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It’s perfectly true, gentlemen of the jury,” I said. “I murdered my wife. I put hemlock in her milk, she drank it, she died. It was no accident. I did it on purpose.”

I glanced nervously over their heads at the sundial on the far wall. Time was getting on. How long does it take to find a self-confessed murderer guilty and string him up, for crying out loud? But the jurors were gazing at me solemnly, still and quiet as little mice, expecting more. What? Did they think the confession, the cut-and-dried, open-and-shut admission of guilt I’d just so thoughtfully given them was some sort of rhetorical trick? Yes, probably. In any event, they weren’t convinced. I blame the lawyers.

“Just to clarify,” I said. “I did it. The mandatory sentence for murder is, I believe, death.” I lowered my head. “I rest my case.”

Awkward silence. The prosecutor was staring at me. For God’s sake, man, I could hear him thinking, pull yourself together. I gave him a polite nod; carry on. Please. We’re on the clock here.

Slowly he rose to his feet. He was probably a decent enough fellow, with a sense of fair play that I’d have admired in other circumstances. “Gentlemen,” he said, “we have a clear confession. I therefore move that—”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw something scuttle across the floor. Hell, I thought.

The prosecutor was still banging on about something. 

“…Evidence we have heard from the investigating magistrate, I feel we ought to consider the issue of the accused man’s mental capacity. If, as would seem to be the case, this man is not in his right mind, it is open to you to substitute a sentence of detention for life at the monastery of the Golden Heart—”

I jumped up. The kettlehat made a grab for my arm, but I elbowed him in the eye. “Don’t listen to him,” I shouted. “I’m not mad, I’m as sane as you are. I killed her for her money, that’s all there is to it.”

I noticed a man in the front row of the jury benches pulling a frown. I got the impression he didn’t approve of killing rich wives for their money. Excellent. But the shadow on the sundial was almost touching the ornately gilded Six. I turned and faced the prosecutor. “Please,” I said. “I know you’re doing what you think is best, but really, I’m not worth it. I killed that poor, loving, trusting girl so I could get her money and marry a prostitute from the Velvet Shadow. My conscience—”

The prosecutor shrugged and sat down. The usher stood up and cleared his throat. I held my breath. Nearly there.

“Gentlemen of the jury—”

But they weren’t looking at him. They weren’t looking at me, either. Slowly, with an aching heart, I turned and looked over my shoulder at the crowd in the public seats. A beautiful young woman with light brown hair and a sweet and simple smile was standing up, about two rows from the front. “Excuse me,” she said.

“Silence in court,” the usher mumbled, but you could tell he didn’t mean it.

“I’m sorry,” the lovely girl said, “but I must speak. You see, I’m this man’s wife. And I’m not dead.”

Ah well. I sat down again.

It took the prosecutor a moment to pull himself together. He stood up. “Please approach the bench,” he said.

I could hear the murmur of voices behind me. As she passed me, she turned her head and smiled. Don’t worry, the smile said, it’s going to be all right. I closed my eyes. Why is there never a brick around when you need one?

With a little gentle prompting from the prosecutor, the lovely girl gave her evidence. Her name was Onofria; here was a copy of the register of births, sealed by the City Prefect, and here was a copy of the Temple register, recording her marriage to me on the 17th Feralia, AUC 667, and here were twelve affidavits sworn by leading citizens confirming that she was who she claimed to be. The prosecutor was happy to confirm that all the seals and signatures were in order. It had all been, she went on, a silly, silly misunderstanding. Because of an illness she’d had from childhood, she had to take special medicine, which contained a small amount of hemlock. To take the taste away, she drank it mixed with honey and milk. Usually, her husband poured it for her at bed-time; on this occasion, she’d mistakenly thought he’d be out for the evening, so she took a dose herself. Later, her husband had mixed another dose for her, as usual; absent-mindedly, entirely her own silly fault, she’d drunk the second dose out of force of habit. The two doses had made her very ill. The doctor came. They took her to the Priory hospital. Her poor husband, thinking she was dead and out of his mind with grief and guilt, had gone to the Prefecture and told them he’d just poisoned his wife. But it was all a silly mistake; she’d made a full recovery, only to discover that her poor darling was on trial for murder. So, of course, she’s rushed over straight away and, well, here she was—

Case dismissed.
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"YOU COW,” I muttered.

We were walking arm in arm through the arch that leads from the law courts into the Market Square. She was still smiling. She has a lovely smile, when she’s human.

“I’m not talking to you,” she said.

“Good.”

“Honestly.” Someone I knew vaguely stopped to stare. She beamed at him and he walked on. “If you ever kill me again, I shall be seriously annoyed.”
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I FIRST MET her during my brief tenure as governor-general of the Leuga Islands.

It was a very brief tenure, and when we met it was rapidly drawing to an end, mostly because the real governor had showed up unexpectedly early. I was packing to leave. I like to travel light when running for my life; a few gold bars and a handful of uncut gemstones thrown into an old satchel, and I’m good to go. I’m always extremely careful about what I take around with me. In my line of work, you have to be; you never know when you’re going to be stopped and searched. Ironically, I distinctly remember going through my bag just to make sure I wasn’t carrying anything that could possibly cause me problems later. Of course, she wasn’t in the damn bag.

I remember walking briskly down the steps of the governor’s palace, across the square and out to the private jetty, where a boat was waiting to take me to Sezanza. It was one of those dazzlingly clear blue-sky days you get in the Leugas, when everything is crisp and sharp and you feel like you could do anything. I remember feeling a nip and an itch on the back of my neck as I climbed into the boat. I thought; shame it didn’t work out, but who wants to be in a place where even the governor’s palace has got bedbugs? All in all, I was feeling pretty good about myself. I was happy.

I felt something on the back of my neck, light but definitely perceptible. I slapped the area vaguely with the flat of my hand. The warmth of the sun and the gentle rocking of the boat were wonderfully soothing, and the excitement and stress of the last few days were starting to slip away. I lay down with my back to the rail and closed my eyes.

When I woke up I was in shadow. “Hello,” I said.

She really does have a nice smile. “Hello,” she said. “I’m Onofria. Who are you?”

Good question. For the last few days I’d been the honourable Leucas Metellas. I hadn’t quite made up my mind who I was going to be in Sezanza. “I’m Buto,” I said.

She sat down beside me. She was wearing a long yellow silk dress and yellow silk slippers, embroidered with red roses. “Where are you going?”

“Sezanza,” I said. “How about you?”

“Sezanza. I’m going to stay with my aunt and uncle. They live in a little village in the hills. Parecoina.”

“What an amazing coincidence,” I said.

We never got to Parecoina. Instead, we spent three days in a grubby little inn on the outskirts of the Tanners’ Quarter in Ap’Coele, which is what passes for civilisation in Sezanza. We didn’t go out much, but there’s precious little to see in Ap’Coele.

On the morning of the fourth day I woke up early, and she wasn’t in the bed with me. I got dressed and went to look for her, and found her in the stable yard. She’d got a clay cup from somewhere. It was half filled with woodlice, crawling and scrambling over each other. She put it down on the mounting block and smiled at me.

“You’re up and about early,” I said.

She leaned forward and kissed me on the nose. “It’s such a beautiful day,” she replied. “Let’s go for a walk.”

We went down to the harbour, where the fishing boats were just setting out. “Your uncle and aunt,” I said. “They’ll be wondering where you’ve got to.”

She frowned, for some reason. “Don’t worry about them,” she said. Then she stopped. “Are you trying to get rid of me?”

It seemed such an odd thing to say. “No, of course not.”

“That’s all right, then. I’ll write to them,” she said, and the smile came back. “They’re used to me,” she added.

“I see. You do this sort of thing all the time, then?”

I’d meant it as a silly joke. “Yes,” she said. “Oh look, a cormorant.”

You know how young men are when they’re showing off; mines of useless information. “That’s a trained cormorant,” I said. “If you look closely, you can see the collar.”

“What’s that for?”

“It’s to stop them swallowing the fish. They catch them, but they can’t eat them, so they fly back home again. The fish are stuck in their throats until the fishermen pull them out.”

She gave me an odd sort of a look, one which I’ve always remembered. “Sensible arrangement,” she said.

I shrugged. “For the fisherman. I can’t really see what the bird gets out of it.”

“It’s just a bird. And anyway, the fisherman looks after it.”

“Does a bird need looking after?”

“Let’s go and paddle in the sea.”

We didn’t stay out long. A bit later, she asked me, “What are you? I mean, what do you do?”

I was sleepy, the way you are afterwards. “Oh, not much.”

“Ah. A gentleman.”

Usually I’d have said yes, that’s right, because why bother with the truth when I’d be gone in a day or so? But I said, “How about you?”

She shrugged. “I’m not anything, really.”

I’d formed my own assessment some time earlier. You have to be able to sight-read people in my line; you don’t have the luxury of finding out slowly and possibly getting it wrong. I’d figured she was a merchant’s daughter—well-dressed, not gentry, but she’d never have to work for a living; she wouldn’t be marrying some farmer, or a tradesman or craftsman. I guessed she was what’s usually termed ‘difficult’; awkward, hard to control, the sort who won’t stay home and behave nicely. Not allowed in the best families, and down the other end of the social scale they don’t have the option, too busy helping put food on the table. But a merchant’s daughter can have a few years of gadding about if she wants to, and generally no harm done. “I find that hard to believe,” I said.

“No you don’t,” she replied. “But you haven’t answered my question. What do you do?”

Don’t get me wrong. It wasn’t love or anything. But I was beginning to think that maybe three or four days wasn’t quite enough. Besides, I was in no hurry. I had a bit of money for a change, and as far as I was aware, nobody was uncomfortably hot on my trail. The truth is, I liked her. A kindred spirit, perhaps; no ties, no commitments, a leaf in the wind. And there was something else, a hint of mischief, devilment. I like that in a person. Just possibly, I thought, she might understand. And wouldn’t that be fun? Someone I could be honest with, tell the truth to. A whole new experience for me. So I took a deep breath.

“Actually,” I said, “I’m a thief.”

She nodded. “Thought so.”

I really wasn’t expecting that. “You did?”

“Mphm. Well, you’re not a merchant, or where’s your stock in trade? Not a courier, because I looked in your bag while you were asleep.” She smiled. “That’s when I thought, thief.”

“Did you really.”

Two thoughts collided in my head. First, it takes one to know one; but I dismissed that, because the contents of my bag were still there; I’d checked. I check about once an hour, on average. The other thought was, she doesn’t seem to mind, particularly.

“What sort of a thief?” she said. “Do you climb in through windows, or hit people over the head, or what?”

I couldn’t believe I was having this conversation. But it was intoxicating. “Nothing so vulgar,” I said.

“You’re a con man,” she said, and there was a sort of girlish delight in her voice.

I sort of shrugged. “That’s overstating it a bit,” I said. “What I actually do is pretend to be people. Usually government officials. I read the government gazette when they post up the new appointments, to see who’s been posted where. Then I get there first.”

“I see.” Her eyes were laughing at me. “Sort of a shape-changer.”

“That would be a very useful skill,” I said. “It’s a shame it’s not actually possible. But I manage without it.”

She nodded. “Do you wear disguises? Wigs and false beards and stuff like that?”

“No need,” I said. “All I do is ask myself, what would it be like to be so-and-so? Like an actor, I guess. I thought of being an actor once, but there’s no money in it.” I smiled. “I like money.”

“Me too,” she said.

“A shared interest,” I said, “that’s good.” Well, I thought, we’re being honest with each other, asking the sort of questions you usually don’t, so why not? I asked, “Have you got any?”

“What? Oh, money. Yes, from time to time. It’s never been a problem.”

I’d previously arrived at the conclusion that she wasn’t any of the innumerable finely-distinguished subspecies of prostitute; you can tell, almost immediately, once you get to that stage in the proceedings. Not a thief, either. Of the three vocations open to women in our enlightened society, that was two ruled out. “Are you a musician?”

“I’m sorry?”

“Singer,” I said. “Do you sing? Professionally?”

She laughed. “People might well give me money to stop,” she said.

I leaned across and kissed her mouth. “This money you get from time to time,” I said. “How do you get it? Come on,” I added, with my best smile. “You can’t say I haven’t been straight with you.”

“Oh all right, then,” she said. “I’m a witch.”
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PROPERLY SPEAKING, SINCE I’d been acquitted, I’d have been within my rights to go to the prefecture and demand the return of all the stuff they’d taken off me when I was arrested; my entire inventory of worldly goods, as it happened—one heavy wool travelling coat, one bag containing five hundred angels in gold and a copy of Vicentius’ Garden of Entrancing Images (with pictures), not to mention the nine hundred angels’ worth of uncut rubies sewn into the lining. Somehow, though, I figured that that would be pushing my luck, something I’ve always been hesitant to do. Now there’s irony.

She was talking to me again. “It’s humiliating,” she said. “Having to go to court to reclaim you, like a lost dog or something. I wish you wouldn’t do it.”

“You can’t blame a man for trying.”

Actually, she could. “Not to mention,” she went on, “drawing attention to us. You do realise, we’re going to have to clear out again. Everybody knows who we are.”

That made me laugh out loud.

“You know what I mean,” she said irritably. “And you know what I think about being conspicuous. How much money have you got?”

“None whatsoever.”

She sighed. “How do you fancy Mezentia?”

“I don’t even know where it is.”

“It’s about as far south as you can go without getting your feet wet. About twelve hundred miles.”

She’d have been there, of course, a long time ago. She’s been everywhere. I remember we were in this ruined temple in Prochoris; circumstances had dictated that we should live rough for a while, and the locals were afraid to go inside. There was this painting on the wall—it was sheltered, and only a little bit had survived, the rest had all crumbled away centuries ago—and I looked at it and thought, I know that face. Quite a good likeness, in fact. She told me it was supposed to be Aedoea the Bringer of Death. Well, yes, I thought.

“I’m sick of traipsing around all the time,” I said.

“Whose fault is that?”

“And I hate the south. It’s so hot. Why can’t we go somewhere nice, for a change?”

I don’t like myself when I whine. I never used to do it. Play the cards you’re dealt, was always my motto; when it’s time to fold, then fold, and if you lose, well, that’s how it goes. I’m not like that now, of course.

“Fine,” she said. “We’ll go to Thuria.”

“No way in hell,” I said. A woman passing by stopped and looked at me. I lowered my voice. “It’s freezing cold and the people smell. And what could there possibly be for us in Thuria?”

“You don’t know anything about it. Actually, it’s quite nice there.” Pause. “And there’s silver mines.”

“I don’t give a shit. I refuse to spend six weeks rattling around in a coach to get to some godforsaken ice floe in the middle of nowhere.”

She sighed. “All right,” she said. “What do you want?”
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THE SILLY PART of it is, I really am a gentleman. More than that, I’m your actual nobility; first cousin to a Duke, my name (the real one, I mean) cut into the stonework of the arch in the front courtyard of a great house. Or at least it was. I expect it was chiselled out long since. What I mean to say is, I’m actually a lot more than I pretend to be. When I used to go around impersonating the nobility, I was invariably demoting myself by at least five grades; because if you show up out of the blue somewhere and announce that you’re a what-I-really-am, nobody’s going to believe you. Also, the minor public officials I used to pass myself off as were by definition men who had to make at least some show of working for a living. When I was twelve, I wouldn’t have deigned to notice the sort of people I chose to become, when I was still working.

I guess I officially went to the bad when I was nineteen. My mother, bless her, really didn’t want me to go to the University; she knew me too well, I guess. But Father insisted; that was where young men of quality went when they were my age, and he could no more dream of interfering than of stopping the sun from rising. So, to the University I went, and a very congenial place I found it. Under other circumstances—if we’d been poor, for example, and I’d gone there to be educated rather than to get me out of the house for a bit—I might well have knuckled down and learned something. I genuinely enjoyed reading some of the books, though of course I daren’t let on to the crowd I was in with, they’d have ragged me unmercifully, and I often think about them to this day; Saloninus’ Precepts (my special favourite; what a genius that man was) and Eutropius’ Moral and Political Dialogues, all that. Mostly, though, I drank and played cards and dice and chased skirts and got through money, which was what I was supposed to be doing, according to my father’s view of the world; I was nothing if not a dutiful son.

Every letter home begging for money was answered by return, enclosing a draft drawn on the Stamen Brothers. I was surrounded on all sides by wild, eager young men desperate for money, hounded by creditors, terrified that their fathers and uncles would find out what they’d been up to and how much trouble they were in, but as far as I was concerned I had a bottomless purse and all my sins were not only condoned but encouraged. Enjoy yourself while you’re young, my boy, the old fool used to say, plenty of time for the other stuff later; and what’s the use of being who you are if you don’t make use of it?

Quite; but it made me wretched. I didn’t fit in. Everyone I knew was either mortally jealous or desperate to ingratiate themselves in the hope of scoring a loan. My personal appearance didn’t help, either. Truth is, I’ve never enjoyed being outstandingly handsome. It’s like the money, something I never had to earn, which made everything too easy. In my second year I even grew a beard; and then everyone said how much it suited me, so I shaved it off again, before I started a fashion.

So that’s why I went to the bad; out of altruism. It started when the nearest thing I had to a friend (won’t tell you his name because he’s a Chief Magistrate now, a real one) came whining round begging for money, or else some tailor or other was going to write to his father and cause the most almighty row.

“How much do you need?” I asked him.

“Forty angels,” he said. “Go on, be a sport. Forty angels is nothing to you. I’ve seen you spend that in an evening down at the Golden Feather.”

Perfectly true. As it happened, I had forty angels in my coat pocket at that very moment. We were walking down Westgate together, just south of the New temple. “Nothing doing,” I replied.

“Oh go on, please. Really, I’m at my wits end. If I don’t get that money, I might as well jump off a bridge.”

I sighed. “You’re pathetic,” I said. Then I looked round for a brick.

As I said earlier, there’s never a brick when you need one. So we had to go down to the river-bank and fumble about in the dark until I found a stone about the right size and weight. “What the hell do you want that for?” he asked.

I stuffed it under the lapels of my greatcoat. “You’ll see,” I said.

It was around third watch; middle of the night, when all the drunks have finally wandered off, but before the first early-bird tradesmen begin to stir. We didn’t encounter a living soul between Holy Bridge and the New temple. Looking back, of course, I realise that that was the most colossal stroke of beginner’s luck. I led the way down the little winding alley that goes round the back of the New temple and comes out on Foregate, just shy of the old Tolerance & Mercy.

You never really know how your mind works, do you? I guess I must’ve noticed that window at the back of the chancel, subconsciously, and figured that it would be an ideal place if ever anyone wanted to break in. Yet if you’d asked me, twenty-four hours earlier, I’d have told you in all sincerity that breaking into a temple and stealing the silver was the last thing I could ever see myself doing. Well, there you go. I took off my coat and he held it over the glass while I stoved it in with the stone. Practically silent. I’d like it noted that I’ve always been entirely self-taught, and have figured out all the basics of the profession from first principles, which is rather clever of me, you’ve got to admit.

“What the hell are we doing?” he asked in a hoarse, horrified whisper.

“Robbing a temple,” I told him. “Wait there. If anyone comes, let me know. All right?”

He stared at me. I remember the look on his face, serendipitously illuminated in red and blue by a shaft of moonlight through the remains of the stained glass. He looked like he’d been horribly burned in a fire. “You’re mad,” he said. “We can’t do this.”

“Watch me.”

And it was so easy. I climbed in, carefully not cutting my legs to ribbons on the broken window, strolled down the aisle, stopped at the altar, reached for the first piece of silverware I came to; stopped, engaged my brain. I’d been about to steal the Three Angels Chalice, a masterpiece of post-Mannerist art that’d be instantly recognisable anywhere in the Empire. No bloody good at all. Instead, I fumbled about until I came across a rather ugly silver paten, about seventy years old, quite plain; I traced all over it with my fingertips and I couldn’t feel any kind of inscription. About forty angels’ worth of silver, intrinsic value. I bowed to the altar and said thank you politely, then went back to where he was waiting for me.

“What the hell am I supposed to do with that?” he said.

Pathetic. “I don’t know, do I? Sell it. Melt it down.”

“Put it back, for crying out loud, and let’s get out of here. If I get caught, my dad’ll kill me.”

I put the paten down on the ground. Then I punched him in the mouth, as hard as I could. “Pull yourself together, will you?” I said quietly. Then I picked up the paten, and we went home.

I spent the rest of the night thinking about it. Then, as soon as it was light, I went out and bought a pair of tinsmith’s shears. I cut the paten up into little squares, about the size of a two-angel piece. Then I went for a walk down Silversmiths’ Row. I knew instinctively who I could do business with. You just had to look at their faces.

“Do you want it or not?” I remember saying.

The man sort of leered at me. “Sure it won’t be missed?” he said.

I shrugged. “One of our footmen steals things,” I said.

He shrugged. “Thirty angels.”

“Don’t make me laugh.”

I’ve always done well in my dealings with fences. I guess I trust men who are more interested in things than people. I’ve often wished I could be like that. I gouged him for forty-six angels; forty for my friend, six for the poor box outside the New temple. The idea that I should profit in any way from the transaction never crossed my mind, and besides, I didn’t need the money.

The operation was successful, in that my friend never tried to borrow money from me again. He stopped being my friend, of course, but I wasn’t too bothered. Plenty more where he came from. And came they did—twenty angels here, thirty there, and though I say it myself, I was the soul of generosity. I spent my evenings strolling through the streets looking for vulnerable windows, convenient water-pipes, back doors not overlooked by neighbouring houses. I didn’t know it at the time, but I was on one of those rolls you occasionally get in the profession, when it seems like you can’t go wrong and the dice always fall your way, even when you’re incredibly careless and overconfident. All that came to a shuddering halt, of course, one night when I carefully prised open a goldsmith’s shutters to find the goldsmith and his son sitting in the dark with drawn swords across their knees.

To this day I wish I knew what possessed me. If I’d held still, acted drunk, pretended it was all a lark or a dare or something, I’m a hundred per cent sure my father would’ve bought them off, and no harm done to anyone. Instead, I pulled out this stupid knife I’d got into the habit of carrying, and there was this farcical sort of a scrimmage, and I stabbed the goldsmith’s son in the eye. I’d like to say it was an accident, the result of three large men blundering about in the dark being careless with sharp objects. That’d be entirely plausible, and nobody could prove it wasn’t true. But no. The boy had tripped over his father’s feet; he latched on to my ankles and I couldn’t get him off me. So I killed him.

Why did I do that? As you’d expect, I’ve given it a degree of thought over the years, and I’ve come to the conclusion that I did it because that’s who I am. Let me explain. I was born a nobleman’s son, but that must’ve been a mistake. Really, I’m a thief. A nobleman’s son, caught red-handed committing a crime, treats the whole thing as a joke and pays the price for his fun with his father’s money. A thief, caught by the ankle in a dark shop, kills someone. I must have known that, or I wouldn’t have taken the knife with me in the first place.

I’m telling you this so as to kill any misplaced sympathy you might be inclined to have for me. As I’ve told a long succession of judges in most of the jurisdictions right across the known world, I’m guilty. I suppose I always have been. Born like it.
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WE WENT TO Thuria.

I remembered it when we got there. We’d been there ten years or so earlier. It was where I’d thrown myself out of a twelfth-storey window. She gave me hell over that. You think I’ve got nothing better to do, and so on and so forth. I’ve heard it so often I can say the words along with her.

“Well,” I said, as we clambered out of the coach and stretched our backs. There was snow on the ground, needless to say. “Here we are. Now what?”

She stooped and flipped over a stone. No dice. Insects can’t live in such a cold place. “I told you,” she said. “They have silver mines.”

I yawned. “Big deal.”

“I don’t want you getting bored,” she said. “You always do stupid things when you’re bored.”

“We should go to Shansard,” I said, not that I meant it. “There’s a temple there with the best collection of Resolutionist icons in the world, and all they’ve got guarding it is six old priests and a lock I could pick with a blade of grass.”

She looked at me and sighed. “All right,” she said, and she dropped the bag she was carrying. “If that’s what you want.”

“No, we’re here now,” I said. “Come on, we’d better find an inn or something. Assuming they’ve got inns in this armpit.”

Kuvass City is actually not bad at all. The centre was completely rebuilt by the Imperials about thirty years ago; a bit generic, but the streets are paved and there’s a few quite good buildings. The best inn in town is the Flawless Diamonds of Orthodoxy; rather grand, very expensive, heavily based on the Silver Star in the City—a bit like a page of manuscript copied out by a careful but illiterate copyist. So, to the Doxy we went. They looked at us a bit sideways, but we had money. They gave us a room on the third floor, with an impressive view out over the saw mills. Lumber is the big business in Kuvass City. I stood in front of the window for a while and drank in the scene. “I might like it here,” I said.

“Come to bed,” she said.

“In the middle of the afternoon.”

“Please.”
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THAT'S THE RIDICULOUS thing. She really does love me. After all I’ve done to her, all I’ve tried to do. For crying out loud, I’ve killed her sixteen times.

The first time was in Podarga. We’d been together for about three months. The first month hadn’t been bad at all. Imagine; you pick up a really attractive girl, nice manners and sexually adventurous, apparently besotted with you, not in the least averse to a bit of criminal activity, and who happens to be a witch with genuine and wide-ranging magic powers. We’d had a lot of fun together, I freely admit. I’d reverted from the con game to straightforward breaking and entering, not that you need to do much breaking when your accomplice can turn herself into a cockroach, crawl in under the door and turn the key from the inside. We did the Stamen Brothers, for old times’ sake. I’ll never forgive them for how they treated my father, after the big crash. That was the first time we did the cockroach thing. I filled two big grain sacks with gold coin, then found they were—surprise, surprise—far too heavy to lift. Silly, she said, with a tender smile, and did this weightlessness spell. It was like carrying pillows.

That night I was really worried about her. She collapsed about an hour after we got back to the inn; she was pale as death, could hardly breathe, severe bouts of fever and vomiting. It’s all right, she told me, it’s perfectly normal, I’m used to it. I wanted to call a doctor, but she just grinned weakly. It was the transformation, she explained. You’re all right if you transform for under a minute. Longer than that, you get the shakes and so forth. I was horrified. Why didn’t you tell me, I said, I’d have thought of something else? No, that’s fine, really, she said. I’m used to it. She was sweating like a block of ice melting. The things I do for love, she said. At the time, I thought that was really sweet.

After the Stamen Brothers, we did the Charitable Bank, the Sword Blade Bank, the Merchant Adventurers; so much money, so very easy. It made me nervous. We ought to quit while we’re ahead, I said to her, at the very least we ought to cool it for a while. That made her laugh. Why stop when we’re having so much fun, she said.

“Because we don’t need to do any more,” I told her. “We’ve got enough.”

She looked at me. “Enough,” she repeated. “What’s that supposed to mean? Enough for what?”

“Enough money,” I said. I pointed to the big trunk I’d bought to keep the money in. “There’s over five thousand angels in there.”

She shrugged. “How much money did your father have?” she said.

“What? I don’t know.”

“More than five thousand angels?”

“Well, yes.”

“Six thousand? Sixty thousand? Six hundred thousand?”

She was starting to annoy me. “No idea,” I said.

“Rough guess.”

“All right,” I said. “If you put everything together, the land and the houses and the ships he owned and everything, something to the tune of half a million. But that’s different.”

“Is it?” She smiled at me. “That’s what you should’ve had,” she said. “That should’ve been yours by right. So, five thousand angels isn’t enough. Is it?”

“Now you’re being stupid,” I said. “We can’t steal half a million angels. It’d take us the rest of our lives.”

She just grinned at me.

So we carried on, cleaning out goldsmiths and silversmiths, merchants, on one occasion the army payroll. Needless to say, people were beginning to notice. They set up a watch committee, hired guards; poor fools weren’t looking out for fleas and cockroaches. We filled our fourth trunk. The prefect issued a statement flatly denying that there was a critical shortage of gold currency in Podarga, which was as good as an outright admission. There were runs on the banks, which only served to highlight the fact that they had no money, because some bastard had taken it. I told her, this isn’t fun any more, it’s got to stop. We’re causing an economic crisis here, and people will get hurt. All she ever did was grin at me and haul me into bed. We were spending practically nothing, maybe three thalers a week, and we had most of the money in the city sitting in huge boxes on the floor of our room. I got a pair of scales and did some rough calculations. Then I told her; there’s over a million angels here, that’s twice what you reckon the world owes me, can we stop now, please? She started laughing at me. I put my hands round her throat and squeezed.

I remember how her face turned blue, just before she died. It was the most extraordinary thing. Her eyes glazed over, in that moment of transition when she stopped being a person and turned into a thing, that special sort of reverse alchemy. I knew she was dead when I felt her entire weight on my wrists. It was only then, I think, that I realised what I was doing. No, make that what I’d done.

Nobody could’ve been more surprised, I think, than I was. After I killed the goldsmith’s son, I think I told you, I gave up the burglary side of things; I never wanted to put myself in that position again, where I’d be in danger of killing someone. It’s a question of knowing what you’re capable of. Ever since then, I’d made a point of playing safe. No weapons, no situations where that sort of conflict could arise. With her on the team, so to speak, there’d been no risk of that. It was so easy, so safe. She could see through doors and walls, so we always knew if there was a guard in there waiting for us. So; I was stunned. I’d done it again.

If there’d been something sharp handy, I swear I’d have killed myself. I actually tried smashing a pottery dish, to make a sharp edge; stupid thing wouldn’t break, even when I stamped on it with my boot. Not fit to live was the only thought running through my mind. On balance—I was clear-headed enough to make the distinction—I preferred to kill myself, in my own time and with dignity, than wait for the watch to show up—public trial, public execution, I still had my finer feelings at that point. But it wasn’t what you’d call a deal-breaker. The rope would do just fine, if I couldn’t manage anything better. People will tell you that capital punishment is barbaric. Me, I’m all for it.
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(EXCEPT, I DON'T think they should’ve hung my poor father. He was guilty, all right—high treason, no less, conspiracy to overthrow the Republic. We’re always guilty in my family. But what actually happened was, he got sucked into this stupid idea of cornering the grain market by the Stamen Brothers, and needless to say it all went yellow, and my father was cleaned out, everything, and it turned out the Stamen boys hadn’t actually put in any of their own money, so they were all right; so my poor, stupid father went in with a bunch of lunatic idealists from the Phocas and the Tmiscas—cousins of ours, about a thousand times removed; everybody is, at that level—who wanted to get shot of the government and go back to the old days; they fondly believed they had the army on their side, but it was all nonsense really. I don’t suppose anything would’ve come of it, if the Coalition hadn’t been tearing itself apart over the Agrarian Reform Bill, and they desperately needed a crisis, to take everyone’s mind off things. My father and his idiot friends were a gift from heaven, as far as they were concerned. Two of the conspirators managed to worm their way out by turning state’s evidence (we dealt with them later, I’m proud to say) but the rest went to the gallows, including my poor father. I wasn’t there, of course, didn’t dare show my face; but I gather he made a wild, rather incoherent speech about how he could die proud, having for once in his life stood up for something worthwhile, even though it had come to nothing—Well. He was a clown. But they shouldn’t hang clowns. Not when there’s really bad people walking free, like me.)
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SO THERE I was, trying frantically to smash a clay dish that wouldn’t break, with the dead body of my beautiful girl lying at my feet. Running through my head, so loud that I couldn’t think, was the phrase the consequences of his actions; fair enough, I told myself. You do something really bad, you pay for it. Note the word pay. There’s a deeply-rooted commercial streak embedded in our notion of morality. You buy a crime with punishment; you do a bad thing, and you pay for it—but not with a good thing, please note, but with another bad thing, a death for a death. Not sure of the logic there, because surely it ought to be, you pay for a bad thing with a good thing: murder someone, pay for it by giving all your money to the poor and spending the rest of your life in a monastery. But apparently not. Anyway, back then I was profoundly conventional in my ethical outlook. I’d killed two people, and so I deserved to die. Only I couldn’t break the stupid dish.

The hell with it, I thought. I’ll turn myself in to the watch, and they can deal with me. After all, that’s what we pay our taxes for. I knelt down and put my fingers on her neck, just in case I’d got it wrong and there was a faint pulse. Nothing. She was getting cold, and her face was as white as really good quality wax. I closed the door behind me and went out into the street.

Turn myself in to the watch. Did I know where the watch house is in Podarga? Did I hell. I thought I knew; I thought it was the big white building in Constitution Square, but that turned out to be the Provincial Legislature. There was a kettlehat on duty at the gate and I tried to surrender myself to him, but he looked at me and told me he wasn’t allowed to leave his post until the end of his shift. I’ll wait, I said, I don’t mind waiting. Piss off, he told me. All right, I said, could you please give me directions to the watch house? Out of the square and take a left, he said, then down North Parade till you’ve got the Golden Flea on your left, there’s a courtyard on your right, you can’t miss it.

I found it, eventually (I’m hopeless with directions). They’ve got this really impressive set of wrought iron gates; and standing in front of them, there she was.

I stared at her. “There you are,” she said. “I thought this is where you’d come.”

“You’re alive,” I said.

“No thanks to you.”

“Oh thank God,” I said. “I thought I’d killed you.”

She frowned at me. “You did,” she said.
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THINGS YOU NEVER knew about witches.

She explained it to me. Apparently, the universe is sort of like a house. There are different rooms. What you and I think of as the world is just one of them; we live in it, and when we die, we go upstairs to another one, and there we stop. But witches have keys to a lot of other rooms where we can’t go, and where things don’t work the same. That’s how they do magic. They just pop next door, to where the impossible is a piece of cake, and then (I never followed this bit) they sort of walk back in as something else. So, when she was on the point of death, with my hands clamped tight round her neck, she slipped away into another room until her body was stone dead, then came back again. It’s not pleasant, she said, climbing back into your dead body. It’s freezing cold and you have to get everything working again, it’s a bit like putting on a suit of dripping wet clothes. But death, she told me, is no big deal. The least of her problems.


 

[image: sectionbreakimage]

 

AS YOU CAN imagine, things were a bit strained between us for a while after that. She kept telling me she’d forgiven me and I wasn’t to think about it any more. I kept telling her I was no good, I was evil, a murderer. She told me not to be so self-indulgent. You lost your temper, she said, that’s all. No harm done. No, I said, but the intention— She gave me a funny look. Intention doesn’t matter, she said. Nothing matters, really. I told her I was going away. Fine, she said, I’m coming with you.

So one night, when she was fast asleep, I left her. I didn’t dare fumble around in the dark for my coat, because she was a light sleeper and the slightest sound woke her up. I walked out in just my shirt and trousers. For the first time in my life, my pockets were empty, not a coin to my name. Strange feeling, that. I remember, as I emerged from the inn doorway into the street, this weird sort of freedom, as if for the first time I was really myself, shorn of all the inherited and acquired junk; just me, my strengths, weaknesses, qualities, flaws, character. I scratched the back of my neck and walked down to the harbour.

Stowing away on board a ship is easier than you think. It’s staying stowed that’s the problem. I swam out and climbed the hawser; there was nobody about, and I scrambled up on top of a big stack of barrels and lay down. I guess I fell asleep, because I remember opening my eyes and seeing a broad blue sky, and feeling hair brushing my cheek.

She kissed me. “Hello,” she said.

I didn’t move. I couldn’t. I was frozen.

“This is fun,” she said. “Where are we going?”

Later we climbed down and gave ourselves up to the captain, who was delighted to accept five angels and take us on as passengers. He didn’t ask why we’d come aboard without telling anyone, sort of got the impression it wasn’t the first time. He lent us his cabin, for an extra two angels, and they did their best to make us comfortable. The ship was going to Laerna, with a cargo of vinegar.
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ANYWAY, WHERE WERE we? Oh yes. Kuvass City.

When I first met her, I was twenty-three. That was thirty-five years ago. How old am I? I simply don’t know. When I see myself in a mirror, I look about nineteen, though I learned not to trust mirrors a long time ago. But people assume I’m—well, the same age as she is, and she looks about twenty. What a charming couple, people say; him so handsome and her so very beautiful.

Did I mention the saw mills? Big business in Kuvass City. They float lumber down the river in huge rafts. It’s only softwood, pines and firs, so nearly all of it gets sawn into planks. The mills are powered by waterwheels driven by the Kuvass River. They can handle any size of tree you care to name. The circular saw blades are the size of a cartwheel, and they have five or six running in parallel—you feed in a tree at one end, it comes out all planked out at the other, about a minute later. Quite an impressive sight.

I made a special point of not looking too closely at the saw mills. Instead, we went to see the silver mines. Foul place. They’d torn a mountain in half, so that one side was an artificial cliff-face, with ridiculous rickety wooden galleries scrambling up it like ivy. God help the poor devils who work there. They scoop away the mountain with picks, winch down the ore in buckets, and then the stuff goes into the separation process, which is a real mess. I don’t know how it actually works, but there’s this delta of open sewers, to wash the mud off the ore, and huge furnaces belching out thick, stinking smoke. You can tell where the idea of Hell came from; noise and ooze and stench and smoke, from time to time great jets of flame as they open and close the ports and vents. The soot gets in your eyes and your hair, the fumes get up your nose and you choke, and every footstep in the ankle-deep mud is a horrible effort. Sort of a metaphor, really, because that’s where money comes from, that’s how money is made.

We were rich investors thinking about buying into the mine. We’d come to see for ourselves, my sister and I. The mine captain was shocked that nobody had told him to expect distinguished visitors. He kept apologising and yelling for duckboards for us to walk on.
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WE WERE TERRIBLY impressed with what we saw. It was all quite fascinating, and clearly the mine was wonderfully productive. Just one thing, though. All that valuable silver bullion—what was it? Three tons a day? What was there to prevent it from getting, well, you know, stolen?
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“EASY," SHE SAID, as we squelched back to town in our ruined footwear. “The guards aren’t a problem, obviously. You wait round the back, where there’s that blind spot beside the water-chute, did you notice it? I can crawl in through the gap under the eaves, make an invisible hole in the back wall and just pass the ingots out to you. Then I come out again and we make the ingots weightless and float them over to the road and onto the cart. By the time they open up in the morning, we’ll be in Scheria. Piece of cake.”

Indeed. It always was a piece of cake. That was the point.

“Fine,” I said. “We’ll do that, then.” I was trying to sound bored and sullen. It was getting harder and harder. She was so quick to suspect, and I’m not that good an actor. “Tonight?”

“Might as well. No point in hanging around for the sake of it.”

She always argues; I’m a thief, it’s my nature. Stealing is what I want to do. Not for the money, because money’s never interested me, the same way fish aren’t interested in water. It’s the stealing that I enjoy. Therefore, that’s what we’ll do, one robbery after another, for the rest of our indefinitely prolonged lives. Happy ever after.

Just so long as you’re happy, she says, that’s all I want. Isn’t that what love means?

“Tonight, then,” I said. “I’ll need to see about a cart.”

She nodded. “That’s fine, then,” she said. “I’ll see you back at the inn.”

Thought I was being really clever. I left her at the corner of Coppergate and went on down North Reach as far as the livery, then doubled back up Old Side, through the lanes and out onto the wharf, then up the towpath until I reached the ingates of the mill sluice. I picked my way along the top of the narrow wall and climbed down into the sawpit yard. The noise of the sawblades was deafening, and the air was full of coarse shreds of sawdust, like a snowstorm. The man working the saw benches saw me and yelled, get away, you fool. I felt sorry for him. Believe it or not, I don’t like to make trouble for people, but sometimes it just can’t be helped.
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DID I MENTION I was in the army? Oh yes. I was a captain. Not a proper one, of course. I’d have been a major, only I look too young, even with this ludicrous system they have in the Empire of buying commissions. Still, a captain’s pretty hot stuff, particularly a captain in the House Guards. I’d set my heart on them, because I happened to know they were about to be sent off to the southern front, where the fighting was pretty grim.

I don’t suppose you’ve heard of that war. It was never anything much. Either the Sashan launched a sneak attack on one of our outposts, or we launched one on one of theirs; can’t remember, don’t particularly care. But at one point it got a bit out of hand; we slaughtered their expeditionary force, they ambushed our relief column, there was going to have to be a full-scale pitched battle to sort things out, or the whole thing would degenerate into hit-and-run all along the frontier, and that kind of thing can drag on for years.

Nothing to do with me, of course. I was dead set on getting in on it because I figured, the army, forced marches across the desert, all that; there was no way she could follow me there, not as a girl, at any rate. And I reckoned she’d quickly get tired of being a flea all the time. She’d lose interest, maybe find someone else to pick on; she’d be gone and I could get on with my life.

How naïve. I turned up one evening at the camp gate, introduced myself, handed over my commission to the CO—a nice piece of work, that; I use a forger in Seuma Eris, extremely reliable and really quite reasonable. He gave it a cursory glance and poured me a drink, and that was that.

I knew absolutely nothing about soldiering, needless to say. That was just right, because most of the young officers sent out to the front in that war were straight up from their country estates, never seen a parade-ground in their lives. I took the colour-sergeant on one side, gave him ten angels. “What do I have to do?” I asked him.

He grinned at me. “That’s all right, sir,” he said. “You ride at the front and try not to run away when the fighting starts, and you leave the rest to me and the other sergeants. We’ll look after you, sir, we know the score.”

Fine by me. Actually, that sergeant was a fine fellow. He told me to dump all the shiny new armour I’d bought at the outfitters’ (he had a sideline, selling it back to them) and got me fitted out in the proper stuff, worn in and comfortable. He got me a pair of boots that actually fitted. They were Sashan, needless to say; they make the best army boots anywhere. Every day I’d get on my beautiful white horse and ride out, and when it was time to stop he’d tell me well in advance. There were papers to sign after dinner, but that was all. I could’ve done without the searing heat, needless to say, and it had been a few years since I spent quite so long in the saddle. But I’d had my share of living rough before she came along, very rough indeed at times, so all in all it wasn’t too bad. Best of all, no sign of her whatsoever. Not even a bite on my neck or an itch anywhere. They do say it’s too hot for fleas in the desert. Flies are another matter, of course. But I’d never known her to be a fly.

Then, one night, I was sitting outside my tent watching the men gathered round the fire, and I saw this dog. It was great big thing, pure white. The men were throwing bones for it. I called my friend the sergeant. “What’s that in aid of?” I asked.

He grinned. “Oh, that,” he said. “Don’t know where she came from, sir, just showed up one day. The men like her, reckon she’s good luck. Funny thing, coming across a dog in the middle of the desert. Tame as anything, though.”

“Maybe she was with a salt caravan and wandered off,” I said.

“Something like that, sir,” he said.

The next day, and the day after that, I tried to spot her as we marched, but she was too smart for that. I guess she stayed at the rear; I was stuck at the front, of course, the shiny figurehead, and I couldn’t desert my post and go looking for her. I thought of giving orders for her to be shot or driven off, but I knew I couldn’t do that; so popular with the men, mascot, good luck. I tried to bribe my sergeant to poison her, discreetly, when no-one was watching; he looked shocked and pretended he hadn’t heard me. That was when I knew she’d outsmarted me good and proper.

Which left me with Plan B; unfortunate, but there it was.

The sergeant must have known we were walking into a trap. If I could figure it out, so could he. I remember him pointing out the dangers, gently reminding me of our orders, which didn’t include riding straight into a narrow, high-sided ravine. At one point he told the trumpeters to sound the general halt, without a word from me. I had to be quite sharp with him. I knew exactly what I was doing, of course; because I knew how my opposite number’s mind worked, because he’d be just like me, a rich man’s son. So, when they blocked both ends of the ravine and displayed their archers and slingers, leering down at us, I was ready. I told the trumpeters to blow to parlay. Sure enough, down came their heralds. Surrender, they said, you’re trapped, we’ll slaughter you. I smiled. I challenge your leader to single combat, I said. Him or his duly appointed champion.

The herald looked at me and grinned, and rode away without a word. That was too much for my sergeant. He grabbed me by the shoulder. Have you gone mad, he said. Are you out of your tiny little mind? I shook my head. We were screwed anyway, I said. We were at the very furthest extent of our supply line—I, a mere civilian, could see that clearly, whereas the general and his staff appeared not to have noticed. But what the hell. Any day now, they were going to launch a big attack, and we’d all be killed. This way, however, we stood a chance; not me, naturally, because they would choose the best fighter they’d got as their champion, and he’d go right through me in three seconds flat. Everyone else, however, would be allowed to surrender calmly and peacefully, and then it’d be up to the Sashan to provide food and water for three hundred men in the middle of the desert, something which our own side seemed incapable of doing.

Just for once, my sergeant didn’t have anything to say. I enjoyed that moment, almost as much as if the heroism and altruism had been genuine. All phoney, of course. I had my own agenda, and they were just accessories, props. I, however, was wallowing in a confluence of two streams of joy. One; I’d saved my men, they’d live when they should’ve died. Two; the enemy champion would kill me, and then at last, I’d finally be rid of her and free.

They chose their man well. A lot of commanders would’ve gone for mere size and bulk, not realising that in a duel, a big man’s at a disadvantage. There’s more of him to move about, so he’s slow, and he’s a bigger target. Instead, they went for a short, lean chap, quick as a snake. I knew as I watched him walk towards me that he knew exactly what he was doing. And so it proved. I came out swinging. He did this delicate little sideways-and-back step, and I looked down and saw that I’d walked straight into his sword point and skewered myself on it.

Didn’t hurt all that much. The world suddenly went quiet, and the edges of my vision began to darken, as though I was falling down a hole. I knew at that point that he’d got me; but he was a professional, the sort who does a thorough, workmanlike job. He took a further half-step back, lifted his arm and cut my head off.

Everything went dark. Then I opened my eyes.

She smiled at me. “It’s all right,” she said. “You’re going to be just fine.”

Over her shoulder I could see the sun. It was directly overhead, whereas when I’d faced the enemy champion, it was considerably further over to the east. So; three, maybe four hours later. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see that the sand I was lying on was caked brown—my blood, presumably.

“You clown,” she said.

I opened my mouth. No sound came.

“Typical of you,” she went on, “the big, noble gesture. Did you really think you’d be able to win a duel? Anyway, it’s fine. They took your men away in a column. The Sashan look after their prisoners, they’re known for it. They’re going to be all right.”

She honestly believed I gave a damn. That’s love for you.
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THINGS YOU NEVER knew about witches.

Coming back to life, she explained to me once, isn’t that big a deal. Bringing someone else back, by contrast, is a total pain; which explains, she said, why it’s done so rarely. There’s two stages, apparently. You have to go Upstairs (we’re reverting to our metaphor of the house) and into the Very Bad Room, and you have to find who you’re looking for and persuade them to come back, which they’re always extremely reluctant to do. It can only be done, she told me, if the person really and truly wants to come back—try explaining that to a crowd of grieving relatives; actually, he’d far rather be dead and rid of the lot of you—which only happens when the person has unfinished business here; and that unfinished business, she told me, is always, invariably, love.

Shows how much she knows.

The other part, which you have to do first, is putting the damaged body back together again, to the point where it can once again sustain life. That, she said, is sheer miserable hard work. To do it, you make yourself small—really, really small, so you can crawl down inside veins and arteries and patch them up from the inside, or sew them back together when they’ve been severed; same with the nerves and the skin. It’s days, or weeks, of gruelling hard work, in conditions a coal-miner would find unbearable; time passes in a different way when you’re that size, she said, which is why a month of hard labour inside someone’s veins can be accomplished in an hour of our time, before the body gets too cold to restart. Leave it too long, and nothing can be done, which is why you’ve got to be there, on the spot, and get in as soon as you can after the death.

You wouldn’t do it for any money, she said. You wouldn’t do it for a dear friend, or the man you admire the most, or an uncle or an aunt. Only for love, she said. Only for love.
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I SCRAMBLED UP onto the low wall. The man who’d spotted me left what he was doing and headed for me, yelling, though I couldn’t hear anything for the noise of the saw-blades. I picked my spot and jumped like a diver.

For a moment I thought I’d got it all wrong. I landed on my knee on the nearest blade, and I was sure I’d slide off and be kicked free. But then I felt the saw-blade slice through my leg, and I fell forward, belly-flopped onto three saw-blades running in parallel—
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AFTER SHE BROUGHT me back to life on the battlefield, I confess, I loved her; more, I have to say, than I’d have thought possible. To owe someone your life; to know that you left her, and she followed you, and she was there when you needed her most, because she loves you—I realised just how wrong I’d been, running away from the most wonderful thing life could possibly give me. To think, I told her, to think I could’ve died, and never realised. There, she said, it’s all right now. It’s going to be all right for ever.

We robbed the State treasury in Mnasthe; or at least, I did. Let me do this one by myself, I said to her, just to see if I can. I explained that maybe what had gone wrong and made me feel so depressed was this idea that she’d taken over my life—she did everything, provided everything, so long as she was with me I need fear no evil, and that, I conjectured, left me feeling trapped and helpless; so, if I did the robbery myself (with her help, because it’d be impossible to do it alone, but me making the plans and deciding how we’d do it), I’d reassure myself that I was still me, an independent free agent, not just an extension of her. What a good idea, she said, we’ll do that.

I’ve never worked so hard in my life. Hours of quiet observation, miles trudged round and round the city, pages and pages of scrupulous notes, timings, calculations, extrapolated measurements. I went to the library and read books on geometry and trigonometry, so I could figure out the precise height and thickness of the walls, the exact amount of rope I’d need, the weight of the sacks of gold coins I’d have to haul up out of there with my cunningly-modified block and tackle. No magic, I’d insisted; just unaided human effort. We spent two whole days trudging up and down the mountains looking for archers’ root, to make the knockout potion we were going to dribble, drop by drop, down a piece of string dangled from the skylight into the nightwatchman’s beer. The closer we got to the big day, the more improbable contingencies I came up with for us to take into account and guard against. What if there’s a dog? We’d seen no sign of one, but I went out and bought an oilskin bag to put the slab of raw liver spiked with archers’ root in. I kept telling myself how much I was enjoying it all; the challenge, the uncertainty, the pleasure of the two of us working side by side, not witch and familiar but two equal human beings. I might be a mere mortal, I told her, but I’m smart; who else would have thought to cut the soles off a perfectly good pair of boots and sew them back on the wrong way round, so that any footprints I left in the mud would appear to be going the other way?

It goes without saying, I made a total pig’s ear of it. I climbed up onto the roof, dribbled the sleepy stuff into the guard’s beer, waited till he fell asleep, climbed down, got the keys off his belt, opened the vault door, started filling sacks; what I hadn’t taken into account was that the open skylight funneled in a draught that blew the vault door shut. I’d left the key in the lock, on the outside. I was shut in.

I didn’t have to wait till morning. Three or four hours later, the door opened and in came a half-platoon of kettlehats, with drawn swords. I gave them a big, sheepish grin.

She got me out, of course. She made an invisible hole in the prison wall, and another in the outside wall of my cell. I remember staggering out into the corridor and looking all round for her, until I felt a nip on the back of my neck. “Which way?” I said. A slight delay, then something bit my left ear. I went left. Out of there in two minutes flat, stepping over the bodies of five stunned guards. I’m not fit to be let out without a nanny.

I said to her, “I think I’ve had enough of the stealing business. Let’s do something else.”

“Fine,” she said, and poured me a drink. “Let’s do something else.”

“Fine,” I said. “What?”
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SO WE TRIED philanthropy.

We had this enormous stash of money. Previously we’d cleaned out most of the banks, major mecantiles and revenue offices in Carmandua, North Piria, Molossene and the Espide Confederacy. It was far too much to take around with us—a dozen big iron-ore carts, each drawn by six horses—so we sank it into the side of a mountain in Rhouna Penaul, quite safe, you’d have had to chip away twenty feet of granite to get to it. She just closed her eyes and muttered something. It’s so easy for some people; like being born rich, I guess.

“There’s two ways we can go about doing this,” I remember telling her. “We can just stand on a street corner and hand out money, or we can use this lot to change the way things are done, make a real difference.”

She looked at me, shrugged. “All right,” she said. “What do you want to do?”

I started explaining to her about the Republic. Once upon a time, I told her, there was a small city, ruled by kings. But the city grew strong and came to dominate its neighbours, tribute and taxes flowed in to the Exchequer, and the kings took that money and spent it on stupid luxuries, gorgeous palaces, pensions and monopolies for their favourites, while the poor starved. Then came along a man called Victorinus, a nobleman from an ancient family. He started saying that the way things were done was all wrong. The wealth that the hard-working people created and the brave soldiers took from the conquered provinces should be shared equally among the citizens, and hereditary monarchy was idiotic, the king should be elected by the people. The king tried to have him strung up, but the people wouldn’t allow it; instead, they chased out the king and made Victorinus their leader. The king raised an army of mercenaries, but the people’s army slaughtered them like sheep. The Republic was born. And then (I told her) it changed. Slowly, gradually, without anyone noticing; and anyway, most of the time the people were looking the other way, watching the invincible armies of the Republic conquering the known world—mercy to those who submit, but grind down the warlike with war, as the poet so charmingly puts it. There was always plenty to watch and feel good about, but meanwhile—well, you know the saying, how all women eventually end up turning into their own mothers. Same with the Republic. Instead of the king there was the Council of Ten; once you’d said that, you’d said everything.

She heard me out, then nodded. “Right,” she said. “What’s that got to do with us?”

“We can change all that,” I said. “We can put it all right again. With the money, and your powers, we can be Victorinus all over again. Overthrow the Republic. Stick the heads of the Ten up on pikes and set the people free. I understand now,” I said, “it’s actually starting to make some sense, that’s why I met you.”

She had this odd sort of smile on her face. “Any minute now,” she said, “you’re going to use the word Destiny.”

I glowered at her. “And why not?” I said. “I mean, just ask yourself; why was I born into the upper crust, when all my instincts are straight in off the street? But that’s just what Victorinus was like, the greatest man who ever lived. Now, God knows I’m not like him, brave and noble and wise, but that’s why I’ve got you. There’s a purpose to it, there has to be. And I’m so stupid, it’s taken me all this time to realise.”

She was quiet for a while, thinking. Then; “All right,” she said.

I gave her a huge smile. “I love you,” I said.

“I love you too,” she said. But my mind was on other things.
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SO; A BOY and a girl, very much in love, decide to overthrow the State. How do they go about it?

“We’ve got to think this through carefully,” I said. We were in bed, looking out through an open window over Beloisa Bay. The sun was rising; the sea was purple and the sky was dark blue and red.

“Of course,” she said. I got the impression she wasn’t really interested.

“The people,” I went on, “are stupid. The trouble with them is, they don’t know when they’re unhappy. You can bully them and starve them and cheat them out of their land and send their sons off to die in the desert, and they just sit there and take it.” I leaned across her and picked a grape off the bunch. “That’s where all the revolutions of the past have come unstuck,” I went on, “that’s where my father went wrong. He thought it was just a case of bribing a few senior officers in the palace guard. Never occurred to him that the Council of Ten had far more money than he did and could match any offer he could make out of petty cash. No, you’ve got to start with the people.”

She nodded. “You’ve got to make them unhappy,” she said.

She was being a bit dim. “They are unhappy,” I said. “You’ve got to make them realise it.”

“Oh I see.” She yawned. “Would you like to go for a swim later?”

“I don’t know, I’ll see. And then,” I went on, “it’s not enough for them to know they’re unhappy, there’s got to be a catalyst, a spark, a moment of no return. There’s got to be one specific thing. Like the arrest of the four priests in Semnia Brevis, or the simony scandal in Beal Defoir. Something to bring them out on the streets. Otherwise, they’ll just stay at home and moan to each other.”

“All right,” she said. “That shouldn’t be too difficult.”

I took another grape. Very good grapes; imported. “And of course you do need the army on your side, no question about it,” I went on. “Not just a hatful of colonels, you need the captains and the junior officers as well. And you’ll only get them if they’re really angry about something.”

“Such as?”

I thought about the precedents. “In Joiceau it was a massacre of civilians,” I said. “When the Sashan threw out the Third Dynasty, it was because the emperor had ordered the army to kill all the women and children in Ap’Ereme. It’s always a sort of gut feeling of revulsion, like, we can’t possibly do this; otherwise, they just knuckle under and obey orders, even when they know it’s wrong.”

“I get you,” she said. “You really do have to think of everything, don’t you?”

I nodded. “You’ve got to have a sort of vicious spiral,” I said, “where everything the government does to stay in power turns against them. They try appeasement, it just makes the people demand more. They try force, that pisses off the junior officers. That’s what I mean about the point of no return. Some really terrible thing. That’s when it becomes inevitable, and nothing anyone does can stop it.”

“And that’s what we need to think up,” she said. “I see.”

At that point there was a knock on the door, the maid with breakfast. Then we went for a swim, the sea was calm and warm, and then we went back to the inn and made love. I was still thinking things over, trying to create the shape of a successful rebellion in my subconscious mind. She didn’t bring the subject up again, so I assumed she was happy to leave the strategic planning to me.

“It’ll be fine,” she said. “It’ll be something we can do together.”
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NOW I HAVE to confess, I’m not a morning person as a rule. Qualify that; dawn is fine by me so long as I’ve been up all night. But waking to see Her rosy fingers spreading across a dark blue sky is my idea of a total drag.

So, when she shook me awake and through the open window I saw blue and pink, I mumbled, “Leave me alone. Go back to sleep.”

She stabbed me in the ribs with two fingers. That got the job done. “What?” I whined.

“Get up,” she said, “quickly. We’ve got to go.”

Now that was a sentiment I could relate to. A lot of people, many of them early-morning women, have said that to me, invariably with good reason—bailiffs, law enforcement officers, husbands. A heartbeat later, I was out of bed and fumbling for my shoes. “What?” I said. “What’s the matter?”

“Quickly.”

Even so; I was wondering what it could be. We hadn’t robbed anyone since we’d been in Beloisa, we weren’t known to the authorities, and she didn’t have a husband. She threw me my coat and I dragged it on. She was holding the door open for me.

“What?” I insisted. She pointed. At the window.

For a moment I couldn’t see anything. Then it hit me, and my heart stopped. The sea was in the wrong place. Instead of being down where it usually was, it was right up high. It wasn’t the sea, it was a huge, enormous wave, and it was heading straight at us.

I turned to her. I think what I wanted to say was, it’s no good, we can’t outrun that. But no words came out, just a pathetic sort of a squeal; pig-language, in which during moments of stress I am remarkably fluent. She didn’t speak either; she grabbed me by the arm and said something I didn’t quite catch, and suddenly we were somewhere else.
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HISTORIANS HAVE A lot to say about the freak tidal wave that overwhelmed Beloisa on the 15th Aulularia AUC 667. It was that, they claim, that triggered the extraordinary events that were to follow. The destruction of the third largest city in the Empire—50,000 dead, a quarter of a million homeless and destitute—was significant enough; more momentous still was the fact that with Beloisa ruined and out of commission, the vast quantities of grain and other commodities required to feed the citizens of the capital had to travel an additional six hundred miles, a hundred of those by road. Quite simply, it couldn’t be done. Prices in Cornmarket doubled, quadrupled in a week; angry crowds were driven out of Victorinus Square by the palace guards, fell on the six State granaries and broke into them, only to find them empty, because the Grain Commissioners—so the rumour quickly spread—had been using the funds to play the commodities markets instead of maintaining the emergency supply, as they were legally mandated to do. The rumour was not, in fact, true; the granaries were empty because the Commissioners were playing brinkmanship with the grain cartels over a proposed price increase; explaining this to the people only made them angrier, if anything. Questions were asked about the huge sums of money that should’ve been spent on building the new road from Helmyra to the City, along which the rerouted grain shipments should’ve been travelling, thereby cutting three days off the transit time. Where had the money gone? The government hedged. The fact was, it didn’t have the money, because of the overspend on the Pancorian war, and had refused to countenance increased taxes because of the brittle state of the general economy. But they daren’t say that, and so said nothing, and their silence led the people to draw their own conclusions.

Just when the Council of Ten reckoned things couldn’t get any worse, a remarkable thing happened, an event for which no credible explanation has been advanced to this day. One Favorian, a distant descendant of Victorinus, had a dream; his ancestor appeared to him and told him to go to a cave in the mountains near Plesi, where he would find a great treasure; this is my legacy, the ghost told him, put aside by me against the day when my people will need it the most; use it well. So strong was the impression that the dream made on him that Favorian went to the cave; he found a floor-to-roof stack of wooden chests, each one crammed with gold and silver coins. He managed to drag a small chest onto his chaise all by himself and drove back to the City. In Victorinus Square, which had been reoccupied by the mob, he announced his discovery, told them about his dream and produced the chest; the effect can easily be imagined. Amid unprecedented scenes, the hapless Favorian was carried shoulder-high to the Council Chamber (the Ten had sensible evacuated it a few days earlier) and enthroned on Victorinus’ throne, where he was hailed as a reincarnation of his glorious forebear. The Ten, meanwhile, had sent well over half of the palace guard to the cave to secure the treasure. Surviving records indicate that they had only the best of motives and fully intended to use the windfall to relieve the crisis. To the people in the Square, however, there could only be one interpretation. Victorinus had sent them his legacy to save them from starvation, and the Ten were trying to steal it for themselves.

Had the Ten not sent quite so many of their few remaining loyal soldiers out of the City at that particular moment, the situation might possibly have been contained. As it was, a mere five thousand soldiers, no matter how dedicated and well-trained, stood no chance against the fury of the urban mob. They fought to the last man, in the very best traditions of their regiment, and took an estimated thirty thousand citizens with them, but it was all over within the hour. The Ten were caught trying to sneak out of the City through the sewers; within minutes, their heads were on pikes above the triumphal arch in the Square, and the wretched Favorian, officially renamed Victorinus II, was installed as First Citizen in a makeshift but hugely emotional coronation in the Blue Spire temple.

Piece of cake.
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YOU'RE MAD, I told her, you’re completely insane; it’s the only possible explanation. You just slaughtered a quarter of a million people—

She gazed at me blankly. “You said. You wanted.”

“Me?” I wanted to hit her. “Don’t you dare blame any of this on me. I wanted to help people.”

“Yes,” she said patiently. “But you said. People are too stupid. You’ve got to make them angry.”

Later, I thought about that. Too stupid. Got to be angry. Yes, that was me, all right.

By that point, we’d lapsed into bitter silence. I realise now how deeply hurt she must’ve felt, after all she’d done, to make my dream come true. You should have told me first, was one of the things I’d hurled at her, and when she said, “But I wanted it to be a surprise,” I actually thought she was trying to be funny.

At that time we were still at Sulimbesia, which is where she’d magicked us to on our way out of Beloisa. It was relatively safe there in the mountains; as soon as the news broke, the canton authorities quite sensibly closed the passes so nobody could enter or leave, though of course that wouldn’t have hindered us for a moment. But I didn’t want to go. Right then, it didn’t really matter to me where I was. So many deaths, on my conscience; I did the maths, which disproved my original belief that I was the worst person in history—that honour goes to Philocarpus, responsible for over a million deaths in the Great Social War, with Eusippa a close runner-up at nine hundred thousand (you’ll recall that he deliberately introduced the plague into Meseura); I was way back, about twelfth or thirteenth, but in distinguished company nevertheless. I’d have killed myself, if I thought she’d have let me. I’d have killed her, but what would’ve been the point?
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HENCE THE CLEVER idea about killing her and then getting hung for it. A lovely plan. I knew it took her about forty-eight hours to come back from the dead. So; kill her, then immediately confess and get myself hung (in Breunis, where summary justice is very summary indeed); by the time she came to life again and realised what I was up to, my body would’ve been cold for so long, even she wouldn’t be able to revive me. It nearly worked. Ah well.

The revised plan, entirely based on the saw mills of Kuvass City, was rather more hopeful. Those saw-blades wouldn’t just kill me, they’d shred me into little scraps of mincemeat. There was no way, I felt sure, that she’d be able to put me back together again after that.

I underestimated her. I always do.
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ONE OF THE first things I deduced about her is that she’s not exactly a reliable source. However, there are some things she has no reason to lie about, though I suspect she doesn’t always need a reason. This, then, for what it’s worth, is what she told me.

Her father worked in a tannery—you see? Why would anyone make that up?—in the city of Aracho. Don’t bother looking for it on a map. There’s a low hill there now, and from time to time, when they plough, they turn up bits of pottery and fragments of bone. At one stage, the Arachenes had a small empire in the southern region of what’s now the Vesani Republic; but they came off a bad second in some war, and that was the end of them. There aren’t any written records because (she says) writing hadn’t been invented then. Well. All women lie about their age, but usually the other way around.

They couldn’t read and write, but they could cure leather, and the tannery was quite a substantial concern; a dozen men worked there, and fresh hides came in on carts from miles around. Apparently the Arachenes went in for large families. She told me she had four brothers and two sisters, and that none of them died in childhood. She was the second youngest. When she was born, her eldest brother was already out to work, in the slate quarries. They weren’t well off, but she says she can’t remember them ever going short of anything. She loved all her family, but her absolute favourite was the second eldest son. His name was Taraxin, and he was a head taller than any of the others. At fourteen, he could lift and carry as much as his father, and he was wonderfully clever with his hands. His father reckoned there’d be no trouble getting him apprenticed, to a carpenter or maybe even a bronzesmith; a real step up in the world for all of them. All in all, the impression she gave was of a loving, happy home and a future full of promise and hope.

All that changed when her mother murdered her father.

He died quite suddenly, when she was seven years old. She remembered her mother in tears and her brothers being unusually quiet; and then a neighbour came in and went away, and some time later the magistrate arrived, with a dozen soldiers. The neighbour, she learned later, had come to see if there was anything she could do to help; she happened to notice flecks of dried white foam at the corners of the dead man’s mouth, and a few crumbs of dried blood in his ears. As luck would have it, the neighbour’s brother had died from eating poison mushrooms many years earlier, so she knew the signs. That worried her, because it wasn’t mushroom season, so how could he have eaten the things by accident? The magistrate searched the house and found dried mushrooms in a small pottery jar, hidden behind the water-butt in the yard behind the house. The jar had been carefully sealed with wax, and the seal was broken.

Her mother admitted what she’d done almost immediately. It had all been for the children, she said. Her husband had been a good man, in his way, but he was never going to amount to anything, he had no ambition, he was perfectly content to go on working in the tannery all his life—which wouldn’t be very long, because tanners die young, and then she’d have been left a widow, and how would she have coped then? But she was still fairly young; if her husband died now, she’d have a good chance of marrying again, someone with prospects, who could give the children a better life; the tannery foreman admired her, she could tell, but he was far too honourable to do anything about it while her husband was alive. She’d collected the mushrooms in the autumn, meaning to kill him then, but not long after he’d gone down with a bad fever. It seemed quite likely that he’d die of it, which would save her the risk and worry of killing him. She’d dried the mushrooms, just in case he got better, and hid them. In time he recovered from the fever; in the meantime, she confessed, she rather lost her nerve, and several times came close to throwing the mushrooms away and forgetting the whole idea. But then her eldest boy started work in the slate quarries, and it upset her to see him come home each night dirty and exhausted, coughing from the dust; if she married the tannery foreman, or the factor at the corn chandlery, who seemed quite taken with her, there was every chance that either of them would be able to find good positions for all her sons, and suitable husbands for the girls as well. So she cooked up about half the mushrooms into soup, on a day when all the children were out of the house; she only pretended to eat her portion, and then threw it away.

In due course the case came up before the Prince, who had recently succeeded his father. The Prince was a fine, idealistic young man, much given to the society of philosophers and priests. Above all, he had a passion for truth and justice—the twin sisters of God, he called them, without whom nothing good could survive in this world. He made a point of hearing all the evidence and interviewing everybody involved, including the dead man’s only surviving relative, a sister. She, of course, was heartbroken, having been devoted to her brother. He asked the accused several times if she had anything to say in her defence; all she came up with was the same basic facts, and her insistence that she’d done it for the children, not herself. The prince, visibly distressed, found her guilty and sentenced her to death.

After that, things got very bad. The house they all lived in belonged to the tannery, so they had to leave. Her eldest brother lost his job in the slate-mines, because nobody wanted to work with a murderer’s son. They ended up wandering the streets, sleeping where they could and begging, until they were arrested for vagrancy. The Prince had strong views on begging, which he maintained was damaging to the moral health of the nation. He sympathised (he told them), particularly since they were orphans, and their misfortunes were patently not their fault; the law, however, was the law, and every misguided act of mercy served to undermine the principles of law and justice that elevated humanity above the level of wild animals. Accordingly, he had no option but to commit them to the care of the superintendent of public works, who would find work for them on some project conducive to the general welfare of the community.

What that meant in practice was working on the aqueduct. It’s all gone now, of course, she told me, not a trace remaining, but in its day it was a wonderful sight to behold, a slender arch spanning an impossible gap between two mountains, a days’ walk from the city. It had been the special dream of the Prince’s father to bring clean water to the city, where hundreds died every year from drinking the foul water from the wells. He had started the work, and his son devoted all his energy and resources to completing it. When it was eventually finished, thirty years later, there was free running water in fountains on every street corner, and the dry, sandy plain to the south-east of the city was turned into a wide expanse of market gardens, supplying the citizens with cheap fresh vegetables.

Building the aqueduct was a daunting task. To get the inclines right, so that water would flow, the whole of the top of the nearer of the two mountains had to be cut away. The stone for the aqueduct itself had to be cut in quarries fifty miles away, since the local material was too soft for the purpose. It proved impossible to build carts strong enough to carry the blocks from the quarry to the site, so the Prince’s engineers built a road, perfectly flat and smooth, along which the blocks could be dragged on rollers. To get the blocks to move at all, the road had to be greased with tallow, but this meant that oxen couldn’t get a foothold; the blocks had therefore to be dragged by men and women, with children walking in front of them smearing tallow on the compressed clay. Once the stone had reached the site, it had to be lifted into position on giant cranes, then eased precisely into place with levers. At any one time there were at least fifty thousand people working on the project, often more. About half of these were prisoners of war, captured by the Prince’s armies in his wars with his neighbours. The rest were poor citizens. In the inscription that the Prince had cut into the lintel of his tomb, he made a point of mentioning that during his reign, there was no unemployment, no beggars, no hungry children in the streets; there was work for everyone, regardless of age or infirmity. To pay for the aqueduct, the Prince was forced to conquer the other smaller cities on the edge of the western plain; the tribute and the prisoners taken in battle made the whole thing possible, and the Prince was at pains to acknowledge the contribution they’d made in his inscription; it was, he said, only fair that their sacrifice should be properly recognised.

To begin with, she told me, she and her family worked in the quarry. This was mostly because the eldest boy had had experience of quarry work, and experienced men were at a premium; most of the workers didn’t know what to do, which made things very inefficient and dangerous. Because iron hadn’t been discovered back then, they had to cut and shape the blocks with stone tools. It was miserable work, and they were forever cutting themselves with the sharp splinters of rock that flew off as they pounded away the waste, flake by flake. Her elder sister lost an eye, and the middle brother had a cut that turned bad, and he died of blood poisoning. They always had enough to eat—the Prince was particular about that—and at night they slept in tents, with watchmen to keep away the wolves.

They’d been in the quarries for just over a year when the eldest son was conscripted into the army. The war with the Clastanes wasn’t going all that well, so the call-up age was lowered to seventeen. He was quite happy to go, figuring that soldiering had to be better than quarry work; in the event he did quite well, being promoted to corporal and then sergeant, before he died of camp fever at the siege of Clasta City, shortly before it finally fell. Since he had been the experienced quarryman in the family, the rest of them were no longer eligible for quarry work and were reassigned to the transportation division.

The transfer had its benefits. For the two girls, smearing tallow was a good deal less arduous than chipping stone. The brother, her beloved Taraxin, was assigned to a dragging team mostly made up of women and old men. He was big and strong, and although the work was exhausting, he was glad to be away from the dust and the flying splinters, and the terrible dull ache in the hands and shoulders that comes from hammering rock all day long. The food wasn’t quite as plentiful or good, but there was plenty of fresh water when they stopped to ford a river—the water at the quarry was always full of dust; it was like drinking mud, she told me. They worked on transportation for about six months. Then her sister, the half-blind girl, slipped on the greasy track and fell down just as a stone broke loose on a steep slope. She was crushed flat, every bone in her body broken, and died instantly.

A few days later, she had a long talk with her brother, when everyone else was asleep. As far as he was concerned, their sister’s death was the last straw. So far, he said, they’d done exactly what they’d been told, gone along with the decisions of their elders and betters, and where had it left them? Two brothers and a sister dead, their mother hanged, their father murdered. If they stayed on the aqueduct, he was sure they wouldn’t last much longer either. It struck him as odd, he said, how all this could have happened. Their parents, after all, had been good people and had loved them; their mother had loved them too much, as it turned out, but she’d only been thinking of them, which is what mothers do. He supposed the Prince had been right to hang her, since she’d admitted killing their father, and for all he knew, if they hadn’t been sent to work on the aqueduct they might well all have starved to death a long time ago. All along, he didn’t deny it, everyone had been trying to do right by them, obeying the law and doing what was fair and just. Maybe it was simply bad luck that things had turned out so badly; he didn’t know, he wasn’t one of the Prince’s wise men, who knew all about that sort of thing. But from now on, Taraxin said, he wasn’t going to concern himself too much with what was right, just or fair. All he was interested in was keeping the two of them alive for as long as possible. If they stayed on the aqueduct, he had an idea that wouldn’t be very long. So, he said, he thought they should leave, go somewhere else, try something different. He had no idea where or what. Probably they’d have to make it up as they went along, just the two of them against the whole world. But, the way he saw it, they didn’t exactly have a lot to lose. So; how about it?

She was nine years old. Taraxin was fifteen. They had what was left of the clothes the Supervisors of the poor had issued them with, and Taraxin had a small hammer he’d found beside the road and never got around to handing in to the overseers. She remembered him looking at her oddly and saying; Now, what can we do to feed ourselves with just a hammer?

She remembered their first victim very clearly, she told me. After they left the transportation camp, they walked for two days across the desert until they came to a small group of houses built where the road crossed a small stream running down out of the mountains. There was an inn—not what we’d think of as an inn nowadays, she said, it was a place where caravans of travelling merchants bartered a little of what they were carrying in return for food, shelter and fodder for their animals. Most of the traffic was big parties of men and oxen, but there were a few small-time traders, men on their own, staggering along under a huge bale of flax or a big jar of wine or butter, and the occasional hunter, walking to and from the city with furs, skins and feathers. The man they killed—they didn’t mean to, but it was Taraxin’s maiden effort and he didn’t know how hard to hit—was a bird-catcher. He’d been snaring finches with limed sticks in the foothills of the mountain, and had a bale stuffed full of blue and yellow feathers, the sort that fine ladies in town liked to decorate their hats with. They hadn’t realised that, of course. They’d been hiding in the ditch beside the road for most of the day, and only big caravans had gone past, no single men on their own. The bird-catcher had been the first, and they’d assumed that the huge fat bag he was carrying on his head was flour or something like that. When they pulled it open and found nothing but feathers, they were heartbroken.

Still; you learn from your mistakes, as their mother used to say, and they made sure the next man was carrying something they could eat. Butter, as it turned out. He had a jar almost as tall as he was, sort of carrot-shaped, with ropes rigged through the handles to make it easier to carry. Taraxin didn’t hit quite so hard this time, and the butter-man was still breathing when they left him, carrying the jar between them, since it was too heavy for Taraxin to lift on his own. They didn’t stop till they found a cave in the mountainside. Then they gorged themselves on white salted butter until they couldn’t bear to eat another handful.

There was still quite a lot left, and they didn’t want to waste it, that would be sinful. Taraxin said they should carry it to the nearest town and sell it. She was afraid; someone might recognise the jar, she thought, or what if the man had recovered and made it to the town, and told everyone there that he’d been robbed on the road? Taraxin laughed at her. One jar of butter’s very much like another, he said. If they were stopped and questioned, all they’d have to say was that they’d found it abandoned beside the road.

Where they’d gone wrong, the jailer explained to her later, was in not killing the man they robbed. The jailer was a kind man at heart; he had a daughter about the same age as her, and he thought it was a shame that she was to be hung in the morning, even if she was guilty of robbery and murder. It was, he told her, a mistake so many novices made. Just silly sentimentality, he said. After all, the penalties for murder and robbery with violence were the same; dead men tell no tales, whereas merely wounded ones make excellent witnesses for the prosecution. Never say die, though, he urged her. There was always the chance of a last-minute reprieve, though the new Prince didn’t go in for them much, not like his father. Still, the jailer said, that’s progress for you.

