


[image: Cover: The Witness for the Dead by Katherine Addison]






[image: The Witness for the Dead by Katherine Addison]





 

Begin Reading

Table of Contents

About the Author

Copyright Page

 

Thank you for buying this

Tom Doherty Associates ebook.

 

To receive special offers, bonus content,

and info on new releases and other great reads,

sign up for our newsletters.

 

[image: image][image: image]

Or visit us online at

us.macmillan.com/newslettersignup

 

For email updates on the author, click here.




 


The author and publisher have provided this e-book to you without Digital Rights Management software (DRM) applied so that you can enjoy reading it on your personal devices. This e-book is for your personal use only. You may not print or post this e-book, or make this e-book publicly available in any way. You may not copy, reproduce, or upload this e-book, other than to read it on one of your personal devices.

Copyright infringement is against the law. If you believe the copy of this e-book you are reading infringes on the author’s copyright, please notify the publisher at: us.macmillanusa.com/piracy.





 


This book is dedicated to all the librarians I know.





 


In the jumbled darkness of the catacombs beneath the city of Amalo, there was a shrine to Ulis in his aspect as god of the moon. It was thousands of years old, and the carving of the four phases of the moon on the plinth had become almost undetectable, worn smooth by generations of reverent fingertips. Whatever the plinth had supported was long gone, but the shrine remained.

The shrine was a landmark that every Ulineise prelate in the city knew, and it was frequently used as a meeting place, since it afforded better privacy than the Ulistheileian where formal audiences were held.

Dach’othala Vernezar, the Ulisothala of Amalo, was an elven man of middle age and great ambition. He had his eye on the Archprelacy, and although the current Archprelate was neither ancient nor infirm, it did not do to forget that Vernezar’s every move was made with political gain in mind. I had thus received his summons with no little dread, for I was a political sore point, directly appointed by the Archprelate to be a Witness for the Dead for the entire city.

Prince Orchenis had gone to the Archprelate and asked that I be assigned to Amalo for an indefinite period of time, for two reasons. One was that the city had no Witness of my type, who could actually speak to the dead. The other was that the religious hierarchy of the city was, as the prince put it, a nest of vipers, and the Ulineisei were the worst of the lot. The Archprelate had not commanded me to accept assignment in Amalo, but I had agreed with Prince Orchenis that my services were needed. I received a small stipend from the Amalomeire to sit in a cramped box of an office and wait for the people of Amalo to come, which they did in a slow, sad, hopeful stream. I disappointed them, for my ability was not the magic it was always shown to be in operas and novels. But even though I could not discover answers in dust—even though the answers I did discover were frequently inconvenient and sometimes disastrous—they continued to petition me, and I could not leave them unheard.

Today had brought three petitioners whom I could not help (one of whom stood and argued with me for three quarters of an hour); the news that two of the cases for which I had witnessed had been judged unfavorably by Lord Judiciar Orshevar; and a lengthy and fruitless search through Ulvanensee, the municipal cemetery of the Airmen’s Quarter, on behalf of a petitioner who believed his sister, and the child with which she had been pregnant, had been murdered by her husband. I had started with the registers, but had ended up walking the rows, reading gravestones, looking for names that the registers did not contain. I was tired and covered in the municipal cemetery’s powdery dirt; when Anora Chanavar, the half-goblin prelate of Ulvanensee, brought me Vernezar’s message, I did, for a weak moment, consider not going.

Anora came with me, although we argued about that most of the way there. “Thou needst a witness,” he said stubbornly. “I know Vernezar better than thou dost.”

“There’s no need for thee to draw his attention,” I said for the third time.

“He cannot harm me,” Anora said. “If he takes my benefice away, he only makes a greater headache for himself, because then he has to find some other fool to give it to. Do thou watch. He’ll pretend I’m not even there.”

Anora was quickly proven correct. Vernezar made eye contact with him for a pained moment, then hurriedly turned away. My heart sank as I took in Vernezar’s companion. Othalo Zanarin was the loudest voice in the faction which objected to my presence in Amalo. She was an elven woman of considerable cold beauty, some inches taller than I was, though not nearly as tall as Anora; she was a member of Vernezar’s staff, and I knew he was afraid of her. She, too, was a person of connections and ambition, and she had the Amal’othala’s ear.

“Good afternoon, dach’othala,” I said. I saw Zanarin wince pointedly at my voice, which was harsh and graveled thanks to my surviving the sessiva when it swept through Lohaiso during my prelacy there. It mostly did not bother me, except when someone like Zanarin made sure it did.

“Good afternoon, Celehar,” said Vernezar. “I apologize for dragging you down here—not nearly as elegant as what you were used to at the Untheileneise Court, I’m sure—but this really isn’t a matter for the Ulistheileian.”

“No?” I said, my heart sinking further at his use of “I.”

