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      I had an hour or so to kill in town before my regiment moved out, so I popped into Northgate Tower. It’s not the biggest jail in the City, and by no means the roughest, but generally speaking, people make an effort to avoid it. That’s where Death Row is.

      They don’t encourage visitors, but I let the duty officer get a good look at the rank insignia on my left shoulder; poor bastard, I felt sorry for him. Not that long ago, I was a junior captain too. Inevitably, we turn into the monsters we used to dread.

      The duty officer referred me to a lance-corporal, who handed me over to a couple of jailers, who led the way. Here’s where protocol comes in. If you walk behind the jailers as you march down the loathsome corridors, you haven’t got much to worry about. It’s when they walk behind you that you know you’re in trouble.

      Northgate Tower is, well, a tower. It’s the highest structure in a city world-famous for its vertiginous skyline. What most people don’t realise is that it goes down almost as far as it goes up. There are twenty-six levels underground, painfully hacked out of the grey basalt that underlies New Town by nine generations of life-with-hard-labour men. Death Row is level twenty-six. The corridors and staircases leading to it are shoulder-wide plus a handspan—every twenty yards there’s a locked door, with a man on guard in a sentry-box, and before you enter a corridor or a stairway there’s a bell you ring, to let everyone know you’re coming through, because if two parties meet going in opposite directions, one of them would have to go back. Moral; it’s next thing to impossible to get out of the underground section of the Northgate even if you’re a free man. If you’re not, forget it.

      Very difficult place to get out of. Horribly easy to get into.

      They unlocked cell one-hundred-seventy-six, right at the end. The jailer swung his lantern inside, making the occupant curl up like a salted slug. No light in the cells on level twenty-six, until they come for you.

      “Hi, Dad,” I said.

      His eyes were still screwed shut. “Son?”

      I gave the jailer my best military look. “Give me the lantern,” I told him. “I’ll give you a shout when I’m done.”
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      Everybody knows about my family, understandably enough. In Genseric’s Histories there’s one or two of our lot on every page, from the semi-mythical foundation stories right up to the Third Social War. Ancestors of mine feature as characters in all twelve of Saloninus’ history plays—they made me be Phaenomai met’Oc in our school production of Lusius and Saphetua, possibly the most embarrassing thing I’ve ever had to do in my life. Stroll round the City and you’ll see twenty-foot high bronze met’Ocs on rearing horses in practically every square. If you can’t read the inscriptions, just check out the noses. Reverence for precedent and tradition being what it is in this man’s town, twenty-six generations of my family have been called Carrot-face at school; curiously, each successive generation of taunters claims to find it funny. Family legend has it that somewhere in my great-uncle Deinomai’s library at Castle Roche there are three enormous books containing every single big-nose joke ever made, and on the rare occasions when a completely new and original one is added by the castle librarian, great-uncle feasts the whole town and the fountains run with sweet white wine.

      As nominal head of the family, it’s Deinomai’s job to record births, marriages, and deaths, and they say he’s got a huge family tree painted on a wall somewhere, which is known as the Scoreboard. met’Ocs who die in their beds are ringed in white. Those of us who gave their lives for their country on the battlefield are highlighted in gold leaf. Those of us executed for treason are underlined in red. I’ve never seen the thing myself, but I would imagine there’s precious little white, and roughly equal amounts of gold and red. Another interesting statistic is met’Oc life expectancy; the average for the empire as a whole is forty-two, but for us it’s twenty-six. Interesting to me, anyhow, because I turned twenty-five this spring.
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      I hadn’t actually seen my father since it happened, which was, what, nine months ago. I’d been away, slaughtering the enemies of the empire before they slaughtered us. Not the current enemies; another lot. We have so many.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked.

      So like him. “How have you been?” I asked.

      “Oh, marvellous.” He scowled at me. “How do you think I’ve been?”

      He looked thinner; thin, like someone dying from some horrible wasting disease. I looked at him and felt dreadfully uncomfortable. I couldn’t think of anything to say.

      “Well?” he said.

      “Sorry?”

      “Aren’t you going to ask me?”

      Why he’d done it. No, actually. Last thing on earth I wanted to ask, or talk about even peripherally. My father was on level twenty-six of the Northgate because he’d killed my mother.

      He shrugged. “Shouldn’t you be with your regiment?”

      “We’re sailing tonight,” I told him.

      “Scheria, isn’t it?”

      “Olybria.”

      He nodded. He’d fought six campaigns in Olybria, four of them in his twenties. Four glorious victories, one defeat, one complete waste of everybody’s time. “Don’t drink the water,” he advised me solemnly.

      “Understood.”

      “There used to be this place in Medio Castro where they did the most amazing stuffed vine leaves, but I don’t suppose it’s still there.”

      “Probably not.”

      He’d grown a beard—no razors on level twenty-six—and it was mostly white. He looked like he was dressed up as somebody else. He’s got the Nose, of course, but on him it looks almost distinguished. Me, I look like a flat piece of wood with a nail driven through it.

      “I tried to talk to Uncle Maino,” I said. “He said he was too busy to see me.”

      My father has never had much time for his brother-in-law. “Don’t bother,” he said.

      I’ve always liked Uncle Maino and he’s always liked me; my favourite uncle, out of a pretty good selection. Come to that, I’ve always got on really well with all my relatives.

      “I’ll see him before I leave,” I said. “I promise.”

      “Don’t make promises you can’t keep.”

      From which you might get the impression that my father and I didn’t get along. Far from it. To me, he’d always been a mixture of the Invincible Sun and an older brother—much more so than my older brother, an exceptionally intelligent and talented man who died a hero’s death in a desperate rearguard action against the Aram no Vei, but absolutely no sense of humour, not the tiniest hint. To Dad, I think I was something in between a kid brother and a rather unsatisfactory but endearing dog; the sort who can’t be trained to do anything, but only because you’ve spoiled him rotten.