I don’t know how she managed to sleep that night; I don’t usually get much sleep in condemned cells, believe me. But I guess if it’s your first time, and you’re worn out with fear and worry, I can see how it’s possible. Anyway, she fell asleep, and she had a dream.

She remembers asking, are you my mother?

Not in the sense you mean, the dream said. I look like her because you want me to. But your mother was a stupid woman. I can be your new mother. I’m not stupid.

She said, what would be the point? They’re going to hang me in the morning.

The dream smiled. Once upon a time, she said, there was a blind girl. One day her true mother came to her and said, look at the pretty flowers. I can’t, the girl said, I’m blind. No, said her true mother, your eyes are shut. Open them. And the girl did, and she saw the flowers. They can only hang you if you let them, and even if they do, it won’t matter. They can’t kill you.

She remembered thinking, that doesn’t make sense. But she asked the dream, so she wasn’t blind after all?

No, said the dream, because her true mother taught her to open her eyes. I’m your true mother. I can teach you lots of things.

Such as?

But the dream shook her head. That’s not important, she said. You’ll come to understand that. When you can do anything, details don’t matter. What matters is that you accept me as your true mother.

All right, she remembers saying. I accept you. Now what?

The dream laughed. Say it again.

I accept you, she said.

And again. You have to say it three times.

I accept you, she said. All right?

The dream sighed happily. Yes, she said, everything is now all right. I bestow upon you, and you agree to accept, the power of the witches, to have and to use, for ever and ever. Now, the dream went on briskly, do you know what that means?

No.

I assumed you didn’t, said the dream. But that doesn’t matter, it’s done now. Think about your life.

I’d rather not, she remembers saying. What’s this power you keep talking about?

Think, said the dream, about your life. All your life, you and everyone around you, have tried to do the right thing, from your mother to the Prince. Is that right?

She shrugged. I guess so.

All your family’s dead. They killed your whole family. In the morning, they’re going to kill you. Now, would you say that was fair, or just? Was it the right thing?

She thought about that. I don’t know, she said. No, I don’t think it was.

I don’t either, said the dream. So, good intentions made bad things happen. Now then, what happened when you stole the butter? What was the first thing you did?

We ate it.

The dream nodded. You were hungry. You ate the butter. Was that good?

She remembers saying; I suppose so, yes. We were hungry, then we weren’t. That was good.

Ah, said the dream, and she remembers thinking; I said the right thing. Now then, said the dream, did you intend to steal the butter? Did you intend to hit the butter-man and hurt him?

Yes.

So, said the dream, from a bad intention a good thing came about. You ate the butter. If you hadn’t, you’d probably have died. From an evil intention came forth good.

Yes, but— She stopped. She was confused. What does all that mean?

It means, said the dream, that you don’t have to die tomorrow. Name me a good thing. Name me the best thing.

She remembers thinking. She remembers remembering what she’d been taught, when she was a little girl. Love, she said. Love is the best thing.

I see, said the dream. Have you ever loved anyone?

Of course, she said. My family. My mother and father, my sister, my brothers. Taraxin. Of course.

Yes, said the dream. And how did you feel when they all died?

Very bad, she said. Very, very bad.

Of course, said the dream. Love, the best thing, made you feel very, very bad. It always has. Love is in fact the worst thing, the very worst thing, because it can hurt us more than anything else; more than fire or a broken arm or childbirth. Love is worse than death, because it carries on hurting the living. Love is the worst thing of all, because we always lose the people we love, and it hurts so very much. Is that true?

Yes, she said. Yes, that’s true.

But the dream smiled at her. I have given you, the dream said, the power of the witches. No-one you love need ever die again. Now then, she went on, isn’t that a good thing?

If it’s true.

It’s true, the dream said. I wouldn’t lie to you, I’m your true mother. You have the power of the witches. The power is the only good thing. The only good thing is being able to do whatever you want. Everything else is bad, everything else is hurtful and evil. Only the power of the witches is good. Good is being able to do everything you want. Do you understand me?

If it’s true.

Oh, you’re hopeless, said the dream; and then she woke up.

She remembers thinking; it was only a dream. That made her feel sad. She thought, I wish it hadn’t just been a dream. I wish I could make that door fly open, so I could walk out of here and be free.

The door flew open.

She remembers staring at it for a while, then thinking; I must still be asleep. But she got up and went to the door, peered round it. The corridor outside was empty. She thought; I can’t just walk out, I’m not supposed to, it’s not allowed. Then she remembered what the dream had told her. She walked out of the cell and down the corridor until she came to another door. She smiled at it, and it opened.

On the other side of the door was a jailer. He swung round and stared at her. She thought; I hate the jailers, they keep people locked up and take them to be hanged. I wish this man’s head would burst, like a big white spot when you squeeze it. And the jailer’s head burst, and his brains splashed on the wall, and she walked on past him.

I must find Taraxin, she thought. At first she didn’t know where to look; then a picture formed in her mind, and suddenly she wasn’t in the corridor any more, she was outside, in the square. She looked up at the great arch that led out into the main street of the city, and saw Taraxin’s head, stuck on a rusty iron spike. His mouth and eyes were open and he looked terrified. She stared at it for a while, then walked under the arch and out into the street.

That night she slept in a warm bed in an inn. The dream came to her. Well? said the dream.

You lied to me, she remembers saying. Taraxin’s dead. I loved him best of all. You said nobody I loved would ever die.

He was dead already, the dream said. But from now on, it’ll be different. You have the power of the witches, which is the only good thing. From now on, nobody you love will ever die.

She smiled at the dream. I’m still asleep, aren’t I, she said. Soon I’ll wake up and be back in prison.

The dream said; maybe. But if so, the trick is not to wake up.

She frowned. That sounds very clever, she said, but I’m not sure if it means anything.

The dream looked at her. Let’s assume, she said, that the power of the witches is only a dream. In dreams, things happen that can’t possibly happen, like magic. In dreams, the people we love who have died can come back to us. In dreams, we can do whatever we want. But the power of the witches is no dream, it’s real.

Is it? Is it really?

Oh yes. Provided you don’t wake up.

And then (she told me) she woke up. And, to make absolutely sure, she made the bed lift off the floor and fly around the room.
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ONE THING, WHILE I think of it. After the revolution, when the Republic was overthrown and Victorinus II established the Directorate, they set up a Truth & Justice Commission to grant posthumous pardons to all the so-called traitors who’d been executed over the last 300 years or so. My poor father, God rest him, was pardoned and declared a Hero of the People, and there’s a small statue tucked away in the north-eastern corner of the Shambles. It doesn’t look a bit like him, needless to say.
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I REMEMBER ONE night, back when we were still talking to each other. We’d just stolen HS320,000 from the Sashan provincial treasury in Ormiget. There was so much gold bullion in our tiny room next to the stables in the inn that we were having to perch on the edge of the washstand.

“She was wrong,” I told her. “It can’t just be a dream, because I’m in it, and I know I’m awake.”

She shrugged. “Maybe it’s a shared dream.”

“There’s no such thing.”

“True,” she conceded. “But there’s no such thing as magic, either.”

I wasn’t having that. “If it’s a dream,” I said, “then it’s my dream, and you’re not really real. And that would make you the girl of my dreams. Which you are,” I added politely. “But I think you’re real.”

“Thank you so much.”

“In which case,” I concluded triumphantly, “it’s not a dream. In which case,” I went on, “she was wrong. She was misleading you.”

She shook her head. “She wouldn’t do that,” she said. “She’s my true mother.”

Circular argument. “Have you seen her since?” I asked.

She sighed. “No,” she said. “Well, once. At least, I’m not sure. I did see her, but I think I was dreaming. A real dream,” she explained, “rather than a—well, a vision.”

I ate a honeycake. Sashan cuisine isn’t really my thing, but I do love their honeycakes. “She’s still wrong,” I said.

“I wish you wouldn’t say things like that.”

“She’s wrong,” I maintained, “when she says there’s no good or evil, just doing what you want. That’s been comprehensively disproved, loads of times. The third book of Saloninus’ Contradictions—”

She yawned. “It’s not doing what you want,” she said, “it’s being able to do what you want, there’s a difference. And it can’t be disproved, because it’s true. And I met Saloninus once, and he was an idiot.”

I stared at her. “You met Saloninus?”

“The way I see it,” she said, “is, the power of the witches is the—what’s the expression? It’s the exception that proves the rule. The rule applies to everybody except us. The fact that we’re the only exceptions proves that the rule is valid. Do you see what I’m getting at?”

“You never told me you met Saloninus.”
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I REMEMBER OPENING my eyes. The light hurt, really badly. I thought, oh hell.

She was looking down at me. She looked so terribly sad. “I’m sorry,” she said.

I can’t remember her ever looking more beautiful, even though her eyes were red from crying. “I’m alive,” I said. “Am I all here?”

She nodded. “I really am so sorry,” she said. “I guess I never realised you were so unhappy. I thought—”

“What?”

“I thought it was just—well, because you weren’t getting what you wanted. I thought, I must not be understanding him right. I’d assumed that what you wanted to do was rob people. You did always say that deep down, you’re a thief.”

I did say that, as it happens.

“So,” she went on, “I thought, if we go around stealing lots of money from the biggest treasuries and banks and places in the whole world, that’ll make him happy. I thought that was what you wanted, that and being young and a beautiful girl and never having to worry about getting caught or getting hurt or dying. I thought that was all you wanted.”

“Did you now.”

She wiped away a tear with her knuckle. I’d never seen her cry before. “Because being able to do anything you want is the only good thing. She said so.”

“What I want,” I said, slowly and gently, “is to be rid of you.”
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THEN I WENT out into the street. She didn’t try and stop me. About twenty yards from the inn door, I paused and concentrated on the back of my neck. No bite. Not even an itch.

I walked around for a while, found myself in a wine-shop. I’d had a drink or two, not enough to signify, when I realised someone was staring at me; a fat man with curly white hair, about sixty years old, in an expensive red gown with a fur collar. He couldn’t take his eyes off me.

That rang warning bells, obviously. But I was in the sort of mood where you simply don’t care. I had another drink, then got up and went and joined the fat man. He didn’t lower his eyes or look away.

“Something I can do for you?” I asked.

He was still gazing at me. “Sure,” he said. “Sit down, let me buy you a drink.”

“Got one, thanks,” I said. “Do I know you, or something?”

That made him laugh. “Now that,” he said, “is a bloody good question. On balance, I’m guessing no, you don’t. Question is, do I know you?”

“Well?”

“And I can’t. It’s impossible. Still, it’s the damnedest thing.” He poured himself a small drink of the house white and nibbled at it. As far as I could tell, he was perfectly sober. “You look just like someone I met once,” he said.

“Oh yes?”

“Just like.” He grinned. “So you can’t be him,” he went on, “because that was nearly forty years ago. You’re, what, nineteen?”

I shrugged. “I’m a fairly common type,” I said.

“Like hell.” He narrowed his eyes, as if I was small print on a contract. “Look, since you’re quite obviously not him, I’ll tell you why it matters to me. You see, nearly forty years ago, a kid looking exactly like you nearly killed me.”

“Is that right.”

He nodded. “Oh yes,” he said. “I’m a goldsmith, see, like my Dad before me. There’d been a lot of break-ins, so dad and I sat up with swords in case the thief tried it on at our place. Sure enough, he did. What’s more, the little bastard stuck a knife in me. I nearly died.”

“Nearly,” I said.

“Well, yes. I didn’t die, obviously, or I wouldn’t be here.” He paused. “Take after your father, do you?”

Big shrug. “I wouldn’t know,” I said. “Never met him. My mother only met him once. Strictly a cash transaction.”

“Ah.” The fat man grinned. “Well, then, maybe that explains it,” he said. “No offence. After all, not your fault.”

“I suppose not,” I said. “Actually, I’ve always led an entirely blameless life, devoted to helping those less fortunate than myself.”

“Of course you have,” the fat man said. “Anyway, it’s all a long time ago now, and no harm done, as it turned out.” He leaned forward and gave me what I guess he thought was a conspiratorial look. “In actual fact,” he said, “quite the reverse.”

“Excuse me?”

“Damnedest thing,” he said. “I only found out about it many years later,” he went on. “Dad told me a few years before he passed away. Damnedest thing you ever heard, actually.”

“Go on.”

“Well.” He paused to sip his wine. “Like I told you, this thief—who may or may not have been your old man, that’s something we’ll never know, I guess—stabbed me. So, they called for the doctors, and they swabbed me out, made sure the wound was clean and all that. Anyhow, while they were prodding and poking about inside my gut with their bits of lambswool on tiny twigs, what did they find? I’ll tell you. A damned great tumour, is what. They’d have said it was totally inoperable, except that the thief’s knife had sliced right through it, cut it out neater than any surgeon could ever have done. And I healed up just fine. If that bugger hadn’t stabbed me, I’d have been dead in a month. Sure as I’m sat here. Now, isn’t that the weirdest thing you ever heard?”

I looked at him for a very long time. “Actually, no,” I said. “But it does come quite close.”
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SO OF COURSE I had to go back to the inn. She was sitting where I’d left her. I don’t think she’d moved at all.

“Can you alter the past?” I said.

She shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve never tried. I don’t think I can. Why, do you want me to?”

“It doesn’t matter,” I said. I sat down beside her on the bed. “Why me?” I asked.

She gave me a blank stare. “I have absolutely no idea,” she said. “Why do you ask?”

I considered my reply. “I’ve just found out,” I said, “that I’ve led an entirely blameless life, devoted to helping those less fortunate than myself.” I grinned weakly. “It came as a surprise, believe me.”

“I don’t understand,” she said.

I explained. “So,” I concluded, “I’m not a murderer. I actually saved that man. True, I stole a lot of stuff when I was a student, but I always gave the money to other people, my friends, who reckoned they needed it desperately. Then we stole—actually, you did all the stealing, I was just there most of the time—we stole a lot of stuff, but that was just redistribution of wealth.”

She looked at me. “Really.”

I shrugged. “We haven’t got any of it any more, have we? No, we dumped it or gave it away or spent it; we took it off governments and rich people, and nearly all of it ended up in the hands of the poor. Well,” I amended, “the relatively poor. And yes, I prompted you to slaughter hundreds of thousands of people, but the upshot was that the Ten were overthrown; I don’t know how many deaths Victorinus was responsible for when he established the Republic, but I expect it was a comparable number. And it’s not my fault that the bastards who’re in now are just as bad, might as well blame Victorinus for chucking out the kings. All my life,” I said, “I’ve benefited others, never myself. Now, isn’t that a curious thing?”

She looked away. “It’s like she said,” she told me. “Intentions don’t matter, there’s just the thing itself.”

“You believe that.”

“I’m not that bothered, really. It’s men who think about stuff like that.” Then she looked at me. “I do things for love.”

“Like your mother.”

She nodded. “Yes.”

I took a long, deep breath. “If I wanted to go away without you,” I said, “if that was what I really wanted, would you let me? For love,” I added. “Because you love me.”

She shivered. “She told me I’d never lose anyone I loved, ever again.”

“She lied,” I told her. “You lost me a very long time ago.”
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I DIDN'T LEAVE. For one thing, I didn’t trust her to let me. How would I know if the flea in my hair wasn’t her, or the dog following me in the street, or the bird a thousand feet overhead? At least, while she was human, I knew where she was and had some idea of what she was up to. That’s the point; I’d never know, and everything I ever did could be her, guiding, manipulating. Wouldn’t put it past her to land me back in the condemned cell, just so she could get me out again; and I didn’t fancy the thought of what she might do to get me there. When you suddenly discover that you’re blameless and pure as the driven snow, it really cramps your style. Another reason for staying; after all, I had no resources and absolutely no way of earning a living, apart from theft, which no longer appealed to me. I had my own exalted example to live up to now, God help me.

So; I stayed with her out of mere expediency. No, not really. Nothing had changed since I tried to kill myself—try; I succeeded—by throwing myself into the blades of the Kuvass City saw mill; the act, I would suggest of a man who wanted to get rid of his life at all costs rather than make it a bit easier. On balance, I believe it was the apology that did it, those first words when I came round after being resurrected; I’m sorry.

Over the next couple of days, I took stock. I thought a lot about love. I realised I had no idea what the word stood for. I considered what I understood to be the standard definition, as set out in Saloninus’ Ethics: the state of mind in which the other person is more valuable to you than you are yourself. I tried applying it to her, and I wasn’t sure it fitted. She said she loved me, and happiness was never losing someone you love. By that criterion, the miser loves his gold, to the point where he can’t bring himself to spend it, even when he’s freezing cold and the coal-scuttle’s empty. That’s not love. Tweak the definition; the state of mind in which the other person’s happiness is your paramount concern. Well, that would explain the apology, and thirty-odd years spent robbing provincial State treasuries, in the misguided belief that that was what I liked doing. Taken all in all, I felt that she wasn’t terribly good at love, though that didn’t mean she didn’t love me. Sincere but completely ineffectual. Nobody’s perfect.

Still not a good enough definition. All right, then; love is the state of mind in which the other person is more valuable to you than you are yourself, and their happiness is your paramount concern. I couldn’t help feeling that that was a bit of a compromise, the sort of thing that gets hammered out in committee and passed by a slender majority after a lot of behind-the-scenes horsetrading. Never mind. It would have to do.

Now the hard part, to apply it to myself. It’d be reaching quite a lot to say that I regarded her as more valuable than myself; except that, since I’d done my best to reduce my body to mince in an attempt to frustrate all efforts at bringing me back to life, it seemed fair to assess my value to myself at nil, assuming negative values aren’t allowed. She meant more to me than nought, or minus one. As for the other part; well, I thought, why not? Thirty years of being together is no trivial thing; good, bad or utterly miserable, it has substance, it exists, it can’t just be dissolved by a quick so-long-then and a turning of the back. I thought of some of the arranged marriages I’d observed over the years; they didn’t like each other much to start with and things never got much better after that, but even so, better than being alone. No, bad model. The simple fact was, I hadn’t left her simply because she was unleavable. No matter where I ran to, how I disguised myself, she’d always be there with me. A bit like—old saying; no matter where you go, you take yourself with you. One mind, one heart, one flesh.

I thought; I’m stuck with her. Even death will not part us. If I devote my life to making her happy, maybe that will resolve the issue in some way, assuming it’s capable of any kind of resolution. Just listen to yourself, I thought, this is crazy. But—

Indeed. But.

Leave aside the motivations and it was true: I’d lived my life helping others, blameless, keeping nothing for myself, a man to all intents and appearances in love with the human race. Bad intentions and good outcomes, the mirror image of her life before we met; perhaps love is something that has to be worked out cold, like sheet metal, beaten and persuaded into an acceptable shape by countless pecks of the hammer. It’s not bar stock, to be made white-hot in the fire, until it bends, flows, upsets, takes a perfect form, even picks up the marks on the hammer-head. It’s too thin for that, too flimsy and slight to heat red without burning. Or take the other obvious analogy. Wars start in furious, passionate anger, but peace is made slowly and painfully, one concession at a time, each party agreeing to give away things it wants to keep, to do things it doesn’t want to do, the objective being to reach an arrangement of which both parties can eventually, reluctantly say; I can live with that.

And, when you aren’t allowed to die, I can live with that is the most you can hope for.
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“SO," SHE SAID. “What do you want to do now?”

I sighed. “You haven’t been listening,” I said.

“No, it’s fine, I heard you.” She was frowning. “It’s just—if you don’t like stealing stuff, what do you like?”

That made me smile. “You know what,” I said. “It’s been so long, I really can’t remember. But you’re missing the point. And it’s really quite simple. I want to make you happy.”

“Oh,” she said.
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SHE TOOK ME to the top of Mount Carysion.

It’s the highest point in the world, so they say. We used to believe the gods lived there, in vast golden mansions, shrouded in mist. As far as anyone knows, nobody’s ever been there—except her and me, of course. Somehow, I don’t think we count.

I could scarcely breathe; I thought I was having some kind of seizure, but she explained (as she conjured up a bubble all round us) that the air on mountaintops is too thin to be any use. All I could see was the tops of clouds. I didn’t say anything, but I guess she figured out what I was thinking from the look on my face. She mumbled something, the sun came out and the clouds melted away, and I could see the whole world.

What does the whole world look like, when you’re so high up that you can see it all in one, as a single thing? Well, to me it looked like a patchwork quilt, of the sort you get in low-class houses. I associate such things with visiting retired servants and poor relations.

“Well?” she said.

“Well what?”

“That can all be yours,” she said. “If you want it.”

I looked out over the kingdoms of the Earth. I could see the blue curve of Beloisa Bay, with the mountains behind; beyond them, Selvatia, the steppes of the Mesoge, the Dancing Floor sloping gently down into the Panosaic Sea. I could clearly make out the curved spine of the Avelro peninsula; a little flash of light could easily have been the golden dome of the Archer temple. I turned slowly round and searched until I saw the Needles, towering over Kuvass City. I could see everywhere I’d ever been, everywhere I could ever possibly go. “What would be the point?” I said.

She sighed, and the clouds came swirling back. It was bitter cold. “I think I’d like to go back down now,” I said.
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“YOU TOLD ME once,” I said, “you actually met Saloninus. Is that true?”

She shrugged. “Yes.”

“I think I’d like to meet him.”

She gave me a long, weary look. “Do you really?”

“Yes.”

Sigh. “Fine,” she said. “I’ll see what I can do.”

I had every confidence in her; rather more, I suspect, than she had. But, fair play to her, she figured out how to do it. To go back into the past, apparently, you have to fly round the world, west to east, faster than the arrows of the Invincible Sun. I don’t actually believe in the Invincible Sun, but luckily that didn’t seem to be a barrier. I was curious as to what we were going to fly in, but when the time came, she just muttered something and suddenly we were in mid-air. I closed my eyes and started screaming. It didn’t feel like we were moving at all. I’m ashamed to say I wet myself, something I hadn’t done for a very long time.

She was yelling something. I couldn’t make out what it was. She yelled louder. It was “QUIET!”

I opened my eyes. We were exactly where we’d been a moment ago. It hadn’t worked.

“Well,” she said. “Here we are.”

No we aren’t, I started to say; then it occurred to me that we were in Victorinus Square, which hasn’t changed much in four hundred years. The only significant difference is the Senate House, which got burned down and rebuilt. I looked for it. It had a flat roof, not a dome. Oh, I thought.

“Getting here,” she was saying, “was the easy bit. Getting back could be awkward. We may have to go the long way round.”

“What are we doing here?” I asked her. I’d forgotten.

She looked at me. “You wanted to see Saloninus,” she said.

Oh yes, so I did. I couldn’t for the life of me remember why. “Right,” I said. “Let’s do that.”

We started to walk towards the prefecture. “Why are we going this way?” I asked.

She smiled at me. “Because,” she said, “I can absolutely guarantee I know where to find him. Come on.”

The prefecture. I tried to remember. Had there been a ceremony of some sort, the conferring of an honorary degree, investiture as a Knight of the Golden Horseshoe? But they did that sort of thing at the Palace or the Blue Spire. Four hundred years ago, as far as I could recall my history lessons, the prefecture was just the law courts.

“This is fun,” I said. “Are we really going to meet Saloninus? He’s my absolute hero.” She was walking very fast. It was hard to talk and keep up with her at the same time. “I always think, if God put the human race on trial and said, Show me one man whose life was perfect, or else I’ll send a flood and drown the whole lot of you, we wouldn’t need to worry, we’d just point to Saloninus and God would be, like, sorry to have bothered you. He must’ve had the most amazing mind.”

“This way,” she said.

She led me down an alleyway. I knew it well; there was a tavern I used to go to, frequented by gamblers and young political types. The back wall of the tavern garden was also the back wall of the old prison. When we got there, I realised the tavern hadn’t been built yet, and the prison was still the new prison, and the walled-up doorway where they used to have a big copper for mulling wine in the winter hadn’t been walled up yet. There were two guards on duty in front of it. For some reason, they fell asleep.

“Oh come on,” I said.

“This way.”

I think it was when Jarnicus was First Aedile, they knocked through all the internal walls in the Old Prison and turned it into this one enormous room, for diplomatic receptions. I went there with my father, when I was about twelve. I remember meeting some old, bald, fat man who was someone important, though I can’t recall his name. Remarkable, the difference a few walls can make.

Prisons, I have to tell you, are no treat to me. “I don’t like this,” I told her, “let’s go back now.” She didn’t seem to hear me. She was muttering directions under her breath; third left, second right, first right, third left. I’m hopeless at that sort of thing. I let her concentrate.

“Three,” she said, “four, five, six.” She stopped. We were standing in front of a solid oak door, in a very dark stone-floored corridor lined with about a hundred identical doors. The smell, rather familiar, turned my stomach; stale piss, boiled cabbage, rust. There was a sort of tidemark of crusted white saltpetre running along the wall about three inches off the ground. Some things never change.

“Surely not,” I said.

She nodded. “Seventeenth Paralia, AUC 277,” she said. “He’s in there, one hundred percent guaranteed. Ready?”

“What’s he in for?”

“Stealing a chicken,” she said, and rested the flat of her hand on the door. There was a plucked-string noise and a loud crack, and the door swung open.

I followed her in. There was a man lying on the stone ledge. He had one hand down the front of his trousers, which he quickly pulled out. He was about sixty years old, short, thin on top, with a straggly pepper-and-salt beard. He stared at her.

“Oh God,” he said. “It’s you.”

“Hello,” she said.

He turned his face to the wall. “Go away,” he said.

I didn’t need to ask. I knew. Saloninus.

“Don’t be like that,” she said. “I’ve come to get you out of here.”

“Please,” Saloninus said to the wall, “don’t bother. Really.”

“If you stay here,” she said, “they’re going to hang you.”

“What?” I said. “For stealing a chicken?”

She glared at me. Saloninus didn’t seem to have heard me. It occurred to me that, as far as he was concerned, I wasn’t there. “So what?” he said. “I don’t care.”

I remembered that four hundred years ago, they still had the death penalty for theft. “Don’t be silly,” she was pleading. “You know I’ll look after you, one way or another. Come on, before the guards do their rounds. Please.”

I vaguely remembered; at the age of fifty-four, Saloninus published his last great alchemical treatise. Nothing more is known for certain, and the rest of his life was supposed to have passed in tranquil retirement. “I wish,” he said, “I wish you’d just leave me alone.”

She turned her head and looked at me. The choice, apparently, was mine. “For God’s sake,” I said, “you can’t just leave him here to die. He’s—”

She nodded very slightly. Then the back wall of the cell collapsed in a cloud of dust.
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“WELL, SHE SAID, four hundred years and five minutes later, “that’s another wonderful thing you’ve done. You saved Saloninus.”

I was still dizzy from the motionless flight. “He was a chicken-thief.”

“Yes. And you saved him. He’d have died otherwise.”

I couldn’t stand. I had to sit down, on the wet paving-stones. “He was a thief,” I repeated.

“Like you.”

“Exactly.” I gave her a baleful stare. “Was that you?”

She shrugged. “It was his nature,” she said. “A lot of it got hushed up, but yes, he was always getting in trouble. He never had very much money, you see.”

“But he wrote the Principia.”

She sat down beside me. “Oh yes,” she said. “In prison, actually. A lot of his books were written in prison. He had nothing else to do.”

“But that’s—”

She smiled at me. “If you like,” she said, “we can go forward four hundred years. We could go and see your statue.”

I opened my mouth. Nothing came out. Probably just as well.

“It’ll be,” she said, and pointed. “Right there,” she said, “where the mail office is. Gilded bronze, by Peracchia. You’ll like his work, he’ll be very good.”

“Statue,” I said.

“Of course. The man who overthrew the Republic.”

I took a long, deep breath. “That was Favorian,” I said. “Victorinus the Second.”

“No,” she said, “it was you. They’ll find out what really happened about ninety years from now, when the Directorate falls and they found the Second Republic. The statue gets built about twenty years after that. I’m afraid they spell your name wrong, but that can’t be helped.”

I looked at her. “Did you love him?” I asked her.

“Who? Oh, you mean Saloninus. Yes,” she said, “very much.”

“What happened?”

She turned and looked at me. “I met someone else,” she said.
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FROM THAT MOMENT on, I realised that I was—what’s the expression? On notice? Sooner or later, I knew, she would find someone else, and that would be that. The thought appalled and terrified me. I was going to lose her. I loved her.

Maybe that’s what love really is, the anticipation of loss. I do know that, quite suddenly, as soon as I’d made that connection, I loved her as never before.

It was, in many ways, an idyllic time. It lasted seventeen years, though they seemed to pass in an instant, as if we were flying, east to west, faster than the arrows of the Invincible Sun; we stayed still, the earth spun furiously around us, like the chuck of a drill. I know for an indisputable fact that I was never happier—knowing that one day I’d lose her, that it would end, and that afterwards I’d be more wretched than I could possibly imagine. I guess you could say it was a good outcome from a bad situation, or good generated by the certainty of misery. The truth is, I neither know nor care about that sort of thing any more. If you’re interested in the finer points of ethical theory, I suggest you read the appropriate passages in Saloninus; that is, if you give a damn about the opinions of a chicken-thief.

Remember the trained cormorants? They catch fish they can never eat; the difference is, their collars are visible. We were watching them, as it happens, leaning against the sea wall at Choris Malestin as the small boats bobbed back in on the evening tide. I don’t think there’s any more beautiful place on earth than Choris, though of course it’s not what it was, not since they built the new jetty. I remember thinking; if only this moment could last for ever. A pretty trite thought, but in my experience, there’s nothing remotely original about love. I distinctly remember that she was eating an apple. I had a book with me—Antigonus of Mezentia on moral imperatives, I think it was; I was supposed to have read it in my first year at the university, but I’d never got round to it—but I hadn’t looked at it for about half an hour. I was too busy watching the boats, and the cormorants.

“We should go to Baryns,” she said. “Sunrise over the estuary is the most wonderful sight. You’d like it.”

“Love to,” I said. “When?”

“Whenever you like.”

And that, I think, is when she saw him. He was standing up in the stern of a small boat, his head turned back, shouting cheerfully at an old man in the boat behind. He was no more than a boy, eighteen or nineteen. I don’t know; maybe he’d just caught a lot of fish or something. He seemed to radiate happiness, sheer joy. I only caught a glimpse, but it was enough to freeze the image in my mind—I’d have remembered him even if nothing had come of it and I’d never seen him again. I guess he struck me as worthy of note because I no longer believed there could be that much joy in the world.

“You know what I’d like,” she said. I wasn’t looking at her, so I can’t vouch for the expression on her face.

“What?” I said.

“Freshly grilled mackerel in a honey and mustard sauce,” she said.

I laughed. Years since I’d actually tasted anything I ate, and I wasn’t sure whether she needed to eat at all. But why not, I thought, if that’s what she wants. “Then we’re definitely in the right place at the right time,” I said.

It was starting to get chilly, and I’d come out in just a tunic. We went and chose our mackerel. I don’t think she made an obvious beeline for the cheerful boy’s boat, but when we arrived at it, she started examining the fish in detail, asking learned questions. See you back at the house, I said to her, and walked away. All I remember thinking about, as I headed back down the promenade, was faint memories of the taste of mackerel.

Two days later, she said, “It’s over.”

I didn’t get what she meant. “What?”

“You and me,” she said. “I’m sorry, but I don’t love you any more. I’ve met someone else, and I’m in love with him.”

Which made no sense, at the time. I knew she wasn’t making a joke, because of the way she’d said it. I think I said something like, you can’t be, you love me, for ever and always. Something really stupid, anyway. She just looked at me and shook her head. “Sorry,” she repeated; and then, “You’d better go away now.”

I had two angels fourteen in the pocket of my light summer coat. I turned and walked out of the house, into the most beautiful sunrise. That was forty-one years ago.

Five nights after she left me, I had a dream. It looked like her, but then again, they all do. But this one said, how would it be if you never had to lose someone you love, ever again?

I said; I’ll need to think about it.
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I THINK I saw her again, about six years ago, but I’m not sure. I was just coming off shift at the cooper’s yard where I work—I fetch and carry, sharpen the tools, load the carts, try and make myself useful—and I saw a girl with a young man, walking up Crossgate towards the sea front. I could only see the back of the girl’s head, but I remembered the man’s face. They had their arms around each others’ waists, and I heard him laugh. If it was him, I don’t think he was a fisherman any more; smart, expensive clothes, the sort I could afford when I was his age. If it was them, they seemed very happy together.
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I SAID; I'LL need to think about it.

I’m still thinking.






Downfall of the Gods
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It’s no good,” I said. “She won’t hear you.”
He didn’t look round. “Be quiet,” he said.

I rather like the acoustics in the Temple. You can hear the slightest sound, clear as a bell, but no annoying echo. I watched him take a moment to compose his mind and return it to sublime thoughts after my boorish interruption. He bowed his head, and his lips started to move. He was mumbling his way through the Greater Confession.

“You have to mean it,” I said.

This time he turned round and scowled at me. “What would you know about anything?” he snapped. “Stupid bloody woman.”

I pointed out that the Goddess was a woman too. “Get out,” he said.

I put his foul temper and terrible manners down to a guilty conscience. There’s something about the Temple. Kings, princes, great lords temporal and spiritual seem to feel it more than most—a sort of horribly insistent sense of perspective; the bigger you are, the more it gets to you. I’ve seen them shed actual tears of remorse, clench their hands in prayer till the fingers go red and the knuckles go white. Curious; it’s an imposing building but the actual statue is pretty insipid work, with a definite smirk on her face. Also, the head’s slightly too big for the body.

“I forgive you for snapping at me,” I said.

“Piss off.”

I shrugged. “You wanted me to come here.”

He scowled at me. “Wait outside.”

“Are you going to be much longer? I’m hungry.”

“Out.”

I bobbed a curtsey to the statue and retreated up the nave, leaving him with his head bowed, muttering the formulae. He was sincerely unhappy about something, and honestly believed the Goddess was going to make it all right. Touching, in a way. Men genuinely at prayer look just like little boys.

I waited for him in the chancel, occupying my mind by looking at the mosaics on the ceiling. Silly, really; I’d been in the Temple more times than I could remember, and never properly seen them before. Very fine work, I had to admit, though what they had to do with religion escaped me entirely. A middle-aged woman in an expensive dress walked past me, stopped; she noticed the little gold charms dangling from my necklace, the pendant earring in one ear only; conventional badges of the profession, intended to be seen. She gave me that look. “You ought to be ashamed of yourself,” she said.

“I am,” I replied pleasantly. “Dreadfully.”

I don’t think she believed me. She swept past, knelt down on a nice soft hassock and started mumbling her imaginary sins. I forgave her.

When you’ve admired the mosaics and the frescoes and the richly-bejewelled rood screen, there’s not an awful lot to do in the Temple. I suppose I should’ve brought a book, only clients don’t like it. What do you want a book for, they ask, were you expecting to be bored? I listened to a few prayers, but there was nothing to get excited about. I’m sorry to say, I get bored easily.

Eventually he finished his confession. He got up slowly, joints cramped from all that kneeling, made his obeisances and hobbled up the nave. “You’ve been wasting your time,” I told him. “And mine, which you’ve paid for, but that’s your business. She won’t hear you.”

I’d made him genuinely angry. “You don’t know anything,” he said. “You’re just stupid.”

Oh dear. “Tell you what,” I said, and I took my purse from my sleeve and opened it. “Here’s your five gulden back, and here’s five more for luck. So nice to have met you. Goodbye.”

I held the coins out; he made no effort to take them. “What’s got into you today?” he said.

“Me? Nothing. I was just being helpful. I don’t like to see someone wasting his breath.”

People were staring at us. I’m used to being stared at, naturally, but it made him uncomfortable. “Stop being stupid and put it away,” he said. “Come on. We’ll be late for the Archdeacon.”

“I don’t want any lunch,” I said. “And I don’t want to meet the Archdeacon, he’s a nasty old man and his breath smells. Do you want your money or not?”

He grabbed me by the arm and marched me toward the east door. “What’s the matter with you?” he said. “Have you gone mad or something?”

I dug my heels in and stopped. He yanked on my arm. He thought he was stronger than me, and could drag me along by main force. I stayed where I was. He stared at me. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he said.

“I’m going to stay here,” I told him. “You go on without me.”

“You’ll do as you’re told.”

I shook my head, just a little. I really didn’t want a quarrel. He tried to drag me again; this time he really put his back into it. All his life, he’d been used to being strong, proud of his muscles; the wealth and the power he’d been born with, but his strength was genuinely his own, and nobody had given it to him. I stayed where I was. He let go and took a step back.

Bother, I thought; cat’s out of the bag. “I’m sorry,” I said.

He opened his mouth to speak, but I didn’t want to hear it. For as long as it was safe to do so—the downstroke of one heartbeat—I let him see me. Then I shut it off like a tap.

He looked so comical. They always do. Quite often at that point they fall at my feet and grovel, which I don’t care for at all. To his credit, he did nothing of the kind; just stared at me. I guess he’d suddenly realised just how much trouble he was in, and that nothing he could do was going to fix it, and the only person who could save him had just refused to do so. No grovelling; just acceptance and despair. I’ll say this for him, he had a sort of dignity. Very much a mortal quality, and one I admire and envy.

“She won’t hear you,” I said. “I’m sorry.”
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I TOOK A moment to look at it from his point of view.

He’s done a really awful thing, a murder, which he sincerely regrets. The consequences of his act don’t bear thinking about. He goes to the Temple—fitting it in on his way to a lunch engagement, yes, and taking his prostitute du jour with him, but he does go, he makes the effort; and when he’s on his knees, as truly abased and humble as he’s capable of being, his prayer for forgiveness is unquestionably sincere. He prays. He uses the proper form of words. He means it (I did him an injustice earlier). He is truly sorry. That, surely, ought to be enough. It ought to do the trick.

Then the Goddess, the Lady of the Moon herself, the Queen of Laughter, grants him an epiphany. Saints pray all their lives for one and rarely if ever are they favoured, but he gets a whole half second, the maximum safe dose. The Goddess stands before him in her true form and says, I’m sorry. She says; it’s within my power to save you, because to the gods all things are possible, but I choose not to.

He could quite reasonably say several things at this point. It’s not fair. You can’t do that. It’s against the rules. I’ve repented, I meant it, you’ve got to forgive me, I’m entitled. He could quote scripture at me. He could remind me of the provisions of the Great Covenant. He could threaten me with lawyers. Or he could plead, beg, grovel.

He does none of the above.

Instead, he stares at me, as I stand there with my back to my own statue; he realises what’s just happened, he understands. I should have forgiven him, but I’ve chosen not to. It’s against the rules. It’s unfair. Tough. I can do it, because I’m bigger than he is, and so much stronger. He understands strength, having always had it. He knows that when you’re the strongest you can do whatever you like, and screw the rules.

He has his own rules, you see. And he abides by them.
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“I SEE," HE said.

At that moment, for two pins I would’ve given him absolution, just for being a brave boy and a good little soldier. I had to struggle with myself and overcome the generous impulse.

“Good,” I said.

He took a step back. He was still gazing at me. For a moment, I wasn’t quite sure what was going on; then it dawned on me. He was exhibiting Faith. I nearly burst out laughing.

Forgive me; I don’t mean to sound frivolous. But consider. The goddess appears to him, to tell him that she has rejected his prayer and condemned him, in violation of the Great Covenant. Is he angry? I’d have been, in his shoes. Livid. But no. He stands and gazes in adoration; because all his life he’s wanted to believe, to have true faith; most of the time he sort of manages, but there are those terrible moments of doubt which he can’t seem to shake off—you can’t make yourself believe, just as you can’t make yourself be two inches taller; it happens or it doesn’t. Then, at this particular moment, he sees. Yes, Archias, there is a Goddess; she’s real, she exists. True, she’s just condemned him to Hell, but—

But he believes. Absolutely and without reservation. And Hell is a small price to pay.

They ask me sometimes, why do you bother with them? That’s why. Because they never cease to amaze me.
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MORTAL HUMANS HAVE asked me before now: what’s it like, being a goddess?

I answer; I don’t know. I’ve never been anything else.

They look at me. Naturally, they don’t upbraid me for an unhelpful answer, which they feel sure is untrue and misleading. But they think; come off it, you’re the Goddess, surely you know everything. I don’t, of course.
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I LEFT HIM and went out into the sunlight and fresh air. I’ll be honest, I don’t like my Temple very much. It’s hard to put my finger on exactly why—the statue, yes, it’s awful, the most blasphemous slab of marble in the universe, but I can put up with it. I just don’t feel at home there, I suppose. The truth is, of course, that I have no home. I am unconfined, because I am unconfinable. I can’t be contained by anything; I’m too big.

I’d been nothing if not scrupulously truthful. I was indeed hungry; ravenous. Mortal food doesn’t seem to fill you up, somehow. It’s all right, I suppose, but when you on honeydew have fed and drunk the milk of Paradise, a slice of bread and a sliver of leathery cheese doesn’t go very far. Remembering who I was supposed to be, I walked across the square to a certain wine-shop-cum-bakery where my kind were welcome. I didn’t have any money aside from the big gold cartwheels that nobody can give change for, but some nice gentleman would be bound to buy me lunch.

Sure enough. I hadn’t been there long enough to tie a shoelace when a man came up and sat down beside me. He was about twenty-three, very tall, big shoulders, slim waist, masses of curly golden hair and an impossibly handsome face. He gave me a big smile. Oh for crying out loud, I thought.

“Excuse me,” he said, “but is this seat taken?”

I looked at him. He looked back at me. No flicker of recognition.

“Pol,” I said, “it’s me. Your sister.”

A count of three during which he was incapable of speech. Then he turned all petulant. “What the hell are you doing here?”

“I’m hungry,” I told him. “You can buy me lunch.”

“Why should I?”

“You were just about to ask me if you could.”

“I didn’t realise— Oh, why not?” Short hesitation. “You won’t tell Myrrhine, will you?”

My brother Polynices married Myrrhine, the daughter of the East Wind, for purely dynastic and geographical reasons. They don’t get on. Fortunate, isn’t it, that we as a race aren’t nearly as omniscient as mortals think.

“I’m a cheap date,” I reassured him. “The price of my silence is the house fish stew.” He looked mildly relieved, so I added, “But she’s going to find out one of these days, and then you’ll be for it.”

“I don’t care,” he lied. “You really eat that stuff?”

“You really have sex with mortal women? For fun?”

He shrugged. “When you’re hungry, the house fish stew is better than nothing. You want bread with that?”

I nodded. “And grated cheese on top.”

“You’re weird.” He wandered off to place the order, then came back. “You didn’t answer my question,” he said. “What are you doing here?”

“Administering divine justice,” I told him.

“Ah.” He looked at me. “Nice body.”

“Oh get lost.”

“No, really. Did you make it up, or is it copied from a real one? And if so, where does she live?”

Pol is strange. “This is a coincidence, isn’t it?” I said. “They haven’t sent you to check up on me?”

He yawned. “Don’t flatter yourself.” Then he looked at me a bit sideways and said, “Why? Are you up to something?”

“Me? Of course not.”

We’re dreadful liars in my family. I mean, we can deceive anybody about anything when we put our minds to it, because to the gods all things are possible. But we’re dreadful liars. “Don’t feel you have to tell me if you don’t want to. After all, I’m only your brother.”

“Why have I always got to be up to something?”

“Good question.”

Some duly authorised officer of the wine-shop plonked down two bowls of the house fish stew and two wooden spoons. Pol gazed at his in mute bewilderment, while I tucked in.

“So,” he said, “what gave me away? How did you recognise me?”

“For crying out loud, Pol.”

“What?”

I gazed into his eyes. “You overdo it,” I said.

“Really?”

“Use your eyes, Pol. Humans don’t look like that.”

“Really good-looking humans do.”

“Pol, you’re wearing perfect teeth. Perfect teeth. Just stop and think for a moment, will you?”

He shrugged. “I don’t get many complaints from the chicks.”

The words he picks up. I recalled something someone had said to me. “You should be ashamed of yourself.”

“Why?”

Good question. Excellent question. “Do you want that stew?”

“No.”

I commandeered it and went on eating. “Father was asking about you,” he said.

Ah. “Asking about me in what sense exactly?”

“Where you’d got to. What you’re doing. You haven’t been home in ages.”

Not strictly true. I time my visits so as to coincide with the absences of members of my family. “I’m amazed he noticed.”

“Of course he noticed.”

“I’m amazed he took note.”

(Valid distinction. He notices everything, naturally; the way you see everything in your field of vision, right out to the periphery. But you only look at what you’re interested in. Same with hearing. He hears every mortal’s prayer, but mostly he can’t give a damn.)

“I think he’s worried about something.”

The chief culinary officer had been negligent in removing all the bones. One lodged in my throat; I dissolved it, but it takes a second. “What?”

Pol shrugged. “He doesn’t confide in me.”

“Ah well. He’s Him. Everything that happens anywhere in the universe is officially his fault. He ought to be worried, all the time.”

He speared a button mushroom out of my stew with a toothpick. “Are you up to something? Honestly?”

I sighed. “I interfere in the destinies of mortals,” I said.

“I’ll take that as a no.”
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LATER I WENT to visit Lord Archias in prison. I felt I owed him that much, but prisons depress me. I guess that’s the point of them. They’d put him in a tower, with one of the best views in the City; looking out over the Horsefair, with its broad streets and brightly coloured awnings, across to the river and the majestic prospect of the Silver Mountains in the far distance. Lord Archias could gaze out of his narrow, barred window and reflect that, a couple of days ago, he’d owned most of what he could see.

“Oh,” he said. “It’s you.”

I’d avoided all the tiresome formalities by walking in through the wall. “If you’re busy,” I said, “I could come back later.”

He was sitting on a stone ledge that presumably functioned as a bed. “Yes,” he said. “Come back in four days’ time.”

I frowned. “Your execution is in three days.”

“Yes.”

I was disappointed. Hurt, even. I turned to go, waiting to be called back. I wasn’t, so I stopped. “I thought you had faith,” I said.

“I did. I have.” He shrugged. “Like they say, be careful what you wish for. I believe in you. But you’re a complete shit.”

“Brave words for a man on the brink of eternity.”

“You’re not going to save me.”

“No,” I said.

“Well, then. You’re a shit.”

I conjured a marble throne and sat down. “That’s interesting,” I said. “A man awaits execution, followed by eternity in perpetual torment. He knows he won’t be forgiven. In the presence of the living goddess, he abuses her.” I looked at him. “Is that usual?”

He laughed. “I don’t think this sort of thing happens often enough for there to be a usual,” he said.

“Sure,” I said. “But you know more about human nature than I do. Is this what most mortals would do, in your shoes? Or are you exceptional in some way?”

He sighed. “Go fuck yourself,” he said.

Disappointed, to put it mildly. Last time we were together, hell had been a small price to pay. Now; go fuck yourself. So volatile. So mutable. I’d hoped for better, from a mortal. “I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that,” I said.

He yawned, lay down on the bench. It didn’t look terribly comfortable. “What can I do for you?” he said. “I assume there’s a reason why you’re here.”

“I wanted to see how you’re getting on.”

“Why?”

“Curiosity.”

He turned his head and frowned at me. “Why won’t you forgive me?” he said. “I repented. I was sincere.”

“You hurt me.”

He laughed. “That’s impossible.”

“You did. You damaged me. You inflicted on me an injury that can’t be healed.”

“Bullshit. To the gods, all things are possible.”

“It’s complicated. You wouldn’t understand.”

He shrugged. “What did I do that caused you irreparable harm?”

“You murdered Lysippus.”

“True.” He waited, then said, “So?”

“Lysippus the musician,” I said.

He thought for a moment. “You’re right,” he said, “I remember now, he did write music. Songs and little fiddly bits for flute and strings.” He looked up. “Is that important?”

Members of my family aren’t often lost for words. I nodded.

“That’s ridiculous,” he said.

“To you, maybe.”

“No, but it is. Lysippus was the third biggest landowner in the Republic. He was a vicious, ambitious political animal. His family and mine have been feuding for twelve generations. He was my only real rival for the Consulate. He was about to stage a coup which would’ve thrown the Republic into chaos. Oh yes, and he was an atheist, which is rather ironic, don’t you think.” He stopped and looked down at his hands. “He was also my best friend. And my wife’s lover.”

If he was expecting me to say anything, he was disappointed.

“He was all that,” he went on, “and I killed him. It was understandable, and probably necessary. It was my duty. It was also wrong. So I repented. I was sorry for what I’d done. Given my time over again, I wouldn’t do it, and not just because of winding up in here.” He breathed out slowly, then in again. “And now you’re telling me I’m damned for all eternity because he wrote songs?”

“Very good songs,” I said. “I liked them.”

I’d upset him. “So fucking what?”

“So,” I said, “when he died, his talent died with him. It was unique. There will be no more music like that, ever again. I love music. It’s the only thing in the universe which I perceive to be—” I searched helplessly for the word. Stronger? Better? “The only thing beyond my power to command,” I said.

He stared at me. “Surely not.”

“Quite true, unfortunately,” I told him. “I can inspire anyone I like with divine genius, but what they come up with will be, well, different. It’ll be wonderful, but it won’t be the music of Lysippus. That’s all lost, gone for ever. Because of you.”

“And that’s—”

“Why I won’t forgive you, yes.”

He was stunned. “Why not just raise him from the dead, if it’s such a big deal?”

I shook my head slowly.

“But to the gods—”

“Possible, yes. Allowed, no.”

He considered me for a long time. “Balls,” he said. “I don’t believe you.”
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THERE, NOW. IF you can’t trust the Goddess, who can you trust?

Faith is relative, and conditional. Or, if you prefer; just because you believe in me doesn’t necessarily mean you believe me. Why, after all, do you tell the truth? Because it’s the right thing to do, or for fear you’ll be found out? Or because you simply want to impart accurate information?

To the gods all things are possible. So we can lie through our teeth, if we want to. Sometimes, though, we don’t want to. By the same token, there are other things we can do but choose not to. Even if we really, really want to.

But let’s not go there.
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HE'D ANNOYED ME so much I went home.

Is there any point trying to describe something that only a tiny handful of conscious minds in the universe are capable of understanding; and who need no description, since they live there, always have, always will?

Mind you, people have tried. In the cloudy heights (this is one of my favourites) dwell the gods; War Hall is their home. They are spirits of light, and Light-Spirit rules them. Well; that’s close enough for government work. Home for me is a space almost big enough to be comfortable in, except that I have to share it with a dozen members of my family, as big as me or bigger. Fact: some of us are bigger than others. My father, for example, is the biggest of the big; he’s huge. Query, in fact, whether there’s any limit to his size. Answer (probably): if he wants there to be one, there is.

Home as I perceive it is a vast castle, bare stone walls, bare stone floor. The dominant colour is sandstone red. The only light slides in sideways through high, narrow windows, or gushes out of hearths. Furniture happens when I want it, then falls away in clouds of dust—indeed; home as I perceive it is dirty, undusted, unkempt. The doors creak, because the hinges are three parts seized. None of the windows open. How the others perceive it I neither know nor care, but I should imagine it’s cleaner and more cheerful.

The generally accepted form of communication in my family is melodrama. I see us as actors performing in a huge auditorium; so far away that unless we shout and make huge, over-the-top gestures, we can’t be seen or heard. All about perspective, I guess. I don’t like my family, and I’m not comfortable talking about them.

Father was in his study. I perceive it as a freezing cold stone box, impossibly high ceiling, dark, gloomy, every surface stuffed and crammed with piles of unsorted books and papers; himself slouched in a massive ebony chair, feet up on the desk, book on his knees, not reading. He looked up and scowled at me. “Where have you been?”

“Out,” I said. “You wanted to see me.”

“No,” he replied, “I wanted to know where you’d got to.”

“Fine,” I said. “Can I go now?”

“Shut up and sit down.”

To the gods all things are possible, but some things aren’t easy, such as finding somewhere to sit in all that mess. I pushed a sheaf of papers off a chair onto the floor, and perched. “What?”

He squinted through what I perceived as gold-rimmed spectacles at a bit of paper. “You refused a mortal’s prayer,” he said. “Why?”

“I felt like it.”

“You don’t deny it, then.”

“No.”

“You felt like it.”

“Yes.”

“It was a properly constituted prayer, correctly phrased and made with sincere intent.”

“So?”

He sighed. “It’s all a question,” he said, “of how it looks from the road, as my father used to say. When a mortal prays in correct form and we don’t answer, it looks bad. Brings us into disrepute. You must see that, surely.”

Please note; Father is head of the family because he bound Grandpa in adamantine chains and imprisoned him at the centre of the earth, where presumably he still is. Quoting Grandpa’s folksy sayings cuts no ice with me. “Yes, and I don’t give a damn.”

“That’s a rather irresponsible attitude.”

“What are you going to do about it?”
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IN OUR FAMILY, what-are-you-going-to-do-about-it is like a great city in the middle of settled, fertile countryside. There are a great many roads, leading from countless small villages, and sooner or later they all lead to the city; no matter where you start from, here is where you arrive. We still go through the motions—accusation, defence, rational debate, argument, counter-argument, rebuttal, counter-rebuttal, pre-emptive defensive strike—but there is and can only be one culmination: what are you going to do about it?

Well; there’s two things he can do:

Throw the offender off the ramparts of Heaven. He or she will fall for three days, and on landing will sink a crater a mile wide and fill the air with a dust-cloud that takes a week to settle. After that, he or she will spend a certain time—hundreds or thousands of years—chained to a mountain being gnawed by eagles, or something of the sort, until Father finds he needs him (or her) back home as an ally in the latest family civil war, or until some mortal hero shoots the eagle and cuts the chain, under the fond misapprehension that members of our family understand about gratitude; or

Nothing.
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“SPARE ME THE drama, please,” he said wearily. “But don’t you agree? It’s exactly the sort of thing that makes us unpopular. And you can see why, you of all people. You’re the one who’s so mad keen on understanding them.”

To the gods all things are possible, so I kept my temper. “Wanting to understand them isn’t the same as giving a stuff what they think,” I said. “You should know that,” I added, “of all people.”

He glowered at me. “I’m asking you as a personal favour to me.”

“What?”

“You heard me. Just for once, remember who you are. We have responsibilities.”
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HE'D GOT ME. Quite true. Just as a man has a responsibility to his dog, or a little girl to her dolls. Note, by the way, that I can only explain this concept by reference to mortal analogies. In my family, we don’t have the vocabulary.

Didn’t mean I had to like it, though. I had no choice—he’d asked nicely; that’s pretty heavy stuff, in my family—but what I did have was a wide degree of room for interpretation.

Lord Archias was asleep. Imagine that; in twenty-four hours they were going to string him up like onions, and he was sleeping. I prodded him awake. He rolled over and scowled at me.

“Go away,” he said.

Playing right into my hands; I was perfectly within my rights to blow him away straight to hell for talking to me like that. “If you want,” I said. “I came here to forgive you, but—”

I was expecting, and hoping, that he’d collapse, go all to pieces, start grovelling. Instead he frowned. “You’re playing games, aren’t you?”

“Don’t annoy me,” I warned him.

He grinned at me. “You were always going to forgive me,” he said, “you’ve got to, it’s the rules. But you made me believe you were going to let me be damned anyway. Playing games.”

“Careful,” I said. “That’s blasphemy.”

“So’s what you’re doing.”

“Incorrect,” I said. “A goddess can’t blaspheme, like water can’t get wet.”

“Technicality. What you’re doing is basically the same thing. You’re making a mockery of what is sacred. You’re pissing on the Covenant.”

I took three long deep breaths to calm myself down. “I should burn you down where you stand,” I said.

“Yes,” he replied casually. “You should. Really, it’s your duty. But I know you aren’t going to.”

“Is that right.”

“Yes. Because you want something from me. Otherwise yes, I’d be ashes by now.” He looked at me down far more nose than any circumstances could ever justify. “You’re pathetic,” he said.
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THIS BUSINESS OF the Covenant.

A mortal who thought he was really clever once posed the question: can God create a rock so heavy that he can’t lift it? Clearly he knew nothing about my family. It’s the sort of thing we do to each other all the time. Because to us all things are possible, we get our kicks, and pass the endless, dreary time, creating rocks the others can’t lift; just to spite them, because we can. As witness my father and me. The rock I can’t lift is when he asks me nicely.

But the Covenant— Do you really think we’d sign up to something that actually restricted us, confined our freedom of choice and action? And for what in return? No, we abide by it because it pleases us to do so. And if it doesn’t please— Well.

(Pol reckons we abide by the Covenant because, being infinite, at some level we crave containment; for the same reason that, being imperishable, insensitive to cold and heat and definitively waterproof, nevertheless we sleep indoors, under a roof. Among his other titles and portfolios, Pol is God of Wisdom. I think that says it all.)
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“YOU DO REALISE,” I said, “that since I got here, you’ve forfeited your right to clemency under the Covenant at least three times. Are you stupid, or what?”

“Maybe I don’t want clemency.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“Maybe I don’t want it from you.”

I don’t gasp, but if I did, I would’ve. “I think I’ll go away and come back later,” I said. “When you’ve had time to think.”

“I thought you might say that,” he said. “I expect you’ll leave it right to the very last minute, when they’re putting the rope round my neck.” He yawned. “Play your games if you want to. It’s all right. I know you’ll save me. I have faith.”

“Do you now.”

He nodded. “I know you want something from me. Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of Death, if you want something from me, I know I’ll be just fine. Well? Am I right?”

“Let’s wait to the very last moment and find out.”

But he just smiled at me, confident, cocky. Well; it’s not often an immortal gets a chance to try something new. So I decided to be a good loser.

“It’s all right,” I said. “You’ve made your point. Let’s get down to cases. Yes, I’m prepared to grant you clemency. Your life will be spared. More to the point, the sentence of eternal damnation will be lifted. Suspended, anyway. But there are conditions.”

He looked so smug, I could’ve sworn we must be related. “Good heavens,” he said. “Fancy that.”

“You’re going to get another chance. If you can prove that you truly feel remorse for what you’ve done, you will be forgiven and the slate will be wiped clean. If not, you’ll find yourself back here. Do you understand?”

“Perfectly.” He waited, then folded his hands in his lap and said, “What do you want?”
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AS I LEFT the prison, I tripped over an old beggar sitting on the steps. He was a horrible creature; one eye, one withered arm, one leg missing from the knee down. “Bless you, sweetheart,” he called out—I’d just trodden on his good hand. “God bless you and keep you.”

The irony appealed to me, so I gave him a coin, one of the two I had on me, and walked on. “Are you mad?” he called out after me. I stopped and turned round.

“Five gulden,” he said, with the coin lying flat on his outstretched palm. “Have you no idea of the value of money?”

I sighed. “Dad,” I said.

He stood up. The absence of his left leg didn’t hinder him. “Five gulden,” he said, “is a fortune to these people, it’s the price of a farm. Even I know that. You can’t just go flinging it around. First thing you know, they’ll have galloping inflation.”

“I earned that,” I told him. “By the sweat of my—”

“I know you did.” He scowled at me. “Well? Did you forgive him, like I told you?”

“Conditionally.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Dad,” I said, “sit down. People are staring.”

He sat down quickly. “Conditionally,” he said. “What sort of condition?”

“It’s perfectly fair,” I told him. “Just like in the Covenant. Sometimes, when they’ve been really bad or you don’t believe they’re truly sincere, you make them prove themselves. More to the point,” I went on quickly, “how dare you come checking up on me like this? It’s insulting.”

A passer-by dropped a two-groschen in Father’s hat. “Bless you, sir, bless you. The ship you thought was lost will come safe to port in two days’ time.” The man gawped at him for a moment, then hurried away. “Charity is good,” Father said, when I raised an eyebrow at him. “It enriches the giver as well as the receiver. We ought to encourage it. And I wouldn’t need to check up on you if you did as you’re told. What condition?”
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NOW, THEN. ABOUT me.

I was born— Sorry, I’ll have to be careful here. Wars have been fought and men have been burnt alive over differences in nuance in accounts of how and when I was born. For obvious reasons, I’m reluctant to endorse any one version as against the others. It’s awkward. I love talking about myself, but one has a responsibility to the weak-minded and the faithful.

I live at home. Not all of us do. My uncle Thaumastus lives at the bottom of the sea. Likewise my aunt Feralia, who hardly ever leaves her tastefully appointed palace in the Underworld. They claim they have to be on site at all times for the proper performance of their duties. I don’t believe them. I think they saw an excuse to get away from the rest of us, and grabbed it with both hands. I can make no such claim. Love, laughter and joy are everywhere, as Father constantly reminds me, and home is centrally located, in easy reach of all civilised nations. I have a room of my own, if you can call it that, but we’ve never been great ones for knocking on doors in our family, so I might as well sleep in the Great Hall for all the privacy I can expect. I own the clothes I stand up in, when I wear a body. That’s all. What does a god want with possessions, Father’s always saying. He’s quite right, of course; though that doesn’t stop him hoarding all sorts of junk in the treasury of his temple at Blachernae. He thinks we don’t know about that. The idiot.

Ah well. Naked I came into the world, and what’s the use of owning things when you’re bound to outlast them? If I had a diamond necklace, contact with my soft white breast would wear the stones away in no time. Anyway, what good are things? No attire or ornament could possibly make me any more beautiful than I am already. I do no work, so I need no tools. Nothing in the world, not even being thrown off the ramparts of heaven and digging a mile-wide impact crater, could conceivably harm me, so armour and weapons would be pointless. Cutlery and tableware; we eat with our fingers in our family. We need nothing, have no use for anything. Therefore, we have nothing. Lucky us.

Correction; we do have something. We have each other.

Lucky, lucky us.
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“I WON'T DO it,” Pol said. “Absolutely and definitely not. No. No way.”

I smiled at him. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

“You’re mad,” he said. “Anyway, Dad’ll never agree.”

“Actually—”

He stared at me. “You’re joking.”

“He thinks it’s a splendid idea,” he said.

“But he can’t. It’s—it’s wrong.”

“Define wrong. I was always brought up to believe it means contrary to the will of the gods. Therefore—”

“It’s wrong,” he repeated. “It’s one of the things we don’t do. You know that.”

I widened the smile. Not for nothing was I appointed Goddess of Charm in the last reshuffle. “Yes, but it’s not us doing it, is it? That’s the point.”

“Oh come on,” he whined, “that’s just sophistry. No way he can do it without your help. Or mine. Therefore, to all intents and purposes—”

“Pol,” I said. “Please. Pretty please.”

He winced as though I’d slapped his face. “It’s a bit extreme, isn’t it? All this, for some mortal.”

“It’s not for him,” I said, a bit too quickly. “It’s about ethics. Morality. It’s about the meaning of restitution. We have a duty to teach mortals how to behave.”

He gave me his sad look. “What are you up to?” he said.

“For crying out loud, I’m not up to anything. Why does every-

one always assume I’m up to something? Believe it or not, my entire life isn’t spent in devising malign schemes of impenetrable complexity.”

“True. From time to time you sleep.”

“Shut up, Pol. And you’re going to help me. Father says so.”

He raised his hands as though in silent prayer. “I give up,” he said. “This family is impossible. Just don’t blame me if it all ends in disaster.”

“Pol,” I said, “don’t be silly. What could possibly go wrong?”
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LORD ARCHIAS WAS shocked. “You’re joking.”

“No.”

He tried to back away, but he was up against the cell wall already. “It’s impossible. You can’t do that.”

“To the gods—”

He shook his head. “Not that,” he said. “It’s specifically excluded, everyone knows that. To the gods all things are possible, but they can’t raise the dead. It’s—it’s fundamental.”

I sighed. “You poor dear,” I said. “You obviously don’t know the first thing about what we can and can’t do. We’re the gods, we can do anything.”

“Including—?”

I nodded. “We choose not to,” I said, “most of the time. But we have the discretion. Besides,” I added, “we’re not going to. You are.”

He gave me a look of pure distilled revulsion. “I can’t.”

“With a little help,” I said. “Or maybe you don’t want to. Maybe you aren’t sincerely remorseful after all. In which case—”

“That’s not the point.”

I grinned. The words had come out all in a rush. He was afraid. I’d beaten him. “If you sincerely regret killing Lysippus the musician, you must want him to be alive again.”

“I do.”

“Fine. Then prove it. Go to the Kingdom of the Dead and bring him back.”

Directly behind his head was that wonderful view of the city and the mountains. I looked past them, across the Middle Sea, through the dense forests of the Mesoge, over the White Desert to the Holy Mountain, and met Father’s eye. I hope you know what you’re doing, I lip-read.

“There’s no such place,” he said. “There is no Kingdom of the Dead, it’s a human myth.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Is it really.”

“Yes. Logically, it must be.”

“Do explain.”

He looked up at me angrily. “The dead don’t come back,” he said. “Therefore, all and any accounts of the Kingdom of the Dead circulating among mortals can’t be based on eyewitness testimony. But the traditional accounts are full of lurid and picaresque detail. They must therefore be lies. Therefore there is no Kingdom of the Dead. Logic.”

“Mphm. It exists. I’ve been there. It’s run by my aunt. She’s not the nicest person ever, but compared to the rest of my relatives she’s not too bad. And you can take your logic and shove it.”

He breathed out slowly. “This is ridiculous,” he said.

He was getting on my nerves. “Do you have to make a fuss about every damn thing?”

He raised his hands in surrender. “There is a Kingdom of the Dead,” he said, “because you say so. If I don’t go there, I die and suffer eternal torment. The way I see it, I’ve got as much choice as a nail.” He looked up at me. “Well?”

“I think you’ve got the gist of it.”

He nodded. “That’s mortals for you,” he said. “We can be trained to perform simple tasks.”
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I ADMIRED HIM for that remark, though probably I read too much into it. But consider the relationship between gods and men as roughly analogous to that between the man and his dog. The virtues the man ordains for his dog—unquestioning obedience, biting intruders, peeing outdoors, fetching sticks—aren’t the qualities that you look for in a good human; they’re dog virtues. The dog feels moral outrage because it brings back the stick, and then the man throws it away again; idiotic, irrational behaviour. But the man throws the stick to exercise the dog and keep it healthy; and the dog, of course, will never be able to understand all that, because it’s just a dog. The dog shouldn’t presume to pass judgement on the purpose or the merit of the simple tasks it’s trained to perform. From down there, they pass all understanding. From up here; well, it’s just a dog. It’s not like it’s a person.
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"FIRST," I SAID, “we’ll have to clear up this mess you’ve got yourself into.”

I made it sound easy. Actually, it wasn’t as straightforward as all that. To put Lord Archias back in the fortunate circumstances he enjoyed before he committed the murder I could reverse time, but then I’d have to edit and redact three months of history, every connection, every consequence: I can do that, but it’s awkward, fiddly work, involving co-operation with other members of my family. I chose a simpler approach.

The cell door blew open and crashed against the wall. A jailer ran up, sword drawn. “It’s all right,” I told him, and smiled. He backed away, looking foolish, and apologised. I led Archias down the long spiral staircase, with guards and warders skipping out of our way as we went. The porter on the main gate was delighted to shoot back the bolts and let us through. We walked briskly up Horsefair to the Council Chamber, where the sentries let us pass without a murmur. As luck would have it the Council was in session. We walked in; I cleared my throat. They all stopped talking. I explained that although Lord Archias was guilty as charged of the murder of Count Lysippus, it’d be nice if they pardoned him and restored all his properties, titles and privileges, effective immediately. They were only too happy to agree; carried unanimously.
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“YOU CAN BUY me lunch,” I said. “As a thank-you.”

I chose a wine-shop I like in the Arches. They do the most delicious sea bass.

“Why use raw power,” I explained, “when you can get the job done so much more easily with charm? Like pigs. You can drag the pig into the cart with a rope round its neck, because you’re stronger. Or you can put a few cabbage-stalks on the tailgate, and he’ll happily go in of his own accord.”

He looked at me over his wine-glass. “But you could drag him,” he said. “You just choose not to.”

“For convenience,” I said. “To the gods all things are possible, but some things are easier than others. Did I mention, I’m the Goddess of Charm?”

“Really.”

“Among other things. It’s significant that charm has two meanings. It really is a kind of magic.”

Archias nodded. “A man sits in the market square,” he said. “He’s got a sign up, Magic Performed Here. Someone stops and asks him, what kind of magic? Well, says the magician, pay me two gold coins, I’ll use a magic talisman to make a perfect stranger do exactly what I tell him to. So the magician leads his customer into a baker’s shop, and he hands the shopkeeper a penny and says, Give me a loaf of bread.” He shrugged. “That kind of magic.”

“Yes.”

“Ah. Are we going to charm the Queen of the Dead into letting Lysippus go?”

“You can try.”

“I don’t do charm.”

Not strictly true, though I suspect he didn’t realise that was what he was doing. “You’ll think of something, I’m sure,” I said. “A resourceful man like you.”

He sighed. “All right,” he said. “If the Kingdom of the Dead is an actual place, where is it?”

“Beyond the Portals of the Sunset,” I said, “on the far edge of the Great White Desert, at the place where the River of Lost Souls passes under the Bridge of Forgetfulness.” He gave me a blank look. “I’ll draw you a map.”

“Which country is it in? Can we ride there, or do we need a ship? Are we at war with the people whose land we have to cross? Can I drink the water? Do I have to get a visa?”

I told him where we were going. Forgive me if I leave out the specifics; classified. “At this time of year? I’ll freeze.”

“Actually, the White Desert is the hottest place on Earth.”

He’d gone pale. “This is going to be a logistical nightmare,” he said. “We’ll need wagons, mules, drivers, porters, a large armed escort—”

I shook my head. “You can’t take anyone else with you,” I said. “Not other mortals, anyway.”

“Why the hell not?”

“They’re not the ones who need to redeem themselves. Only you.”

“For pity’s sake, woman.” He realised what he’d said and glanced at me. I shrugged. “For pity’s sake,” he repeated. “In order to cross mountains, forests and deserts I’m going to need food and water, far more than I can carry. And a tent, and climbing gear, and an axe for firewood, and money, and weapons. Or are you going to magic all that out of thin air whenever I need it?”

“In your dreams,” I said. “This is a penance, not a holiday.”

“Why do I get the feeling you haven’t thought this through? I’ll need changes of clothing, spare boots, rope, accurate and detailed maps, a portable stove and cooking gear. Don’t just shake your head like that, I’m human. I need things.”

“No,” I said. “You just think you do. All you actually need is for me to forgive you your terrible sin, because if I don’t you’re going to die. Everything else is just would-be-nice.”
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SOME PEOPLE JUST won’t listen. The rest of the day was incredibly dull. We had to go to see his bankers, so he could draw out money. Then we had a dreary trudge round the city while he tried on about ninety pairs of boots, ditto travelling cloaks, hats, thornproof leggings, ultra-lightweight oilskin trousers, whatever. The only points of interest for me were the gadgets he insisted on looking at: folding knives with six different blades and a spoon, collapsible tents that doubled as stoves and dog-sleighs, hats with button-down compartments for fish-hooks, flints and tinder. The ingenuity of it all; the idea that mortals can to some degree compensate for their lack of strength and endurance by the judicious use of things. Buy this hat or that four-in-one shovel/water-flask/boar-spear/walking-stick and you can hike your way up the pyramid of hierarchies until you’re practically a god. Poor darlings. If only it were possible.

He kept it to the bare minimum (so he said) but by nightfall he was struggling along under a hundred and twenty pounds dead weight, and with every step he took he clanked like a dozen buckets. “Satisfied?” I asked him.

“No.”

“You should be. You’ve redistributed a considerable amount of wealth and provided for the families of hard-working artisans. And when you get sick of lugging all that junk around and dump it by the roadside, I expect the poor villagers who find it will be able to sell it for good money.”

He stopped, and leaned against a wall. “Clarify something for me, please.”

“Sure.”

“If I die while trying to carry out this idiotic quest, will I escape eternal damnation?”

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know. For crying out loud—”

“I hadn’t considered the point,” I said. “I mean, it’s hard for me to understand. I was sort of assuming that of course you’d make it there, because for me it’s a two-minute stroll. But you mortals are so frail, you drop dead from the silliest things.”

He was breathing hard through his nose. “Consider it now.”

“Don’t rush me,” I said. “There are arguments on both sides. How dare you try and bounce me into making up my mind?”

He groaned, and shifted the weight of his Feather-Lite combination rucksack/tent/parasol/coracle. “When you decide,” he said, “please tell me. I’d like to know if I’ve got the option of just giving up and dying.”

“Sissy,” I said.
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THERE ARE SEVERAL different ways for members of my family to take on human form. We can weave a cloud of illusion—mortals look at us and see what we want them to—or we can create and inhabit an actual physical body. I tend to favour the latter. I’ve always loved dressing up, ever since I was a little girl, and besides, if you want to understand a man, I always say, you need to walk a mile on his feet. I take pains to equip myself with bodies that are fit, strong and healthy as well as radiantly beautiful. The body I’d selected for this job was about as close to functional perfection as human flesh and blood can get. Height-to-weight ratio, metabolic rate and lung capacity were optimal, the muscles and tendons perfectly tuned and supple, and I’d fuelled it with the full recommended daily intake of vitamins, proteins and carbohydrates. But next day, after nine hours or so of walking—

“Keep up, can’t you?”

“I’ve got a stone in my shoe,” I lied.

“You’re dawdling.”

“I’ve got shorter legs than you.”

“So make them longer.”

I’d toyed with the idea, but I was pretty sure he’d notice. So, when he was looking the other way, I dispensed with the flesh and blood, resumed my usual form and clothed it in an illusion of what I’d been looking like all day. Much better. I could float along beside him comfortably without getting splints in my shins. “You’ve changed,” he said suspiciously. “There’s something different about you.”

“I’ve done my hair. How much further is it?”

“Not long now.”

“Let me see the map.”

Boring. A waste of time. They have so little time, yet they don’t seem concerned about frittering it away on repetitive activities such as walking. If I had to move at their pace I’d die of frustration.

“You’ve got the map upside down,” he said.

“Makes no difference. I can read non-relativistically.” He pulled a sad face. “I don’t need a fixed viewpoint,” I explained.

“But you do need a map.”

“I’m trying to enter into the spirit of things.”

“Admit it,” he said. “You’re tired.”

Well, it was very perceptive of him. “Yes,” I said. “My mortal body can’t keep up with me.”

“Fine.” He took off his cloak and spread it on the grass. “Have a rest.”

“No, thank you.”

“Have a rest,” he repeated. “Look, we’ll cover far more ground if we rest for half an hour and then proceed for three hours at three miles an hour than if we drag on at two and a bit for three and a half hours. Simple mathematics.”

I sat down. It felt wonderful. “You’re not tired,” I said.

“No. I’m used to walking.”

I thought for a moment. “You could’ve insisted we carry on, thereby causing me pain and humiliation. But you didn’t. Why?”

He shrugged. “It wouldn’t have been a nice thing to do.”

“But politically, in the power-struggle between us, you’d have scored points. You’d have allowed me to make a fool of myself, thereby securing a slight edge.”

He gave me a curious look. “I don’t think in those terms. Do you?”

“Always.”

He gathered some dry sticks, lit a fire, boiled some water and made jasmine tea. My feet were killing me—my real ones. As I said, I’d got rid of the flesh-and-blood ones earlier; but the ache somehow lingered, just as humans claim they feel pain in long-since-amputated limbs. I pulled off the illusion of boots and wriggled my toes till the feeling started to come back.

He was looking at me. “What?” I said.

“Nothing.”

He was lying. “What?” I repeated.

“When you’re ready,” he said, “we’d better get going. We’ve still got a long way to go.”

I shrugged, and suffused my entire being with strength and vigour. “Fine,” I said. “I was just giving you a chance to rest.”

Up in the sky, my uncle Actis was about four-fifths through the daily grind. I hoped he hadn’t seen me, but when I looked closely, he winked and waved. Clown.

“You shouldn’t do that.”

“What?”

“Stare straight into the sun. You’ll hurt your eyes.”

“Sweet of you to be concerned,” I said.

The collar of the illusion of a coat was chafing the back of my neck—yes, all my imagination, but a chafing sensation is none the less uncomfortable when it’s all in your head—so I peeled it off. He screamed, and dropped to his knees.

“Oh,” I said. “Sorry.” I created the illusion of a long-sleeved blouse.

“You stupid bloody woman,” he was shrieking. “I’m blind. I can’t see.”

“Careless of me,” I said, restoring his sight. “It’s all right. No harm done.”

He opened his eyes, rubbed them and groaned. “You just don’t get it, do you? You’re like a giant in a playground. You never look where you’re putting your feet.”