“No need for any formality,” Vernezar said with a smile, and I was grateful to Anora for being so stubborn. He was right: I needed a witness. “I just wanted to see if we could reach an accord.”

“An accord? About what?”

Zanarin said, “Dach’othala Vernezar has a most generous offer.” Zanarin had taken an instant dislike to me, partly because I had been the one—at the behest of the Emperor Edrehasivar VII—to find the Curneisei assassins of the Emperor Varenechibel IV, partly because my appointment came directly from the Archprelate. By one argument, that meant I outranked all the Ulineise prelates in Amalo except Vernezar.

Nobody liked that argument, least of all Vernezar himself.

The other argument was that, as an unbeneficed prelate, I was outranked by everyone except the novices. Zanarin had made that argument first, but others had been quick to back her up. They might have carried the matter, since they were making a much more palatable argument, had it not been for Anora and the other municipal cemetery prelates objecting, for here the relatively trivial question of my rank had crossed a much larger, ongoing contention among the Ulineise prelates of Amalo, that being how a prelate’s benefice should be valued. Some prelates argued for wealth; others, prelates like Anora, argued for size. A third faction argued for age. It was a bitterly divisive issue, and I thought the true measure of Vernezar’s worth was his inability to resolve it.

“I wanted,” said Vernezar, “to propose a compromise. It seems clear that, having been appointed directly by the Archprelate, you are of greater rank than the ordinary prelates, but since you are unbeneficed, you are of lesser rank than the prelates of the Ulistheileian. Does that seem fair?”

It seemed guaranteed to make everyone unhappy, possibly even more unhappy than they were right now. Anora murmured, “The prelates of the Ulistheileian are also unbeneficed,” and Vernezar pretended not to hear him.

“You are offering me rank in the Ulistheileian,” I said slowly.

“Yes,” said Vernezar.

Beside him, Zanarin glowered.

“But in turn,” I said, “I would have to concede your authority over me.”

There was a pause, as distinct as if it had been measured by a tape.

“Do you deny my authority over you?” asked Vernezar.

“I was appointed by the Archprelate,” I said. “Not by you.”

“Are you claiming you, a mere Witness for the Dead, are equal with Dach’othala Vernezar?” said Zanarin. “Just because your family married into the imperial house doesn’t—” Vernezar caught her eye, and she did not finish her sentence.

And there was a third reason Zanarin didn’t like me, although what good it did me to be the kinsman of a widowed and childless empress was not at all clear.

“It used to be,” Anora said, deliberately not looking at anyone, “that Witnesses for the Dead were honored among the prelates of Ulis.”

That sparked a fight out of a tense discussion, as he must have known it would. Vernezar bristled at the suggestion that I was not being adequately honored in his scenario, and Zanarin objected to the idea that I should be honored at all. There was a deeper theological argument behind Zanarin’s outrage, and that deeper meaning was the reason I did not say, as I longed to, that I did not care about rank. Zanarin, who was not from Amalo, had brought with her some of the south’s skepticism. She doubted that Witnesses for the Dead truly spoke to the dead and thus her belief that we should carry no rank.

Rank was one thing, being called a liar quite another. I could not let Zanarin’s ideas gain more ground than they already had. I found myself arguing for status I did not want because the alternative was to agree with Zanarin that I should have no status at all. Across us Vernezar and Anora were arguing, no less heatedly, about the traditions of the Ulistheileian.

We ended finally in much the same place as we had begun, nothing resolved, Vernezar’s compromise position neither accepted nor rejected.

I decided to go to the municipal baths. I felt unclean.



It was dusk when I got home.

The lamplighters were finishing their rounds, their long poles bobbing on their shoulders. Merchants were locking the grilles of their shops, apprentices and younger sons assiduously sweeping the pavement. In the courtyard of my building, the women were taking down the laundry that had been hanging on the lines to dry all afternoon. They smiled and bobbed their heads at me shyly; I nodded in return. No one wanted to be too friendly with a Witness for the Dead.

I stopped in the concierge’s office to check the post. I had a letter, cheap paper and cheap sealing wax, and I recognized the hand.

I climbed the stairs to my apartment, the iron bannister sun-warm beneath my palm. One of the local cats was on the landing, his white paws tucked up neatly beneath him, the cream and red tabby swirls on his sides making him look like a glazed marmalade bun.

He said “mraaao” to me as I unlocked my door, and stood up to stretch. By the time I came back out, he had been joined by two of his sister-wives and a half-grown tom who wasn’t old enough yet to be chased away. A third sister-wife lurked halfway up the next flight of stairs, too shy to come all the way down to the landing while I was there. Nine bright blue eyes watched me (the deeply sabled queen had suffered some injury that left her right eye cataracted and blind) as I set down the little saucers, each with a fourth of the can of sardines I had just opened.