      “I’ll see him,” I repeated. “I’ll get you out of here. It’ll be all right.”

      He glared at me as though I’d just said something dirty. “Bit late for that.”

      “It’s never too late,” I told him. He rolled his eyes; how could any son of mine be such an idiot?

      He was still wearing his senator’s gown; purple silk, with gold lace collar and cuffs. They’d dragged him straight from our house to the Northgate, no trial, no time to change into something more practical. Members of our family don’t usually have to wear the same clothes for nine months. “When did you say your ship leaves?”

      In our family, we change the subject like sacrificing a pawn in chess. On level twenty-six there’s nothing to mark the passage of time, but if I was late and missed the ship, there’d be hell to pay. And I’d be here in the City, not en route to bloody Olybria; on the spot, in a position to barge in on Uncle Maino whether he wanted to see me or not; here where it’s safe, not in Olybria, where Imperial officers and mayflies have so much in common.

      I looked at him. In our family, there’s never any time. When I was a kid, he was usually away, fighting in some war or forty-eight hour emergency sessions of the House; then I got my first commission and I was away, fighting in some war. The idea was that in the spring, or the autumn, or next year, or after your father retires, we’d all get together in one place and spend the rest of our lives enjoying our fabulous wealth and each others’ company. Now here he was, unable to slip away or suddenly be called back to his regiment or the division lobby; and I’d been away at the war and now I was off there again. I’d read the dossier on Olybria, and I knew how the war was going. My chances of making it out of there alive were—well, there’s always a chance, isn’t there? But suppose I did make it, and came back in one piece—

      We don’t say goodbye in our family. It’s sort of a tradition.
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      By the time I made it back to the surface and out of the Northgate, the sun was starting to drip red into the sea, like a cracked egg seeping. If I was going to get to see Uncle Maino, I was going to have to be quick about it.

      Uncle Maino, by the way, was Mainomai Met’Ousa, First Citizen of the Empire. You see the problem.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      There are two ways to get to see Mainomai Met’Ousa at short notice. One is to send up your name to the chief clerk, who passes it on to the private office, who pass it on to the assistant private secretary, who tells the principal private secretary, who sends someone down to let you know that he can spare you five minutes. The other is quicker, but rather more involved.

      When he isn’t presiding in the House, Uncle Maino spends most of his time in his private room at the top of the old Admiralty building. It’s common knowledge that the Admiralty is about all that’s left of the mad dictator Issamer’s megalomaniac palace, the Golden House. What most people (outside of my family) don’t know is that Issamer, an insanely courageous man in war and politics, was scared to death of fire, and he had elaborate fire escapes built into every part of the Golden House. Being brave and mad but not as brave and mad as all that, he realised that one man’s fire escape is another assassin’s dream come true, so the various boltholes were a closely-guarded secret and riddled with interior doors to which only he had the key. When my great-great-great-grandfather and his pals eventually caught up with him and proved to him that burning to death was actually the least of his worries, one of them happened upon the special key to all the doors and kept it as a memento. Of no practical use whatsoever, generations of us proclaimed, since the Golden House was flattened before the crows had finished stripping Issamer’s shattered bones. Like most of the things my family says, it was almost entirely true.

      My mother inherited the key, along with two million acres of prime arable land, a fleet of merchant ships and a copper mine, from her uncle Stheno. She wore it round her neck on a little golden chain, but only on special occasions, not when she was sitting around the house or having her throat cut by my father. The only place it could possibly be, therefore, was in her jewellery box, on her dressing room table. And now, since my father was disbarred from inheriting from the wife he’d murdered, her jewellery box—along with two million acres of prime arable land, a fleet of merchant ships and a copper mine—belonged to me.
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      It’s nice to be rich, but there’s never any time. Rather than hanging about for a chaise or a sedan chair, I ran like a hare from the Northgate to our house on the Sulpiciana, up the stairs, along the corridors to my mother’s bedroom, found the stupid box, grabbed it, then off again, panting like a dog, to Admiralty Square.

      It’s all very well knowing something, but putting the knowledge to practical use is another matter entirely. I got through the door easily enough, simply by pretending to have an epileptic fit on the doorstep; they hauled me inside and ran off to fetch a doctor, leaving a sentry to look after me and make sure I didn’t swallow my tongue. Once we were alone I knocked him silly when his back was turned, then tied him up with a bell-rope and hid him behind a curtain. That was the laughably easy bit. Finding the hidden door to the secret fire-escape wasn’t going to be that simple, I knew—except that the door just happened to be behind the curtain where I hid the unfortunate sentry. Very occasionally, the Invincible Sun helps people, especially idiots like me, for some reason.

      The key turned in the lock and I was through. I pulled the door to behind me, locked it and started feeling my way up the screw-thread spiral stair. Pitch dark, of course, and I had no idea what I was liable to run into, by way of locked doors and other tribulations, and I’m one of those sad bastards who gets all pathetic and whimpery in confined spaces. I know I’d have had a screaming fit and given up if I hadn’t been so painfully conscious of how little time I had, and how much I had to do in it.