“I said I’m sorry.”

He was massaging his forehead. “Headache?”

“Yes. No, don’t do anything,” he snapped, “just leave me alone, all right?”

“Now you’re being childish.”

“This is hopeless,” he said. He struggled to his feet, then sat down on the ground. “No offence,” he said, “but how would it be if we split up and I met you at wherever this place is we’re going?”

“Don’t be stupid. You’ll never get there on your own.”

“I can try.”

“You’ll die,” I told him. “And if you die before you’ve fulfilled your penance, you’ll suffer eternal torment. Probably,” I added. “At any rate, it’s not worth the risk.”

He sighed. “I don’t think I can stand any more of this.”

“What?”

“Being with you.”
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STICKS AND STONES can’t break my bones, but words sure can hurt me.

Words, in fact, are the only things that can hurt us, in our family. It hit me like—well, like the ground, I suppose; except that when one of us gets hurled from the ramparts of heaven, it’s the ground that takes the heavy damage. I was so shocked I couldn’t bear to stay there any more. With a thought, I soared back through the clouds, to where I always go when I’m upset; which is silly, because that’s where nearly everything that upsets me happens.

“Hello,” I called out. “I’m home.”

Mother was in the Lesser Great Hall. I perceive it as a bleak, freezing cold hexagonal chamber at the far end of the house, with the back wall forming a huge picture window looking out on the Eastern Sea. She looked at me. “What are you doing here?” she said. “Aren’t you supposed to be doing something?”

She was weaving. It’s supposed to be the destinies of men, but I think it’s just something she does to pass the time. Could be both, of course. “I needed a break.”

“Really.”

“That mortal just insulted me.”

“Poor baby.”

“He said he couldn’t stand being with me.”

She clicked her tongue. “Well,” she said.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

A silence can be more eloquent than a million words. “What?” I demanded.

“That’s mortals for you,” she said. “No tact.”

Coming from her, it was one of the most outrageous statements ever made. “Tact,” I repeated. “You agree with him, don’t you?”

“Of course not. Don’t be silly.”

“You do. You think I’m unpleasant to be with.”

“Sweetheart.” She wasn’t looking at me. “You’re my daughter and I love you. I want you to know that.”

Terrible things happen when we get angry. Not to us, naturally. “But?”

She took just a little bit too long over choosing her words. “I’ve had plenty of time to get used to you,” she said.
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TIME. THE T word, in our house.

A mortal stands on the same hilltop every night and looks at the sky. To him, it appears that the stars are moving. All wrong, of course. The stars don’t move; it’s the Earth. (Sorry, didn’t you know that? Oops. Forget I spoke.)

It’s the same with us and Time. We don’t change. Things move past us, but we’re fixed. I think I may have been young once, for twenty years, the blink of an eye; it was over so quick I didn’t notice and certainly can’t remember. I shall never be older than I am now, except in a dressing-up body. Of course I can look like anybody or anything I want, to anyone else; I can’t see myself, for obvious reasons, except in a mirror or a glass darkly, and I never bother.  Everybody and everything else blossoms and flourishes like leaves on a tree, and withers and perishes, but naught changeth me; so what would be the point?

Pol once said something interesting. If you don’t travel, you don’t arrive.

So, yes; my mother and my father, my brothers, sisters, uncles and aunts have all had plenty of time to get used to me. And even now, they can’t stand me for more than five minutes. Am I really that bad?
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“NO,” MY MOTHER said.

There were tears in my eyes. “You’re just saying that.”

“You’re really not that bad,” she said, “compared to the rest of us. No worse.”

“No better?”

She snapped her fingers and the Loom of Destiny vanished. “This is all because you’ve been spending time with mortals,” she said. “It doesn’t do anyone any good. Look at Pol. All those dreadful mortal females. It makes him sulky and sarcastic.”

“No better than any of the others?”

She shrugged. “What’s so special about being better?” she said. “It’s not like they give prizes for it.”

I looked at her for quite some time. Then I said; “Thank you. That’s all I needed to know.”

“Is it? Did I say something clever?”

I nodded. “Purely by accident. I think I’ll go now.”

I could feel her relax. “It’s not that I don’t like having you home,” she said. “It’s just—”

“Yes.”

She smiled at me. “I’m glad we understand each other.”
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“YOU'RE BACK," HE said.

The T thing again. Three weeks had passed, in his timescale, since I stormed off in my huff. Since then he’d traversed four hundred miles of impossibly difficult terrain—towering mountain passes, impenetrable jungles, rivers in spate, fever-haunted marshes. Along the way he’d acquired two mules, laden with supplies and equipment. I vanished them irritably. He looked at the space where they’d been, and sighed.

“Against the rules,” I said.

“No. The rule was, no porters or other humans.”

“The rule changed.”

“Ah.”

He looked round to see what he’d got left. I glared at him, but he didn’t notice. “You’ve got on fine without me, by the look of it.”

That got his attention. “It’s been hell,” he growled at me. “I nearly died three times. I got swept away crossing a river, I lost my footing climbing a sheer cliff and ended up trapped in a crevasse, and I trod in quicksand.”

“You’re looking well on it.”

“A caravan of No Vei heard me screaming, and they pulled me out. They fed me and gave me new clothes, since I’d lost absolutely everything. When I told them what I was trying to do, they told me I must be mad and gave me two mules laden with supplies.” He paused. “I assume you’re going to tell me that was all you, watching over me.”

I’d been about to. “I knew you could look after yourself,” I said. “For the easy stages of the journey.”

Another sigh. “Did you have to take everything?”

“You won’t need things now I’m back,” I said. “You’ll have me instead.”
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HE'D LET HIS hair grow long. It suited him.

He’d lost all the maps in the quicksand, of course, so I had to tell him the way. I have to concede, I didn’t exactly cover myself in glory in my capacity as navigator. Things look different from the air—gradients, for example, and depths of rivers and thickness of ice, and you don’t tend to notice whether or not there are bridges, or if the green bits are grassland or swamp. “You could fly us over that,” he said, as we stood staring up at a vertical cliff-face I’d somehow overlooked. “Go on. It’d be easy as pie.”

“Get thee behind me,” I told him. “You have to do this, or it won’t count.”

“I’m an accomplished rock-climber,” he said. “You’re the one who keeps getting into difficulties.”

True. But that’s what the rope is for. I’d told him, go on, cut it, let me fall, but he insisted on hauling me up. I broke a fingernail.

“I’m a quick learner,” I said. “We won’t have any trouble this time.”

“I hope not. Have you any idea how heavy you are?”

“Don’t be idiotic. I’m insubstantial. I weigh practically nothing.”

He looked at me and pulled a particularly irritating grin. “If you say so,” he said. “Look, why don’t you fly, and I’ll meet you at the top?”
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ACTUALLY, A VERY good question. I was, after all, accompanying him—which I could do in relative comfort, using my god-given faculties. Where this notion of sharing every aspect of the human experience had crept in, I wasn’t sure. It wasn’t in the original plan, but now it seemed to be of the essence of the enterprise. Ah well. What fun is a game if you can’t change the rules as you go along?

We started to climb the cliff. He was right; he really was very good at it. We weren’t roped together this time, because of course he’d lost the rope, and his spiky things you bash into the rock, and all the rest of the gear. I cheated just a little bit by reducing my body weight to that of a small feather.

About two-thirds of the way up, he grabbed hold of a ledge above his head and put his weight on it, and it crumbled and gave way. He scrabbled madly with his feet, but the soles of his boots slipped off the smooth surface of the cliff, and there wasn’t another handhold in reach. He screamed, and fell.

What happened next is a bit of a blur; the next thing I remember clearly is touching down with both feet on the goat-cropped grass on the top of the cliff, and gently putting him down, as though he was made of glass.

He’d closed his eyes. He opened them and looked at me. The palms of his hands had been cut to ribbons, and there was a three-inch gash down his left cheek. I don’t think he was aware of them, so I healed them before he noticed.

“Thank you,” he said.

“See? Didn’t I tell you? You do need me after all.”

His eyes narrowed. “It was you,” he said.

“I saved you, yes.”

“You made the rock crumble under my hand. So you could rescue me.”

I was so stunned I forgot to be angry. “No,” I said, “I didn’t. It was an accident. The rock was loose.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“Really, it’s true.”

He got painfully to his feet. “Isn’t there something in scripture about a providence in the fall of a sparrow? I don’t think accidents happen when you’re around.”

“It was an accident, for crying out loud.”

He shook his head. “Nice try. Presumably the crevasse and the quicksand were you as well. Proving to me I couldn’t manage on my own.”

“I wasn’t there.”

“You’re everywhere, it says so in the Good Book.”

“It’s not true.”

“Ah. So scripture tells lies, just like you. I’m not in the least surprised.”

“I hate you,” I said.

“You know, I’d sort of gathered that. Ever since I prayed to you in the Temple and you wouldn’t forgive me.”

“Drop dead.”

He went white as a sheet, until he was certain he was still alive. “Figure of speech,” I said. “I can do them, you know.” I gave him my sincere look. “Really and truly, I didn’t crumble the rock. It was an accident.”

He had that wary look, like a dog that’s been kicked and doesn’t trust humans any more. He backed away a couple of steps, keeping his eyes on me all the time. “What?” I said. “What’s the matter now?”

“You could’ve killed me.”

“Don’t be silly. I told you, it was just a figure of speech.”

“But it needn’t have been.”

He’d lost me. “What?”

“You could’ve meant it. You could have ordered me to drop dead, and I’d have died.”

I shrugged. “To the gods all things are possible, yes, big deal. What about it?”

“What would’ve happened then?”

I couldn’t see what he was getting at. “You’d have been dead.”

“Yes. And what would’ve happened to you?”

“Me?”

“Answer the question.”

I turned away. “We need to get going,” I said. “It’s three miles due west, then we follow a sheep-track down into the valley. There’s fresh water.”

“Answer the question.”

I still had my back to him. “All right,” I said. “I’d have been sorry. And sad. But since I never had the slightest intention—”

“Nothing.”

“You what?”

“Nothing would’ve happened to you,” he said. “Nothing at all. You kill a man, you take a life, you shrug and move on. It could just be a whim, or a flash of pique. You lose your temper for less than a second, and that’s that. No consequences.”

“Not necessarily,” I said. “That’s getting into the whole business of predestination. I mean, if you were destined to do something important, like found a city or start a war, and you die before your time, then obviously there’s consequences.”

“No consequences,” he said, “to you. Personally.”

I had to turn round. “No,” I said. “I suppose not.”

He nodded slowly. “And then there’s me,” he said. “For twenty years, ever since we were children, Lysippus was the proverbial thorn in my flesh. He was bigger and older than me, he made me eat worms. His estate was next to mine; he was always breaking down fences, cutting my timber, leaving gates open. In politics, whichever side I was on, he was on the other side. He cheated me in business deals. He seduced my wife.”

“I thought he was supposed to be your best friend.”

“He was.” He turned his head away. “He did it— Oh, I don’t know. Mostly I think it was just teasing, counting coup. He liked to get me really angry, and then laugh at me. I think he really loved me, in his own way, like a brother. You know, like cats that scratch you? She only does it because she likes you?”

It sounded just a bit too much like my own family for comfort. “Humans,” I said.

“Yes, maybe. We’re not perfect. Me, I stuck it for twenty years, because he was my friend. I forgave him, over and over and over again. Then, when I came home and found him and Rhodope in our bed, I knew I couldn’t stand it any longer.” He shrugged. “And the moment he was dead, I was sorry. I knew I’d done the wrong thing.”

“A bit late for that.”

“Absolutely. I couldn’t agree more. But I knew what I had to do, to put it right. I went to Temple and prayed for forgiveness. To which I am entitled. And which I didn’t get.”

“I explained about that,” I said.

He didn’t seem to have heard me. “And after that it was all consequences. All my land and property taken away, a jail cell, the noose, eternal damnation.” He shook his head. “I could’ve accepted that,” he said. “It was only fair. It was right and proper. And then you show up.”

“Just as well for you that—”

“Be quiet. You showed up. With a snap of the fingers, you undo it all. I’m free, I’m pardoned, I get all my stuff back. In the eyes of the law, I didn’t do anything bad at all. But that’s wrong. You shouldn’t be able to do that.”

“All right. I won’t bother.”

He ignored me. “Instead,” he said, “I get let off if I play a game for you. Entertainment. Something to help you pass the weary hours of eternity. And you can go around stopping hearts, sending plagues, burning down cities, anything you want, and there are no consequences whatsoever. Why? Why is it like that?”

I gave him the frostiest look I could manage. “I’m sure you’re going to tell me.”

“Because you’re stronger. For the same reason Lysippus could make me eat worms when we were kids. Because he could hold me down with one hand and stuff worms in my mouth with the other, and no matter how hard I struggled, all my strength put together couldn’t match his, and the more I fought, the more he laughed. Because he was stronger; no other reason.”

I’m really rather proud of how well I kept my temper. “All right,” I said. “Yes. Call it stronger if you like. The truth is, we’re a higher form of life than you are, and therefore we’re entitled. Our superiority gives us the right. Like you’ve got the right to kill pigs and chickens.”

For some reason that made him smile. “Higher and superior,” he said. “You honestly believe that.”

“Of course.”

“Mphm.” He beamed at me. “Superior,” he repeated.

“Yes. Like you’re superior to your serfs and tenants, which means they have to work all day in the blazing sun while you loaf about. And what do you think would happen to you if you killed one of them? Let’s just suppose that, for argument’s sake. Suppose one of your servants was standing where you are now, and just for the hell of it you pushed him off the cliff. Well?”

He was quiet for a long time, and I was sure I’d beaten him. Then he said; “Until I met you, I’d have known what the consequences would be. I’d have known that I’d be punished for my crime with eternal damnation, because the gods are just and good, because that’s what they’re for. Now, though—”

He grinned at me, and I’m afraid something snapped. I have a temper, I admit it. I yelled something at him and suddenly there was this ferocious gust of wind—like I said earlier, bad things happen when we get angry—and it caught him up and swept him backwards over the edge of the cliff.
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OH, I CAUGHT him, needless to say. I was there so fast, I’d have had time to comb my hair and do my nails. I cradled him in my strong arms, like a mother with her baby, and floated back up to the top.

“Don’t say anything,” I told him. “Don’t say a word.”
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THE NEXT MAJOR obstacle was crossing the Great North Sea.

We stood on a shingle beach. The tide was coming in fast, frothy and the wave-crests white as milk. I’d conjured up a ship well in advance. It was riding at anchor fifty yards offshore, in a little cove.

“If it’s all the same to you,” I said, “I’ll fly. Meet you on the other side.”

He looked at me sideways. “I have no idea how you work these things.”

“It’s easy. Hoist the sail, then steer with the rudder. To make it stop, there’s a big stone with a rope tied to it.”

“You’re going to fly.”

“I get seasick.”

Stupid lie, but it was all I could come up with in the heat—make that the freezing cold panic—of the moment. I have no issues whatsoever with the sea, of course. It’s just water, with a pinch of salt.

“I could take the long way round,” he said. “Follow the coast, dry land all the way. It adds three weeks to the trip, but there’d be no fooling around with boats.”

“Don’t be such a baby,” I told him. “Tens of thousands of mortals, your inferiors in birth, breeding and intelligence, make their livings sailing ships on the sea. If they can do it, so can you.”

“But you’re flying.”

I smiled at him. “Do you want to spend a night and two days cooped up in something that size with me?”

He thought about it, not for very long. “For the record,” he said, “I think this is a terrible idea.”

I watched him set sail, arranged a favourable wind, then turned myself into a seagull. I spread my wings and flew as high as I could. I was, of course, kidding myself. I hadn’t gone far when a black speck swooped down at me right out of the sun. Before I had a chance to get out of the way, it grew into a huge grey-black cormorant; it crashed into me, closed its claws round my neck and plunged me down under the water. By the time I’d resumed my true shape, we were at the bottom of the sea, just outside the entrance to the Northern Palace.

“Hello, Uncle,” I said.

The cormorant changed instantly into my uncle Thaumastus. “I told you,” he said. “Stay away from me.”

“I was thirty thousand feet up,” I protested.

“Thirty thousand feet over the sea. Therefore, on my turf. Where I told you never to come, ever again.”

He wasn’t a cormorant any more, but he was still gripping my neck. All gods are infinitely strong, but some gods are infinitely stronger than others. “Let go,” I said. “You’re hurting me.”

He scowled at me. “That’s you all over,” he said. “You never will do as you’re damn well told.”

“I’m sorry.” The words came out as a squeak. “I was blown off course.”

“Like hell you were.” He narrowed his eyes and peered at me, as though I were truly atrocious handwriting. “No, I know you, you’re up to something.”

“That’s so unfair.”

“You’re always up to something. You’re devious. I wouldn’t believe you if you told me my name.”

“That’s a very hurtful thing to say, Uncle.”

He looked up, his fish-eye vision taking in the underside of every ship on the North Sea. “Which one is it?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“You wouldn’t dare come on my turf if you weren’t protecting some mortal. So, I’ll ask you again. Which one?”

“You’re completely wrong. I was blown off course. It’s the truth.”

“Fine,” he said. “I’ll sink them all, then.”

Damn, I thought. “You please yourself,” I said. “Since none of them mean anything to me, why should I care?”

He grinned. “That proves it,” he said. “If you weren’t up to something, you’d be giving me a hatful of sanctimonious spiel about not killing mortals. I think it’s the thing I dislike most about you, that awful self-righteous pomposity.”

Overhead, I could hear the winds howling and the waves roaring. Damn and blast. “Is that it?” I said. “Can I go now?”

He glared at me. Yes, he’s much stronger than me, but there’s still nothing at all he can do to harm me. He could lock me up in his dungeons, but I’d make a real mess of the structural integrity of his palace when I broke out. “Piss off,” he said. “And don’t ever come back.”

He let go; I transformed into a little silver fish, shot up through the water, broke the surface and changed into a goose. Geese are fast, with good eyesight. It was blowing a gale up there. Waves as tall as mountains towered, crashed and pounded all about me. I quickly calculated Lord Archias’ likely course, making corrections in speed and bearing for the wind and waves; in a fraction of a second I’d got him pinpointed. I soared down and sure enough, bobbing about in the foam I saw the shattered timbers of a wrecked ship. For a moment I thought I might have come too late; but then a hand broke the surface, scrabbled for a grip on a length of shattered mainmast. I launched into a dive, turned myself into a giant osprey, gripped the hand in both talons and made a beeline for the shore.
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“YOU KNEW," HE said.

“Rubbish.”

It had taken me a while to get all the water out of his lungs. When he spoke, his voice was low, quiet and rasping. “You knew something like that was going to happen. That’s why you flew.”

“I didn’t know,” I yelled. “It was just a precaution.”

He blinked his bloodshot eyes. “Ah.”

“My uncle the Sea King and I don’t get on,” I said. “If he’d seen me on a boat with you, he might have—well, played rough games. So, for your sake, to make sure you wouldn’t be interfered with, I decided to make my own way.”

“I sank.”

“Coincidence.”

“A storm came up out of a clear blue sky.”

“It happens,” I said. “It’s something to do with cold fronts from the mountains colliding with water vapour rising from the seasonally warm Gulf Stream. Read a book about it, it’s all in Saloninus’ Geography.”

“You made me sail in a boat,” he said, “knowing your uncle would sink me on sight.”

“I keep telling you, I didn’t know. There was a risk, but definitely not a certainty.”

He sighed. “It’s true,” he said, “what people say. Your whole life does flash in front of your eyes. I never believed it, but it’s true.”

“Oh come on,” I said. “You were never in any real danger. You knew I’d save you.”

“I was breathing in water.” He stopped. I recognised the abrupt silence. It means it’s no good arguing with her, she doesn’t listen. I found that insulting. “So,” he said. “What’s the quarrel about?”

“What quarrel?”

“You and your uncle the Sea King. What did you do to him?”

“Nothing.”

“Oh really. He sinks your favourites’ ships on sight because of nothing.”

“He’s an idiot,” I snapped. “And ridiculously oversensitive. And he bears grudges over the least little thing.”

“Such as?”

“None of your business. Family stuff. Private.”

He shrugged. “Suit yourself. It’s not like I’m interested or anything.”

“He’s impossible.” It just came flooding out. Well, who have I got to talk to about anything, in the normal run of things? “He’s got absolutely no sense of proportion.”

“That,” Lord Archias said gravely, “I can believe.”

“It was years ago,” I said, “and it all came to nothing anyway, and we weren’t going to do anything nasty to him, and Zenonis would’ve made a much better Sea King. And it’s a complete lie saying I was the ringleader, I barely knew a thing about it, most of the time I wasn’t even there. It’s so unfair.”

He was gazing at me. “You conspired to overthrow the Sea King,” he said. “And you can’t understand why he’s upset.”

“Oh be quiet,” I said. “You don’t know anything about anything.”
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MORTALS ARE USELESS at most things, but they write good literature. I don’t go much on the shorter stuff, because most of it’s, well, a bit too mortal-specific for my taste, all about the human condition, and therefore not particularly interesting. But I like some of the plays. There’s one about a great human hero—name’s on the tip of my tongue—who offends one of the gods and is driven mad. In his madness, he kills his wife and his baby children. When he comes round out of it, his best friend tries to make him feel better. It wasn’t your fault, says the friend, the gods made you do it. Don’t you dare say such a thing, the hero replies. I believe in the gods, they’re noble and good. They represent everything that is holy and perfect in the Universe, and I won’t hear a word against them. All the stories the poets tell about how they sleep with their sisters and bind each other in chains are just blasphemous nonsense.

Well; quite right about the sleeping-with-sisters. I’m terribly fond of Pol, but I wouldn’t touch him with a ten-foot pole, not in that way. The binding each other in chains, however, is rather more factually accurate. Adamant is the only material that seems to work, incidentally; iron’s useless, naturally; over the years we’ve fooled around with beryllium, titanium, monomolecular polymers and various different carbon fibres, but no joy so far. Adamant, however, appears to get the job done, or at least it has so far.

Please don’t think we make a habit of it, or do it lightly. Father had to tie up Grandpa when he took over, because Grandpa’s got a filthy temper and it’s just conceivably possible that he knows how to end the Universe. And we had to chain up the Giants, because of their persistent and incorrigible antisocial behaviour; and anyway, they’re not real gods, just a bunch of invulnerable immortals with supernatural powers. My aunt Epicasta brought it on herself, and all she has to do is say she’s sorry and she can come out again; it’s just silly pride and spite that’s kept her down there all these years. Like I say, it’s a very rare occurrence.

And yes, on balance I think it was probably a mistake to try and overthrow Uncle Thaumastus. It’s perfectly true that he can be a complete beast at times—well, as witness his unreasonable behaviour in this case. But I have my suspicions that the motivation behind that particular conspiracy had less to do with Uncle bringing the Godhead into disrepute and more to do with Aunt Zenonis wanting his job. Why, I can’t begin to imagine. I wouldn’t do it if you paid me.

It goes without saying, it doesn’t mean anything. Take Grandpa. I readily concede, he’s flat on his face, with chains on his wrists and ankles and Mount Gargettus on the small of his back, so he can’t move about much or read or anything, but he’s not injured in any way. At some point in the future, it’s more or less inevitable he’ll get loose again, and then there’ll be hell to pay, believe me. The Giants are cooped up in the Pit, but they’re perfectly healthy, just bored out of their walnut-sized minds; same goes for Aunt Epicasta. There’s nothing permanent about any of it. For the gods, nothing is permanent, except existence. It goes without saying, no god has ever killed another. We couldn’t, even if we wanted to. Therefore, anything we do to each other can never amount to more than a temporary nuisance. This is probably just as well.

So, I was quite right. Lord Archias couldn’t possibly understand the nature of divine feuding. Incapable of understanding, he certainly shouldn’t have presumed to pass judgement.

You can see why I was upset.
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WE WENT THE long way round.

It’s pretty boring traipsing all the way round the coast, but at least Lord Archias could catch fish to eat. I helped him a bit there; he must’ve realised, because after a while he stopped baiting the hook, but he didn’t say anything. Mostly I sent him sturgeon, and the ones he didn’t want he sold to passing locals, thereby making enough money to buy new shoes and clothes, flour and dried fruit, a hat, boring stuff that mortals are always concerned about. I just trudged along trying to occupy my mind. We didn’t talk much. To be honest, I was pretty well fed up with the whole stupid enterprise. For two pins I’d have forgiven him or left him to do what he liked, only I didn’t want the others sniggering at me. It’s a standing joke in our family, I never finish anything I’ve started; it’s not fair and I’m sick of it. So I stayed; plod, plod, plod across the horrible wet sand.

Then one day I happened to look out to sea and I saw twelve ships. I thought nothing of it—ships, yawn—but Archias noticed them and got terribly excited.

“You know who they are,” he said. “They’re the Hus.”

I squinted into the sun. He was quite right. “So?”

“They’re pirates.”

“So?”

He stared at them, shading his eyes with the flat of his hand. “They must be heading for that village we passed this morning,” he said.

“Quite possibly. It’s all right, they won’t see us.”

“And there’s a temple, and a monastery. I bet that’s what they’re after.”

“I wouldn’t be at all surprised. Come on, the tide’s about to turn. I really don’t want to get my feet wet.”

“Don’t you get it?” He looked at me angrily. “We’ve got to warn the village. The Hus are ruthless barbarians. They’ll kill the men and sell the women and children into slavery.”

I shrugged. “It’s what they do. We haven’t got time to interfere. Look, I wasn’t going to tell you this, but the day after tomorrow it’s going to slash down with rain over the Crabhook Pass. Therefore we need to be over the pass by tomorrow evening, or you’re going to get soaked to the skin, catch a cold which turns into a fever, and be very ill. You don’t want that, do you?”

He acted like he hadn’t heard me. “The temple,” he said, “happens to be one of yours. These savages are going to burn it to the ground, slaughter your nuns and piss on your smashed-up statue. Don’t you care?”

I took a deep breath. Time for some straight talking. “No.”

He couldn’t have been more surprised if I’ve drenched him with ice-cold water. “What did you just—?”

“No,” I said. “I don’t care. I don’t because I can’t.”

He sat down on the sand, as though his legs couldn’t carry his weight any more. “I don’t get it,” he said.

I sat down next to him. “Listen,” I said. “What can you hear?”

He frowned, concentrating like mad. “The lapping of the waves. Birdsong.”

“Lucky you. I can hear prayers. Millions of them, all the damn time. For example: I can hear the nuns in the monastery chapel praying to me to protect them from the Hus—they know about them already, they’ve got a lookout. I can also hear the prayers of the Hus in their ships, invoking me in my aspect as Thurinn, goddess of plunder and the joy of battle. Lady Thurinn, they’re praying, send us success and great riches, so that we can feed our starving children over the winter. Lady Thurinn, help us, for there is none other that fighteth for us, but only thou.” I paused. “You see the problem.”

He looked at me.

“The Hus aren’t joking,” I said. “For centuries they were peaceful shepherds, grazing their sheep and goats on the hillsides of their native fjords. But the sheep and the goats cropped the grass too close, the winds blew all the topsoil away, and now they go hungry. In desperation, about fifty years ago, they took to their ships and sailed into the terrifying realm of my uncle Thaumastus, in the wild hope of finding something out there to keep their families alive. After weeks of being hurled around by storms in open boats they made landfall on the north coast of your stupid Empire. They were stunned at what they found. Here were people who had so much, when they had nothing at all. They prayed to me, naturally, and I suppose I must’ve given them the impression it was all right to take a few sheep and some rather crude and gaudy religious artefacts—they were my artefacts, and I didn’t begrudge them. Ever since, not unreasonably, they’ve come back every year. Put yourself in my place. If they prayed to you, would you have the heart to refuse?”

He thought for a while. “In your shoes?”

“Yes.”

“I’d have warned them about letting goats overcrop.”

Smartarse. “Yes, well, I didn’t. My aunt Agape covers agriculture. Faced with the fait accompli, what would you do? If you were in my shoes?”

“Miraculously cover their hillsides with topsoil and then warn them about the goats. To the gods, all things are possible, right? Only, I guess, some possible things are more time and trouble than others, so they don’t get done.”

I particularly dislike mortals with an answer to everything. “It’s infinitely more complicated than that,” I said. “If I interfered in something to do with agriculture, first I’d really piss off my aunt Agape, who isn’t nearly as sweetly reasonable as me; second, I’d probably screw up some big, extensive long-term strategy and ruin the ecology of half a continent.” I gave him a moment to think about that, then went on; “To the gods all things are possible,” I said, “but there’s stuff we can do that we don’t because it would make things worse, not better. Counterproductive, I think is the word I’m groping for.”

“I see,” he said. “In other words, you’re very powerful but hopelessly badly organised.”
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EVENTUALLY WE REACHED the point we would’ve been at if my stupid uncle hadn’t been so bloody-minded and Archias had crossed the sea by boat. I don’t think Archias and I had said two words to each other for the past six days. He made a slight detour to a village, to sell sun-dried sturgeon and buy flour and stuff. I waited for him at the crossroads. He hadn’t been gone long when a golden eagle swooped down out of the sky and perched on the finger-post.

I was mildly surprised. My uncle Gyges is usually a kestrel.

“What?” I said.

“You’re in so much trouble.”

I sighed. “Now what am I supposed to have done?”

“More what you haven’t,” Uncle said. “You do know what date it is?”

“Not a clue.”

He clicked his tongue. Eagles can’t do that, but luckily nobody was watching. “Wilfully blind, more like.”

“Fine. What’s the stupid date?”

“Yesterday was the last day of the Greater Athanasia.”

“But that’s not till—” I froze. “What month is this?”

“Goosefeather.”

Nuts. I’d lost track of time, plodding through the wilderness. The Greater Athanasia, held on the last three days of  Deer Rut, is a huge and extremely important festival in my honour, held at the Great Theatre in Lyconessus. Every year I have to manifest myself as a thirty-foot pillar of fire on the last day. If I don’t, apparently, there will be famine and plague, or the world will come to an end, or something like that. Anyway, an awful lot of mortals will get frightfully upset, probably start doomsday movements and religious wars, burn heretics, make a dreadful fuss generally. I’d never ever missed it, not once, ever.

“What happened?” I said. “Were there riots?”

Uncle shook his head. “No, everything went off just fine. One of the best festivals in years, they said.”

“But I wasn’t there.”

“Ah.” He pecked under his wing, then went on, “The priests have contingency plans laid on, just in case. Obviously they know you quite well. They’ve got twenty thousand gallons of rock oil in a giant cistern at the back of the Theatre, and a very ingenious syphon arrangement, works by hydraulic pressure or something like that. When it was clear you weren’t going to show, they cranked it up, set light to it and hey presto, divine renewal for another year.”

I was relieved, naturally, but also somewhat—oh, I don’t know. Disappointed? Offended in some way? I couldn’t say.

“Well then,” I said. “No harm done.”

“You’re still in big trouble. He wants to see you, now. Quick sharp. If you won’t come, I’m to drag you by your hair.”

He was perfectly capable of doing that. “Can’t. I’m busy.”

My uncle Gyges doesn’t like me very much. “I was hoping you were going to say that.”

“Yes, but I really am genuinely busy. Dad knows all about it. He approves.”

I said the last two words in the shape of a dormouse, around which the talons of a golden eagle suddenly closed inexorably. “At least let me leave a note for the human,” I squeaked, but I don’t suppose he heard me over the rushing of the wind.
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DAD WAS SEATED on the Throne of the Sun; always a bad sign. From there, he can look out over every corner of the world, and beyond, to the stars. It gives him a sense of perspective, he says; it reminds him that he really is the epicentre of the universe, master of all he surveys, the single most important entity in existence. I perceive it as a big gold chair, tastelessly overdecorated with prancing lions and anatomically impossible cherubim.

“You’ve done it this time,” he said.

“Come off it,” I said. “I missed a festival. The priests covered for me. It’s all right.”

He shook his head slowly, his beard touching one shoulder, then the other. “Afraid not,” he said. “Really and truly, Pumpkin, you’ve gone and made a terrible mess of things.”

He explained. The festival was not, as I and ninety-nine per cent of the humans attending it believed, a bit of a spectacle and a chance to let off steam. It genuinely was an act of renewal—of the fertility of the earth, the balance of the forces of nature, the Covenant between gods and mortals. Yes, the priests had faked it for me, so nobody but them knew that disaster was just around the corner; war, famine, pestilence, death. But within seventy-two hours there’d be earthquakes and a tidal wave. A week after that, a disease would start wiping out livestock. Bitter rain would fall, poisoning the rivers and killing the growing crops. The temperature would rise by at least three degrees, and so would sea level. All these disasters would cause panic among the mortals, who’d start blaming each other, giving credence to weird and savage religious cults; there’d be war, leading to floods of refugees crowding into the cities of the plain; more war, more famine, more pestilence and more death. All my fault. All because I couldn’t be bothered to show up.

“But that’s stupid,” I said. “And why the hell did nobody tell me?”

“You didn’t know?”

“Of course not, or else I’d have made damn sure I was there.”

He frowned. “How could you not know?”

“Maybe because nobody saw fit to tell me?”

“Well, we assumed—” He closed his eyes, and sighed. “Wonderful. What is it about this family? Why doesn’t anybody talk to anybody else?”

He didn’t need me to tell him that. “So,” I said. “What are you going to do about it?”

“Me?” He looked genuinely surprised. “Nothing.”

“You’re just going to sit there and let thousands of humans die.”

And I didn’t need to ask. I knew the answer. It would be yes. Yes, because there wasn’t really anything he could do. Theoretically, of course; theoretically, he could restrain the winds, order Thaumastus to hold back the sea, press down the earth’s crust with his foot to stop the fissures opening, reach out his hand and pluck the plague birds out of the sky and lock them in an adamantine cage, blow a mighty breath to scatter the poison clouds—he could do all that, because to the king of the gods all things are possible. But he didn’t have to, because nobody and nothing can make him do anything, and it wasn’t his fault. And, when it comes right down to it, why should he? After all, they’re only mortals. Plenty more, in a couple of dozen generations’ time, where they came from.

“Please?” I said.
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I KNEW IT wouldn’t be that easy.

To do him justice, he saw to all the urgent business first, the holding back and the ordering and the stamping and the plucking and the puffing. Only when he’d finished with all that and was sure everything was going to be all right did he turn to me and pull a very sad face.

“Sorry, Pumpkin,” he said.

“Dad—”

“This is going to hurt me,” he said, “a lot more than it hurts you.”

I got as far as “In that case—” Then he grabbed me by the ankle, swung me round his head three times and hurled me from the ramparts of heaven.
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IT TAKES THREE days to fall. I spent them reflecting on various aspects of ethical theory.

First, I reflected (my ankle hurt where he’d squashed it in his great paw; my ankle is divine substance, therefore in theory impervious to feeling, but it didn’t seem to make any difference. Presumably he wanted it to hurt, so it did), let’s start with the Givens. The prime Given is that Might is Right. Right is, by definition, the will of the strongest, just as among humans the law is by definition the king’s will. Pretty uncontroversial stuff. Nobody in their right mind’s going to argue with that.

Except, I found myself doing so; mostly to pass the time, because three days with nothing to do except fall is boring. Is what the strongest wants necessarily Right? Well, of course it is.

To understand that, consider the meaning of the word Right. Doesn’t take long to figure out that it doesn’t actually mean anything. It’s not like black or left or serrated or strawberry-flavoured; it has no objective meaning. ‘Right’ is just a shorthand way of saying ‘what we think is right’. Because the strongest must always prevail, therefore, their notion of what they think is right must also always prevail. Glad we’d got that settled.

And the alternative simply doesn’t bear thinking about. The alternative would require the existence of some absolute ideal of Right, supervening and more powerful than the strength of the strongest. Right would confront the strong over some contentious issue, and the strong would back down, tails between legs. Bullshit. Pure fantasy.

No, go back to the true definition of right: what we think is right. The key words are ‘what we think’. Which is why I’d prevailed over my father, by using the magic word ‘Please’. Short for, if it please you. If it pleases you to do what I ask, regardless of the fact that you don’t have to and nobody can make you. Also implied: if it pleases you to do this thing and thereby win my gratitude and good opinion; because, for someone like you who can have any material thing he wants just by snapping his fingers, the only thing left that you might want and not be able to get just by commanding, is the gratitude and good opinion of others. Their love.

Objection, I objected. To the gods, all things are possible, and the strongest prevails even over the strong. If he were to command me to love him, I’d have no choice. But of course he’d know. He’d know I didn’t really love him, it was just magic.

That, of course, is why he’d thrown me off the ramparts of heaven (this is going to hurt me more than it hurts you); and why I really didn’t want to be thrown. Physical injury was out of the question. The true horror of the ultimate divine sanction isn’t mere bodily discomfort. It’s having all the others snigger at you behind their hands for the rest of eternity, the perpetual loss of face, which never goes away and never heals. Shame is the word I’m looking for here. Honour on the one hand, shame on the other. Right is what brings you honour, wrong is what brings you shame. Which is why we bother with mortals—all right, their good opinion isn’t worth a lot, they’re only mortals, but when you’re poor, dirt-poor as the gods when it comes to things of real value (meaning things you want and can’t have for the asking), even the good opinion of mortals counts for something. Like the love of a dog. It’s only a dog, but it still counts for something.

The amusing thing is that mortals don’t understand this. They believe in monolithic, abstract, objective Right and Wrong. Asked to define these terms, sooner or later they’re forced to admit that Right is that which pleases the gods, Wrong is what pisses them off. Even the few mortals who don’t believe in us think that way, except that in their case, right is defined as that which we were taught is pleasing to the gods, back when we believed in them—the ancient pie-in-the-sky confidence trick, whereby the stronger are kidded into subjugating themselves to the weaker, in consideration of goodies, trinkets and shiny beads once they’re dead. Lord, what fools these mortals be.

So, I thought; why am I doing this? To gain the good opinion of one lousy mortal. What makes him special? He’s met me, he’s seen me in my true form, he’s been granted the ultimate transcendental vision of the Deity, and he doesn’t like me. This makes him special; make that unique (blessed are those who have seen and yet have not believed). Therefore, I am doing this to win the good opinion of one mortal, because it’s precious to me; because I can’t have it.

And then the ground jumped out at me and hit me.
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IN YEARS TO come they’d call it the Great Asteroid Crater. I climbed out of it, dusted myself off and looked round to see where I was.

Believe it or not, even though I’ve been living on and around Earth for millennia beyond counting, there are still some places I’ve never been. This was one of them. It took me a moment to get my bearings, until I saw the unmistakable profile of the Sugarloaf Mountain far away on the western horizon. That put me about dead centre of the Sparkling Desert, on parts of which rain has never fallen, and where you can fry an egg on a rock. I was about to sprout wings and get the hell out of there when I happened to look down at my feet, and saw a nugget of gold the size of my thumb.

Oh dear, I thought.

It wasn’t the only one. My impact crater had revealed a phenomenally rich seam of gold-bearing quartz; one which, in the normal course of events, would have stayed safely hidden for more or less ever. Now, though—it was only a matter of time before some wretched mortal stumbled across it; another matter of time, probably weeks, before the dreary, lethal desert all around me was covered with shacks, shanties and the headstones of fools. I quickly conjured a freak rainstorm, which turned the crater into a lake, but I knew I was kidding myself. In a few days’ time the murderous heat of my uncle Actis would evaporate the water, leaving the deadly lure once more exposed. Unintended consequences, I thought. Hundreds, probably thousands of dead miners; billions of guldens’ worth of unsupported specie, fuelling inflation, destabilising economies, collapsing markets and ruining lives. Not my fault; I had no control over where I’d landed. Just one of those things.

Or, if you happen to be a true believer; if a god falls to Earth, naturally you’d expect to find something rich and rare at ground zero. Everything the gods do, every trace they leave is wonderful and perfect; pure gold. It’s the greed and folly of men that causes all the trouble.
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THIS RELATIVITY-TIME-DISCREPANCY THING thing is a total bitch. As far as I was concerned, I’d only been away long enough to fly to heaven and fall back down from it; twenty minutes plus three days. In Lord Archias’ timescale, however—

“I’m here to see the prisoner,” I said.

The warder looked at me. “What, 5677341 Archias?”

I’d taken the precaution of dressing up as a drop-dead-gorgeous honey blonde, a type that seems to appeal to prison guards everywhere. “Yes, if that’s all right.”

“Why?”

“I’m his wife,” I said sweetly.

Stunned silence, of a level of profundity I can’t remember having experienced since the world was very, very young. “You’re kidding. You, married to him?”

I nodded. “I’ve come to pay his fines and his debts and get him released.”

The guard rolled his eyes. “This way,” he said.

Archias was sitting on the floor—no comfy stone benches in provincial jails—staring down at his feet. He looked up when the door opened. His face creased as though with pain.

“Oh for God’s sake,” he said.

“Hello.”

Mute anguish filled his eyes. “I thought,” he said, “I honestly thought, after all this time, I’d finally got rid of you.”

“Three days?”

He glowered at me. “You what? It’s been six months. Six happy, happy—”

“How long have you been in here?”

“Five months.”

“How long are you in for?”

“Twenty years. But I didn’t mind. Really, I didn’t mind one bit.”

“What did you do?”

“Huh? Oh, I stole a loaf of bread, because I was penniless and starving. But so what, no big deal. I was free of you, that was all that mattered.”

Twenty years in solitary for stealing a loaf. That’s what right-and-wrong leads to. “Well,” I said, “it’s all right, I’ll have you out of here in no time and then we can carry on with the quest. So that’s all right.”

Oh, the infinite weariness as he rose to his feet. “Don’t be silly,” I said. “You can’t want to stay in here.”

“Can’t I?”

“Don’t be such an ungrateful pig.”

I left him and went to pay his fine—twenty years, for stealing a loaf, or a forty-kreuzer fine; justice. I found the governor. Paying was embarrassing, because the smallest coin I had on me was a one-gulden, and nobody had any change. They had to send a runner to the wine-shop. No, really, I protested, keep the change. The governor looked at me darkly; we aren’t allowed to do that. Then spend it on the welfare of the prisoners. He didn’t even bother to reply to that.
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I GAVE HIM the sixty kreuzers; he bought new clothes and shoes, provisions, maps, a sword, lots and lots of rope. “Thank you,” he said, rather grudgingly.

“You’re welcome.”

“I’ll pay you back, naturally, if we ever get back home.”

I laughed. “Forget it,” I said.

“No. I pay my debts. It’s a point of honour.”

I smiled at his choice of words. “I wouldn’t bother,” I said. “It’s not like it was even real money. I just conjured a one-gulden piece out of thin air.”

He froze. “You paid my fine with counterfeit money.”

“Well, I suppose, technically—”

“You stupid—” He gazed at me. “You do realise, the penalty for passing false coin in these parts is death?”

“Don’t make such a fuss,” I said. “Anyway, they’ll never be able to tell the difference.”

He wasn’t listening. He was looking back over his shoulder. Out of the city gate rode a squad of troopers in shiny armour. They kicked up a big cloud of dust, and they were heading straight at us. He looked at me.

“Run,” he said.
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WE SPENT THE next three nights cowering in ditches. “We can’t explain,” he told me, “or talk our way out of it. Passing false coin is what they call an offence of strict liability. If they can prove you were in possession of a counterfeit coin, you swing. That’s it.”

“Really?” I was shocked. “That’s not justice.”

He shrugged. “It’s the law. And you can see their point. Counterfeit money wrecks economies.”

“But we didn’t do anything wrong. Well, you didn’t.”

“Doesn’t matter. Makes no odds. Strict liability.”

“And you approve of that?”

He shrugged. “I believe in the rule of law,” he said.

Presumably he also believed that the gods don’t bind each other in chains. Humans, eh?
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THE JURISDICTION OF the loathsome little settlement where we’d committed our dreadful crime ended on the edge of the White Desert. Once we’d set foot on the sand, we were safe.

He looked out over the endless dunes. “How far—?”

“A hundred and seventy-two miles.”

When he’d gone shopping, he’d bought four quart water-canteens, guaranteed leak and evaporation proof. Unfortunately, what with all the running away we’d been doing, we’d neglected to fill them with water. “Don’t worry about it,” I said. “You’ve got me with you, remember?”

He solemnly unslung the canteens from around his neck and threw them away, one by one. “Of course,” he said. “Silly me.”

“Last stage of the journey,” I said encouragingly. “We’ll be there before you know it.”

A change came over Lord Archias when we were in the White Desert. He stopped whining and complaining about every last little thing. In particular, he stopped being so very difficult about accepting help. When he was thirsty, he let me materialise silver jugs of iced water, which he gulped down and thanked me for. Encouraged by this, when we stopped for the evening I conjured up a nice comfy tent, with silk cushions and a dinner table loaded down with his favourite dishes. It gets very cold in the desert at night, so I cast a warming aura round the tent, and he didn’t bat an eyelid. Of course, I couldn’t resist asking him why the change in attitude.

“I’ve given up,” he replied, and helped himself to more cold roast lamb.

“Given up,” I said. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

He swallowed his mouthful and washed it down with iced jasmine tea. “It means,” he said, “that suddenly you are my shepherd, wherefore shall I lack nothing. You make me lie down in green pastures. Why, I can no longer be bothered to speculate. Any minute now I expect you’ll change your mind or simply forget all about me and go swanning off again, and then I’ll die of heatstroke. So, why not enjoy what’s going while I can?”

I was shocked. “What sort of an attitude is that?”

“I think it’s called pragmatism,” he said with his mouth full. “If you mean, why have I stopped fighting for what I believe in and sold out to a corrupt and decadent theocratic regime—” He did a huge shrug. “We’re in a desert,” he said, “with no camels and no water. So I’ve got two choices, sell out or die. I’ve always taken the view that staying alive is a useful prevarication, keeping all options open. And you can’t drink pride.”

“You’re just full of it,” I said.

“Pride?”

“No.”

The journey across the desert was actually rather nice, if you like warm sunshine. Once we got past the dunes it was all very flat, so none of that wretched walking uphill (I was back in a physical body, to catch some rays). I never could see the point of gradients. If I had to be a mortal for any length of time, down with up would be my battle-cry. Lord Archias was mercifully quiet, practicing his newly-minted philosophy of unquestioning acceptance. I must confess I spoiled him rather, plenty of nice food and cold drinks and soft cushions to sleep on. He actually put on a bit of weight—he’d got terribly skinny while I was away—and by the time we reached the Something-or-Other oasis which marked the halfway mark, he was in pretty good condition, bright eyes and glossy hair. A bit dispirited, maybe, but that was better than having him yapping all the time.

I had to spoil it by opening my big mouth. “I’m really glad,” I said, as we sat under the shade of a tree at the edge of the oasis, “that you’ve finally realised that I’ve got your best interests at heart.”

“Mphm.”

I offered him a box of dried figs, dusted with icing sugar. He took one. “I have, you know,” I said. “I want you to succeed on this mission, and get your life back, and be happy. And I want you to have gained by the experience, to have learned something from it.”

“Oh, I’ve done that all right.”

“Good.”

He yawned and helped himself to another fig. “Years ago,” he said, “I remember talking to a merchant who’d come to sell my father something or other, and he told me that he’d once been to a faraway land and met someone who told him stories from his religion.”

“In the faraway land?”

“That’s right, yes. Apparently they’ve never heard of you over there.”

I frowned. “Really?”

“It’s a very, very long way away, this merchant told me. He said that out there, they only really believe in the Skyfather, or the Invincible Sun, I forget which. Anyhow, just the one god. Your father, presumably.”

“Ignorance is a terrible thing.”

“It must be, yes. Anyway, there was one story I really liked. In the story, the Skyfather or the Invincible Sun or whatever he’s called holds a party in heaven for all his angels and thrones and cherubim, and one of the guests is the angel in charge of temptation.”

I yawned. “I don’t think I’ve heard this one. Go on.”

“Anyway, the tempter gets talking with Skyfather, and he asks him; do the mortals love and respect you, like they should? Of course, Skyfather says. Fine, says the tempter, so long as you pamper them and give them treats. But suppose you stopped doing that. Suppose you started smiting them instead. I bet you they’d stop loving and respecting you like a shot. I don’t think so, Skyfather said. Really, said the tempter, in that sniffy sort of a way. Really, said Skyfather, and I’ll prove it to you. So he chose his most devoted and faithful worshipper, a man he’d showered with presents and made very rich and contented; and all in one day he took away all his wealth, stripped him of his honours and titles and left him penniless. See, Skyfather said to the tempter, he still believes in me, he still loves and respects me. All right, said the tempter, now let’s see how he’ll react if you really make him suffer. So Skyfather robbed him of his wife and his best friend, and had him thrown into a stinking dungeon. And the man—the merchant did tell me his name but I’ve forgotten—the man started moaning and complaining, my god, my god, why hast thou forsaken me? What did I ever do wrong? Why are you doing this to me? And when Skyfather couldn’t stand his whining any longer, he appeared to him and said, where were you when I laid the foundations of the earth? What do you know about anything? You have no idea why I do what I do, so quit griping and adore me. Which the man did; whereupon Skyfather let him out of jail and gave him his money and his titles back, and the official version is that he lived happily ever after. And he never did find out that Skyfather had done all these horrible, cruel things to him because the tempter had made a complete fool out of Skyfather and twisted him round his little finger.” He paused, then added, “At least, I think that’s how the story went. I may have got some of the details wrong.”

I frowned. “It couldn’t have been my father,” I said. “He’s way too sharp to be taken in like that.”

“Ah. That’s all right, then.”

“It just goes to show,” I said. “If people will insist on worshipping weak, gullible gods, they get what they deserve. You’re far better off with our lot. We haven’t got a tempter.”

“Really.”

“Don’t need one,” I said proudly.
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IN THE PRISON cell, before we started the journey, I’d promised to draw Archias a map. I always keep my word.

“This,” I said, pointing, “is the Portals of the Sunset, and here’s the River of Lost Souls and the Bridge of Forgetfulness. And my aunt’s place is right here.”

He looked up at me. “You’re leaving me?”

“Just for a bit. I have some things I need to see to. But it’s perfectly all right, I’ve left a trail of water-jugs and hampers of food that’ll lead you right there. Just carry straight on, you can’t miss it.”

“All right.”

“Now,” I said, “there’s some stuff you’ll need: a lamb, and a sharp knife, and a bowl, and two gold coins. I’ve arranged for someone to meet you at the bridge and give them to you.”

“Thank you.”

“Now then, look after yourself while I’m gone. Be careful.”

“I don’t need to look after myself,” he said. “I’ve got you.”

Just occasionally, mortals can be so sweet. “That’s right, you have.”

“I’ve decided that from now on I’m going to trust my elders and betters,” he said. “It was thinking about that merchant that made my mind up for me—you remember, the one who’d been to the faraway land? He had another story.” He smiled. “Sorry, I don’t want to hold you up. I’ll tell you when you get back.”

“I’ve got plenty of time,” I said. “Tell me the story.”

“Oh, all right then.” He folded the map I’d drawn him and tucked it neatly into the lining of his hat, where it’d be safe. “The merchant told me that in another faraway land, a different one, there lived a great and mighty people. As they grew and prospered, they needed more land for houses and farms. Now in the west of their country there was plenty of good land, but a few savages lived there, sleeping in felt tents and hunting for food with stone arrowheads. So the great and mighty people went out to build houses and stake out farms in the west, and the savages tried to stop them, shooting at them with their flint arrows. The great and mighty people could have killed all the savages very easily, but instead they said to them, Give us your land, and in return we’ll let you have a very small part of it to live in, and we’ll give you food to eat and strong liquor to drink, and in time you can learn to be just like us. So that’s what the savages did, and there they still are, what’s left of them, to this day. They trusted the goodness and compassion of the strong, and it all came out right for them in the end.”

“There you are, then,” I said.
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I HADN'T BEEN entirely honest with Lord Archias. I didn’t slip away because I had business of my own to see to. Instead, I turned into a falcon and flew over the desert to my aunt Feralia’s house.

I suppose Feralia is my favourite aunt, which in real terms means the one who dislikes me least. I think that has a lot to do with the fact that we almost never see each other. But she knows that I’d be prepared to go and see her, if it wasn’t for the fact that she lives in the perpetual darkness and unbearable cold of the Kingdom of the Dead.

Her house has no windows and no doors. The only way in or out is through the walls, thirteen feet thick, solid rock. If you can’t walk through walls, you have no business arriving or leaving there. Inside (as I perceive it) there’s just the one unthinkably vast big room, where Auntie sits on her black throne, with the souls of the dead cowering at her feet. She just sits there, doesn’t even knit or read a book. Wouldn’t suit me. I get bored very easily.

She looked up and saw me. “I’m very busy,” she said. “Can’t you come back later?”

Just kidding, of course. “Hello,” I said. “I’ve got a favour to ask.”

“What?” She scowled at me. “If he’s thrown you out and you’re looking for somewhere to stay, you can forget it. I haven’t got the space.”

Down at floor level, the spirits of the dead sniggered and chittered. “No,” I said, “it’s not that. I’d like to borrow something.”

“What?”

I looked around until I found the ghost of the musician Lysippus. I pointed. “That.”

There was a long silence. “What do you mean, borrow?”

“Well, you know. Take it away with me, for a bit. I’ll bring it back when I’ve finished with it, I promise.”

“Don’t be stupid,” she said. “You know that isn’t possible.”

“To the gods—”

“Oh, don’t give me all that rubbish. You know your father would skin me alive.”

I gave her my winning smile. “Suppose I brought a mortal here,” I said, “and he challenged you to a game of, oh I don’t know, chess or something, and if he wins you let me borrow Lysippus, and if you win, the mortal stays here for ever. That’d be all right, surely.”

“No.”

I pouted. “It’s only borrowing,” I said, “I’m not asking you to give me anything. It’d be like parole. You’d have him back again in no time. You wouldn’t even notice he’d been gone.”

“I’d notice.”

I came a little closer and lowered my voice. “Dad wouldn’t have to know about it.”

“Your father has already given permission for this idiotic stunt, as you well know. It doesn’t make the slightest bit of difference. The dead do not return.”

“How would it be,” I said, “if I borrowed Lysippus and I gave you Lord Archias, to keep, for your very own? A life for a life. That way, the equilibrium of life and death would be preserved.”

“What equilibrium? You’re talking nonsense. I’m not running a business here, I don’t need to balance the books. Now go away, you’re unsettling the stock.”

She had a point. The spirits of the dead were getting restless, quivering and shivering and yapping. I knew why, of course. I was still in a physical form, and my body heat had raised the temperature by some infinitesimally tiny fraction of a degree, and now they were all too hot. And she couldn’t open a window, because there weren’t any.

“Please,” I said.

But she shook her head. “Doesn’t work on me,” she said. Then she grinned. “I wouldn’t have thought it possible, but you’re even more stupid than you look. You made a ridiculous bargain with your father about getting Lysippus back from the dead, and you’ve come all this way, and you haven’t actually got a plan. Well, have you? You probably thought, it’s all right, I’ll think of something when I get there. And you haven’t. Have you?”

“There’s no need to be grumpy,” I said.

“To the gods all things are possible, you told yourself, of course you’d think of something. But not in this case, because there’s nothing to think of. You can’t have him. That’s final.” She sighed, then something like a smile spread over her regrettably featureless face. “You did your best,” she said. “I’m sure you’ll be able to talk your father round. You always were his favourite.”

News to me. “Really?”

“Of course, didn’t you know? Daddy’s little girl. So don’t worry, it’ll all sort itself out, you’ll see.” The smile broadened a little. “Now, since you’re here, let me get you something to eat. You must be famished after your long journey.”

I backed away. “Thanks awfully,” I said. “But—”

“Oh, go on. I insist. A nice cup of tea and maybe a few pomegranate seeds. Just a little snack to keep you going.”

I’d been wondering why she’d suddenly started being nice. “No, really,” I said. I backed away until I could feel the wall against my heel. “And besides,” I added, as I slid into the masonry, “you said yourself, you haven’t got the space.”


 

[image: sectionbreakimage]

 

SHE WAS WRONG, of course. I had thought of something before I went in. I’d thought of the subtle difference between having and borrowing. Pity it hadn’t worked.

Ah well. Plan B.
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I SAT ON a mountaintop somewhere and watched Lord Archias walking the last hundred miles. He took his time, which was sensible, drank plenty of water and always wore his hat. I could see his lips moving, which puzzled me, so I listened closely. He was actually praying as he walked—to me, mostly, but also to Dad, Pol, Uncle Actis and Aunt Cytheria—and when he wasn’t praying he was singing hymns and arias from sacred cantatas. He was completely alone, there wasn’t another human being in a hundred and twenty miles, so obviously he wasn’t doing it for show, since there was no-one to see him.

I was so engrossed in eavesdropping that I didn’t notice Pol swooping down beside me; first I knew of it was when I heard his voice, saying, “What on earth does the clown think he’s doing?”

“That’s genuine faith,” I said. “I converted him.”

“He’s up to something.”

“I’m glad you’ve turned up,” I said. “I’m going to need you after all.”

“Oh.” He didn’t sound happy. “I’ve been thinking about that.”

“Pol. Don’t you dare back out now.”

“It’s just—” There was genuine anguish in his voice. “Have I got to? There must be another way.”

“I tried it. Didn’t work.”

“Dad is going to be so angry.”

“He’s given his permission, remember?”

“I don’t think you were entirely straight with him. Maybe he doesn’t quite realise what you’ve got in mind.”

I didn’t comment on that. “It’ll be fine,” I told him. “I promise.”

“Only—” He paused, took a deep breath. “You do realise they’re all laughing at you.”

Well, I can’t say I was surprised. Thrown down from the ramparts of heaven; the ultimate degradation. The odd thing was, I didn’t really feel it. True, I hadn’t yet confronted a gathering of my family en masse. Still; I’d expected to be engulfed in a deluge of shame and self-depreciation, and I hadn’t been. Somehow, without consciously debating the issue with myself, I’d arrived at the conclusion that if the episode reflected badly on anyone, it was on Dad, for over-reacting. And not even that. Just a bloody stupid system, that was all. Any cosmos that falls to bits if a goddess doesn’t show up on time at a particular place is clearly shoddily engineered and unfit for purpose. Not my fault; so why should I feel bad about it?

“Let them,” I heard myself say.

I think Pol was slightly stunned by that. “No big deal?”

“No big deal. It’d be different if I valued their opinion of me, but since I don’t, who gives a shit?”

Somewhere in the distance, thunder rumbled. “You’re going to get all sorts of stick,” Pol said with a shudder.  “They’re already making up nicknames for you.”

“Good for them. I’m not bothered.”

“You can’t really mean that.”

“No, I’m serious,” I said, suddenly realising that I was. “I got thrown off the ramparts, so what? It’s the worst punishment; it’s also the only punishment. So, sooner or later, it’s going to happen to all of us. And when we’ve all taken the long drop, it’s not going to matter any more. We won’t snigger at each other, because we’ll have been there too.” I paused. “You know what that means?”

Pol thought for a moment. “Anarchy? Chaos?”

“Freedom,” I said. “We’ll be free.”

Pol sniffed. “Same thing.”

“Maybe. But just think. Dad won’t be able to boss us around any more. We can do exactly as we like. To the gods, all things really will be possible. Well? Doesn’t that thought excite you?”

“With my god of wisdom hat on? No, not really.”

“Don’t be so miserable. Free, Pol. No constraints whatsoever. That’s—”

“Inaccurate,” he said. “Actually, if you’re right, and I sincerely hope you aren’t, I anticipate seeing a lot more restraints around the place in future. Adamantine ones, probably. Not to mention a lot of mountains getting moved around, and a whole lot less freedom. Be careful what you wish for, Sis.”

“Killjoy.”

“Yes.”

I shook my head, as though he was something annoying caught in my hair. “Be that as it may,”  I said. “You’ve got a job to do and I expect you to do it. All right?”

He sighed. “Fine,” he said. “I’ll be there.”

“Promise?”

“Word of honour.”
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HOW TIME FLIES. I’d forgotten about that. I raced back to the White Desert, to find Lord Archias at the foot of the bridge. He’d built himself a little hut out of thorn bushes, with a corral out back for a small herd of goats. He’d also grown a beard. There were grey streaks in it.

“You’re back, then,” he said.

“Sorry, I got held up.”

“No, that’s fine.” He was resting on the handle of a crude, wooden-bladed shovel. “I’ve just been planting the spring beans. Should be a much better crop this year, I’ve been digging in plenty of manure.”

There was something different about him. “You seem quite happy here,” I said.

He nodded. “I am,” he said. “I’ve got everything I want. Fresh water, food, shelter, a shrine to the gods. What more could any man ask?”

“A bit lonely, though.”

“And solitude, of course. The five pillars of happiness.”

I clicked my tongue. “Well, I’m here now. We’d better get on with it.”

He gave me a wistful look. “Do we have to go right now?”

“Yes. No time like the present.”

“Mphm. Sorry, it’s just that it’s been so long, it’s hard to recapture the sense of urgency, if you see what I mean.” He laid his shovel down on the ground, looked over his shoulder at the goat-pen. “All right, which way?”

“Straight on over the bridge. I’ll be right behind you. Don’t look at me like that,” I added. “I do mean right behind you. I’ve just got to get some things. I’ll catch you up.”

He sighed.
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THUS IT WAS that, not very long afterwards, we walked up the long drive of my aunt Feralia’s house. I carried a silver chalice. Lord Archias led two lambs on string halters.

“There doesn’t seem to be a door.”

“There isn’t.” I knocked on the wall three times. “Keep your mouth shut,” I told him. “Don’t say anything.”

“Mphm. Look, do you actually need me here for anything? Because if not, I can wait outside.”

“Quiet,” I told him, then grabbed him by the wrist and led him through the wall.

Nothing, it goes without saying, had changed since I was there last. Auntie didn’t appear to have moved so much as an inch on her throne. Around her feet the squeaking dead still clustered, like dogs begging at table. “Hello, Auntie, it’s me again.”

“You’re back. Why?”

“I’ve brought Lord Archias with me,” I said brightly. “If it’s all right, he’d like to have a quick word with Lysippus.”

“Would he really.”

“Yes. He wants to apologise. Don’t you?”

Archias was standing rooted to the spot, eyes bulging, mouth open. I gave him a warning tug on the wrist. “Don’t you?”

“What? Oh yes. Please,” he added, quite unprompted by me. Of course, it doesn’t carry quite so much weight coming from a mortal.

Auntie looked at him, then back at me, trying to make up her mind. There is, of course, a protocol for such situations. Why there should be one or how it came to be formulated I have no idea. Mortals can’t get into Auntie’s house, because there is no door. In spite of that, there’s a protocol.

It goes like this. If a mortal wants to ask a question of the dead, he must go to the House of the Dead (see above). Having received permission from the Queen of Death, he must then sacrifice a lamb and fill a silver chalice with its blood—that’s all to do with the ancient superstition that blood somehow encapsulates the life-force; it does no such thing, but never mind. He pours a libation of blood onto the ground; the ghost he wants to question drinks the blood and is temporarily re-animated, resuming a simulacrum of his physical body for just long enough to answer the question. There’s a bunch of other rules and regulations—no eating or drinking while you’re there, no looking back over your shoulder as you leave, stuff like that—but basically that’s it. Perfectly straightforward, if a bit archaic and pointless.

I realised I’d forgotten something. “Did you bring a knife?” I hissed in his ear.

He fumbled in his pocket and pulled out a flake of knapped flint. “Will this do?”

Not ideal; but I couldn’t very well ask for the loan of one. No metal in Auntie’s house, she’s old-fashioned. “That’s fine,” I said. “Kill the lamb and drain its blood into the chalice.”

“Have I got to?”

“Kill the bloody lamb.”

He did so, prising its head up with his crooked elbow under its chin to expose the throat. It struggled a few times, then relaxed and stretched out. The flow of blood into the cup sounded like an old man peeing.

“Permission granted.” Auntie sat up just a little and sniffed a couple of times. “Who did you say he wants to talk to?”

“Lysippus, Auntie. Lysippus son of—” I dried.

“Melias.”

“Lysippus son of Melias of the deme of Mesogaea,” I said. “Him,” I added, and pointed.

Auntie nodded stiffly. I picked the chalice up off the floor and tilted it until a single drop of blood trickled over the rim and dropped (like a goddess falling from the ramparts of heaven) onto the dusty, quite filthy floor. The black splodge it made in the dust started to smoke. The smoke wavered and thickened, and became a man. Just a shape at first; then it sort of came into focus—eyes and a nose, then particular eyes and a particular nose, in a unique configuration that made an individual, rather than merely a generic human. He opened his eyes, blinked. “Archias?”

“Hello, Lysippus.”

“Good God, man, I barely recognised you.”

“It’s been a while.”

“Has it?” Lysippus frowned, as if trying to work out some impossible problem. “Didn’t you just kill me?”

“Yes.”

The look on Lysippus’ face was that first-thing-in-the-morning, not-properly-awake stare. “You stabbed me.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“I caught you in bed with my wife.”

“What? Oh, yes, so you did.” Lysippus massaged his forehead with his fingers. “Look, I’m sorry about that.”

“Forget it. These things happen. I shouldn’t have killed you.”

“No, maybe not.” Lysippus closed his eyes, rubbed them with his thumbs, opened them again. “Still, I asked for it, didn’t I? Come to think of it, I was always—well, doing stuff to you. All your life.” He thought for a moment, then added, “I didn’t think you minded.”

“I minded.”

“Yes, well, you would, wouldn’t you? That’s only reasonable. Strange I never appreciated it at the time.” He frowned again. “I knew you hated it, actually, but deep down, I had this stupid notion, it was all just a game and it didn’t mean anything. I guess I was wrong about that.”

Archias nodded. “But I overreacted,” he said. “I shouldn’t have killed you.”

“Well.” Lysippus shrugged. “Makes no odds really, in the long run. I mean, nothing does, does it? You end up here, no matter what you do. Maybe a year or two earlier, but so what?”

I cleared my throat. “Does that mean you forgive him?”

For a moment neither of them seemed to know which one I was talking to. Then Lysippus said, “Sure, no hard feelings. Actually, it’s not bad here. Peaceful. One day is very much like another, if you see what I mean.”

He was starting to get faint. I let another drop fall to the floor. Some other ghosts tried to edge close, but I nudged them away with my foot. “It’s important,” I said, “that you forgive him. That you both forgive each other.”

“Is it?” Lysippus looked at me blankly. “I forgive him. No problem.”

“Archias?”

“What? Oh, me too.”

There was a moment of awkward silence. The ghosts had stopped whinnetting; they were all gazing fixedly at the chalice. There was a whole lambful of blood in there, they seemed to be telling me, and I’d only used two drops. Shame to let the rest go to waste.

“There now,” I said. “That wasn’t too hard, was it?”

“Have you nearly finished?” Aunt Feralia said. “Only, I hate to rush you, but I’m really very busy.”

Archias gave me a despairing look. I shrugged. “Auntie,” I said. “I know I asked before and you said no, but would you please, please lend me Lysippus son of Melias just for a few years, it’d make such a difference to me, I promise I’ll bring him back in tip-top condition, as a special favour to me and I’ll be utterly, utterly grateful and your slave for ever? Please, Auntie? Please?”

“No.”

“I think you’re being really mean.”

“I don’t care.”

“I think,” I said, “that it’s praiseworthy and honourable to do your job well and uphold the rules, but sometimes it’s even more praiseworthy and honourable to bend the rules just a bit to help out a loved one or a family member in dire need, to the point where doing your job and upholding the rules to an unreasonable extent can actually be blameworthy and dishonourable, because you’re putting your own honour above someone else’s. That’s selfish, which is dishonourable per se. It’s also a tacit admission of weakness, because it’s implying that the rules are stronger than you are, whereas a really strong person only obeys the rules when he wants to, because he agrees with them. I know that when you took this job you gave your solemn oath to see to it that the dead shall not return, but I think putting the rules and the rule of law above everything else is the sort of behaviour I’d expect from a mortal, because they’re weak and they don’t know any better. We should make it clear that to us all things are possible, including breaking our own word where necessary. I think that if you won’t let me borrow Lysippus son of Melias, people will say it’s because you’re afraid of Father and being cast down from the ramparts of heaven, which I know isn’t true because you’re not afraid of anybody and anything, are you? Well?”

“You know what? I don’t give a damn what you think.”

Complete silence; even the ghosts had stopped twittering. Then Archias said, “That was your cunning plan? Sweet reason?”

“Be quiet,” I told him. “Obviously we’re wasting our time here. Sorry, but because of a certain person’s intransigence, you can’t have your forgiveness and I’ve been made to look a fool, and this whole quest has been for nothing. Well, Auntie, it’s your choice, if there are unpleasant consequences for you then on your head be it, I refuse to bear any responsibility. Come on, Archias, we’re leaving.”

I turned round, tugging him along behind me, straight through the wall and out into the fresh air.
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“SO THAT'S IT," he said.

“Yes.”

He sat down on the last step of the bridge and buried his face in his hands. “You failed.”

“Excuse me?”

“You failed.”

I glared at him. “Can I just remind you,” I said, “this was meant to be your quest and your assignment, and I was just along to give you help and moral support? If anyone’s failed, it was you.”

He looked up at me. “Bullshit,” he said. “You’ve been in charge ever since we left the City, telling me what to do.”

“You chose to take my help and advice. Your choice. Free will.”

“Bullshit. I trusted you. Even when you weren’t there, because you’d gone swanning off and forgotten me, I prayed to you. You were in charge, you decided what we were going to do, you failed.”

I smiled at him. “Who says?”

He looked at me blankly. “What?”

“Who says I failed?”

“Don’t be stupid. We went to get Lysippus. We left without him. Therefore—”

“Whatever became,” I interrupted him, “of the second lamb?”

He opened his mouth, closed it again and looked round. “I guess I must’ve left it there. What possible difference—?”

“Hold still.”

I leant forward. From the top of his boot, I pulled something like a flat, folded piece of parchment. I unfolded it. First I unfolded the small flat square into a full-size flat human silhouette. Then I unfolded the two-dimensional shape into three dimensions. A quick flick of tepid blood from the chalice brought it to life. “Behold,” I said. “Lysippus son of Melias, in the flesh. I do not fail. Got that?”

I let go of Lysippus and he stumbled, then caught his balance and stood up. He saw Archias. “You,” he said.

“Lysippus?”

“Bastard!” Lysippus roared, and hit Archias in the mouth so hard he fell over. “You killed me!” he roared, drawing his foot back for a kick. “You were my friend, and you damn well killed me!”

I caught hold of his hair and dragged him to his knees. “Yes, well,” I said, “you’re better now, so no harm done. And Archias came all the way here, at great trouble and expense, to bring you back to life. Say thank you.”

I tightened my grip on his hair. “Thanks,” he muttered.

“Sorry, I can’t quite hear you.”

“Thank you,” he shouted. I let him go and he fell forward on his face. “Now then,” I said. “I want you two to shake hands and be friends.”

Archias spat out a tooth, then reached out his hand. Lysippus hesitated for a moment. I let my shadow fall across him. He grabbed Archias’ hand, held it for a fraction of a second, then let go as though it was burning him.

“There,” I said, “that’s better. Everybody’s friends with everybody else.” I let Lysippus back off a pace or two, then I asked him, “What’s the last thing you remember?”

“Him stabbing me, of course.”

“Mphm. Would you like to go home now?”

“Yes.” He stopped, then stared at me. “Goddess?”

“That’s right.”

He dropped to his knees and banged his forehead on the ground. “Forgive me. I meant no disrespect.”

“Of course you didn’t, that’s fine. Now, are you friends with Archias again?”

“Yes, Goddess. I love him like a brother.”

“Splendid. Now, I’m going to send you home by magic. When you get there, you’ll forget you ever saw me. You’ll forget Archias ever hurt you. You’ll live the rest of your life happily writing music and studying philosophy.”

“Yes, Goddess.”

“Off you go, then.” I snapped my fingers and he vanished.

Archias was looking at me. “Is he for real?”

“Excuse me?”

“Was that actually him? Or just one of your sock-puppets?”

I scowled at him for that. “That was the real, one and only Lysippus, son of Melias, of the deme of Mesogaea,” I said. “He was dead but now he’s alive again. I didn’t fail. And you succeeded.” I smiled. “You’ll be a hero now,” I said. “The stuff of legend. They’ll write epics about you. Your name will never die. Won’t that be nice?”

“But—”

I grinned at him. “The second lamb.”

“What?”

I sat down beside him on the step. “You remember the second lamb.”

“Yes.”

“That,” I told him, “was no lamb. That was my brother Polyneices, god among other things of shapes and illusions. While I was making my big, futile, impassioned speech and everybody was looking at me, Pol stopped being a lamb and turned back into himself, only invisible. He grabbed Lysippus’ ghost, folded it up really small and stuffed it down inside your boot. Then he turned himself into the spitting image of Lysippus’ ghost, while we made a quick getaway. Piece of cake,” I added. “The old distraction routine. It never fails.”

“Then your brother—”

“Is still in there, yes. But don’t worry, he’ll be fine, unless he eats or drinks anything, and he’s too smart to do that.”

“But the Lady of Death—won’t she be angry when she finds out?”

“Livid,” I said. “Spitting feathers. But screw her. She was mean and she wouldn’t help me when I asked her nicely, so nobody’s going to have the slightest bit of sympathy. And Pol will just walk out through the wall and go home.” I paused, expecting a torrent of praise. It didn’t come. “Well?”

“You cheated.”

“What? Well of course I cheated.”

“It was a trick,” he said bitterly. “It was a stupid trick. It was meaningless. It was stealing.”

I shook my head. “Theft is taking with intent to permanently deprive the owner,” I said. “In sixty years, she’ll get him back again. Not theft, just borrowing.”

“It’s childish.”

I realised I wasn’t angry with him, in spite of his ingratitude. “I suppose it was, rather. But we’re all a bit childish in my family. I guess childhood’s the closest you mortals get to being us, when you’re still too young to appreciate the implications of your own mortality.” I smiled at him. “It’s a shame you have to grow up, really.”

He stood up. “I’d like to go home now, please. If you’ve finished with me.”

“Of course. Close your eyes and you’ll be there in two seconds.”

“No,” he said, “I didn’t mean back to the City. I want to go home. There.”

He was pointing at his stupid little hut, with the goat-pen out back. “You aren’t serious.”

“That’s my home,” he said. “I built it with my own two hands, and it rests on the five pillars of happiness. Four pillars,” he amended. “I’m never going back. That’s all right, isn’t it?”

“Suit yourself,” I said. “Oh, and you’re forgiven.”

“Am I? That’s nice.”

“That means,” I said, slightly nettled, “that you won’t suffer eternal damnation.”

“No,” he said. “Instead I’ll end up in there, with her.” He jerked his thumb back over the bridge. “Big difference.”

“Aren’t you at least going to thank me?”

“Thank you,” he said. “Goodbye.”
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ON MY WAY home, I noticed a huge crater, just north of Perimadeia. I flew closer, and saw a small, sad-looking figure slowly climbing over the rim.

“Hello, Pol.”

“Oh. It’s you.”

“Dad was cross, then.”

“Yes. Dad was very cross.”

“Sorry about that.”

“It doesn’t matter.” He stopped and looked back over his shoulder. “Actually,” he said, “you were quite right. I don’t feel particularly bad about it. In fact, I couldn’t really give a shit.”

“Mphm. What about when all the others laugh at you and call you names?”

“Like I care. And besides, they won’t. They’ll be thinking, the old fool’s losing it, it’ll be my turn next.” He looked at me. “The twilight of the gods, sis.”

“Oh well.”

“It’s a pity, though. With honour and shame, we were just about viable. Without them—”

“No great loss.”

“True. And to be honest with you, I’m so bored I don’t much care. It’s no fun being god of wisdom when you’re a member of a race of idiots.”

“In the kingdom of the stupid, the half-witted man is king.”

He frowned. “Thank you,” he said. “I think. It’s the humans I feel sorry for. Without us, all they’ll have is Right and Wrong. They’ll get themselves in the most awful tangle.”

“Still,” I said, “there it is. Our time is up. When you gotterdammerung, you gotterdammerung.”

He gave me a pained look. “That’s truly awful,” he said.

“Yes, well. I’m the goddess of laughter, all right?”

I don’t think the pain on his face was just for the crummy joke. “Not for much longer, Sis.”
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YOU MAY RECALL that Lysippus was an atheist.