I sat in my doorway and watched them eat, amused by how each cat guarded its plate so fiercely from the other three—and the third queen, a dark brown tabby who was probably the biggest of the five of them, watched and waited, one eye seemingly always on me. None of them was entirely tame, but that one had been hurt before.

I had not named them. Names were too much power, given far too easily to animals who wandered the city and returned to my landing only when they felt like it. I did not give them names any more than I let them in.

When the half-blind queen had finished with her sardines, she came over and bumped my shin gently with her head. I rubbed behind her sail-like ears and she began purring, a deep throbbing noise like the engines of an airship. The other cats ignored us and disappeared one by one as they finished their sardines.

Presently, the half-blind queen closed her jaws very gently around my hand to tell me she was done. I watched her go, small and self-possessed, down the stairs, and then went back inside so that the third queen could come down and finish off the remains of the sardines.

I had hung my black coat of office carefully—it was made of silk and probably cost more than all the rest of my wardrobe combined—and now I put on my favorite of my three frock coats, black with a soft gray embroidery down the placket and around the cuffs. I’d had to re-hem it twice and patch the elbows, but the body of the coat was still sturdy and respectable. When I looked in my palm-sized mirror, I saw that my hair was drying in wild curls; I spent five minutes in combing, braiding, and pinning it back into a sober prelate’s braid, sliding the pearl-headed hairpins in as I had been taught to as a novice, so that none of the metal showed, only the pearls, almost invisible against the whiteness of my hair, and tying the tail with a fresh black ribbon. The hairpins were probably the most expensive thing I owned—after my coat of office—even though they were really glass, not pearls. My earrings were all brass.

Then I opened the letter I had received in the post.

It did not bother with salutations, merely said, Meet me in the River-Cat tonight.

I left my apartment again before it had gotten quite dark enough that I had to light a lamp—the municipal utility metered gas and steam with great severity, and I tried to leave the lamps and radiators off as much as I could. The prelacy of Amalo was obliged to pay me, per the Archprelate’s directive, but they did so parsimoniously, grudging every zashan.

The Airmen’s Quarter of Amalo was rich in teahouses. There were five within easy walking distance of my apartment: the Red Dog’s Dream, the Circle of Pearls, the Hanevo Tree, Mendelar’s, and the River-Cat. Six if you counted the manufactory-owned Tea Leaf, which I did not. My favorite was the Hanevo Tree; the River-Cat was less a place for quiet contemplation and more a meeting place for families and courting couples.

The River-Cat was one long room divided up into deep booths; I walked past two nervous young couples, a rowdy family of six (seven? the tow-headed children were hard to count), a venerable man and his even more venerable wife, sitting together on the same side of the booth and passing one cup slowly back and forth—a very old courting ritual that my Velveradeise grandmother had told me about when I was a child. Two women, sisters by the look of it, were both reading the same copy of the Herald of Amalo, spread flat on the table between them, one sister reading right side up and one sister reading upside down.

The back-most booths were the least popular; I liked them because I could lean against the warm-veneered wood and know that no one was coming up behind me. It was easy to make enemies as a Witness vel ama, and I did not have a conciliatory tongue.

A very young tea-server brought pot and cups and the tiny sand-clock that marked how long the tea had been steeping. I drank for preference the dark, bitter orchor, but it was stiff enough that if I drank it after sunset, I would still be awake at dawn. This evening I had chosen the more delicate isevren, and I indulged myself with a generous spoonful of honey.

I put the honey spoon in the second cup (which the staff of the River-Cat could not be trained out of bringing—unlike at the Hanevo Tree, where you had to specify if you wanted more than one) and briefly tormented myself by imagining a companion who would smile across at me and happily lick the spoon clean. Neither of my lovers had had such a sweet tooth—that was the only thing that made my imaginings even remotely safe. A purely made-up lover was foolish; conjuring the dead was something else entirely.

I reminded myself that Zhemena was not dead, merely far away and uninterested. Oddly, it did not make me feel better.

Drink thy tea, Celehar, I said impatiently to myself, and cease repining.

I was halfway through my little pot of isevren, trying to focus on the question of Mer Urmenezh’s dead and missing sister and not on a sweet-toothed imaginary lover, when a shadow fell over the end of the table, and I turned to look.

Subpraeceptor Azhanharad of the Amalo chapter of the Vigilant Brotherhood was a tall, broad man, half goblin, dark and scowling, his voice thick with the upcountry consonants of the Mervarnen Mountains. He did not like me.

The feeling was mutual. I thought Azhanharad brutal in his methods, preferring force to subtlety—and at that I had a higher opinion of him than of many of his brethren. The Vigilant Brotherhood served a necessary purpose, both in cities like Amalo and in the long stretches of empty fields and copses where they patrolled, but their recruitment efforts did not attract men of either great intelligence or sensitivity. One was only lucky if one’s local chapter had succeeded in attracting men of integrity.

