecar has rattled on the building settles back into silence. 
At any moment someone might come out of her door and see her standing 
mid-step. Her body is painfully tense. She takes another deep, quiet breath 
and draws some strength from it. No sounds come from within, she can 
only hear the loud rush of blood in her ears. Part of her hopes that whoever 
has done this is gone. A deeper well of anger, though, is finished with 
feeling afraid and hopes they are still inside. 

Cursing the heels she chose to wear to the funeral earlier that afternoon, 
she steps carefully, avoiding loose step tiles. Adrenaline makes it impossible 
for her to focus on anything but the door. This is her home. Her sanctuary. 
Gone are her plans to take a long soak in her tub, to escape for a few hours 
from the deep, aching loss she feels. 

What was it Erin said at the funeral? Use the grief. Rage serves better.  
Evelyn had wanted to apologise to Erin, a woman she deeply admired 

and who had given much to help raise Evelyn and her brother for many 
years. The guilt Evelyn felt was undeniable, but though there was still much 
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she was making sense of from the past months, she knew that her grief was 
entirely for her own selfish purposes.  

The walls inside her apartment building stairwell are a dusty brown 
brick. Her black coat catches on the brickwork as she sidles up to the 
doorway and glances in. The apartment is much messier than usual. No 
sign of movement, no scuffing boots or furniture being overturned. Hers is 
a small, modest apartment without many nooks for someone to conceal 
themselves. Caution has been a hard lesson for her to learn these past 
months, and so she suspects someone may be hiding, waiting for her to 
return. The apartment door opens into a narrow hall, which then opens into 
a studio where her bed, her books, all her loose pages of notes and 
manuscript lie scattered. Along the hallway is a bathroom to her right, the 
kitchen on the left. They might yet conceal an intruder, waiting for her.  

With nothing better to hand, she takes an umbrella from the coatrack 
just inside of the door. It has a hefty wooden handle with a tortoise carved 
into it. She holds it out in front of her, a better weapon than nothing at all, 
but handling it is awkward and painful while her fingers are still bandaged 
and stitched. Shattered porcelain crunches beneath the soles of her shoes as 
she inches deeper into her apartment. In the kitchen there is only shattered 
glass and crockery. Empty, too, is the bathroom. She does not relax until 
she has thoroughly checked the studio, behind the bed and under it. When 
at last she feels alone, a long-held breath gasps from her and she sinks to the 
floor with relief, anger, and some deep emotion that threatens to reduce her 
to a shuddering mess.  

Count of five. She works through the breathing technique again, trying 
to regain control if not composure. This breathing, it helped Charlotte 
manage her anxiety and now it helps Evelyn focus as she tries to read a 
pattern in the chaos. It’s a distraction, she knows. She won’t deduce who 
was here or why from the wreckage they’ve left behind, but it at least gives 
her a sense of doing something, of having some control.  

The room is utterly defiled. Her books, usually piled in towers on the 
floor, have been kicked over. Pages have greasy fingerprints all over them. 
Bedding is strewn across the room, the mattress, turned and slashed, the 
duck down scattered. She feels a peculiar embarrassment to see her clothes 
manhandled, underwear cast aside. 

It does not look like something Alfred would do, but then, really, how 
well did she ever know him? 

Placing the umbrella on the floor, she sifts through the mess to see if she 
notices anything missing. It might take days to reorganise everything but, 
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for now, all she wants is an answer. This cannot be a random act of 
vandalism. But what were they after? 

First, she thinks of her thesis manuscript. She unearths a bundle of an 
early draft, bound by twine. On Keenness: A Treatise on Folk ‘Sympathies’. 
Unfinished, abandoned, the cause of her troubles, but surely not worth 
stealing. She knows now how inadequate her findings were going to be in 
her research, is almost embarrassed by her earnest words. Her field notes 
are anonymised—none of her informants are at any risk. She owns nothing 
of value; even her clothes are years out of season.  

‘What a horrible way to return home,’ a quiet voice says behind her.  
She twists, her body crying with pain as her jarred muscles flare up. 

Months on the road have left her feeling more battered than she thought 
possible.  

A man stands there, impeccably neat in the midst of such untidiness. A 
moment passes before she places him. ‘What the hell are you doing here?’ 

Abel Shoanan looks not at all surprised by what he sees. His calmness 
does not calm her, it only reminds her that their employer, Rohan Crooper, 
was also one of the three men she guessed might be responsible. Shoanan is 
a slight man, a little less than Evelyn’s height. The crisp linen suit he wears 
is the colour of bone and matches his thin, combed hair. He holds a small 
hat in front of him. His eyes are an unflinching blue. There is nothing about 
him out of place, except that he should not be here. Rohan Crooper’s 
personal assistant.  

He looks around the room, tutting. He has a way of adjusting his gaze 
with his neck rather than by swivelling his eyes, like a bird of prey. ‘And on 
this of all days. How was the funeral?’ 

Evelyn looks away. ‘It was a funeral.’ She stands, masking her pained 
grimace by bending forward to dust off her knees. 

‘Any idea who might have done this?’ The sympathy in his voice seems 
so carefully calibrated it suggests irony, perhaps mockery. His face gives 
nothing away.  

‘Tell Crooper I’ll see him when I’m ready. I’ve just farewelled an old 
family friend two days after returning from months out of town. And now 
this.’ She gestures with her bandaged hands at the chaos of her home. 

‘Mister Crooper is happy to provide some help. Perhaps someone to 
mind your apartment, at lease until you’ve a new door installed?’ 

‘I don’t like his cretins in my apartment.’ 
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He hesitates, eyes narrowing. ‘It’s just, since things with Mister Wesson 
did not work out as planned—’ 

‘Alfred was good at his job.’ The words come as a reflex and cannot be 
brought back.  

Abel gives her a pitying look. ‘He is missing. It may have been him who 
did this.’ 

‘He was only one of the men on my list of possible candidates,’ she says. 
Thinking about Alfred raises too many uncomfortable questions. 