      I count things. It’s a bad, annoying habit of mine that drives people crazy. When I throw sticks for my dog, I count them. Back when I was a kid and the cook let me help her pick gooseberries in the kitchen garden, I counted them as I dropped them into the pot, and if I got to 297 and the branches were all bare, I’d carry on searching high and low and getting myself all scratched up until I eventually found three more. So, needless to say, I counted the steps—two hundred and seventeen, if you’re interested—and it helped take my mind off the screaming horrors. I did mental arithmetic instead. Each step was ten inches high, Admiralty tower is a hundred and forty feet, therefore x should equal something in the region of a hundred and sixty steps. Clearly arithmetic’s not my strong point; that or architecture. After ninety-four steps I ran into a locked door. Another at a hundred and sixty-seven. At a hundred and ninety-two I slipped and went down backwards on my knees, until I slammed into the door, which I knew was 192, so I managed not to lose count. At 217, another locked door, which opened into blinding sunlight.

      I looked up. Not so blinding, in fact; the sun was getting horribly close to the sea, and I was standing on that tiny parapet you can just make out from ground level, about eight inches wide, that runs round the top of the tower about twenty feet from the top.

      You bastard, I thought, though who I was swearing at I had no idea. About a foot above my head I saw two rusty stumps about as wide as my thumb, which puzzled my fear-numb brain until I realised they were all that was left of an iron ladder, which used to connect the ledge I was standing on to the window fifteen feet above me, but didn’t any more. Sometimes the Invincible Sun helps idiots like me, but not always.

      There’s never enough time. I could go back down, apologise to the guard whose head I’d bashed in, explain that I was Maino’s nephew and he really did want to see me, even though he’d refused seven urgent requests for an interview, or I could try and climb fifteen feet of vertical wall, without a rope, and me scared shitless of heights. More mental arithmetic. How much time would it take to climb fifteen feet, change my uncle’s mind, then run down the main staircase and across the plaza to the Esplanade, down the Esplanade to where my ship was tied up? I figured I could just do it if I got a move on.

      Fortunately, it wasn’t my first time climbing a wall. Back at the siege of Ascra, some bloody fool of a commanding officer thought it was entirely feasible for two hundred heavy infantry in full armour to scale the south wall of the east guard tower, at night, without making a racket and attracting the attention of the sentries. Turned out he was quite right. Come to think of it, the idiot commanding officer was me.

      Admiralty tower is sandstone, and they didn’t bother getting the blocks at the top absolutely smooth and perfect, because who the hell was ever going to see them? I had a nasty moment when I realised the shutters were closed, but luckily they were just pulled to, not barred; I dangled from the sill with one hand and swung them out of the way with the other. By this point I was so tired I wouldn’t have had the strength to blow my nose, so it’s just as well I didn’t have to.

      I scrambled through the window and poured off the sill onto the floor like a liquid; and uncle wasn’t there. Impossible. Every day of every year since I was born, Uncle Maino is at his desk from noon till midnight. I stood up, completely at a loss as to what I was supposed to do next. Then the door opened, and uncle came in.

      “Hello,” he said. “What are you doing here?”

      I guess even Mainomai Met’Ousa has to pee occasionally. “Hello, uncle,” I said. “I need to talk to you.”

      “Shouldn’t you be—?”

      “Yes,” I said, “so I’m in a bit of a rush.”

      He was looking at my bloodstained hands and knees. “How did you get in here?”

      “I’ve just been to the jail,” I said. “To see Dad.”

      He looked at me as though I’d just spat in his face. “I’m sorry,” he said, and I think he was taking liberties with the truth.

      “He’s my father.”

      “She was your mother.”

      When I was a kid, Dad always used to tell me; say exactly what’s on your mind, son, don’t hold back. Yet another piece of bad advice my father gave me. Instead, I said, “I loved my mother. You know that.”

      “Yes.”

      “And I love my father too. But Mum’s dead and Dad isn’t. It’s like Saloninus says, in the play.”

      He frowned. Uncle Maino’s always quoting. He really likes that I can quote back at him. The main reason I’ve read so much Great Literature is so I can make sense of what Uncle says.

      “To lose one parent may be regarded as a misfortune. To lose both looks like carelessness.” Uncle winced. The Engagement is his favourite Saloninus comedy. My mother’s, too.

      “You’re a good boy,” he said. “I’ve got no quarrel with you. You do know that, don’t you?”

      “Please, uncle,” I said. “Not for him. For me.”

      I didn’t want to have to say that, because I knew I was breaking his heart. Ever since his three sons died, all three on one day at the battle of Lyschia, my mother and I have been all he’s got. Now, just me. And we’ve always got on like a house on fire, uncle and me.

      “Did you climb the tower?”

      “Only the last bit,” I said. I held out my hand and showed him the key. He stared at it, then grinned. “You’re a smart kid,” he said. “I’d never have thought of that.”

      “Concentrates the mind wonderfully,” I said.

      He nodded, acknowledging the touch, like a fencer. Uncle Maino’s the only man who ever beat Dad at Name-That-Quotation. “The answer’s no,” he said. “Sorry.”

      I could think of nothing to say. So I said it, and left.
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      When the man you love most in the world is about to be killed by the man you love second-best in the world for murdering the person you loved best of all in the whole of the universe, it’s comforting to reflect, as you sail out of the City harbour on the evening tide, that your chances of coming back alive are practically zero.

      (Not my estimate of the odds, by the way. Some clown who thought he was doing me a favour had let me see the correspondence on the subject between the C-in-C Land Forces and the Secretary of War. The Olybrian campaign, according to my second cousin Pascho, was essentially a suicide mission, and the only reason we were throwing so many good lives after bad in the Delta was because unless we broke through there, irrespective of the cost, there was nothing to stop the enemy blasting their way through the Third Army as though it wasn’t even there, and laying siege to the City itself. And since we no longer had control of the sea—Fair enough, replied my cousin Thraso; point taken. Send the best you’ve got. A pity, but it can’t be helped.

      Someone once asked me; how do you deal with something like that? You don’t, I told him, accurately).

      We spent five days lurching and sliding about on the horrible sea, and then things took a turn for the worse. We got there.