After Archias’ unexplained disappearance, Lysippus married Archias’ wife and lived a long and happy life, writing music. Among other notable achievements, he invented opera. His masterpiece, Twilight of the Idols, was a concerted attack on religion and the god delusion. It sparked off a wave of free thinking and made atheism both acceptable and fashionable. There will, of course, be a backlash and all copies of Lysippus’ works will be burnt (apart from the ones on my shelves, of course) but the true believers won’t be able to turn back the clock. Faith in the gods will gradually die out, and my family—well. I never liked them much, to be honest with you.

My fault, I suppose. Or at least, my doing.

My family always reckoned I was up to something.

They were quite right.






The Last Witness
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I remember waking up in the middle of the night. My sister was crying. She was five years old, I was eight. There was a horrible noise coming from downstairs, shouting, banging. We crept to the top of the stairs (really it was just a glorified ladder) and I peered down. I couldn’t see all that well, because the fire had died down and the lamps weren’t lit. I saw my father; he’d got his walking-stick in his hand, which was odd because why would he need it indoors? My mother was yelling at him; you’re stupid, you’re so stupid, I should have listened to my family, they said you were useless and you are. Then my father swung the stick at her. I think he meant to hit her head, but she moved and he caught her on the side of the left arm. Oddly, instead of backing away she went forward, toward him. He staggered and fell sideways, onto the little table with the spindly legs; it went crunch under his weight, and I thought, he’s broken it, he’s going to be in so much trouble. Then my sister screamed. My mother looked up at us, and I saw the knife in her hand. She yelled, “Go to bed!” She yelled at us all the time. We were always getting under her feet.
I also remember a night when I couldn’t sleep. I was about six. Mummy and Daddy were having a horrible row downstairs, and it made me cry. I cried so much I woke up my brother. Forget it, he told me, they’re always rowing, go to sleep. I couldn’t stop crying. Something bad’s going to happen, I said. I think he thought so too, and we crept to the top of the stairs and looked down, the way we used to spy on the guests-for-dinner. I saw Daddy knock Mummy to the ground with his stick, and then Uncle Sass (he wasn’t really our uncle) jumped out from behind the chimney corner and stabbed Daddy with a knife. Then Mummy saw us and yelled at us to go back to bed.

I also remember the night my husband died.
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I REMEMBER THAT job very clearly.
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I REMEMBER, WHEN I was growing up, we lived on the edge of the moor, in a little house in a valley. About five miles north, just above the heather-line, were these old ruins. I used to go there a lot when I was a boy. Mostly the grass had grown up all over them, but in places the masonry still poked out, like teeth through gums. It must have been a big city once—of course, I didn’t know about cities then—and there was this tall square pillar; it stood about ten feet and it was leaning slightly. Between the wind and the rain and the sheep itching against it, there wasn’t much left to see of the carvings; rounded outlines that were probably meant to be people doing things, and on one side, where the slight lean sheltered it a tiny bit from the weather, there were these markings that I later realised must have been writing. I can picture them in my mind to this day; and when I became rich and had some spare time I searched the Studium library, which is the finest in the world (the memory of the human race, they call it) but I never found anything remotely like that script, or any record of any city on our moors, or any race or civilisation who’d ever lived there.
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I REMEMBER THE first time I met them. When you’ve been in this business as long as I have, clients tend to merge together, but these ones stand out in my mind. There was an old man and a younger one; father and son or uncle and nephew, I never did find out. The old man was big, broad and bony, with a long face and a shiny dome of a head, nose like a hawk’s beak, very bright blue sunken eyes, big ears sticking out like handles. The young man was just like him only red-haired and much smaller; you could have fitted him comfortably inside the old man, like those trick dolls from the East. He didn’t talk much.

We heard all about you, the old man said, the stuff you can do. Is it true?

Depends what you’ve heard, I told him. Most of what people say about me is garbage.

I think he expected me to be more businesslike. Is it true, he said, that you can read people’s minds?

No, I told him, I can’t do that, nobody can, not even the Grand Masters. That would be magic, and there’s no such thing. What I can do (I said quickly, before I tried his patience too far) is get inside people’s heads and take their memories.

They both looked at me. That’s what we’d heard, the old man said, but we weren’t sure if we could believe it. And anyhow, isn’t that mind-reading?

So many of them say that. I explained. I don’t know how I do it, I told them, and neither does anyone else. None of the professors at the Studium could explain it. According to them, it’s not possible. All I know is, I can see my way into someone’s head—literally, I stare at him hard, and the wall of his skull seems to melt away, and then it seems to me that I’m standing in a library. On three sides of me there are shelves, floor to ceiling, spaced about nine inches apart; on the shelves are thousands and thousands of scrolls of parchment, like in the Old Library at Marshand. Each scroll is in a brass cylinder, with a number and the first line of the text embossed on the cap. Don’t ask me how, but I know what’s in each one. I reach out my hand—I actually have to lift my arm and reach out physically—and it seems to me that I pull down the scroll I want from the shelf and unscrew the cap; then I walk over to the window (there’s always a window) because the light’s better there, and there’s a chair. I sit down and unroll the scroll and look at it, at which point the memory becomes mine, just exactly as though it had happened to me. Then I roll up the scroll and put it under my arm; the moment I’ve done that, the whole illusion fades, I’m back where I started, and no time has passed. The memory stays in my head, but the client or the victim will have forgotten it completely and for ever; won’t even remember that he ever had that memory to begin with, if you see what I mean. Anyway, I said, that’s what I do. That’s all I can do. But I’m the only man alive who can do it, and as far as I know, nobody’s ever been able to do it before.

The old man was dead quiet for maybe five heartbeats, and his face was frozen. And you do this for money, he said.

I nodded. For a great deal of money, yes.

I could see he didn’t believe me. That’s pretty remarkable, he said, and it does sound quite a lot like magic. Is there any way—?

I can prove it? I gave him my unsettling grin. Sure, I said. I can’t prove it to you, of course, but I can prove it, to someone else who you trust. I’ll have to damage you a bit, I’m afraid. Up to you.

He actually went pale when I said that. He asked me to explain, so I did. I told him, think of a memory you share with someone else. I’ll take that memory out of your head. Then I’ll describe it, and the person you shared it with will confirm that it’s authentic. Of course, you’ll have forgotten it for ever, so please choose something you don’t particularly value.

He gave me that horrified look. You’re sure you don’t read minds, he said. I told him, I was sure. Can’t be done, I told him. Not possible.

Well, he whispered with the young man for a moment or so, and then he told me about an afternoon in early autumn, twenty years ago. A boy falls out of an apple tree and cuts his forehead. He starts crying, and the noise disturbs an old black sow asleep in the shade; the sow jumps up and trots away snorting; the boy stops crying and laughs.

I recite what he’d told me back to him, slowly and carefully. He gives me a worried grin. Will it hurt? He’s joking. I nod, tell him I’m afraid so, yes. Before he can answer, I’m inside his head.

(This is where I’m uncertain. What I see, every time I go through, is always the same. It’s very much like the Old Library at the Studium, except that the shelves are a much darker wood—oak, I think, rather than red cedar—and the window is to the left, not the right, and the ceiling is plaster mouldings, but vine and grape clusters rather than geometric patterns, and the line of the floorboards is north-south, not east-west. Maybe it’s just that my mind has taken the Old Library as a sort of template and embellished it a bit, and that’s what I’d prefer to believe. Another explanation, however, has occurred to me. What if someone else once found themselves in this place I go to, and it made such an impression on him that when he got given the job of designing the Old Library, he based his design on what he’d once seen?)

The usual. I always know which scroll to pick, which is just as well, because although there’s writing on the scroll-caps, it’s in letters I can’t read, though I do believe I’ve seen something similar before, on a worn old stone somewhere; anyhow, they’re no help at all. I grab the scroll, undo the cap, tease out the parchment with thumbnail and forefinger; over to the chair, sit down; a boy falls out of an apple tree—ah yes, I remember it as though it was yesterday. There are dark clouds in the sky and I can smell the rain that’s just about to fall. I tread on a windfall apple and it crunches under my foot. The cut on the boy’s head is on the left side, about an inch long. I feel contempt, because he’s crying. I roll up the parchment, and—

It does hurt the client, so I’m told. Not as bad as amputation or childbirth, but much worse than having a tooth pulled.

The old man had gone white, and was leaning back in his chair as though he’d been spread on it, like butter on bread. I ignored him. I turned to the young man and described the memory, slowly, in exact detail, stuff that wasn’t in the old man’s summary. His eyes opened very wide and he nodded.

You sure? I asked him. Quite sure, he said. That’s just how I remember it.

I’d left out the contempt. I have my faults, but I’m not a bad person really.

I turned to the old man. He looked blank. I don’t remember that at all, he said.
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INDEED. MEMORY IS such a slippery thing, don’t you think? You think you remember something clear as daylight, but then it turns out you’ve been wrong all along; it was autumn, not winter, the horse was brown, not white, there were two men, not three, you heard the door slam after he came out, not before. Unreliable; but my unreliable memory is good enough to get you condemned to death in a court of law, provided I sound convincing and nobody spots the inconsistencies. And, furthermore, after a while memory is all there is—once a city stood here, or hereabouts; once there was a man called such-and-such who did these glorious or deplorable things; once your people slaughtered my people and drove them out of their own country. Only forget, and who’s to say any of it ever happened? What’s forgotten might as well never have existed.

Think of that. If there are no witnesses, did it really ever happen?

You know, of course. Even after the last witness has died, you still remember what you did.

That’s why you need me.
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SO I TOLD them my terms of business. I remember the expression on the old man’s face when I got specific about money. The young man gave him an oh-for-crying-out-loud look, and he pulled himself together. You must be a rich man by now, the old man said. I just grinned.

Right then, I said, tell me what you want.

The old man hesitated. Just a minute, he said. You can take the memory out of someone’s head, fine. So, do you remember it?

Of course, I told him. I just proved that.

Yes, he said, but afterwards. Does it stick or just fade away?

I kept my face straight. It sticks, I said. I have one of those special memories, I told him. Show me a page of figures, just a quick glance; five years later, I can recite it all perfectly. I remember everything.

He didn’t like that one little bit. So I pay you to get rid of one witness, and in his place I get another one. With perfect recall. That’s not a good deal.

I scowled at him. Total confidence, I said. I never tell. I’d rather die.

Sure, he said. You say that now. But what if someone gets hold of you and tortures you? They can make anybody talk, sooner or later.

I sighed. Oddly enough, I said, you’re not the first person to think of that. Trust me, it’s not a problem. It just isn’t.

He was looking extremely unhappy, but I couldn’t be bothered with all that. Take it or leave it, I said. That’s how I do business. If you don’t like it, don’t hire me. I couldn’t care less.

The young man leant across and whispered something in his ear. He whispered back. I could tell they were within an ace of getting really angry with each other. I made a big show of yawning.

The old man straightened his back and glowered at me. We’ll trust you, he said. It’s like this.
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BELIEVE ME, I'VE heard it all, seen it all. I remember it all. Everything. If you can imagine it, I’ve got it tucked away in the back of my mind somewhere, vivid as if it was yesterday, sharp and clear as if I was standing there. Murder, rape, every kind of physical injury, every variation and subspecies of the malicious, the perverted, the degrading, the despicable; sometimes as victim, sometimes as perpetrator, surprisingly often as both. And, given the slippery nature of memory, does that mean I’ve actually suffered those things, done those things? Might as well have. Close enough, good enough. Do I wake up screaming at night? Well, no. Not since I learned how to distil poppies.

Turned out all they wanted me to fix was some trivial little fraud. There were two sets of accounts for the Temple charitable fund, and by mistake the younger man had let the auditor see the wrong ledger. No big deal. The auditor had told the old man, thirty per cent and I’ll forget I ever saw anything.

I was relieved. The way they’d been carrying on, I expected a triple murder at the very least. I remembered to look grave and professional. I can handle that for you, I told them. But—

But?

I smiled. The price just went up, I said. And then I explained: as well as a really good memory, I’m blessed with an aptitude for mental arithmetic. If they were stewards of the White Temple charitable fund and they stood to save thirty per cent of their depredations through my intervention, the very least I could charge them was double the original estimate.

The old man looked shocked. So much dishonesty and bad faith in this world, his face seemed to say. That wasn’t an estimate, he said, it was a fixed fee. You fixed it.

I grinned. It was an estimate, I said. Maybe your memory’s playing tricks on you.

We haggled. In the end, we settled on three times the original estimate. When I haggle, I haggle rough.
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THEY HADN'T ASKED how I would go about doing it. They never do.

Actually, it was a piece of cake. The auditor was a priest, and it’s easy as pie to get a few moments alone with a priest. You go to confession.

“Bless me, Father,” I said, “for I have sinned.”

A moment’s silence from the other side of the curtain. Then; “Go on,” he said.

“I have things on my conscience,” I said. “Terrible things.”

“Tell me.”

Oh boy. Where to start? “Father,” I said, “do we need to have this curtain? I don’t feel right, talking to a bit of cloth.”

I’d surprised him. “It’s not a requirement,” he said mildly. “In fact, it’s there to make it easier for you to speak freely.”

“I’d rather see who I’m talking to, if that’s all right,” I said.

So he pulled the curtain back. He had pale blue eyes. He was a nice old man.

I looked straight at him. “If I close my eyes,” I said, “I can see it just as it happened.”

“Tell me.”

“If I tell you, will it go away?”

He shook his head. “But you’ll know you’ve been forgiven,” he said. “That’s what counts.”

So I told him, a round half dozen memories. I think one of them was actually one of mine. He kept perfectly still. I think he’d forgotten to breathe. When I stopped talking, he said, “You did that?”

“I remember it as though it was yesterday.”

“My son—” he said, and then words must have failed him. I could see he was suffering. I’m no angel, but I couldn’t see any point in crucifying the old boy any further. I did the stare, and there I was inside his head, and it’s never easy but these days it’s nice and quick. I got what I came for, along with everything I’d just said to him, and then we were sitting opposite and he had this blank look on his face—

“Father?” I said.

He blinked twice. “My son,” he said. I felt sorry for him. He’d just come round out of a daze, with no idea of who I was or why the curtain was drawn. “Well?” I said.

“Say six sempiternas and a sacramentum in parvo,” he replied, without turning a hair. “And don’t do it again.”

I admire a professional. “Thank you, Father,” I said, and left.
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MY FAMILY AND I never quite saw eye to eye. You know how it is. They had strong views about morality and duty and the reason why we’re here; so did I, but they didn’t coincide all that often. My family gradually came to the conclusion that they didn’t like me very much. I can sympathise. As I think I’ve said, I’m no angel. Of course the faults weren’t all one one side, they never are. But most of them were on mine. No point in denying that.

I remember how it all started. My sister and I were on our way back from town; we’d been sent to take five fleeces to the mill, but instead of hurrying straight back like we’d been told, we hung around until it was nearly dark. That meant we’d be late, a very serious crime, unless we took the forbidden short cut through Hanger copse—so naturally, that’s what we did, and we made good time. We were through the thick of the wood and coming out into the fields. There was no path in Hanger, so there were places where you had to make your own way by pushing through. I ducked under this spindly little copper beech and bent a low branch out of the way; I remember telling myself, don’t let go of the branch or it’ll spring back and smack her in the eye. Then it occurred to me that letting go and smacking her in the face would be a good joke (I was, what, nine, ten years old) so I did just that. I didn’t look round. I heard this terrible scream.

The stupid branch had hit her in the eye all right. It was all blood, welling up and pumping out of this impossible hole in her face. Then she covered it with her hands, still yelling. I realised what I’d done. I felt—well, you can imagine. Actually, no, you can’t.

“Stop yelling,” I said. “It’s only a scratch. Here, let me look.”

She shied away, like the calf you can’t catch. “You did it on purpose.”

“Don’t be stupid.”

“You did it on purpose. I know. I saw you.”

I hate the truth sometimes. “I didn’t,” I said. “It was an accident. I’m sorry. It wasn’t my fault.”

You can’t really lie to someone who knows the facts. She’d seen me; holding back the branch just long enough to give her the impression it was safe to take the next step forward, then opening my hand, relaxing my grip, like an archer loosing an arrow, deliberate, precise, accurate. She’d witnessed it, she understood what I’d done, and she was going to tell on me.

I remember stooping down. There was this stone. You could kill someone with a stone like that.

“I can’t see,” she said. “You did it on purpose. You did.”

I think I would have killed her, there and then. I was looking at her, I remember, not as my sister, a human being, but as a target—just there, I’d decided, above the ear; that’s where the old man in the village got kicked by the horse, and he died just like that. I was staring at the exact spot; and then the side of her head seemed to melt away—

And that’s a curious thing, because at that age I’d never seen a library, never even seen a book; heard of them, vaguely, like you’ve heard of elephants, but no idea what they looked like or how you used them. Goes without saying, I couldn’t read. But I could; at least, I could read the books inside her head, well enough to find what I needed, the moment when I let go of the bent branch and it came swinging at her, filling her field of vision and blotting it out in red. I knew what to do, too. It came perfectly naturally, like milking a goat or killing a chicken. Like I’d been doing it all my life.

“Are you all right?” I said.

“My face hurts,” she sobbed. “I can’t see.”

“What happened?”

“A branch jumped back and hit me in the eye.”

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

“Not your fault.”

I remembered I was still holding the stone. I opened my fingers and let it drop. “It’ll be all right,” I remember telling her. “We’ll get you home and then it’ll all be just fine. You’ll see.”

It turned out that I was the hero of that story. They couldn’t save the eye, of course, it was too far gone. But everyone said how well I’d handled the situation, how calm I was, how grown-up and sensible. And what the hell; why not? The bad thing had already happened, it was gone, past repair. If the truth had come out, it’d have torn our family apart, just think of all the damage it’d have done, to all of us, right down the line for ever. There’s too much unhappiness in the world as it is.

Anyhow, I think that was me. Pretty sure.
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AFTER ALL, WHAT is truth but the consensus of memories of reliable witnesses? I think He (the fire-god, the Invincible Sun, whoever, whatever; I’ve had so many genuine mystical experiences, all totally convincing, most of them hopelessly contradictory) put me on this Earth as a sort of antidote to the truth—you know, like dock-leaves and nettles. Under certain circumstances, I can do this amazing thing. I can reshape the past. I can erase truth. It sounds pretentious, but I regard it as my mission in life. Truth is like love; it’s universally lauded and admired, and most of the time it just causes pain and makes trouble for people. Obviously, I can’t be there for everybody, and there are some things so big and blatantly obvious that I can’t do anything about them—the Second Social War, for example, or the Great Plague. But I stand for the wonderful revelation that the past is not immutable and the truth is not absolute. This ought to inspire people and give them hope. It doesn’t, of course, because the essence of my work is that nobody knows about it, apart from the people who commission me (and half of them don’t remember doing so, for obvious reasons) and they ain’t telling.
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THE MEMORY OF a priest, however, is a real bitch. People confess to priests. I guess being a priest is the closest anybody normal ever gets to being me. They have to open their minds and their memories to all the poisonous waste of Mankind—imagine being a priest with a memory like mine, it’d kill you. They have their faith, of course, which is a wonderful thing. It must be like those gravel beds they build in watercourses, to filter out all the crap. Breaking into a priest’s memory is, therefore, not something I enjoy.

Now I think I’ve given you the impression that I’m rather better at my job than I really am. I’ve let you think that I go in, select precisely what I want, and get out again, completely unaware of and unaffected by anything else that might be in there. If only. True, I only read—well, the titles of the scrolls, the list of contents, the index. That’s bad enough. Each entry in the ledger (I’m beginning to realise how inadequate my library metaphor is; sorry) embodies a minuscule but intensely compressed summary. Your eye rests on it for a split second, and immediately you get the gist of it. I can skim down the average man’s lifetime of memories in the time it takes you to read a page of your household accounts. But every entry is like a tiny, incredibly detailed picture, and I have (so to speak) exceptional eyesight.

Furthermore, some memories leak. They’re so bright and sharp and vivid that they stand out, your eye’s drawn to them, you can’t help looking at them. I try and mind my own business, of course I do, but some things—

Like the men who murder their wives and the women who murder their children, the men who poison wells and kill whole towns, the rapists and the sadists and the broad rainbow spectrum of human maladjustment; and they go to their priests to get rid of it, and the priests take away the sins of the world and file them in the archives, and then I come along. I really don’t like doing priests. It’s like walking barefoot through a dark room with broken glass on the floor. Oh, and I did that once, or someone did. No fun at all.
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I WENT TO where I was supposed to be meeting them. The young man was there; no sign of the old man. He was sitting on a bench in front of the Blue Star temple, reading a book. He looked up as my shadow fell across the page. “Well?” he said.

“All done.”

He frowned at me, as though I was a spelling mistake. “How do I know that?”

I get tired sometimes. “You don’t. Instead, you trust me and my colossal reputation among respected leaders of the community.”

“You’ll be wanting your money.”

“Yes.”

He moved his feet, and I saw a fat leather satchel. “You lunatic,” I said. “I can’t walk home carrying that. I wouldn’t get a hundred yards.”

“I got here just fine.”

“You don’t live where I do.”

He shrugged. “Your problem,” he said. “Well? Do you want to count it?”

I smiled at him. “People don’t double-cross me,” I said. “They simply wouldn’t dare.”

An unpleasant thought must have crossed his mind just then. “No, I don’t suppose they would. Anyway, it’s all there.”

I leaned forward to take hold of the strap but he shifted his feet again. “We can trust you, can’t we?”

“Of course.”

“I mean,” he went on, “we’re not killers, my dad and I, or we’d have had that old fool’s head bashed in. But there comes a point where you have to look beyond your principles, don’t you know. I just thought I’d mention that.”

I put the back of my hand against his calf and moved it sideways. Then I pulled the satchel out. It was reassuringly heavy. “Don’t worry,” I said. “I’m an honourable man.”

“Really.”

I stood up. I remember thinking; no, don’t do it, there’s no call for that sort of behaviour. “And I do try to give value for money,” I said. “I want my customers to think they’ve got what they paid for. It’s good for business.”

“Right. Well, goodbye.”

“So if I sense that a customer isn’t satisfied,” I went on, “I throw in something extra, for goodwill. He’s not your father.”

His eyes were very wide. “You what? What did you say?”

“Goodbye.”
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ACTUALLY, I WAS lying, though of course he had no way of knowing that. So what? He asked for it. The truly splendid, insidious thing about it is, when his father and mother eventually die and only he is left, the last surviving witness to those events, it will be true—in his mind, the only archive. So you see, I can create truth as well as delete it. Clever old me.
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SEVERAL OF MY clients, misguided souls who thought they wanted to get to know me better, have asked me how I got into this line of work in the first place. I tell them I can’t remember.

There was this spot of trouble when I was seventeen. As I may have mentioned, I’m no angel. There was a small difficulty, and I had to leave home in rather a hurry. Luckily, it was a dark night and the people looking for me didn’t know the countryside around our place as well as I did; their dogs were rubbish, too. I took the precaution of bringing along the clothes I’d been wearing the previous day and stuffing them inside a hollow tree I knew I’d be passing on the way out, so to speak. Fortuitously, it stood on the banks of the river. Stupid dogs all crowded round the tree, jumping up and yelling their heads off, while I swam upstream a bit, hopped out and went on my way rejoicing. The men who were after me were livid, as you can imagine—I wasn’t there to see, of course, but I remember the looks on their faces quite clearly. Gave me the best laugh I’d had in ages.

Still; once the warm inner glow of profound cleverness had worn off, I reflected on my position and found it largely unsatisfactory. There I was, sopping wet, one angel thirty to my name, no place to go, no friends, no identity. Naturally, I wasn’t the first person in history to find himself in that state. After all, that’s how cities came about in the first place; it’s what they’re for.

The nearest city was only twenty miles away. I knew it quite well, so it was useless; somebody would recognise me, and word would get about. My angel thirty would’ve been just enough to buy me a seat in the stage to the next city down the coast, but I decided not to risk it, since coachmen sometimes remember names and faces. As things had turned out, I’d left home in a pair of wooden-soled hemp slippers, the kind you wear for slopping about the house in. There wasn’t much left of them by the time I dared risk stopping and thinking. They certainly weren’t in a fit state to carry me eighty miles on bad roads, assuming I was prepared to take the chance of staying on the road, which I wasn’t. Remember when you could buy a decent pair of boots for an angel thirty? You could back then; but first you have to find a shoemaker, for which you need a city. One damn thing after another.

I find that when you’re in a deep pit of doubt and perplexity, Fate jumps in and provides you with an answer, almost invariably the wrong one. As in this case. First thing I saw when the sun rose was a farmhouse, practically rearing up on its hind legs at me out of the early morning mist. I thought; there’ll be boots in there. I’ll walk up to the door and offer to buy a pair. Easy as that.

Idiot. A stranger hobbling up out of nowhere wanting to buy footwear would tend to snag in the memory, particularly out in the wild, where nothing ever happens. I had good reason to wish not to be memorable. The hell with it, I thought. I was by now more or less resigned to the fact that I’m no angel; what’s one more minor transgression? Be a man. Steal the stupid boots.

Sad fact. It’s not enough to be a thief. You need to be a good thief. I’m not. My problem is, I don’t look where I’m going. I try, ever so hard; but sooner or later there’ll be a chair or a table or a tin plate or a bowl of apples that I somehow contrive to overlook. Crash it goes on the hard flagstone floor, and that’s that. Here we go again.

The farmer was an old man, feeble, with a bad leg. I could’ve taken him easily. His son and his four grandsons were a different matter. What they were doing, hanging around the house when the sun was well up and they should’ve been out grafting I have no idea. They didn’t approve of thieves. There was an apple tree just outside the back door, with a low branch sticking out practically at right angles. They had, they assured me, plenty of rope, not to mention a dungheap. And besides, they said, who’d miss me?

The human memory is a wonderful thing. They say that when you die, at the moment of departure, your entire life flashes past your eyes in a fraction of a second. This isn’t actually true; but all sorts of stuff crowds into your mind when you’re standing on the bed of a cart with a rope round your neck; among them, in my case, the circumstances of my sister’s accident. To be honest, I hadn’t given it much thought in the intervening time—tried to put it out of my mind, I guess, and who can blame me?—but it came right back to me at that precise moment, and I remember thinking, I wish I could do that trick where I went into her mind and pulled the memory out, it’d be really useful right now if I could do that. And suddenly I found I could.

False modesty aside, it was tour de force. Six men and five women, one after the other, in a matter of seconds. I’ve done bigger jobs since, but that’s with the benefit of considerable experience. For what was only my second go at it, I did remarkably well. Incentive helps, of course. It wasn’t the neatest work I ever did, I had to hurt them quite a lot—like I cared; the pain kept them off balance and sort of woozy, which helped considerably. When I’d finished, we were left with this tableau: a kid standing on a cart under the apple tree, with six men and five women crowded round. No rope, I’d chucked that into the nettles. How we all got there, a total mystery to everybody except me.

I cleared my throat. I think my voice must’ve been a bit high and croaky, but I did my best. “Well, thanks for that,” I remember saying. “I’d better be getting along.”

One of the grandsons helped me down off the cart. He had a sort of dazed look. I took a long stride, and felt the dewy wet grass under my feet. “I almost forgot,” I said. “The boots.”

The old man looked at me. “What?”

“The boots,” I repeated. “Really kind of you.” He was still holding them in his hand; evidence, I guess. I reached out, took them and pulled them on. Lousy fit, but what can you do? “Thanks again,” I said, and walked quickly away. You learn not to look back. It takes some doing, but it’s worth the effort.
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I'M NOT THE sort of man that people tend to remember. Just look at me and you’ll agree. I’m about five seven, thickset, small nose, small ears, low forehead, leg-of-pork forearms, the typical farm boy up from the country. I slip out of people’s minds as easily as a wriggling fish. People hardly notice me, in the street, in a crowded room. Most of the time, I might as well not be there.

Remember what I told you about why I don’t like doing priests? For three days afterwards, I wandered around feeling useless and stupid, like having a headache but without the pain. I knew there was something on my mind, but I couldn’t figure out what it was. I filled the time in with chores. I bought a new (to me) pair of boots; I fixed the leak in the roof—at that time I was living in the roofspace above a grain store; one wall had cracked and was bulging out in a disturbing fashion, so it was empty until the owners raised the money to repair it; the rats had the ground floor, I had the penthouse. I mended both my shirts where they’d started to fray. Stuff like that.

And then, on my way to the market early, to see if I could buy some windfall apples cheap, I met a man I knew slightly. I pretended I hadn’t seen him. He called out my name. I stopped.

“Long time no see,” he said.

“I’ve been busy,” I told him.

He nodded. “Working?”

“Yes.”

“Splendid. Get paid?”

“Yes.”

“In funds, then.”

I sighed a little sigh. “Yes.”

“Destiny,” he said, and grinned. “Back of the Sincerity & Trust, one hour after sunset. Be there.”

I walked away without saying a word.
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I SOMETIMES WONDER if I’m like that hero in the old legends whose strength was as the strength of ten, but only as long as the sun was in the sky. In my case, strength of will. All that day, while the Invincible One rode the heavens, blessing us poor mortals with the sacrament of His light, I was utterly determined. I wasn’t going. No force on Earth would get me within a mile of the Sincerity until noon tomorrow. Throughout the morning I felt the power within me grow; at midday, I was solid as a rock. I stayed that way till halfway through the afternoon, and as the shadows began to lengthen I kept checking up on myself, to see if my strength of purpose was going to hold out—and it did, right up till the first red streaks began to show in the sky. I don’t know, maybe I’m more like a werewolf or something like that. Maybe it’s the darkness that affects me, or more precisely the yellow glow of lighted windows. They call to me; come inside, they say, where it’s warm and friendly. I noticed to my surprise that I was only two blocks from the Sincerity. The light was fading rapidly. I quickened my pace and walked the other way.

I believe it happens a lot in deserts. You walk and walk and keep on walking, and suddenly you realise you’ve gone in a circle and you’re back where you started from. In this case, just across the street from the back door of the Sincerity, at one hour after sunset.

About half of them I knew, if only slightly. The usual crowd. They’d already started. A tall, thin elderly man I didn’t know had the dice. He was trying to make six. A man I knew well tapped me on the shoulder, nodded and said, “Bet?”

I shook my head. “Just here to watch.”

He laughed. “Ten angels. I’ll give you five to one.”

“Bet.”

The thin old man made his six. My ten angels had become fifty. I nearly always start off with a win.


 

[image: sectionbreakimage]

 

SO THERE I was, at dawn the next day, considerably poorer than the day I was born, but blessed with a useful skill with which I could earn money. Just as well, really.

I remembered that I had an appointment to see a prospective customer. I headed back home, washed, shaved, put on my clean shirt and my new boots. I’ll say this for myself, I’ve got this gambling thing well under control now. As soon as I run out of money, I stop; I never ever play with markers or get into debt. Someone once told me I gamble so as to get rid of all the money I make. There may be something in that. If I’d kept what I’ve made over the years, right now I’d have more money than the Government.

Disgustingly bright and early (I’m not a morning person) I walked out into Cornmarket, heading west. On the corner of Sheep Street and Coppergate I realised someone was following me. I didn’t look round. I guess I’d detected him by the way his footsteps kept perfect time with my own—it sounds a bit paranoid, but I have experience in these matters, believe me. I did my best not to do anything that would let him know I’d noticed him.

I had two options. Either I could keep to the main streets, where there were plenty of people, or I could lead him off the beaten track down into the little dark alleys between Coppergate and Lower Town, where I stood a reasonable chance of losing him or jumping him. Like a fool, I chose the latter. In my defence, I would like to point out that I have the memories of God only knows how many fights, together comprising a better combat education that you’d get in any military academy anywhere. I know about that sort of thing.

Rather too much, in fact. Out back of the carpet warehouse in Tanners Yard there’s an old gateway with two massive pillars; I’d noticed it a long time ago, with just such a contingency in mind. I led him there, ducked in between the pillars and vanished. He stopped and looked round to see where I’d gone. As soon as his back was turned, I was on him like the proverbial snake.

The law in these parts disapproves of carrying weapons of any sort in public places, but since when is three feet of waxed string a weapon? Answer: when you slip it over a man’s head, cross the ends over at the base of his neck, and pull hard. My trouble is, I don’t know my own strength.

I was so stunned and disgusted with myself that I was almost too late to get inside his head before all the lights went out. It was a scramble. I know from experience, it’s not pleasant to be in there when someone dies. I had just enough time to grab what I wanted and run.

Sure enough (I stood over him, looking down): he’d been hired by one of my satisfied customers, for five angels. I ask you, five angels. It’s about time the hired killers in this town got organised.

Well, it’s inevitable. When I consume the memory of the last surviving witness, I become the last surviving witness, and there’s nobody to clear out my head cleanly and humanely. You can’t blame them; I don’t. My set scale of fees includes a levy, to cover the inconvenience and mental trauma of monotonously regular attempts on my life.

But I don’t hold it against my clients. I can’t afford to.

When you’ve been inside someone’s head, you know him, intimately; what he looks like is substantially irrelevant and uninteresting. I turned him over with my foot. Age thirty-five (I already knew that), the big, hollow frame of an ex-soldier who hasn’t been eating too well lately. He had red hair and blue eyes. So what?

I always reckon that you gain something from pretty well every experience, however bad it may be. From him (whoever he was) I took away a picture of dawn in the Claygess mountains, a rapturous explosion of light, blue skies, green fir trees and snow. Just thinking of it makes me feel clean. That and a move whereby, when someone’s behind you and strangling you, a slight rearrangement of the feet and shift of your centre of balance enables you to throw them over your shoulder like a sack of feathers. If he’d remembered it a trifle earlier, he’d probably have made it. Ah well.
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BY A CURIOUS coincidence, the man who’d hired him to kill me was the man I was on my way to meet. He was surprised to see me.

“You said you had a job for me,” I said.

“Changed my mind.”

“Ah.” I nodded slowly. “In that case, there’s just the matter of my consultancy fee.”

He looked at me. Sometimes I think I’m not the only one who can see inside people’s heads. “Fine,” he said. “How much?”

“Five hundred angels.”

He licked his lips. “Five hundred.”

“Yes.”

“Draft? On the Gorgai brothers? I haven’t got that much in cash.”

I know the Gorgai brothers better than they know themselves. “All right,” I said.

I stood over him while he wrote, then thanked him politely and left. I felt happy; I was back in the money again. Happiness in this world is by definition a transitory state, and two small tumbling ivory cubes put me back where I’d started from twelve hours later, but at least I had the memory of being rich, for a little while. Only memory endures. I learned that the hard way.
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TWO DAYS LATER I had another client, a genuine one who paid. It was a something-and-nothing job, really rather touching; he was fifty-six and rich and wanted to marry again, but there was this one memory of his dead wife that really broke him up, and could I help? Of course. To me, it was just an image of a moderately pretty girl in old-fashioned clothes arranging flowers, in a bay window in an old house in the country. When I’d finished he gave me that blank look; I know who you are and why you’re here, but I have no idea why it was so important. It sort of offends me that when I do my best work, the customer hasn’t a clue how much I’ve done for him. It’s like painting a masterpiece for a blind patron.
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I DISTINCTLY REMEMBER the next time I met the old man and his son.

I was fast asleep, and then I hit the floor and woke up. The last time I fell out of bed, I was four (I remember it well).

I opened my eyes, and saw a ring of faces looking down at me. Two of them I recognised. The old man said, “Get him up.”

Two of the other faces grabbed my arms and hauled me upright. They were strong and not very gentle. I know half a dozen ways of dealing with a situation like that, but those memories came from men twice my weight, and besides, I wasn’t in the mood.

“You betrayed us,” the old man said.

I was stunned. “Me? God, no, I’d never do a thing like that. Never.”

For that I got a fist like oak in my solar plexus. “Who did you tell?” the old man asked. Stupid; I couldn’t answer, because I had no breath in my body. “Who did you tell?” the old man repeated. I tried to breathe in, but I was all blocked up inside. I saw him nod, and someone hit me again. “What did you do with the money you stole from us?” I shook my head. “I never stole from you, I wouldn’t dare.” Then someone threw a rope over the crossbeam of the rafters directly overhead. Oh, I thought.

“One more time,” the old man said. “Who did you tell?”

I couldn’t speak, so I mouthed the word; nobody. Someone behind me dropped the noose over my head. “Get on with it,” the old man said. I tried to think of something to say, a lie, something he’d want to hear, but—here’s an interesting fact for you. When you’re winded so bad you can’t breathe, you can’t lie, your imagination simply blanks out and making stuff up is impossible, you just can’t do it. You don’t have the strength, simple as that.

Someone hauled on the rope. I felt my feet lift off the ground. I felt this excruciating pain. And then—
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BUT I'M GETTING ahead of myself.

This clerk came to see me; a boy, seventeen at most, with a long turkey neck and big ears. He worked for them, the old man and his son. They were pleased with the job I’d done for them, and would I help them out with another little problem? You’ll recall that I was broke again at this point. Depends what it is, I replied. The clerk said he didn’t know the details, but to meet them outside the Flawless Diamonds of Orthodoxy at third watch that evening. What about the curfew, I asked. The boy just grinned nervously and gave me a piece of paper. It was a draft on the Merchant Union, two hundred angels.

“He betrayed us,” the old man told me. It was dark and bitter cold, and I’d come out without my scarf (now I come to think of it, I’d traded my scarf for a loaf of bread). “He’ll deny it, of course. He’d rather die than tell. That’s what we need you for.”

The rest you know. They picked the lock and we all trooped up the stairs quiet as little mice; they woke him up by pulling him out of bed onto the floor. He claimed he was innocent and hadn’t betrayed them or stolen from them, not a bent stuiver. After a while, they threw a rope over a rafter and hung him. I was inside his mind when he died. He’d been telling the truth. He was a lawyer, by the way, acting for the Temple oversight committee.

“Well?” the old man asked me.

“Nothing,” I told him. “He was telling the truth. He didn’t betray you. He didn’t steal anything.” I paused. “I could’ve told you that anyhow. There was no need—”

I got frowned at for that, so I shut up. Customers always think they know best. “You sure?”

“Positive,” I said. “If he’d had that on his mind, I’d have seen it. But there wasn’t anything.”

I got the feeling he didn’t believe me. Stupid. Why would I lie? Well, obviously, if I meant to blackmail them or sell them out to their enemies; but I wouldn’t do that, because it’d be unprofessional. I may be no angel but I have standards. Of course, they had no way of knowing that.

“Get out,” the old man said. “And keep yourself available. We may want you again.”

“You’ve just made me accessory to a murder,” I said. “I’m not pleased about that.”

He shook his head. “Not murder,” he said. “Suicide. And don’t you ever talk back to me. Got that?”

I considered the evidence of my own eyes. There’s this man, hanging from a rafter. The only chair in the room is lying on its side, right under his dangling feet. No sign of forced entry, or anyway, there won’t be, ten minutes from now. Sure looks like suicide, and the only evidence to the contrary is a memory. “Point taken,” I said. It’s amazing how many people construe that as yes. “Suicide,” I said. “Silly me. I’ll go now.”

“Hold on.” The younger man was looking at me. “Before he goes, he can make himself useful.”

The old man looked at him; he was nodding stupidly at the hired men. Oh come on, I thought, there’s six of them. “That’s a point,” the old man said.

“You can’t afford it,” I told him.

He grinned at me. “Reduced rate for quantity. Or you could be feeling really depressed and sad.”

Oh, I thought. Sad enough to jump off the Haymarket bridge, and (as the man said) who would miss me? Fair enough. “Tell you what,” I said. “This one’s on the house.”

The young man grinned. The old man said he wouldn’t hear of it. The labourer is worthy of his hire. So I did all six of them for fifteen angels each.

Not that it mattered all that much. Forty-eight hours later I was broke again.


 

[image: sectionbreakimage]

 

THE POINT BEING; I died in that room. I know I did, because I remember it clear as day.

I died, but here I am. Explain that, if you can. Simple. I died, and I was born again, just like it says in the Testament. Proof positive. I have difficulty with the faith aspect of it, but the plain facts admit of no other explanation. Blessed are those who have seen and yet have believed.
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WE CALL THEM the Temple trustees and everybody knows who we mean, but their proper name is the Guardians of the Perpetual Fund for the Proliferation of Orthodoxy. They’re serious men, and they own all the best grazing land from the Hog’s Back right out to the Blackwater, as well as half the prime real estate in the Capital and a whole lot of other nice things, all of which came into the possession of the Fund through the bequests and endowments of former Guardians. The income from these assets is divided between the Commissioners of the Fabric, who maintain and improve the Temple buildings throughout the empire, and the Social Fund, which pays for the soup kitchens and the way stations and the diocesan free schools, not to mention the travelling doctors and the Last Chance advocates who defend prisoners on capital charges who haven’t got the money to hire a real lawyer. I seem to remember someone telling me that about a third of the wealth of the empire passes through the trustees’ hands, and that the trustees themselves are chosen from the select few who have the brains to do the job and so much money of their own that they have no possible incentive to steal; in fact, you have to pay an annual fee equivalent to the cost of outfitting and maintaining a regiment in the field in order to belong to the College of Guardians, and there’s a waiting list a mile long. It’s probably quite true. When you’re that rich, money is just a way of keeping score.

That was the sort of people I was dealing with: rich, powerful men, peers of the gods, the sort who make and alter truth— What is truth? Truth is what you know, if you’re one of them. Truth is what you own. If the whim takes you, you can say, “On the banks of the Blackwater there’s a city constructed entirely of marble.” Actually, no, there isn’t. “Oh yes there is. I had it built, last week.” Or; “There never was a war between the Blemyans and the Aram Chantat.” You go to the Temple library to look up the references to refute this idiotic statement, and all the relevant books are missing all the relevant pages. Or; “Who? There’s no such person.” Indeed. Men like gods who can ordain the future, regulate the present and amend the past—pretty well everything worthwhile that ever happened in history was done by men like that; they built cities, instituted trade and manufacture, fostered the sciences and the arts and endowed charities. Let it be so, they said, and it was so. And, quite rightly, what they paid for, they own; the freeholds, the equity. And us. Without them, we’d be dressed in animal skins and living in caves. I believe in them, the way I believe in the Invincible Sun—which is to say, I acknowledge their existence, and their authority, and their power. Doesn’t mean I have to like them. Or Him, for that matter.
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WHEN I WAS nineteen, not long after I left home, I met this girl. I can close my eyes and picture her exactly, as though Euxis the Mannerist had painted her on the inside of my eyelids. Not that Euxis would’ve accepted the commission, since he only ever painted incarnations of perfection, absolute physical beauty—and she was hardly that. Pretty, yes, but—my mother had a saying, she’s prettier than she looks. And anyway, Euxis wasn’t all that good. He couldn’t do hands worth spit.

The good thing about the way she looked was that she inspired no interest in the handsome, rich, charming young men who could’ve taken her away from me just by noticing her. Don’t get me wrong, she wasn’t that sort of girl, but I know perfectly well that some things are outside one’s control. Beauty, of course, is one of them. Alongside the rich, in the pantheon of gods, are the beautiful. They too can change the world, a smile here, a frown there. They can inspire and kill love as easily as a rich man can endow a hospital or arrange a murder, and they do it because they can. But I worshipped her because she was no goddess, and if only there was someone else who could do what I can do, I’d pay him anything he asked for to get her out of my mind. She died, you see, and when I went down on my knees and prayed to the gods to bring her back to life, they just ignored me. Forget her, they told me, move on. I can only assume they were trying to be funny. Anyhow, I won’t forget that in a hurry, believe me.

My next job for the old man and his son was quick, easy and safe, or so they told me. A business associate of theirs was to be entrusted with certain sensitive information in order to carry out a certain confidential transaction on their behalf. Once the deal had been done, I was to remove the whole episode from his memory. He had (they told me) been fully informed about my special abilities, and had readily agreed to the procedure. He would just sit there, perfectly still and quiet, while I did my thing. In spite of this, I would be paid the same fee I’d received for more arduous work.

At the time I was not well off for money, as a result of some unsatisfactory experiments into certain aspects of probability theory. One of the worst things about poverty is that when people like the old man call on you, you’re actually glad to see them. Delighted, I told them, and thank you for your valued custom. They told me a time and a place. I promised I’d be there, and went away to wash my other shirt, because a smart appearance creates a good impression.

If they’re worth the money, you don’t notice them, not until they’re right on top of you and there’s nothing you can do. These two—I wish I knew their names, so that I could hire them myself if I ever need any help with violence. One of them was vaguely familiar, I may have caught a glimpse of him in the street at some point over the last few days (I never forget a face) and thought nothing of it; the other one I’d never seen before in my life. They hit me with a short wooden club and dropped a sack over my head, and that was that.

When the sack came off, I barely noticed, because the room was dark. I was vaguely aware of the shape of a man not far away. I was sitting down, but my hands and feet were tied. I heard a man’s voice, not the man whose shape I could just make out. It said, “This thing you do.”

I waited. Someone nudged the back of my head with a sharp object. “Yes?” I said.

“The person you do it to,” the voice went on. “Do they know about it?”

“It hurts,” I replied. “But they don’t necessarily realise it’s me doing it. They may think it’s a heart attack, or something like that.”

“So it hurts a lot.”

“Yes.”

Pause for mature consideration. Then I screamed, because someone was holding a red-hot iron to the back of my neck. “As bad as that?”

It took me a moment to catch my breath. “Different sort of pain, I think,” I said. “But purely in terms of quantity, about that, yes.”

“Mphm.” I heard movement behind me, and the cherry-red end of an iron rod appeared in front of my eyes. “Can you make it a bit less painful, if you really try hard?”

“No,” I said. From a slight intake of breath, I guessed I’d said the wrong thing. “Of course, I can remove the memory of the pain. That’s easy.”

(A slight overstatement; like saying the sea is a bit damp. But I can do that, yes.)

“Ah.” He liked me again. The red-hot iron went away, though probably only as far as a charcoal brazier. “So you can do it to someone and he won’t know about it.”

“Yes.”

“Splendid.” Slight pause. “Now, I’m going to ask you that again, and this time, if you’re lying, tell the truth. You can do it to someone and he won’t know?”

“Yes. You have my word.”

I’d said something funny. “Fair enough,” said the voice. “The word of a gentleman is always good enough for me. Now, then. You work for—” And he mentioned two names. They weren’t the names I knew the old man and his son by, but I’d done a little research. “Yes,” I said, and braced myself for another touch of the hot iron.

“Relax,” the voice said, “I’m not going to ask you to betray confidences, I know you wouldn’t do that.” Pause. “Not for some time, and by then you’d be no good for anything. But I am going to ask you to do something that isn’t in the best interests of your employers. I’m going to ask you to bleach something out of their minds. Would that be awkward for you, ethically speaking?”

Believe it or not, I did actually think about it before answering. Not for terribly long. “No,” I said, “that wouldn’t be a problem.” Silence; so I expanded a little. “My duty to my client is not to divulge things he doesn’t want known. That’s it, as far as I’m concerned.”

“Particularly if he never knows about it.”

“Particularly, yes.”

The voice laughed gently. “Because if nobody knows about it, it never happened. Splendid. I believe your usual charge is a thousand angels.”

Wonderful, what people believe. But I have nothing against good honest faith. We could do with more of it in this world. “That’s right, yes.”

“Two thousand angels, since there are two of them, father and son.”

I was beginning to warm to him. “That’s right, yes.”

“The rest of you, out.” Shuffling noises. The man in front of me stood up and walked away. A door closed. “Now I’m going to tell you what I need you to remove. I know I can trust your discretion, because you’re a gentleman. Listen carefully.”

Burns on the back of the neck are no fun at all; every time you turn your head, you stretch them, and it hurts. Something to remember him by.

Still; two thousand angels. I lay awake (on my face; I can only get to sleep lying on my side) all that night thinking of what I could do with two thousand angels. Buy a large farm, fully stocked, and hire a good bailiff. Or invest in shipping, which is going to be the next big thing, or copper mines in Scheria (or maybe not; too much of a gamble for my taste). Give up work for good. Get rich. Become a god.

Two days to go before I next saw the old man and his son; in the meanwhile, I had a piffling little job to get out of the way. Two hundred angels practically for nothing.

He was an inoffensive old boy, well into his eighties, living in a smart house overlooking the bay—he’d been a ship’s captain, and he liked to see the sails in the harbour. His servant brought me green tea in a little porcelain bowl, and some wafer-thin biscuits that tasted of honey and cinnamon. I sat on a big carved rosewood chair made for someone twice my size. It was all very civilized.

He told me about his son; a good boy, very clever, took after his mother. My client had just bought his own ship, after a lifetime of hard work and being careful with money. Naturally, he wanted his son to come and work with him, but the boy had set his heart on being a musician. He could play the flute very well (but all technique and no feeling). It was what his mother would have wanted, he kept on saying. My client was heartbroken, because the whole idea of the ship was so he could pass it on to his son and heir. There were harsh words, and the boy slammed out of the house. He got a job playing the flute in a teahouse down by the docks; and there he died, on account of slow reflexes when the furniture started to fly. I think about him every day, the old man said, and it’s killing me.

Well, I thought, what do you expect? Serves you right for meddling with love. You’ll get no sympathy from me. But he’d been very polite and given me a nice cup of tea, and two hundred angels was two hundred angels more than I had in the world, and I am after all a professional. “How can I help?” I asked.

“I want to forget him,” he said. “I want to forget he was ever born.”

I got up. I think I said thank-you for the tea. I told him, sorry, I can’t help you, I’m really sorry and I wish there was something I can do, but I can’t. He accepted it quietly, like the prisoner who’s pleaded guilty. Because he was such a nice old fellow, I tried really hard to keep the loathing off my face, at least until the door closed behind me.
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(SOMETIMES I WONDER; what if none of this is really me? What if—for an obscene amount of money—I was at some point hired to take over someone’s entire life, from birth, every memory, the lot; and what if every memory I think is mine is really that other man’s, a complete and coherent narrative, utterly vivid and real in my head, perfect and irrefutably valid, subject to corroboration and proof from external sources, except that it actually happened to somebody else? I guess it’s one of those fantasies you spin to keep yourself going; like, my parents aren’t really my parents, really I’m the son of a duke, stolen from his cot by gypsies, and one day my real father will turn up and claim me, and take me back to my real life, the one I should have had all along?)
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ON MY WAY to meet the old man and his son, I ran into someone I knew.

By the time I saw him, it was too late for evasive action. I looked round to see if there was anyone to hear if I yelled for help—no such luck; I was taking my usual shortcut through the Caulkers’ Yards. Maximum privacy. Serves me right for being too lazy to walk down Crowngate.

He smiled at me. “Been looking for you,” he said.

Too big to fight, too nimble to evade. “I’ve got your money,” I said.

“No,” he said. “You haven’t.”

“I’ll have it for you by tonight, that’s a promise.”

“Two angels sixteen,” he said. “I want it now.”

“Be reasonable,” I started to say, but then he kicked me in the groin and I fell down. I twisted as I went down and landed on my shoulder, absorbing most of the impact in muscle. After a while, it becomes second nature.

“But it’s all right,” he said, and kicked me in the ribs. “I’m patient, I can wait.” Another kick. His heart wasn’t in it, though, I could tell. “Here, tonight, fourth watch. Three angels.”

Of course. Interest on two angels sixteen. He’s not very good at basic arithmetic, but he doesn’t need to be. “No problem,” I whispered. “I’ll be here.”

“You’d better be.” He gave me a look of infinite contempt. “It’s so easy for you rich bastards, never had to do a day’s work in your lives. Plenty more where that came from. You think you’re so much better. You make me sick.” A third kick, for luck; this time with feeling. “And don’t ever borrow money from me again.”

I waited till he’d gone, and picked myself up slowly. It took a while. To be fair to myself, I’d only borrowed from him because he’d just won everything I had, well, everything I had left. Over the years he’s had enough money out of me to pay the revenues for Moesia province, including the charcoal levy. But he dresses like trash and lives in a coal cellar. Beats me what he spends it all on.

Fortunately he’d done no irreparable visible damage. I dusted myself off and limped the rest of the way as quickly as I could manage. I’m proud to say I was on time for my appointment, in spite of everything.
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MY VICTIM WAS a fine-looking man, about forty years old, tall and broad-shouldered, with a farmer’s tan. He was reclining on a couch, with a silver goblet at his elbow and a plate of those minced-up fish nibbles in wafer-thin crispy pastry shells. He didn’t stand up when I entered the room, but there was a sort of involuntary movement which told me he’d considered it before deciding it wouldn’t be appropriate.

The young man was wearing one of those fashionable silk robes; it was far too big for him and, in a moment of inspiration, I realised it was one of his father’s hand-me-downs. The old man was wearing quilted wool (in summer, dear God) with frayed cuffs and elbows. The rich, bless them.

“This is the man I was telling you about,” the old man said. “It won’t take two minutes, and it doesn’t hurt.”

My victim frowned beautifully. “And he won’t remember anything?”

I cleared my throat, but the old man answered for me. “He remembers all right,” he said, “but he won’t say anything. And besides, look at him. Who’d believe him?”

Uncalled for; I was wearing my good shirt, which fortunately hadn’t come to harm to anything like the same extent as I did. “I take my clients’ confidences very seriously,” I said. I don’t think anybody heard me.

“Up to you,” my victim said. “It’s your risk, after all.”

The young man pulled a miserable face, which got him a scowl from his father. “We might as well get on with it,” the old man said.

My victim shrugged. “What do I do?”

“Nothing,” the old man said. “Just sit there.”

I knew exactly what to look for, so it was a nice, easy job, in and out; I confess, my mind wasn’t really on it, preoccupied as I was with the job I had to do on the old man and his son immediately afterwards, which would be much harder. I remembered to wipe the memory of the pain I’d caused him—he actually yelled out loud, with his eyes shut—and then straight on to do the old man and his son, while he was recovering from the shock.

By now you should have a pretty good idea of how I operate, so I won’t bore you with a blow-by-blow; we can get a bit ahead of ourselves, to the point where I was shown out into the street (not the same one I’d come in by; the servants’ entrance opened onto the stable yard, which led to a long mews, which opened into a winding high-walled alley that led eventually to Haymarket). I was in a pretty good mood. I’d done a pretty spectacularly impressive job on the old man and his son, professionally speaking, one of the highlights of my career so far—if my profession had learned journals and more than one practitioner, I could have written it up in a paper and been invited to speak at seminars. I’d got out of there in one piece. And I had money. I had a draft on the Diocesan Loan from the old man, and an escrow note from my other customer which I was now clear to cash in; a vast amount of money, enough for a new beginning, a clean slate, the wherewithal to be born again, washed in the blood of the Invincible Sun. It made me smile to think I’d been beaten up only an hour earlier for a tenth of one per cent of what I now possessed. If there’d been a puddle in the alley, I’d have walked on its surface without wetting my boots.

It was bleachingly hot in Haymarket, with the sunlight reflected off the broad white marble frontages. I walked up as far as the Stooping Victory, turned left into Palace Yard, called in at the Diocesan Loan, who settled my note without giving any indication that I was visible. Then down the steps opposite the Mercury Fountain to the Stamnite Brotherhood, who confirmed that the escrow on my note had been lifted and paid me out in twenty-angel pieces, fresh from the Mint, the edges of the flans still slightly sharp. Two doors down from the Stamnites is the Social and Benificent Order, the only bank in the Capital I’d trust as far as I could sneeze them. I paid in the lot, less five angels. And if I write a note on any of it in the next ten days, I told them, don’t honour it, tear it up. Yes, sir, as though I’d made a perfectly reasonable request. Not their place to understand, just to do as they’re told; the proper attitude of acolytes towards gods, after all.

(Bear in mind what I told you earlier, about my amazing strength of mind. The point being, it was just before noon by this stage, when the Sun is nearing His highest point, and my strength was therefore as the strength of ten. Where I usually go wrong is getting paid in the evening.)

The rest of the day—the rest of my life—was my own. I wandered down to the Old Market, sat at a table under a plane tree outside one of those high-class teashops and ordered green tea and a honeycake. I needed to sit down; the implications of what I’d just done—the proper word, actually, would be ‘achieved’—were only just starting to percolate through. I’d been paid for a big job, got my hands on enough money, and instead of rushing out and gambling the lot away as quickly as I could, I’d put it away safe in a bank, with measures in place to stop me getting at it. I’d done it quickly and without thinking, the way an experienced killer does a murder. That’s the key, where irrevocable actions are concerned. Don’t stop to think about it until it’s done and too late.

They brought me my tea. When I tried to pay, they looked at me; sorry, we don’t have change for a five-angel. I remembered I was a god. Send someone to the moneychangers, I said. It’s fine, I’m not in a hurry.

While I was waiting for my change, I tried hard to think seriously about the morning’s momentous events. But I couldn’t; not deliberately, like that. Instead, my mind skidded off and started to wander, and I thought about the good-looking man, my willing victim. Now here’s a thing about what I do. I don’t peek. Really. Why the hell should I want to take on more memories than I have to? But it’s a bit like lawyers. Apparently, when they enter a room where there are documents, they automatically read them, quickly, at a glance, upside down even; it’s second nature, they can’t help it, and it’s amazing how much they can read of a document just by looking at it. Same, I think, with me. I don’t deliberately browse the other memories. I just glance, while looking for the one I’m after. But even a glance takes in a lot. Like those freaks or geniuses or whatever (actually, I’m one of them) who can see a painting, say, for a fraction of a second out of the corner of their eyes, and a week later describe the whole scene to you in precise detail.

The point being, as I sat in my shady seat drinking my delicious tea, I could recall with total clarity some of the glimpses I’d taken of the good-looking man’s memory. It was probably because I was in a hurry and preoccupied; I hadn’t made a conscious effort not to. The closest thing—I’m no great shakes at explaining, you can tell—would be getting through brambles. If you’re patient and careful, you pick your way, carefully lifting the flailing tendrils out of the way, tenderly disengaging the ones that hook into you, and you come out unscathed. If you just bustle through, you get scratched to hell and your coat’s covered in leaves and bits of briar.

There was a memory that just seemed to leap out and flood my mind. I was a soldier, and I was in a trench. I could smell the clay, which was wet and sticky underfoot. We were trying to climb out of the trench, but the sides were too steep and the clay was too hard to get a toehold in. I was shouting, because I was the officer and we were supposed to be attacking; I really didn’t want anything to do with it, because I was terrified and worn out, and as far as I could see the job was impossible; but I was yelling, Come on, you bone-idle, chickenshit sons of bitches (and my fingers were clawing at the clay, but I couldn’t get a grip); the men were scrambling, jumping—frantic, as if my shouting was wild dogs snapping at their legs, as if they were desperately trying to run away, not charge into battle; and the more they tried, the more I had to try too. I remember I got my left foot braced on a small chunk of stone sticking out of the trench wall; I put my weight on it and boosted myself up, clawed for a handhold, couldn’t find one; my foot was slipping off the stone, which was tapered, not the right shape; it came off like a cam completing its stroke, and I slithered three feet down the trench wall, with my face in the clay, there was blood in my mouth and my lower lip was hard as a rock, I was sure I must’ve ripped my nose and chin off. I landed on my right ankle, badly; felt it turn over under my full weight, and something gave, and it hurt so much I screamed. I tried to stand up, but my leg just folded; and someone behind me used my head as a stepping-stone—the hobnails on his soles getting traction on my scalp—and flung himself at the lip of the trench; I saw him hanging by his fingertips, dragging himself up until his chin was over the top; and then he dropped back, a dead weight, and landed on my outstretched leg, and there was a crack as the bone broke; and there was an arrow in his forehead, clean through the bone, just above the left eyebrow.

I must’ve passed out at that point, because the memory ended abruptly. Thank you so much for that, I thought. Just what I needed.

Describing it like I’ve just done makes it sound like I lived through it all, half an hour or a quarter of an hour or however long it took. Not so. All over and done with in the time it takes to touch a tea-bowl to your lower lip. I put down the bowl and frowned. Sudden unsolicited episodes of memory aren’t exactly uncommon—well, you do it all the time, don’t you?—and I’ve learned to take them in my stride, as far as that’s possible. But there was something else about that one, quite apart from its rather grisly subject matter. The grisliness was neither here nor there. I’ve got far worse stuff than that stowed away in my head, trust me. Rather, it was a sort of familiarity—no, wrong word, hopelessly wrong, giving you entirely the wrong idea, I’m so useless with language. All my memories are familiar, of course they are. You know that thing they call deja vu? Like that, always. But this one—it’s like that time (can’t remember if it was me or someone else) when I walked into the house of someone I’d never met before, and there on the table was a candlestick, and I was absolutely certain I’d seen it before. I picked it up (my host gave me a funny look, but I didn’t care) and examined it, looking for details of decoration and design; I very nearly said to him, you bastard, you stole my candlestick. But before I did that, I remembered that the one I had back home, sitting on the upturned water barrel that serves me as a table, was one of a pair; the one I was looking at was my candlestick’s twin, hence the familiarity.

Like that—

I drank my tea. To push the analogy where it was reluctant to go, it felt like I’d managed to acquire the twin memory of one I already had—but it doesn’t work like that, does it? And besides, I have perfect recall, and I couldn’t remember another episode in a clay trench in the war. I was absolutely certain I’d never broken my leg; that’s not the sort of thing you forget, even if you’re capable of forgetting—

(I assume I’m incapable of forgetting, because I’ve never been aware of having done so. Exactly. Circular argument.)

The honeycake wasn’t bad, though I wish they wouldn’t overdo it by piling on the cinnamon. The man came back with my change. I left a two-stuiver tip. You can afford to be generous when you’ve got more money than God.
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A HERO LIKE me (my weakness is heroic; it’s a recurring theme in the mythologies of most cultures) fears nothing but fear itself; I’m shit-scared of fear, the very thought of it makes me go all to pieces. As the sun went down, I had this overwhelming urge to barricade myself in my loft, chain myself to the rafters, anything to keep from going out into the gathering darkness to where the dice fall and the cards are dealt. But I’d given my word of honour, so I had to go. If you can’t trust a god, who can you trust?

Don’t answer that.

I stopped off at a certain low-profile all-night dealership on the way, but I was still early; he didn’t turn up until well after curfew. I stepped out from behind a pillar, and he didn’t see me until it was too late.

I hit him between the shoulder-blades with the pommel-nut. I recommend this move; you knock all the air out of a man’s body without causing permanent damage. He’s helpless, you can do what you like. I grabbed him and turned him round, then brought the pommel-nut down as hard as I could on his collar bone. It’s one of the most painful things you can do to anybody. His mouth opened, and no sound came out. I stepped back to half measure and touched the point of the blade to his neck. “I’ve brought you your money,” I said.

He was staring at me. He made me feel like I was unimaginably horrifying, the sort of thing you can’t see without losing your mind. I liked that. I gave him a little prod with the sword, almost enough to draw blood but not quite. “Three angels,” I said. “Hold out your hand.”

He couldn’t. He was too numb from the pain. So I came forward, grabbed his hand, pulled it toward me and opened the balled fingers. Tucked inside my palm were the coins. I released them into his hand and closed his fingers around them.

“Pleasure doing business with you,” I said.

The plan was to kick him in the nuts, to keep him busy while I withdrew, but there was no need. I slid the sword back into its scabbard under my coat, turned and walked away. After I’d gone a few yards I turned and looked. He was still standing there, frozen. Not sensible, to stay perfectly still for any length of time in that neighbourhood, if you’ve got money on your person. But so what? Am I my brother’s keeper?
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HOW DO YOU suppose you’d feel if, after many trials and tribulations and having endured many sorrows along the way, you arrived at the satisfactory culmination of your adventures, with every loose end tied off and all outstanding issues dealt with finally and symmetrically? As though your life was a perfectly-told story, concluded with a magnificent flourish?

I went home, pausing only to dump the sword down a well (not the sort of thing you’d want to be caught with on the streets at night, even if you’re a god). I realised I was starving hungry, but there was nothing to eat apart from a stale quarter-loaf and a sliver of cheese-rind. Forget it, I told myself; tomorrow you’ll be out of here forever. Then I remembered I couldn’t touch my money for another ten days—ah well. That gave me ten days to select a gentleman’s residence and deal with the legal formalities; in the meantime, I still had a whole angel, enough to buy plenty of good, wholesome food for a fortnight. I was very nearly out of lamp-oil, so I snuffed the lamp and sat there in the dark most of the night, waiting to be reborn.
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I THINK I fell asleep just before dawn, because when the knock on the door woke me up, I was groggy and stupid, and the light through the hole in the roof was very-early-morning, by its tone and angle. I got up off the floor and staggered to answer the door.

There was this woman. She looked at me, but didn’t say what she was thinking. Instead, she said, “Excuse me, but are you the man who takes away memories?”

She was probably about forty-five, or a bit older; not younger. She had a thin face, and clothes that had cost a fair bit of money a long time ago. Someone had put in a lot of time and effort keeping them neat and clean over the years. “Yes,” I said, “but I’m retired now. Sorry.”

“It’s my daughter,” she said. “It’s so bad, and I don’t know what to do.”

I looked at her. I can’t read minds, but I’ve been in business a long time, so I can guess. “You’d better come in,” I said.

“I haven’t got much money.”

“No,” I said, “I don’t suppose you have.”

I was right. Three days earlier, her daughter had been raped by three men on her way back from Temple. Since then she hadn’t said a word, hadn’t eaten anything, just sat and stared at something nobody else could see. Her mother had six angels, but she was sure she could borrow another six. She was terribly afraid her daughter was going to die.

I looked at her. “Do I know you?” I said.

She shrugged. “I don’t think so.”

“Don’t worry about it,” I said. “I have this terrible memory.”

She didn’t try to answer that. “Will you help her?” she said. “Please?”

The bad thing about being a god is that people pray to you. I said nothing. I think that hurt her more than a sharp blow to the collar bone. I’m no angel, but I do feel things. “If it’s the money,” she said, “I can go to a moneylender or something. Please?”

I sighed, and I remember thinking; maybe this is how it is for the Invincible Sun, who takes away the sins of the world. Easy, glib phrase, that—you say it twice a day at Offices, but have you stopped to think what it actually means? I have. The idea is, He takes your sins, the loathsome and unbearable things you’ve done, and he transfers them to Himself; it’s as if He’d done them, not you, for all practical purposes He has done them, and all the guilt and pain and self-disgust are His now, not yours, and you’re free and clear. Just imagine how much love and goodness it’d take to make anyone do a thing like that.

Still; I don’t suppose He enjoys it; and accordingly, I don’t have to either.

“I can give you half an hour,” I said, rather ungraciously. “Where do you live?”
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ON THE WAY there, I asked her who’d told her about me. She said she couldn’t remember.

The daughter was a skinny, stupid-looking little thing, which made me wonder who the hell could be bothered; a question that would of course be answered very soon. I took the mother to one side. You do realise, I told her, that if I wipe this memory, she won’t be able to identify the men or testify against them; they’ll get off scot free, and that’s not right. She just looked at me. Fair enough. Justice (which doesn’t exist) is not to be confused with retribution. Justice would be making it so that the bad thing had never even happened. Justice is mine, saith the Invincible Sun.

I sat down on a three-legged stool opposite the girl and stared at her until the side of her head melted and I could see in. There were the usual rows of shelves, with the memories stacked on them. No trouble at all finding the one I was after. It was right there in front of me. I reached for it and took it down.

—And there she was, the skinny girl, standing next to me. She had a long, thin nose that reminded me of someone, and no lobes to her ears. She was staring at me—not eye to eye, she was gazing at the side of my head. Get out of it, I shouted at her—I mouthed the words but could make no sound. Stop doing that. Get out of my mind. She turned her head and looked at me, frowning, as if I was logically impossible. She said something, but I couldn’t hear it. Her lips were thin and practically colourless, and I couldn’t read them. It’s for your own good, you stupid girl, I tried to tell her. She couldn’t understand me. She reached for the scroll in my hand, but I pulled it away. I could feel her looking through the wall of my skull. It hurt like hell. I yelled, and got out of there.

The girl had her eyes tight shut, and she was screaming. Her mother pulled me off the stool and dragged me away. She was shouting, stop it, what have you done to her? Then the girl stopped yammering; I pulled my arm out of the mother’s shark-like grip and ran out into the street. People turned and looked at me. I kept running. I remember thinking, when He does it, they’re grateful. I get yelled at. There’s no justice.
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THE PLAN HAD been to spend the morning cruising elegantly round the various auctioneers and real-estate agents. I didn’t do that. Instead, I went home, wedged my one chair against the door and sat crouched in a corner.

The memory of the rape (which was bad enough, God knows) had somehow fused with the moment when I found the skinny girl standing next to me. I wanted to hide, but you can’t when it’s yourself you’re trying to run away from. Just as well I’d dumped that sword, or I’d have tried to cut my own head off. Any damn thing, just to make it stop.
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WHICH IT DID, of its own accord, a long and unquantifiable amount of time later. What cured it, I think, was a little voice in my head, apparently unaffected by the mayhem going on all around (like the farmer in the valley just over the ridge from the battle, who goes on serenely ploughing while thirty thousand men die, half a mile away) that kept repeating: I know that woman, I’m sure I’ve seen her before, I never forget a face—

And then I sort of slid into another of the memories I’d taken from the good-looking man the day before. This time it was a nice one. He was sitting on the grass beside a river—I knew the place, an old abandoned iron mine high up on the moor, sounds grim but actually it’s beautiful when the heather’s out and the sun’s shining. He was with another man and two pretty girls, and they were all dressed in the gentrified walking outfits that were in fashion about twenty years ago. There was a big wicker basket; cold chicken, ham, garlic sausage, fluffy white rolls; a stone bottle floated in the river to keep it cool, a string round its neck to keep it from floating away, anchored to a wooden peg driven into the turf of the bank. I made a joke (which I didn’t quite catch); the girls laughed, but the other man scowled—he didn’t like that I was amusing them, and that made me want to smile. He was my best friend and a brother officer, but all’s fair in love and war.

Around noon, I suddenly remembered that I was still hungry. I’ve never been so pleased to be hungry in all my life.
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TO RECONCILE MY unkempt appearance with my desire to buy an expensive house, I told them I was a gold miner just back from the Mesoge. I don’t think they believed me but it was an acceptable lie; they recognised it, the way governments recognise each other without necessarily approving. I showed them a letter from the Social and Beneficent, which confirmed that I was indeed a rich man, whose funds would be available to draw on in nine days’ time. They liked me ever so much more after that.

The first place they took me to see, I didn’t even bother going inside. Sorry, I told them, but I don’t have a dog. And if I did, I wouldn’t be so cruel as to keep it cramped up in something that small.

The next place was just off the Park, opposite the side gate of the Baths of Genseric. There was a high brick wall with a tiny wicket gate in it; go through that and you’re suddenly in this beautiful formal garden, with a fountain and little box-hedge-enclosed diamonds planted out in sweet herbs and lavender. The house itself was early Formalist, with those tiny leaded-pane windows and two ornate columns flanking the front door. The price they were asking seemed a trifle on the cheap side; it turned out they were acting as agents for the Treasury, the house having been confiscated from the estate of a recently executed traitor. I had, how shall I put it, certain connections with that case (here’s a hint: they hanged the wrong man). Thanks but no thanks.

The third one was just right. It was on the riverbank; the main entrance was actually from a landing-stage, and we arrived by boat. As soon as I walked through the door I felt at home. There was something about the place that made me feel right somehow, as though I’d been away for too long but was back again where I ought to be. I sat down on the window seat in the back kitchen and looked out over the river. I could see a boat, one of those flat-bottomed barges they use for hauling lumber and ore down from the moors to the City. It lay low in the water, and gulls were mobbing the crew as they lounged and ate barley cakes in the bows. I grinned and reached for my tea.

Which wasn’t there, of course, although my fingers closed with exact precision on where the tea-bowl should have been—where it had been, twenty-one years ago, when I sat in the bay window of my best friend’s house, the second day of his first home leave from the war—

I jumped up, remembering to duck my head so as not to crack it against the overhanging beam, which I hadn’t noticed when I sat down (but I knew it was there, just as I know where my fingers are) and ran out of the house. The agent was outside, leaning against a pillar, eating an apple. Not this one, I told him. He smiled. Of course not, he said. Let’s go and look at something else.


 

[image: sectionbreakimage]

 

THE NEXT DAY, the man from the Knights of Poverty took me out to see a place he was sure I’d like, about ten miles north of the City. True, it was just a farmhouse; but in the big hay meadow stood the derelict but still fundamentally sound shell of a fine old manor house. I could live in the farm while the big house was done up, which wouldn’t take long (by an extraordinary coincidence, his brother-in-law the builder lived in the village) and then I’d have exactly the home I wanted, created to my precise specifications, for a tenth of what it’d have cost to buy anything similar that still had a roof. We saw the ruin first. It was a tall galleon of bleak, untidy stone rearing up out of a sea of nettles. It certainly had potential, the way a granite boulder is potentially a masterpiece of portrait sculpture. It looked as much like a house as I do, but the Knight assured me his brother-in-law would have it shipshape in ten minutes flat. Then we looked round the farmhouse; one big room downstairs, a combination bedroom and hayloft above it. I grew up in a smaller version. Oh, and there were a hundred and ninety acres of good pasture, if I was interested in that sort of thing. Five hundred angels. I offered him four and he accepted open-mouthed, as though he’d just cut open a fish and found a giant ruby. I asked him; who used to live in the big house? He didn’t know. It was a long time ago, and everyone had died or moved away.
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THE BEST THING about living in the farmhouse was nobody knowing I was there. I had taken pains to leave no forwarding addresses, and I’d made the Knights promise they’d never heard of me, if anyone came asking.

The second best thing was the house itself, with its paved yard, three barns, well and stable. I walked into the village and bought a dozen chickens; an old woman and a very young boy brought them on a handcart that afternoon, by which time I’d fixed up the end of the smallest barn as a poultry shed. I left the chickens pecking weeds out from between the flags in the yard and hiked out east to look for my neighbour; he turned out to be a short, broad, harassed-looking man about my age, who sold me a half-ton of barley and told his eldest boy to cart it over that evening. By nightfall, I had chicken-feed and chickens to feed it to; I ground a big cupful of the barley in a rusty hand-mill I found in the middle barn, to make bread for myself the next day. I’d forgotten how tiring it is working one of those things. After an hour, my arm and neck ached and I still had half the grain to do. I was happy, for the first time in years; relaxed, peaceful, as I’d assumed only a god could be.

Over the next two weeks I bought two dozen good ewes at the fair, and a pony and cart, and a dog. I was busy patching up the hedges and fences. The Knight’s brother-in-law came asking for money. He found me in the long pasture, splitting rails out of a crooked ash I’d felled the previous day, and asked me if I knew where the owner was. Who? The rich city gent who’d bought the big house. Oh, him, I said, and sent him down to the farmhouse. He left a note. I wrote a reply and a draft on the Bank, walked down to the village when it was too dark to work and slipped it under his door. Two days later I was driving the sheep to new pasture and happened to pass the ruin. It was almost invisible under new white pine scaffolding, like a city under siege. I gave it a wide berth.

That night the fox got in and killed all my chickens. I remember sitting cross-legged in the yard, surrounded by feathered wrecks, bawling like a child.

Then they tracked me down, and a carriage arrived to take me to the City. Get lost, I told the driver, I’m retired, I’m a gentleman of leisure now. He looked at my clothes and the hammer and fencing-pliers stuck through my belt and the wire-burns on my hands, and went away to report to his superiors.

Then the young man—the old man’s son—rode out to see me. They needed me, he said. He understood that I’d given up regular practice, but he was sure I’d make an exception. The fee was a thousand angels. I’m retired, I said, I’m a gentleman farmer. I have all the money I could possibly want.

He looked at me as though I was mad. We need you, he said. Things have taken a turn for the worse. My father is seriously concerned.

He’d interrupted me while I was driving in a fence post. I’d been working since dawn, and the sledge felt like it weighed three hundredweight. I’m retired, I repeated. Sorry, but I don’t do that stuff any more.

My father says you’ve got to come now, he said. Maybe I haven’t made myself clear. This is important.

So’s this, I told him. And I retired. Sorry.

He scowled at me. We’ve been doing some research, he said. About you. We found out some interesting things. He grinned; it made him look like a dog. You’ve led an eventful life, haven’t you?

I thought about smashing his skull with the hammer, and decided against it. Probably it was a weak decision. If I’d killed him and melted away into the countryside (wouldn’t be the first time I’d done that) I’d have had to give up the money and the farm and my apotheosis, but I’d have been free and clear, for a little while. I could have gone anywhere, been anybody, done anything. A weak and tired decision; I traded freedom and infinite potential for a little comfort.