‘I admire your courage, Miss Blackbriar. But consider how differently 
things might have gone if you hadn’t had to attend a funeral today. You may 
have been here when these—’ he looks around, tilting his head slightly, 
‘cretins arrived. Just remember, Mister Crooper looks out for his employees. 
And when you’re ready, he’s eager to hear what your efforts up north 
uncovered. There was an agreement made, remember? Don’t delay too 
long. Circumstances won’t wait.’  

In this, Abel is right. Circumstances won’t wait, but not for the reasons 
he thinks. There’s someone Evelyn must find—someone who might be able 
to confirm what she learned out on the road. Someone who can help her 
make sense of how everything she has ever worked towards fell apart.  
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Chapter 1 

i.

T he trolley car screeched and rattled into Ankhton Bridge Station. 
One of the riders, a scruffy man who looked as though he’d been 
sleeping rough for months, hissed ‘dovecoats’ and spat on the 

carriage floor. Evelyn frowned but said nothing, just held more tightly to 
the leather strap hanging from the top bars of the trolley to keep herself 
steady. She’d spent a good thirty minutes feeling her legs go numb on the 
hard wooden pews and was glad to stand and move again. At full stop she 
put her full weight behind the door’s lever to pull it open and let in the cool 
high air sheeting across the Bridge. 

Several months before that evening finding her home turned out—
before she had even met Rohan Crooper—Evelyn was drowning in a sea of 
research and writing her thesis. Now her fieldwork was done, most of her 
time was spent in a small office beneath a set of creaking steps at Waiferd 
University or else at her dusty apartment. On rare occasions like these, 
when administrators in the Office of the Interior with powers well beyond 
her reckoning granted her travel permits, she could deviate from her usual 
trip from Northport to campus and travel to one of the other fifteen 
boroughs of Waiferd. But the Ankhton Bridge was a rare treat indeed, 
requiring friends in very high places. 

The Bridge itself was always a stunning sight. Spanning the 
Falynbough Bay, which divided the mainland western side of Waiferd from 
the eastside peninsula, the Bridge stood high on grand pillars of white 
stone, shining like quartz in the sun. Ten city blocks wide, and perhaps 
twice as many long, the bridge stood proudly over the city’s bayside 
boroughs, those regions built on the steep inner decline of the caldera 
ringing the bay. Its shadow kept much of the complex web of docks in 
darkness, another city unto itself. It was arrogance, surely, to construct such 
a thing, at once so grandly solid and so fragile, in a place where the land 
could quickly shift, where fissures could expand and the sound beneath the 
bay could widen, swallowing the city whole. Only the city’s most wealthy 
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called the Ankhton Bridge home, only the most successful organisations 
conducted business there.  

Stepping out of the trolley car, Evelyn saw a dozen dovecoats patrolling 
the platform and understood now why the ragged man on the carriage had 
hissed. For a moment she considered stepping back onto the trolley, 
cancelling her appointment with Charlotte, going instead to her office on 
campus and burying herself in field notes. It would not be a breach of her 
permit, even if she had taken the longer route on the the Unity Circuit Line. 
The line ran along the north side of the bridge, and from the platform so 
high she could see the distant spires of her university off to the north-east, 
the administrative government buildings around Union Square in the 
north. To the south, the Falynbough Bay opened out to the Shattersea, but 
every time she rode these rails it was the Bridge that stole her breath.  

The urge to climb back on the rail was too tardy, and the machine 
started back up and left the station with another screech. And anyway, she 
recalled, her last meeting with Charlotte at her home in Angley had been 
cancelled. Some mixup with her permits meant that, after travelling an hour 
across the city, she was stopped at the station exit, her papers reviewed, and 
she was informed that she’d been granted permission to enter the 
neighbouring borough. This time they had agreed the Ankhton Bridge 
would be much nicer chance for them both to get out of their dusty old 
homes and Evelyn had stressed to the university administrators responsible 
for organising these matters not to make the same mistake twice.  

The last time they had met, Charlotte had promised to write her dreams 
each morning after she woke and would hopefully have her dream journal 
with her today. This renewed Evelyn, and she joined the commuters leaving 
the station. A few Wardens would not put her off such a potential resource 
for her thesis. Head up, back straight, she walked towards them. The first 
of the dovecoats was a squat man mildly observing the crowd, whistling 
tunelessly through a gap in his front teeth. He was pale, his nose blemished 
red with years of drink and his yellowed teeth showing through his beard. 
Evelyn tried to ignore the reflex dislike and distrust; this was just a man, 
doing a job.  

The dovecoats were so-called because of their uniforms. The City 
Wardens were ostensibly an arm of the Office of the Interior, but they 
seemed to be a law unto themselves. Their uniforms were supposed to be 
white, symbolising verity, stability and unity. But Evelyn had never seen one 
dressed in a uniform that wasn’t pigeon-grey, smeared with the muck of the 
city.  
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‘Officer,’ she nodded, pausing as she neared him and hoping to affect 
cold politeness. He glanced at her, his hand resting on the ferrule of his 
truncheon, tapping the shaft with his finger. Wafting off him was the smell 
of leather and some cheap alchohol caustic enough to make her eyes water. 
‘Has something happened?’  

‘Keep moving,’ he sneered, casually threatening a backhand. 
Unsurprised but still disgusted by this display, Evelyn carried on, eyes cast 
down. 

Ankhton Station was a structure of iron, all girders and rivets, an ugly 
late addition to the white stone of the Bridge. Unlike Northport Station, it 
was well swept and mostly kept clean. But this close up, the illusion of the 
white stone of the bridge was ruined; where at a distance the bridge blazed 
with an inner light, up close the stone was marred with industry smog 
belching out of the city’s southwest, and the brown slicks of gull shit. The 
birds wheeled above, cawing their threats and cries. A child started to run 
towards a flock of them perched nearby, but his mother grabbed his arm 
first and, with a glance towards the dovecoats, chided the boy quietly before 
dragging him along towards the exit. 