      Olybria didn’t just spring into existence so we could have a war there. It’s been around for ages, quietly minding its own business, playing host to a gentle, refined people with excellent taste in art, architecture, moral and political philosophy. For most of its history it was a backwater. But, as the rival empires grew and soaked up more and more territory, the horrible day came when Olybria was suddenly on the front line; a small neutral country wedged in between Us and Them. These days it’s a sad place. Of the five major cities, four have been ruins for forty years; the fifth is cut diagonally in half by the Peace Wall, on either side of which refugees from the countryside starve quietly while foreign soldiers demolish houses and shops and any other buildings left carelessly lying around, to scrounge materials to strengthen the defences of their side of the wall. Actually, it’s two walls, facing each other across a hundred yards of tangled brambles and withies. Our wall, according to the situation reports, is mostly made of the Library of Sulpicius, the Red Rose temple, the Baths of Leucomer and the Celestial Theatre. As a kid, I always wanted to see the historic buildings of Olybria City. Now I was going to get my chance.

      The senior officer I was reporting to was my second cousin Boulo. “Sorry to hear about your troubles,” he said, moving his helmet off the other stool so I could sit down. “I remember your dad from when I was a kid. He was good fun.”

      For some reason, that made me want to hit him. “He still is,” I said. “Talking of which, is there any way we can get this nonsense sorted out quickly, so I can get home and get him out of jail? There’s a plenary session of the House in two weeks’ time and I need to be there.”

      He looked at me. “Sorry,” he said. “Didn’t you read the sitrep?”

      “As a matter of fact, I did,” I said.

      “Well then,” he said. “You’ll have seen that we’re massively outnumbered, our positions south of the city are untenable, and if they break through anywhere along the southern perimeter, our link to the sea will be cut and that’ll be it, end of story. We’re holding on here by the skin of our teeth, any day now they’ll be coming over the wall and we haven’t got the manpower to stop them. I think we’re fucked, but I’d welcome a fresh perspective. What do you think?”

      “I think we should attack,” I said.
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      I said that mostly to annoy him, because I’ve never liked him much. I remember him as a snotty sort of a kid, so up himself he was practically coming out of his own ear. When he came to stay with us he was always going on about how much bigger and better everything was at home. Also, his referring to my father in the past tense rankled a bit. I know; I shouldn’t let personal considerations get in the way when I’m planning strategy, it’s unprofessional. Guilty as charged.

      “You’re nuts,” he said. “We can’t possibly—”

      “Actually,” I said, “we can.”

      I never said I was clever, but just occasionally cleverness swoops down on me, like a buzzard on a rabbit, and clever stuff comes tumbling out of my mouth, like the bad herring you ate the night before. Generally, it happens when I’ve got myself into a scrape and said or done something I can’t back up, as in the present instance. I rationalise it by taking it to be the Genius of the met’Oc, a deity that only exists in the imaginations of my family. Why she should choose me to manifest herself in, I have no idea.

      “Bullshit,” he said.

      “No, listen,” I said, reaching for the map on his desk; and I proceeded to sketch out a strategy that was brilliant, simple, and completely unorthodox, the details of which I absolutely didn’t know until I heard myself say them. “We hit them here and here,” I said, “which means they’ll pull in all their reserves from the west and the north and concentrate them here. Only it’s a bottleneck. The more men they pour in, the more it’ll jam up. Not a problem, you’ll say, because they’ll have us pinned down here.” I jabbed here with my fingertip. “But we won’t be there. We’ll have pulled back across this narrow point here, while our reserves sneak round the back here, where the buggers can’t see us, and hit them right up the arse when they’re least expecting it. Result, we’ll have three-quarters of their effective forces in this sector kettled up in a confined space, with us controlling the only exits, under which circumstances their superior numbers won’t be an asset, they’ll be a fatal liability. We kill as many as we can without endangering our position, then starve the rest of them into submission.”

      He looked at me. He’s known me ever such a long time. “Well?” I said.

      “We’d have to clear it with divisional command.”

      “No time for that. The bad guys are only waiting to attack until they’ve cleared out our garrisons in the north-east. They’ve probably done that already, so it’ll be any day now. Them attacking us, on their terms. And there’s no way in hell we could survive that.”

      He looked at me angrily. I knew why. I’d given him hope, which is sometimes the most unwelcome gift a man can receive. “It’s a hell of a risk.”

      “Doing nothing and waiting for them to obliterate us isn’t a risk, it’s a certainty,” I said. “Obviously their commander in chief isn’t a falconer.”

      That made him grin in spite of himself. Private joke; when we were kids, Boulo and I took a goshawk out over the home meadow. A hen pheasant got up, and the hawk hit it like a hammer. It was too heavy for the hawk, which dropped it; so it fell, about sixty feet, and lay there in the grass. We were both tired after a long trudge, so we walked rather than ran to retrieve it. At the last moment, just as Boulo stooped to grab it, the bird shot up off the ground in a flurry of wingbeats, leaving us stunned and furious. Moral; don’t count your prey till you’ve pulled its neck.
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      The really difficult, effectively impossible part of the operation would be leading eighteen hundred heavy infantry, quietly and unobserved, the long way round through the derelict streets to effect the enfilade in rear. “I’ll do that,” I said. “It’s my bloody stupid idea, so when it all goes wrong, it ought to be my fault.”

      Eighteen hundred; curious how something as objective as a number can be two different things at the same time. Eighteen hundred is a very small number as against twelve thousand, which was our best guess at the size of the enemy army. So; eighteen hundred is a very small number. But eighteen hundred people, to be shepherded, directed and chivvied through a complicated set of obstacles, making no noise and not being seen, is a vast multitude. See what I mean?