Azhanharad was always uncomfortable when he had to talk to me—still close enough to his Mervarneise roots to be superstitious about my calling rather than incredulous. Little as I liked him, I had to respect the courage that brought him back to me every time he thought I might be able to help. He said, “Good evening, Othala Celehar.”

In the emperor’s court, the honorific “othala” was considered hopelessly provincial and out of date. Here—in the provinces—it was common politeness.

“Good evening, Subpraeceptor,” I said, and gestured him to the other bench. “We received your note.”

He sat, eyeing the second cup warily, his ears flicking. “Are you expecting a companion, othala?”

“No. Would you like some tea? It’s isevren—though we regret that you will have to accept the honey.”

“No, thank you.” He folded his hands together on the table—big hands, with big scarred knuckles. “A patrol pulled a body out of the canal this morning. None of us recognized her.”

Which meant very little, but did provide negative evidence. She wasn’t an inhabitant of the Airmen’s Quarter—or, at least, she wasn’t a troublemaker. The Vigilant Brotherhood was very familiar with rowdy drunks and chronic brawlers, with the prostitutes who could not afford the dues to work in a Guild brothel and with the Guild enforcers who chased them off the streets. The prostitutes ended up dead sometimes.

Azhanharad sighed and said bluntly, “Will you come?”

And I said, feeling suddenly less despondent, “Yes, of course.”



The Chapterhouse of the Amaleise Brethren was a very old building, probably as old as the mystery of Anmura the Protector, from which the Brotherhood sprang—and which, in all probability, they still practiced. The Church did not recognize the four Anmureise mysteries; I was careful not to ask. The Chapterhouse was built out of massive blocks of stone, carved at eye-level with the names of the dead Praeceptors who lay in the Chapterhouse crypt. In the six or seven hundred years since that practice had started—at a time centuries after the Chapterhouse was built—they had filled twenty-nine blocks.

Azhanharad led me to the alleyside door rather than the grand front entrance on General Parzhadar Square. I followed him down the twist in the areaway stairs, waited at the bottom while he threw his weight against the ancient lock on the basement door.

The basement of the Chapterhouse had never been fitted out for gaslight; the brethren kept a rack of lanterns hanging by the door. Azhanharad took one down and lit it, his thick fingers careful and precise as he touched his lighter to the waiting wick. The lantern did not provide very much light, being what they called in Amalo an owl-light, as it was roughly the size of the tiny screeching owls that nested in the city’s eaves. But it was better than candlelight, and far better than no light at all.

We descended another flight of stairs, and then another, down to the floor of the Brotherhood’s vast crypt. The Chapterhouse crypt was the only place in the Airmen’s Quarter where a body could be stored for long. This woman had to be identified before anything could be done with her—without identification, no one was willing to prepare the body for a funeral. Unlike the southern and western communities where I had begun my prelacy, Amalo had three main sets of funerary practices and a dozen others with smaller followings. It might well be more; no one could keep track of the splintering sects and hero-cults and the secretive kindreds that came down out of the mountains. Each tradition required the body to be prepared in a different way, and the wrong preparation would, at best, offend both kin and congregation. I knew of cases where the luckless officiant had had to petition for a change of benefice.

The other reason the Brotherhood might keep a body in their cold room was if it took an unusual amount of time to identify the cause of death—a question which often made the difference between unfortunate happenstance and murder. For this body, if she had been pulled out of the canal, it was less about cause of death than about where she died, and therefore about who she was.

They had laid her out carefully on a clean white sheet. Black was better for sanctity, but black dye that would hold through repeated, frequent washings was expensive, and no one would waste it on mortuary sheets. White was almost as good, signifying that this woman, like all the dead, was under the protection of the emperor.

She was a young elven woman, no more than thirty judging by her hands and face. She showed no signs of childbearing, and her hands were uncallused. Her white hair hung in a tangle over the side of the table and nearly to the floor. She was no kind of cleric, not a liveried servant, not a manufactory worker. She might be the wife of a nobleman or the daughter of a well-off burgher. She might be a prostitute, but if so, she had to come from one of the elegant houses in the Veren’malo, to show no signs of poverty or disease in her face.

Her dress, a ruined mass of dark green velvet, had probably been expensive. The cuffs were stained with dye from the embroidery of flowers that decorated them, but they were silk: second grade probably, although it was hard to tell after the canal had been at them. I investigated and discovered a pocket hidden in the folds of the skirt and inside it, a wad of paper.

“What’s that?” said Azhanharad.

“We do not know,” I said, unfolding it cautiously. There was no need for caution; the ink had run into a purplish gray blot, with no words still legible. “Nothing useful.”

I touched the body on the forehead—cold, helpless flesh, a house condemned but not yet torn down. Not quite yet. The inhabitant had not entirely fled.

“Can you?” Azhanharad said.