At the end of the platform a passage of chain-linked fencing funnelled 
the crowd into a queue, reminding Evelyn of the early days of Greyson 
Ryan’s government when borders once purely administrative became 
physical structures almost overnight, enforced with the casual cruelty of the 
city police force. She took her place quietly but started to worry she might 
be late for her appointment, that something awful might have occurred. 

‘Has something happened?’ she asked the short woman in front of her. 
By the look of her dark hair, her tanned complexion, Evelyn guessed the 
woman might be a foreigner, perhaps from Sihnesse or Souwyn. She had an 
angular face, like that of a cat, high cheekbones and folded lids. She bobbed 
her head, ‘Seditionists,’ she whispered, pointing to something behind 
Evelyn.  

Half expecting to see a gang of activists behind her, Evelyn was a little 
disappointed only to see graffiti scrawled on a station wall. In thick black tar 
someone had written, without any effort at poetry, Kill Greyson Ryan. A 
common enough sight in Northport, but unthinkable on the Bridge.  

The queue moved slowly, draining Evelyn’s patience. A bit of black 
paint hardly seemed worth so much fuss, but Evelyn knew how important a 
sense of control was, especially in this part of the city. More irritatingly, the 
dovecoats were in no rush. In a ring-fenced square at the head of the queue 
they scrutinised every passenger, their travel papers, ticket, identity 
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documents, their hands, their pockets. Most commuters were sent on their 
way, delayed and indignant but uncomplaining. Several were directed 
down a side passage, into the station’s back rooms, where they were no 
doubt subjected to further questioning or perhaps worse.  

Evelyn hoped very much to avoid the side passage.  
As she moved through the queue she saw more tarry graffiti. Break 

Unity, and Rise against Greyson's War. If seditionists were trying to 
unnerve the City Wardens, it had worked. But what did they hope to 
achieve with a little irritant that would be scrubbed off with muriatic acid 
scorching the sandstone. If there were still seditionists left, they surely 
needed grander plans than irritating the upper classes. 

It was not that Evelyn didn’t sympathise with them—once, she had 
nearly fought along side them. High Councillor Greyson Ryan had a role 
that by rights should not exist. Seven years ago, reports flooded the 
Federation that their northern neighbour, Wyndyn, was preparing to march 
armies south. The Council, ordinarily a forum for consensus decisions from 
electives from each of the boroughs, decided to elect a High Councillor 
with war-time powers. Greyson Ryan was the only candidate.  

She remembered the night well. She awoke to shouts in the hall outside 
her apartment. Then screams and crying. The father of the family next-door 
was born in Wyndyn but raised in Waiferd. Still, he and his whole family 
were marched out into the street in the middle of the night, lined up with 
others in the neighbourhood all in their small clothes, children in tears. 
Seeing them march her neighbours out, Evelyn had demanded an 
explanation from one of the Wardens and received a brief retort from a 
truncheon for her effort. By next morning, the apartment was cleared out 
and she never saw her neighbours again. She shuddered to wonder where 
they ended up.  

No proof was ever unearthed that Wyndyn had planned for war until the 
Federation made a pre-emptive strike. Since then, Greyson Ryan showed 
no sign of ever recalling his soldiers from the disputed zone in the north.  

Let this city sink, she read the last scrawl painted on the walls. Seven 
years ago she had been among those protesting against the war. Seven years 
was a lifetime. Now she stood quietly in queues, awaiting her turn.  

The small Sihnesse woman took her turn. One Warden stood directly in 
front of her while another stood between her and the queue, partially 
blocking Evelyn’s view. Her heart sunk when, after a few minutes of 
badgering, the Warden in front barked, ‘That way, shutter,’ pointing down 
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the side passage. Evelyn wanted to call out—to somehow convey her 
support or reproach the Warden for using such foul language. But she 
dared not speak up.  

The Warden in front of her was tall, lanky, likely not much older than 
twenty. He gestured for her to move into the centre of the space. Doing as 
told, Evelyn swallowed against fear burning a hole in her stomach. Would 
they sense her distrust of them? Dredge up some old file on her that 
outlined transgressions from many years past? 

The dovecoat in front held out his hand, the younger one remained 
behind her. She stifled a yelp when she felt his hand on her back, sliding 
down the length of her torso and in under her arms. They hadn’t frisked the 
older woman. She blushed with fury, feeling the man’s hands linger on her 
legs, her chest. She wanted to snap at him or slap him but dared not.  

Sensing her discomfort, the man in front smirked through the greasy 
curls of his dark beard and shook his head like a parent resigned to his 
child’s foolishness. With his fingers he beckoned again, and she handed him 
her satchel. He rummaged through it as the man behind her continued to 
embarrass her. Gazing ahead at a fixed point just past the dovecoat in front 
of her, she was determined not to give these disgusting men the satisfaction 
of her anger or discomfort.  

‘Got a reason for your visit ‘ere today?’ 
Evelyn focused on keeping her voice steady. ‘I’m meeting a friend of 

mine for lunch. You’ll see I’ve got the appropriate permits.’ This time she 
had checked and double-checked them.  

He read her travel papers as she said it, but seemed unimpressed. ‘This 
says research,’ he pointed at her papers. ‘Not social. Researching what? 
Scones and tea?’ 

‘I’m sure that’s much too complicated to go into now,’ she replied. ‘We 
don’t want to keep all these people waiting.’ 

The man quirked an eyebrow and she realised her mistake. ‘We certainly 
wouldn’t want that,’ he said, voice thick with sarcasm. He glanced at his 
younger colleague, heard the dovecoat behind her snort his amusement. He 
was surely about to send her down the side passage, but instead he 
continued to rummage through her bag. Pulled out her field notes, but 
found the shorthand inscrutable.  

‘As I said, I’m meeting a dear friend, Charlotte Benson. Perhaps you 
know the name?’ Charlotte’s father was one of the borough of Harkrest’s 
Council representatives and was on the Treasury Committee. A man of no 
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small consequence, especially since he was responsible for assigning funds 
to the Wardens’ coffers.  