Who told you? I said.

He shook his head. I’m hardly likely to tell you, am I? Anyway, there it is. You can refuse if you like, but if you do, you’ll regret it. Come on, he added. We can’t afford to waste time.

I put it to him that blackmailing me would be a very bad idea, given that I knew enough about him and his father to destroy the entire world. But he just gave me an impatient look, because he knew as well as I did that if I went to the authorities, I wouldn’t live long enough to testify; and, as a relatively new, arriviste god, with no friends or connections among the senior pantheon, my absence wouldn’t arouse much comment.

He’d come in a covered two-seater chaise. It wasn’t designed to carry two people long distances on poor roads. I comfort myself with the reflection that he must have suffered even more than I did, every time we went over a pothole.
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CONSIDER IT THIS way. The present is a split second, so tiny and trivial as to be immaterial. Everything else, everything real and substantial, is a coral reef of dead split seconds, forming the islands and continents of our reality. Every moment is a brick in the wall of the past, building enormous structures that have identity and meaning, cities we live in. The future is wet shapeless clay, the present is so brief it barely exists, but the past houses and shelters us, gives us a home and a name; and the mortar that binds those bricks, that stops them from sliding apart into a nettle-shrouded ruin, is memory.

I had no way of knowing, of course, exactly which of my past misdemeanours he’d contrived to unearth. But—last time I counted, and that was a while back, thirty-six of them carried the death penalty in the relevant jurisdiction, and I long since lost count of the things I’d done which would land me in jail or the galleys or the hulks or the slate quarries if anyone ever brought them home to me. The issue is confused, of course, by all the crimes I remember vividly but didn’t do; even so, I was and am uncomfortably aware that my past (so long as memory sustains it) isn’t so much a city as a condemned cell. Don’t get me wrong; I’m not fundamentally a bad person. They’ll hang you for any damn thing in some of the places I’ve been, Boc Auxine or Perigeuna; failure to salute the flag, sneezing during the Remembrance Festival. But I’ve had my moments. As previously noted, no angel.

Someone opened the chaise door and I poked my head out. Not somewhere I recognised, though it was fairly obvious what sort of place it was. Mile-high tenement blocks crowded round a little square yard; two single-storey sheds north and south, and in the middle a circle of black ash ringed with big sooty stones; to the right a fifty-gallon barrel with one charred side. You’ve got it: a wheelwright’s yard, of which there are probably forty in the City, maybe more—the ruts in the streets are hard on wheels and axles. I guessed we weren’t there to have the chaise fixed, however.

The young man led me into the shed on the north side. The shutters were down, but there was a big fire still glowing on the forge hearth. The old man was sitting awkwardly on an anvil, with five men standing behind him; they needed no explanation. Opposite the old man, kneeling on the hard stone floor, was a little thin man, anywhere between forty and fifty-five. He had a black eye and a cut lip, ugly bruise on his cheek, hair matted with blood from one of those scalp wounds that just keep on bleeding. He was nursing his left hand in his right; someone had flattened his fingertips on the anvil with a big hammer. He had that still, quiet look.

The old man glanced up as I came in, then turned his attention back to the poor devil kneeling on the floor. This man, he said, stole from us. He was a clerk in the counting-house, we looked after him, trusted him, and he stole from us. And he won’t tell us what he’s done with our money.

I looked at the clerk, who shook his head. It’s not true, he said (it was hard to make out the words, his mouth was too badly damaged), I never stole anything. The young man rolled his eyes, as though the clerk was a naughty boy with jam round his mouth insisting he knew nothing about the missing cake.

Fine, I said, we can settle this quite easily. I braced myself; it was going to be a difficult, nasty job, and I was out of practice.

I did the old man first. I’m ashamed to admit that I was a bit cavalier about going in. I’ve found you can modulate—is that the word?—the level of discomfort you cause when you look through the side of someone’s head; on this occasion, I didn’t bother too much. The memories I wanted were easy enough to find—half of the things he’d found out about me weren’t even true. I bundled them up, wiped the memory of the pain, and got out fast. Same for his son. Then I did the clerk. Then out again. By this time I was feeling shattered, sweat running down my face and inside my shirt, as though I’d just run up a steep hill with a hay-bale hanging from each hand.

“He’s telling the truth,” I said. “He never stole from you, and he hasn’t got your money.”

The old man opened his mouth, then closed it again. The young man called me a liar and various other things; his father sighed and told him to be quiet.

The clerk’s head had rolled forward onto his chest; he was asleep. “You’d better untie him and dump him in an alley somewhere,” I went on. “I’ve taken away all his memories of what you’ve done to him, he’ll wake up and have no idea how he got in this state, it’ll save you having to kill him.” I smiled. “Now then,” I said, “I don’t think we discussed my fee. The usual rate?”

The old man gave me a puzzled look, then wrote out a draft for three hundred angels. I didn’t argue. “Well,” I said, “it’s been a pleasure working for you, but as I told your son, I’m retired now, so we won’t be seeing each other again. Rest assured you can rely on my discretion. Don’t bother giving me a lift, I can walk.”

I got out of there as quickly as I could, and headed straight for the Sword of Justice, simply because it was nearest and I badly needed a drink. So badly, in fact, that I stuck to black tea with honey and pepper, because some things you need you shouldn’t always get. I was sipping it when a man I used to know came up and told me they’d got a game going out back, if I was interested.

I looked at him and grinned. “Sorry,” I said, “I’m broke. Look at me,” I added.

He did so, noting the farm clothes and the worn-out boots. “Screw you, then,” he replied pleasantly, and left me in peace.
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HOW WAS IT, I hear you ask, that I came to develop my unique talent and establish a career as the Empire’s leading consulting memory engineer?

It’s a classic success story. There I was, an ignorant farm boy on the run from the law, turning up in the big city with nothing but the rags on his back and a dream of a better life. An early but significant demonstration of my powers came about when hunger drove me to the back door of the old Industry and Enterprise in Sheep Street—remember it? It’s gone now, of course, pulled down to make space for the new cattle pens. The door was open, and I could see through into the kitchen, where they were roasting chickens on a spit. There didn’t seem to be anybody about, so I nipped in and helped myself.

I was cheerfully stuffing my face when the landlord loomed up out of the shadows and kicked me halfway across the room. Then he picked up a cleaver. I swear it was instinct; I stared right through his skull, picked out the sight of me tiptoeing in and grabbing a chicken, and darted back out again. There was the landlord, cleaver in hand, puzzled frown on face. Who the hell are you? he asked me. Got any work? I answered. No, get lost. I nodded (I’d stuck the chicken down the front of my shirt) and headed back into the street as fast as I could go.

For someone who’d had to work for his living, this episode was a revelation to me; a flawless modus operandi, fully formed and perfected, like suddenly waking up one morning to find that you’d learned the silversmith’s trade overnight, in a dream. I refined it a bit, of course. I know, they say if it ain’t broke don’t fix it, but I modified the original pattern to leave out the getting-kicked-across-the-room stage, and in the event it worked just as well without it. Instead, I’d go into teashops when there were no other customers, eat and drink as much as I liked, then cause the owner to forget me completely. Same with dosshouse-keepers and landladies of furnished accomodation; as soon as they asked me for rent, they’d never seen me before in their lives. I got into a few scrapes, it’s true, but that’s all done and forgotten about now. In due course, I refined my business model and started getting jobs that actually paid money; eventually, lots of money, which somehow never stayed with me very long, but that’s not the point. I was a success. I made something of myself, and there’s not many men from my background who can say that.
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SO WHY, I hear you ask, did I turn my back on all that, a lifetime of achievement, not to mention the money, in order to go scurrying back to my grubby roots and relapse into peasant farming?

Actually, I should think that was obvious. I was terrified. Ever since I’d done that job on the girl who was raped, I knew something was terribly wrong. I’d tried to figure out what had happened, couldn’t—no matter. I’m not a scholar or a scientist, just an honest artisan practising his trade. But when the trade gets dangerous and not worth the risk, I stop. Simple; if I don’t go back there, it can’t hurt me. And I was horribly sure that if I did go back, I’d get hurt.

I could remember it all perfectly: the skinny girl, standing next to me. She had a long, thin nose, and no lobes to her ears. She was staring at me—not eye to eye, she was gazing at the side of my head. Get out of it, I shouted at her—I mouthed the words but could make no sound. Stop doing that. Get out of my mind. She turned her head and looked at me, frowning, as if I was a spelling mistake. She said something, but I couldn’t hear it. Her lips were thin and practically colourless, and I couldn’t read them. It’s for your own good, you stupid girl, I tried to tell her. She couldn’t understand me. She reached for the scroll in my hand, but I pulled it away. I could feel her looking through the wall of my skull. It hurt like hell. I yelled, and got out quick—

So what’s the chance, I kept asking myself, that there’s someone else out there with the same knack or talent I’ve got; a skinny girl, nobody really, but she can see through the walls of skulls into the library inside? Except that wasn’t what I’d encountered, was it? I met her inside her own head, conscious of me; and she’d tried to get at my memories, but I’d been too quick for her and got away before she could break in. Conclusion: she could do what I can do, but there was more to it than that. She was aware of me gatecrashing her mind; she was actually there, in person, and nearly managed to snatch the scroll out of my hand—

And still only young, twenty or so; not much older than I was when I started. Give her a few years to come to terms with her ability and put on a bit of mental muscle—what other tricks could she do, I wondered? What sort of monster had I blundered into?

I owed her a drink, of course. If it hadn’t been for the scare she’d put into me, I’d never have found the strength to quit the job and get out of the City. That change was definitely an improvement, no question at all about it.

I cashed the old man’s draft and got them to write a letter of credit to the Social and Beneficent; another couple of hundred couldn’t do any harm, after all, even if I was highly unlikely ever to need it. Then I caught the carrier’s cart to my village and walked the rest of the way. It had been raining, and the wet grass soaked my trousers up to the knees. I walked past the ruin—they’d roofed it over with wooden shingles, over which I’d specified a single continuous sheet of burnished copper, but they hadn’t got round to that yet. I peered at it from a distance, too far away to make out what the builders’ men were saying, and cut through the woods to get home. The smell of the wet grass was wonderful. It was nearly dark by then. The back door was slightly ajar, just as I’d left it. I went inside and groped for the lamp and the tinderbox. I was just about to wind the tinderbox handle when light filled the room—

Two of them; I can picture them to this day—one lifting the shutter of a dark lantern, the other rising gracefully to his feet and levelling the crossbow he’d been cradling on his knees. He was the one who messed it all up, of course, because as he stood up he got between his target and the light, giving me plenty of time to back out and slam the door in his face; I felt it quiver as the bolt hit it. I was almost as stupid as he was. I wasted a good second looking round for something to wedge the door with, instead of legging it straight away into the friendly, conspiratorial dark. But I got smart as soon as I felt his weight slam against the door; I let go, allowing him to sprawl out and trip over his feet, while I scampered across the yard toward the hay barn. The only reason I went that way was a vague memory of where I’d left a hayfork, which was the only weapon I had which wasn’t in the house.

The trouble with a vague memory is, it doesn’t help you find things in the pitch dark. Furthermore, while I was groping about in the hay, I trod on that damned loose floorboard, the one that creaks like a soul in torment. The sound carried wonderfully in the still night air. I froze; not tactics, terror. Then I heard the scrape of a hobnail on the slate lintel.
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IT REMINDED ME of a night, many years earlier, when I’d crept through a dark garden towards the wall of a house and looked up at a narrow window. The architect who built that house had no daughters, or he wouldn’t have allowed the window of the best east-facing bedroom, looking out over the rose garden, to be so easily accessible by drainpipe.

I was quite athletic in those days, but just as clumsy as I am now. The heel of my boot dragged on the stone windowsill, making a noise that sounded like morning shift in the slate quarries. I froze and counted to twenty; her mother’s maid slept in the next room, and was no friend of mine. But twenty came and went, no banging doors or raised voices. I hauled myself over the sill and got my feet down on a good, discreet Vesani rug.

But something was wrong. She should have been there. I was alone in someone else’s house. Suddenly, I felt like a burglar.

Fortuitously, I knew about burglary, thanks to a paying customer. I knew how to walk quietly, and what to watch out for. I crept through the dressing room into her bedroom. It was dark. I knew its geography, of course. I have a blind man’s memories of how to navigate in the dark. I found the bed, and my fingertips told me it was made up. I stood there, feeling incredibly stupid. Then the door opened, and the light almost blinded me.

I should explain that I’d been away for nearly six months, for my health. I hadn’t dared write, and all the time I was away I’d been out of my mind with worry. The first thing I did when I got back was leave the agreed sign—a hand-and-flower, chalked on the foot on the sundial at the end of the rose garden; when I came back the next night, her countersign was there, with two crosses, meaning in two days time. So she was still there, still wanted to see me; but her room was empty—

Framed in the light was a man I knew only too well, though we’d never met face to face or spoken to each other. At that time, her father was a senator and a wealthy merchant, doing extremely well in the cotton and linen business; this was several years before the crash came and it turned out that the only money he had was what he’d embezzled from Party funds. He was a big man, bald, with the arms and shoulders of a country blacksmith, and his attitude towards me, as far as I could gather, was basically agnostic; he couldn’t quite bring himself to believe that I existed, but he had lurking suspicions. He was alone, but all that signified was a sensible disinclination to share the next few minutes with any witnesses.

I’d already turned to run for it, but he said, “No, wait;” and there was something in the way he said it—not anger, just sadness. I stayed where I was and he came up close and held the lamp so he could see my face. “You’re shorter than I expected,” he said.

“Where is she?”

For a moment I thought he was going to go for me. The little, isolated part of my mind that arranges tactical details was busy taking note of the fact that he was holding the lamp in his right hand and his left hand was empty; no weapon, so either he was unarmed or he’d have to shift the lamp to his left to draw; or if he planned on killing me with his bare hands, he’d have to lead with his left, and his feet were all wrong for that, unless he was a natural southpaw— But then he shook his head, and the look on his face made me go cold. “She’s dead,” he said.

It’s so easy to say; in that moment, I died. Grand overstatement. Melodrama. I wish I had the words, but I don’t.

He went on; “There was a problem with the pregnancy. It was blood poisoning.”

All I could do was repeat; “Pregnancy.”

He made this noise. It was a big, cold laugh. “You didn’t know.”

“No. I—” I ran out of words and just stood there.

“Ah.” He nodded slightly. “Interesting. She assumed you’d guessed and run out on her because of it. Well, it killed her. It took a long time. They gave her poppy extract, but the pain was—” He stopped and shrugged. “You killed my daughter.”

This tactical part of my mind—I wonder, do other people have the same thing, or is it just me? If it’s just me, is it somehow connected with the special thing I do? I’ve often wondered. In any event, at that moment it was busy again. It was telling me: his wife, her mother, died five years ago, and he has no close family; I could wipe her out of his memory and spare him the pain, it was the least I could do. But that wouldn’t work. He was a man in public office, with about a million acquaintances, all of them properly sympathetic. It wouldn’t really help matters if I got him a reputation for having been driven insane by grief.

“I was going to kill you,” he said. He was looking straight at me, the way an arrow looks at a target. “But I think I’ll let you live. It’d be crueller.”

He was right about that. Being dead is bad enough. Being dead and still having to walk around and eat is so much worse.
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HENCE THE SUDDEN and immediate twist of pain when I heard that nail-on-stone noise. No bad thing, really; it prevented me from ignoring the sound or mistaking it for something else. Saved my life, actually. Now there’s irony.

My tactical planner was giving me instructions: get down, keep still, make yourself small. I had no weapon and chances were the owner of the hobnailed boot was a much better fighter than me, but I had the advantage of the dark; I knew where he was, but he didn’t know where I was. He was, of course, between me and the door. I’ve been in worse situations.

Then I had a stroke of luck. He uncovered his dark lantern. He saw me and I saw him.

I went in through the side of his head like a slingstone. As I’d assumed, the old man had sent him; my reluctance and intention to retire had made me an unacceptable risk, no longer outweighed by my potential usefulness. Fine. I wiped that; then, in an excess of spite of which I am not proud, I wiped a whole lot more—his name, most of his past, more or less everything in easy reach. When I came out of his head, he was standing there looking stupid. There was a hay-rake leaning up against the wall. I grabbed it and broke it over his head. I feel sorry for him, and ashamed of myself.

He’d dropped the lantern, but it hadn’t gone out; a lit lantern on the floor of a hay barn is nobody’s friend. I grabbed it, and then it did go out. I went to the door and threw it away. One down.

I stood in the doorway and tried to be sensible. Defeating one hired man wasn’t victory in any meaningful sense. If the old man had decided it was time for me to die, I could defeat a thousand of his footsoldiers in tense little duels and still be no safer. My own stupid fault. By buying a house and putting down roots, I’d made myself an easy target—one of the very few stupid things I’d never done before. I don’t know. Maybe there’s a secret part of me that won’t be satisfied until I’ve completed the set.

Time to go. As I walked quietly up to the road, I cursed myself for cashing that three-hundred-angel draft. It’d be suicide to go anywhere near the Social and Beneficent, or even to write a draft; they’d track me down and that’d be that. My only hope lay in anonymity and distance.

I started walking. About a week later, I stopped and asked where I was. They looked at me as if I was crazy and said, Scheria. Just my luck.
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DON'T GET ME wrong. There are worse places than Scheria. Four of them, at least.

I never had the time or the energy to learn a musical instrument; but I had the unhappy privilege of attending the great Clamanzi in his last illness, which was horribly exacerbated by memories of how badly he’d treated his wife. The poor man only had days to live, and it was certain he’d never play the flute again. It wasn’t really stealing, more a case of rescuing a glorious thing and keeping it safe.

Partly out of respect, I’d never even picked up a flute since that day; but it was all there, in my head. My tactical adviser suggested that the old man’s people wouldn’t be looking for a travelling musician. And, whatever their other faults as a nation, the Scherians are fond of music.

I’m ashamed to say, I stole the flute. I heard its music as I was walking down a village street. Pretty tune, I thought; then it stopped, and maybe its beauty reminded me of Clamanzi, I don’t know. I waited; it started again, and I traced it to a house in the corner of a little square. I went away and came back after dark. The blind man I mentioned just now helped me find the flute—it had been left lying around on the kitchen table, some people are just so careless. My flute now.

To practice, I walked up into the hills. As well as the flute, I’d found a new loaf on that kitchen table, and there are plenty of sweet-water springs draining off the peat. I allowed myself three days to learn the flute. Took me about half an hour, in the event. The rest of the time I took to eat that loaf, I just enjoyed myself, playing music.

I say myself; I can’t really claim any credit. I’m the first to admit, I don’t have an artistic bone in my body. So please don’t make the mistake of thinking that listening to me was like listening to Clamanzi. I had the fingering, the breath control, the education, the technique—but no passion, no soul. Correction; I had my soul, which is a pretty inferior example of the type and certainly not something you’d want to listen to. No angel; I think we’ve established that. But I could pipe a tune, as well as most and better than some, and a piper can always earn a few stuivers in Scheria. Not that there’s much in those parts you’d want to spend it on.

The hell with it; I walked to the next town, sat down in front of the mercantile and started to play. Not even a hat at my feet—I didn’t actually possess a hat—just music, for its own sake. To begin with, people were reluctant, because there was no obvious place to drop their coins. But once two or three stuivers were gathered together in a little cluster, that ceased to be a problem. The store owner came out and I thought he was going to move me on; instead, he brought me out a bowl of tea and a loaf of bread, quietly so as not to disturb me. I only stopped when my lips got sore, by which time the pile of coins was too big to hold comfortably in one hand. Best part of a quarter angel; more than a skilled man earns in a week.

I slept, by invitation, in the storekeeper’s comfortable hayloft, and started playing again as soon as it was light. It helped that I can remember ever tune I ever heard. On the third day it rained; but that wasn’t a problem, because the local lord-of-the-manor sent a cart for me. He had guests for dinner, and if I wasn’t busy— A month later, I’d moved to Cerauno, which is the third largest city in Scheria, and was playing indoors, to people who’d come specially to hear me, and who handed in their coins at the door rather than dropping them on the ground. Three months later, I was rich. Again.

I seem to have this knack of hauling myself up by my bootstraps, usually when my mind is on other things.
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PRACTICALLY EVERY NIGHT in Cerauno I dreamed about the skinny girl. Sometimes she was in the dark looking for me, with a knife; sometimes I met her in the street or beside the river. Sometimes she had a knife, other times it would be a rope or an axe. The one constant was that she wanted to kill me.

I heard the news of the coup back home from the ambassador himself, no less, at a reception. He confessed that he was terrified at the thought of being recalled, since he was clearly identified with the old regime. I asked him who was behind it all; he looked round to make sure nobody was listening, and whispered a few names. Two of them (father and son) I recognised.

I reminded myself that I was a professional, and my clients’ secrets were sacrosanct, even if the clients in question had sent assassins to murder me. If I were you, I told the ambassador, I’d stay here where it’s safe. Those clowns won’t last long, sooner or later they’ll cut each others’ throats and everything will go back to normal. Don’t go back, whatever you do. He gave me a sad smile. My wife and daughter are still there, he said, in the City.

I thought about that while pretending to sip my tea, though the bowl was empty. If he refused to go back, they’d kill his family. If he went back, they’d kill him and his family as well, because now they were in power they could afford to be particular about loose ends. I know; it was only my opinion, and what do I know about high-level politics? But I’d come to like the ambassador; he’d fallen asleep in the front row of one of my recitals, on a night when I was particularly uninspired—he clearly had taste, and I like that in a man.

He turned away to grab one of those rice-cakes-filled-with-pureed-seaweed that the Scherians fondly imagine are edible. I stared at the side of his head, and then he turned back. He was frowning.

Tell me, Ambassador, I said. Are you married?

He looked at me as if I’d just asked him for the square root of seven. No, he said.

I smiled at him. If I were you, I said, I’d stay here in Scheria where it’s safe. He nodded. I might just do that, he said.

As soon as I could, I left the reception, went home to my comfortable lodgings in fashionable Peace Square, and was violently sick. I can only assume it was the pureed seaweed.
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I'D BEEN IN Scheria for about six months when I started hearing rumours. News from the Old Country was hard to come by; my only reliable source was my friend the ambassador (Scheria didn’t recognise the new regime, so he stayed on; he was invited to receptions, but had to borrow money to live on) and all he knew came from refugees and exiles. Apart from what he told me, I heard the usual wild and improbable stuff, a mixture of impossible atrocity stories and political gossip, scurrilous in tone and often biologically impossible. But just occasionally I heard something that rang true. For instance: I heard that the society charlatan who used to claim he could read minds had mysteriously disappeared just before the coup, but lately there was a new mind-reader who’d taken over his old practice; she was in favour with the regime, who made no secret of her supposed powers. They used her for interrogations and to administer a particularly terrifying form of punishment—artificially-induced amnesia. The victim, so the rumour went, was left with no memories whatsoever, not even his name. It was the proverbial fate worse than death, and apparently the new government kept her extremely busy. Her? Oh yes, my informants assured me, this mind-reader’s a woman, actually just a young girl, but nasty as a sackful of adders. Also, they’ve put a price on the old mind-reader’s head: ten thousand angels dead, twenty-five thousand if they get him alive. Of course, it’s all nonsense, but—

And my mother used to tell me I’d never amount to anything. Twenty-five thousand angels. It’s enough to make your head spin. No human being could conceivably be worth that. It made me wish I still had a family, so I could turn myself in and make them all rich.
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I REMEMBER THE first time I saw her.

I remember it two ways; in one version, I’m sitting on a low wall, talking to my best friend. The other way, I’m standing; apart from that, it’s the same, up to the point where I say, “I think I know her brother,” in a soft whisper. From then on, the two versions diverge.

In one version, I just stand there, bashful and hopeless. In the other, I go up to her, introduce myself. She gives me that look nice girls are supposed to give to importunate strangers. Then I ask if her brother is so-and-so, who was at the Studium at such and such a time. Why yes, she says, and smiles, and he’s mentioned you.

In the other version, I reflect bitterly on my lack of education, which meant I’d never been at some fancy school with the brothers of pretty girls. Meanwhile I watch my best friend exercise his legendary charm, and think; oh well.

Footnotes: at this time, I’d been in the City for just under a year. I’d started exercising my talent in a controlled and profitable manner; I was making a lot of money, and spending it on playing the part of an affluent merchant’s son—no attempt to hide the taint of trade, but a surprising number of genuine young noblemen are happy to associate with parvenus, if they’re witty and presentable and prepared to buy the drinks and pay for the damage. Nobody asked me searching questions about my antecedents, because it was assumed they couldn’t possibly be more disgraceful than a rich wine-merchant for a father. My friend had recently left the military academy and was loosely associated with a good regiment (but not in such a way as to cut unduly into his free time).

She had a friend, who I didn’t like much. The four of us went to various social events. It wasn’t a happy time for me.
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THE NEWS THAT I’d been supplanted in my profession didn’t bother me much, per se; I had no intention of resuming my practice if I could possibly avoid it. I much preferred flute-playing, and Scheria was starting to grow on me, like some sort of lichen. It was my supplanter herself who bothered me; that and the price on my head. If I was safe anywhere, it was Scheria—war hadn’t been formally declared, but the border was closed, and one of my compatriots would’ve been noticed and dealt with very quickly; the Scherians are good at that sort of thing. Even so; twenty-five thousand angels has a sort of inner momentum that tends to transcend politics. One thing was certain. I didn’t dare go back and investigate this woman, even if I’d wanted to.

Instead, I played the flute. I’m not sure what got into me. Maybe it was the worry and the stress, or perhaps it was just Clamanzi getting used to my mouth and fingers. I got better and better. It helped that I was encouraged to tackle a wider repertoire—the great Scherian classics, Gorgias, Procopius, Cordusa; you can’t put an infinite amount of soul into the folk-tunes I’d picked up back home, but if you put together Clamanzi’s technique and Procopius’ flute sonatas, there’s a sort of alchemical reaction that refuses to be confined by the spiritual poverty of the intermediary, even when he’s me. Also, people who know about music say that the great performer draws on his experience, which is just another word for memories; of those I had plenty. Even the greatest virtuoso—even Clamanzi—can only draw on his own experience, which limits him. Unless he happens to have a head stuffed full of other people’s lives, sorrows, joys, wickedness, weakness and misery. I reached a point where I could let the music and the memories talk to each other. A hundred strangers provided the soul, Clamanzi operated the keys, I stood there while it happened, bowed when it was over and took the money. I remember one reception, where I’d played for a bunch of ambassadors and ministers. Some fool came up to me, an old man, he looked like he’d been crying. He told me he’d heard the great Clamanzi play that sonata twenty years ago and had avoided hearing it since, because he was afraid to spoil the memory; but I had been better than Clamanzi, I’d found new depths, new resonances—

I’m afraid I was quite rude to him.

There was one piece I flatly refused to play: Chirophon’s Lyrical Dances, which was what the band played at a dance we all went to, around the time my best friend’s regiment was posted south. I’d been praying for that day; he’d be four hundred miles away, leaving me to console his broken-hearted sweetheart, and while he was away he might fall in love with someone else, or maybe even get killed— It was while they were playing the second movement and the four of us were sitting it out on the veranda that I realised how much she loved him. I remember there was a beautiful glass decanter on the table; I looked at it and saw that if I broke it on the side of the table, I could cut his throat with the sharp edge of the neck before he had a chance to defend himself. I reached for it, my fingertips registered the smooth, cold surface; and I realised that there was a better way.

Which is how I come to have his memories of her as well as my own. On the way back from the dance I stole them all; and the next day his regiment marched for the southern frontier. A month later he wrote to me; he was getting love-letters from some female he’d never heard of—hot stuff, he said, you had to wear gloves to read them. He thought it was a huge joke, and should he write back? Write care of me, I replied; I’ll deliver the letter and take a look at her for you. I don’t know if he ever got that, because he was killed very soon afterwards.
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THE POLITICS TOOK a turn for the worse; enough to scare the Scherians into peace talks. A high-level delegation from the new regime would visit Scheria in the hope of preventing further escalation, and all that sort of thing. Naturally, there would be events, receptions. Naturally, I would be hired to play for them.

I got as far as packing a bag. Two bags, five—I realised I had far too much stuff I couldn’t bear to be parted from, which was another way of saying that this time, I wasn’t prepared to run away.
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SO I DID  the next best thing. I went to see my friend the director of the Conservatory—in Scheria, the country’s top musician is an ex efficio member of the Council of State, can you believe that? He was pleased to see me, sent for tea and honeycakes. “You saved me a job,” he said. “I need to talk to you about the gala recital for the peace delegation.”

I gave him a weak grin. “It’s sort of about that,” I said. “I can’t do it.”

He looked at me as though I’d just cut off his fingers. “Not funny,” he said.

I took a deep breath. “There are some things about me that maybe you ought to know,” I told him.

And I explained. The story of my life. He sat perfectly still until I’d finished, and for a moment or so after that. Then he said; “But you haven’t actually done anything wrong in Scheria.”

I frowned. “Not yet.”

“Don’t mess with me,” he snapped. “Since you got here, you’ve been a blameless, productive member of society. Yes? I need you to tell me the truth.”

I nodded. “Apart from lying about who I am.”

“That’s not a crime,” he said quickly, “unless you’re on oath. So, the plain fact is, in Scheria you’re clean.”

I nodded. “Like that matters,” I said. “Weren’t you listening? As far as this delegation’s concerned, I’m an enemy of the State. Also, I have information about two of the delegates that would kill them very dead if it ever got loose. Think about that.”

He thought, though not for very long. “You wouldn’t consider—”

“No. I’m definite on that. I don’t tell.”

He shrugged. “Before you go, do me a favour and make me forget you told me that, because it’s my duty as a Counsellor to go to my colleagues and inform them that you have vital information that could win us the war, and all they have to do is torture you till you spit it out.” He frowned. “You can really do that? That’s amazing.”

For a moment I didn’t know what to say. “Thanks,” I said. “But the point remains. As soon as they see me, they’ll hit the roof. They’ll assume—”

Suddenly he grinned. “Yes,” he said. “Won’t they just.” He leaned forward and gave me a slap on the back that loosened three teeth. “How does it feel to be a secret weapon?”

It goes to show how stress mucks up your intellect; I hadn’t seen it in that light before. “All right,” I conceded. “But the moment that old devil sets eyes on me, my life won’t be worth spit.”

“We’ll protect you.” He nodded several times; habit of his. “Oh, you bet we will.” He stopped and shook himself like a wet dog; I saw he was sweating, but he was better now. “Right,” he said, “that’s that dealt with. Onwards. I was thinking, we start off with the Nicephorus quartet in C.”
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I WENT HOME—I had a nice place, opposite the Power and Glory Stairs—bolted the door, shuttered the windows and lit the lamp. The first thing I saw was this mirror.

I bought it for half an angel, and I got a bargain; a genuine silver-backed glass mirror, Mezentine, about three hundred years old, there’s only five or six in all of Scheria. The man who sold it to me grinned; present for the wife? Daughter? Girlfriend? I just smiled at him. I bought a mirror—the best that money could buy—to remind myself of something.

It was not long after she died, and I was called out to a surgeon, a household name. I can’t tell you what it was about; not relevant. But in his house he had a mirror, a cheap brass-plate job, entirely out of place in his sumptuously decorated home. He saw me looking at it and told me the story; how, when he was a young Army sawbones, he got caught up in some actual fighting and took an arrow in the gut. He knew that unless he got the loathsome thing out quick, he’d be dead; also that there was nobody competent to do the job within thirty miles. So he set up that mirror where he could see it clearly, and operated on himself. He nearly killed himself, and he was sick as a dog for a month, but he survived; and had kept the mirror ever since, to remind himself that he was a genius to whom anything was possible.

And that, of course, set me thinking.

I was in the money at that time, so I bought myself a mirror; silver-backed glass, Mezentine, about three hundred years old, I paid twenty angels for it at an auction. I hired a carpenter to build a special cradle for it, so it could be swivelled about and adjusted to exactly the angle I wanted. Then, one night, I barred all the doors and windows and lit a hundred oil lamps—I wanted to be able to see what I was doing. I had no idea if what I planned on doing was possible—just like my client the surgeon, I guess; as with him, though, it was a matter of life and death, because I knew I couldn’t carry on much longer, not with those memories inside my head.

I fiddled with the mirror until I had a clear view of the side of my own head. Then I stared, really hard; and I was in.

Exactly the same usual thing; a library, with shelves of scrolls. I knew, as I always do, which one to reach for. I picked it out, unrolled it. The page was blank.

Two days later, I sold the mirror. I got thirty angels for it, from a collector. Born lucky, I guess.
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MY FRIEND THE director and I eventually compromised on the Procopius concerto and the overture to The Triumph of Compassion (the Euxinus arrangement, not the Theodotus). I cancelled all my engagements for a week, and practiced till I could barely stand up. Not that I needed to, but it helped me feel like I was doing something. I’m guessing that, to this day, there’s a company of the Third Lancers who cover their ears and whimper every time the band strikes up the Triumph overture; the poor devils ordered to guard me night and day must’ve heard the wretched thing a couple of hundred times.

(In case you’re wondering, I didn’t wipe my friend’s memory after all; he got squeamish. He said he’d rather change his mind than have someone change it for him. I was mildly offended, but made nothing of it. I figure a friend has the right to offend you at least once.)

The concert was held in the auditorium of the Silver Star temple, my second favourite after the Imperial; I wondered why, since it seats less than a thousand, until I remembered that at the Silver Star, there’s an underground passage from the green room straight to the stage; the performers are out of sight of the audience until the screens actually come down. At the Imperial, you walk down the main aisle; and a man with a knife who didn’t care about his future could have a go at you, and there’d be nobody to stop him. The choice of venue was considerate, but mildly terrifying; but the acoustic at the Silver Star is just right for the Procopius, especially the slow second movement.

The other thing about the stage at the Silver Star is that you’re quite high up; which means you’re on a dead level sight line with the best seats in the house (six rows from the front)—you can see them and they can see you. I remember peering out into the sea of faces just before I took my stand. I found them quite easily; the old man and his son. They were talking to each other, heads turned, not looking at the stage. Then, as I lifted the flute to my lips, the old man looked up and saw me, and he went white as a sheet. Then it was my cue, six bars in, and I forgot about everything else and started to play.

Clamanzi was at the top of his form that day. Actually, I don’t rate the Triumph overture all that much—melodrama—but the Procopius is one of the supreme achievements of the human race (so very strange, that a really nasty piece of work like Procopius could have produced something so sublime) and I defy anybody who claims to be any better than an animal not to be completely carried away by it. I wasn’t really aware of anything else until I’d played that last long string of dying thirds. Then, when the music stopped, in the split second of dead silence you always get before the applause starts, I sort of woke up and looked down at the audience. I was looking for the old man and his son, but my attention was distracted. I saw another familiar face, in the row above them.

Familiar in more than one sense—

(Someone dug me in the small of the back, and I suddenly remembered that I was about to play the Triumph overture. I pulled myself together and lifted the flute; mercifully, Clamanzi took over from there and I didn’t have to do anything, which was just as wel—)

Familiar, because I’d seen her before; once in the flesh, more times than I could count in dreams. But also familiar, because for the first time I realised who she reminded me of. It was the way she was sitting, the angle of her face, slightly away, chin slightly lifted. Nobody could ever call the skinny girl a beauty, but at that angle the resemblance was unmistakable.

I can’t remember how I got off the stage or back to the green room, but I remember sitting in a corner refusing tea and wine, and my friend the director bounding up to me like a friendly dog and yapping at me—wonderful, amazing, all the superlatives, except that he actually meant them; and especially the Triumph, my God, I never realised a human being could play like that. I frowned at him. I couldn’t remember having played the Triumph overture—the Procopius, yes, but everything after that was just a blur. I muttered something or other and told him I’d like to be left in peace, please. He wasn’t offended. Of course, he said, and made sure nobody spoke to me.

She was here; well, why was I surprised? Naturally, the enemy would bring their secret weapon. I had enough confidence in the Scherian authorities to assume that they knew what she could do and had taken the necessary measures to make sure she didn’t do it to anybody who mattered—except that I’d been up there on stage, with her staring at me. A moment of panic; then I was able to reassure myself. I could remember every memory I’d acquired during my time with the old man and his son—

Presumably. But how the hell would I know?

No; be logical. I could remember things that would get their necks stretched in two minutes flat; therefore, she hadn’t been at me. Quick mental geometry; how far was the stage from the eighth row of the auditorium? I didn’t actually know; and for me, distance isn’t really a problem, I can see through a man’s head at any distance where I can clearly make out his face. But maybe the girl had problems with distance, maybe she was short-sighted. She had that slight squint, which would fit. And her mother—

I caught myself thinking that before I realised the implications; her mother was short-sighted too, when I knew her, twenty years ago.

Except that I’d met her mother, whom I’d never seen before (and I never forget a face); and the other woman had died twenty years ago, in childbirth.

I remember, I was alone in the green room by that stage, though presumably there was a half-company of guards outside in the corridor. I closed my eyes and tried to think. If it’s hereditary—but my father and mother never showed any signs, perish the thought.

And then I reflected: be all that as it may, the reason she’s here is to hurt you, of that you can be certain. And that takes priority over all other considerations. Doesn’t it?

About twenty. Any age between nineteen and twenty-three. I’ve always been hopeless at guessing women’s ages.
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I SLEPT BADLY—nightmares—and awoke to find that I’d been awarded an extra thousand angels, the Order of the Headless Spear and full Scherian citizenship by a grateful Council. Well, I thought, that’s nice.

My friend the director was in meetings all morning, but he made time to come and see me.

“That girl,” I said, before he could sit down. “The one with the delegation. Have you any idea who she is?”

He nodded grimly. “We objected,” he said, “but they insisted. It was a deal-breaker. But she’s not allowed in to any of the sessions.”

“She’s here to kill me,” I said.

He blinked. I could tell he believed me. “She couldn’t get past the guards,” he said.

I sighed. “You don’t understand how it works,” I told him. “She could get past an army. And you’d have fifty thousand soldiers who couldn’t remember their own names.”

He hadn’t thought of that. “What can we do?”

I shrugged. “No idea,” I said.

He frowned. Then he looked up. “We can poison her,” he said.

He wasn’t joking. “You can’t.” I’d spoken very quickly. “You’d start a war.”

“There’s poisons and poisons,” he replied, and I felt cold all over. “All right, maybe not kill her. But a really bad stomach upset—”

In spite of everything I couldn’t help laughing, at the thought of it.

“Trust me,” he went on, “I’ve had a dicky tummy for years, while it’s happening you simply can’t think about anything else. A really bad dose of the shits will neutralise any power on Earth. We’ve got a man at Intelligence who specialises in that sort of thing. Leave it with me, it’ll be just fine.”
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HE DOSED THE lot of them, for good measure. My guess is, he dressed it up in a dish of the notorious Scherian pork terrine, a national delicacy that’ll do for anybody who hasn’t been brought up on it since childhood. The rest of the delegation were up and about after a day or so. The girl (my friend reported cheerfully) had taken it particularly hard, probably because she was so thin and delicate, and would be confined to the shithouse for at least a week.

Woe to the conquered, I thought. Less extreme than killing her, as effective, considerably less humane.
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EXCEPT THAT IT did kill her. The delegation withdrew from the negotiations for a whole day without any explanation, then announced that one of their advisers, a young woman, had contracted food poisoning and sadly passed away. It would have been her wish, they said, that the negotiations proceed; and so they proceeded.

There was a bleak little funeral, which I insisted on attending, though I had no right to do so—except, possibly, that the body they were burying was my daughter, and of course I couldn’t tell anyone that. My daughter, killed on my orders, for the single reason that she took after her father. Possibly. No way of proving it, naturally. And that which can’t be proven can’t be regarded as true.

But I saw them set up a long wooden box on a trestle, stack logs all round it, splash around some oil and apply fire. There was that unmistakable roast-pork smell, which they try and mask with scenty stuff, but it never really works. The old man and his son were there, of course. They kept looking at me. It occurred to me, later, that I could’ve wiped their heads there and then, and been rid of them. Later. At the time, I was preoccupied with other things.
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THEY POSTPONED THE war, bless them; it would happen one day, inevitably as the leaves fall from the trees, but it wouldn’t be soon. There was another concert, followed by a reception. I stood in a corner, trying to be invisible. Sure enough, the old man and his son headed straight for me.

You haven’t told anyone. It was a statement of fact, which I confirmed. I pointed out that they’d sent men to kill me, driven me from my own country and put a fortune on my head. They acknowledged as much, and warned me to keep my mouth shut and never, ever go home. They managed to make me feel as if it was all my fault. But they didn’t mention the skinny girl, and neither did I.

The head of the delegation, who was also the provisional head of the provisional government (call him the provisional dictator) made a point of congratulating me on my performance and issuing a standing invitation to perform in the City, any time I felt like it. Clearly the old man and his son were as good at keeping secrets as me.

Then they went home; and I was mortally afraid that I’d lose my guards—they were picked men from the Prefect’s Battalion, and there were probably other things they should have been doing. But my friend the director made out a case for me being a national treasure—I was eligible, apparently, now I was a citizen—which entitled me to maximum security, in case I was stolen, defaced, vandalised or damaged. He made loads of jokes about it afterwards, which I managed to take in good part. I went back to work, to full houses and embarrassing applause; I didn’t mind. I was playing better than ever, and enjoying every minute of it. As for money—I can honestly say I lost interest in it, the way fish aren’t particularly interested in the sea.

I moved; from the centre of town out to the northern suburbs, where you could look out of your window and see meadows and woods. I never had time to do more than look at them. On the rare occasions when I was at home, I was totally occupied in learning and practising new pieces, or rehearsing with orchestras in the massive barn I’d had built in the grounds. People talked about me; they found it strange that I never did anything besides work, no time for pleasures, no wine, no women. I never tried to explain to anyone, understandably enough.
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IT WAS LATE one night. I’d been up since dawn, going through a new concerto I’d commissioned from a promising young composer. A wonderful thing; the more I played it, the more I found in it, and it struck me that if I hadn’t existed, if I’d never been born and never lived a life that brought me to that place at that time in exactly that way, it might never have been written. The young man, almost obscenely talented, was only interested in the money, which he said he needed really badly, for his sister’s dowry or his mother’s operation, or whatever. I paid him double, because the concerto was so good, even though I knew the money would shorten his life (which it did; dead of liver failure at age twenty-six) and cheat the world of what he might have written. What can you do?

I’d reached the point where I couldn’t play any more, so I packed up my flute and locked it away, made myself a last bowl of tea, and shuffled off to bed. I fell asleep straight away, and slipped into one of the old nightmares. Disappointing; because I hadn’t been getting them since the delegation went home. I woke up in a sweat, and saw that the lamp was lit, and there was someone in the room with me.

She was eating an apple. I saw the lamplight reflected in her eyes. “Hello,” she said.

I found it hard to breathe. “Are you going to kill me?” I asked.

“Silly,” she said. “You’d be dead already.”

I tried to sit up, but she frowned at me, so I stayed where I was. “You know who I am,” she said.

“Yes,” I replied. “I—” Words are useless. “I helped you once.”

That made her laugh. She put down the apple on the bed, by my feet. “So I’m told,” she said. “But I don’t believe it. You’re my father.”

I nodded. “I guessed,” I said.

“Because I have the same talent as you.” She picked something up off the bed. It was a knife. One of mine, actually.

“How did you get past the guards?”

She smiled. “I feel sorry for them,” she said. “But I guess they signed on of their own free will. They were in the way.”

“You wiped their minds.”

“Yes.”

I was waiting for the tactical officer inside my head to suggest something, but nothing came. “That was a horrible thing to do.”

“You’ve done worse.”

“To save my life,” I said. “I never tried to harm you.”

“You had them put something nasty in my food,” she replied, as though correcting an obvious flaw in my logic. “It didn’t kill me, but it made me very ill. So I suggested, how would it be if we told everybody I died, and then he’d assume he’d succeeded, and I’d be safe. So that’s what we did.” She took another bite from the apple. “I gather you came to my funeral. Did you cry?”

“No.”

She nodded. “I told them I wanted to stay behind, after they went home. I’ve got a few jobs to do while I’m here, and then I’ll head back.” She paused, as if waiting for something. “Why haven’t you tried to get inside my head?”

“I wish you no harm,” I told her.

“That’s a good one.” She took another bite from the apple, then threw the core into the corner of the room. “You never mean any harm, do you? You didn’t mean to blind your sister. Except you did. You held the branch back on purpose.”

“How do you know that?”

She shrugged. “I know everything about you,” she said. “More than you do.”

“You’ve been inside my head.”

Then she really laughed. She made a noise like a donkey. “You have no idea, have you? How much trouble you’ve caused. Well, of course you haven’t, you saw to that. You ran away.”

“People were trying to kill me.”

“I don’t mean that, stupid.” She took a deep breath, then let it go slowly. “You know what,” she said. “Once I made you a promise. I think I’ll break it. Well? If I do, will you forgive me?”

I looked at her. “You never promised me anything.”

“It’s rude to call someone a liar. Well? Are you going to forgive me or not?”

I shrugged. “Does it matter?”

“Fine.” She sat up straight, put down the knife and folded her hands in her lap. “I made you a promise, about five years ago. You don’t remember, do you?”

I shook my head.

“I came to see you,” she said. “You don’t remember, but I do. You were living in a nice suite of rooms next door but two to the Old Theatre. There was a marble staircase, and a big oak door with a shutter in it. You had a servant, I think he was Cimbrian. You made him wear a white tunic with brass buttons.” She paused and grinned at me. “Remember?”

“I remember.”

“The big door opened into a sort of hall,” she went on, “with a marble floor, white and red, in a chessboard pattern. There were three couches and a brass table. Oh yes, and a sort of palm tree thing in a big clay pot. And you had a parrot, in a cage.”

“Go on,” I said.

“You were sitting on one of the couches, and you had a barber to shave you. He was a tall man with red hair, left-handed. His name was Euja, I know because you said, Thank you, Euja, that’s all for today. Remember?”

“Yes.”

She nodded approvingly. “You told me to sit down and you rang a bell, for tea. It came in a red and white porcelain pot, and there was a dragon on the bottom of the bowl. Is that right?”

“Yes.”

“You waited till the servant had poured the tea, then you asked me politely what you could do for me. You must’ve thought I was a customer. I was fifteen. I told you, I’m your daughter.”

I stared at her—her eyes, not the side of her head. “Go on.”

“I told you things about my mother, things I’d heard from the people who brought me up. They were servants from my mother’s family. They died when I was six, in the plague, and the woman’s sister had me then. But I told you things, about her, and you realised I was telling the truth.”

“Go on.”

She smiled at me. “I told you how poor we were, because all the money my mother’s father left for me had gone. I knew you were rich. I asked you for money.”

My mouth was dry. “What did I say?”

She frowned. “You looked at me for a long time. Then you asked how I’d found you. I said, I’d heard about you; how you could go inside people’s heads and take away memories. That’s how I knew. I could do it too. Of course,” she went on, “I couldn’t be sure until I told you the secret things, about my mother. You recognised them all, and then I was certain. But I made sure.”

“You looked—”

“In your head, yes. I saw my mother’s bedroom, just as my nurse described it. And anyway, I recognised you, from her memories. You were much younger then, of course. But your voice was the same.”

My feet and knees had gone cold. “So,” I said, “you asked me for money. What did I say?”

She was silent for a long time. “You said you wouldn’t give me anything, but I could earn four thousand angels. If I’d do a simple job for you. Then you took a piece of paper from the brass table and wrote out a draft and showed it to me.”

“I wanted you to take away a memory,” I said. “Well?”

“Of course. What other possible use could I be?”

I closed my eyes. “What did you take from me?”

I heard her say, “This.”
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I REMEMBERED IT all, very clearly. I remembered hearing my younger sister crying, upstairs in the loft. I remember hearing my mother yelling at my father, the usual hateful stuff. Not again, I thought. I’d just come in from putting the chickens away; it was raining, and I was still wearing a coat, the big homespun that my uncle had left behind when he came to visit. I wanted to get to the fire—I was wet and cold—but that would mean going through the main room, which was where my mother and father were fighting. I decided I’d have to stay where I was until they stopped.

Then they came out past the chimney corner; I could see them, but they hadn’t seen me. My father staggered a little; I knew what that meant, he’d been drinking, and when he was drunk he did stupid things. I saw him reach in the corner for his stick, a heavy blackthorn cudgel I knew only too well. He took a step forward, and I knew he was about to hit my mother. She screamed at him, you’re stupid, you’re so stupid, I should have listened to my family, they said you were useless and you are. He swung at her, aiming for her head. Long practice made her duck and swerve, and he hit her on the arm. She tried to back away, but her foot caught in the rucked-up rug and she tripped forward, toward him. He was about to hit her again, and my inner tactician told me that this time he’d get her, because she was off-balance and couldn’t get out of the way. I suddenly remembered that in my right hand was the knife I’d taken with me to cut the twine on the neck of the feed sack. I stepped forward, in between them, and whether my father walked into the knife or whether I stabbed him, I simply don’t know.

My mother was staring at him. I’d let go of the knife; it was still stuck in him. He opened his mouth, but all that came out was blood. She grabbed the knife and pulled it out, and then he fell over, crushing the little table. Nobody falls like that unless they’re dead.

She stood there for a moment or so, with the knife in her hand, looking at me; then I heard my sister’s voice, up at the top of the ladder. My mother swung round and screamed, “Go to bed!”

I tried to say something, but I couldn’t. I remember the look on her face. On the advice of my internal tactical officer I took a long step back, out of her reach.

He was going to kill you, I said.

Don’t be so stupid, she snapped at me. He would never—

He hit you with the stick. He—

I remember her knuckles were white around the knife handle. I knew, in that moment; like me, inside her head was a little voice advising her on distances and angles, how long a step she’d need to take to reach me, how to drive the knife home without letting me parry or ward her off. I took two long strides back, then turned and ran—
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"YOU PAID ME,“ she said, “to remove that. I’ve been keeping it safe for you all this time, like a trustee. I think you should have it back now.”

I think I actually raised a hand in front of me. “No,” I said. “Please, take it back. I don’t think I could bear to live with it.”

Then she grinned. “Oh, there’s more,” she said.
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I REMEMBERED THE day my father found my sister. He’d gone into the barn to get his billhook, and there she was, hanging from the crossbeam. He’d tried to cut her down, but in his shock and grief he’d cut himself to the bone; he ran into the house for something to bind the cut with, and I was there. Come with me, he shouted. I remembered seeing her. I remembered cutting her down, and how she landed like a haybale tossed from the loft, and how he swore at me. I remembered the note she left, written on the flyleaf of the Book, because there was nothing else in the house to write on; how everybody hated her because she was so ugly, because of her missing eye. It was after that that my father started drinking.
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I REMEMBERED THE day I came home. I found my mother sitting in the kitchen. I remembered thinking how dirty the place was, not like it used to be, everything neat and clean. I got your letter, I told her.

She looked at me. I hadn’t seen her since the night my father died, when she’d called out all the neighbours to look for me, because I’d murdered my father and ought to be hung.

I need you to do something for me, she said.
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"THAT'S ENOUGH," I said. “Whatever it is you think I’ve done to you, that’s enough.”

She gave me a quizzical look. “You killed my mother,” she explained. “It’s not nearly enough.”
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I NEED YOU to do something for me, she said.

I waited. It was as though she expected me to guess what it was. Well? I asked.

You can do that trick, she said. I’ve been hearing all about you. You’re making ever so much money in the City.

If it’s money, I said, but she scowled at me. You can take away memories.

Yes, I said.

Fine. I want you to go inside my mind and take out every memory of you. Everything. I want it so I don’t know you ever existed. Can you do that? And your brother and sister too, I want them to forget you. Take it all away, then get out and never come back. That’s all.
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“I THINK I may take after her,” she said. “Strong. Single-minded.”

“How the hell are you doing this?” I said. “I couldn’t. I can only take them away, I can’t put them back.”

“I guess I’m better than you,” she said. “Better than you in every way. That wouldn’t be so hard.” She raised an eyebrow. “Do you remember? How I came to you when I was fifteen, and all you wanted was to get rid of those memories? But you had money, and we needed it so badly. And you never told me—” She stopped for a moment. “You never told me what I was going to see. And I’ve had it inside me ever since. You forced it on me, like rape. I would never—”

“All right,” I said. “So, what do you want me to do?”

Her eyes widened. “I want you to remember,” she said.
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I REMEMBERED THE letter. It was barely legible, written in cheap oak-gall ink on wrapping-paper. This is to let you know, it said, that she died but the kid survived. Her father paid my husband and me to take the child away, but the money he gave us has all run out and we’re poor and we need money. You have a daughter. She’s five now. You can have her, if you like.

I remembered sending a draft for twenty angels, which was all I had; but I didn’t go. I couldn’t bear to. And I burned the letter, with the name and the address. Because I didn’t want her daughter, I wanted—
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“YOU NEVER MEANT me to see that,” she said. “But I did. And then you asked me to wipe me out of your mind as well, as though I’d never been born.” She looked at me again. “How could you do that? Like mother, like son?”

I said, “I’ll give you ten thousand angels. It’s all I’ve got.”

“I could get twice as much for you,” she replied, “but then you’d die, and that’d be letting you off easy. And you’re forgetting, you’ve got lots of money back in the City, with the Social and Benevolent. I want all that, as well.”

I wrote her two drafts. She read them carefully, to make sure they were in order. Then she folded them and tucked them into her sleeve. “What’s so sad about it,” she said, “is that all the really bad things you ever did were done for love—killing your father and my mother, I mean, blinding your sister was just stupid. You’re really very stupid, aren’t you? That’s what your mother called your father.” She examined me, as if she was considering buying me. “Are you happy?” she said. “Now, I mean. Here and now.”

“Yes,” I said. “Or I was.”

She tutted. “Can’t have that,” she said. “I think that playing the flute’s given you more happiness than anything else in your life, and that was someone else’s, wasn’t it? I don’t think you can be allowed to keep it. I think I’ll have it instead.”

I felt the burning pain, just above my ear. “Sorry,” she said. “Actually, I can do it without hurting, but it takes a little bit more effort, and I couldn’t be bothered. Don’t worry,” she went on, “you can still remember what it was like being a famous musician. I’ve just taken what you took. That’s fair, isn’t it?”

Instinctively, I tried to remember how to hold a flute, how you shape your lips, the spread of the fingers. All gone. I had no idea.

“I remember wondering,” she was saying, “why you didn’t have me wipe my mother out of your head. Those memories must’ve been painful, but you kept them. No, don’t explain,” she added, “I’d like to think it was some last spark of decency in you, and anything you say will probably disappoint me. I don’t want to have to punish you any more than I have already. I’m not a cruel person, you understand. It’s just that you disgust me so much. I wish you were a spider, so I could squash you.”

I looked at her; at the spot just above her ugly, lobeless ear. “What else can you do?” I said. “Apart from memories.”

She grinned. “Oh, lots of things. I can put ideas in people’s heads—like, for instance, I once met a really nasty man who had this special talent that allowed him to make stupid amounts of money. So I gave him this urge to gamble it all away. That’s justice, don’t you think?”

I shook my head. “That wasn’t you.”

“Maybe. Maybe not. How could you ever know for sure?” She laughed. “And now I think it’s time you did something for me. Call it twenty years’ worth of birthday presents from my father.”

I remember—I don’t know whose memory it was, mine or someone else’s—the time I got beaten up in the dockyards, late at night. I think it must’ve been me, because it was over some trivial gambling debt. I remember the point where they were still hitting me, but I’d stopped feeling it, and I was just bone weary, I wanted to lie down and go to sleep but they wouldn’t let me.

“Let me guess,” I said.

So I went into her mind, and there she was standing over me while I took down the scrolls from the shelves, watching to make sure I didn’t stick my nose in to anything else while I was there. Then I remembered going to see me, how badly I treated her, as though she had some horrible contagious disease. Then she pushed me out again; I found myself back in my bed, and she was staring at me.

I took a deep breath. “It’s all right,” I said. “Nothing bad’s happened. Just go home.”

She frowned. “Did I know you?” she said.

“No,” I told her. “Don’t lose the bits of paper in your sleeve, they’re valuable. Don’t think about anything. Just go home.”
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WHICH SHE DID; and so did I, back to the City, where I belonged.

Not straight away, of course. I got my friend the director to arrange for me to be smuggled safely over the border; then I walked (no money, remember?) all the way to the City. I was scared stiff I’d be recognised, but luckily I didn’t run into anybody who remembered me. I went to the house where the old man and his son lived. I feel guilty about what I did to their guards and some of the servants, but they were in the way. I feel no guilt at all about what I did to the old man and his son.

Very soon afterwards, the new regime collapsed—as was inevitable, with its two leading lights reduced to vegetables. A few months later, they held proper elections again. After the inauguration of the new Consul and his cabinet, there was a grand reception at the Palace; entertainment was provided by a talented young flautist. Nobody knows where she suddenly appeared from, but people who should know compare her favourably with Clamanzi at his best. I’ve followed her career with interest, though from a distance; I’ve never actually heard her play. People who know her say that’s she’s happy, completely caught up in her music. I’m glad about that.

Of course, I don’t live in the City these days. I moved to Permia, bought a large farm, I’m completely retired now. In case you’re wondering: before I left the City, I stole a spade and went to a place on the moors, south of town, and dug up a big steel box full of gold coins. I knew where to look for it, thanks to the clerk who stole it from the old man and his son—I never break a professional confidence, but I don’t always tell the truth. No angel, you might say. Ah well.

I don’t want to detain you any longer than necessary, but I’d just like to share a few insights with you, as the world’s greatest living authority on suffering. I reckon I can claim that honour. I’ve caused more suffering, endured more suffering, witnessed, experienced, inflicted, savoured, analysed, enjoyed, dissected, wallowed in more suffering than anyone else who’s ever lived. I have been in the mind of my enemy, my victim, my persecutor, your enemy, your victim, your persecutor; I know pain like fish know water, like birds know air. Suffering has fed and clothed me most of my life, I’ve sunk my roots deep into it and sucked it up into me; pain and suffering have made me what I am. To be quite honest, I’m sick and tired of it.

Along the way, I guess I’ve lost my edge a bit—like blacksmiths, whose fingertips get burned so much they lose the fine touch. I’m not sure I can tell whose pain is which any more; is the child crying in the street me or just some stranger? Answer: to make a distinction is to miss the point entirely. To try and rationalise all this in terms of right, wrong, good, evil is just naïve; the very worst things we do, after all, we do for love, and the very worst pain we feel comes from love. She was right about that. In my opinion, love is the greatest and most enduring enemy, because love gives rise to the memories that kill us, slowly, every day. I think a man who never encounters love might quite possibly live for ever. He’d have to; because if he died, who the hell would ever remember him?





The Devil You Know
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I don’t do evil when I’m not on duty, just as prostitutes tend not to have sex on their days off. My ideal off-shift day starts with a hot bath and the scent of black tea, followed by an hour on my balcony with a good book; then a stroll through the busy streets to view an art exhibition, hear a sermon or a philosophical debate or simply admire the mosaics in the Blue Temple; lunch on the terrace beside the river with a friend or two (not work colleagues); an afternoon with no plans or commitments, so I can be totally spontaneous; a light supper, then to the theatre or the opera, and so to bed.
A really bad off-shift day starts before sunrise, with an urgent message to say that something’s come up, it’s so delicate and important that the other shift can’t handle it, and I’m to report to some hick town thirty miles away, dressed, shaved and ready for business in twenty minutes. You may argue that I get days like that because I’m so good at what I do, better than anyone else in the department, so really it’s the nearest our organisation can get to a pat on the back and a well-done. Maybe. It doesn’t make it any less annoying when it happens.

You don’t have to enjoy your work to be good at it. Frankly, I don’t like what I do. It offends me. But I’m the best in the business.
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“QUITE A CATCH,” the briefing officer told me. “We need more intellectuals.”

That was news to me. “Do we? Why?”

“To maintain the balance. And to demonstrate the perils of intellectual curiosity taken to excess.”

“Is that possible?” I asked, but he just grinned.

“That’s the line to take,” he said. “And you say it like you mean it. I guess that’s what makes you such a star.”

Of course, I have no input into policy. “From what the brief says he doesn’t need any persuading,” I said. “Do you really need me for this? Surely it’s just a case of witnessing a signature and writing out a receipt.”

“You were asked for. Specifically. By name.”

I frowned. “By Divisional Command?”

“By the customer.”

I don’t like it when they call them that. “Are you sure?”

“By name,” he repeated. “A well-informed man, evidently.”

“Nobody’s heard of me.”

“He has.”

I changed my mind about the assignment. I’ve remained obscure and pseudonymous all this time for a reason. “And he’s all ready to sign?”

“We didn’t approach him. He came to us.”

Oh dear. “Has it occurred to you,” I said, “that the whole thing could be a set-up? A trick? Entrapment?”

He smiled. “Yes,” he said. “Take care, now. Have a nice day.”
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OH DEAR CUBED.

Entrapment is not unknown in my line of work. As witness Fortunatus of Perimadeia, a great sage who was active about four hundred years ago. Fortunatus conjured a demon, trapped him in a bottle and distilled him into raw energy. Likewise the stories about Tertullian, who challenged the Prince of Darkness to a logic contest and won. Both apocryphal, needless to say, but stories like that give people ideas. What more prestigious scalp to nail to your tent-post, after all, than one of us?

I read the brief again. I insist on having one, written on real parchment with real ink; physical, material. It’s regarded as an eccentricity, and because of my outstanding record I’m allowed to have them. I find that reading words with mortal eyes gets me into the right mindset for dealing with human beings. Attention to detail, you see. Proverbially I’m in it, so why not?
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THE APPOINTMENT WASN'T till two o’clock, which gave me the morning. I decided to make the most of it. I walked up the Catiline Way to see the spring flowers in the Victory gardens, then spent a delightful hour or so at the Emilian house, where a very promising young artist sponsored by the duchess had put on a show; stand-alone icons, diptychs and triptychs, very classical but with an elusive hint of originality; above all, genuine feeling, such as only comes through genuine faith. The artist was there, a shy, unassuming young man with long, dark hair woven into knots. I commissioned an icon from him for forty nomismata—the Invincible Sun and military saints standing facing, holding labarum and globus cruciger. The poor boy looked stunned when I suggested the price, but there; it’s the duty of those who are in a position to do so to support the fine arts.

I still had an hour to kill, so I wandered down into the Tanner’s Quarter, sharp left at the Buttermarket cross into Bookbinders’ Street; nosed around the booksellers’ stalls, picked up a few early editions. “You wouldn’t happen to have,” I asked, “the latest Saloninus?”

The man looked at me. “What do you mean, latest? He hasn’t written anything for years.”

“Ah. What’s his most recent?”

The man shrugged. “Probably the Institutes. I haven’t got that one,” he added, “we don’t get much call for that sort of thing.” He looked at me, making a professional assessment. “I’ve got a very nice late edition of the Perfumed Garden of Experience.”

“With pictures?”

“Of course with pictures.”

I didn’t ask the price. A book of no interest whatsoever to me, naturally, except in a broad professional sense; but the late editions are very rare, and the quality of the artwork is actually very good, regardless of the subject matter. Money changed hands; then I said, “So what Saloninus have you got?”

“Hold on, let’s see. I’ve got two old Moral Dialogues and—oh, you’ll like this. Forgot I had it. Limited numbered edition, best white vellum, illuminated capitals, the whole nine yards.”

“Sounds good. Which book?”

“What? Oh, right.” He squinted at the tiny letters on the brass tube. “Beyond Good and Evil.”

“Perfect,” I said. “I’ll have it.”
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AT TWO O'CLOCK precisely by the Temple bell (it’s five minutes fast, in fact, but since all the time in the Empire is officially taken from it, who gives a damn?) I turned down a narrow alley, found a small door in a brick wall and knocked. No answer. I counted to ten, then gently rearranged the position of the wards inside the lock. “Hello,” I called out, and went through into a charming little knot-garden, with diamond-shaped herb beds bordered with box and lavender. In the middle was a sundial; beside it was a handsome carved rosewood chair; in the chair was an old man, sleeping.

I stood over him and carefully nudged his brain back to consciousness. He looked up at me and blinked. “Who the hell are you?”

I smiled. “You wanted to see me.”

“Oh.” He frowned. “You’re him, then.”

“Yes.”

“You’re not—” He stopped. I grinned. “I expect they all say that.”

“Most of them.”

He stood up. It cost him some effort and pain. I eased the pain slightly; not enough to be obvious. “You might as well come inside,” he said.

His study opened on to the garden. I imagine he liked to sit with the doors open, in the spring and summer. It was a stereotypical scholar’s room; books and papers everywhere, walls floor-to-ceiling bookshelves; an ornately carved oak desk with a sort of ebony throne behind it, a low three-legged stool on the other side. I got the stool, naturally. I made myself comfortable. I can do that, just by shortening a few small bones in my spine.

“First things first,” I said, and pulled out the book I’d just bought. Not the Perfumed Garden. “Could you autograph it for me, please?”

He peered at it down a very long nose. “Oh, that,” he said.

“Please?”

He sighed and flipped the lid off a plain brass inkwell. “I remember that edition,” he said. “Tacky. Full of spelling mistakes. Still, they gave me thirty nomismata for it, so what the hell.” He pulled it out of its tube, unrolled the first six inches and scrawled what I assume was his signature diagonally across the top. “You shouldn’t buy second-hand books, you know,” he said, pushing it back across the desk at me. “You’re taking the bread out of the writer’s mouth. Worse than stealing.”

“I’ll bear that in mind,” I said.

He was bald, with a huge fat tidal-wave of a double chin and liver spots on the backs of his hands. Once, though, he’d have been strikingly handsome. Not a tall man, but stocky. Probably physically strong, before he went to seed. “It’s an honour to meet you,” I said. “Of course, I’ve read everything you’ve written.”

He blinked at me, then said, “Everything?”

“Oh yes. The Dialogues, the Consolation of Philosophy, the Critique of Pure Reason, the Principles of Mathematics. And the other stuff. The forged wills, the second sets of books, the IOUs, the signed confessions—”

“Extracted,” he pointed out, “under duress.”

“Yes,” I said, “but true nevertheless. Everything you ever wrote, every last scrap. You might be amused to hear, incidentally, that in four hundred years’ time a promissory note written by you to honour a gambling debt of twelve gulden will sell at auction in Beal Bohec for eighteen thousand nomismata. The buyer will be an agent acting for the Duke of Beloisa, the foremost collector of his day.” I smiled. “You never paid back the twelve gulden.”

He shrugged. “Didn’t I? Can’t remember. And anyway, the game was rigged.”

“By you. Loaded dice. Thank you for that,” I said, holding up the book he’d just signed. “For what it’s worth, I think it’s the very best thing you’ve done.”

“Coming from you—” He hesitated. “You are him, aren’t you? About the—”

“About the contract, yes.”

He looked at me as though for the first time. “You’ve read my books.”

“Yes.”

He took a deep breath. “What did you think of them? Honestly.”

“Honestly?”

“You’re capable of being honest?”

I sighed. “Yes, of course. And honestly, I think they’re simply brilliant. You ruthlessly deconstruct conventional morality, proving it to be the garbled echoes of long-dead superstitions and tribal expedients, and call for a new, rational re-evaluation of all values. You demonstrate beyond question that there is no such thing as absolute good or absolute evil. That, together with your revolutionary doctrine of sides, is probably your greatest legacy, surpassing even your seminal scientific and artistic achievements, though personally I believe your Fifth Symphony is the supreme artistic accomplishment of the human race and on its own entirely answers the question: what was mankind for? So, yes, I liked them. Honestly.”

He considered me for a while. “Yes, well. You would say that.”

“Yes. But as it so happens, I mean it.”

“Maybe.” He reached without looking down for the horn cup on the left side of the desk. It was empty; I surreptitiously half-filled it with apple brandy, his favourite. He took a sip, didn’t seem to notice anything out of the ordinary. “I set out to prove that you and your kind don’t exist.”

“Define my kind.”

“Gods.” Another sip; a slight frown. “Devils. Goblins, ghosts, elves and sprites. But you liked my books.”

“You’re seeking to enter into a contractual relationship with someone you regard as a myth.”

“I write stuff,” he said. “I don’t necessarily believe it myself.”

“I do.”

“Yes, well.” He shrugged. “You’re the public. And anyway, how can you possibly believe it? You’re living proof it’s wrong.”

“I’m convinced by your arguments about the origins of conventional morality. Which happen, by the way, to be true.”

“Are they?” He looked surprised. “Well, that’s nice. Look,” he said. “About the other stuff.”

“Ah yes.”

“It’s true,” he said. “I’ve done a lot of bad things.”

“Define bad.”

He looked at me, then nodded. “A lot of illegal things,” he amended. “I’ve told a lot of lies, defrauded a lot of people out of money, cheated, stolen. Never killed anyone—”

I cleared my throat.

“Deliberately,” he amended, “except in self defence.”

“That’s a broad term,” I said.

“No it’s not. I got them before they got me.”

“Yes, but—” I checked myself. “Sorry,” I said. “We have a saying in our business, the customer is always right. Strictly speaking, pre-emptive defence is still defence. Of a sort. Besides, I don’t make moral judgements.”

He laughed. “Like hell you don’t.”

“No,” I said. “I just execute them.”

That sort of sobered him up a bit. “About the illegal stuff,” he said. “I repented, years ago. And I haven’t done anything like that since. I’m clean.”

“You are indeed,” I said. “You mended your ways and gave up illegal and antisocial activity, round about the time you made your big score and no longer needed the money. As far as we’re concerned, you’re fully redeemed and we have nothing against you.”

He nodded. “Good,” he said. “I’m glad about that.”

He seemed sincere; which begged the question. So I asked it. “In which case,” I said, “why exactly do you want to sell us your soul?”

He gave me a stern look; mind your own beeswax. “I just want to make sure,” he said, “that as far as you’re concerned, my soul’s worth buying. You don’t pay good money for something that’s coming to you anyway.”

“Indeed. And I’m here, ready and willing to do business. I trust that answers your query.”

He nodded. “Just say it one more time, to humour me,” he said.

“As far as we’re concerned, you’re the driven snow. All right?”

“Thank you.” He paused; I think he was feeling tired. At his age, no surprise there. “The contract,” he said.

“Ah yes.” I took a gold tube from my sleeve and handed it to him. He hesitated before taking it, then pinched out the roll of parchment and spread it out. He used a flat glass lens to help him read; his own invention. Very clever. “You should go into business with that,” I said.

He looked up. “What?”

“The reading lens. In a few centuries’ time, everyone’ll have one. You could make a fortune.”

“I no longer need the money.”

I shrugged. “Suit yourself. I was only trying to be helpful.”

He clicked his tongue and went back to reading the contract. He moved his lips as he read, which surprised me.

Saloninus—well, you probably know this; after writing all those amazing books and inventing all that amazing stuff, he finally became rich as a result of discovering how to make synthetic blue paint. A great blessing to artists everywhere, and a dagger to the heart of the poor devils in Permia who used to make a precarious living mining lapis lazulae. It’s a filthy job and the dust rots your lungs, but when the alternative is starvation, what can you do?

“That seems to be in order,” he said. “Where do I sign?”

“Now just a moment,” I said. “Are you sure you want to go through with this? It really does mean what it says. When you die—”

“I can read.”

“Yes, but—” I hesitated. I have a duty to ensure that signatories understand the nature and meaning of their actions, and the inevitable consequences. I’m supposed to recommend that they take qualified independent advice first; but who could possibly be qualified to advise Saloninus?

Well. Me.

“If you sign this,” I said, “you’re going to go to hell. Which exists. And is not pleasant.”

He looked at me. “I’d gathered that.”

“Fine. So what on earth do you think you’re playing at? Why would you want to do such an incredibly stupid thing?”

He looked at me some more. Then he laughed.
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HE WAS SUCH a funny little man. So conscientious.

I’ve had more than my share of bargaining with government. Most people will tell you it can’t be done. Actually it can. True, they have absolute power; so what do they do? As often as not, they tie one hand behind their back. They strive to be fair, to be reasonable. I, of course, suffer from no such inhibitions.

“You say you’ve read my books,” I said to him. “So, you tell me. Why would I want to do such an incredibly stupid thing?”

He went all thoughtful. “I suppose,” he said, “that there’s something you want which you sincerely believe is worth paying such a price for.”

“Go on.”

He looked so very uncomfortable. “You’re seventy-seven years old,” he said.

“Seventy-six.”

“No, seventy-seven. I’m guessing you’re conscious of the fact that you don’t have all that much time left. I think that possibly you believe you’re on to something—some fantastic new discovery, something like that—and only you would be able to make it, so it’s no good leaving it to posterity to do the job, you’ve got to do it yourself. In desperation—”

“Excuse me.”

“All right, not desperation. But resolved as you are to finish what you’ve started, you cast about for a way to gain yourself that extra time.” He paused. “Am I close?”

I did my gesture of graceful acknowledgement. “In the blue.”

“Two rings out.”

“Close enough.”

He steepled his fingers. It can be a dignified gesture betokening intelligence. I do it myself sometimes. It made him look like a clown. “Would you care to tell me what you’re working on?”

I smiled at him. “No.”

That displeased him. “I ask,” he said, “not in any professional capacity but as your greatest fan.”

“I don’t want to spoil the surprise.”

“Then in my professional capacity—”

I shook my head slightly. “I walk into your shop and ask to buy a twelve-inch double-edged knife. Do you ask me what I want it for?”

“Yes.”

“No,” I said. “You don’t ask. You’re selling, I’m buying. Or do you want to report back to your superiors and tell them you blew the deal?”

He gave me a funny little frown. “Why so secretive?”

“Why so inquisitive?”

“Uh-huh.” Little shake of the head. “Bear in mind we know all about you, everything, every last indiscretion, nasty little secret, everything you ever did when you were absolutely nobody was looking. And we aren’t shocked. Nothing shocks us. We are incapable of disapproval. The only possible reason, therefore, for not telling us is that you’re up to something.”

I laughed in his face. “That’s ridiculous.”

“Is it?” He gave me a cool, level look. “You’re a clever man, probably the cleverest who ever lived. And you’re treacherous, and cunning, and entirely without scruple.”

“I resent that. Bitterly.”

“Oh come on. You proved there’s no such thing as right and wrong.”

“I have my own rules,” I said. “I stick to them.”

He breathed out slowly through his nose. A total sham, of course; he didn’t breathe air. “I’m sorry,” he said. “This has got to be the deal-breaker. Either you tell me what you have in mind, or I go to my superiors and tell them I can’t trust you enough to contract with you.”

(He’d never kept pigs, that’s for sure. If he had, he’d have known how you get pigs into the cart, to take them to market. You can put a rope round their necks and pull till your arms get tired or you strangle the pig; they won’t shift. They just keep backing away. They simply won’t go in the direction you try and force them to go in. So the trick is, you try and drag them in the other direction, away from the cart. Next thing you know, they’ve backed away right up the ramp, and all you have to do is drop the tailgate.)

I held up my hands. “Really,” I said, “there’s no big secret. You were quite right. I wish to continue with my philosophical studies. I’m convinced I’ve found the key to a whole new way of understanding the universe, through scientific observation and mathematical representation. I believe the universe is a machine—a huge, complex machine, but no more than that. I believe that, given time, I can figure out how the machine works; not completely, of course, but to the extent where others will believe me and carry on the work. In doing so, I can free mankind of the chains of superstition, cast down the false idols of Good and Evil, and allow the human race to grow uncramped, unfettered and undistorted by self-imposed restraints. If I can do this, my immortal soul is a small price to pay.”

He squinted at me, as though I had the Invincible Sun standing directly behind me. “But you know that’s garbage,” he said.

“You said you liked my books.”

“I do. I believe the stuff about conventional morality. I know it’s true. I was on the team that set all that stuff up in the first place. But false superstitions and a completely mechanistic universe with no gods or devils—come on, look at me. I’m real. I exist. Therefore—”

I smiled at him. “I didn’t say I believed it myself,” I said.

I’d shocked him. You see? Not so unshockable after all.