“Yes,” I said. The prayer of compassion for the dead was worn and familiar. The woman no longer knew her name, nor who had wanted her dead, nor why. But she did remember her death. She had been alive when the water slammed the breath from her body. She remembered the fall from the dock, though she had been more pushed than fallen and more thrown than pushed. She remembered the cold dark water, the way her panicked gasps for air had echoed off the bricks.

She hadn’t known how to swim. Despite the lake and the canal and the river, most Amaleisei didn’t.

I felt the memory of her clothes dragging her down, heavy velvet getting heavier very quickly. She tried to scream for help, but got a mouthful of foul-tasting water, and before she even had time to realize she was going to die, there was a sudden crushing agony deep into her head and then nothing.

She had not drowned after all.

I lifted my hand and stepped back, out of range of the sympathy I had created between the corpse and myself. It would take a moment for it to fade enough that I could touch her again without being dragged back into the memory of her death.

“Anything?” Azhanharad said, without much hope.

“No name,” I said, since that was what he most wanted. “But this was definitely murder, not suicide. And not an accident.”

“The poor woman,” Azhanharad said, with a ritual gesture of blessing.

“She was alive when she went into the water,” I said. “But she didn’t drown. Here.” I felt my way gently around to the back of her skull, where there was a deep divot, and tilted her head so that Azhanharad could see.

He almost managed to hide his wince, but his ears flattened and gave him away.

“It was a better death than drowning,” I said.

He said dryly, “We will remember not to tell her family that. If she has one. Since we do not know, and time is precious, we make petition to you on her behalf. Can you witness for her?”

“Yes.” I considered the alien memories in my head. “We think that we can find where she was pushed into the canal.”

Azhanharad nodded. “We will keep her as long as we can.”

Even in the cold of the Brotherhood’s vault, they could not keep her forever.



As I knew they would be, my dreams that night were full of drowning. Sometimes it was I who drowned; dreadful as that was, I preferred it to the other dreams, in which I stood helplessly on the brick bank of the canal and watched Evru struggling in the cold dark water, knowing he would drown and knowing I could not help him. I woke before dawn and was grateful for it.

I got up in the darkness, dressed by touch. I did not light a candle until I was in the tiny michenmeire I had created out of my apartment’s only closet. There I lit the seven candles one by one, saying the silent devotions I had been taught as a child.

In the cult in which my Velveradeise grandparents worshiped and into which I was initiated when I turned thirteen, just before I began my novitiate as a prelate of Ulis, we knew that Ulis was not the true name of the god of death, of dreams, of mirrors and the moon. His true name was never spoken aloud, save only for the initiation of each child into the mysteries. We worshiped unspeaking, and for myself, I continued the rituals of silence, kneeling in the light of the seven candles before an altar made out of an old dressing table and a black coat too threadbare to be worn. The only precious thing I owned lay on the old black coat on top of the dressing table, the long silky coil of Evru’s hair, as white as moonstone, which I had shamefully stolen when they cropped his hair for his execution. I had no right to it, but I could not have given it up if the emperor himself had demanded it.

I had called him Evrin, after the mastiff-sized white deer that foraged in the wheat fields of the south. He had never seen one; I described them to him, their long delicate legs, their wide, lambent eyes. They were not hunted, unlike their bigger cousins, and they were sacred to a goblin sect with a strong following in the border cantons. They were shy, crepuscular creatures, but if one had the patience to remain still, they would eventually come close enough to show the white-on-white dapples of their coats, dipping their heads to graze, then looking up again. If startled, they bolted with astounding swiftness, faster than any horse. Evru, shy and long-legged, was in truth very much like an evrin. If only he had bolted when he had the chance.

I scrubbed my palms up my face and moved through the Devotion of Folded Hands, blowing out the candles and accepting—or trying to accept—that the past was the past and could not be changed.

I walked to the Red Dog’s Dream for breakfast. Their cook was Barizheise and made traditional oslov, and while they were dreadful at the more delicate teas, their Airmen’s Blend was strong enough to starch a shirt collar. This morning that was what I needed, something to chase away the cobwebs, the dreams, the memory of Evru’s eyes.



After breakfast I decided to eschew the tram and walked up out of the Airmen’s Quarter, cutting across to Bridge Street and climbing up the hill to the Veren’malo, the Old City, and to the hulking government buildings of the Amaleise Court. I had been given an office here, in the Prince Zhaicava Building (in preference to finding space in the cramped underground warren of the Amalomeire), a box of a room where citizens who required the services of a Witness for the Dead could petition me. There were never very many, hence my relief that the Vigilant Brotherhood was willing to seek me out after hours, as it were, for without them I would have been like a becalmed ship, or a beached whale, with nothing to do but read the three Amalo papers from start to finish and then the imported Barizheise novels in their lurid purple covers that were hawked in the Silkmarket at two zashanei each. I had a row of them, the size and shape and nearly the weight of bricks, lined up along the wall behind my desk.