The dovecoat looked unimpressed. ‘And why would someone from the 
Benson family be seen with someone travelling from Northport?’ 

Evelyn took a breath, reached down into a place within herself, pulling 
out a gift of her birthright she would sometimes prefer did not exist.  

‘The Blackbriar family has been very close with the Bensons for years, 
constable. And not only the Bensons—the Sullivans, the Burtons, the Aster-
Warmouths… You'll find there are many important families that would call 
me a friend. Charlotte’s father will be quite unhappy if I have to bring him 
down here to explain your job to you.’ 

The man’s lip twisted, probably used to being condescended to. After 
reviewing her papers yet again, he let out an exaggerated, long-suffering 
sigh and handed them back. ‘Be warned. Word is them seditionists are out 
for blood today.’ 

‘Lucky we have dedicated City Wardens to keep us safe from harm,’ she 
snapped back, showing the tip of her pent-up frustration. 

‘I’m so, so sorry,’ Evelyn said as she took her seat. The cafe she and 
Charlotte had chosen to meet at was on the steps in front of the Panquist 
Museum, only a block away from the station. Evelyn had all but run there 
once out of the station, not wanting to look suspicious but also not wanting 
to be a moment later than she had to. The cafe was run out of a stall carted 
around on wheels, surrounded by trellis tables and chairs under broad 
umbrellas of fluttering canvas dyed in pastels. Fewer than half the tables 
were used by patrons, despite the gorgeous weather of mid-spring. A cool 
breeze blew across the sea and bay, setting Evelyn’s dark hair and her black 
mackintosh fluttering. She was glad she’d thought to wear it as she took her 
seat. 

They had chosen this spot because Charlotte liked to look out on the 
open square of white stone in front of the museum where the gulls gathered 
in flocks to squawk and fight and because Evelyn liked that it was never 
overly busy since very few had patience for the history of the Panquist 
Church.  

A tea set sat in the centre of the table and Evelyn took a quick, polite sip, 
finding it cold.  

Charlotte was dressed in a wonderfully embroidered bright blue dress. 
She had fine features and mousy hair turning to grey, giving her the 
appearance of an old porcelain doll left on the shelf to gather dust. Her hat 
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might have been in style twenty years earlier, when Charlotte had been of an 
age to wear such a thing. Now she spent most of her time at home in 
Angley, on the peninsula side of the city. These days, this was a rare venture 
for her. 

Charlotte waved a gloved hand, but Evelyn wasn’t sure if this was to 
dismiss the need for Evelyn’s apology, or the apology itself.  

‘There was trouble at the station,’ Evelyn explained. ‘Wardens.’ 
‘That’s why I bring Erming,’ Charlotte replied. Her driver.  
‘Perhaps next time you can send him around my place.’ 
‘Father would never allow it,’ Charlotte said. It irked Evelyn to hear 

Charlotte use the word ‘father’ as a name. call her father Daddy; she was a 
good ten years older than Evelyn but at times still acted a little like a child. 
Evelyn supposed in a way she was lucky, never have to turned out the same 
way. 

‘Well,’ Evelyn said, letting out a breath. ‘I’m so glad you suggested this. 
Makes a nice change of routine.’ And perhaps an interesting progression in 
her research, but she chose not to mention this. From her satchel she pulled 
out her notebook.  

‘I remember when they built this Bridge,’ Charlotte mused. The first 
one fell, of course, before I was born. But in Waiferd, we will not be 
defeated.’ This last line she spoke as though quoting something she heard 
on the wireless.  

Evelyn took another sip of her cold tea. It was peppermint, and 
refreshing, so she did not mind it after her rush from the station. 

Charlotte leaned forward, looking directly at Evelyn for the first time 
since she arrived. Her demeanour had quickly shifted, from carefree to 
someone haunted. ‘I was followed,’ she whispered. ‘By them.’  

Evelyn could not quite tell if Charlotte was afraid for herself, and could 
rarely gauge what was going on inside the woman’s head. Her condition 
made her difficult to predict.  

 ‘I cannot take this anymore.’ She leaned back in her chair, looking again 
off into the middle distance. ‘You must help me, Evelyn.’ 

Evelyn placed her notebook carefully on the table, opened it to where 
the ribbon marked her place, taking her time to give herself a moment. 
‘Charlotte, we’ve discussed this. We don’t understand enough about your 
condition to “cure” anything. This isn’t therapy, remember. We’re just 
talking.’ 
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Charlotte’s forehead creased and she looked troubled. Evelyn took hold 
of her hands. Charlotte was an informant, yes, but she was also a good 
person. As a child, she had been marked out as strange, ‘moon-touched.’ 
Her peculiarities only became more apparent as she moved out of childhood 
into an age she’d been expected to join high society. Eventually marred as 
unmarriagable, she spent her days holed away as a spinster living with her 
parents. A well-appointed prison, but a prison nonetheless.  

‘Did you see someone follow you?’  
‘I don’t need to see them,’ Charlotte huffed as though speaking to a fool. 

‘They call to me in whispers. They speak through the earth. My bones sing 
with their words.’ Now she looked at Evelyn with something akin to 
cunning on her face. ‘I thought up here, so far from the dirt, I might not 
hear them. It’s true, they’re quieter here. But it also seems as though the dirt 
is not so far away as it looks.’ 

Bemused by this, Evelyn tried to find patience. No-one had ever cared 
to catagorise or understand the condition of people like Charlotte, only to 
lock them away, call them mad, or much worse. It was hard for Charlotte to 
find words for what she experienced because her condition was one no-one 
was ever allowed to speak of.  

‘You heard them in your dreams? Did you bring your dream journal?’ 
Charlotte shook her head, and Evelyn tried not to feel too disappointed. 

The session was quickly unravelling. ‘They want something. Someone to 
find them—to help them, I think. Like a great big party,’ a brief, 
hiccoughing laugh escaped her, ‘and they want me to come along. Only, it 
terrifies me to think of it.’ Charlotte had long finished her tea, but she idly 
moved her teacup on the saucer so as not to look at Evelyn. ‘They were 
taking me down, deep beneath the city. Like in the deep sound of the bay.’ 