“But that’s beside the point,” I went on. “The point is, given time and resources, I can prove my hypothesis, beyond all reasonable doubt.” I paused. “Nobody else could, but I can. Because I’m Saloninus, the greatest ever. I can phrase arguments to make them unanswerable, I can bend the truth like hot steel until it’s exactly the shape I want it to be. I can prove it so that future generations will believe it without question. They will follow my precepts and revere me, and my name will be on every man’s lips and I shall live forever in their praises. The greatest philosopher, the wisest man who ever lived. Now, what more could an old, egotistical man want?”

His eyes were very wide. “That’s insane.”

“No, just extremely selfish.”

“But millions of people will live by your teachings, die and be damned to hell.”

“Omelettes and eggs.” I paused for effect. “And, from your point of view, exceptionally good for business.”

His lips moved noiselessly for a moment. Then he said; “I knew you were devious.”

“And very, very selfish. And an artist, a creative. What could be better for an artist than to spin a fiction so convincing that it deceives the whole world?”

He shrank back a little. “You’re up to something,” he said.

“Yes. And I’ve just shared it with you. Now, do we have a deal?”
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I WASN'T ALWAYS a philosopher.

I grew up on a farm, which is how come I know about pigs. My father was a big man who worried about everything. He worried about the sheep getting out, the bullocks poaching the ground in the top meadow, the rats spoiling the seed corn, the rain falling, the rain not falling, the wool price and the looming threat of civil war. Worry leached every last grain of pleasure out of his life. The more he gained in his brief spells of prosperity, the more he worried about losing those gains. I never once knew him enjoy a bright, clear spring morning or a sunset. He worried about me; as soon as it became apparent that I was smart, he worried about stifling my abilities and wasting my talents, so off I went, to school and then the Studium, and never came home again. He died while I was away, just before the war broke out and our farm was burned by General Aichmalote’s retreating Sixth Army. None of the things he’d been afraid of came to pass in his lifetime, but all of them did shortly after his death. In a way, I think he missed out. If he’d lived another nine months, he’d have been proved right. As it was he died fretting his heart out that he’d frittered away his life in pointless anxiety.

My mother was a slender, elegant woman who’d worked in the leisure and entertainment industry. When I was a kid I could never figure out why the neighbours disapproved of her so much. After my father’s death, she told me in a letter that he’d always been terrified she’d run off and leave him. He was wrong about that, she told me, left with a derelict farm, no livestock and no money; I was never going anywhere, she said.

Many years later I settled my family’s account with General Aichmalote; I forged evidence that led to him being executed for treason. He was guilty, as a matter of fact, but he’d covered his trail so well that there was no proof—boasted as much to me, thinking I was his friend and on his side—which gave me the idea in the first place. I’m an exceptionally good forger, though I say so myself. I take trouble with inks, paper, nib-shapes (a hint for you: lawyers will sell you obsolete title deeds for a few coppers. Grind the writing off the parchment with brick dust, and you’ve got an irreproachably authentic vintage surface to write on. Nothing helps a lie succeed more than a generous helping of the truth). I went to see the General in prison, the night before they cut his head off. He was utterly bewildered. “I know for damn sure I never wrote any of that stuff down,” he said, “I know I’d never have been so stupid.”

“You didn’t,” I said. “You have no reason to reproach yourself on that score.” And then I told him what I’d done, and why. He took it badly; started howling vulgar abuse at me, whereupon I left in a huff. People can be so unreasonable.

I digress. My point is, I didn’t inherit anything—nothing, not so much as a buckle. I’m a self-made, self-ruined man, my own achievement, my own fault. I didn’t get my brains from my parents, and I most certainly didn’t get any money. Query: if I’d had less brains and more money, would I have been happier? Answer: if a circle had four straight sides, wouldn’t it be a square?

I’m my own property, to dispose of as I wish.
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"ARE YOU SURE,” he said, “you wouldn’t rather have a lawyer read it through first?”

I was starting to feel tired. Old age; too much exertion, and I begin to fade. “Presumably,” I said, “you’re worried in case I try and get the agreement set aside on the grounds that I was rushed into it and didn’t know what I was signing. Excuse me. You claim to have read my books. Whatever else I am, I’m not stupid, and I’m not senile, and I’ve read it and understood every word.”

“And you’re prepared to sign?”

“Yes.”

He took the paper back from me. “Let me just have a quick look at that.”

I grinned. Sensible; if there was a loophole I’d spotted, it’d be his fault. He read it carefully—I noticed he moved the tip of his forefinger along the lines—then stared at it for a while. “It’s our standard form of contract,” he said.

“Quite. Which has been used many times before, and on each occasion has proved lawyertight. Mind you, there’s always a first time for everything.”

Unkind of me to say that; he gave me a startled look, and read the whole thing over again. “In any case,” I said, “I don’t supposed you’ve got the authority to change anything without getting it cleared first.”

“On the contrary, I have full—” He stopped, peered at me as though I was a smeared window. “I just find it hard to accept,” he said, “that someone I’ve admired and respected for so long would condemn himself to eternal damnation just so as to massage his own ego. It’s such a stupid thing to do.”

My turn to peer. But he looked genuinely concerned. “Honesty,” I said.

“We’re always honest. We always tell the truth.”

I nodded. “If you can’t trust the Father of Lies,” I said. “Do you want me to sign the bloody thing, or not?”
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"OF COURSE I do,” I said. “That’s why I’m here.”

He drummed his fingers on the desktop. “Fortunatus of Perimadeia,” he said. “A man I’ve always looked up to. Caught one of your lot in a glass flask and heated him up over a hot flame until he turned into vapour. He wrote it up in his Natural History. Of course, the most fundamental thing about an experiment is that it’s capable of producing the same result when repeated.”

“Have you got a pen?” I asked. “If not—”

“Tisander of Scona, two centuries later,” he went on, as if he hadn’t heard me. “Tried to reproduce Fortunatus’ results. The likeliest explanation is that he applied too much heat too quickly. They had to redraw several maps.”

Tisander of Scona was new to me. Mind you, there are some things they don’t want you to know about. “Sign the bottom of the page,” I said, “and your initials at the foot of each paragraph.”

He shrugged. “Will you be my principal liaison and point of contact? Paragraph three, section two.”

“Yes.”

“Splendid. I think we’re going to get along famously.”
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OUR STANDARD FORM of contract—

Slightly amended, to suit the specific requirements of the customer, but the core phraseology, the magic words that do the business, always stay the same—indefeasably and absolutely devise and remit, in perpetuity, and so forth. In this case, we’d thrown in a guaranteed twenty years of healthy life, plus rejuvenation to age twenty-five. Apart from that, he was entitled to the usual package of benefits: access to limited specified supernatural powers through the agency of his designated case officer. That would be me.

“Not,” he assured me, “that I’ll be wanting any of the conjuring tricks. Cures for headaches and backaches, perhaps, and it would be nice to fly from library to library instead of having to walk or take the coach. But what I’m really after is something you couldn’t possibly do for me. By definition.”

Query: could there possibly be a mortal who’s cleverer than Us? I filed the question with Department and got back the immediate reply; that remains to be seen. Thank you so much.

“What you do with the benefits is entirely up to you,” I said. “You can’t make things worse for yourself by indulging your very basest desires, and you don’t get credit for good works. In your shoes, I’d really let go, have as good a time as possible.”

“I intend to.” His eyes were cold and clear. “Do we need a witness?”

“That’s me.”

“Ah.” I spread out the parchment, and in doing so knocked the cap of my inkwell off the desk onto the floor. “I wonder, could you possibly get that for me? I don’t bend as easily as I used to.”

By the time he’d straightened up I’d already signed. “There,” I said. “All done.”

He looked surprised, even shocked. “Splendid,” he said.
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I TOOK THE parchment from him, rolled it up and stuffed it back in its tube. As easy as that.

“Right.” He was smiling. “First the rejuvenation, and then do you think I could trouble you to show me all the kingdoms of the Earth?”

“No bother at all,” I said, and rejuvenated him. His back straightened. His face sort of bubbled for a moment, as the surplus under his chin flowed upwards to fill the sunken cheeks and the hollows under his eyes, stretching and smoothing the skin. Involuntarily he flexed his fingers as the arthritis and rheumatism dissipated; they lost that clawlike look, and the knuckles seemed to subside. His hair changed colour and sprouted back. He winced, as his missing teeth burst back up through their long-healed gums. “You might have warned me it’d hurt,” he grumbled.

“So sorry,” I said, and eased the pain away.

He was looking at his hands; first the backs, then the palms. “I never realised it had got so bad,” he said.

“People don’t. It’s too gradual. And when a mortal looks in the glass, he never really sees what’s there.”

He acknowledged that with a slight tilt of the head. “The extraordinary thing,” he said, “is how not-different it feels. More comfortable, but that’s all. A bit like sleeping in your own bed again after a long time staying in inns.” He looked at me. “You have done it properly, haven’t you?”

I didn’t bother to answer that. He stood up—lost his balance and wobbled for a moment, had to grab the edge of the desk—and peeled his clothes off. They were either too loose or too tight, depending on where they touched. “Good heavens,” he said. “I haven’t seen that in ages.” He laughed. “Mind you, I’ve never let it rule my head. Still. I feel like turning somersaults.”

“Be my guest.”

He shook his head, grinning. “Out of practice,” he said. “I might slip, land badly and break my neck. Not that I need to worry about that any more.”

Yes, he’d read and understood the contract. Absolute immunity from any form of disease, injury, sudden death by homicide, accident or misadventure. Paragraph 16 subclause (4) says that if he chooses to fight in battle I have to hold my invisible shield over him and protect him from the slightest scratch. If he cuts his own head off, I have to put it back on again. Every eventuality covered in absolutely unambiguous phrasing. Of course, we have all the best lawyers.

I conjured him raiment out of the air; he was entitled to one free outfit, like you get when you leave the army, or prison. I’d studied his tastes carefully, but there wasn’t much of a common denominator. Most of his life he’d dressed in what he could afford, or steal, or had been given as a going-away present (see above), or had had bought for him by gullible patrons. I settled on a customary suit of solemn black, which favours most men of his (restored) age and build, particularly intellectuals, and is never out of style. He glanced down at the cuffs, then crossed his arms over his chest. “It fits,” he said.

“Well, of course.”

“I never had clothes that fitted when I was this age.”

“Well, now you can afford the best. Anything else in the menswear line you have to pay for yourself, but I will of course issue you with infinite money on demand. I know,” I added, as he raised an eyebrow. “That’s bureaucracy for you. Never follow a straight line when a spiral will get you there eventually.”

He cleared his throat and looked at me. Then he said, “All the kingdoms of the Earth, remember?”

“What? Oh, right, sorry. I was miles away.”
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IN THE ABSENCE of specific instructions from the customer I follow a standard itinerary; from the Republic to Scheria, Aelia, then Mezentia, the Mesoge, Perimadeia, follow the line of the Mountains to the Rhus, then due south to Blemya, quick tour of the Rosinholet and Cure Hardy khanates, up the River and back where we started from. It takes about four hours, unless the customer wants to stop and see anything in particular.

I was impressed by how well-travelled he was. Every now and again he’d point down and say, “I was in prison there once” or “I slept rough in those woods for a fortnight”. Over Scona he wanted to hover for a moment while he looked to see if the old Grace & Endurance was still there. It was. Am I still barred from there, he wondered. Yes, I told him, he was.

“You visit a lot of places when you’re one jump ahead of the law,” he told me. “Most of them don’t hold particularly happy memories, I confess. Over there, look, that’s where I got lynched by the investors in that fake silver mine thing. If the branch hadn’t broken under my weight, I wouldn’t be here now.”

We were sailing high over the Dragon’s Nest. I suggested lunch. He looked surprised. “Is it that time already?”

I pointed up at the noon sun. “I know a good place in Choris Anthropou,” I said. “They do a passable spicy lamb with aromatic rice.”

I don’t eat, of course. I experience food, like I experience every other transitory thing, but I don’t consume it and I can’t taste it. The smell, however, creates tantalising shapes in my mind. It shouldn’t do, but it does. Perhaps I’ve been down here too long.

“You’re right,” he said, stirring in a little plain yoghurt. “It’s really very good. We must come here again.”

“Any time.”

He frowned, a chunk of flatbread poised an inch from his mouth. “You’re being really helpful,” he said. “And considerate.”

“Well, yes.”

“You don’t have to choose nice clothes for me and point out nice places to eat. It doesn’t say you have to in the contract. It just says, you have to do what I tell you, within certain defined parameters.”

I shrugged. “I try to make life pleasant for my customers,” I said. “For the short period of time at their disposal.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I like to.”

He nodded. “There is no absolute right or wrong, good or evil, but there are good manners and common decency. Discuss.”

“Have I got to?”

He waved his hand. “Figure of speech,” he said with his mouth full. “Not a direct order. But I’d value your opinion, if you’d care to share it.”

I thought for a moment. “There is no good or evil,” I said. “There are only sides; the side you’re on, and the other side.” I paused. “You taught me that.”

“So I did.” He swallowed his chunk of bread. “I don’t think I ever believed that, but it was fun to argue and see if I could prove it. A lot of people think I did.”

“Me included.”

“Ah well.”

“You’re on one side,” I said, “and I’m on another. At the moment, however, we aren’t in conflict. Quite the reverse, we’re in a contractual relationship, based on a mutual agreement, based on a shared wish to see a specific outcome. Therefore, at this stage, we’re on the same side. Therefore, why shouldn’t I be as helpful as I can?”

“You don’t have to be.”

I could see what he was getting at. “It’s easier,” I said. “It builds a smooth working relationship between us, making it easier for me to do my job.”

“You don’t have to be thoughtful. Or kind. You don’t have to be good company.”

I shrugged. “Most of my customers treat me with fear and loathing,” I said. “I try and put them at their ease, but usually it’s an uphill battle. You don’t seem to be afraid of me or particularly disgusted by what I am. Why is that?”

“Don’t change the subject,” he said, “that’s an order. You see, I don’t think you understand the doctrine of sides one little bit. That or you don’t believe in it, but you’re pretending you do, to flatter me.”

I didn’t say anything.

“The doctrine of sides,” he went on, “states that there is no right or wrong, only different perspectives. From where I stand, such and such a thing looks like a tree; from where you stand, it looks like a rock. For tree and rock, read sin and virtue.”

“Yes, I got that part.”

“Fine. But you’re not judging me by the side I’m on. I’m the other side, but you’re treating me like I was yours. The good man helps his friends and hurts his enemies. You aren’t doing that. And the contract stuff is just sophistry. A contract’s like that form of trial by combat in Scheria, where the two fighters are linked at the wrist with a chain. You should be trying to do me down.”

“Why should I? Time will do it for me.”

He was silent, and ate an olive. “You’re making my allotted span as pleasant as possible so I won’t notice how quickly it passes, thereby cheating me of time.”

“If you care to look at it that way. If you’d prefer me to be aloof and nasty, I can do that for you.”

He sighed, and threw his napkin on the table. “Take me to the Great Library of Mezentia,” he said. “Philosophy section.”
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HE WAS IN there for about nine hours.

I offered to help him—fetch books, find places, look things up—but he gave me a rather hostile look and said he could manage just fine, so I left him to it and tried to find something to amuse myself with.

In Mezentia, that’s not so easy. Essentially it’s a shoppers’ town. If you want to buy things, there are no finer things to buy anywhere, often at sensible prices. The great streets—the Chandlery, Sheepfair, Tallowmarket, Stoneyards—are lined with establishments as well or better furnished and decorated than many a nobleman’s house, in Aelia or the Republic. Insofar as there’s beauty in useful, portable artefacts, Mezentia is the gallery of the world. Glassware, fabrics, metalwork useful and ornamental, porcelain, silverware—but their public art, although spectacular in scale, I find rather unsatisfactory. They’re heavy on allegory, and the only patrons of the arts are the people who run the city, so you tend to get rather a lot of Mezentia Wedded To The Sea, or The Goddess Prosperity Embraces The Pewterers’ Guild, in marble, stuck up high so you have to crane your neck to see it. Since they’re a proudly godless lot, the only religious art is strictly for export. They do excellent reproductions of all the great masterpieces; there are huge sheds down by the Wharf where hundreds of trained artisans crouch over benches, churning out the White Goddess of Beloisa all day every day. But it’s art to buy and own, not to look at. You know what it looks like already.

You quickly become attuned to the customer. I felt him close his book and stand up, and sped back to the library steps, just as he was coming out. I smiled. “Useful session?”

“Very,” he said. “Conjure me an army. I want to invade Mysia.”

“I can do that for you,” I said. “Out of interest, why?”

He didn’t answer; that was me told. “To invade Mysia,” I said, “the best starting-point is the Butter Pass. Alternatively, you can follow the precedent of Calojan the Great and sail them up the Tonar on flat-bottomed barges. It takes longer, but you’re more likely to get the element of surprise.”

He scowled at me. “Let’s do that, then.”
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MYSIA IS A dreary place, all forests and mud huts, though they do wonderful things with seafood. That’s hardly a surprise, since the Tonar Delta has the finest oysterbeds in the world, and the north coast is warmed by one of those big underwater currents. Mostly, though, people conquer Mysia because they’re afraid someone else will conquer it first. Beating the Mysians isn’t exactly difficult. The problem lies with recouping the cost of the invasion and occupation out of an economy based on subsistence agriculture and nomadic livestock herding. Everybody who’s anybody has invaded, stayed a year or so and then gone resentfully home, wondering whose bright idea that was. It has more historic battlefield sites per square mile than anywhere else on earth, apart from the Mesoge. The farmers plough up bones and sell them to the millers, for bonemeal; widely used in the metal-finishing industry.

We have our own armed forces, of course, but I assumed he wanted humans; so I enlisted the famous condottier, Alban of Bealfoir. I’d worked with him before; he’s a good man.

“Of course I know Mysia,” he said, over sea bass and sweet white wine in a palm-leaf-roofed teashop on the coast. “I led the annexation, four years ago. Two weeks work, three in the rainy season. Have you got the money?”

Saloninus looked at me and I said, “Absolutely. My principals are footing all the bills.”

Alban nodded. “That’s all right, then,” he said. “Your word’s as good as cash in the bank.” He turned back to Saloninus and said, “When would you like to start?”

“Immediately.”

“That’s not a problem.” That’s what I like about Alban, that can-do attitude. “I’ll need seventy thousand nomismata up front, plus weekly instalments of forty thousand.” He paused, then said, “Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why do you want to conquer Mysia?”

Saloninus sipped his wine, savouring the flowery aftertaste. “If you don’t want the job, we can go elsewhere.”

Alban held up both hands. “Sorry, sorry. Once we’ve taken the place, do you want to leave garrisons?”

Saloninus nodded. “I shall need a full army of occupation for at least forty years.”

I frowned at that, but didn’t say anything; not in front of the help. “I can arrange that,” Alban said. “Obviously, you only need a fraction of the manpower for an occupation, unless you get an insurgency problem, which isn’t likely here. That said—”

“They need to be paid, and the locals can’t afford it,” Saloninus interrupted. “Yes, I know that. We’ll pay them, naturally.”

“Say—” Alban took a moment for the dreams of avarice. “Thirty thousand nomismata a year?”

Well, it’s not my money, so I kept quiet. “Fine,” Saloninus said indifferently. “I’ll put a lump sum in escrow with the Knights, as a token of good faith; draw on it as you need it.”

I think the poor man was seriously shaken. He’s straightforward enough for a man in his line of work, but I’m guessing that draw on it as you need it undermined the very core of his understanding of the world. All those years killing people and beating them up in order to get money, and instead, there are people out there who’ll just give it to you. “Suits me,” he said, in a quiet voice. “Right. First thing in the morning.” He paused. I surreptitiously conjured a small steel-reinforced chest under my right foot. “Here,” I said, and pushed it toward him under the table.

He wouldn’t need to count it. He knew that. He rested his foot delicately on it, as if on a rose.
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SAME OLD SAME old for the villagers and nomads of Mysia. Out of the early morning mists emerged a column of armoured men, their footsteps barely audible on the thick leafmould. King Carduan IV wasn’t at home when we called; he never is when people invade his kingdom. He has barges moored ready all the time, with the royal treasury stowed aboard. He’s not bothered about anybody stealing it. After so many wars and occupations, there’s not enough there to make it worth the effort. The royal guard stayed home, their wives busily weaving baskets to sell to the foreigners.

Our forces occupied the Citadel. It’s an amazing thing, if you like military architecture (I must confess I do, though purely on an aesthetic level). It was built by the Eastern empire, back when they were the invaders du jour. They chose a flat-topped mountain, actually a dormant volcano; there’s a rainwater lake up there on top, natural hot water. The defensive walls are built out of huge rectangular blocks of black lava, fifteen feet thick at the base. There’s a curtain wall, a boiling—seriously—moat, an outer wall and an inner keep. There’s fifteen acres of storage sheds for food and equipment. The circumference of the curtain wall is three miles, but four hundred men could hold it indefinitely against the world, assuming they’ve laid in adequate supplies. It won’t come as a surprise to learn that the Citadel has never been taken, by storm, siege or treachery. Come to that, it’s never been attacked. It’s been voluntarily evacuated and abandoned nine times, but that’s different.

He got me to fill the barns with sacks of flour and barrels of salted bacon, while Alban’s sappers made a few minor repairs to the drawbridge. The Mysians don’t come near the place ever, except to loot the food stores when an invader leaves. They know it’s nothing to do with them. Also, I think they know it’s a volcano, a fact which appears nowhere in the military libraries of the surrounding nations.

Alban kept trying to report to me for orders, even though he knew perfectly well who was in charge. He was trying to make himself believe this was a normal, businesslike military operation, and that he wasn’t working for a lunatic. “Do you anticipate any hostile activity from the King?” he asked me.

I shook my head. “Usually when there’s an invasion he goes and stays with his cousin the seed-merchant, just across the border,” I said. “I gather he prefers it there to here. The Mysians won’t bother you at all. Particularly if you buy their baskets.”

He nodded. “What are we doing here?”

“Don’t ask me.”

The customer is always right; if we had a physical headquarters, that would be written up on the wall in golden letters. But you can’t help speculating. Why would a man want to invade a country? The primeval will to power, maybe, or perhaps he likes watching the way blood changes colour when it soaks away into the dust. A philosopher? He might want to observe the changes that absolute power made to his personality—does it corrupt absolutely, or can the philosopher-king control it and bend it to his will? An opportunity to create the perfect society; I considered and rejected that, because if that was what you had in mind, you wouldn’t try and do it in Mysia. Or perhaps he’d played with toy soldiers as a boy, or years ago a Mysian kicked sand in his face on a beach somewhere. You just don’t know, with humans. There is no wrong or right, except for the eternal, unchangeable rightness of the customer.

Mine not to reason why. Not my place.

“You’ve got to tell me,” I said to him. “It’s driving me crazy. What are we doing here?”

He looked up from a huge scale plan of the Citadel. He’d been going over it for hours, making tiny notes in red and green ink; improvements in the defences. I’d peeked over his shoulder a few times. They were brilliant. He should’ve been a military engineer. Belay that; Mankind, thank your lucky stars he was never a military engineer.

“Excuse me?”

“You know exactly what I mean. Why did we invade this country? Why are we here?”

“Oh, that.” He carefully dried the nib of his pen on a scrap of cotton waste before laying it down, so it wouldn’t splodge the plans. “I’d have thought you’d have figured that out for yourself by now.”

He had the only chair. I sighed and sat down on the floor. “I’ve tried, believe me. But I can’t.”

“Keep trying,” he said. “It’s dogged as does it.”

I’m ashamed to say I jumped up and banged the desk with my fist. He gave me a pained look. “You want me to tell you?”

“Yes.”

“Ah well.” He leaned back in his chair. It had been the seat of twelve consecutive garrison commanders, and the arms were scarred by fingernails picking at the carved edges. “It’s a bit of a sideshow, really.”

“Is it?”

“Oh yes. It’s just that I want Mankind to be in a suitably receptive frame of mind, for when my great hypothesis is published. You may disagree, but my personal experience is that when you’re trying to concentrate on the higher metaphysical and ethical issues, things like hunger, poverty and the constant threat of violent disruption really don’t help at all. Get rid of them, therefore, and they’ll be that much more willing to listen and easier to persuade.”

I looked at him. “Get rid of them,” I repeated.

“Yes, why not? And that’s what we’re doing here.” He winked at me. “That’s a hint,” he said. “A great big one. Now, if you don’t mind, I’m trying to get some work done.”

Disturbing the customer’s concentration when he’s engaged in his chosen task is explicitly forbidden in the contract; so I didn’t talk to him again until he’d finished for the day, rolled up his plans, closed his books and put his feet up on the desk. Only then did I take him in a light supper and a glass of white wine.

“Here’s what I think,” I said. “Mysia is bordered by three powerful, militaristic nations. For centuries, all three have lived in terror of one of the others seizing Mysia and using it as a springboard for invasion. In consequence, they’ve spent a grossly large proportion of their national wealth on defence, anticipating what they see as the inevitable aggression; their kings have taxed their feudal barons to the point where all three countries are on the edge of economic collapse and revolution and civil war are a distinct possibility, but the foreign threat refuses to go away so long as Mysia remains independent and weak.”

He gave me a faint smile, which I found patronising.

“Your idea,” I went on, “is a Mysia that’s independent and strong. Once the three great nations come to understand that Mysia can no longer be conquered, they’ll realise that war isn’t inevitable. In fact, since any enemy would have to pass through Mysia to get to them, and Mysia is strong and independent, war is actually impossible. So, with a vast sigh of relief, they stop bleeding themselves dry with defence spending; the people prosper, prosperity brings content, there’s no more talk of revolution, and everybody is happy and peaceful. Since the three nations dominate the civilised world, the happiness and peace become general throughout Mankind.” I paused for breath. “You think you’re so clever.”

“I am so clever.”

“Yes.” I hesitated. Not my place. The customer, and so on. Even so. “It’s not going to work, you know.”

“Isn’t it?”

“Of course not. We’ve got a thousand years of case-law on our side. If you sell us your soul in return for a chance to do good, it makes absolutely no difference whatsoever. A contract is a contract. The higher courts will not intervene.”

He laughed. “I know that,” he said. “I’m not stupid.”

I looked at him. Usually I’m so good at reading faces. “You’re up to something.”

He lifted the lid off the plate I’d brought him; pan-fried liver in a cream and white wine sauce. “Whatever gives you that idea?” he said.
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BLESS HIS SUSPICIOUS little heart.

Consider mortality. Man that is born of woman hath but a short time to live, and awareness of this crucial brevity tends to concentrate his mind. Immortals are under no such constraint. True, they have so much longer in which to acquire and assimilate data, but far less incentive to get on with the job of processing it, assessing and analysing, forming hypotheses and reaching conclusions. They have infinite time in which to stop and smell the flowers; furthermore, for them there is nothing to gain and nothing to lose. Change and decay, however, in all around we see, and this prompts us to think harder, faster and more clearly. That’s my take on it, anyway. Maybe they’re just not as smart as we are.

I first became interested in Mysia when I read the bit about the ants in Peregrinus’ Geography—you know, about how the Mysians train ants to dig for gold; the ants burrow into the earth and come back up with specks of gold dust clinging to their legs, which the Mysians carefully brush off with the pin-feather of a woodcock. It reminded me of something else I’d read, about a gold mine in Blemya where the dust was so close to the surface that the grass grew up through it and forced it to the surface; and that mine was well-documented and real.

I couldn’t do anything about it at the time, as I was on the run in Antecyra, sleeping rough in a derelict dovecote and stealing pigswill to eat. But as soon as I was back in a place with libraries, I started to read everything I could lay my hands on about Mysia, and gradually it all started to come together. Rusty-brown and greenish-yellow rocks, beds of porphyry, bits of stone brought back by travellers with a distinctive honeycomb look about them, accounts of dried-up riverbeds and lava fields; all of them connected to one particular place, the mountain range in the middle of which the Empire had built the Citadel.

I searched the Imperial archives at Rosh Roussel. The military surveyors had chosen the site on purely strategic grounds, but that might just mean they were unobservant, or ignorant. Buried in the survey notes I found references to gold nuggets found in dried-up watercourses, together with strict instructions from the commander-in-chief to hush up such finds and discourage off-duty prospecting; the last thing they wanted was the garrison deserting en masse to go gold-prospecting.

What with one thing and another, I never had time or liberty to go to Mysia; not until I made my big score in the paint trade, at which point I lost interest in get-rich-quick projects, settled down and got disgracefully old. But I never stopped being interested. If only I was fifty years younger, I kept telling myself. And then, quite suddenly, I was.

No problem finding excuses to go strolling in the hills around the Citadel, unobserved by my servant/keeper. I couldn’t very well take a pick and shovel with me; luckily, I didn’t need them. Peregrinus was right after all; there was gold dust to be found in the anthills, kick them over with your toe and there it was, glittering in the sun.

Query: why had nobody else found it? Quite simple, really. The Mysians aren’t interested in gold, never have been. Their currency and medium of exchange is fine woollen cloth. As for invading soldiers, they were under orders not to stray too far from the Citadel, lest they be caught and eaten by the savages.

A few cursory inspections led me to what I’d known all along I’d eventually find. At first I couldn’t believe it, so I smuggled out a few tools. I didn’t have to dig very far.

The two low, plump, free-standing hills half a mile from the Citadel, the ones the Imperial surveyors nicknamed the Cow and Calf, are solid gold. Two enormous nuggets, with a bit of peat and cooch-grass on top.

And, best thing of all, he didn’t know about them. Nobody did; except me.
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HE WAS UP to something, and I had no idea what it was.

It did occur to me that maybe he was after the vast gold deposits buried under the mountains nearby; but no, it couldn’t be that. If he’d wanted unlimited gold, all he’d have had to do was ask me; no need for soldiers and invasions. Besides, what good would gold be to him, in his situation? One truth abides, and overshadows all the rest—you can’t take it with you. And it’s not like gold’s any good for anything except as a source and repository of wealth. You’d have to be desperately, profoundly stupid to trade your immortal soul for mere purchasing power. So, clearly, it wasn’t that.

I can’t pretend I was enjoying Mysia. ‘Cultural desert’ doesn’t begin to do it justice. Generally speaking, whenever a certain number of humans congregate in one place, they tend to generate art in some form or another, even if it’s just whittled bones and splodges of ochre on the cave wall. And all human art (tautology; all art is human; it’s the only thing we omnipotents can’t do) has merit, if you look at it long enough and closely enough. Except in Mysia. The Mysians don’t sculpt or paint, they don’t scratch incuse decorations on the handles of their axes, they don’t even tattoo their bodies or weave fish-bones into their hair. Having no gods, they carve no idols. There is no word for artist in the Mysian language; instead there’s a long-winded periphrasis that translates as man-who-deceives-others-into-giving-food-by-spoiling-bits-of-wood.

Well; I’ve been in deserts before, sand deserts and ice deserts, landscapes of volcanic rock, bleak plateaux blasted clean of life by war and weapons you couldn’t begin to imagine. On such occasions, I seek solace in a good book. But that was one thing I simply couldn’t do in Mysia. It came as something of a shock to me when I realised it. All my favourite books were either written by Saloninus, or commentaries on, rejections of or defences of his works and theories. And here I was, shackled by chains of contract to the man himself. I remember opening my battered old copy of Human, All Too Human and glancing down at the so-familiar text, and thinking: I can’t accept any of this any more. I felt utterly betrayed, bereft and destitute.

I know, you shouldn’t allow what you know of the artist as a man to influence your view of his work. Take music. Jotapian was a horrible person, a drunkard who beat his wife and scarred his children for life with his atrocious behaviour. Mavortis’ views on women and people with dark skin were simply loathsome. And the greatest of them all, Procopius—it takes quite a bit to shock me, as you can imagine, but he does, to the core. So; the knowledge that Saloninus was treacherous, insincere, devious, mercenary—I knew all that, and it had never fazed me before. But actually meeting him, spending every waking moment with him, was different. I have to say, the sense of loss was overwhelming. No, I didn’t enjoy Mysia. Not one bit.


 

[image: sectionbreakimage]

 

"GUESS WHAT," HE said to me. “There’s gold in them thar hills.”

He’d come back from one of his early-morning tramps. I should’ve accompanied him, but he didn’t ask me to and I’m not at my best in the mornings. “Is that right?” I said.

He nodded happily. “This is the most amazing stroke of luck,” he said. Then he paused. “I’m assuming it’s luck,” he added. “Or have you been helping and neglected to tell me?”

I assured him I had nothing to do with it. He shrugged. “Makes no mind,” he said. “You do realise, this makes everything so much easier. It solves the one problem I hadn’t got around to dealing with.”

He sat down on a folding stool on the verandah of the lookout post he’d taken to using as an office. It had a splendid view of the mountains. I brought him a cup of jasmine tea and a plate of honeycakes; his favourite. “What problem?” I asked.

“You know perfectly well,” he said. “In twenty years’ time I won’t be here and you’ll stop funding the garrison. At that point, the soldiers will go away and there’ll be the most almighty war, as the three nations scramble to grab Mysia. The whole scheme will founder and everything will go wrong. You foresaw that, naturally.”

“Well, yes.”

He laughed, and slapped me rather hard on the back. “Well,” he said, “now that won’t happen. There’s enough gold in the hills here to hire every mercenary soldier in the world. Which,” he added cheerfully, “is what we’re going to do.”

I felt as though I’d just walked into an invisible wall. “Are we? Why?”

“What we’re going to do,” he went on, “is turn Mysia into a genuine, functional pirate kingdom. We’ll send out the word to all the nations of the Earth. Give us your vermin, your scum, your huddled masses yearning to breathe free, the wretched refuse of your teeming shores. The mountains are made of pure gold; all you have to do is hack it out, smelt it down and spend it.” He grinned so wide I thought his face would split. “What’s even better than an independent, strong Mysia? An independent, strong, malignant Mysia, the sump and abscess of the known world, something the civilised nations can unite against but never actually defeat. They’ll mount crusades against it, they’ll blockade it, lay it under permanent siege; every nation will send its best fighting men to join the glorious cause. But it won’t do a bit of good, because of the impregnable castle and the gold. It’s a basic tenet of military science. No stronghold can be taken if a mule laden with gold bars can leave it unobserved. Did I mention these hills are honeycombed with caves and tunnels?”

“No. Besides, they aren’t.”

He looked at me. “They will be,” he said, “in the next five minutes. That’s an order.”

I sighed. His wish, my command. Actually, it was a tricky one; how to riddle a mountain with wormholes without the whole lot collapsing, and in such a way that the besieged can get out but the besiegers can’t use the tunnels to get in. It took me forty-five seconds to figure out how it could be done. Practically an eternity.

“Well?”

“All done,” I told him. “Do you want detailed schematics?”

“Yes.”

“On your desk,” I said. “In sealed brass tubes.”

He smiled. “Thank you,” he said. “Well, I call that a good morning’s work. Of course,” he went on, “if there hadn’t been gold there already, I’d have had to make you put it there, so it’s all as broad as it’s long, strictly speaking. But this way, I’ve saved you a job.”

“Thank you so much,” I said.

I left him to his tea and cakes and slouched back to the Citadel, to oversee the installation of the five giant trebuchets he’d ordered. I was deeply troubled. Not in itself unusual; but I had a distinct feeling that I’d missed something. That’s not a normal or comfortable feeling for me. I don’t miss things. Like I said, I live and have my being in the detail. Also, if I had that feeling, it was because I was meant to. It was as though he’d put up a big painted sign saying up to something and was sitting directly beneath it.

I dug out my copy of the contract and read it over, for the umpteenth time. The words hadn’t changed since I last looked at them. There they still were, as airtight and lawyerproof as they’d always been. When he died, he’d be ours. Until then, he could have anything he wanted. A wonderfully straightforward document, its phrasing a miracle of functional elegance, as close to a work of art as we’re capable of getting.

So, then, the big unanswered question: why bother to dig gold out of the ground when he could have all the gold he wanted for the asking?
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THE BAD GUYS started to arrive.

It sounds ridiculous coming from me, but the sight of evil en masse is one I find disturbing. They came by the shipload and the cartload; mostly men, of course; mostly from cities. Some came in groups, heavily armed and ferociously suspicious. Some drifted in singly—desperate rather than actively wicked, most of the singletons were, I think the majority of them were more concerned with a few free meals than the prospect of unlimited wealth. Because the Citadel is so vast, we had plenty of accommodation, and my organisation provided the food and the beer. There were any number of loud, angry meetings in the Great Hall, with passionate, violent men demanding to know what the catch was, and Saloninus repeating, over and over again, there isn’t one. The more he asserted it, the less they believed him, which is human nature for you. Within days of the establishment of the Commune, as we decided to call it for want of a better name, I was aware of half a dozen conspiracies to overthrow the government by force and take control; they all foundered, of course, as soon as they faced the fact that there was no government to overthrow and no control to take. All they could’ve done to assert their personalities would have been to slaughter the cooks—who, being undead, wouldn’t have minded in the least—but it never happened because nobody could be bothered.

The first thing they all wanted to know, of course, was where’s the gold? And I would point to the hillside, and tell them where they could be issued with picks, shovels, buckets, all free of charge. There was a lot of grumbling about backbreaking hard labour, my mother didn’t raise me to be no miner, and so forth. But hardly any of them left on that score. The work was too easy. It literally was a case of scuff off a few inches of turf and help yourself. I’d expected that a minority would gang up to rob the diggers, but it didn’t happen; more trouble and effort than it was worth. As a community, apart from a few drunken stabbings, we had something approaching a zero crime rate. I found that seriously disturbing, as you can imagine.

“What are you up to?” I asked him, one night after dinner. “Go on, you can tell me.”

He smiled and patted me on the arm. “Bear up,” he said. “Only nineteen years and nine more months to go.” He poured himself a glass of wine; instinctively started to offer me one, realised. “When it’s all over and I’ve gone where I’m going,” he said, “will you come and visit me?”

I looked at him. I felt embarrassed. “If you like,” I said.

“I’d really appreciate that,” he said. “It’d be rather less daunting if I knew there’d be a friendly face.”

What could I possibly say?
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I GUESS THE other thing that was getting me down was not having very much to do. Usually when I’m on an assignment I hardly have time to breathe; bring me gold, bring me rubies, bring me the severed heads of my enemies, bring me the most beautiful woman in the world. Nothing but rush and scurry, and when you’re run off your feet, you don’t have time to brood. But once the bad guys were all nicely settled in, I wasn’t really needed for anything. Saloninus more or less boarded himself up in that shed he’d taken such a liking to, with piles of books and papers and mathematical instruments and alembics and astrolabes and retorts and flasks and who knows or cares what; when I asked if there was anything I could do to help, he scowled at me and yelled, yes, piss off and let me concentrate. Which left me at a loose end, somewhere I’m not comfortable being.

If only certain proverbs were true. I had idle hands, but nobody found work for them to do. I couldn’t catch up on my paperwork, because I’m always punctilious about writing up my logs and filing my reports as I go along. Mysia being Mysia, and reading being out of the question, all I could occupy myself with was long walks in the hills (I hate walking in the country, particularly uphill) and tearing myself apart trying to figure out what he was up to. Not a happy time for me, I have to say.

Then one day—I guess it was about a year after we arrived in Mysia—he called me in to his shack. You can tell how demoralised I’d got; I didn’t even remember to provide jasmine tea and honeycakes. I sat down on an upturned crate and looked at him mournfully. “What can I do for you?”

He smiled. “You’re bored, aren’t you?”

“Is it that obvious?” I sighed. “I’m sorry. I won’t let it show in future.”

He waved the apology away. “I’m the one who should be sorry,” he said. “I’m being inconsiderate. Major fault of mine, so people tell me, I just don’t think about others, only myself.”

“That’s all right,” I said warily.

“Anyway.” He clapped his hands together. “I’ve got a job for you.”

I was ashamed of how pathetically grateful I was to hear him say that. “Your wish is my command, master. What can I do for you?”

He handed me a sheet of paper. “I want you to get these people and bring them here. Offer them so much money they won’t be able to refuse. Then find somewhere comfortable for them to work.”

On the paper were the names of all the greatest living painters, sculptors and architects in the world. My heroes, every one of them. “These people,” I stammered. “What are you going to do with them?”

“I fancy being a patron of the arts,” he said with a chuckle. “So give them anything they want, whatever it takes to help them produce their finest work. All right?”

Stunned doesn’t begin to cover it. “Of course,” I said. “My wish—I mean, your wish—”

“You already said that. Get on with it.”

A significant slip of the tongue. My wish; my greatest, most fervent wish—to see art again, beautiful and wonderful works of art, the one thing I and my kind can’t do, but humans can. As soon as the angel choirs stopped singing inside my head, I asked him. “Why?”

“Get on with it,” he repeated. “And go away. I’m working.”
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I HAD NO trouble at all persuading them to come. They fell, as all artists and creative people do, into two well-defined categories: those who desperately needed money, and those who were desperately afraid they’d be needing money very soon, even though they were temporarily solvent. I suspect I could’ve got them for far less than I actually paid, but I didn’t want to. Not my money, after all, and there’s something rather special about seeing pathetic gratitude in the eyes of men you admire.

I had studios built for them in the high turrets of the Citadel, so they could revel in the light. Special cranes to lift colossal blocks of marble. The richest, rarest pigments—none of Saloninus’ synthetic blue for my boys, nothing but the purest lapis lazulae and carnelian, flown direct from the mountains and arid deserts of Permia by overworked demons. I even—not without some misgivings, since I was a respectable major-domo, not a pimp—arranged for a supply of inspiration; the painters, after all, had to paint something, and when I told them to use their imaginations, they just looked at me. So Inspiration arrived in a long train of covered coaches, which meant yet more work for me—changes to the plumbing, that sort of thing. And, since the last thing I wanted was the artists getting into fights with the cut-throats and murderers, there had to be plenty of inspiration to go round.

“In fact,” someone said to me, as we stood watching the roof being put on yet another magnificent new extension to the Palace of Beauty, “what you’re building here is the ideal republic.”

I looked at him. He was quite possibly the finest icon-painter of his generation, a small, bald man with a limp. “What?” I said.

“You’ve got everything,” he said. “Unlimited wealth means infinite leisure, a prerequisite for contemplation of the truly worthwhile. Your strong and well-respected warrior caste ensure total security. A happy and contented underclass grow all the food, which they sell for inflated prices to the better sort. As for them, you couldn’t ask for a more suitable set of founding fathers for a great nation: fearless warriors, artistic geniuses and women specially selected for their beauty, charm and ability to get on with all different sorts of people. All under the benign, feather-light governance of a genuine philosopher-king. Come back in a hundred and twenty years, this country will be populated by a race of supermen.”

Now that rang a bell—I give you the superman; man is something to be overcome. Saloninus in his rare poetic vein. “You think so?”

He laughed. “Look at Aelia,” he said. “Founded by convicts transported for nameless crimes from their native land. Or take the old Empire. That all started with a band of outlaws and bandits who stole a load of women from a nearby city. Their offspring went on to conquer the world. Of course, you’ve got a much better situation here, seeing as how you’re strategically poised to dominate the three great nation states of the civilised world. I don’t much like the term manifest destiny, but it’s hard to think of another way of putting it.”

Up to something, I said to myself under my breath, and went to see Saloninus.

“But my dear fellow,” he said, “you’ve got it completely wrong. I did it for you.”

That walking-into-an-invisible-wall feeling again. “You what?”

“For you,” he repeated. “I could see how bored you were, and I know how much you like art. So I sent you out for some artists.” He smiled. “And it worked. You’ve been so much happier these last few months.”

That I couldn’t deny. “For me?” I repeated idiotically.

“Why not? It didn’t cost me anything and it’s given you pleasure.”

“Yes, but—” My mouth sort of seized up. You can’t work closely with a man for nearly two years and not learn something about him. I was as sure as anyone ever can be; he was telling the truth. “Why?”

“Excuse me. I don’t understand.”

“Why would you do something just for me?”

He sighed. “Oh dear,” he said. “I thought we’d got past all that. Sit down, put your feet up for a moment. Go on, that’s an order.”

I have to obey orders. I sat down, and put my feet up. “The fact is,” he said, “you’re not a bad person. You work for Evil, but as a—well, I can’t say as a human being; as an entity, you’re a normal, decent individual with a basically kind heart and an appreciation of the finer things. You can’t deny that, it’s true.”

I frowned. “We’re on different sides.”

“No we’re not. For the next seventeen years and ten months we’re on my side. After that—” He shrugged. “What am I supposed to do, be nasty to you all the time? I haven’t got the energy. You know what they say, it takes seventeen muscles to smile and forty-three to frown. I only have a limited time at my disposal, I’ve got work to do. I can’t waste time and effort on counterproductive friction and hostility.”

I felt like I was being overwhelmed by a great wave. “But the outcome,” I said. “The ideal society.”

He shook his head. “I told you to hire some artists,” he said. “You were the one who built all the palaces and studios for them. Also, you were the one who shipped in all the whores. Splendid idea, by the way, I’m not criticising. Nevertheless, the fact remains; if the result of all this is a race of superior human beings, if it’s anyone’s doing it’ll be yours, not mine.”
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MY BLOOD CAN'T run cold because I have no blood. Just as well.

I’m permitted to do small, unobtrusive acts of goodness. Well, strictly speaking I’m not, but a blind eye is generally turned when I give small sums of money to struggling artists and street musicians, when I’m off duty, because such acts of kindness are trivial and without lasting consequences. It’s one of the small perks I get for having to spend my life in the field, among humans. But there’s a world of difference between that and taking a decision that could—who am I trying to kid; that will inevitably lead to the ideal society, the race of superior human beings. He was quite right, of course. He hadn’t said anything about female companionship, for the artists or the cut-throats. That had been my idea.
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HE DOESN'T LIKE people talking about it, but Saloninus once wrote an opera. He needed the money, is his excuse. I have no reason to disbelieve and not forgive.

In the final culminating scene (it’s actually quite good, for opera) the intellectual sort-of-chorus character who’s been watching the drama unfold congratulates the protagonist; how wonderful, he says, your luck’s turned out to be. Look, there are your enemies, slaughtering each other for something you already discarded.

Just thought I’d mention that, as an insight into the way his mind worked.
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I HAD TWO options. I could report what I’d done to my superiors and throw myself on their mercy.

Exactly. So I did the other thing. I kept quiet about it, did nothing, stood idly by and allowed the disaster to unfold. There was, after all, the very real chance that nobody would ever figure out that it had been my fault. Great nations and ideal societies do emerge from time to time, after all; by accident, by chance, through the agency of natural evolution. The examples my artist friend had mentioned, for instance; Aelia was nobody’s fault, and neither was the old Empire—and besides, once they’d passed their zenith and fallen into decadence and decay they were no problem to anyone—very good for business, in fact, from our perspective. And our lot may be all-seeing and all-knowing. That’s a long way removed from all-understanding. There was even the remote possibility that the founding of the New Mysia wasn’t my fault or an accident but in fact part of some grand overarching plan by our opposite numbers in the Organisation, which I simply didn’t know about—and that’s what you get for being out of the office most of the time and never reading the memos.

But I couldn’t help wondering. Was that what he’d been up to, or was it something else? Could he have foreseen that I’d have exceeded my discretion to that small, disastrous extent? Am I that predictable? Was he that devious?
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"I'VE BEEN THINKING," I said. “Maybe we should send the women away. After all, this is supposed to be a mining colony, not a cathouse.”

He shook his head. “It was supposed to be a garrison,” he pointed out. “The miners and the artists more or less just happened. And you can’t send the girls home now, there’d be riots. And besides, they’re happy here, they’ve got a much better life than they ever had back in the cities. No, they can stay.” My face must’ve betrayed me, because he frowned. “My mind’s made up,” he said. “Sorry if it offends your puritan sensibilities.”

“But the unforeseen consequences—”

“What consequences?”

“I don’t know, I can’t foresee them.”

He sighed and patted me on the shoulder. “Don’t worry about it,” he said. “That’s your problem, you’re always worrying. You can’t enjoy life if you’re a worrier. I know you’re concerned about this ideal society thing, but who knows, it may never happen. Nothing’s set in stone, you know. Now push off and admire some paintings, while I get on with some work.”
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I FELT SORRY for him, but what can you do?

Besides, I had other things on my mind. The passage of time, for one thing. My simple ruse for getting him out from under my feet had succeeded beyond my wildest dreams—it had never occurred to me that it would be so easy—but I still had the work itself to do, and it wasn’t going as well as I’d hoped.

You probably don’t know about my brief, inglorious career in alchemy. It’s a segment of my life I’ve tried to underplay, because nobody likes to admit failure. At one stage I felt I might possibly be on to something, but stuff kept getting in the way—I had endless trouble with patrons, and then I sort of murdered my wife, and I blew up my laboratory, and then I had to leave town in a hurry. So I never found out if the last experiment I’d set up actually came out right in the end. For reasons I won’t bore you with, I had to get out while it was still in progress, leaving the big question unanswered: had I succeeded in turning base metal into gold, or hadn’t I?

(Actually, it wasn’t murder, though it felt like it. I warned her not to drink the stuff, but she drank it anyway. I still feel guilty about that, even though it’s one of the very few bad things that have happened in my lifetime that wasn’t really my fault.)

Since all my notes had gone up in flames, along with my workshop and the royal palace, I had to go back to first principles and start again. I had assumed that wouldn’t be a problem; I was clever then, I still was clever, piece of cake. But I’d discounted the crucial element of luck, serendipity, call it what you will. Back then, I’d stumbled across vital conclusions or reached them through flashes of intuition. That didn’t seem to be happening this time around. I wondered what was different. The conclusion I came to was that my circumstances were too easy. Admittedly I had damnation waiting for me seventeen years down the line, but I couldn’t make myself panic about something so relatively distant. The first time, I’d either been desperately short of money or running late on a king’s deadline, with the noose or the block just a day or so away. I’m guessing my brain needs the special extra stimulus of rank terror to kick it into a higher gear. And that, of course, was missing.

Alchemy is simple stuff, really. The world we know is made up of components, very small ones. The smaller you go, the more interchangeable these components are. If you go right down, really, really small, it’s theoretically possible to exchange one lot of components for another. And that’s alchemy.

Of course I’m exaggerating, simplifying and bending the truth. If it was as easy as that, anyone could do it. There’s also the not-so-trivial matter of the world we don’t know; the things we don’t know are there, the consequences we can’t foresee. The harder I worked, the more of that sort of thing I seemed to come up against. I didn’t like that. I’m used to everything coming easily. Usually, I just sit down and concentrate and it all comes gushing out; I scrape away a bit of turf, and there’s the gold, a few inches under the surface. Rolling up my sleeves and digging isn’t what I’m used to, and I sort of resent having to do it. Silly of me, but that’s my nature.

Keeping secrets from the All-Seeing isn’t as hard as it sounds. The key is making sure they don’t correctly interpret what they see. Simple misdirection; the street corner conjurer’s stock-in-trade. I don’t care how mighty or sublime they are, if they’ve got a personality, they can be understood; if they can be understood, they can be deceived. If they can be deceived, I can deceive them. What can I say? It’s a gift. I was born with it. God-given, you might call it.

But nothing lasts for ever, not even the spell I weave. Sooner or later, he was bound to find out what I was up to in my damp, cold little shack. I’m guessing it was the thin plume of smoke; even the finest charcoal isn’t entirely smokeless. I’d been planning to pretend it was just the stove, but since it was freezing cold in there (had to be, for sound alchemical reasons), that wasn’t likely to fool him for long.

I remember the scene as though it were yesterday. He stood in the doorway of the shack, staring at my modest array of alchemical equipment, his face grey as slate. “May I ask,” he said in a thin, strained voice, “what you’re doing?”

“Certainly you may. I’m just trying to reproduce an experiment. As you know, the essential quality of a successful experiment is that it should be capable of being—”

“Fortunatus of Perimadeia.”

I looked away. “No,” I said.

“Don’t lie to me,” he screamed; I confess, I was shocked. “Don’t you ever dare lie to me.”

“I’m not lying,” I said calmly. “This experiment was designed by Fortunatus’ teacher and mentor, Sedulius of Ligois. True, Fortunatus later elaborated on it, but—”

“I’m not going in that thing. You can’t make me.”

I turned and faced him. “Actually, I can,” I said gravely. “I can order you to get inside my alembic, and you’d have no choice but to do as you’re told. But since I have no intention of doing any such thing, I really don’t see what all the fuss is about.”

He backed away until he was on the other side of the doorframe. “Alchemy is forbidden,” he said. “It’s a black art.”

“Oh come on,” I said gently.

“It is. It’s unnatural. It’s attempting to transform that which has been created into something else. It’s the worst possible sin. I’m going to have to report this.”

Who to, I didn’t ask. “This isn’t that kind of experiment,” I told him. “This is just an improved method of extracting nitre from everyday organic materials. If it works, it means vastly improved crop yields in areas of marginal agricultural value.”

“What?” He stared at me. “Why? Whatever for?”

I sighed. “Look behind you,” I said. “Mountains. Scrub. If this miserable country’s going to be self-sufficient in food, we need to do something about it.” Then I frowned. “What did you think I was doing?”

He came a step or two back into the shack and sniffed; his long, delicate nose detecting and analysing the contents of the alembic. “Chicken manure.”

“A rich natural source of nitre.”

“You’re boiling up chickenshit.”

“Yes. But a hundred and sixty per cent more efficiently than usual. The result should be a fine white salt which you mix with wood ash and sprinkle lightly on the newly-turned earth, after ploughing but before the harrow. So go ahead, report me, I don’t care. But I don’t think your superiors are going to be all that interested.”
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I'D MADE A fool of myself, and I was ashamed of that. I’d forgotten the first rule: the customer is always right. If he wanted to trap me in a bottle and boil me down into nothing, he was entitled to do just that. True, it’d be the end of me—that’s why alchemy is such a terrible thing; it changes all the rules, re-evaluates all values, breaks down the fundamental order that we stand for—along with necromancy, it’s the worst possible thing a human being can do, and I’m not entirely sure we understand it ourselves. I can’t believe I just said that. But I suspect it’s true. If someone changes the rules, who knows what the rules are?

But when I made my silly outburst I hadn’t thought it through properly. If he destroyed me, what would he have achieved? Nothing, except deprive himself of his helper and slave, the only means by which he could access the power he’d signed his soul away for. Made no sense. He’d have the rest of his seventeen years, but that was all; no infinite power, nothing. He needed me. He wouldn’t do anything to hurt me. Surely.

But then, what would I know about the workings of a mind like that?

We still don’t know what became of our friend and colleague who fell into the hands of Fortunatus of Perimadeia. We carry on searching for him but with little hope. As far as we are able to ascertain, he’s fallen into a place beyond anything that we created or that we control—beyond good and evil, to coin a phrase—and the only man who could possibly tell us how to get there would have been Fortunatus of Perimadeia, who died centuries ago. Anyway, that’s why even the thought of alchemy makes me shudder. It’s a wicked, wicked thing to do.
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AS YOU CAN imagine, I kept a very sharp eye on him after that.

But to little avail. Think about it. How can you tell if a man’s succeeded in turning base metal into gold in a place where there’s gold everywhere you look? Literally. We were running short of storage space. All the dungeons and cellars were full; all the cupboards and wardrobes, every last toolshed and outhouse, anything you could put a padlock and hasp on, was bursting with ingots or earthenware pots of dust. Precisely because the supply was so plentiful and so easy to extract, the miners didn’t seem inclined to retire or quit. No, they carried on producing, while the going was good, before the dream ended and they woke up. They couldn’t be bothered or spare the time to cart their gold to the frontiers and sell it (and besides, they might get robbed on the way and lose it all). In any case, what were they going to sell it for? Food and drink were provided free of charge, likewise clothing and tools. This wasn’t one of those gold rushes where the only people who really get rich are the sutlers and the boarding-house keepers.

In such an environment, trying to keep track of the appearances and disappearances of small quantities of gold, as might be produced by alchemical processes, was out of the question. I tried standing behind him and watching every move he made very carefully, but he protested (quite reasonably) that I was getting in his way and ruining his concentration, and if I insisted on looming about like an architectural feature, would I please do it somewhere else? He was, it goes without saying, entirely within his rights to throw me out while he was working. As for making good my idiotic threat to report him—well. A sinner suspected of conspiring to commit sin. The only official response I could expect to that would be so I should bloody well hope.
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MY FIRST EXPERIMENT was entirely successful. I turned a mountain into gold.

At least, that was what I told him. Go and look for yourself, I said, pointing to an unremarkable hillock on the skyline. Take a spade, chip away the turf and look beneath the surface. It’ll be gold. Me, I’m so confident I can’t be bothered to look, but feel free.

He gazed at me with that horrified, stupid look that people tend to wear when you start talking about alchemy. “You haven’t,” he said.

“I have.”

“But that’s—”

“Yes.”

He hesitated, just for a moment; then there was a blur, he was gone, he was back again. “Why?” he said.

“Excuse me?”

“Why?” he repeated. “There’s already more gold in these mountains than anyone could possibly hope to use. If you want gold, I’m duty bound to give it to you, in unlimited quantities. So, I repeat. Why?”

I shrugged. “To see if I could, I guess.”

“Not good enough.”

I laughed. “I forgot,” I said, “you’ve got this bee in your bonnet about alchemy.”

“You could put it that way.”

“Though I really don’t see why. I mean, what harm does it do anyone?”

“You know perfectly—”

“I admit,” I said, “a grossly expanded gold supply could lead to inflation and devaluation of currencies, which might trigger an economic crisis. Though if you took the trouble to read my Wealth of Nations, you’d discover that an ample money supply can also fuel economic growth, particularly in circumstances of restricted credit. That’s not what’s upsetting you, is it?”

“I did read it,” he said. “It’s very good.”

“You’re afraid I’m going to stuff you in a bottle and kill you.”

He looked at me. “You wouldn’t do that.”

“No, of course not. I value you too much. You’re my friend.”

A look of panic swept across his face. “No, I—”

“Yes,” I said firmly. “You are. Yes, I know that the day will come when the bond will fall due and you’ll lead me off to eternal torment. I accept that. All friends betray you, in the end. But until that day comes—” I shrugged. “We’re friends. I wouldn’t hurt you.”

He sat down on an upturned barrel. Luckily he didn’t weigh anything. “I’m not handling this very well,” he said.

“Nobody’s perfect.”

That made him laugh. “I’m finding this assignment difficult,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. You’re doing your best.” I poured a glass of wine. He could smell it, at any rate. “I understand,” I said. “You’re a fundamentally decent person who happens to work for an employer whose values you don’t always share. You aren’t the first and I don’t suppose you’ll be the last. Don’t have a crisis of conscience about it.”

He lifted his head and looked at me. “Right now,” he said, “I work for you.”

“That’s what I said,” I reply. “You don’t hold with alchemy, but never mind. If it’s anybody’s fault, it’s mine. I accept full responsibility.”

“You can’t—”

I waited to learn what I couldn’t do, but he’d shut up like a clam. I didn’t press the issue. “Who knows,” I said, “I might turn this whole country to gold. Isn’t there a legend about that?”

He shuddered. “Please don’t.”

“Are you asking me as a friend?”
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ALCHEMY INDEED; TO turn one thing into another—its opposite, its antithesis. Rock to gold, base to noble, enemy to friend. Indeed, it is unnatural, and I can see why it worried him so much. A re-evaluation of all values; that’s a quotation, isn’t it? Oh yes. From me. Well.

To turn good into evil, right into wrong; and vice versa, of course. I was beginning to wish I’d stuck at alchemy when I was younger. Except back then I was fooling people, a fraud, a con man. At least I think I was. But then, I never did discover how that experiment came out.

Evil into good—take a demon, trap him in a flask, boil him up and turn him into an angel. You can see why they’d be worried about that. Very worried indeed.
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THE BARREL HE'D sat on contained a new invention of mine, of which I was quite proud. I named it aqua tollens—to myself; naturally I couldn’t tell anyone about it. For the record, it’s a subtle blend of strong acids—vitriol and nitre—and sugar (no, it isn’t; but I’m damned, excuse the expression, if I’m going to tell you what’s in it or how to make it; I don’t know you and I certainly wouldn’t trust you with that stuff). It’s so tricksy you have to mix the ingredients on a block of ice; and if a single drop of it falls a man’s height onto the ground, it blasts a hole about as wide and deep as a good workman can dig in an hour. An invaluable aid, you’ll agree, to the mining industry.
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"I'D LIKE YOU to do something for me,” I told him. “But I’m afraid you won’t want to.”

Ever since we’d had our brief chat about alchemy he’d been different; wary, nervous, unsettled. “Your wish is my command,” he said. “You know that.”

“That’s all very well,” I said. “But I’ve given you a lot of anxiety and stress over this alchemy thing. I don’t know. I’d better think about it some more.”

“Please,” he said wretchedly. “My feelings don’t enter into it. Tell me what you want me to do.”

“Well,” I said. “I’d quite like you to raise the dead.”

His eyes rolled, but he didn’t say a word.

“It’s just,” I went on, “I’d quite like to see my wife again.”

“The one you may or may not have murdered.”

“I’ve only been married once,” I said, a little frostily. “And I always tell people I murdered her, but really it was all her fault.” I sighed. “We parted on bad terms, obviously. And it’s been on my mind. I don’t like to think she actually believes I killed her on purpose.”

He’d turned a sort of pale grey, like a dove’s stomach feathers. “First alchemy, then necromancy,” he said. “You realise—”

“The two worst things a human being can do, yes, thank you. Though personally, I would interpret them as making some money and talking to my wife. Believe it or not, people do that sort of stuff every day and nobody gets particularly worked up about it.”

The look in his eyes was more reproach than anything else. “You twist everything,” he said.

“Guilty,” I said. “Though I prefer to think of it as a form of art.”
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WHICH I COULDN'T really deny. Creativity—the ability to make something out of nothing; no, because we can do that, proverbially. The ability to take something and turn it into something else; that’s more like it. The thing humans can do and we can’t. Art. Alchemy. Fiction. Lies.

Raising the dead, however, is something quite other. There’s nothing artistic about that. It’s just wanton rule-breaking, pure and simple.
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SO I LOOKED him in the eye and said, “When do you want to do this incredibly stupid, ill-advised thing?”

“How about right now?”

I shook my head. “It takes time,” I said. “There are procedures, protocols, that sort of thing. You’ll have to give me at least a week.”

He laughed. “Don’t be silly,” he said. “You exist outside time and space.”

He was starting to annoy me. “Quite. Even so. I’ll need a week.”

“Not if we do it my way.”

I was so stunned I couldn’t speak. If I needed to breathe, I’d have choked. “Your way—”

He nodded. “Maybe I’ve been a bit economical with the truth,” he said. “The fact is, I want to talk to my wife.”

“She’s dead.”

“Well.” He pursed his lips. “Maybe, maybe not.”

I very nearly lost my temper. “She’s dead. You killed her.”

“Sit down,” he said. I interpreted that as an order. “She died from drinking an alchemical potion.”

“Yes. One that you—”

“Quite. Let’s not harp on too much about that.” He sat down opposite me. “She thought I’d managed to concoct the serum of perpetual youth.” He smiled sadly. “She was always a bit obsessive about staying young and beautiful. I think that’s why she married me, because she thought I could do this elixir of life thing. Can’t think of any other possible reason.” He fell silent for a moment, then went on; “She was convinced I’d succeeded and was holding out on her. In fact what I was working on was your basic dross-into-gold process. She gobbled down half a pint of cinnabar and aqua regia, among other things. I’d told her it was poison. She didn’t believe me.”

I frowned at him. “That’s all in your file.”

“Indeed, I’m sure it is. But here’s the thing.” He hesitated, I don’t know why. As though he was sumnmoning up his courage. “The work I’ve been doing recently is basically perfecting those early experiments. I didn’t know it at the time, but I was almost there; I’d cracked it, the great mystery, dross into gold. There were just one or two errors that needed to be ironed out and fixed; mostly to do with the imperfect sublimation of cinnabar.” He looked at me and laughed. “Would you please not pull those dreadful faces,” he said. “I know this is all stuff you don’t like talking about, but you’re going to have to bear with me if you want to understand what I’m trying to tell you. I think that the reason why the earlier version of the elixir didn’t work—the one she drank—is because of a slight imbalance in the cinnabar’s sublimation ratio. From what I’ve found out since and know now, I overcooked it a bit, which means it wasn’t quite receptive enough to act on inorganic matter. Rock and metal and wood,” he translated, unnecessarily. “But organic matter; flesh and blood—”

The implications hit me like a tidal wave. “A higher inclusion rate.”

“Exactly.” His eyes were shining. “You see, you know all about it. Yes, the inclusion rate. It wouldn’t work on base metal. But it would have an effect on flesh and blood.” He looked straight at me. “I think what she drank really was the elixir of youth. Purely by accident, but it was.”

“But she died.”

“Did she? Or did she just lapse into a very deep coma while the sublimation took effect? It would look exactly like death to the naked eye. The flesh would be stone cold, the breathing so shallow it wouldn’t mist a glass. Two weeks? Three? Like a butterfly in a chrysalis. Bear in mind, her lunatic brother had her body put into a bath of honey, to preserve it. Sick idea, really, but he was like that. The point is, we wouldn’t have noticed the lack of decomposition. And then,” he went on, “I blew up the palace and left in a hurry. So I have no idea what happened after that.”

“The body would’ve been destroyed in the blast.”

He shook his head. “Flesh sublimated by cinnabar? No power on earth could even scratch it. If I’m right, she’s not dead at all. She’s still out there, and not a day over twenty-eight.”

My mind was reeling. “So what do you want me to do?”

“Easy,” he said, quite calmly. “I want you to find her.”


 

[image: sectionbreakimage]

 

27,886 WOMEN CALLED Eudoxia living in the Northern hemisphere and aged between twenty-four and thirty-four. None of them was her. 1,338,765 women of the right age living in the Northern hemisphere and answering her description. The one we were looking for was the 1,337,816th. So it goes.

Her name was Heloria, and she was married to a respectable salt merchant in eastern Blemya. She wasn’t from those parts; that was obvious. How she came to be there she had no idea. Her earliest memory was waking up in the ruined shell of a collapsed building, with a roof-beam trapping her ankle. A party of looters, scrounging for floor-tiles, found her and pulled her out; she went with them, having nowhere else to go, but they got sick of her temper and constant complaining and turned her out into the street. Her memory might have been a blank but she realised the danger she was in. Fortuitously she walked past the door of the Cold Star convent. The sisters were very kind to her, and she stayed there for a long time—six months, something like that—hoping her memory would come back. When it didn’t, she had to make a choice. Did she want to stay with the sisters and devote her life to contemplation and prayer? No, she realised, not in the slightest. She could read and write and do arithmetic. The sisters found her a place as a book-keeper with a patron of their order, a good man who could be trusted not to take advantage of a vulnerable young woman. Three months after that they were married, and she’d been perfectly happy ever since.

I showed him a vision of her. “Yes,” he said, “that’s my Eudoxia. I’d know her anywhere.”

I was reading the file. “It can’t be her,” I said. “Listen. She turned up on the sisters’ doorstep seven years ago. She’s been married to the salt merchant for six years. You blew up Prince Phocas forty-one years ago. The figures don’t tally.”

He frowned. “It looks just like her,” he said. “I could’ve sworn it was her.” He thought for a moment. “When was Phocas’ palace rebuilt?”

Back to the files. “It wasn’t,” I said.

“It must have been. Prime real estate in the middle of the city.”

I shook my head. “Because of the way it was destroyed,” I told him. “Nobody wanted to go anywhere near the place, they reckoned it was bewitched. The only people who went there were thieves and looters.”

He turned and looked at me.

“It’s possible,” I said slowly. “She could have been there all that time. Could she?” I added.

“Why are you asking me?”

“Well, you’re the expert,” I said irritably. “You know about alchemy, probably more than we do. As I’ve been trying to get you to understand, it’s a subject we really don’t choose to dwell on.”

He was silent for a long time. “It’s possible,” he said. “After all, nobody has ever done that experiment before, so it’s anybody’s guess how long the transmutation process takes. It could’ve been thirty-odd years, I just don’t know. Or maybe, once the process is complete, you hibernate like a caterpillar in a cocoon until somebody wakes you up.” He shook his head like a wet dog. “This is silly,” he said. “Why are we speculating, when you’ve got all the facts at your fingertips. Of course you know who she is; name, date and place of birth, date and place of death, come to that. You know everything.”

I looked away, deeply ashamed. He was asking me for something—as was his right under the contract—and I couldn’t give it to him.

Yes, we’re omniscient. Of course we are. And to us, all things are possible.

Up to a point.

Take human beings, for instance. We can track and trace any human being in an instant. Except that there are exceptions. Tiny ones, of indescribable rarity. Exceptions so trivial and insignificant that they can’t conceivably matter. And they aren’t really exceptions at all, because they’re all to do with that single unbearable overriding abomination, alchemy.

A human being who’s been alchemically altered ceases, as far as our tracking and tracing protocols are concerned, to exist. Logical; the natural thing that stems from the Created has gone, having been unnaturally altered into something else. The something else, being beyond and outside nature, exists in despite of us—we don’t recognise it, the way a government doesn’t recognise the bunch of pirates and thieves who’ve seized power in the kingdom next door.

This woman, the one Saloninus claimed as his Eudoxia, bore no trace. She wasn’t in the records. As far as we were concerned, before the moment she woke up in the ruins of Phocas’ palace, she hadn’t existed.

Oh dear cubed and re-cubed.
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THIS WAS TOO much. I consulted my superiors.

It only took an instant, and I’m sure Saloninus didn’t even notice I’d gone. I travelled to the office of the Supreme Archive. As luck would have it, the deputy chief is an old acquaintance of mine.

“It’s possible,” he said.

He seemed curiously guarded, which I put down to the disgust and horror that alchemy stirs in all of us. “I know it’s possible,” I said. “What I need to know is, can there be any other explanation?”

He was quiet for a moment. “This wretched woman doesn’t show up anywhere,” he said. “Right until the moment she wakes up with the beam across her.” He pulled down a ledger from a shelf. “The Princess Eudoxia similarly disappears from the record at the moment when she drank the potion. I invite you to draw your own conclusions.”

“Done that,” I snapped. “What I want—sorry, what I desperately need is an alternative version. Anything. Anything I can sincerely believe in. Otherwise, you don’t need me to tell you, we’re in real trouble.”

He looked at me, and I could see what he was thinking: no, you’re in trouble, not me, thank goodness. I was annoyed by that. For pity’s sake, we’re all on the same side, the same team. Why can’t people accept that and work together? Still, there you go. “The only other explanation,” he said, “is that our system of archives and information storage and retrieval is so hopelessly inefficient and shot through with so many systemic faults and errors that in a case like this—irregular, as it were, not complying with normal practice in several key areas—a human could simply slip through the net, so to speak. But that,” he added sternly, “is impossible.”

“Is it? I’m asking you as a friend. Be honest with me.”

“Absolutely,” replied the deputy chief archivist. “It could never happen.”
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NEXT I WENT to see my supervisor. “I can spare you five minutes,” he said. His idea of a joke.

“It’s alchemy,” I told him. “It has to be.”

“It does look that way,” he replied. “Unfortunate.”

I was amazed at how calmly he seemed to be taking it. “Saloninus has found a method of performing alchemical transmutation that actually works,” I told him. “That’s a disaster, surely.”

He pursed his lips. “It’s very bad,” he said. “Given the contractual relationship.”

That struck me as an odd thing to say. “It changes everything, surely.”

He chose to interpret that as a play on words, which I hadn’t intended it to be, and gave me a thin smile. “Not quite everything,” he said. “It’s not like it’s the first time it’s happened.”

News to me. “You mean, there have been others?”

“Oh yes.” He nodded solemnly. “None of which ever came to anything. The outbreak was always contained, if you want to look at it in those terms. The contagion never spread. The alchemist always died very soon after making his discovery, and his secret always died with him. Usually,” he added, “there was an explosion. Dreadfully unstable materials these people use. A terrific explosion, and all the notes and equipments destroyed in the blast.”

I wasn’t entirely sure I liked the sound of that. “You make it sound like the explosions weren’t accidents.”

He frowned at me. “Alchemy is an abomination,” he said. “It’s not natural. Unnatural things can’t exist in nature, they’re intrinsically unstable. That’s why the materials alchemists use are so exceptionally volatile. It’s in their nature to blow up.”

I decided I didn’t want to think about the implications of that. “Saloninus succeeded,” I said. “And survived.”

“Well, he’s a special case, isn’t he?” my supervisor snapped. “Extraordinary man. He sets up the ultimate experiment and then walks away before it’s complete. He sets it up precisely because he knows it’s liable to explode—taking all his enemies with it, yes, but to start the procedure and not to care about the result; it’s unthinkable, literally. He had the answer to the secret of the universe in his hands, but he was more interested in saving his own neck and making money. Extraordinary man.”

“He is.”

“Yes. And that’s not a good thing. You do realise,” he went on, “that the contract means that if he’s conducting alchemical research, even if he blows himself up, he won’t die. It won’t stop him. We’ve guaranteed that he can’t die in war or by accident.” Suddenly he laughed, not in a healthy way. “You have to hand it to him,” he said. “The contract, selling his soul to us, is the only way he could be sure of conducting his research and living to tell the tale.”

My head was starting to spin. “If he’s made this woman immortal,” I said, “what’s to prevent him doing the same thing to himself?”

My supervisor looked at me. “What indeed?” he said. “Nothing, is the answer to that. And if he’s immortal, he won’t ever die. Bear in mind, the second part of the contract between him and us only comes into effect at the moment of his death. If he never dies—”

I shook my head. “The contract’s for twenty years.”

“Wrong,” my supervisor said grimly. “We guarantee him twenty years. At the end of that period, we withdraw our support, the action of his natural functions is resumed and he dies. But if his natural functions have been superseded by some appalling chemical and he doesn’t die—” He held up both hands. “It’s you I feel sorry for.”

“Me?”

“Oh yes. Bear in mind, under the contract you’re bound to be his servant for life.”

Believe it or not, I’d been so preoccupied with the cosmic implications of the situation that I hadn’t stopped to consider what it could mean for me personally. Not that that could possibly matter; I live to serve, my existence is founded and centred on my function as a willing tool. Even so.

“There’s got to be something we can do,” I said.

He gave me a sad smile. “Indeed,” he said. “And I’m open to suggestions.”
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THE THING ABOUT me that seems to puzzle people the most—people who know me, who believe what I tell them—is that I can write the most profound things without actually meaning them. I can persuade people of things I don’t myself believe, or (more usually) simply don’t care about.

Take, for example, my greatest philosophical works; in which I demonstrate the vacuity and inanity of superstition and belief in the supernatural, demolish all existing moral and ethical systems and reveal the truth about Man, that he’s an animal that needs to delude himself in order to live. Man, I argue accordingly, is therefore something to be overcome, evolved beyond, left behind. Only by evolving ourselves into the higher human being, the superman—

But you know all that. You’ve read it, or a potted summary. If you aren’t convinced by it, it’s only because you haven’t taken the trouble to read it properly and follow the arguments.

Do I believe any of that? I don’t know, I’ve never given it much thought. I wrote that particular sequence of tracts for a particular patron, a man who loathed the priesthood and didn’t like being taken to task for breaking various laws. He paid well, and I needed the money.

I started from the premise, which sort of came with the brief, that priests and religion are full of shit; from there it followed naturally that the morality they espouse must be false or faulty. Having established the side I was on, I looked around for arguments to support it. I found they came quite easily to me. I started with various inconsistencies in religious doctrine, and found that they derived from compromises made by long-ago ecumenical councils to reconcile violent political disputes within the clerical hierarchy. I argued: if the priests make up bits of doctrine to suit themselves, maybe they made up the whole thing. From there it was no big deal to demonstrate that they’d done exactly that. The Book as we know it proved to be not a monolithic and unambiguous record of the word of the Invincible Sun, but rather a negotiated construct, patched together from four or five sources, revised and edited and redacted by generations of scholars, some of whom belonged to such and such a sect or interest group, others of whom supported diametrically opposite positions or interests. It was no bother at all to show that the Book was a political object with no real credibility. And once you’ve knocked out the Book, you’ve dealt religion a blow from which it can never recover.

Of course I had my doubts. I could see that it was entirely possible that the Invincible Sun had indeed spoken to His prophets—once, long ago—and ever since, the prophets and their successors had spent all their time and energy misreporting, misrepresenting and generally screwing around with what He had told them. That was a valid interpretation, and if I’d chosen to espouse it, I bet you I could have made it every bit as convincing as the argument I put my whole weight behind, namely the case for the prosecution. But nobody was going to pay me to do that, so I didn’t.