I had to be in my office and available to petitioners through the morning hours of the Court. After that, I was free to roam the city in pursuit of my docket of petitions. I had the matter of Mer Urmenezh’s sister, for whom I could not witness if I could not find her body, and the morning brought, along with an unsigned letter in the post from someone who certainly needed help, but not any help that I could give them, a larger than usual handful of petitions, two of which were questions for the Municipal Registry of Deaths, one a matter which had to go to the Amalomeire before it could come to me, and the fourth, brought by a very angry young elven woman, involved a disputed will, with each side accusing the other of fraud.

“How long has your grandfather been dead?” I asked.

“Two weeks.”

“Then even if his spirit has remained with his body, he will not remember what you want to know.”

“You do not know our grandfather,” she said darkly. Her gaze lowered for a moment, then returned resolutely to mine. “All we ask, othala, is that you try. It is the … the cleanest way to end our family dispute.”

“Even if what he says is not what you want to hear?”

She shook her head, frowning. “Even that would be better than this endless squabble. Please, othala.”

It was not my place to refuse a petitioner. “Yes, then, on the understanding that it may be too late.”

“We understand,” she said. I hoped the rest of her family would agree.



Her name was Alasho Duhalin. Her grandfather had been the Duhalar of Duhalada and Cedharad, one of the biggest importing firms in Amalo, with arms in several major cities of the south and east. I knew from long and bitter experience that fights over inheritance had nothing to do with the amounts involved, but I also understood why Min Duhalin was so upset. The longer this fight went on, the longer the employees of Duhalada and Cedharad did not know where they stood. (Mer Cedharad lived in Barizhan and thus could not be relied on for guidance.) Min Duhalin, a good burgher’s daughter, was worried about the effects on business and the ploys of the company’s rivals.

We took the Vestrano tramline down the hill to the wealthy neighborhoods north of the Mich’maika. By virtue of the fact that we took the tram together, rather than her returning home in her family’s private carriage, I knew that Min Duhalin’s decision to bring a Witness vel ama into the proceedings had either been disputed by or was entirely unknown to her family. It was fashionable among the sons and daughters of the bourgeoisie to take the municipal trams instead of using their families’ carriages. The young women, however, usually traveled in pairs.

I asked her, “Does anyone in your family know of your petition?”

She startled guiltily and I had my answer.

“Your family will not thank you,” I said in warning.

“At least they’ll stop fighting about it. Our father and our uncles do not speak together unless it is in argument over Grandfather’s will. And our mother has an undiplomatic tongue.” That, as I knew from my own childhood, was a true curse among the women of a house, who came together not by their own choice. Min Duhalin sighed and said, “We did not think there was such rancor in our house.”

We got off the tram at the Dachen Csaivanat, the deepest well in the north of the world, and walked two blocks north to a house within sight of the city wall. The neighborhood was of an age to have been new when Min Duhalin’s grandfather made his fortune, and the brick had aged to a soft pinkish red, meaning that it had been made of local clay. Min Duhalin set her jaw and walked straight up the front steps.

The house steward opened the door before she could, demanding, “Min Alasho, where have you been?”

“We have brought a Witness for the Dead,” said Min Duhalin, and gestured me inside.

The house steward stared at me as if I were a rain of frogs, and the atrium of the house was suddenly full of people: the three Duhaladeise brothers of whom Min Duhalin had told me, and an assortment of their spouses, their children, and their children’s spouses; Min Duhalin had not detailed her siblings and cousins to me, but I found, watching, that the Duhaladeise family resemblance was extremely strong, and it was easy to tell a blood relation from a spouse. And the one nervous-looking Barizheise lady was clearly someone’s wife.

“Alasho,” said the eldest of the men (and therefore her father), “what is the meaning of this?”

“We petitioned the Witness vel ama to come and speak for Grandfather,” said Min Duhalin, whose forthrightness certainly could not be faulted.

As I had expected, her announcement was met with a chorus of horrified and angry voices, protesting that there was no need and that she had had no right. I thought it unfortunate that her father seemed to be even angrier than his brothers, berating Min Duhalin as one would a small and disobedient child.

Finally, when it was clear that the din was not going to resolve on its own, I stepped forward, finding some sour amusement in how quickly everyone fell silent. They all stared warily at me.

I said, “We have accepted Min Duhalin’s petition as reasonable and proper. It is futile to remonstrate with her, and you may be glad it is not within our remit to inquire why no one else thought to do the same as she.”

The horrified silence grew a little more horrified.

I said, “We understand that Mer Duhalar was cremated, but that you retain his ashes?”

After a very long pause, the eldest Mer Duhalar still living said, “Yes, that is correct. We cannot scatter the ashes until—Our father specified that his heir was to scatter his ashes.”

And without an heir being determined, that meant that nothing could be done with the ashes. They were lucky that both the real and the fraudulent will had specified cremation. If one had specified embalming, the Duhalada—able then to do neither—would have been in a dreadful mess.