      We met’Ocs assume we’ll be born with leadership the same way we’re pretty confident we’ll come out of the womb with at least one arm. Actually, it doesn’t come naturally to me, not one bit. When I was a junior officer, sixteen years old and green as the holly, I was scared to death the men wouldn’t like me. Luckily my first command were veterans—actually, luck had nothing to do with it; it was my uncle Pheromai—and they knew all about stupid rich kids. All the men want from you, the sergeant told me (he may have chucked in a sir or two at some point, out of force of habit) is the feeling that you know what the hell you’re doing. That’s all. If you make them think that, they’ll love you to bits and pieces. Accordingly, my command style is brisk and business-like; avoiding arrogance and pomposity wherever possible, always focussed on the job in hand. When I’m not giving orders, I lapse into a still, meditative pose, giving the impression that I’m thinking long, complex thoughts about every possible permutation of events; probably what I’m doing is watching a woodpecker in a tree or wishing I was somewhere else, but they don’t know that. Anyhow, being business-like and paying scrupulous attention to detail are the foundation of my command technique, and I haven’t had a mutiny yet. Deserved one, yes; had one, no.

      All through the operation, needless to say, I was terrified. That’s fine. Nearly all birds and a great many animals spend their entire lives in a state of unrelenting terror. If you don’t believe me, watch a rabbit sit up at the faintest rustle of a leaf, or a flock of rooks explode out of a tree when they see you coming, a hundred yards away. That’s because unrelenting terror is their natural habitat, the same way fish live in water; and if they can put up with it, so can a soldier.

      It has its advantages, no question about it. When you’re that scared, all your senses are sharp as needles, you react lightning fast, your concentration is a hundred and ten per cent; you don’t get tired, you don’t notice pain, you let your training do your thinking for you because your mind is fully occupied with looking out for danger signs. My guess is that that’s probably how we’re supposed to be, only we got soft once we invented agriculture, walls, and the bow and arrow.

      The distance we had to cover was just under a mile. Again, it’s all about context. You walk a mile across someone else’s land and it’s just scenery. You walk a mile on your own land and you know every hole in the hedge, every busted gate, every sagging fencepost. You walk a mile across a peat bog and by the time you get where you’re going (if you ever get there; big if) you’re completely shattered and washed out. A mile across a battlefield is infinite time and infinite space, with your senses wide open and your mind as raw as an open wound.

      Actually, I remember very little about it. Nothing went wrong. We got to where we were going and the enemy hadn’t seen us. All my bones had turned to mush, but we still had the fighting to do. The order I had to give was charge, but when I opened my mouth all that came out was a silly little squeak, so I nudged the man next to me and he did it for me. And then everybody started running, fortunately in the right direction, and not long after that some bastard tried to kill me, which did wonders for my concentration.

      I have no recollection whatever of the actual fighting. I know I must have dodged or parried a lot of attacks, because my expensive sword ended up notched in six places and there were four serious dents in my armour, which had to be beaten out by the armourers, the Glava brothers in Smithfield (our family have been going to them for five generations). I don’t know if I hurt anyone, intentionally; when I took my armour off that evening there was blood all over my clothes, but I fancy most of it was mine. It turned out I’d taken a few cuts and nicks, two of them needing stitches. No idea if that was weapons or me cutting myself on broken flints or rusty nails.

      But we won. The ridiculous idea, put into my head by the Genius of the met’Oc and espoused by me because I was absolutely desperate, worked like a charm. They did exactly what I’d anticipated, we rolled them up like a blanket, and by nightfall, when it was too dark to do anything sensible, the world had changed out of all recognition. We were still alive. Olybria and the Olybrians were ours, our property to do what we liked with. The enemy were dead or being rounded up and herded into pens or running like deer for the border. An extraordinary thing, which I can’t really account for. Luckily, nobody asked me to, or I’d have made a fool of myself.

      No rest for the wicked. While the sawbones was sewing me up I was peering over his shoulder at a map someone was holding for me to see, and three people were all shouting at once, trying to make me do what they wanted. I tuned them out. I was still in terrified mode, even though there wasn’t anything to be scared of. My mind was full of details—supply depots, haulage times, provisions inventories, garrison numbers, duty rosters, would so-and-so be up to commanding such-and-such, or was he killed in the battle? My guess is, that’s how the Invincible Sun felt when he was creating the world. He had to think of everything, and nothing was going to happen unless He told it to.

      I had to do everything because my second cousin Boulo, who I’d known practically from the egg, didn’t make it. Some bastard killed him, I have no idea how or when or under what circumstances. I can’t say I ever liked him much, but I didn’t dislike him either. He was there, like the tree you grew up seeing out the window until one day it blows down in a storm, and the view never looks right again.
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      “You can’t just leave,” they told me. “There’s too much to do.”

      “You do it,” I told them, and left.

      I only just made the boat, which was the only one we had in the harbour at the time. The next day a whole fleet of supply ships would be arriving, mine to do what I liked with as soon as they dropped anchor, but the next day was completely useless if I wanted to get back to the city in time for the plenary session of the House.

      The sawbones gave me a hard time, needless to say; if you put any pressure on that leg, it’ll burst the stitches and I won’t be accountable for the consequences. I told him that was fine. He shouted something else after me, but I didn’t hear it. Actually, he was quite right; the stitches did burst, but luckily there was a medic on the ship.

      It’s five days from the city to Olybria but nine days (if you’re lucky) from Olybria to the city. This is because of prevailing winds or something equally technical; I don’t know anything about ship stuff. Nine days when there was absolutely nothing I could do except feel ill and get under the feet of the crew. I was terrified all the time, goes without saying, because there are so many things that can slow down a ship, and I had absolutely no time to spare. Nine endless days of having no time to spare, and every minute of those nine days scared to death.