‘Helped them how?’ Evelyn tried to project a sense of normalcy to keep 
Charlotte from getting too wound up in her story. Night terrors were a 
common symptom for Charlotte, but cogent dreams she could repeat back 
during a session were not. Usually the best she could describe were feelings 
of suffocation. The journal was supposed to help Charlotte recall her 
dreams before they were forgotten. Lucky—or perhaps strange—that 
Charlotte should recall this one so well. Evelyn gave her hand a squeeze and 
then started writing a few brief notes. ‘Did you see the tricksters in your 
dream? Or just sense they were near.’ 

‘I didn’t see. It was too dark. But I felt. Their touch on me. Dry, 
clasping.’ She looked on the verge now of panic, and Evelyn knew from 
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experience with Charlotte that the interview could quickly become derailed 
if her anxieties got the better of her.  

Charlotte was one of the ken. People who claimed to have a connection 
with the tricksters. Their condition—their ‘keenness’—manifested in many 
ways. Some heard voices, like a conversation happening in another room. 
Others felt violent nausea moments before a shift. A man with Charlotte’s 
condition had few options in life, a woman fewer still. There was the Laud 
Institute, rumoured to be a cruel place that did not even aspire to recovery. 
The Trustees of the Accord also had clinics where they studied the ken, but 
rumours surrounding the clinics gave Evelyn nightmares. The ken were 
universally shunned, denied employment, friendships, even family. In the 
villages and townships of the Federation, the ken had often been accused of 
witchery and beaten or even lynched.  

Recorded history rarely mentioned meaningful communications with 
the tricksters. Evelyn theorised that the ken were the most likely able to 
make such a connection. She studied the manifestations of their keenness in 
hopes of better understanding them. It was not a subject deemed suitable 
for serious scholarly research; since the ken were dismissed as mad, Evelyn 
sensed at the university that some of that taint washed off on her.  

‘It’s all right,’ Evelyn said as soothing as she could, putting the notes 
aside. ‘Close your eyes and think of the breeze. Feel it.’ She again held 
Charlottes hands and led her through the calming technique they had relied 
on so often. ‘Listen to the gulls. The horse hoofs of passing carriages and 
the engine churn of motorcars. The hum of conversation around us. Smell 
the brine wafting from the docks far below us. Breathe in for five,’ they did 
this together, ‘and out for five,’ Evelyn said as she and Charlotte both let the 
air escape their lungs. They were only in their second of the five repetitions 
of this exercise when it was interrupted by the screech of dovecoats’ whistles 
and the scream of someone nearby.  

Three Wardens ran, truncheons out, shouting. People ducked out of 
their way, and chaos quickly erupted. ‘Wait here,’ Evelyn said, and followed 
behind the dovecoats. Down a lane, closer to the museum, she saw a 
shining black motor-car still idling, and beside it a fight unfolded. One man 
lay on the pavement, blood soaking his clothes, already dead. Evelyn 
stopped short. She had seen the dead before, but was not fool enough to 
run into ongoing violence.  

The two remaining men continued their scrum. One was large, with a 
squarish face and broad shoulders but his hair grey and thinning.. The 
other, a balding man with sad eyes and broad, working shoulders, was 
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barking something unintelligible. The dovecoats laid into this second man 
with their truncheons, and something clattered on the ground. A bloodied 
knife.  

The Wardens had the man on the ground, were working him over with 
their truncheons until he was a submissive pulp before they clamped his 
wrists in irons.  

When Evelyn returned to Charlotte, she was surprised to see her tutting 
and unperturbed by the incident. ‘That’s Councilman Oppinsaw,’ Charlotte 
said, nodding towards the square-faced man who was calmly dusting 
himself off and straightening his suit. He looked older, thicker in the waist, 
but now Charlotte mentioned it Evelyn recalled seeing his pictures in all the 
dailies seven years ago.  

’Hand of the Purge,’ Evelyn recalled the papers calling him. 
‘My father calls him the Dirge,’ Charlotte said, sitting back down and 

gesturing Evelyn should do the same. ‘Shall we order more tea?’ 
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ii.

T hese times of the night, when all was still and the smog clouds 
hung low in the sky and hid the moon, it was hard to keep track of 
the horizon, of the offing where the sky ended and where began the 

filthy water of Falynbough Bay. Guttering gas lamps reflected ambient light 
on the water in sheens of colour, the metallic diesel smell mixed with the 
brine almost pleasurable. Further out, toward the mouth of the bay, where 
waters were exposed to the torrents of the Shattersea, the world of the city 
ended and something else altogether began.  

Alfred stifled a groan as he strained against the water, feeling exposed. 
In the middle of the busiest port in the Federation, in the deepest dark of 
night, he rowed without even a lamp for company. A distant laugh or the 
mutter of a deckhand minding her duties occasionally echoed down. Mostly 
he navigated by the sound of the waves lapping against hulls of the vessels 
around him. 

He squinted into the night to fix his focus on a distant buoy lit with a 
soft and flickering red glow, a little acetylene gas-lamp almost lost in the 
surrounding dark. It looked like a small lighthouse on unsteady 
foundations. A modern marvel, but also an affront to old Panquist 
symbology. A bell atop its pillar let out doleful tones with each pass of a 
wave. He was sure—fairly sure—that was his mark. 

The sound of a puttering motor guttered out between the ships, and 
Alfred slipped the oars out of the water, letting the dinghy cruise on its own 
momentum. He bent forward, watching his breath plume and keeping his 
head low. Last time he picked up a drop, the dovecoat cruisers were 
patrolling—a rare and dangerous thing. Surely his luck hadn’t got so bad 
they were out two drops in a row. 