I was tempted to say, as I had been tempted before, The fastest way to get rid of us is to cooperate. Instead, I said, “We understand that your house is in a very difficult time, and we do not wish to make it more difficult. It will take us only a moment with Mer Duhalar’s ashes to know if we can even be of help.”

“It is a sensible thing to do,” one of the younger brothers said suddenly. “If you will follow us, othala.”

I followed him, although my heart was sinking. Either he was bluffing—gambling that I would be unable to speak for his father—or he was innocent of fraud. And if the younger brothers were innocent, for Min Duhalin had told me that the two of them were united behind the second will, then Min Duhalin’s father was the one who had presented a false will.



The family shrine was elaborate with marble and gold leaf, the name plaques each carved with the family’s wolf signet. The Duhalada’s funerary practices—cremating the bodies and scattering the ashes—were considered barbaric in the capital, but it was the best deterrent against ghouls. It was the custom followed by about half of Amalo’s citizens, those wealthy enough to be able to afford it. The others buried their dead with the best gravestones they could.

The younger brother indicated his father’s box on the altar, surrounded by the michenothas, and then tactfully withdrew.

I picked up the box—cedar and beautifully carved with an intricate pattern of interlocking circles—and said a silent prayer to Ulis, asking only that I should find the truth. I knew better than to ask for the unobtainable.

I began murmuring the prayer of compassion for the dead—such a constant companion that some nights it ran through my dreams—and gently, carefully, opened the lid of the box.

The dead man’s signet ring rested among the ashes. I touched it with one finger, being careful to maintain my grip on the box. Contrary to my prediction, I got an immediate and strong sense of Nepena Duhalar, cold and grasping and deeply satisfied that his business would prosper in the hands of his son. His son Pelara.

That was not the name of an eldest son.

I warned my petitioners that they might not like the answers I provided, but I had never had anyone heed my warning.

I closed the box carefully and returned it to its place on the altar. I said the prayer of compassion for the dead once more, bowed to the house gods, and left the shrine.

The younger brother’s face tightened, his ears lowering, when he saw my expression, but he led me without speaking back to the atrium, where everyone was still standing in fraught and awkward silence.

“Well?” said the eldest Mer Duhalar. Now that I knew, I could see the bluff, and I felt some reluctant admiration for his refusal to yield.

“Which of you is Pelara Duhalar?” I said.

“We are,” said my guide.

I saw Min Duhalin start to frown; she knew she hadn’t told me her uncles’ names.

“We offer our condolences on your loss, Mer Duhalar,” I said. “You are your father’s heir.”



I left the Duhalada house more than an hour later, exhausted and hungry. There had been, as there always was, a great deal of arguing. No one who had supported the eldest son’s claim wanted to believe he had forged his father’s will, and I had to reiterate several times that the name the dead man had told me was Pelara, not Nepevis. On the other side, Pelara Duhalar very sensibly got two of the servants to come witness a formal testimony, so that there would be no confusion after I left about what I had said. I told him I would make a deposition, to the same end.

No one said anything about how they were going to deal with Nepevis Duhalar’s dishonesty, but I thought that question would be keeping the younger brothers awake tonight.

Min Duhalin simply disappeared. I hoped she was not blaming herself, but knew she was. How could she not? She had made her decision, as petitioners often did, based on a belief that she knew what the dead would say. She had been wrong, as petitioners often were. In time, she might find comfort in knowing that she had caused the truth to be revealed. Some people did; some people did not.

I could not help; I had no gift for comfort, and myself found the truth no comfort at all, only duty.

I walked back to the Deep Well ostro. Most major shrines in the city were associated with stations, and the Deep Well was no exception; although the station was the size of a wax seal, it did boast a teahouse called the Lady of Rivers, operated by the novices from the shrine’s associated csaivatheileian. I bought a sticky bun and a two-cup pot of orchor and sat in a curtained booth for two people.

I drank the orchor black, grateful as I usually was for its bite, but also today grateful for its harshness, like drawing a thick black line between me and the Duhalada. I tried not to think about how many miserable families I had left in my wake, and I did strive to remember, as the Archprelate had said to me, that I did not do anything but what I was asked to do. Some days that felt like casuistry, but it was another thick black line like calligraphy on good rag paper.

I took the tram back east to the Dachenostro and changed to the Zulnicho line, which took me straight south to Ulvanensee. Properly, I should have been going to the Ulistheileian to find a panel of three prelates, but after yesterday’s conversation with Vernezar, I was, not merely reluctant, but actually opposed to going there. Fortunately, I knew where to find three prelates, and even a fourth to serve as scribe.

Anora had three prelates serving under him, Daibrohar, Erlenar, and Vidrezhen. Daibrohar and Vidrezhen were elves from Zhaö, Erlenar a half goblin from Choharo. Daibrohar and Erlenar were in their first prelacies; Vidrezhen had come from a wealthy benefice in Cairado and said she liked Ulvanensee much better.