From that foundation, everything else sort of followed organically. My patron was thrilled with what I’d done for him, and gave me a great deal of money to write some more. Did I believe any of it? I don’t know. I preferred to keep an open mind. Just as a good general puts himself into the mind of his opponent—if I was him, what would I do in this situation?—I inhabited both sides of the argument, a kind of double agent looking to betray everybody. The fact is, the more you look for something, the likelier you are to find it, even if it isn’t actually there; sooner or later, if you look hard enough, you’ll find something. The trick is then to interpret what you’ve found as what you were looking for.

So; it was all for money. Let’s consider money, shall we, just for a moment.

When I was a kid, we had it. My father was, to all appearances, a wealthy gentleman farmer. I grew up not thinking about money the way fish don’t think about water. Then, while I was away at the Studium, my father died and it turned out there was no money after all. The water had all vanished, and I was the fish on dry land, twisting in agony, unable to breathe.

I was twenty years old; no skill, no trade. I suppose I should’ve touted round for work as a clerk—I could read and write, and people pay you a living wage for doing both, but I was spoilt, I couldn’t possibly live on a living wage, I’d suffocate. I considered, therefore, the ways in which I could obtain money, given the resources I had and those I lacked. They were—

Literary, artistic and scientific excellence.

Deception.

Theft.

Arguments for and against all of these. The first one is the safest, but it takes too long, is uncertain and insecure and doesn’t pay enough. The second is safer than the third, but usually takes a bit of setting-up; not much use when you haven’t eaten for three days and the soles of your shoes have just fallen off. The third is risky, downright terrifying, but answers the immediate, pressing need. Luckily, I was good at all three.

I made money; making it and holding on to it are two different things. I could never quite earn or steal enough; the one big score always eluded me. I trimmed back my expectations to the bone and found I was perfectly content with the austere life of the scholar—plain but regular meals, a roof over my head, that was fine by me. Unfortunately, every time I got my hands on secure tenure and settled down, some past indiscretion from my thieving and deceiving days would come swooping back to haunt me and drive me back on the road. I spent an awful lot of time sleeping in ditches and derelict barns, and all because I’d been afraid of having to do without the comforts of affluence. My big deceptions, such as the alchemy scam I pulled on my college friend Prince Phocas, tended to blow up (often literally) in my face. More and more of my intelligence and ingenuity was getting used up on digging myself out of the trouble I’d got myself into. The spade I used for this digging was, as often as not, my knack for philosophy, poetry and science; they paid the bills and induced patrons to shield me from my enemies, so I developed them, the way you build up certain muscles by constant use. The stuff I came up with no longer interested me in the least, beyond what someone was prepared to give me for it. Simple as that. Do bees necessarily like honey? I don’t know. Who cares?

When the one big score finally came along—the recipe for synthetic blue paint—I reckoned that all my troubles were finally over and I could at last relax, calm down and be myself. I could do the important work I knew I was capable of, or simply lie in the sun and eat raisins, or both. And then it suddenly struck me: I was sixty-seven years old, and most people don’t live much past seventy. I’d got back to where I started from, but it was too late.

It was time, I told myself, to start considering my options.

The great thing about not necessarily believing in your beliefs is that it’s so much easier to revise them. What, I asked myself, if I’d been all wrong about religion, the supernatural, magic and the Divine? What if it really exists? I set out to prove that it did; and (having the incentive, just as I’d had the incentive to prove the opposite years ago) I succeeded. Having established that, I was in a position to address the real issue. How could I persuade, bluff, charm or trick the Divine into giving me what I wanted?
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THEY STARED AT me. Eventually, one of them said, “That’s unheard of.”

I wasn’t going to be put off by mere staring. “Nevertheless,” I said.

But one of them shook his head. “You’re going to have to do better than that,” he said.

On the way out, I reflected on the way in which so many mortals pray. It’s strictly a rational proposition. If He exists, they argue, it’s best to be on the right side of Him; if He doesn’t, well, no harm done, it hasn’t cost anything. I’m not like that, unfortunately. Either I believe or I don’t. And I believed—thought I believed—in the doctrines of Saloninus concerning the invalidity of conventional morality. I believed that there are no absolutes of good and evil and that all that matters, in the final analysis, is which side you’re on. It was, I felt, a doctrine which accorded exactly with my own observations and experience.

The problems start when your side isn’t on your side any more.

I had one more call to pay.

We’re supposed to observe the chain of command, but it’s not an absolute requirement. It’s recognised that there are times when you have to bypass all that and go straight to the top. This, I felt certain, was one of them.

Not the top top, of course. The highest I could aspire to was Divisional Command. It meant a great deal of heel-kicking in anterooms, but time where we come from isn’t exactly linear. Still, I should’ve taken a book to read while I was hanging about.

I was shown in, and explained the situation as concisely as I could. “So you see,” I concluded, “we definitely have a problem.”

“You think so.”

The thing about Divisional Command is, they seem to have this antipathy to answering questions.

“Yes, I do,” I said. “Here’s a mortal who appears to have perfected the process of alchemical transmutation. Normally, the very act of doing so would result in his immediate death, by explosion, since the compounds that effect the change are inherently unstable. That’s why we’re not knee deep in immortal humans. But this one is smart. If he blows himself up, by the terms of this wretched contract, we have to protect him. He’s outsmarted us. He’s won.”

“You think so?”

“I do.” I paused, trying to interpret the blank, hollow stare facing me. “If he succeeds in performing the transmutation, naturally he won’t keep quiet about it. Or even if he tries to, word will get out. People will know that alchemy works, that it’s possible to achieve eternal life. Millions will blow themselves up trying to do it. A few will succeed.”

“You think so.”

“Yes, just look at this Eudoxia woman. She drank the stuff. There was the usual explosion, but she survived. She hasn’t aged a day in forty years. Without knowing precisely what he did, I can’t tell you the extent to which the process is reproducable, but it makes me feel sure that it can work, sometimes. What with that, and the wholescale carnage of those who try and fail, I think you’ll agree, it’s an impossible situation. We have to do something.”

“What do you have in mind?”

I felt the whole weight of Creation on my shoulders. “We have two options,” I said. “One of them is to break our word. We find some way of stopping him, even though it means lying, misleading or downright force.”

“What do you have in mind?”

I closed my eyes. This was all really hard for me. “What happens to us,” I asked, “if we breach the contract? For example, what would be the consequences if we killed him? His mortal body, I mean. For sure, it would mean the deal is off; we wouldn’t get his immortal soul for perpetual torment. I for one could live with that. But would we have to restore his body to life, wind the clock back so that the killing never took place? Can we actually do that, because strictly speaking it’d be necromancy, which is forbidden. Of course, so is murder.”

“What do you think?”

“I think we’re in so much trouble that anything we do is going to have bad repercussions. Being seen to have broken our word will mean that mortals will no longer trust us. We can forget about future contracts of this sort. Again, I can live with that.”

“Is that all?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know who enforces our rules against us,” I said. “We do, presumably. If he has a valid complaint against us, who does he appeal to? Who judges us? What can they do to us, if they find against us?”

“What do you think?”

“I think I don’t want to find out,” I said firmly. “I think that going down that road is unthinkable. We do not break our word. We do not assassinate those who pose us problems. The pursuit of expediency is a luxury we don’t have.”

“Why?”

“Because it would force us to answer the question I just asked,” I said. “I guess.”

“What’s the other option you talked about?”

I sighed. “Simple,” I said. “We buy him off.”


 

[image: sectionbreakimage]

 

A SPLIT SECOND later, I was back. As I’d hoped, Saloninus hadn’t noticed I’d been gone.

“It’s her, then,” I said.

“I think it could well be,” he replied.

We were standing behind an invisible wall, watching her; we could see her, she couldn’t see us. She was combing her hair, getting ready for another day of doing whatever it is that mortal women do. I’m no judge of these things, but she seemed perfectly happy.

“Thank you,” Saloninus said.

“Excuse me? What for?”

“For setting my mind at rest,” he said. “All these years I’ve been torn up with guilt about what I did to her. Well, you know that. I always say I murdered her, even though I knew it was an accident. Now it turns out she’s not dead. In fact, she got exactly what she wanted: eternal youth and beauty. I feel so much better now. Thank you.”

“Don’t mention it,” I said.

He breathed out long and slow, then turned to me. “We’ve intruded on her privacy long enough, don’t you think? Let’s go.”

I was confused. “Don’t you want her back? I thought—”

He grinned. “Dear me, no. I never liked her much. Dreadful woman. But she didn’t deserve to die like that. But she didn’t, so everything’s fine. And she seems so much happier than she ever did when I used to know her, and she was a princess. Come on, I want to go home now.”

Back at the shack, I sat down on the barrel of explosive. “What’s this for?” I asked.

“That? I told you. It’s for blasting the deeper seams.”

“It’ll be years before anyone gets that far down,” I said. “What’s it really for?”

He smiled at me. “There’s no kidding you, is there? It’s for a little experiment I mean to try.”

I waited, then said, “What?”

“I’m going to blow myself up.”

I was looking straight at him. As far as I know, my face didn’t move at all. I have infinitely better control over my face than any human. “Why?”

“To see if my research has been successful. If it has, being blown up won’t hurt me. If not—” He grinned. “I may need your help, in that case. Under the terms of the contract.”

I did some calculations. Based on what he’d told me earlier, the contents of the barrel would dig a crater large enough to hold the island of Scona. “The whole barrel?”

He shrugged. “In my opinion, bangs can never be too loud.”

“When are you planning on doing this?”

“When I’m ready. No point in rushing things. I’ve got seventeen years, after all.”

I stood up. “The gold,” I said. “It’s not just for politics, is it?”

“Maybe not.”

“To make the elixir of life, you need gold. It’s a key ingredient. You’re planning on making a huge batch of the stuff. And then you’re going to give it to as many people as possible.”

He gazed at me, and I couldn’t read his face. “Now why would I want to do a thing like that?”
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TO RAISE AN army of immortals. To storm heaven.

Well, it’d be an option. I believe in options. I think everybody should have as many of them as possible.

Could it be done? I really don’t know. Of course, you’d have to persuade them to try. How would you sell an idea like that to a bunch of thieves, outlaws, mercenaries and professional desperados? You’d need a certain degree of eloquence, a way with words. Come to think of it, I’ve got that.

Maybe not actually storming heaven, at least not to begin with. Start with a modest, attainable goal and work upwards from there. First, conquer the world; an immortal army could do that standing on its head. Defy the gods; set yourself up in their place. I give you the superman; man is something to be evolved up from. What is the defining limitation of Man? His mortality. Take away that, and his pathetic need for his daily bread, and his health and physical safety—now he’s equal with the gods on that score, their superior in so much more; all the arts and sciences he’s learned in the days of his mortality make him stronger than the gods, now that he’s escaped the great restriction. Consider men and elephants; consider which one hunts, kills, tames the other. Man is small but clever; the elephant is big but stupid. Being small made us need to be clever. We’re smarter than the gods. Need proof? Look at me. Living proof; the emphasis being on the living.

He was right about the crucial role of gold in alchemy; he got there, eventually. Not soon enough to beat me to it; he arrived at the realisation just nicely in time to save me the effort of explaining it to him.

In the course of my travels, I’ve seen the most extraordinary things. For example: in the Blemyan desert there are sandstone cliffs, split by earthquakes. In those rifts you can find the bones of giant monstrous creatures, buried long ago. Now, you don’t have to be a genius to figure out that once upon a time, that desert was actually the bottom of the sea. The sandstone cliffs were once the seabed, and the bones are the remains of huge sea-creatures, who died, drifted to the bottom, and sank into the soft mud, a hundred feet deep. Clearly a lot of time has passed since then—thousands of years, maybe, who knows? The bones themselves have rotted away, and what you’re actually seeing is an impression in the sand, squashed into rock by the sheer weight of the water. They were remarkable animals, those sea-monsters; forty, sixty, a hundred feet long, enormously strong, unbelievably powerful. But look at their tiny little heads, and then discount the space inside those heads taken up with bone, muscle, sinew, eyes, ears and other ancillary equipment. Those awesomely strong monarchs of the deep had brains the size of walnuts. And so it is, as far as I can tell, with the gods. All power and no intellect. Strength makes you stupid. It’s the weak who grow smart.

And what makes us weak? The passage of time. That’s all.

Man is something to be out-evolved.
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YOU'RE NOT SUPPOSED to be always on the doorstep clamouring for instructions. Use your discretion and your initiative, they say, that’s why you’re the grade you are. And then, when it all goes wrong, its all your fault. What on earth possessed you to do all that without checking back first? How could you have been so stupid?

So back I went. You can never tell, of course, but I had the distinct impression he’d been expecting me.

“It gets worse,” I told him. “He’s brewing up gallons of the stuff. Enough for an army.”

“Is that right?”

“That’s not all. He’s also invented a super-weapon.”

He gazed at me, as though I was the view from a high window. “What sort of weapon?”

“An explosive,” I said. “An eggcupful blasts a hole big enough to bury a man in.”

That provoked a frown from the impassive face. “Is that right?”

“I did a full analysis,” I said. “It’s just nitre and vitriol mixed with distilled honey. You don’t need me to tell you what that means.”

“Tell me anyway.”

“It means the ingredients are in plentiful supply. He could cook up thousands of gallons of the stuff. Millions. He could brew up enough to blow up the world.”

Silence. Then; “Why would anyone want to do that?”

Such an odd question to ask. “It’s a threat,” he said. “Think about it. He has an immortal army, and a weapon that can destroy the Earth.”

“Do you seriously believe he could overcome us?”

I shook my head. “That’s not how mortals think. I think he’s going to issue an ultimatum; hand over power, or I’ll destroy everything. It’s death,” I explained. “It colours every aspect of how mortal minds work. Everything is conceived of in finite terms. If I’ve got to go, I’ll take the whole lot with me.”

Another silence. “Do you think he’d be capable of that?”

“He’s Saloninus. He’s capable of anything.”

He looked at me again. This time, I was some sort of optical illusion, something that couldn’t possibly exist, but did. “Do you think he wants to rule heaven and earth?”

Now that was a question I hadn’t asked myself. But I found the answer came to me without much hesitation. “I think he feels he has no choice. It’s that or eternal damnation. Again, it’s how mortals do things. Think of palace coups; a man kills the king and takes his throne because if he doesn’t he knows he’ll be executed. They’re such an all-or-nothing species.”

“If he were to blow up the world, wouldn’t we simply rebuild it?”

My turn to be silent for a moment. “Would we, though? Or would we wash our hands of the whole experiment and move on to something else?”

“Would we?”

I shrugged. On a need-to-know basis, presumably. “I can’t possibly make decisions when the stakes are as high as this. I need instructions. What should I do?”

He turned his face away. “Need you ask?”
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WELL; SINCE MY my superiors in my organisation had failed me, I turned for guidance to a source of wisdom I had always believed in and trusted. Fortunately, I had a copy with me. Signed by the author.

I opened the book at random. I saw—

I give you the superman. Man is something to be overcome.

Indeed. Make some immortal, blow up the rest. Evolution takes no prisoners. A loathsome philosophy, but hard to argue against. Repulsive, but entirely valid. Otherwise, the earth would still be populated by giant pea-brained lizards.

(Actually, I remember them with affection; even though they spent their entire lives poised between blood-lust and mortal terror, eating and being eaten, trampling down forests with every pace and stealing each others’ eggs from the nest, at least they never invented morality. Simpler times. Happier times.)

There’s a sect somewhere who believe that in the beginning, humans lived in a beautiful garden, completely unaware of right and wrong, good and evil. Then a wicked snake tricked them into learning about it—ethics, morality—and everything went downhill from there. I rather like that story.

Could I stand idly by and see the world blown up, Mankind exterminated, replaced in the gear-train of evolution by the immortal, warlike superman, a subtle blend of artists, whores and highway robbers? There was a sort of wonderful logic to it. Take anything to its logical conclusion and you’re likely to end up with the grotesque and the absurd.

I realised I knew the answer. Man is not something to be overcome. Man is something to be kept firmly in its place.
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"I KNOW WHAT you’re up to,” I said.

He was sitting at his desk in that ghastly shack, looking at the view. It was one of the good days. The mist had cleared and the sun was out, bathing the mountains in pale gold; you could almost believe that his men had been out there early, scraping off all the turf. The usual biting easterly wind had dropped, and from that angle you couldn’t see the hideous scars of the open-cast mines. Too beautiful to be blown up, I decided. Worth saving.

He put down the book he’d been reading; Amphitryon of Scona on the properties of materials. “Do you really?”

“Yes. And you can’t do it.”

He frowned. “You’re not supposed to tell me what I can and can’t do. It’s in the contract.”

“Damn the contract.”

He seemed to find that mildly amusing. “Go on, then,” he said. “What am I up to?”

I took a deep breath. “You’re going to raise an immortal army, besiege heaven and threaten to blow up the earth.” He didn’t react. I went on; “It’s useless, of course. You can’t win.”

“Neither can you.”

Maybe some tiny part of me had still been hoping I’d been wrong. If so, it died. “Anything you destroy we can rebuild. In the blink of an eye.”

He nodded. “Yes,” he said. “If you’ve a mind to.”

I had nothing more to say, so I glared at him. He said; “There’s a legend about how your lot got so fed up with the iniquities of the world that they sent a great flood. The idea was to kill off everything and start again. In fact, you changed your mind and killed off nearly everything. Of course, it’s only a legend, though I find myself asking: was that the flood that trapped the giant lizards in the sandstone cliffs? Anyway, that’s beside the point. Would you rebuild it, if I blew it up? You don’t know. You can’t be sure. And you love the world. You love the human race, and its art and its literature. Considerably more, I guess, than I do.” He smiled at me. “And it’s your call.”

“Of course it’s not,” I said (and I thought; so that’s what lying feels like. Overrated.) “Do you really think they’d leave the future of your species in my hands? But I am authorised to offer you a deal.”

Just for a split second—a split second in my timescale, so a very short time indeed—I thought I saw something in his eyes; the faintest reflection of a vast, unfathomable smugness. But it passed, and he said, “I don’t want a deal. I’ve already got one, thank you very much. I’ve got a contract.”

I nodded. “Of course,” I said. “A contract which you know you can cheat on. A contract which depends on your death, which we both know will never happen, once you’ve drunk that horrible potion.”

He raised one finger in tacit acknowledgement. I could’ve hit him.

“I know exactly what you’ve got in mind,” I said. “Immortal armies, laying siege to heaven, threatening to blow up the world unless we abdicate and go away.” For a moment words failed me. “I thought better of you than that,” I said.

He frowned, almost as though what I’d said had had some effect on him. Wishful thinking on my part, I’m sure. “I don’t see that I have much choice,” he said. “It’s godhead or hellfire.”

“Then you shouldn’t have signed the contract in the first place.”

He paused before replying. “My life passed me by so fast,” he said. “And I realised, I’d spent it all lying and cheating, and nothing to show for it. All that talent, wasted. Really, the only person I’d cheated was myself. It was a gamble, sure. But I had nothing to lose. That’s being mortal for you. I don’t suppose you could possibly understand.”

That hurt me a little. Maybe it’s true, and I have spent too long among these people. Or not long enough. “There’s an alternative,” I said.

“I don’t think so.”

“Do you really want to blow up the world? Do you really want to kill millions of people?”

“Did your lot want to kill millions of people when they sent the great flood? Or millions of sea-monsters, or giant lizards, it doesn’t really matter. Evolution has no compassion. Besides, they’re all condemned to death anyway, so what difference does it make? But my supermen—”

“A handful.”

“Only a few,” he conceded. “We few, we happy few. Just think what I’m offering to my species. The next level.” He smiled. “You said you liked my doctrine of sides. Well, I’m on their side, and you’re on yours. Sorry. I wish we could’ve been friends.”

“There’s an alternative,” I repeated.

He looked at me for a long time, during which the cock crowed thrice. “Go on, then,” he said. “I’m listening.”
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FROM MY SLEEVE I took the brass tube containing the contract. I held it out. “Yours,” I said. “You can take it and put it in the fire. There will be no contract. Your soul will not be forfeit.”

He didn’t move, didn’t even breathe, for ever so long. “And in return?”

“All your alchemy equipment,” I said, “and your notes and your chemicals go in a big heap down at the bottom of the valley. Then you roll your barrel of hellbrew off the cliff on top of it. And you never, ever even think about practising alchemy again.”

He frowned. “If you’re saying we put the clock back—”

“No.” I shook my head. “You can keep the restored youth, and Mysia, all of that. You’ll have fifty or sixty years of natural life, and then you’ll go quietly and enjoy eternal bliss with the elect in paradise, or whatever.”

He smiled. “Apart from that, we just forget all about it and pretend it never happened?”

“You make it sound shabby and something to be ashamed of. It’s a good deal.” I paused. “Please,” I said. “I’m asking you as a friend.”

He looked at me. “Oh, in that case,” he said, and held out his hand.
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I CHANGED MY mind about one thing. We didn’t roll the barrel off the cliff. I didn’t want anyone—especially the New Mysians, that collection of cut-throats and intellectuals—learning that it was possible for a human being to make any sort of weapon that powerful. Instead, we poured the stuff a trickle at a time down a deep, deep fissure into the very bowels of the earth, into the broiling sea of molten magma. Then we dropped in the books, the notebooks, the stills and the alembics.

He straightened up and looked at me. “It’s all still in here.” He tapped the side of his head. “Somewhere,” he added.

I shuddered. “That’s your guarantee,” I said. “But just because you’ve got it doesn’t mean you have to use it.”

“Exactly.” He beamed at me. He had a very charming smile. “Let’s be civilised about it.”

Then I gave him the brass tube. He fished out the sheet of parchment and showed it to me. “You never checked,” he said.

“What?”

“Look.” He pointed. At the foot of the page, where his signature should be, he’d written Nemo Neminis filius: nobody son of no-one. “I distracted you, remember? At the moment of signing. Invalid signature, invalid contract.” Then he tore the paper into little bits, and ate them. “I imagine you could get into a lot of trouble for that,” he said. “But the evidence is gone, so what the hell. It can be our secret.”

I felt a cold hand brush my analogue for a heart. A lot of trouble, indeed. I hated him and loved him, all in the same moment.

“Thanks,” I said.

“Don’t mention it.” He stepped back from the fissure. A waft of hot air rose up, enough to singe a mortal’s hair. That would be the explosive, I guessed. “Well,” he said, “it’s been interesting. Any time you’re passing, do drop in and take a look at the art.”

“I’d like that,” I heard myself say, and realised I meant it. “One thing,” I said. “The artists. I know you wanted them for the perfect genetic mix, for your supermen—”

He shook his head. “That only occurred to me once they were here,” he said. “They were for you. Because you like to look at paintings.”

I felt a tightness in my throat. “I wish I could believe that.”

He smiled. “Believe what you like,” he said, and walked away.
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OF COURSE IT was a gamble. And of course I got lucky.

The biggest stroke of luck—the thing that gave me the whole idea in the first place—was stumbling across the amnesiac woman. I don’t know who the hell she was—obviously—but when her family called me in and asked if there was anything I could do for her, it suddenly came to me, fully-formed and perfect, in a flash. I paid them a lot of money for her—despicable, a family who’d sell their own flesh and blood to a perfect stranger—and arranged for her to be found in the ruins of Phocas’ palace. That was the luck.

The gamble was that their system of archives and records was quite as chaotic as I thought it must be, after years and years of diligent research. It was a huge risk, though I’d covered myself with the invalid signature—still, that silly little trick wasn’t much to fall back on, in the event that I’d grossly miscalculated. But I hadn’t; they really are as grossly inefficient in their record-keeping as I’d assumed, and of course the relevant officials would do everything they could to cover up their negligence; up to and including their gross exaggeration of the power of alchemy. That, of course, was what gave me the clue. I know for a fact alchemy doesn’t work, but Heaven treats it as the worst possible sin. Why get so worked up about a non-existent threat? Answer: someone somewhere is covering something up. Discrepancies in the records? Blame them on the alchemists. Once I’d reached that conclusion, all I had to do was figure out how to take advantage.

So; I did it. The one big score. I rule a kingdom literally built on top of a mountain of gold, from my throne-room in an impregnable castle. My subjects are the toughest warriors on earth, leavened with great artists and beautiful women. I control the politics of the civilised world. Oh, and I’m twenty-five years old and in perfect health. If you can think of a bigger score than that, please don’t tell me. You’ll only give me ideas.

It’s always the money with me; the money, personal gain, the one big score. Along the way, I happen to have proved myself right—morality, good and evil, the fatuity of gods who can be tricked—up to a point. I honestly couldn’t care less. If I’d discovered synthetic blue paint forty years ago, none of this need ever have happened, and I wouldn’t have written those dratted books.

Of course, in forty years time I might see things differently, again. But I’m not worried. I’m sure I’ll think of something.





I Met a Man Who Wasn’t There
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Apparently,” I said, “you can teach me how to walk through walls, stop the flow of time and kill people with a single stare.” I waited. He didn’t say anything. “Is that right?”
The cuff of his left sleeve was frayed, but had been expertly darned. His eyes were pale blue. He had a disappointingly weak chin. There was a book lying closed on the table in front of him, but I was too far away to read the title. And only a leaking roof makes that pattering sound. “Yes,” he said.

“Really?”

“Really.”

I didn’t believe him. “I’ll go for that,” I said. “When do I start?”

He frowned ever so slightly. “I’m afraid it’s not as straightforward as that,” he said.

Not what I’d expected. “There’s a problem?”

“Oh yes.” There’s a certain sort of calm serenity I find extremely irritating.

“Well?”

He hesitated; not from uncertainty or doubt, but because he was choosing exactly the right words. “I could teach you,” he said. “I have the ability. I also have the ability to jump out of the window and kill myself. I don’t choose to do the latter, but I could.”

“You don’t want to teach me?”

The frown was still there, as if I were the words of a familiar song he couldn’t quite remember. “I don’t know,” he said. “I’ve only just met you. Also, you may not be able to learn from me.”

Ah, I thought, here we go. The let-out clause. He will now proceed to give me some plausible but spurious reason why I turn out to be the one student in a hundred who won’t be able to do it. Only after I’ve finished the course, naturally.

“In order to learn from me,” he said, “there’s something you need to do. Most people won’t do it. A great many people simply can’t. Unfortunate, but there it is.”

“I see,” I said. “Do what, exactly?”

Hi face was blank, open and totally sincere. “You need to pay me one hundred and seventy-five thalers,” he said.
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WELL, HE'D ANNOYED me. We’d played a game of body-language chess, and it had been checkmate in four. And besides, you don’t need a horse if you’re living in Town. So I sold mine—two hundred and six thalers, fifteen more than I paid for it—and turned up the next morning with the money in a faded red velvet bag. As before, he was alone, sitting in the one chair behind the chipped-and-scratched softwood desk, reading a book; no lecture in progress, no enthralled students sitting at his feet eagerly taking notes. And I still didn’t believe him.

“Here you are,” I said, dumping the bag heavily on the desk. “Count it if you like.”

He sort of squinted at it; if I hadn’t known better I’d have sworn he was counting the coins through the cloth. “I don’t know,” he said. Under the desk I could see where he’d tried to stick the uppers of his shoes back onto the soles with fish-scale glue.

“Excuse me?”

“A man walks into a cutler’s shop,” he said. “He wants to buy a knife. The cutler says, what do you want a knife for?”

“Not where I come from.”

He didn’t seem to have heard me. “Why does the cutler ask the question?” he went on. “Because, unless he knows what the customer has in mind, he can’t sell him one that’s suitable for his purpose. Or perhaps he suspects the customer wants to kill his wife.”

“I’ve got a knife,” I said. “Several.”

He smiled. “And,” he said, “if you wanted to kill someone, you’d have the means to do it. Therefore, teaching you the basilisk stare would not be an irresponsible act on my part. Fair enough. But, the cutler replies, if you don’t want to kill someone, why do you want to buy a dagger?”

I shrugged. “In case someone wants to kill me.”

He sighed. “Indeed,” he said. “And the customer could quite properly say, if you’re that concerned, why do you make and sell daggers? To which the cutler could only reply, because that’s what I do.” He clicked his tongue, a surprisingly loud and vulgar noise. “A hundred and seventy-five thalers?”

“Cash money.”

He looked at the bag. He seemed to find an answer in it. “Plus,” he added, “fourteen thalers for materials and other incidentals.”

“Incidentals?”

“Bits and pieces,” he said. “I could explain, but until you’ve started the course you wouldn’t understand.”

“Ah,” I said, and gave him three five-thaler bits. They seemed to disappear into his hand, like water poured on gravel. “I’ll owe you the change,” he said.

I still didn’t believe any of it. “So,” I said, “do we start now?”

He shook his head. “The introductory class is tomorrow at noon sharp,” he said. “Don’t be late.”

I hesitated, then headed for the door. I looked back; he was reading his book, slumped back a little in his chair, frowning, in the exact centre of a large, empty room. I went back down the stairs into the street. I got a splinter in my hand, from the banister.
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SO, YOU MAY well be asking, why did I want to learn how to walk through walls, suspend the passage of time and kill people with a single stare?

Well. Wouldn’t you?

All right, but you wouldn’t sell your horse. Unless your reasoning was: if I could do all that stuff, I could stroll through the walls of the King’s Vault, fill my pockets, take out the guards with a single well-directed glare, I could buy all the horses I could possibly want; and I’d have the perfect alibi when the kettlehats came to arrest me—I was in the Integrity Triumphant playing shuttlejack with the regular crowd all that evening, ask anyone, they’ll remember me. Also, I couldn’t have killed those guards, didn’t you say there wasn’t a mark on them? You could be the greatest criminal ever.

Yes; but so far, nobody was. Put it another way: if the capability existed, surely by now someone would’ve got hold of it and misused it (because that’s what people do, whenever some powerful new thing comes along. If we’d all been born in darkness and someone invented the Sun, the first we’d know about it was when someone used it to burn his way into the First Consolidated Bank). But this hadn’t happened. The strange man sat there all day in his room over the cordwainer’s shop, purporting to teach the art, but so far there were no reports of inexplicable burglaries and impossible deaths. Therefore, it didn’t work.

And I’d paid the man a hundred and seventy-five, belay that, a hundred and ninety thalers; presumably non-refundable—do you walk up to a man who might just be able to stop your heart with a frown and ask for your money back? I don’t think so. Not unless you’re totally convinced. And I wasn’t.

I know; I haven’t answered my own question. Be patient.
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IN CORNMARKET THERE'S this clock. Well, you know that. It’s what the city’s famous for. Ten kreuzers buys you the view from the top of the clock tower. For half a thaler; they show you the mechanism; it’s this crazy room, twelve feet by fifteen by ten, crammed full of cogs, wheels, pulleys, camshafts, escapements, huge restless circles cut with hundreds of thousands of tiny sharp teeth—for eating time with, presumably. This machine, they tell you, makes all the time used in the whole Empire. You’d think that seeing the mechanism, how it works, would take the magic out of it, but no, quite the reverse. I think it’s because the power train moves so slowly you don’t notice it; therefore, all the belts and wheels seem to be turning and spinning of their own motion, powered only by magic and some invisible sympathy with the inherent forces of the Earth.

At any rate, if you’re in earshot of Cornmarket, you have no excuse for being late. I ran up the stairs just as the chimes were sounding. On the tenth out of twelve, I knocked on the door. As the twelfth chime died away, I heard him say, “Come in.”

He was sitting exactly where I’d left him. “You’re late,” he said.

I blinked. “No I’m not.”

He shook his head just a little. “The clock is slow,” he said. “Three minutes.”

I wanted to say, that’s not possible. The clock is the time, the Emperor made a decree. Also, how the hell would you know? I didn’t. I said, “Sorry.”

He shrugged. “Try to be punctual,” he said. “After all, it’s your money you’re wasting.”

He made a sort of vague gesture, which I interpreted as, sit on the floor. I sat.

I was just starting to wonder if I’d become invisible when he coughed awkwardly and said, “I can only teach you what you already know. You do appreciate that, don’t you?”

I thought, one hundred and ninety thalers. “I don’t understand,” I said.

He sighed. “Let’s start with some breathing exercises,” he said.
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MY FATHER, YOU see, was a thief. Not a bad one, because he never got caught—not once, in fifty years in the profession. Not a particularly good one, because he never made any money. He was in the bulk-stealing end of the trade. He stole high-volume, low-value—sawn lumber, bricks, firewood, sand, pit-props, that sort of thing. If there was a big heap of something anywhere in the City, waiting to be used or shipped, Dad would roll up in the early hours of the morning with his cart, load it up and take it away. It was relentless hard work, but Dad didn’t mind that, he was a grafter, a willing horse. As soon as I turned thirteen I had to go with him; I’m not a willing horse, and I take after my mother, not physically strong, so I had to compensate with extreme effort. I used to tell him; Dad, you could make just as much money—more, probably—just hiring out as a carter; you’ve got the rig and the horses, where’s the difference, except we could do this in daylight, and you wouldn’t have to punch out night-watchmen. He’d just look at me.

No money in it; not after he’d paid for feed for the horses—bloody things lived better than we did most of the time. Back then, remember, they still hung thieves. Hell of a way to make a living.

So I grew up thinking; everything is difficult. Everything; even stealing, for crying out loud, is backbreaking, merciless slog. The world is so hard, so absolutely unyielding, all human life is basically quarrying stone, millions of little chips, and each one jars your bones and makes your brains rattle, until you’re worn out, shaken to bits, steel on stone every minute of every day. Unless—ah, the dream—somehow, somewhere, hidden from the sight of all us losers, there’s an easier way, a hidden door in the rock face that leads to the perfumed palaces of the nobility—

Ever seen a blind man looking for a door? He gropes the wall, methodically, inch by inch. That’s me, looking for the easy way. Of course, I put more effort into that than I’d need to expend if I was digging coal. Just like Dad.

That’s one reason, anyhow.
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"THERE NOW," HE said. I took that as permission to breathe out. My vision was starting to blur. “I’ve taught you something you already knew.”

The evil sadistic bastard had made me hold my breath while he counted to a hundred. What was that supposed to achieve, for crying out loud? “Quite,” I croaked, trying not to let him hear me gasping. “I’ve been breathing for years.”

“Of course you have. All living things breathe, by definition.”

I looked at him. Holding my breath hadn’t conferred on me the gift of the basilisk stare. Pity. “So?”

He gave me a sad smile and stuck his hand into the wall.

Into. Fingers, knuckles, wrist. I tried to see what the boundary looked like, the interface, the point where his arm disappeared into the pale yellow plaster, but I was too far away.

“Happy now?” he said.

“Intrigued,” I managed to say. “Hallucination. Brought on by lack of air.”

He grinned and pulled his hand out again. “Of course it is,” he said. “Now you do it.”

I really wanted to, just in case I could. But somehow I couldn’t bring myself to try. I could already feel the juddering halt as my fingertips didn’t pass through the plaster and the brick, as they bent back under pressure. You could break a bone so easily. The thought made me feel slightly sick.

“I can’t,” I said.

“Ah well.” He picked the book up off his desk and opened it. “Same time tomorrow,” he said. “That’s assuming you want to continue.”

I stood up and headed for the door. As I passed him, he must’ve stuck out a foot to trip me. I fell sideways, awkwardly, against the wall.

Into the wall. Through it.
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MY MOTHER WAS a silversmith’s daughter from Scona. I have no idea why she married my father. She made no secret of the fact that she intended me to atone for her mistake. I would go to school, get a good education, join either the Imperial civil service or the Studium; I could be, she told me over and over again, whatever I wanted to be. Trouble was, I believed her.

Also, I was in a hurry; and I knew, from observing my father’s losing battle with the universe, that if you play it straight you’ve got no chance. You have to cheat, and even then it’s a long, dreary, miserable slog just to stay in the same place, let alone move forward. My way out of that was to follow my mother’s advice, to the letter.

I began— Now, let’s see. I was seventeen, almost, and we were living in a sort of shed beside the main road into Ap’ Escatoy (that was before some idiot burned it down, of course). Every day, just after dawn, this fancy carriage used to trot past. It was lacquered black, with huge spindly wheels and two armed coachmen, and inside was this kid, about my age, always with his nose in a book; thin, wispy, sad face. I thought; what’s he got to be sad about? So one day I followed him, running after the coach (nearly killed me; I was sure I’d cracked a rib just panting for breath) and saw him get down outside a rich merchant’s house on Riverside. Then, quite suddenly, I knew all about him. To this day, I have no idea if any of it was true, but it was such a thoroughly plausible, convincing picture that it didn’t matter.

I saw him as the younger son of some good but slightly impoverished family in the City, sent out to the sticks with a letter of introduction to a friend of the family, given a place (not too strenuous, not too demanding) in the merchant’s house, with a view to working his way up and eventually becoming a minor merchant princeling. And then I thought; I can be anyone I want to be.

So I wrote a letter. Actually, I copied it out of one of those books—the complete epistolary, letters for all purposes and occasions. A little research, mostly in inns and cockpits, gave me the names of a few leading merchants in Boc Bohec (thirty miles away, where nobody knew us), and there were books in the Cartulary library that told me who was related to who among the people that matter. I gave myself a suitably poncy name—Thrasamund, I think I was—and luck gave me a helping hand, six kreuzers on a scrawny little Perimadeian gamecock at fifteen to one, and it shredded a bird nearly twice its size in the time it takes to blow your nose. Nine thalers bought me two outfits of decent second-hand clothes. All I had to do was the easy bit. I had to be Thrasamund.

And it really was so easy. By the time I came to knock on the merchant’s door and hand over my letter to the porter, I knew Thrasamund perfectly, I was him, and being Thrasamund was simply being myself. After an awkwardly polite conversation over weak red wine and seed cake I got a job, junior clerk. I knuckled down, paid attention, applied myself, very quickly learned how to make myself useful; three months later I was out of the clerks’ room and on my way to Beal Bohec with a letter of credit for nine hundred thalers, to buy seasoned rosewood boards and ebony dowel for my masters. I did a splendid job, though I do say so myself. In fact, if I’d gone back to Boc and carried on with my career there, instead of selling the lumber the next day at a thirty per cent profit and shipping out to the Vesani republic with the money, I would almost certainly have been a great success and made something of myself.
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UNFORTUNATELY, IT WAS an outside wall.

Also unfortunately, his rooms were three stories up. It’s true what they say; as you fall through the air, time does seem to stand still, and you do get to revisit crucial scenes from your past life—rather depressing, in my case. At any rate, I managed to solve one mystery that had been bugging me for years: how do they know that?

Answer: because at some point, someone must’ve fallen a very long way, and yet somehow survived to tell the tale. That’s what I did. I fell three stories and landed in a cart full of straw that just happened to be drawn up outside the stables which just happened to be directly underneath the room I’d just fallen from. Wonderful.

Straw is marvellous stuff to fall on, but it’s still a thoroughly unpleasant experience. I hit the cart hard enough to smash through the plank floor. I’d landed on my backside, so I was kind of sitting in the hole, supported by the insides of my knees and the small of my back, when he came bustling up, looking scared to death. He grabbed my wrist and hauled me out.

“Are you all right?” he said.

“I fell through the wall,” I said.

Apparently I’d stated the obvious. “Yes,” he said. “Can you move your hands and feet? Are you feeling dizzy?”

“Through the wall,” I repeated. “I just—”

“Well, of course you did,” he said, with just a hint of irritation. “You’re my student. I taught you.”

“No you didn’t.”

He was looking over his shoulder. “Let’s continue this discussion inside,” he said. “People are staring.”

He had a valid point. The owner of the cart would probably be along in a minute. Even so. “All you did was make me hold my breath. And that wasn’t it, because I looked at you and you’re still—”

“Inside,” he said. “Please,” he added.

I’m a sucker for good manners. We went inside.
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"I THOUGHT I'D had it then,” I said, as I wheezed up the stairs. My back was killing me.

“Oh, you weren’t in any danger,” he said blithely. We’d reached his landing. I went in, taking great care to stay away from the walls, which I no longer trusted. And if you can’t trust walls, what can you do?

“Yes I bloody well was,” I felt constrained to say. “You might have warned me.”

“What, that you were in danger of succeeding? If you didn’t want to pass through walls, why did you enrol in the first place?”

“You might have warned me,” I repeated, but it came out sounding merely petulant.

He sat down. I did the same, only much more slowly. “You were in no danger,” he said. “You weren’t falling fast enough for that.”

Oh really, I thought. “Yes I was.”

“No you weren’t. It took you twenty-seven seconds to reach the ground.”

Bullshit, I thought. Less than a second, surely. Of course, it had felt much longer than that, but that was because of the well-known psychological effect—“You what?”

“I was counting,” he said, “under my breath, as I ran down the stairs. I got there before you did. Twenty-seven seconds.” He laughed. “For heaven’s sake,” he said. “You don’t think that little bit of straw—”

“I broke the cart.”

“You passed through the cart,” he said. “Like you did with the wall. That’s a common thing with novices, they don’t quite know when to stop.”

I wasn’t having that. A man is entitled to lie in furtherance of his fraud, but not to the extent of playing serious games with someone’s head. “Come on,” I told him, as I jumped up and grabbed his arm. He didn’t resist. We went all the way back down again. The cart was still there.

Its plank floor was, of course, intact.
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FOR OUR NEXT session, he’d said, meet me under the clock at noon.

I was there, bang on time. No sign of him. As I stood there, leaning against one of the columns of the New Revelation temple—I still wasn’t happy with walls, but I figured columns were probably all right—part of me was thinking, one hundred and ninety thalers. The other part was thinking, I can pass through walls.

Qualify that. I had passed through a wall, and a plank floor; accidentally, not deliberately. I didn’t know if I could do it again. I hadn’t tried. I didn’t want to try—or at least, not on my own and unsupervised. I can only teach you what you already know. Yes, well. Con artists’ mysticism; I’m quite good at it myself, when I’m on form. But novices don’t quite know when to stop. Suppose I tried it on my own and I couldn’t stop. Suppose I started sinking down through the earth. No, thank you very much. Just because I can do something doesn’t mean I have to do it.

Ten minutes past the hour, he eventually turned up. He came out of the saloon bar of the Veracity & Trust. He was eating an apple. “You’re late,” he said.

I glanced up at the clock. “I’ve been here all the—”

“Noon precisely,” he said. “Follow me.”

He moved fast for a small, fat man. “If it’s dead on noon,” I said, jogging to keep up with him, “how can I be—?”

“So,” he said, without looking round, “have you been practicing?”

“No.”

He made a tsk noise. “Poor show,” he said. “You really do have to practice, you know. Innate ability is all very well, but you have to learn how to use it. Ah, here we are.”

I wanted to ask him about a number of things, starting with innate ability, but he darted into a doorway, one I happened to know quite well.

“We can’t go in there,” I said.
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I COULDN'T, ANYWAY. I’d been left in no doubt on that score the last time I tried, about eighteen months earlier. “You can’t come in here,” the man on the door had told me, and since he was six feet eight with a chest like an ox, I believed him.

One of those ridiculous misunderstandings, of course. I’d gone in fully intending to pay the asking price, not to mention a generous tip. It was only when I put my hand in my pocket and found it empty that I realised there was a hole in the lining, through which my twelve thalers forty must have fallen. I explained. I turned the pocket inside out and showed them the hole. They threw me out.

“Now, then,” he said. We were in the front parlour, or waiting room, or whatever you choose to call it. Nobody about. “We’ve done walking through walls and freezing the passage of time. That only leaves—”

“What are we doing in here?” I asked him in a loud, hoarse whisper. “You do realise this is a—”

He smiled at me. “Last time you were here,” he said.

I caught my breath; and then I thought, well, he’s been making enquiries, hasn’t he? I suppose I’m reasonably well known in some quarters in this town. He’s found out about my embarrassing history in this place, and he’s using it to try and make me think he’s a mind-reader or something. Sort of thing I’d do.

I smiled. “They threw me out,” I said.

He nodded. “There was a hole in your pocket,” he said.

“That’s right. Expensive hole. Twelve thalers forty.”

“No.” He gave me a mild frown. “You made the hole yourself, with a very sharp knife. You made the hole just slightly smaller than a six-thaler coin. The idea is that the coin gradually works its way through the hole. That way, when you come in through the door, you make a show of jingling the coins in your pocket, to let everyone know you have money. Later, when it’s time to pay, you turn your pocket out and show them the hole. But the coins have slipped through, into the little trap you’ve sewn into the lining.”

I looked at him very hard. He didn’t drop dead. I don’t know. Maybe he’d worked it out from first principles, or maybe someone else had done that, and told him. “I make no admissions on that score,” I said.

He gave me a doesn’t-matter shrug. “The doorman,” he said.

“Well?”

“You don’t like him, do you?”

I grinned. “I think he may possibly enjoy his work a little bit too much,” I said.

“You were humiliated. People you knew saw you getting thrown out into the street. It made you ashamed, and angry. You wanted to get back at him for that. You wanted to hurt him.”

I wasn’t sure I liked this. “Wanting’s not a crime,” I said.

“Of course it isn’t.” His smile widened. I wanted to hit him, to make him stop grinning at me. “And, by the same token, neither is being in the same room when a man dies from a heart attack. Not even,” he went on, “if the man in question was someone you had cause to dislike.” His voice was getting softer and softer. “They’d never suspect it was you. If they did, they couldn’t prove it.”

I did my best to give him a horrified stare. “I don’t kill people,” I said.

“Of course you don’t. You’re afraid of getting caught, and strung up. Quite properly, you argue that it’s not worth the risk—the brief moment of satisfaction, against your life. Common sense. Like not walking straight at a wall, hoping it’ll let you through.”

“I don’t want to kill him,” I said. “I don’t want to kill anybody.”

He nodded; sharply, precisely. “You just want to be able to.”

“Yes.”
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I COULD BE whoever I wanted to be, my mother told me. By the same token, presumably, I could do whatever I wanted to do—walk through walls, stop clocks, kill people. The key word, of course, is want.

Ricimer’s paradox (that hoary old chestnut): political power should only be given to those who don’t want to exercise it. Apply that principle to—here comes the M word—magic. Behold, I give you the power to do anything, anything at all, so long as you don’t want to do it.

Neat trick.

At any rate, a wonderful way of gouging someone out of a hundred and ninety thalers. I had a shrewd suspicion that he’d magicked me through the wall and slowed down my descent onto the bed of the cart. Upshot: I believe I now have the power to do it, but I won’t put that belief to the test, because You Can Only Use Magic To Do Stuff You Don’t Want To Do. So, I can’t prove I’ve been cheated. So, I can’t have my money back.

Fine. Except; why is someone who can do that sort of stuff reduced to swindling people out of relatively trivial sums? Answers, anyone?

(Because he doesn’t want to make his living that way)

I could have been anything I wanted to be. Instead, I made my living by cheating people out of relatively trivial sums. I started out by embezzling the money I was entrusted with by my kind and generous employer in Boc. Using that as a stake, I went to the Vesani republic, where I discovered (a bit too late) that I was way out of my league. Not long afterwards, I left the republic in a tearing hurry, half a jump ahead of the law, found guilty in absentia of a crime I didn’t commit (no, really), and ended up on Scona, which is where the ship I was on happened to be going. On that ship, I’d undergone a transformation, the way caterpillars turn into butterflies. I metamorphosed from a penniless fugitive into the accredited representative of the Symmachus brothers, the biggest manufacturers of woollen goods in Boc. I got lucky. I found a sheet of paper and a pen in the captain’s cabin. I have neat handwriting. Incidentally, there’s no such firm as the Symmachus brothers. I called them into being, out of thin air. Of course, I didn’t really want to. Still, a man has to eat.
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"YOU AGAIN," HE said, peering at me over the top of his book.

“Me again,” I said.

He marked the place carefully and closed the book. “But we’re all done. I taught you, you learned, you’ve had your money’s worth. That’s it.”

I’d thought long and hard about the mechanics of it all. A hundred and ninety thalers; let’s see. Average weekly wage of an ordinary working man, say, ten thalers. A man of austere habits could last out a long time on a hundred and ninety. He’d only have to pull the scam three, four times a year. The rest of the time he could devote to his own interests; scholarship, research.

“I’m not satisfied,” I said.

He sighed. “Sue me,” he said. “Oh, sorry, I forgot, you can’t. The law wouldn’t recognise a contract to teach magic, since there’s no such thing. A contract to perform an impossible act is no contract. Look it up,” he added kindly.

I stayed where I was. “You didn’t teach me anything,” I said.

I could see I was turning into a nuisance. Good. “Strictly speaking, no,” he said, “since I can’t teach you anything you don’t already know. But I made that clear from the outset, so it’s effectively an essential term of the agreement. You have absolutely no legitimate grounds for complaint. Please go away.”

I smiled at him. “No,” I said.

I knew that look. I’m used to it. “All right,” he said. “What do you want?”

“To annoy you,” I said. “So you’ll make the floor disappear from under my feet. Like you did with the cart I fell on.”

He looked confused. “I didn’t do that. I couldn’t.”

“Because you want to?”

“No, because I can’t.”

I believed him. He was annoyed enough to be credible. “So it wasn’t you,” I said. “You didn’t make me fall through the wall.”

“That would be impossible.”

“So the magic—”

The word made him wince. “You did it all by yourself.” He gave me a pained look; why are you doing this to me? “I thought you’d understood all that. I can’t teach you what you don’t already know, remember?”

I gave him my special smile. “You’re under arrest,” I said.
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IT'S NOT SOMETHING I like to talk about.

It was my own stupid fault, needless to say. Sooner or later, everyone in this line of work gets careless. One little slip is all it takes. Sometimes I wonder where the hell we get the courage from. It’s like being a soldier, except that every day we’re on the front line, that one little slip away from disaster. If I thought about it, I wouldn’t be able to do it.

Anyway, they got me. It was, what, ten years ago now. I remember sitting in a cell about a mile down under the Prefecture, telling myself that if ever I got out of there, that was it, the end, no more bad behaviour from me; but I couldn’t conceive of a way out, even with my amazingly active imagination. And then the prefect came in—the man himself, not a deputy—and he offered me this deal. Get out there, he said, and scam the scammers. You know how they think, where to find them, how they operate. In return, you get a pardon, immunity, we may even pay you. Of course, we’ll be watching you like hawks, and the very first hint that you’re playing us for fools, you’ll wish you’d never been born. But—

Time stood still. And then I said, yes, please, and the most amazing thing happened. I got out. It was like magic, as though I’d simply stood up and walked through the cell wall like it wasn’t there.

Since then, I’ve been such a good little soldier. Seventy-six convictions. Jail for most of them, and twelve got the rope, due to aggravating circumstances. Quite right, too. If there’s one thing I can’t be doing with, it’s deliberate dishonesty.
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I WENT TO see him in his cell. It might just possibly have been the one I was in, all those years ago.

“Still here, then,” I said.

He gave me a sort of sad smile. “Of course,” he said. “The door’s locked.”

“Ah,” I replied. “But you can walk through walls.”

He sighed. “If I could do that,” he said, “which I don’t admit, naturally, then it would prove that I am indeed a sorcerer. I believe that’s illegal.”

True. Although the official position these days is that magic doesn’t exist, there’s a fistful of silly old laws on the statute-book prescribing the death sentence for witchcraft. Nobody can be bothered to repeal them; after all, the argument runs, a person can’t be convicted of witchcraft unless he’s proven to have performed magic. Magic doesn’t exist. Therefore, it’s impossible that anyone could be convicted.

I beamed at him. I can be horrible sometimes. “Nobody takes that stuff seriously any more,” I said. “What you’re in here for is fraud. To be exact, fraudulently professing to be able to walk through walls. If you demonstrated you could walk through walls, you’d prove you’re innocent.”

“And then they’d hang me.”

“And then we’d hang you, yes. In theory,” I added. “Unless we could do a deal.”

If looks could kill. “Go on,” he said.

“Quite simple,” I replied. “Plead guilty to the fraud, and we’ll forget about the witchcraft.”

He frowned. “You want me to lie. On oath.”

“Yes.”

“That’s perjury.”

I shrugged. “I’ll throw in a free pardon on the perjury.”

He rubbed his chin. “Let’s not forget,” he said, “you can do magic too.”

I laughed. “They’d never believe you.”

I could read his mind (which was my mind, essentially, from the time when it was me sitting on the bed hearing the terms of the deal). “You’ll drop the sorcery charges.”

“If you plead to the fraud, yes.”

“What will I get?”

“For the fraud? Two years in the galleys. I’ll put in a good word for you. Say you co-operated.”

“That’s a good deal?”

“Yes.”
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AFTER THAT, I managed to put him out of my mind. I have that gift; I can forget about people sitting hopelessly in jail cells, because I put them there, because I tricked them. Now that’s magic.

I forgot all about him, until a captain of the watch came to see me. No cause for alarm, he said, thereby scaring me to death. One of yours has escaped.

They’re required to tell you, so you can be on your guard, in case the fugitive comes after you with a knife or something. As soon as he said it, I knew. “Little short guy.”

“That’s the one.”

I felt that twitch in the stomach. “Don’t tell me,” I said. “The prison authorities are baffled.”

He looked surprised. “Yes, actually. One minute he was in his cell, the next he wasn’t. Door still locked on the outside, no hole in the wall, nothing. Not a clue how he got out. But he did.”

“Maybe he walked through the wall,” I suggested. The fool laughed.
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UNDER THE TERMS of my parole, I can’t leave town without permission from the prefect. I made an appointment.

“No,” he said.

“Oh, go on,” I said. “I haven’t left the city for ten years, and I’ve been good as gold.”

“Quite.” He gave me a big smile. “You’re the best thief-taker I’ve ever had. I’m so proud of you. Which is why you can’t leave town. Sorry.” He actually looked sorry, the liar. “I’m afraid I don’t trust you to come back.”

“There’s an escaped convict on the loose. I have reason to believe he wants to kill me.”

“Ah.” He nodded. “That’s different. In that case, I definitely don’t trust you to come back.”

“But if he—”

“Rest assured,” he said, and gave me that sincere, reliable look that the voters keep on falling for. “We’ll catch him and we’ll string him up, and that’s a promise. Even if I have to put the noose round his neck personally.”

I sighed. “You don’t understand,” I said. “He’s a sorcerer. He can walk through walls. He can stop clocks. He can kill you just by staring at you.”

The prefect looked at me. “Now that’s just silly,” he said.
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HE CAME TO see me.

He came in through the wall, though the door wasn’t locked—why bother? I was sitting on a chair in the middle of the room, which was empty apart from one other chair, which I’d left for him when I cleared out all the rest of the furniture. I’d also taken down the wall-hangings, exposing the bare red brick. The room looked like a cell.

“I love what you’ve done with the place,” he said.

I looked at him. It didn’t work.

“Sit down,” I said. “Please.”

He glanced up at the ceiling, then sat down. “I’m assuming there’s no hidden trapdoor,” he said.

I had actually considered that; even went so far as to get a quote from a carpenter. Seventeen thalers forty, just for cutting a simple hidden trapdoor in a floor. For that money he can damn well kill me, I said. “What can I do for you?”

That seemed to amuse him. “You could beg for mercy.”

“Would that do me any good?”

“No.”

I nodded. “Would it help if I apologised? I really am very sorry for the way I treated you.”

He sighed. “All this,” he said, “the melodrama. It really isn’t me, you know. All my life, all I’ve ever been is a scholar, a researcher, a scientist. Do you really think I’ve come here for revenge?” He made it sound so utterly absurd.

“Yes,” I said.

“Well, I’m not. I’m here to conclude my experiment, that’s all. Once I’ve done that, we’re finished. Over, the end. Really.”

In spite of overwhelming evidence to the contrary, I persist in thinking I’m smart. Just shows how dumb I am really. “Experiment,” I said.

“Quite so.” He smiled at me. “An experiment to ascertain whether paranormal powers can be acquired and exercised by someone with no innate paranormal ability.”

“Meaning me.”

He shook his head. “Meaning me,” he said. “That was the first phase. The second phase was whether I could then pass on those abilities to another equally untalented subject. Meaning you,” he added helpfully.

“So you weren’t—”

He shrugged. “You were my first student,” he said. “I guess nobody else was gullible enough to believe they could actually learn magic, for only a hundred and seventy-five thalers.”

“A hundred and ninety.” I stared at him—not like that, which was probably just as well. “You used me,” I said. “You took me for a mark.”

“Ah well.” He smiled again. “Actually, of course, no, I didn’t. There was no confidence trick. I really did teach you to do magic.”

“Just the once.”

“Indeed,” he said. “Which is why I’m here. Now, then. I’m going to count to five. On five, I’ll give you the basilisk stare and kill you. Assuming,” he added pleasantly, “you’re still here. If you make good your escape by walking through the wall, I shall go away and never bother you again. One.”

“Screw you,” I replied and tilted my chair back, thereby triggering the secret trapdoor I’d had installed under his chair. Well, quite. But I’d managed to beat the bloodsucker down to eleven thalers fifty.

The trapdoor swung open and the chair vanished. He didn’t. He just carried on sitting, on nothing, eighteen inches off the floor.

“Two,” he said.

Oh for crying out loud, I thought. Still, what can you do?

I walked through the east wall. The west wall was the outside, and I’m seven stories up. The east wall connects with the stairwell. I didn’t hang about. I ran down the stairs, burst through the front door and rushed out into the street, where four kettlehats from the Watch arrested me and charged me with witchcraft.
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I DID A deal.

I am no longer a thief-taker employed by the prefect. These days, I work directly for the Duke. I go where he sends me, and I look at people he wants looked at. Sometimes these people are hard to get to, which means I have to walk through various bits of architecture first. Occasionally, I look at guards, though I do try hard not to have to.

I frequently wonder why the hell I do this stuff, which is hateful to me. With my abilities, which long practice has perfected, I could simply refuse to carry on; I could go away, and make myself very hard to find. But I keep on doing it, because the Duke has a terrible power over me. Each time I go and look at someone for him, he pays me an obscene amount of money. You just can’t fight something like that.

My mother once told me I could be anybody I wanted to be; meaning thereby, I could be rich, buy anything I wanted, never have to do hard, grinding manual work, like my father did all his life. Having considered all the facts in the case, having given them a great deal of careful and objective thought, I’m inclined to the view that she was wrong. I think I could’ve been anyone—anyone at all—I didn’t want to be; which is how it seems to work, for some reason.





Heaven Thunders the Truth
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I was sure I’d come to the right place when I saw the hands nailed to the doorpost. I sighed. It shows the right spirit, I suppose, but there’s no actual need for it.
There was no door-board. I walked in. Naturally, coming in out of the bright sun, I was as blind as a bat. “You sent for me,” I said, to nobody in particular.

There was a disconcerting silence. “You’re him,” said an old man’s voice, querulous, thin.

“That’s right.”

Just as well snakes have better night vision. She saw him, a little fat old man with a ridiculously abundant head of fine white hair. I turned in his direction. He was looking me over. “I know,” I said, “I’m very young. But we’ve all got to start somewhere.”

He was frowning, so I thought I’d better do a trick quickly. If you can’t grab their confidence straight away, it makes it all so much more difficult. So I sent the snake. There was a big earthenware jar in the far corner, covered with a cloth. She crawled in under it, and I saw the jar was half-full of cornmeal. Not a lot to go on, so I told the snake to burrow deep, on the offchance. It’s depressing how many old people keep their valuables buried in the corn jar. We, I mean thieves know it’s the first place to look.

Then I smiled. “I wouldn’t keep it there if I were you,” I said.

He gave me a sour look. “Don’t know what you mean.”

“Let me see,” I said. “It’s ivory, about a finger and a half long, quite old, carved in the shape of a leopard sleeping on the branch of a tree. Worth about ten oxen. There’s marks on one end, I’m not quite sure what they are. No, hang on, they’re teeth-marks. A kid’s got hold of it at some point and chewed it.”

Ah. I’d got him. “My father,” he said. “When he was four years old. His mother hit his head so hard he was always slightly deaf in one ear, the rest of his life.” He paused. “Sit down,” he said.

There was one stool; three-legged, crude work. I sat down. The snake wanted to explore behind the jar—mice, presumably—but I called her back; she slithered up my arm and in through my ear.

“Thank you for coming,” he remembered to say. “Can I get you some beer?”

I shook my head. “Not when I’m working.” The snake was looking round. It saw—well, the usual. Nothing helpful, at any rate. “Well,” I said, “you’re not being haunted, and you’re not ill. What’s the problem?”

He grinned. “I was wrong about you,” he said, “you’re a good lad. Honest,” he added, incorrectly as it happens. But he wasn’t to know. “I think I can trust you.”

I shrugged. “You do what you like.”

“Have some milk.”

I don’t like milk, but the snake does. “Thank you.”

He got up, tipped some milk from a jug into a little gourd. It was quite fresh. “What’s the problem?” I repeated.

“My daughter,” he said, not looking at me. “She’s bewitched.”

Not another one, I said to the snake. She ignored me. “What makes you think that?”

“She won’t do as she’s told.”

You can see the difficulty, can’t you? Ninety-nine times out of a hundred, the daughter in question is no more bewitched than my left foot, she’s just that age or she’s fed up with being bossed around by her bloody stupid old father. So; she’s not bewitched, therefore I can’t unbewitch her, so I do nothing and the father goes around telling people I’m useless. Unscrupulous members of my profession deal with situations like that by sending their snakes in the poor girl’s ear and messing with her head, making her helplessly obedient. Sorry, but I won’t do that. I don’t know, maybe they’re right and I’m just too young; I haven’t started thinking like an old man, who’d see nothing wrong with it. “In what way?” I said.

“I found her a good husband. She wants to marry this young piece of shit.” He shrugged. “She’s never been difficult before. It’s his family. They’re none of them any good. They must’ve got a doctor to bewitch her.”

I nodded slowly. “What other explanation could there possibly be?” I said.

I got a stare for that. “Well,” he said, “what are you going to do about it?”

“The young piece of shit,” I said. “How many oxen has he got?”

“Twelve.” A world of contempt crammed into one little number. “Why?”

I smiled. “A doctor capable of bewitching a dutiful girl into disobeying her father, which is an incredibly difficult thing to do, trust me, would want at least ten head. I was just wondering how the young piece of shit could have afforded that.”

Scowl. “Maybe the wizard is one of his relatives, I don’t know. I wouldn’t be surprised. They’re all garbage, the lot of them.”

My smile broadened. It was lucky for the old man I don’t practice my trade for free, or he’d have spent the rest of the day rolling on the floor clutching his guts. “If one of them was a wizard capable of performing that level of enchantment, he’d be a rich man,” I said. “Stands to reason.”

He peered at me through the smoke, which was making his eyes water, and I could tell he’d caught me out in the fallacy. Namely, that all competent wizards are rich. You claim to be a competent wizard, his eyes said, and look at you. True enough. But then, I’m still young.

Off you go, I said to the snake, and off she went.

“Anyway,” I said. “I suppose I’d better see your daughter.”

That made him laugh. “You’ll be lucky,” he said. “I don’t know where she is. I shut her up in the hut this morning and put an old woman outside to keep her in, but she cut a hole in the reeds and climbed out the back. Like I told you, she’s bewitched.”

I yawned, to give the snake a chance to crawl in through my mouth. “There’s a little lean-to shack,” I said, “next to the shed where you store your shields. Inside the shack there’s a pile of old furs and pelts, which your wives told you had been eaten by ants and were ruined, but they’ve put them on one side to sell to the trader for beads, which you’re too mean to buy for them. She’s lying under the furs, waiting for midday, when everyone’s in the shade and she can sneak out without being seen. She’s having a real job not sneezing, because of the dust.”
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WE SLEEP A lot, in our profession. We have to. For one thing, living with the snake—just being alive, with the snake inside you—is exhausting, like carrying a six-gallon pot on your head wherever you go. I feel the weight of her whenever I stand up, it’s a sort of shock in the knee-joints. No wonder so many of us are cripples by the time we’re thirty.

Mostly, though, we sleep so we can dream. My old master—a fool, actually, but he’d heard a lot of wise things from his peers, who weren’t fools—used to tell me that a doctor is asleep when he’s awake and awake when he’s asleep. I take this to mean that to us, the world you people live in is as insubstantial and illusory as the places you go in dreams are to you, while our dreams take us—well, home. Not sure I’d agree with that, but I’m too young to have an opinion.

It’s in our dreams, though, that we meet and talk to our own kind. There’s actually nothing particularly special about that, we do the same as you but in a different way, but at least we have the advantage that we can consult or spend time with any of our kind, regardless of the trivial constraints of geography, or indeed whether they happen to be alive or dead.

It’s the dead, of course, who give you the best advice, and why we’re so very reluctant to take it, I really don’t know. Take this business with the bewitched girl and the young piece of shit, for example. Only the night before, I dreamed of my old master’s old master—for some reason he’s taken a liking to me, though we never met, of course, he died before I was born; but I guess it’s like the bond you often get between grandparent and grandchild. His own pupil, of course, was a bitter disappointment to him.

Anyway, there he was, sitting on a stool beside my head. “No good will come of it,” he said.

“You always say that.”

“True. And aren’t I usually right?”

I sighed and rolled over onto my back. “Usually isn’t good enough,” I said. “You’re supposed to know everything.”

He laughed. He has this way of drawing back the corners of his mouth when he laughs, like a dog baring its teeth. It gives me the creeps, but I rather like it. I’ve tried it myself, but it makes me look silly. “I’m an old man,” he said, “I forget things.”

“Things that haven’t happened yet?”

“Those especially.”

“You were about to say something useful,” I reminded him.

He sighed. “I wish I’d had someone like me when I was your age,” he said. “To do all my work for me.”

“Balls,” I said, smiling. “You just complicate the issue.”

“Watch out for the broken spear-blade in the sand,” he said. “And remember, in this case, your worst suspicions will be justified. All right?”

“Why do you have to be so damn cryptic? Why can’t you just tell me straight—?”

“You’re going to wake up now.”
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"ABOUT MY FEE,” I said.

Maybe he was going deaf. “I warned her,” he said. “I told her, if I catch you one more time sneaking out to wipe the axe with that worthless little turd, I’ll kill you. She just doesn’t listen. It must be witchcraft.”

I felt the snake wriggle uncomfortably inside my head. I know, I told her, but what can you do? “I was thinking,” I said. “I imagine you were looking for a dowry of, what, thirty, thirty-five head, which is what you stand to lose unless I can get rid of the spell. So in the circumstances, I’d say five head was perfectly reasonable, wouldn’t you say?”

Other doctors don’t negotiate. Other doctors are, of course, older, with impressive reputations. “They’re taking a long time,” he said suspiciously. “Are you sure she was in the shack?”

Fortunately, that was her cue to arrive, escorted none too gently by two of the herdsmen. We were sitting outside by now, in the sun; I’d had enough of the smoke and the smell of curds, so I’d told him it’s easier to smell witchcraft outside in the fresh air. Which is true, incidentally.

“You see?” he said. “Just look at her.”

Which I proceeded to do. That didn’t take long. She was just an ordinary girl, nothing special; it made me wonder why the young piece of shit was bothered enough to risk a spear in the back on a dark night, but presumably it was love or something like that. She was nice enough, if you like them round-faced and flat-chested. I was rather more interested in the two men with her.

“Well?” he said. “What have you got to say for yourself?”

“Where’s the point?” she replied; she had a deep, pleasant voice. “You wouldn’t listen.”

Not the two guards, they were just a couple of herdsmen, unmarried men in their early fifties, of no account. I’m talking about the two dead men.

“Shut up,” he said, thereby proving her point. “This is the doctor. He’s come to sort you out.”

“I’m young,” I explained. “Give me twenty years, I won’t need introducing.”

One of them, of course, I recognised. The other one, a boy of about seventeen, was in fact slightly the more impressive of the two. They wore grey fur karosses, as though they were on a journey, and each of them held a spear and a kerry. The younger man’s spearhead was broken. I don’t think they realised I’d seen them. That’s an advantage of being young and not looking the part. Go on, I told the snake, and she slipped out of my ear and down my arm.

The girl was giving me a mildly hostile stare, as though I wasn’t really important enough to be worth hating. “He’s wasting his time,” she said. “There’s nothing wrong with me, except I’ve got a pig for a father.”

The snake crawled up her leg—I saw her shiver slightly, which was interesting. Likewise the information, on which the snake was quite definite, that whatever her relationship was with the young piece of shit, it hadn’t reached the axe-wiping stage, or anywhere near it. “Your father says you’ve been disobeying him,” I said. “Is that true?”

She grinned at me. “You tell me,” she said.

The snake came back and whispered inside my head, and I thought; Oh dear. This is going to get unpleasant quite soon, and I’m not going to get paid. I’ll confess that I did consider lying for a moment or so, until the snake started hissing furiously and making my head hurt. Fair enough. The truth it would have to be. Unfortunate for the girl and the old man, but that wasn’t my fault. And if they’d wanted me to tell lies for them, they should’ve shown me a little more respect.

So, as soon as the snake had quietened down enough so that I could hear myself think, I turned to the old man and said, “I’ve got some good news for you. First, she’s not carrying on with the young piece of shit, no matter what impression she’s been trying to give you. The young man—” I was guessing a bit here, but I knew I couldn’t be far out—“is in fact a friend of her brother, and he’s been pretending he’s screwing your daughter as a favour to his friend’s memory. I don’t know this for a fact, but I’m guessing they were in the same regiment, and your son was killed. Yes?”

No reply, therefore no contradiction. Fine. “The young piece of shit,” I went on, “is acting in this noble and honourable fashion so that you’ll believe that the child she’s carrying is his. It isn’t, of course. I’m sorry to have to tell you that the child’s father was your late son. However,” I went on, raising my voice over the low moans that everybody started making at once, “the other good news is that this girl is not guilty of incest, since she and your son had different mothers, and you aren’t her father.” As I said the words, a little spark of intuition lit up inside my head, and I realised what the dead man I’d recognised was doing there. “Her true father,” I went on, “is the one we aren’t allowed to name, who died on the river-bank, among the tall reeds. So you see,” I went on quickly, “there hasn’t been any witchcraft here, so there’s nothing for me to smell out or put right, so in the circumstances I’m prepared to waive my fee and say nothing more about it, and I would suggest you do the same. I think I’ll go now,” I added, getting to my feet. “Have a nice day.”


 

[image: sectionbreakimage]

 

QUITE.

I don’t know why we human beings profess to place such a high value on the truth. First of all, we don’t—value it, I mean. In fact, we all lie through our teeth all the time, we’re the only animals that practice deceit with anything like that level of sophistication, which I guess is why the snake gets so upset whenever I’m tempted to bend the truth a little. Second; in my experience, nine times out of ten the truth only makes things worse, sometimes disastrously so. As in that case. And yet we profess to believe that the truth is the most valuable thing of all, to the extent that the king is Heaven-Thunders-The Truth; we call him that, to his face, because of course we aren’t allowed to say his name.

Mind you, I think the old fool was completely unreasonable. If I’d been him, I think I might have taken a degree of pride in the fact that my daughter, all right, my adopted daughter was of royal blood, even if her father was a traitor who got what he deserved, and not a moment too soon. Also, my professional ethics and a ridiculously conscientious snake in my head may oblige me to tell the truth, but he and his people suffered from no such burden. The whole thing could’ve been hushed up easily enough, and no harm done.

Instead—well.
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I WAS TALKING to my great-great-great-great-grandfather about cures for eye infections in cattle when something woke me up. I didn’t have to see it to know what it was.

“On your feet,” said a voice above me.

Here’s a curious fact for you. Nothing in the world feels quite like the two coils of flattened wire they wind round the base of a spear-shaft, presumably to stop the wood splitting as it dries. Maybe it wouldn’t be so distinctive applied to your hand, say, but when you feel it on your neck, just below the ear, you know immediately what it is.

“I said,” the voice repeated, “on your feet. Are you deaf, wizard?”

You also have a pretty good idea what’s going on. It means the king wants to see you. “All right,” I muttered through a mouthful of sleep, “I heard you the first time.”


 

[image: sectionbreakimage]

 

THEY MADE ME run, seven miles in the pitch dark. I hate running.
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"THANK YOU," THE king said gravely, “for finding the time to see me.”

You genuinely don’t know if he’s trying to be funny, or whether he isn’t actually aware of how a royal summons is carried out. He must know, surely. But in that case, why pretend otherwise?

Actually, I quite like him; the Great Elephant, Heaven-Thunders-The-Truth, He-Who-Eats-Up-The-World. He has shrewd, sad eyes and he speaks quite quietly. He’s the sort of man who, if he was someone else and you met him, at a wedding or a clan meeting or something, you’d think, here’s someone worth talking to. Everybody he ever meets is scared stiff of him, of course—me included, it goes without saying—and with very good reason. I imagine he’s equally terrified, all the time. On the whole, I’d say he copes better than most people would.

“You came quickly.”

“Yes, Lord. I ran all the way.”

A faint smile. “Such energy. You must be exhausted.”

Another trick he has is saying something like that and then shutting up, dead quiet, and sitting there perfectly still looking at you. Naturally, you feel you’ve got to say something just to break the silence, before it drowns the entire world. And anything you say will, of course, be tactless, disrespectful, wrong and held against you for the rest of your painfully short life. But I was dog tired—the snake bounces about in my head when I run, and it feels like it weighs as much as a grown man—and I couldn’t be bothered. But then, I have the inestimable advantage of not fearing death. Well, not much.

“You sent for me,” I said.

“Did I? Oh yes. I almost forgot. I’m very angry with you.”

My throat locked solid. “I’m sorry to hear that. What did I do?”

He covered his mouth with his hand. “I gather my late brother had a daughter.”

“Several,” I said, without thinking. He looked at me; mild surprise, more than anything else. Several—six, to be precise, and he had them all killed. And quite right, too.

“One I didn’t know about.”

“Yes.”

“And now she’s dead.”

“I believe so.”

He nodded slowly, as if what I’d said was the crucial deciding factor in a momentous decision. I caught sight of something out of the corner of my eye and quickly identified it with my peripheral vision. Then I woke up the snake and told her to get busy.

“The same woman who bore my brother a daughter bore him a son,” he said quietly. “Is that true?”

What a question. How was I supposed to know? Incredibly fortunate, therefore, that the king’s dead brother was now standing behind him, looking over his shoulder, with a look of mild disdain on his face. I lifted my head and caught his eye. He nodded.

“I believe so, Lord,” I said.

“So I have a nephew,” said the king. “Still alive.”

Another nod. “I don’t know, Lord.”

“Liar.” He said the word gently, the way a dog puts a dead bird in your hand. “He’s still alive. I want you to find him.”

Behind his shoulder, a brisk shake of the head and a ferocious scowl. I risked a wink. “Of course. Straight away. I’ll do my very best.”

There were two of them now; his late majesty the prince, and his wretched daughter, who of course I’d seen before. She was nursing a baby in her arms, as if to drive the point home. The snake, of course, was no help. She’d curled round the girl’s ankle and was rubbing her head against her leg. Sometimes I swear that snake thinks it’s a dog.

“When you’ve found him,” the king went on, “come straight here and tell me. You’ll be admitted right away, any time, day or night. You will not tell anybody about what we’ve talked about.”

A statement of fact rather than an order. I called back the snake. “Lord,” I said.

“Thank you so much for your time. I won’t keep you any longer.”

You back out of the king’s presence, keeping your eyes fixed on him until he can no longer see you. As I retreated, I heard something scuttling overhead in the thatch. The other royal personage nodded to me just as I was about to heave myself out through the door-hole. I left the two of them together. Enjoy, I thought.

The guards outside, who’d brought me there, gave me a cold stare as though they’d never seen me before. I walked home, quickly. My feet hurt.
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THERE ARE WORSE lives, believe me. Shorter lives, too. I had six brothers, and now there’s only me. My brothers went off when they got their call-up, and I never saw them alive again. They tell me they made a good end, in a splendid battle which we won, and they’re quite happy and satisfied. Don’t feel sorry for us, they say, we’re sorry for you, stuck behind there in that rotten place. They, so they tell me, are soldiers in the army of Heaven. Fine.

The snake found me when I was eight years old, bathing in the river. She must’ve been lying on the bottom, dead still, pretending to be a root or a dead stick; I didn’t see her. She glided up through the water and slowly coiled herself around my trunk—I remember, I was so scared I couldn’t move or struggle, all I thought was, I hope it won’t hurt too much being crushed to death; you can tell I was never very bright, even as a child.

Hello, she said in my head. I’m not going to hurt you. I’m going to be your friend. There’s nothing to be afraid of.