The echo of the cruiser's motor bounced off high hulls so that it 
sounded first behind him, and then again somewhere off to his left, and then 
ranged somewhere to his right. He opened his fists, stretching the strained 
muscles in his hands, and once all was quiet he plunged the oars back into 
the water. As he drew nearer to the buoy he could see the dark shadow next 
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to it, waiting for him. A familiar nervousness roiled, turning his stomach. 
No matter how many times he did this, he always expected the worst. He 
swallowed, told himself to be calm, that this had been done a hundred times 
before. Routine. 

The figures in the small skiff beside the buoy were moving. One was 
standing, hand on the shoulder of the other to steady himself. Victor Moss, 
overconfident to the point of foolishness. Alfred raised his left arm into the 
air, hand wide open and fingers splayed, signalling a friendly arrival. The 
signal was returned with the right hand—a friendly reception. Entire drops 
sometimes took place without a grunt or whisper, like strangers in the 
night. But with Victor here, it wouldn’t go that way.  Keeping an eye on 
things, he would say, but Alfred sensed it was more than that. 

‘Ho, Alfred,’ Victor’s voice grated, breaking the quiet as the two boats 
pulled up close. The other man in the skiff was Moby, one of Evercliffe’s 
regular runners. A thick-bodied man with thin hair pulled back in an oily 
queue and skin rough as sandstone, Moby was quiet and efficient in his 
work. He tied the two boats together with graceful twists of rope. Alfred 
nodded, encouraging silence. Moby’s skiff, the Henrietta, officially ran as a 
ferry along the coast south of Waiferd all the way to the border with 
Corwyn. In truth it spent most of its time moored at a small town called 
Alabastor, where Byron Evercliffe ran his bootlegging stills. Henrietta was 
Moby’s joy. A twelve-footer, agile and shallow-hulled. Perfect for navigating 
the reef-jagged coast. Moby understood these drops, understood all that 
might go wrong. Victor, Evercliffe’s right hand, did not. 

‘Need to change plans tonight,’ Victor whispered as Alfred grabbed his 
hand in greeting.  

‘Don’t like the sound of that,’ Alfred warned. ‘Start passing,’ he said to 
Moby.  

Victor shook his head, belaying. ‘We’ve seen three dovecoat cruisers out 
here tonight. Three.’ He paused, letting it sink in. ‘One near close enough to 
see us.’ 

Alfred scratched his jaw, keeping hold of frustration and impatience. 
‘So, what. Put it off until tomorrow? Next week? My stocks are low, Victor. 
You were supposed to be here a week ago.’ 

Victor made a placating gesture for calm. Stretching out the bunched 
muscles in his hands, Alfred loosening the tight pain he had earned from a 
good hour of rowing. Looked like he was working through some anger, and 
Alfred didn’t mind that.  
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‘We wait out the night. Bring this one into my dock at dawn,’ he nodded 
at the Henrietta. ‘If we move at night, we look like someone the cruisers will 
be interested in.’ 

'We won't be waiting another three hours, till the damned sun comes 
up.' 

It was difficult to have a heated exchange in whispers, trying to keep 
voices lower than the sound of lapping waves.  

‘If we sit tight we just look like another moored boat,' Alfred insisted. 
’No,’ Victor replied, his tone brokering no further argument. ‘We take 

this in together. You and I need to talk.’ 
No protest would progress the matter, and Alfred did not wish to risk 

being caught out on the water bickering with a fool. He tied his own little 
dinghy to the buoy and stepped onto the Henrietta. It was a light little craft, 
steady on the waves. With the spritsail in full wind it could move quickly 
even when it was weighed down with a full load. Tonight, the sail was 
stored; open canvas would get them seen and make navigating the crowded 
docks difficult. Instead, Alfred and Moby took up oars. It took every sense 
he had to navigate the narrows. They spoke of nothing at all, except for 
Victor’s occasional murmur to mind an upcoming obstacle Alfred had 
already noted moments beforehand.  

They emerged from the passage between two moored ships when a 
cone of light shot across them, and came back to spot them. Alfred swore 
quietly, Moss much louder. The incandescent blaze of the mirror-backed 
arc lamp was blinding. Alfred squinted away from the spotlight, formless 
blurs already clouding his vision. Victor raised a hand to block out the light. 
The cruiser pulled up broadside, describing a perfect arc in the water as it 
pulled around. There were four officers, each armed with pistols and two of 
them stroking their rifles. An ugly lot, their grey uniforms darkened to black 
by the sloppy water and brume. But he could make out few details as his 
eyes were still blinded by the light and they stood behind it, sure-footed and 
confident in their anonymity.  

The sergeant in command stood over them, their cruiser standing a 
good few feet taller out of the water. Alfred could tell he was the sergeant 
because told his officers to lower their arms, and he was sure the man had 
said it simply to make sure it was clear they had guns at the ready. He lent 
into the lee, the wind whipping up a little as both boats bobbed uneasily 
side by side.  
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‘Some midnight fishing, is it?’ The sergeant must have made that joke at 
every night intercept he ever made, but his three junior Wardens still 
chucked.  

Alfred waved up at them, trying to shield his eyes. There were a lot of 
these city rats he knew by face if not by name. But that only helped when he 
could see their faces. He swallowed, and hoped his manner was placating 
and familiar. ‘Evenin’ boys. Bit cold out. Isn’t there some place you’d 
normally weather a night like this? I imagine it to have something with a bit 
of a kick warming in a kettle.’ 

The sergeant nodded, ‘Instead, we’re out here. Finding them that would 
make profits off our Council’s wise edits unduely.’ 

‘Not right,’ Alfred agreed, grinning crookedly. ‘Least, not without 
paying the fees due.’  

The sergeant lent forward, leaning on one knee. Waiferd’s laws had not 
changed  but over the past months it had been notably more difficult to 
move his wares. His distributors, all across the city, had been feeding 
Wardens more and more in bribes or making ever more circuitous efforts at 
keeping their trade hidden. Checkpoints were again properly manned, for 
the first time in seven years. And tonight, the dovecoats could cripple 
Evercliffe’s operations tonight by arresting his right hand, Victor, and his 
main distributor in Waiferd.  