      I should have used them writing a speech to make to the House, but I didn’t. Literary composition isn’t one of my talents (you’ll have noticed that, I guess); I can’t do it unless I concentrate absolutely, and I can’t do that when my head is splitting and my stomach feels like it’s full of boisterous squirrels scrambling about among my ribs. The only thing I could do under such circumstances was feel sorry for myself, so I did that, very thoroughly.
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      My excuse for deserting my post when I was desperately needed was that someone had to take the news of the victory back home. I’d seen all the shipping rosters, so I knew for a fact that no ship had left Olybria earlier than the one I was on. Nobody in the city had the faintest idea what had happened. That, of course, was the whole point.

      When the ship docked at the city harbour, I’d thrown up so often and so violently that I could only just stand. But it was early in the morning, before the sedan-chair porters had had a chance to get to their duty station at the dock gate, and I had no time to lose, so I ran. Running when you’re weak is all about falling forward while chasing after yourself trying to catch yourself up. Let the weight of your head do all the work, and hope you don’t go down flat on your face.

      I had to run, because my only hope lay in getting to Speromai met’Eina before he’d had his breakfast and left his house, and he was a notoriously early riser. At that time, Spero was the leader of the opposition. He was hardly related to me at all, something like a third cousin once removed, and I’d never said more than two words to him in my life.

      The opposition in those days was a loose coalition of the Hayfeet and the Popular Tendency. Our family’s always been yellow-dog Optimate; it’s something you inherit, along with the nose. The Tendency hate the Optimates and the Optimates loathe the Tendency—which is odd when you stop and think, because they both have an identical agenda, namely keeping things roughly the same as they’ve always been. But the Tendency want it done by Tendency men, and the Optimates want it done by Optimates. Absolutely no room for a middle ground there, unfortunately, hence the mutual fear and loathing.

      He didn’t want to see me, the doorman said. Have you asked him? No, but he’s shaving, he doesn’t want to see anyone when he’s… I put the palm of my hand under the doorman’s chin and moved him out of the way. It was a dreadful thing to do, but I was short of time.

      Speromai met’Einai shaved himself. It was a political statement, like everything else he did. A man who can’t even shave himself isn’t a man, et cetera. I found him up a flight of stairs, in a room on the east side of the house. I figured he’d want the light.

      He was standing in front of a magnificent three-hundred-year-old Mezentine mirror, with olive oil all over his face. He saw me in the mirror. “Who the hell are you?” he said.

      I told him my name. He frowned.

      “I know you,” he said. “Shouldn’t you be in Olybria, dying for your country?”

      I sat down. He likes to be called Plain And Simple Spero, so there was only one stool in the room. It was Sashan, about two hundred years old, made from three gazelle horns, exquisitely carved. “I was there,” I said. “Now I’m back. I need to tell you something.”

      “Shoot.”

      “But first,” I said, “I need you to promise to give me anything I ask for.”

      He turned round slowly. Half his face was dull and smooth, the other half glistened in the early sunlight. “Before you tell me the thing?”

      “It’s a pretty special thing.”

      “You’re Euchomai met’Oc’s boy, aren’t you?” I nodded. “Your father killed your mother.”

      “That’s right.”

      I had his attention. I guess I qualified as a valuable collector’s item, and Speromai met’Einai was a famous collector. “That must be rough,” he said. “All right, what do you want?”

      “To bring down the government and force an election.”

      He grinned. “Now there’s a coincidence,” he said. “Why would you want to do that? Your family is the government.”

      “I need you,” I said, “to table a vote of no confidence, and bring all your people in on it, and do whatever you have to so as to get as many white-feather Optimates as it takes to swing it. You’ll probably have to promise them things, but that’s none of my business.”

      He was thinking; a soldier, ought by rights to be in Olybria, his father’s on Death Row and his uncle is First Minister. Curiouser and curiouser. “I’d do that like a shot if it was possible,” he said. “Of course I damn well would.”

      “That’s why I came to you. Look, do you promise or don’t you?”

      “That’s it? Do what I’d have done anyhow?”

      “Just one other thing. In the new administration, I need to be minister of Justice.”

      “Oh please,” he said. “It’s too early in the morning for jokes.”

      “I’m afraid that’s essential.”

      He looked at me as if I’d changed shape, from a mouse, say, into a wolf. “This something you have to tell me,” he said. “Could it bring down the government?”

      “That’s up to you,” I said.

      He reached for a towel and wiped the rest of the oil off his face. “Let me guess,” he said. “We’ve lost Olybria and the army’s been wiped out. Is that it?”

      “Not exactly, no.” He frowned. “Actually, we won. At least, I did. We won the battle, the enemy have taken sixty per cent losses and have withdrawn from the territory, so we now control the whole of Olybria. That’s why I came back, to tell everybody.”

      “Fuck,” he said. “That’s terrible.”

      He looked as though I’d just stabbed him. “Is it?”

      “Are you kidding? It’s a disaster. It completely vindicates the government’s policy. It’s a fucking triumph, and we’re screwed. This is the worst thing that could possibly happen.”

      “No,” I said patiently. “I don’t see it in that light. The way I see it, the Optimates had pretty well resigned themselves to losing Olybria, they made no effort to reinforce our army there, and they ordered the commander to sit tight and let our brave boys be slaughtered. But then along comes a Tendency man, with a yes-we-can attitude—”

      “You?”

      I nodded. “I shame and bully the officer commanding into doing it my way. We attack. We win. We wipe the floor with those bastards. All it takes is a Tendency man, with vigorous, positive ideas, to turn an existential threat to the empire into a historic victory, and so on and so forth. I expect you can get our children’s children into it somewhere if you set your mind to it.”