I found Anora and two of the three prelates copying register entries to send to the Municipal Registry of Deaths; Erlenar was washing windows. They were all glad of an excuse to do something else, even if it was something as dull as listening to me give a deposition. They’d done this for me before, since it had become clear to me very early in my stay in Amalo that the Ulistheileian was not friendly to me.

Daibrohar settled to be scribe, and I related the incidents of the morning, laying particular stress on the fact that the dead man had remembered his heir’s name. And that the name was Pelara, not Nepevis.

“What an unpleasant business,” said Anora when I was done.

“Yes,” I said. “I’m only grateful that this is the end of my part in it.”

Anora made a warding sign and said, “Let us hope so. I will deliver the deposition to the Ulistheileian if thou likest.”

“That would be a great kindness,” I said.

Anora shrugged. “It’s easy enough. They won’t obstruct me the way they will thee.”

“No,” I said, feeling suddenly very tired. “No, they won’t.”



I took the tram from Ulvanensee back north to the Bridge Street ostro, where I got off and walked to the Reveth’veraltamar at the bend in the Mich’maika where it curved around the Sanctuary of Csaivo. The Reveth’veraltamar was where all the bodies that ended up in the canal washed aground. There was a gate in the wall there, and stairs down to the water. I had a key.

Today I walked down to the water not because I expected to find anything useful, but because one of my duties as a prelate of Ulis was to mourn for the unnamed dead, and to mourn for her meant following the path of her body as clearly as I could. The Reveth’veraltamar was where they’d pulled her out; I sought to remind myself of the gray moss-slimy stones; the slap of the water against the walls of the canal; the smell. The Reveth’veraltamar was an ugly place.

As I was turning to go, something sparkling caught my eye among the stones. I bent and picked up an earring: three clear, faceted glass drops with a broken clasp. There was no guarantee that it belonged to the dead woman in the crypt, but it was not unreasonable as a guess, either. Although inexpensive, it was pretty, and by gaslight the glass might look like diamonds. If I found someone the woman might be, the earring would be a way to try for certainty. I tucked it carefully in an inner pocket and climbed back to the city.

I locked the gate behind me.



I walked to the municipal ferry dock. In the middle of the day, the ferry was a better way than the tram to get from the middle of town to the Zheimela district. When the manufactories closed at sundown, the opposite would be true, for anyone who wanted something stronger than tea would be going to the bars along the south side of the Mich’maika out toward its eastern end, and so would the prostitutes. And the pickpockets. The ferry was probably how the dead woman had gotten to the place where she died.

Now the ferry passengers were mostly bourgeois families heading to their tiny bungalows along Lake Zheimela’s western shore, plus the first few bartenders and servers headed out to clean the bars before they opened. I got several curious looks, although no one was impolite enough to ask my business. I pretended to be too abstracted in my own thoughts to notice.

I left the ferry at the southside docks and walked along the canal, looking for a dock to match the dead woman’s memories. The image was stark and vivid in my mind, as the memories of the dead always were, if there was anything left at all. I saw more than the dead woman had. I knew the way the dock jutted into the canal. I knew there were crates stacked along it, but nothing out at the end, nothing that could have sheltered her or provided a weapon or anything. Whether by luck or by plan, her murderer had chosen his spot well.

Hulking warehouses lined the canal here, none of them with the dock I was seeking. Then a rope-maker’s shop. Then the only bar open during the day, the Canalman’s Dog, a sprawling establishment—built around an ancient shrine to Osreian—that also operated as a teahouse. The city council had passed legislation that said no teahouse could also be a bar, but it was too late to stop the Canalman’s Dog, which had been both for two or three generations at the point the legislation was proposed.

And behind the Canalman’s Dog, there was a dock. I recognized it at once.

It was cool and dark inside the Canalman’s Dog, and I wandered for some time along its narrow passages before I found the hearth of the teahouse. There, a young goblin man with his hair in the traditional Barizheise braids—although he wore Amaleise embroidered felt slippers—bowed to me and asked how the house could serve me, the traditional Amaleise words. Then, reading my black coat and thick, untidy prelate’s plait, he added, “othala,” and looked uneasy.

I said, for my calling forbade deception, “I am Thara Celehar, a Witness for the Dead. I’m trying to find the last hours of a young woman who was dragged out of the canal yesterday. A blue-eyed elven woman, probably your own height. Her cuffs were embroidered with flowers.” I showed him the drawing that one of the Brotherhood’s novices had made of the dead woman, easing the angles subtly so that she appeared alive again. He studied it dutifully, but shook his head.

“She looks like many of our customers, othala,” he said apologetically, “but I will ask Csatha the bartender to come talk to you. He may know the lady.”

I waited.
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