That one of the dovecoats might actually want to uphold Greyson 
Ryan’s prohibition did not occur to Alfred.  

‘What do you call this little tub?’ the sergeant asked after a few very 
anxious moments of silence. One of the men behind him was playing with a 
pistol, the click of the hammer ticking eagerly.  

Moby spoke up, ‘Henrietta, sir.’ The high pitch of his voice caught 
Alfred by surprise every time he heard it.  

The sergeant looked back over his shoulder, ‘Take that down,’ he said, 
his voice carrying easily in the night.  

‘We’ve just come up from the south tonight,’ Alfred said.  
Silence from beyond the glare for a moment. ‘From which port?’ 
Every illicit drop of rum on this little skiff had come direct from 

Alabastor’s mucky shores. It was well-known as a running town, and to 
admit that was where they’d come from would certainly end them in worse 
waters.  

’Swonson,’ Victor said, affecting an accent from that small city further 
south. ‘We’s whaling stock to the bone,’ he added unnecessarily, and Alfred 
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had to suppress a cringe at hearing Victor lean on such an obvious 
stereotype.  

Silence again, and Alfred began to worry. If the Wardens took the time 
to wire the postmaster in Swonson they would easily figure out no 
Henrietta had left their port. He’d end up greeting dawn in prison, and 
Alfred would rather take his chances abandoning ship. 

‘We have committed some sins, though, sir,’ he admitted, speaking 
before he had any realise idea of what he should say to get them out of this 
mess. ‘Truth is, we’ve waited until nightfall in the hope of avoiding the 
mooring fees. Stupid mistake. But we want no trouble—we’ll happily pay 
the fees to you now.’ 

‘It’s not just the moorin’ fee though,’ said the Warden playing with the 
hammer of his pistol. ‘It’s double, for bein’ so late.’ 

The sergeant glanced back at his junior but added nothing. He seemed 
hesitant, and that was enough to make Alfred afraid just how badly all this 
might go. He cleared his throat, hesitated, playing at considering the offer. 
‘Only fair,’ he agreed after a moment. To sound too eager would be to poke 
a hole in this little charade the dovecoats liked to play. 

The sergeant was not completely satisfied, but he made no complaint as 
Victor produced a roll of paper Federal marks, which he counted out, and 
then threw the whole roll up to the constable with the pistol. Everyone 
waited quietly as the constable counted it out, found the amount to be even 
higher than the bribe they had agreed on. 

‘Get out of here,’ the sergeant said at last, dismissing them. 
Alfred felt as though he did not breathe again until they were bringing 

the skiff into the Wesson & Son drydock and home at last.  

With the dock drained and the skiff chocked up, Alfred and Moby set to 
work unloading the bladders of rum from beneath Henrietta’s cladding. 
Victor watched the two at work, smoking a brown cigarette and idling as he 
waited, not bothering to offer help. Once the bladders were unloaded, 
Moby and Arthur shared a brief nod, and then the sailor took the side gate 
out of the dockyard and into the alley. Where he whiled away his hours 
ashore, Alfred had never asked and felt it best not to know. There were 
many Alfred worked with in bottling and distributing rum across the city—
mostly across the western boroughs of Porters and Trestfeld up as far as 
Northport and Sheargarten. But the vast majority of his trade happened on 
the docks and though Alfred was known on sight by many in those parts, 
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the less information he knew of his contacts and they of him, the safer they’d 
all be if the dovecoats truly wanted to put an end to his trade.  

The Wesson & Son drydock had once been his father’s pride and joy. 
Campbell Wesson would have been furious to see the warehouse in its 
current state, cluttered with tools out of place, off-cuts of timbre of all types 
stored in piles on the floor and leaning in planes against the walls. The floor
—and practically everything else in the warehouse—was covered with fine 
dust and little dunes of wood shavings mounding in the corners. When 
Campbell ran the place it was swept daily, often by a young Alfred. Now 
Alfred’s own shop hand shirked the responsibility more often than he 
maintained it and Alfred hadn’t the heart to give the lad a clip or a lash with 
the belt, as his own father had from time to time.  

But Campbell’s righteous fury would have been strongest against the 
rum Alfred was helping to run. Campbell was devout in his Panquist 
morals, had applauded Greyson Ryan’s bravery when the prohibition was 
first announced. Alfred wondered what his father would have said now that 
Alfred was making a living off flaunting such foolish laws. 

Victor stubbed out his cigarette and wandered the warehouse, showing 
open distaste. He was taller than Alfred by a head, and broad of shoulder, 
with an expanding gut and large, calloused hands. His hair was long 
enough to cover his ears but greying and receding at the temples. His 
beard, too, was greying about the chin and he kept is shaped to emphasise 
his mutton chops and about his mouth. Though his clothes were once 
expensive, they had the sour smell and muddied look of Albastor. It was no 
sea-side resort, Alabastor, but Victor was a man of means there, second only 
to the Baron Evercliffe. It was a tactic, Alfred knew, this open disgust,  
intended to make Alfred feel small. 

‘The Baron sends his regards?’ Alfred broke the silence as he pulled a 
sailcloth off a pile of empty crates and hefted one full of empty glass bottles 
to a clear workbench near where the rum bladders lay. ‘Reminds me to pay 
my dues on time, even though I haven’t missed a single payment?’ 

Victor raised both hands, as though Alfred had caught him out. ‘Your 
record is almost impeccable, Alfred. Except for that one incident—‘ 

‘I paid you for that.’ Victor was referring to a pickup early in his time 
distributing for Evercliffe when he’d dropped a whole shipment down into 
the endless sound of Falynbough Bay when dovecoats had stopped his 
dinghy. These days he was steadier at the tiller.  

‘You’re essential,’ Victor agreed. ‘We rely on you. Without you, near half 
our output would never find a bar nor belly. In just two years you've built a 
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strong distribution network. And if there was any doubt the Council was 
squeezing out smaller producers, tonight was proof of it.’ He picked up a 
piece of off-cut wood, inspected it idly. 