      He stared at me, as though I’d just sawn his wife in half. “Is any of that true?” he said.

      “All of it. I talked my cousin Boulo into trying it my way, and it worked. We won.”

      “But you’re not Tendency. You’re a met’Oc.”

      “I had a dramatic crisis of conscience on the boat out,” I said. “Now, if you cut my heart out, you’ll find Tendency engraved on it. Look,” I said. “What I’ve just given you. Is that enough to bring down Uncle Maino or isn’t it? I need to know right away.”

      “You’ll go in front of the House and say what you just said to me?”

      “Yes.”

      “What about the officer commanding? Your cousin, whatsisname.”

      “Boulo. He’s dead.”

      “Did you—?”

      “Don’t be so stupid, of course not. He died a hero’s death, serving his country and the Populist cause, to which he’d just been converted. Is it enough or isn’t it? I need to know now. There’s stuff I’ve got to do before the session starts.”

      Another poor innocent on whom I’d inflicted all the miseries of hope. “Yes,” he said. “I think we can pull it off. If I can get the met’Esthais to put pressure on the down-east faction—”

      “I don’t want to know about any of that,” I said. “Remember, minister of Justice. You promised.”

      “Did I?”

      “Yes. And don’t even think of messing with me. I’ll turn on you like a polecat if I have to. Cheer up,” I added. “You’re about to become the Father of your Country.”

      He gave me a deep, sad look. “Whoopee,” he said.
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      When I left the met’Einai house I looked up at the sky. The sun was shining, and much further on than I’d have liked. I really didn’t feel like running, but when I checked my pocket, I found I didn’t have any money for a chair. I ran.

      Not too far, mercifully, from the met’Einai house to the office of the attorney general. The clerk looked at me, in a bloodstained army habergeon with dried vomit down the front, and asked if I had an appointment. “No,” I said, “but my uncle is Mainomai met’Ousa. Will that do?”

      The attorney general was my cousin, Theromai met’Ousa. “There’s no point you coming here,” he told me. “He confessed, so there’s no grounds for an appeal. The execution is the day after tomorrow. I’m sorry.”

      “The charge is murder, right?”

      “Yes. And he confessed.”

      “I want it changed to treason,” I said. “I can bring evidence to show that the crime was politically motivated.”

      He gazed at me. “Are you serious?”

      “Yes,” I said. “In the last hundred years, nine met’Ocs have been hanged for treason, but none of us has ever hung for murder. It’d be dishonourable.”

      Cousin Theromai is one of those mild, reasonable men who make so much trouble for the rest of us. “Does it matter?” he said.

      “Of course it matters,” I said. “Hung for treason means you gambled on which side to back and you lost. Murder makes you a criminal. There are no criminals in our family.”

      He rolled his eyes. “There’d have to be a hearing,” he said. “Look, what sort of evidence? Because I really don’t think you’d have much of a chance.”

      “I think I’m right in saying I don’t have to disclose my evidence in advance.”

      Actually, I’d just made that up, but Cousin Thero didn’t strike me as the sort of man who sits up at night reading the law simply because he’s attorney general. “Suit yourself,” he said. “In that case, we’ll have to have a hearing in front of the House judicial committee, and the earliest we can do that is the sixteenth. Will you be calling witnesses?”

      “Several.”

      “Fine,” he said unhappily. “I’ll put it down for a two-day hearing. Please don’t take this the wrong way, but I really believe you aren’t doing the family any favours.”

      I got up. “Thank you for seeing me. The sixteenth, I think you said.”
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      Outside and back in the street, I sat down on the steps of the White Star temple and felt the strength drain out of me. I nearly died from loss of blood once, and I remember the almost dreamy feeling, as if all my cares and worries were oozing out through the hole in my chest, along with the blood. I distinctly remember how not-scared I was, and that was the main difference between then and how I felt sitting on the temple steps.

      A stay of execution pending a hearing in front of the House judicial committee. Only they could hear a case of treason, and the ex officio chair of the committee is the Justice minister. By the sixteenth, if it all went to plan, the Justice minister would be me.
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      And in due course, he was me, leading a committee made up of true blue Tendency men, who knew precisely who they owed their favours to. My father was duly indicted on a charge of high treason. The murder conviction was formally quashed, since in law the greater charge supersedes the lesser, and treason is absolutely the worst thing you can do in this man’s town, unless of course you get away with it and they make you a minister. We then reviewed the evidence on the treason charge and found there was no case to answer. Which, of course, there wasn’t. Don’t you love it when justice prevails?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The light bothered my father. He’d been down on level twenty-six for nine months.

      “You did what?” he said.

      I hadn’t expected him to be pleased. Not that it mattered. “It was the only way out I could think of,” I said.

      “You idiot,” he said.

      When I was a kid, I made him angry on a fairly regular basis. You idiot, he’d say to me. How could you be so stupid? It was always stupidity, rather than malice or wickedness or lack of moral fibre; and I gradually formed the impression that what he objected to was the fact that I hadn’t covered my tracks and had been found out. Too stupid to do a simple thing like lie convincingly or frame someone else for my misdeeds. Implication; he could have put up with an evil, vicious son, but what he couldn’t be doing with was a dumbo. That would reflect badly on him, and a hundred generations of met’Ocs, as if lack of intellectual force could be inherited backwards. Like most of the impressions I’ve formed in my life it turned out to be completely wrong. He called me stupid, rather than reckless, greedy, selfish or thoughtless, because it was an article of faith with him that people only do bad things out of ignorance, or because they haven’t appreciated the harm their actions might bring about. He told me that when I was fifteen, and a lifetime of rebukes suddenly made sense. Of course, I felt a total fool for having misunderstood for all those years.

      “Of all the bloody stupid things,” he went on. “I’ve spent my whole life fighting for the Optimates, and you throw it all away.”

      “I saved your life.”

      That made him even angrier. “Marvellous,” he said. “You save my life by pissing on my life’s work. Thank you so much.” I think he’d have hit me, but he didn’t believe in violence, on principle. “Who the hell asked you to interfere anyway?”

      “You’re my dad,” I said. “I couldn’t let them kill you.”

      “Fuck that,” he said. “I was guilty.”

      “I meant to ask you about—”

      “I did a really bad thing,” he said, “and I deserved to be punished for it. And now, every time people talk about our family, they’ll say the met’Ocs betrayed the empire and handed it over to those evil bastards to trash, just so they could get one of their own out of jail. Implying,” he went on, his anger mounting, “that I’m the sort of gutless coward who’d happily see everything decent and valid shat on by the Tendency rather than take his medicine like a man. Did you consider that? Even for one second?”

      “No,” I said. “I can’t say I did.”

      “Idiot.” He closed his eyes. He was trying his best to forgive me, but it was very much still in the balance. “I always assumed,” he went on, “that you understood. About me, about our family, what we’ve always stood for. Duty,” he said. “Service. Nothing in the world matters more than that, to us. And what you’ve done is to piss on the grave of every met’Oc who ever died for his country. Didn’t that cross your mind, when you were weaving all your cunning schemes?”

      I couldn’t think of anything to say to that. Which was generally the way such conversations between us tended to go. “I’m sorry,” I said.

      “It’s no fucking use you being sorry.” He made an effort. Forgiveness is also a duty. “I suppose you thought you were doing the right thing,” he said. “Fact is, you never were terribly bright.” He sighed a long sigh. “You haven’t asked,” he said. “Why I did it.”

      “I was meaning to.”

      He looked away. Possibly he didn’t want to look at me because I reminded him of her. “I never did love your mother,” he said. “Respected, yes. She was smart, she was brave, she was loyal. She knew what mattered to me and she did her damnedest to help me get it. But by God she could nag.” He paused, then went on. “She had a tongue on her that could cut like a knife. Any time she thought I’d done something dumb, she’d let me have it. Stupid, really, because we both wanted the same things, but she had this knack of making me feel about this small.” He held his fingertips apart, roughly the height of a walnut. “Thirty years of that, can you imagine? Thirty years of having every last shred of self-respect stripped away. Well, on that day I guess I’d finally had enough. I’d never hit her before. Men who hit women are no better than animals. But for some reason, that day I couldn’t help it. It wasn’t a matter of choice, it just happened. I smashed my fist into her face, and she fell backwards down the main stairs. Caught her head on the balustrade.” He closed his eyes, then opened them again. “Stupidest thing I ever did. I think I’d have cut my throat out of sheer disgust with myself, only at first I was poking and prodding her about to see if she was still alive, and then the servants came, and the doctor, and then Maino, and he called the soldiers, I didn’t have a moment to myself, and then I was in prison. It all happened too fast, I guess. And then it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered.” He stopped and looked at me. “And now you’ve gone and made everything ten times worse. I guess that’s my fault too, for not having the common sense to kill myself before your uncle showed up.” He pulled a wry grin. “My fault as much as yours, I guess. I can’t blame you. After all, you’re all my fault, God help you. And my punishment.”
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      My father doesn’t talk to me anymore. I can’t say I blame him.

      It took the Populist Tendency all of eight months to lose Olybria, and the Third Army; nine thousand men, hacked to death in a battle that needn’t have been fought against a smaller, less well equipped enemy. But we attacked when we should have dug in, because attacking is now Tendency policy, because it won us the election.

      I say us; I’m nominally still a member of the Privy Council but I haven’t been to a meeting or a session of the House for a year. I’ve been away, on campaign, slaughtering the enemies of the empire before they slaughter us. Different enemies; way down south in Blemmya, up north in Permia, out west in Caryatis. It gives me a chance to meet up with various distant cousins, met’Ocs and met’Ousas and met’Einais and met’Esthais, all of us doing the best we can in trying circumstances. We know that sooner or later the empire will fall and the city will be burnt and levelled. That’s inevitable, so I guess it’s all right. We’re not proud of what we do, any more than a man pushed off a cliff is proud of falling.

      When I meet my relatives out on some disputed frontier, I make them feel awkward. I win most of my battles, so they’re pleased I’ve come, but they’re reluctant to talk to me, because I’m the so-and-so who let the Tendency in. I don’t blame them, either.

      I miss my family; my father, my uncle Maino, my mother especially. One more major defeat and the Tendency will be out and the Optimates will be back; my father is once again a big noise in the Optimate movement, so I’m sure he’ll live to see the restoration of everything he worked for, everything I took away from him. I hope he won’t live to see the fall of the empire; but, knowing my luck, I will.

      Unconditional love is a bit like unconditional surrender. Basically, what you’re doing is handing yourself over to someone who can hurt you, and hoping—unrealistically—for the best. I love my family; I have no choice, I was born to it, like the million acres and the copper mine and the near certainty of being dead before I’m thirty. It bothers me sometimes that I have no ethical code, no moral compass. I guess they’re luxuries that only come with choice. That’s something I’ve never had. Someone who’s just lost his mother can’t simply stand by and lose his father as well; like the man said, that would be carelessness. If saving his father means he has to alienate everybody he loves and who loves him, that’s the price that has to be paid. I’m probably the worst, laziest man who ever lived. I have no shame and no principles and I never do anything unless I absolutely have to.
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