‘Worse,’ Alfred added. ‘Council has dissolved the Longshore Union. 
Taken direct control of imports and exports. If things keep going this way, 
every inch of the docks and bay will be closed to us. We’d have to come 
overland, and that would not be a good idea.’ 

Victor was troubled to hear this but tried not showing it. ‘They’ll just 
demand more bribes, a deeper cut.’ 

'Maybe,' Alfred shrugged. ‘I think Greyson Ryan is making room for his 
supporters, rich backers like Connor Dworkin, Elia Upleighton, Rohan 
Crooper, Iain Wellspring—new bloods with money and influence. People 
Ryan needs on his side.’ 

When Greyson Ryan became High Councillor, he imposed the 
prohibition on a platform of Panquist moralism to garner the support of 
some of the old blood families of east Waiferd. Only those who remembered 
the Panquist Church before its humiliation and eventual collapse in the 
Federation—people like Campbell Wesson—believed Ryan might actually 
be motivated by faith. Alfred recognised it as the opportunism it was. 
Prohibition was a tax by another name. Those who had a bit of money 
could invest in production, distribution and sale of cheap booze at a massive 
markup. And at every stage of the chain, bribes traded hands, lining the 
pockets of the Wardens, the dockmasters, bureaucrats, no doubt all the way 
up to the High Councillor’s coffers, funding his war with Wyndyn.  

And men like Alfred eked a bit out for themselves while they could. But 
it wouldn’t last long. Only those with the right influence—not always 
financial—maintained operations in the longrun. Alfred did what he could 
on the streets of Waiferd, but it was the rich industrialists and the 
Councillors who had influence enough to keep the Wardens from bursting 
in their doors and setting stills alight.  

Alfred hefted another crate full of empty bottles to the table, glass 
clinking together. ‘I’ve been warning Evercliffe about this for months. 
Doesn’t seem concerned.’ 

‘Well, that’s why I’m here,’ Victor said, arms wide. ‘I hear your concern. I 
saw it, tonight. You can handle things, but sooner or later something has to 
change.’ 

Nodding, Alfred continued his work, waiting to hear exactly what 
Victor Moss had in mind.  
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‘Maybe we send a few men up from Alabastor. Keep an eye on things 
here. Watch your back.’ 

Alfred looked up, saw Victor's lip quirk a little trying to hide a smile. 
Evercliffe and Moss had been trying to put men in his operations since the 
beginning. This was likely an ambit, but Alfred wouldn’t put it past Victor 
to make a serious effort at it again. 

‘Because a couple of kids from a backwater like Alabastor will be useful 
in Waiferd? I’m the one out in front of this, you just have to start listening 
more when I talk.’ He hesitated, thought maybe that wasn’t clear enough. ‘If 
you breach our agreement by sending your men, I’m looking for a new 
supplier. Understood?’ 

Victor gave Alfred a can’t blame a man look. ‘Truth is, I’m on your side.’ 
‘What side?’ 
‘There’ve been murmurings for a while.’ Victor looked serious now. The 

real ask was coming. ‘Concerns like yours. Needing to adapt to change. 
Evercliffe doesn't listen.’ 

Alfred waited. He did not like unnecessary complications in his 
business, had no patience for them and little more for Victor Moss.  

‘These murmurings,’ Alfred said as he started unloading the bottles from 
the crates, ‘how many of them come from your lips?’ Lining bottles up on 
the workbench in neat little platoon rows of sevens. Old habits. Then he 
took a great armful of wood shavings from a pile, little curlicues of wood 
fluttering from the bundle as he dumped them in the crate and padded them 
evenly at the base. This deep in the night the city was quiet, and for a stretch 
Victor was too. A breeze blew in from the bay, bringing the smells of rotting 
fish and diesel fuel, the smog of industry. The bay was never silent and even 
now he could hear bells tolling, ships groaning. But in the early hours of the 
morning the docks were at their most civil.  

‘I just listen to what I hear.’ Victor expected to be challenged. ‘From 
people like you. Costs of bribes going up just to shift the same gallons of 
rum. And down south, Captain Coffir has been having troubles selling in 
Corwyn and has had to ship her stocks in Freehold at a third the price.’ 

‘Pirates will sell to pirates,’ Alfred muttered. 
‘Coffir wouldn’t take too well to being called a pirate,’ Victor replied, and 

Alfred heard something like respect for her in his voice. 
‘And so what,’ Alfred asked, wanting this conversation to be done. ‘What 

do you suggest, Moss?’ 
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Victor lent across the workbench, making sure to get Alfred’s attention. 
‘I’m serious when I say we should have a bigger presence here. With you at 
the helm. Doesn’t have to be our boys—I’m sure there’s plenty needing work 
round these parts you can find. A little more muscle to keep dovecoats off 
your back, break up the local stills. Hell, maybe we take a few of those stills 
ourselves.’ 

‘No point. Without Ryan’s protection, those stills would be shut down 
by Wardens in less than a night.’ He found a funnel, wiped the dust out of it 
with his fingers and sat it in the neck of the first of the seven bottles. Then, 
with a knife, he pierced the first bladder, cradling the liquid mass in both 
arms and squirting its fluid into the mouth of the funnel. ‘This coming from 
you? Or from Evercliffe?’ 

Victor’s face darkened. ‘The old Baron is losing stomach for what has to 
be done. He’s gotten fat off his success these last few years. I say it’s time for 
a transition in leadership.’ 

Transition. Alfred huffed. A peaceful word for war.   
‘This again, Moss? Never had a stake in your shit down south and never 

wanted it. You send me rum, I distribute it. That’s all I want to hear about. 
That’s the agreement.’ 

‘Agreements change, Alfred. We need to strengthen this situation in 
Waiferd, and you should be part of that. I’m here as a courtesy. As a friend, 
if you’ll be a friend to me.’ Alfred couldn’t think of many he’d less prefer as a 
friend. The cloudy rum gurgled into the glass bottle, and Alfred’s steady 
hand moved with the slight shifts of liquid, making sure not to spill a single 
drop. 
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