(Three lies, one after another)

It was only then that I figured out what was happening. Hello, I said, can you hear me?

Loud and clear, she said.

Am I going to be a wizard?

Yes.

At that age, of course, you don’t know how to keep your thoughts separate from talking-to-the-snake. I don’t want to be a wizard, I thought. I want to be a soldier like my brothers.

Fool, she said kindly. In ten years’ time all your brothers will be dead. So would you have been, without me. I’ve saved your life. You should be grateful.

Oh, I thought; and that was all, really. I accepted my brothers’ deaths, then and there, and I never said anything to them. Will I have to go away and live with a smelly old man in a cave?

Yes.

It wasn’t getting any better. I’d seen a doctor once, and I’d been terrified—as intended, naturally. Suddenly I had a picture of me as a terrifying, smelly old man, with bits of bone and skin and bladder caught in my tangled hair. I was grinning, and everybody was scared to death of me. All right, I thought, I can be that.

Fool, she said again. It’s not like that at all. I’m going to make you clever and wise. Don’t you want to be clever?

As I said, I was a particularly stupid child. Half-wit, my mother called me; here, Half-wit, fetch the water, wipe your nose, stir this. It’d be much better if I was clever.

Yes, she said, much. Instead of being stupider than everyone, you’ll be smarter. Wouldn’t that be fine?

But wizards don’t marry and have wives and children, I thought. That’s a bad thing. I’m not sure why, but it is.

I could feel her shifting round in my head, like a dog making a nest in a blanket before it goes to sleep. Are you afraid of death? she asked.

I suppose so. I haven’t thought about it much.

Are you sad when people die? People you love.

I don’t know. It’s never happened.

She sort of flexed her coils, and I could feel them pressing against the inside of my skull. I probably made some sort of whimpering noise, but she ignored me. It will, she said, believe me. Listen, I’m about to start making you clever. Death is nothing, it isn’t important. It only matters because the people who are left behind, the people who love the person who dies, are very unhappy. In fact, it’s the worst unhappiness there is. But a wizard can see and hear dead people just like seeing and hearing the living. You can talk to them any time you like. That’s the most wonderful thing, love without loss; because love should be the best thing in the world, but because you lose the people you love, love is the worst thing, it hurts more than anything else, it’s an enemy to be avoided at all costs unless you want to spend most of your life in pain. Except for wizards. That’s why being one is the best thing of all, better than being strong or rich, better even than being king. And that’s what I’ve just given you. Isn’t that wonderful?

I suppose so.

You suppose so. Now be quiet, I need to go to sleep.
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MY LIFE HAS always been a sequence of impossible tasks, and this latest one was entirely in keeping with the trend. Go away and find a boy whose name and location nobody knows—nobody living, at any rate; normally, that wouldn’t be such a problem. Between them, my invisible friends and the snake would be able to handle a job like that. The impossibility comes in because the dead man who knew the answer to the question obviously wasn’t going to tell me; more impossible still, because if I did find the wretched kid, the dead prince would be seriously angry with me. Between death by impaling for failure to carry out the king’s orders and death by haunting for succeeding, there wasn’t a lot to choose. I’ve said I’m not afraid of death, and that’s true. Dying, though, is another matter. Dying slowly in great pain is something I actively try to avoid.

I slept badly that night, which was enormously inconvenient. When I finally managed to nod off, there was nobody there but my old master; a terrible sign, because although he’s responsible for me, in this world and the next, he never could stand the sight of me.

“The king said, find this boy. You live to serve the king. You serve the king as the sandal serves the foot, it has no other purpose. Therefore you must summon the prince, against his will if needs be, and force him to tell you where the boy is. You have no choice in the matter.”

Stupid old fool. “Yes,” I said, “and if I do that, I’ll have the prince’s face inches from my own for the rest of my life, scowling and yelling at me. How long will I last? Ten days?”

He shrugged. “You don’t matter,” he said.

He was like that when he was alive. “There must be another way,” I said.

“There is not. When I clap my hands, you will wake up. “

“No, don’t do—” Too late. I sat up and found I was soaked in sweat. The snake shifted unhappily in my head. She doesn’t like the heat, which is really strange, for a snake.

Why me? I asked her. Because you’re young, she replied. That’s typical of her. Factually correct and completely unhelpful.
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I THOUGHT ABOUT it for the rest of the night and most of the following morning, and the more I thought, the more obvious it became. I was going to have to kill the king, and set up this unknown boy in his place. No other way out.

I really didn’t want to. The kings of the House of the Spear, Great Elephants, Eaters-Up-Of-The-World, have been a pretty useless lot, but His current Majesty was one of the better specimens, and since he’d come to the throne, life hadn’t got much better but it hadn’t got spectacularly worse. This made him a Good King, and the odds were pretty overwhelming that this kid I was proposing to replace him with would be a complete disaster, like his grandfather, great-uncle, great-great-grandfather and so on back into the cloudy realm of faint memory. Furthermore, although I could think of half a dozen powerful lords who’d want him dead, all of them would also want to take his place, not see the royal spear and mat pass to some gawping brat of no relevance. Also, killing a king isn’t easy, which is why we still have kings. In all probability, it’d go horribly wrong and I’d be killed. But that was a probability rather than a certainty; two certainties, as I explained earlier. It really didn’t help one little bit that I liked the man. Oh, and I had three days, four at the most, before I’d be deemed to have failed in my task and executed. No pressure.

To kill a king (please listen carefully; I’m only going to say this once) you need three things: opportunity, the forbearance of others and a weapon. Opportunity doesn’t come much better than come straight here and tell me, you’ll be admitted right away, any time, day or night. The forbearance of others can take many forms, from active conspiracy to a guard falling asleep at his post; some you can plan for, others the snake can arrange, some are pure luck. The weapon? Spoilt for choice. Of course, you need one other thing. You need to want to do it.

Meanwhile, I had a job to do.

The snake has her own way of doing things; she doesn’t tell and I don’t ask. I let her go, then climbed up the mountain and spent the day sitting in a cave, with my back to the wall, thinking hard about how to go about murdering the king. Just as it was starting to get dark, she came back. She’d found the boy. He was in an army camp about a day’s walk away to the south. Simple as that.
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LIKE SO MANY people these days, I never knew my father. He went off to war, my mother told me, and that was the end of him. Of course, she wasn’t my mother, though she never told me that. But the snake told me, bless her malicious heart, when I was nine years old. The subject came up in a discussion we were having about my future. We still talked occasionally then.

I don’t want to go away, I remember telling her. I don’t want to go and live a long way away, in a cave with a smelly old man. I’d miss my mother and my sisters.

She’s not your mother. They aren’t your sisters.

Liar, I said, and the snake hissed inside my head and swelled her coils until I was sure my skull would burst. Liar, I repeated. It’s not true.

You know it’s true, she said. Everything I tell you is true. Even if I wanted to deceive you, I couldn’t. We’re too close.

Even at that early stage, I knew that. So who’s my real mother?

She lives a long way away. The man she’s married to is not your father. She doesn’t want to see you, ever. The woman who looks after you was given twenty head to take you away. She’s fond of you, but she’s not your mother. You have nobody, except me.

The snake doesn’t lie, that’s the thing. The snake doesn’t love me. Love doesn’t come anywhere near it. Love compared with what the snake feels for me is a rabbit standing next to an elephant. I am her soul, and she is mine. Unfortunately.

There, she didn’t like me saying that. She tells the truth, but doesn’t always like hearing it.

So, one dark night, I took an old rusty spear-blade that had belonged to my grandfather, my mother’s father, the father of the woman who wasn’t my mother, and very quietly I sawed a hole in the reeds and crept out of the hut, across the cattle-pen, through a gap in the thorn hedge and away. I walked for three days, with nothing to eat and no sandals on my feet (I’d never been more than an hour’s walk from home before) until I reached a high mountain standing on its own in the middle of the plain. The snake showed me a kloof whose mouth was almost hidden by thorn-bushes and scrub. It was just before mid-day, and the shadow of the mountain made the kloof as dark as midnight. Well go on, the snake told me. So I threaded my way in past the bushes and called out, “Hello?”

My master was sitting on a stool in the middle of the cattle-pen; just sitting, his hands on his knees, his head a little on one side. He was a big old man with white hair in braids, and there were bits of things I didn’t like to look at stuffed or caught in the weave. He must’ve seen me but gave no sign.

“Hello,” I repeated.

He can’t hear you, said a voice, and another voice laughed. Another one, a woman’s, said, You must be the boy. Well?

“Yes,” I said out loud, “or I think so. I’ve come to learn to be a wizard.”

Several other voices laughed; a man’s voice said, Not a wizard, a doctor. That’s your first mistake.

“I’m sorry,” I said, “I didn’t know.”

That’s no excuse, said the voice, and the female said, Leave him alone, don’t pick on him. A lot of voices laughed at that. You need to learn, said the nasty male voice. If we’re kind and gentle, you won’t learn anything. But this—and something slapped the side of my face so hard I staggered—will make sure you don’t get it wrong ever again.

“Thank you,” I said.

They found that hilarious, but I’d said the right thing, and from then on, they were mostly on my side. Gradually, of course, as time went by, I got to know them all, though some were more friendly than others. Mostly they were doctors, long dead; they hung about the kloof the way old people hang about the smithy in the cold weather, for the company and to keep warm. Some of them never told me who they were, who they’d been, or even if they’d ever been human, and it’s not the sort of thing you ask about. Mostly, like I said, they were good to me, and when they weren’t, I probably deserved it. Anything even vaguely like an education or training I got from them; my master was pretty much useless, as the voices didn’t hesitate to point out when they thought he couldn’t hear them. He’d forget about me for weeks at a time, then suddenly remember and try and teach me something—but usually it was garbled or no use for anything or just plain wrong. The voices wanted me to kill him and take his place; as is only fitting, they used to say, which I didn’t understand. I could see their point, but I’m not a natural killer, it’s something I do rarely, and then only when I have to, usually when it’s too late. That, they assured me, is a weakness that will hold me back and ultimately bring me to grief. I hope they’re wrong, though I have to say, they’ve always been right about everything.

But they taught me to see, and to listen, and how to make the snake do what I wanted. They told me the things the snake could do and the things she couldn’t, and how to summon the dead and the other spirits; does this mean I can order you about now? I asked, and because they couldn’t lie they said nothing. They taught me how to herd the clouds and make lightning, how to smell for poison and witchcraft, how to heal injuries and illnesses, and how to hurt people. All useful stuff.

Then, when I was sixteen, my master died suddenly. It shows how useless he was, and how much the spirits disliked him, that his death came as much of a surprise to him as to me, and all the rest of us. He was sitting outside in the sun one morning, and a big lump of rock crumbled away from the side of the mountain and fell on his head.

No great loss, they told me, but I was sorry for him, even so. He was one of those people who shouldn’t have been born with the gift, but was anyway. He thought he was a much better doctor than he really was, and was therefore continually disappointed; needless to say, he blamed everybody and everything else, and so went through life in a constant state of anger and resentment. I buried him under the door of his hut, and then it actually sank in. All this was mine now, I was the wizard of the Black Kloof, and I was on my own.

Which is why, as people are forever reminding me, I’m young to be a doctor. I’m ten times better at it than he was, and he never liked me anyway. But I miss him, even so. The snake told me once that the spirits loosened that rock and made it fall when it did. I choose not to believe her.
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MY SNAKE LED me to the army camp where, I have to say, I was not made welcome. Members of my profession, even young ones who don’t wear all the get-up, aren’t popular with the military. This may be because unscrupulous kings over the years have used doctors to get rid of over-mighty generals with spurious accusations of witchcraft. If so, I don’t blame them one bit.

I hadn’t got the faintest idea who I was supposed to be looking for, let alone his name or a description or anything like that; but she slipped out of my ear and bustled along in front of me, and I followed. She led me to the smithy. It was going to be one of those days.

Smiths are another section of the community who don’t like us. I can see why; we’re too much alike. We say that a smith is a wizard without the talent. They don’t say what they say about us to our faces, and nobody wants to tell us, but we can guess. This particular smith was a big fat man, about fifty years old, with a headring gleaming with sweat and burn-scars all over his arms and chest. He stood in front of the anvil, wiping his forehead and holding a half-done spearhead in the red coals. Behind him, a lad of about my age was pumping a double bellows. “What do you want?” asked the smith.

A very good question. Fortunately, the snake was back inside my head and spoke for me. “You had a sister,” I said.

He froze, then turned and scowled at the boy. “Get lost,” he said. The boy let go of the bellows handles as though they were red hot and ran out. “You,” said the smith, “make yourself useful and work the bellows. I don’t want to lose the heat.”

Anything to oblige. Needless to say, I don’t know the first thing about blacksmiths’ work. Curiously and fortuitously, the snake does. I got a nice smooth rhythm going. “I asked you a question,” I said.

“Who the hell are you, anyway?”

I smiled, took one hand off the handles and drew it round my head, like a coiling snake. Everybody knows what that means.

“A bit young, aren’t you?”

“So I gather. Well?”

I could see he was considering his alternatives, of which he seemed to feel there were two. The first, which I could see he favoured, was bashing me on the head with his hammer and shoving my face in the fire. Reluctantly, he opted to go with the second.

“What about her?”

Behind him, I could see three women; one old, one middle-aged with a baby on her hip, and one young and very beautiful. “She’s dead.”

“I know. What’s it to you?”

“Your mother had a long nose and a pointed chin, and a scar just above her left eyebrow. You had a brother, but he died when he was a baby. But you loved your grandmother best, and she loved you.”

He winced. “All right,” he said, “you’re a wizard. What about my sister?”

Sometimes you just have to guess. “She had two children,” I said. “Their father wasn’t her husband.”

He grinned at me. “She had two sons and three daughters.”

And sometimes you guess wrong. “Her lover was the prince,” I said. “The one we can’t talk about.”

He looked at me, then down at the spearhead, which was starting to show white round the edges. Slowly he lifted it out and laid it on the ashes. “You can stop pumping,” he said.

I was glad to hear that. Bellows are more work than they look. “She married a man over by the White River,” I said. “He died recently, along with his daughter and all his household.”

The smith shrugged. “I heard he was a traitor,” he said.

“Maybe,” I replied. “It’s one of those words, the more people use it, the less it means. Now,” I went on, “the prince’s daughter stayed with her mother, but not the boy. What became of him, do you know?”

He wiped sweat out of his eyes. “No idea,” he said. “The boy was the older of the two, by a year or so. Because of who his father was, she sent him away as soon as he was born. Then the prince started the war and got killed, so none of us wanted to know any more about anything, if you get what I mean. Who else knows about this?”

“Nobody,” I said. “Just you, me and the snake. She won’t tell anyone if you don’t.”

“How about you?”

“Oh, I do as I’m told.” That made him grin, in spite of himself. “Why should I want to tell anybody, anyway? You don’t know anything, you just said.”

He’s lying, of course, the snake told me. Yes, I told her, I’d guessed that.

“I haven’t heard anything about the boy since he was born,” he said firmly. “I wouldn’t know him if I met him in the road.”

“Quite,” I said. “And how could the boy be a threat to the king if nobody knows him and he’s got no way of proving he’s got a claim to the throne?” I paused for a moment. “Some people might say that’s a pity,” I said.

He stiffened, like a splash of hot lead falling into water. “Don’t talk like that,” he said.

“Why not? Nobody here but us and the rats in the thatch. There’s some people who might say, no matter how bad this boy is, he couldn’t be worse. Pointless, of course, if he can’t even be found.”

There’s something unnerving about the sight of a huge man, strong as a bull, terrified. “Now who would say something like that?”

“Oh, people I’ve talked to. Quite a lot of them, actually. They’re saying, nobody wants another civil war, not like the last one, and there’s not many who’d be willing to march out and fight in one, and who’d blame them? But if, heaven forbid, the king was to fall down dead, through illness—” I paused, and smiled. “Or witchcraft, even. He’s got no sons, he’s always been very careful about that, no brothers, no living relatives of any sort, so who’s going to take his place? The country needs a king, someone’s got to do it. And if there’s a nephew—” I shrugged. “I think a lot of people would rest easier knowing there’s an heir to the throne, don’t you?”

He looked at me like a drowning man. “What did you say your name was?”

“It’s not a very interesting name,” I told him, “even if I told you, you’d have forgotten it a moment later. Talking of names,” I added.

He looked away. “He didn’t have one,” he said. “I told you, they got him out of there practically as soon as he was born. What he’s called now I have no idea.”

“But the people you sent him to,” I said. “They had names. Most people do.”

“I don’t remember.”

I smiled. I didn’t want to. I quite liked the man. “I’m a doctor,” I said, “I have medicines for a poor memory. And other things too, of course.”

He’s going to say it, I thought. He said it. “Are you threatening me?”

“Yes.”

They never expect you to say that. He actually shuffled back a step or two, as if that’d do him any good. The sight of so much cowardice made my skin crawl. “Leave me alone, will you?” he said, raising his voice (but it came out as a rather louder whine). “I don’t know anything.”

I hate doing this sort of thing. “Maybe not,” I said. “But it’s all right, I’ll know if you’re telling the truth. I’ll send my snake into your head, and she’ll tell me if there’s anything in there or not.”

I can’t do this, of course. Nobody can.

By now he’d retreated so far he was backed up against the anvil stand, with nowhere to go. “Please,” he said, “it’s my sister’s boy, if they find him they’ll kill him. He’s all that’s left of her. Please.”

I’m not sure I’d have had the heart to carry on if he hadn’t made a spectacle of himself by grovelling. But all I could feel was contempt. “That’s enough,” I said. “Now, the more you can hold still, the less damage she’ll do. You really do need to co-operate if you don’t want to spend the rest of your life sitting against a wall somewhere.”

“All right,” he said. I could hardly bear to look at him. I wanted to squash him, like a nasty insect. But he told me a name. It hit me like—well, like the rock that fell on my master. It crushed me flat. Like an idiot, I said, “Are you sure?” or “Say again?” or something like that. He repeated the name; also her father’s name, and where they lived. I think I said, “Thank you, I’m sorry,” or something of the kind, and then I stumbled out into the light, not looking back.
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WELL, SO MUCH for that idea.

The thing is, I don’t go looking for trouble. Some people do. Some people delight in the thunder and the stamping and the shouting and the screams of dying men. Some people can only find peace in war; without fighting and conflict, they’re like newly-planted seedlings in dry weather, drooping and parched. Some people can only live if there’s death all around them. I guess it must be the buzz. I’m not like that.

So all the stuff that continually pounds down on my head, like rain after thunder, is wasted on me, and I think that’s a shame, when there’s so many people out there who’d really appreciate it. I’d much rather stay home in the kloof and cure oxen with fly-bites and redwater fever. A man could get old and fat doing that, and people would be pleased to see him. But I think she’d be bored stiff. I think she likes the other stuff. It’s the only explanation I can come up with, at this moment.
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I HAD TO abandon the plan because the name the smith told me was my mother’s, sorry, the name of the woman I used to think of as my mother, and the place he named was where I grew up, before I came to live in the Black Kloof. Ridiculous.

I’d been living in the Kloof about three months when I had a dream. I was lying curled up on my mat, and all these terrifying old men came and stood round me in a ring, looking down at me and frowning, as if they couldn’t quite bring themselves to believe I was true. At first I was scared of them, but they kept on staring and muttering, and I knew that sort of thing was rude, so after a while I stopped being scared and got annoyed. “What?” I said.

One old man, who seemed really put out about something, said, “So you’re him, then.”

“Me?” I said. “I’m nobody. I’m not important. Please go away.”

They looked at each other, and one of them said, “Are you quite sure? He looks so—” He didn’t finish his sentence, and the others just shrugged. “What?” I repeated. “What are you talking about? Is there something wrong with me, or something?”

Then one of them laughed, but it wasn’t a funny laugh. “You know what, son,” he said, sounding as though I’d just spat in his beer, “it’d have been better for everybody if you’d never been born. Come on,” he added, to the others. “There’s nothing we can do about it, that’s for sure.” And then they all started to walk away, and I woke up.

I couldn’t kill the king and put the prince’s long-lost son on the throne because that long-lost son was apparently me. So the plan was out of the question; for many reasons, but principally because I’m a doctor, a wizard. No wizard has ever been king, it’s unthinkable. For that to happen, a king would have to have a son born with the talent, and send him away to learn the craft under some master, and no king would ever do that. No wizard born outside the royal family could ever usurp the throne, because all his fellow-wizards would band together to stop him, and then there’d be a spirit war which would stamp the land flat. All the cattle would die, all the children would be still-born, there would be so much lightning and no rain— So that’s that. The People of Heaven wouldn’t stand for it, either. If I was to be king, they’d tear me to pieces, or die in their thousands trying.

So; right back to where we started.
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"YOU DID SAY," I told him. “Any time, day or night.”

He grunted like a pig. “Did I?”

“Yes.”

He sighed. It was the middle of the night. He’d been with his youngest wife, not sleeping. “I must have meant it, then. So, you found him.”

I tried not to look at the faces crowding round us, but it was hard. I recognised some of them, but most were unfamiliar, though the family resemblance was quite strong in some of them. The huge, grim-faced man with the wild eyes could only have been the Black One himself, the Lion, He-Stamps-Them-Flat, the founder of the kingdom; is there anyone living who wouldn’t give his right arm for a chance to see Him, find out what He really looked like? But I didn’t dare, I could only peek at him on the very edge of my vision. My ancestors, I realised; what an extraordinary thought. The Black One was my great-great-great-great grandfather.

“Are you sure we’re alone?” I said.

He laughed out loud. “Oh, quite sure,” he said. “I don’t want to share this with anybody.”

Me included. I wasn’t at all sure I knew what to do about that. Still, I’d run out of options, so what could I do? Think of something, and quickly. “No rats in the thatch, even?”

He looked at me for a moment; then, with a degree of speed and power remarkable in someone so fat, he stood up and drove the little red-handled spear he always carried into the thatch above his head, right up to the socket. He pulled it out, drove it in again about a foot to the left, and so on about a dozen times. Then he sat down again. “No rats,” he said. “Go on.”

The show of violence had unnerved me, and I had to pull myself together before I could speak. One thrust of that little toy spear, so very quick, not upwards this time, was all it would take, and all my troubles would be over. I’m not afraid of death, remember. Even so.

“Very well,” I said, and I told him a name. It was a lie. It was the name of the son of a very big, important man, commander of five regiments, loved by all the people for his fairness, his generosity, his wisdom, his courage. Either of them, father or son, would have made a good king. A stable kingdom with a not-quite-so-good king and a standing army can do without men like that.

I felt the snake swell her coils in rage, because I’d just told a lie. The pain was unbearable. I didn’t dare breathe, for fear of crying out. The pressure kept on building, and I felt my eyeballs move forward.

“Are you sure?” he said.

I couldn’t speak, so I nodded.

He looked at me. “Are you feeling all right?” he said. “You look awful.”

“I’m fine,” I croaked. “Thank you.”

(As I said, I quite like him. Just occasionally, there are these flashes of humanity through the clouds of Heaven. Just occasionally. If he hadn’t had to be a king, he’d have been all right. He didn’t have the choice, of course. Not like some—)

“You’re sure,” he repeated. I nodded again. My head was about to crack open, like an egg hatching. “It seems so unlikely,” he went on. “Of all the people, why him? In the war against my brother, he was on my side. Really on my side, I was sure of it. I can’t believe he’d have taken in my brother’s son. It makes no sense.”

“Rich men like to collect weapons,” I said. Luckily I’d learned the speech by heart beforehand. “They don’t necessarily plan on using them, but they like to own them—you know; fine spears, ironwood kerries, axes with rhinoceros-horn handles. And maybe a man might get to thinking, if ever I had to defend myself against the king, I’d need a pretty special weapon, something practically unique. And maybe a clever tactician, an experienced soldier or someone like that, might feel the need to start defending himself before the attack comes.”

He thought about that for a long time, and I could see him slowly getting angry—not the sort of anger he does for show, because it’s expected of him, with shouting and arm-waving, but the quiet, tight-lipped kind that comes from being hurt and frightened and betrayed. Meanwhile, the pain in my head wasn’t getting better, but it had stopped getting worse.

“Are you sure?” he said.

I nodded, and this time I couldn’t stop myself, because the snake swelled alarmingly and I had to cry out. He looked at me. “What’s the matter?” he said.

I managed to grind out the words. “My head hurts, Lord.”

“You chose a strange time to have a headache.” He frowned, then looked past me towards the doorway. “Apart from me and you,” he said.

“Nobody, Lord.”

He rubbed his lower lip with his thumb. I don’t know anybody else who does that. “There’s an argument for saying that letting you live would be weakness.”

I was distressed to see a couple of my ancestors nodding their heads behind him. “No, Lord,” I said, “with respect. Letting the boy live would be weakness. Letting me live would be enlightened self-interest. Killing me would be a waste. If your father was here now, he’d agree with me,” I added, untruthfully.

“You’re bleeding,” he said. “There’s blood coming out of your ear.”

I gave him a weak grin. “It does that sometimes,” I said.

He frowned and peered at the side of my head. I could feel the blood trickling down my neck, like a snake crawling. At last he said, “There’s no point killing you. You’ll be dead anyway inside a week. You’ve been bewitched. There’s maggots in your brain or something.”

I really wanted to laugh. I managed not to. “That would explain it,” I said.
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EVEN NOW I'M not sure why the snake didn’t kill me for telling lies. She wanted to, I know. She said so. Her story is that she tried to do it, but my skull was too thick to pop. She always tells the truth. I don’t believe her.

It was touch and go, though, for a day or two. I got out of there and back to the guest hut, where I fainted half in and half out of the doorway, on my knees, with my bum in the air. When I came round, I couldn’t move my left arm, and the left side of my face was frozen. It makes talking difficult, as you’ll have gathered. I sound like I’m drunk, which is so unfair.

For weeks, apparently, I talked nothing but drivel. I find that odd, because I can remember having a lot of long, intelligent conversations during that time; with many of the great names in my profession, with interesting spirits I’d never come across before, with people I used to know, with my relations. I even got to talk to the Black One himself.

He came and sat beside me, or rather he squatted on his heels, perfectly balanced. He was much younger than I’d expected. He was frowning. I didn’t dare speak. He scratched his ear, then looked at his fingertip. My mouth was as dry as shield-leather.

“Hello,” he said suddenly, and his voice was much higher than I’d thought it would be. “You don’t know me. I’m your great-great-grandfather.” He grinned awkwardly. “Silly, really. I don’t feel old enough to be anybody’s grandfather, or anything like that. But I died young, you see.”

He sounded almost apologetic, as though he’d been inconsiderate. “Lord,” I mumbled. “Great one, Eater-Up-Of-Elephants.”

He gave me a look. “Yes, all right,” he said. “I don’t actually like that stuff. I used to,” he added with a little grin, “and look where it got me. My brothers killed me, you know.”

“Yes, Lord.”

“So.” He put the tips of his fingers together, aligning each one precisely. He had long, slim hands, like a girl. Everything about him was precise, delicate, elegant, even though he was so big and broad. He hadn’t lived long enough to run to fat, of course. “You’re the last of the family, then.”

“Am I, Lord?”

He nodded. “My children and my children’s children have seen to that,” he said sadly, “slaughtering each other till there’s nobody left. I don’t know why they had to do that, it’s stupid. You’d have thought, the first duty of a king is to make sure he’s got a son to take his place. Not our lot, apparently. Too scared of being murdered by their own kids. I ask you, what kind of way is that to live? No,” he went on, “you’re the last of us, and you won’t have any children, being a wizard and all.”

I’d been figuring it out in my head. When he died, he was just six years older than I was then. He’d started young, of course. Won his first major battle when he was fifteen years old. “I wish I’d been a wizard,” he said.

“Lord?”

“Never had the talent, of course,” he said. “I’ve always felt bad about that. A wizard’s got it all, hasn’t he? Power, cattle, everybody’s scared stiff of him, even kings, you can make people do what you want and they’d never dare try anything with you. Wizards are so much better than kings.”

“Lord.”

“Well, it’s true,” he said. “I mean, look at our family. You know how many of us lived to be thirty? Four, out of fourteen. You know how many of us died natural deaths? None, that’s how many. Not one.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “Is that true, Lord?”

“Are you calling me a liar?” For a moment, I thought lightning was going to strike me and burn me up. Then he grinned sheepishly. “Sorry,” he said, “force of habit. I always made a point of taking offence at pretty much everything. It made people scared of me, you see. Seemed like a good idea at the time.” He shrugged, then went on; “Wizards, now, they all live to be old men, respected, looked up to, and the older they get, the more people respect them. Opposite of what happens with everyone else, when you get old, nobody bothers with you, you’re just a nuisance. Even kings. Your sons sit there watching you, waiting for you to die, and it’s them people talk to and listen to, because you won’t be around much longer, and they want to be in with whoever’s going to take your place. No, wizards are much better than kings. Well, you know that. You had that idiot eating out of your hand.”

“It didn’t feel like it, Lord.”

He frowned. “Really? I thought you handled him really well. Smooth as butter, I thought.”

“I was frightened, Lord. I was very frightened.”

That made him laugh. “Well, of course you were,” he said. “That’s natural. I mean, look at me. I was scared stiff most of the time. Absolutely petrified.”

“Lord?”

“Oh yes.” He nodded seriously. “Oh, I yelled and roared and carried on like I was wrong in the head, people respect that, they don’t dare answer you back, even if you’re doing something bloody stupid. And I went on about how being brave is so wonderful, and if anybody did anything that even looked like cowardice I was down on them like a leopard, no second chances, nothing. You do that, people think, he must be really brave. But I wasn’t. The number of times I pissed myself down the leg just before we started fighting. But nobody saw, I don’t think, so that was all right.” He shook his head. “But wizards are better. You don’t get to marry and have kids, but that’s probably one of the good things about being a wizard, I don’t know. Really, you’ve got everything. You people aren’t even afraid of death, isn’t that right? That must be wonderful. Like being, I don’t know, free.”

I stared at him. “But Lord,” I said, “you were the greatest king of all time. You conquered the world, you stamped out the tribes like the embers of a fire—” I stopped. He was giving me a sad look and shaking his head slowly. “Lord?”

“You’re smart,” he said, “you should know better. I wasn’t smart, like you are.” Suddenly he laughed. “Believe me,” he said, “I wouldn’t lie to you. Heaven-Thunders-The-Truth, remember?”

“Heaven thunders the truth,” I said. But it didn’t mean anything any more.
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FIVE YEARS LATER, when the king was dying, he sent for me. I replied that I was too busy, which was true. He commanded me to attend on him. I didn’t bother to reply.

A lot had changed in that time. The People of Heaven had fought a bitter war against an alliance of their most powerful neighbours and had lost badly; we’d managed to patch up a sort of a peace, but it wouldn’t be long before they’d be back to finish us off. The king’s army was mostly dead; of the survivors, five regiments had crossed the northern border and kept going, until nobody knew where they were, and the king was only still alive because his three senior generals were still trying to decide which of them was going to kill him and take his place. There weren’t enough soldiers left for a civil war, so they were having to talk it through instead.

Meanwhile, the king’s illness, which he’d suffered from on and off for the last five years, had finally broken his will to resist, and he was about to save his loyal people a job. I, on the other hand, had prospered. I’d cured a plague. More to the point, I’d accurately predicted each crippling defeat, with enough circumstantial detail to convince even the most sceptical observer. I was turning away any job that didn’t interest me, and asking for (and getting) ridiculous fees for the few I condescended to take on. I think it’s fair to say I was the only doctor in the country who hadn’t messed up at some point in the war. I was universally respected, and if I’d wanted to, I could’ve chosen who was going to be the next king, and everybody would’ve accepted my decision. But I chose not to. I was, I gave them to understand, above things like that, who cared only for wisdom. And truth. Heaven no longer thundered it. I did.

So he came to see me instead; unannounced, uninvited. But he still had a bodyguard of two hundred picked veterans; I had about seventy men minding my cattle and doing odd jobs for me, but even if I’d had notice and mustered them to fight, they wouldn’t have lasted very long against the guards. So, when two guard captains burst into my cave late one night and said the king was paying me a visit, I just yawned and said yes, I’d been expecting him.

He’d changed. It was a particularly unkind sort of illness. He’d swollen up like a body that’s been in the water. His arms and legs were like tree-trunks, and his body was grotesque; his head, though, was more or less the same size, which made him look ridiculous. He couldn’t stand or sit, so he had to be carried on a stretcher, with trestles to rest it on. They brought him in , and I didn’t look up. “Go away,” I said. A moment or so later, I heard them filing out of the cave. Only then did I lift my head and look at him.

“Hello, Uncle,” I said.

His puffed-up cheeks had almost closed his eyes; they were narrow almonds of white, glaring balefully at me. “It’s true, then,” he said.

“Oh yes. How did you find out, by the way? Oh,” I added, because my father was standing over him. He was grinning.

“Is he still there?” asked the king.

“Yes.”

He sighed. “I can’t see him all the time, but I know he’s there, I can feel him.”

My father shrugged and pulled a face. He’s a jolly man, with a good sense of humour. I like him. I wish I’d known him.

“The illness,” I said, “is incurable. You have about five days to live. Then the weight will get too much for your heart and you’ll die. I’m sorry,” I added.

“Was it you?”

Inside my head the snake shifted ominously. All right, I told her, settle down. “Yes,” I said. “I put a spell on you, the night I lied to you. I had to, I’m afraid. It was the only way the snake would forgive me. I’m sorry, you can’t possibly understand that. The point is, I didn’t want to. But there was no other way.”

He nodded as much as he was able to, an inch or so. “The war?” he said. “Did you do that?”

I wanted to look away, but I reckoned I owed him eye-contact. “Yes,” I said. “I bewitched you into arrogance and stupidity. You were half-way there, but the other half was all me. I’m sorry for that, too.”

“You’ve destroyed the country.”

“I know,” I said. “We’re this close to being stamped flat. But it had to happen. The kingdom began with our family, and it’ll end with it. And frankly, no great loss. What did we ever do, apart from kill people?”

He closed his eyes. “If I tell my guards to cut your throat, I wonder if they’ll obey me.”

I shrugged. “I don’t know,” I said. “Would you like to try? You can if you like, though the effort will probably kill you. I’m not bothered, one way or another.”

He was exhausted. Just talking, moving his head a few times, had drained all his strength. “What’s the point?” he said. “It’s all over now.”

“It will be,” I told him, “soon. Was there anything in particular, or did you just want to hear what you know already?”

His breathing was slow and shallow. Maybe I should’ve said, five days if you don’t exert yourself. “Do one thing for me.”

“It depends what it is.”

“Make him go away,” he replied, very softly. “Please. It’s only for a short while, and then he’ll have me forever. Can you do that?”

I looked at my father, who shook his head. “I’m sorry,” I said. “He wants to stay till the end.”

“Then give me some poison,” the king murmured. “I can’t stand him any more.”

“You should have thought of that before you killed him.” But I was already mixing two powders together in a little gourd of water. He couldn’t see that, of course. Neither of them could. “Drink this,” I told him, and he managed to get his lips apart a tiny crack. “It’ll make you feel better.”
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I LIED OF course. The war was nothing to do with me. My snake let me tell the lie because it counted as part of his punishment. In fact, it was her idea. But I do think the war has been a good thing, broadly speaking. It’s put an end to the line of kings that began with the Black One, and I don’t think the People of Heaven will have kings after that, just some sort of governor answerable to whoever conquers us. Whoever that turns out to be, they can’t possibly be worse for the people than my family. Can they?

You have to ask yourself the question: does the snake choose you because you’ve got the talent, or do you have the talent because the snake chooses you? Everybody’s always told me it’s the first one—wizards, spirits, the snake, everybody who ought to know. But take me as a case in point. Before she found me, I was stupid. I can just barely remember what it was like. You know when you’re sitting inside, and out in the yard there’s two people talking, you can hear the voices but you can’t make out the words. After the snake found me, I could hear all the words. I think that if ever the snake left me, which she can’t do, she’d die, me too probably—but if that were to happen, I’d go back to being stupid again. Does that sound like the talent to you? I think the talent is the snake, and the other way about. I think that’s why the snake chose me; because my father was the prince, and someone somewhere decided that making the last lost surviving son of the royal house into a wizard would have interesting results, which would facilitate some larger strategy. Otherwise, the whole thing’s just one damn coincidence after another, and I don’t believe it. The snake says otherwise, of course, and she’s incapable of falsehood.

But I lied, yes. That makes it twice now that Heaven, as embodied in me, hasn’t exactly thundered the truth. I don’t care, and I don’t suppose anyone else does either. Not even the snake.

After all, why not? Heaven should tell lies from time to time. Everybody else does.





Message in a Bottle
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Once upon a time, there lived a scholar in the city of Perimadeia. Opinions are divided on this man. Some say he was the most evil man who ever lived. Others maintain that he was a saint, a visionary and the father of modern science. There’s an abundance of sound evidence and convincing arguments on both sides. I’ve been studying his work all my adult life, and I have to say I’m undecided. I’m almost inclined to add that it doesn’t really matter, to me; I study the work, not the man, and the work is brilliant. The truth, after all, is neither good nor bad, like a billet of steel or a length of wood, it’s raw material; and Antigono Scaevola had a gift for nosing out the truth, no doubt about that. They say he kept a demon in a bottle, who told him everything he wanted to know, but that’s just ignorance and superstition. Would it were that easy.
 

 

[image: sectionbreakimage]

 

THE GOLDEN SCALES monastery is not my favourite institute of learning. They collect manuscripts, preserve priceless documents that would otherwise have been lost centuries ago, and what do they do with them? They lock them up, not allowing anyone to see them—because, they say, these papers contain dangerous learning, facts and data inherently pernicious; guilty wisdom is the term they use, bless them. Their argument seems to be that some information—some manifestations of the truth—is so negatively charged that it can’t be allowed out loose. They can’t bring themselves to kill it, by tearing, burning or composting, so they lock it up in prison, indefinitely, in solitary confinement. This is their mission, and they’re fanatical about it. And one of their prisoners is Scaevola’s Concerning The Plague.

The Abbot led me down six flights of narrow, winding stairs—I’m not good with stairs, I get vertigo, and there wasn’t even a handrail. There wouldn’t be. The stairs and passages in the Golden Scales were built to be defended; in case someone came along with an army, to steal the weapons-grade learning by force. At the foot of the stairs was a long, narrow gallery, with iron gates every five yards; at each gate, a fully-armoured porter with a crossbow. Directly overhead was the River Auno; if an attacking army got beyond a certain point, the plug would be pulled and four miles of underground passages would be flooded in a minute. The books, of course, are up four flights from the end of the passages, so they’d escape the deluge. That’s Golden Scales thinking for you. You can see why I’m not keen.

Scaevola was in a cell on his own, with an iron door an inch thick. The guards are lay brethren, traditionally No Vei, fearless, incorruptible and certified illiterate. They have orders to shoot on sight anybody who appears before their outer gate who isn’t accompanied by a senior member of Chapter.

From all this you don’t need to be Saloninus to figure out which side the Golden Scales is on in the Scaevola debate. Personally, if I have an opinion, I incline marginally towards the opposite view. I wasn’t about to say so in this company, however.
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WHEN YOU ACTUALLY get in there, the Scaevola archive is disappointingly small. It consists of one book—the autograph manuscript of On The Plague, the only copy in existence—and a bottle.

The book is interesting. Scaevola didn’t write on a parchment roll, like you or I would do. No; he had a proper codex book made up and bound, its pages pumiced smooth and blank, for him to write on. Clearly he was confident that he wouldn’t have to make many corrections or alterations. By the same token, he was confident that his work would merit preservation, and would be consulted regularly. His handwriting is classic Archaic cursive miniature, supremely elegant, beautifully clear and neat, with wide margins, the words precisely and amply spaced, every letter the same height. He did his own illumination; only the capitals, in an austere but attractive abstract style, using reds, blues and the very occasional blush of gold leaf. When you look at a page of his work as an object, an artefact, it conveys a sense of great calm, detachment, a beautiful mind, an almost inhuman timelessness. You’d expect a god to write like that, causing the words to appear on the parchment without the involvement of pen or brush. Let it be written, he commanded; and it was so.

The bottle, by contrast, was just a bottle. Three inches high, cylindrical, of dark green glass, stoppered with a circular glass plug and sealed with pine-pitch. My father used to dig up bottles like that all the time, when he was a gardener at the Conservatory. In terms of style and fabric it was exactly right for Scaevola; two hundred years old, unmistakably Mezentine. They made millions of bottles like that, and sold them right across the world, sometimes empty, more usually containing perfume, arrow-poison or fermented fish sauce. The glass is so opaque that you can’t see what’s inside, but there’s a little scrap of a label, glued on with rabbit-fur gum. It reads For The Plague.
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I'D BEEN GREETED at the water-gate by the Abbot himself. He was a big, burly man with a neck like an ox, massive broad hands (like my father’s); hard to imagine those fingers turning pages or cradling a pen. He had a high, sharp voice and exquisite vowels. I don’t think he approved of me. It was raining, and his hair was plastered to his head.

“Under normal circumstances—” It was the fifth or sixth time he’d said that. “Under normal circumstances, we would never entertain such an application, not even with lives at risk. There have been outbreaks of plague before; undoubtedly there will be again. That is not our fault.”

We were walking across a quadrangle so fast that I had to trot to keep up. I knew I was expected to say something at this point, but I had no idea what. So I said, “Absolutely.”

“An explicit request from the Chancellor, however—” He shrugged, without slowing down. “And I grant you, the situation is exceptionally grave, unprecedented. Accordingly, I felt I had no alternative but to put my own reservations to one side and agree to this—” He frowned, unable to come up with a category that my visit fell into, or a word to describe it. “You may have full access, subject to supervision. I trust that will be acceptable.”

He made me feel as though I’d got his daughter pregnant and then asked the size of the dowry. “Thank you,” I said. Let the record show, by the way, that nobody had thanked me for anything, at any point in the proceedings; none of my superiors at the Studium, nobody in the civil government, certainly none of the Golden Scales mob. I, of course, was the poor sod who was going to save the City. Or wipe out the human race. One or the other, anyhow.
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A LITTLE CONTEXT. There are, of course, two main varieties of plague: the Red Death, which kills one in five, spreads at roughly walking pace, and burns itself out within a month; and the White Death, which travels faster than a greyhound can run, kills one in three, and can last for over a year. The outbreak reported in the City was almost certainly the Red Death; the milder form, but still no laughing matter in a city crowded to bursting with refugees and liable to be besieged at any moment. Quite apart from the humanitarian considerations, twenty per cent mortality would reduce the garrison to the point where the City couldn’t be effectively defended. Without the City, the source of nearly a third of its revenue, the Council simply couldn’t afford to continue the war.

Hence the urgency.

Opinions, you see, are divided. Some authorities, reputable and credible, believe that Scaevola found a cure for the Red Death, but died before it could be tested during a major outbreak. The opposite view—the most-evil-man-that-ever-lived tendency—maintain that Scaevola studied the Red Death all his life with a view, not to curing it, but to improving it; and that the fruit of his labours was the White Death, which occurred for the first time in the same year that he died. A subsection of that party goes further and asserts that the White Death was merely a prototype, and that Scaevola died, ironically of his own plague, after he had perfected but before he released the final version. My job was to examine the evidence and decide—before the outbreak took hold, and before the Duke’s army reached the City—whether the famous bottle stored in the vaults of the Golden Scales and helpfully labelled For The Plague contained the cure or the hundred-per-cent effective Mark II.

No pressure.
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ANTIGONO SCAEVOLA; BORN in an obscure village in Aelia, uncertain when; took his vows at the White Bone monastery (at that time a lowly provincial priory) in the year that Gaiseric died; moved from the White Bone to the Arrowhead at some unknown point in his career; recorded as precentor of the Arrowhead in AUC 667, though the reference may just possibly be to his cousin, Antipholo Scaevola, also a monk in the same order; died at some point after AUC 682; probably. All his life he studied the plague, drawing on the extensive medical library of the Arrowhead and his own field work among the peasants of the Hugin valley during the devastating outbreaks of the ’sixties and ’seventies. Along the way, he invented what we now call the scientific method—hypothesis, enquiry, experiment, proof, review; laid the foundations of modern medical alchemy; identified the seat of the choleric and sanguine humours; from his notes are drawn the cures for such now-extinct monsters as marsh fever and Aelian dropsy, though he lacked either the time or the inclination to bring the cures to usable form himself. There are hundreds of thousands of people alive today who’d be dead if it wasn’t for Scaevola, and large parts of Moesia and Blemmya would be uninhabitable.

His own writings fall into two parts. The scientific works—Origins of Diseases, Investigations and Concerning the Plague—are sober, scientific and impersonal; bare records of facts and data, accounts of experiments, cautious drawing of guarded conclusions. His other writings, the Melancholia, are in a rather different vein, ranging from biting satires on worldly manners, institutions and conventions to what you can really only call passionate love-songs to Truth, Purity and what he chose to call the Quintessence. I have to say, the satirical bits are much more entertaining than the soppy stuff, which is mostly unreadable or unintelligible; though you have to bear in mind that he lived during the heyday of the Mannerists, and tastes change. Suffice it to say, you wouldn’t read the Melancholia for pleasure, though some of the invectives against lust and debauchery enjoy a certain popularity with first-year Philosophy students. He’s not a comfortable personality to spend time with, as I know all too well. The conclusion you come away with is that he doesn’t think much of the human race as it stands. What’s less certain is whether he believes it can be fixed by medicine, physical and spiritual, or whether it’d be better in the long run to throw it away and get a new one.
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SO THERE I was, in a cell (both meanings of the word apply), as close as I’d ever got to my lifelong companion, Antigono Scaevola; my only other companion a water-clock, to remind me that time was very much of the essence. The decision was mine; to uncork the bottle, or not. Nobody was sufficiently qualified to help or advise me. All the tools and materials that might possibly inform my decision were in front of me on the table, or in the notebook I’d brought with me, or in my head. For a man whose most momentous decision up till then had been which shoes to wear to Chapter, it was all a bit much.

Concerning me. Like Scaevola (probably) I’m a poor man’s son. My father was a gardener, before her marriage my mother worked in the hospitality industry; quite probably, the first time they met, money changed hands. I got my place at the Silver Lily because of my singing voice, which broke six months later, but by then I’d impressed my teachers enough to secure a scholarship to the Studium, which is where I’ve been ever since. I haven’t seen my family for thirty years, I don’t know if they’re even still alive, and to be honest, I’m not all that bothered. As I see it, I’m a moderately successful and useful collaboration between the Studium and myself. Most of all, I am by nature, upbringing and inclination a person of very little importance. As for the greater world outside the monastery walls, I bear it no ill-will but what did it ever do for me?
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"I'VE READ THE manuscript,” I told them.

They were watching me, like dogs watch their cruel master, ready for the first signs of a kick, ready to outsnatch the others if a reward gets thrown their way. “Well?”

I took a moment to pull myself together. I can’t explain clearly when I’m shaking. Can’t breathe properly. “There’s no doubt in my mind,” I said, “that Scaevola found a cure for the Red Death. He deduced—quite brilliantly, I might add—that it’s miasmic in origin, being engendered by decay and corruption and spread through the air in the manner of pollen or spores. He states that he tested this hypothesis by brewing an antidote, which he dispersed in the same fashion as the disease itself propagates. He left detailed notes and case studies. There was a minor outbreak of Red Death in the Cunossa district in AUC 670—I can verify that, from my own researches. It was remarkably short-lived, and abated with an abnormally low death rate. I now know that Scaevola cured that outbreak. He found a cure, and it worked.”

Short pause, to let all that sink in. They were so quiet, you could hear the mice behind the wainscote. “So the bottle—”

I held up my hand. “Nowhere in the manuscript is there a formula for the cure,” I said. “Either he didn’t record it, or he wrote it down somewhere else, and it’s lost. Now it’s entirely possible that the bottle contains a dose of the cure. If so, all we have to do is uncork it downwind within ten miles of the City, and the City will be saved. The label says, For the Plague. There is, of course, no reference to the bottle we have in the manuscript.”

The Abbot looked as though he’d been holding his breath for a long time. “Go on,” he said. “I take it there’s more.”

“More data?” I shook my head. “No. The rest of the manuscript is a sequence of alchemical experiments and calculations. It’s unfinished. My guess is, he died before he was able to complete the project, or write it up. The only way to ascertain the meaning of all that would be to replicate the experiments, step by step; my guess is, that would take between nine months and a year, before we could actually venture an educated guess at what the procedure was actually designed to achieve. Whatever it was, it occupied the entirety of Scaevola’s thoughts and energies, from 670, when he came up with the cure, until his death, when it was probably unfinished.” I paused for breath, and went on: “Whatever it was, clearly Scaevola reckoned it was more important than curing the Red Death, which I think, though I can’t be sure, he regarded as just one step along a greater way. In other words, the cure was a by-product, not the end in itself.”

Someone I didn’t know interrupted; “I know you can’t say for certain, but you can guess. What do you think he was really after?”

I took a deep breath. “I can’t decide,” I said. “There are two possibilities, and the evidence for both is equally strong. Either he was on the track of an elixir of life—believing, falsely as we now know, but back then they didn’t, that decay and entropy are miasmic rather than endemic, and can be cured like any other disease—”

“Or?”

“Or he was trying to breed a perfected form of the plague; one that couldn’t be cured.”

Dead silence; then a lot of angry shouting. What was said doesn’t reflect well on the Order or scholarship in general, so I won’t bother with it. After a while they calmed down a bit, and someone asked me, “So what are you going to do?”

“On the basis of what I know? I can’t possibly make that decision. I need more data.”

The Abbot scowled at me. “Where from? There’s no-one left to ask.”

The moment I hadn’t been looking forward to. “Actually,” I said.
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NECROMANCY IS FROWNED on, to put it mildly, in our profession. We teach our students that it’s impossible, explaining why, with irreproachably convincing arguments—it’s magic; magic doesn’t exist, it’s just silly superstition; we’re scientists, not wizards.

That’s not strictly true. But only about six of us at any one time have the necessary qualifications, licenses and faculties to do it, and there has to be a resolution of the Grand Chapter, four-fifths majority, before the actual procedure can be carried out. Convening a Grand Chapter takes between six weeks and three months, depending on the time of the year and the state of the roads; quite apart from anything else, it costs a fortune in heralds’ fees, travel and accommodation expenses, the cost of having five hundred copies of the required documentation copied and illuminated, hire of the chapter-house at the White Cross (because we haven’t got a functions space big enough at the Studium); it’s a lot of fuss and bother and expense in order to do something that nobody wants to do and which is never necessary or justifiable.

And quite right, too. It’s a singularly repulsive idea, and nobody in his right mind would want anything to do with it. And that’s assuming it is actually possible—which may not be the case at all. There are no known instances of a raising of the dead, scientifically recorded and written up in a book. It’s one of those things we don’t talk about.

It’s typical of my rotten luck that I happen to be one of the six. I studied—oh, for crying out loud, the M word—not because I’m remotely interested in all that junk, but because it’s an area of metaphysics that happens to coincide with the genuine, real science that I specialise in. Accordingly, I learnt how—in theory—to summon spirits from the vasty deep, turn milk sour, raise tempests at sea, cure warts with kisses and (so help me) raise the dead.

In theory. I’d never actually tried it, of course. I’m a scientist, not a wizard.
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THE FACE IN the mirror blinked, pulled a sad face and gazed at me. “Who the hell are you?” it said.

“Nobody you’d know,” I replied. “More to the point, who are you?”

The face in the mirror was mine, of course; every familiar line and wrinkle, the soft little chins in stepped progression, like stairs. “I’m Antigono Scaevola,” said my face, and a wave of panic washed over its idiotic features. “What am I doing here? What’s happening? What are you doing to me?”

“It’s perfectly all right,” I lied.

“It hurts.”

“It’s necessary.” No lie this time. “You are the ghost of Antigono Scaevola. I need to ask you some questions. The quicker you answer them, the sooner it’ll be over, and you can go.”

He—I—looked scared to death. “You can’t do this,” he said. “It’s obscene.”

“That’s rich, coming from you.”

One of the Brothers was a soldier before he left the world and took Orders. He told me, in a battle, hand-to-hand fighting, you look into the eyes of the hideous monster who’s charging at you screaming and trying to kill you, and what do you invariably see? Terror. They’re scared to death, just like you. “What do you want?”

I held up the bottle so it showed up in the mirror. I assumed that would mean he could see it. “This,” I said.

“Oh, that.”

“What does it do?”

My eyes went blank, and that fatuous stupid look that means I’m up to something covered my face. I’m a hopeless liar. “It’s the cure.”

“It cures the Red Death.”

“Yes.”

When I was a novice, the other novices loved playing cards with me. They always won. “You’re lying.”

“Why would I want to do that?”

“You want me to uncork the bottle.”

“It’s the cure.”

I thought for a moment. If I was him, what would I do? What would I be thinking? “I don’t think so. I think it’s the perfect plague.”

“No. It’s the cure.”

“I think,” I said to myself, “that you think, that if I’m here and I’ve raised you from the dead, things must be pretty serious. There must be a bad outbreak of plague, bad enough to take this risk. If I open the bottle and it’s the cure, tens of thousands will be saved. But you’re the most evil man who ever lived. You only found the cure so you could make sure the improved version was incurable. If this bottle really contains the antidote, the last thing you’d want would be for me to open it. So, you say it’s the cure, and the look on your face makes me think you’re lying.”

He stared at me, then burst out laughing. “Are you serious?”

I looked deep into my eyes, trying to see something there I could set foot on, like you do when you’re up to your knees in soft mud. “Are you the most evil man that ever lived?”

“You’re the expert. You tell me.”

It hurts. What it hurts, given that the dead are insubstantial, we have no idea; but all informed authorities agree, it hurts. Time, therefore, was on my side, not his.

“I’m not a cruel man,” I said. “Unlike you, I don’t enjoy inflicting pain.”

He grinned. “This hurts you more than it hurts me? I doubt it.”

“So do I. And I can keep it up for a long time.”

“Time has no meaning where I am.”

“That’s fine, then.” I leaned back and crossed my arms. He didn’t. “Let’s just relax for an hour. What’s the weather like on your side?”

“What makes you think,” he said, “that I’m the most evil man who ever lived?”

“You cured the Red Death and kept the cure to yourself. You invented the White Death.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. The White Death killed me.”

I shrugged. “You’re careless as well as evil.”

“The White variety was a mistake,” he said. “It was a side-effect of the cure. I created a vaccine—do you know what that means?”

“No.”

“It’s a sample of the disease modified to cure the disease. Fire drives out fire, that sort of thing. But one of my early attempts to make a vaccine went wrong. Instead, I accidentally bred a more virulent strain. I tried to contain it, stoppered up in a bottle clearly marked Do Not Touch, but some clown of a novice opened it. I died as a result. So yes, I created the White Death. I was punished for it, though not nearly enough, I grant you. But not maliciously, believe me.”

“Sorry,” I said. “I don’t.”

“On what grounds?”

“I don’t know.”

I gave me a contemptuous look. “How scientific.”

“A hunch,” I said. “Based,” I realised as I said it, “on an inconsistency. You found a cure for the Red Death, but you never wrote it down. Therefore, your motive—”

“Of course I wrote it down.”

I blinked first. “You did?”

“Of course. I called it A Cure for the Plague. I wrote it out and filed it in the library.”

Now there he had me. Tradition says that all of Scaevola’s works were preserved in the Arrowhead library, but the actual index for the period in question is lost. “Did you?”

“Of course I did. It’s still there. Isn’t it?”

Raising the question; what happened to the index? When was it lost, exactly? I’m ashamed to admit, I didn’t know, though I should have found out. “No,” I said. “There’s no record of anything by that name written by you.”

“Oh for—” He seemed genuinely upset. By then, I was working on the assumption that he was a far better liar than me, but that was just an assumption. “In that case, isn’t it lucky that I know the formula off by heart? You’ve got a pen and something to write on.”

“Yes.”

“Splendid. Now, then. Take one part sal draconis. Now it has to be absolutely pure; handle it with gloves, because the slightest trace of sweat on your hands will spoil it. Add one part—”

“Let me stop you there.”

“Are you mad? This is the formula. One part sal draconis. One part aqua regia fortissima. Add the salt to the acid, not the other way around, if you value your eyesight. Add one part—” He stopped. “You’re not writing.”

“I have no way of knowing,” I said, “what you’re giving me a formula for.”

“Idiot.”

Fair comment. Writing it down couldn’t hurt. “One part sal, yes. Go on.”

I took dictation. When he’d finished, I cast an eye over what I’d got; and yes, at first glance, from what I knew about the subject, I could see; it could well be a cure for a miasmic infection. In fact, it was brilliant, inspired, pure genius. It would cure the Red Death, and with a bit of work it was a foundation for a cure for the White Death. At first glance.

He was looking at me. “Now do you believe me?”

“This formula,” I said, “takes about nine months to prepare.”

“Yes, about that. So what? It can’t be made any faster than that. Not possible.”

“I think you’re rather clever. I think this is the genuine cure. I think the bottle contains the new, incurable plague. I think you gave me the cure to fool me into opening the bottle.”

“Oh for God’s sake.” The image in the mirror jumped to its feet, an angry, histrionic gesture. I did the same, by instinct or mere symmetrical attraction. Which one of us knocked the bottle off the table I really don’t care to guess.

It fell. I watched it fall. It broke.
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I'M WRITING THIS, so you can figure it for yourself. The bottle, For The Plague, did not contain the spores of a new, incurable epidemic. By the time I’d registered the smashing of the bottle he was gone, and I was too exhausted and traumatised to get him back.

On a sheet of paper on the table was the formula; a cure for the Red Death. Probably genuine, certainly useless, since by the time it was ready, the whole City would be dead. I had released what was presumably the antidote to the Red Death, but too far from the City for it to do any good. Wasted. Ah well.

Needless to say, I didn’t dare go back. I made my excuses to the Abbot, some rigmarole about having to look something up in a library somewhere, and rode as fast as I could go in the opposite direction. I crossed the Vesani border just before nightfall. You don’t want to come in here, the border guard told me, there’s plague in Cortis Maior. I’m afraid I laughed at him.

I had friends, academic colleagues, in Boc Bohec; they got me a low-level teaching post, and here I still am, with my headful of guilty wisdom and my scrap of paper. The one that starts off Take one part sal draconis—
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IF I WAS the most evil man in the world, and possibly I was for a while, this is what I’d do. I’d brew a bottle of the cure, leave it in plain sight, properly labelled. I’d use it to cure an outbreak. I’d then publish the formula for the incurable strain, the one that starts off take one part sal draconis, and say that was the formula for the cure. Simultaneous release, everywhere. That’s what I’d do. I think.

They tell me that most of what used to be the City is just grass and brambles now; you can still make out the shapes of some of the squares and broader avenues, but Nature takes back its own at an alarming rate. In ten years, there’ll just be a green mess. There’s something unspeakably pure and innocent about Nature. I think Scaevola would approve.

The Studium evacuated in good time; by some miracle, none of the faculty or the brethren caught the plague, nor did they take it with them to their new home. I suspect that miracle had something to do with the M word, but of course, the M thing doesn’t exist, so that can’t be right. Half a million people died, but no valuable learning was lost. So that’s all right.

If I was the most evil man in the world—I don’t think I am, right now, but things change. The plague, Red and White varieties, continues to rage through the civilised nations of the Middle Sea, and I heard the other day that it’s spread as far as the savages, the Arinholet and the No Vei; clouds and silver linings, I guess, though maybe that’s a trifle unfeeling of me. People—scholars, informed opinion—are starting to talk in terms of a level of mortality from which there can be no recovery; the end of civilisation as we know it, the end of Mankind. If two-thirds die, or is it three-quarters—opinions differ—can we ever recover, or will inbreeding and inherited deficiencies among the surviving breeding stock finish off what the plague started? Can Mankind be saved without a cure—a cure now, not in fifty years time, not even ten.

Maybe I have the cure, here, in my hand. Maybe withholding it will make me the most stupid man who ever lived. Maybe every word he told me was the exact truth; I have no proof whatsoever that it wasn’t. I have all the ingredients laid out on the table, ready. They’ve been there for five years. The alchemical skill required to brew the formula is not great.

I look at myself in the mirror, and ask myself: what would you do?





Rules
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I’m sorry.”
His talons sank into my chest, without breaking the skin. He was feeling for my soul.

“I’m sorry,” he repeated, “but your time’s up.”

My head was swimming, but I managed to wave in the general direction of the hourglass. “Not yet,” I mumbled. He frowned, turned his head. “Not yet,” I repeated.

His talons stopped fumbling inside me. “Fine,” he said. “Strictly speaking, you have fifteen seconds. Then the time expires, the contract falls due. The contract you signed.” His pale red eyes were inches from mine, so that his face was a blur. “The watertight contract—”

“Stop,” I said.

“You know the rules. I’m sorry.”

“I want to negotiate.”
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USUALLY, AT THAT point I’d wake up. I’d had the same recurring nightmare, every night for ten years, ever since I gazed into those pale red eyes and signed the contract with a goose-quill dipped in my own blood. This time, I didn’t wake up, because I wasn’t dreaming.

Six weeks into the ten years, I lodged a formal complaint with his superiors about those dreams. They constituted, I argued, a derogation from grant and a fundamental breach of the implied covenant of quiet enjoyment; if I couldn’t close my eyes without being horribly reminded of the fate that awaited me, how could I be expected to derive any pleasure from the ten years I was contractually entitled to? To which they replied; what dreams? It turns out that anything we see in our sleep (I didn’t know this; did you?) is nothing to do with Them, or the Other Lot. It counts as Creativity, which they’re incapable of, just as they’re not capable of telling a lie. Dreams come from inside us, the uncontrolled, uncontrollable part that constitutes our very essence (hereinafter referred to as ‘the Soul’; clause 1, subsection 4) and we’re solely responsible for them. They have no influence over them whatsoever. We are such stuff as dreams are made from, apparently. Strange, but true.
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"YOU WANT TO what?”

“Negotiate. Make a deal.”

He laughed in my face. His breath smelt of sulphur. “You have five seconds, and then—”

“I can make you an offer you can’t refuse.”
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WHICH IS WHY lies are a bastard; literally. The Father of them isn’t their father. Lies are fiction, fiction is creative, they can’t create, they can only redistribute. Which is why, if you ask them a question, they have to give you a straight answer. “Are you interested?”

“You have three seconds.”

“Are you interested?”

He sighed noisily and pulled his hand out of my chest. “Yes,” he said. “Well, intrigued. But I strongly suspect you of playing for time.”

The last grain of sand dropped. “I want to negotiate,” I repeated.

“Double or quits?” He grinned at me. “You have absolutely nothing to negotiate with.”

“Yes I have.”

“You have nothing. You’re about to die, and proverbially, you can’t take it with you. And you can’t even call your soul your own. Everyone else can, but not you.”

“I have an idea.”

The look on his face; I almost felt sorry for him. Having dealt with his organisation for ten years, I knew that they weren’t tolerant of anything that might possibly be construed as incompetence on the part of their field officers. He’d always been dead straight with me. I didn’t want to get him in trouble. Nevertheless.

He closed his eyes, then shrugged. “Shoot,” he said.
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I GUESS I'M what you might call an inveterate under-achiever. My father was a gardener’s son who made a fortune in the tanning business, taught himself to read, and then to appreciate fine literature, philosophy, art and music; late in life he published a collection of his essays—anonymously—and became an overnight sensation and a set text in the Universities. He could also paint, and compose madrigals, and play five musical instruments. My mother was a country schoolmaster’s daughter, with a fine business brain. When my father was starting out in business and they desperately needed capital, she wrote and copied out primers of grammar and syntax, which sold like hot cakes in the market towns and paid for my father’s first tanning yard. My elder brother, who died far too young, took over the business and doubled the profits within five years. My sister plays the flute—she’s one of the very few women to have given recitals in front of the Duke and his court—and she coaches the sons and daughters of noblemen at chess, for which they pay her ridiculous sums of money. I, on the other hand—

I was always the smart one in our family. He’ll go far, that boy; it’d be a wicked waste confining a brain like that to sordid commerce; all he needs is to find himself and then, you just watch. People made excuses for me. They said; it’s always difficult when you’re the talented son of a famous father. They said; give him time, there’s plenty of time, one of these days he’ll do something quite extraordinary, and it’ll have been well worth the wait.

I was brilliant at school. At the University, I spent all my time drunk or hung over. The only time I looked at the work I’d been set was the morning before I was due to be examined on it by my tutors; I’d glance at it, pull on a fresh shirt and totter off to confound and astonish my mentors with my amazing insight and originality of thought, and all before I’d had my morning seedcake and porter. If they’d held the examinations in the afternoon, by which time I’d have been properly awake and not yet drunk, I think they’d have made me a professor on the spot. But it was all so easy, so obvious to a man with half a brain; after all, the great poets and philosophers wrote with the intention of being understood, they weren’t spies sneaking out state secrets in code, all you had to do was read what they’d written, and that gave you all the answers to the examiners’ questions, on a plate. It was like cheating.

Eventually, I passed so many examinations that I had to leave, a fine instance of being punished for virtue. I didn’t want to go. The taverns and inns of Beloisa are the finest in the world, and where else can you find fellow-drinkers so well worth talking to or quarrelling with? The architecture is superb, and even the rain (admittedly, the incessant rain) smells so much sweeter there than anywhere else. But no, they said I’d learned everything there was to learn, so I had to go home—Mezentia, second biggest city in the world, where the walls are black with soot and nobody starves, not even the poorest, because there’s always so much work to be done and never enough people to do it. I hung around for six months, annoying my poor brother to death with suggestions for improving the business, all the more annoying because they were good suggestions and they came from me, a debauched dilettante who despised trade and industry. He politely suggested that I might like to travel and see the world. Money no object. I could have as much money as I liked, so long as I went away.
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I ALWAYS THINK better under pressure. When I’d told him I had an idea, strictly speaking I was lying, unless you care to regard the words as a confident prediction rather than a statement of fact.

“I’m waiting,” he said.

By which time, the idea had come to me; fresh, moist and fragrant as the Goddess who was born from an egg in the famous painting, and as completely and perfectly formed. I relaxed. A moment ago I’d had nothing. Now I was fully armed and armoured, master of many legions. I took a deep breath and smiled at him.

“Under the terms of our contract,” I said, “you’re entitled to my soul. I’m not disputing that.”

“I’m so glad.”

“My soul,” I repeated. “An ordinary, pretty worthless specimen, which would almost certainly have come your way in the normal course of events; the soul of a drunken profligate, guilty of the sins of pride, wrath, indolence—”

He frowned. “Steady on,” he said.

“Yes, but you can’t deny it, can you? Face it. You, or your colleagues, made a bad bargain. They paid for what they would have got for free.”

I’d touched a raw nerve. “We like to be certain,” he said. “People have a way of changing when you least expect it.”

“You made a bad bargain,” I repeated. “You paid ten years of unbridled indulgence and licence for a dissipated libertine. I imagine your auditors will have something to say about that, in due course.”

He grinned at me, but I knew I’d landed a touch. “Ah well,” he said. “We can afford it.”

I shook my head. Arrogance annoys people, but it makes them listen. They’re so determined to catch you in an error, they hang on your every word. “My father would have a fit if he heard you say that,” I told him. “Mind you, he understood business. No offence, but clearly you don’t. Breaking even on a deal isn’t something to be proud of, and as for making a loss—”

“Get on with it,” he said.

Behind me, I could sense things—shadows, shapes, interferences with the passage of light—creeping steadily closer, impatient for the word of command. But I’d been in tight corners before. “On the rare occasions my father made a bad deal,” I said, “he always made a point of redeeming himself by turning the disaster into an opportunity, that’s why he was such a very fine businessman. It can always be done, he used to say. There’s always an opportunity, you just need the wit to recognise it.”

He yawned, a bit too ostentatiously. “All this flannel,” he said, “suggests to me that your actual offer is weak. Come to the point. And let’s not have quite so much about your wise and deeply-respected old man. You despised him, I know that for a fact.”

I was genuinely upset by that, because it simply wasn’t true. “On the contrary,” I said. “He was a better man than me, and I admire him enormously. Your fact isn’t a fact, it’s a lie, and you’re the one straying from the point. Do you want to hear the deal, or not?”

“Temper.” He smirked at me. So what? I know my faults. A man in my position has few illusions about himself. “Please bear in mind, you’re the one trying to inveigle me. You won’t do that by shouting.”
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(ON THE CONTRARY; a show of petulance at that point demonstrated how confident I was in the merit of my proposal. Fawning and extreme politeness would only have showed weakness. He, of course, couldn’t tell the difference between that, a well-phrased sales pitch—what he called flannel—and playing for time. Evidently he wasn’t a skilled negotiator. Not the sharpest knife in the drawer, either.)
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"LET'S START AGAIN," I said. “We’ve agreed, my soul is a pretty poor catch and barely worth having.”

“I wouldn’t go that far.”

“You flatter me. But let’s suppose that, in place of my pathetic little specimen, I could secure you a soul of infinitely greater value, and one which in the normal course of events you wouldn’t have a hope in—sorry, any hope at all of acquiring.” I paused to let it sink in. “Interested?”

Honestly. If only I’d known, I’d have suckered him into a game of cards, instead of trying to make a deal. Some people you can read like a book. He was more like a huge gilded inscription on the pediment of a public building. “I might be,” he said, after a long pause. “Be more specific.”

“Fine,” I said. “How would it be if I could get you Saturninus?”
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I MET HIM when I was at the University. He was what they call a sizar, or servitor; a poor kid who’s allowed in to the lectures in return for doing menial work—waiting at table, slicing carrots, washing vomit off the Convocation Hall steps. He was a miserable little thing, like a drowned puppy; big round eyes, little stubby nose and chin, two or three black wires on his upper lip and already starting to go bald at nineteen. He couldn’t afford to drink, so I used to treat him, which meant he was often late for work and hung over, which got him into ever so much trouble, which I’m ashamed to say I found terribly amusing. He couldn’t hold his liquor, any more than I can hold an eel. But I taught him to drink like a gentleman and a scholar, because sober he could barely string two words together, whereas drunk he was magnificent. You’d laugh at him, because little drunk men are inherently funny, but ten times as much with him, because he was hilariously witty, if you like blood and skin and bits of crunched-up bone mixed in with your satire. His theme was the iniquities of the nobility, vice, corruption, the rottenness of the established order, and the sad thing was, he could never remember a word of it the morning after, which was such a waste. I could, though; I used to write a lot of it down when I got back to my lodgings, whole notebooks full, which I subsequently gave him for birthdays and Ascension.

Now here’s a point. Sure, he was bright before I met him, clever enough to get a sizarship, when his father was a poor weaver in the Mesoge somewhere; but the glorious language, the fluency, the divine eloquence—was that always in there, locked up behind the stammering tongue and the half-witted stare, or was it the result of an alchemical reaction between his innate soul and alcohol? Everyone knows, he only writes when he’s drunk, which is most of the time. If I hadn’t made him a drunkard, would he ever have written a damn thing?

Drunkenness, by the way—I looked it up—isn’t an official sin per se; it’s an aggravating factor in determining the seriousness of sin, it’s a breeding ground and hotbed of vice, but it’s not actually an offence in itself. In theory, you can be marinaded in the stuff like herrings and still go to heaven, provided you don’t do any of the things that drunkenness almost always leads to. If, by contrast, it empowers you to do good, great or glorious work, they can’t have you for it.
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"IS THAT IT?" he said.

Not what I’d been expecting. “Isn’t that enough?”

He was thinking it over. “Saturninus,” he said. “He writes plays, doesn’t he?”

Sometimes I despair of other people. “You could say that. Yes, he writes plays. He’s the greatest dramatist who ever lived. The greatest writer. The greatest creative artist. Quite possibly the greatest human being.”

He was laughing at me. “Such passion,” he said. “Fond of the theatre, are you?”

“You’ve known me for ten years.”

He shrugged. “I know you like entertainments generally.”

He’d riled me, to the point where I was prepared to gamble; not something I usually do, unless they’re my dice. “Tell you what,” I said. “Can you go a thousand years into the future?”

“Sure.” He looked at me. “What, you mean now?”

“Yes.”

I think he actually flickered slightly. “All right. Now what?”

His relationships with time and space had always intrigued me. I wish I’d taken the time to make him explain, but I never got round to it. “Find the nearest theatre. I’m assuming they still—”

“It’s called the Fortune,” he said. “I’m outside the front entrance.”

“Look up.”

He frowned. “What am I supposed to be looking for?”

“The name of the play.”

“Valens and Orsea.” He blinked. “By Saturninus.”

I nodded. “One of his so-called problem plays. Now try another theatre, in another country.”

“Cardolan.” He turned his head slightly, his eyes fixed on nothing I could see. “The Widow’s Tragedy. Genseric the Great, Part One.” He closed his eyes, breathed out, then opened them again. “Point taken,” he said. Then he glared at me. “How did you know—?”

“I didn’t. But I was so sure, I was prepared to take the chance. You know me, I only bet on certainties.”

“Fine.” He had that troubled look. “In a thousand years, the plays of Saturninus are still alive and being shown all over the place. Actually, that’s rather impressive.”

“Isn’t it, though.”

“That’s—” His eyebrows rose. “And we—”

I smiled. “You didn’t get him.”

That got me a black look. “I’m not authorised to disclose that information.”

“You didn’t get him.”

“No.” He wasn’t happy. “How do you know that? Don’t tell me it was a prediction based on overwhelming probability, the man was a drunk who spent his life in taverns and theatres, mixing with bad company and exposed to all manner of vicious behaviour.”

“I was at the University,” I reminded him. “I studied theology and canon law. I know the rules.”

He gave me that despairing look I’d come to recognise over the last ten years. “Contrary to common misconception,” he said, “courage is only a virtue when displayed by the virtuous. A brave sinner is worse than a cowardly one, because he dares more. You might want to bear that in mind.”

I laughed. “I wrote an essay on that when I was nineteen,” I said. “I won a prize for it.”

“I’m not disputing you were brilliant in your youth.”

Ouch. Still, a good fencer doesn’t mind getting pricked if it helps him stab his enemy through the heart. “Saturninus,” I said. “A truly great soul. Richly deserving to be called the flower of his species. And on the other hand, me. Admit it, you’ve already decided. There can only be one possible choice.”

He nodded. “A bird in the hand,” he said. “Now, this may hurt quite a lot.”
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FOR SOMEONE WHO'S led such a privileged life, I’ve had my fair share of moments of paralysing terror. Most of them involved falling, or nearly falling—a misjudged leap from a window, a drainpipe pulling away from a wall—while others involved other people, mostly irrational men in taverns. Once I was chased by a bull, and once I was cornered in a closed courtyard by four wolfhounds.

A pattern emerges. First, paralysis, sometimes but not always accompanied by physical symptoms and bodily weaknesses. Then a moment of painfully extreme clarity, in which I accept that I’m about to die, and if that’s how it has to be, so be it. Then—so far, at least—unexpected survival, followed by the shakes, nausea, cold sweats, a solemn vow to forswear stupidity and vicious living forever.

Once I’d got him interested, once the negotiations had started, it never occurred to me that I could possibly fail. The idea was a good one. It made sense. It was legal, and he had the authority to make the deal without needing to refer to his superiors. My only negative feeling was regret that I hadn’t thought of it earlier, and saved myself all that anxiety.

In his shoes I’d have jumped at it. That’s my trouble. I overestimate people.

“It’s based,” he explained, “on an error of logic. If you betray a fellow human soul, one that would’ve achieved salvation if it wasn’t for you, that’s a sin. For pity’s sake, that’s what we do. So, if you make the deal, you’re a sinner and we get you anyway. Damned if you don’t, damned if you do.” He paused and frowned. “Is that a proverb yet?”

“What?”

“No, I don’t think it is. Maybe it originates with me.” He shrugged. “You see my point? It’d be an exercise in futility, as far as you’re concerned.”

Relief flooded over me like the incoming tide. I’d considered that point. “No,” I said, “that’s why my idea is so clever. I’ll qualify for the overriding benefit exemption.”

“An innocent soul seduced into damnation? I hardly think so.”

“You haven’t heard all the details.”
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SATURNINUS WASN'T HIS real name; I called him that, after the character in the Dialogues, and people heard me and assumed that was his name, and it was so much better than his real one, which no civilised person could pronounce. His great-grandfather was a horse-archer in the armies of Teuderic IV, so presumably he was Aram Chantat or No Vei, which would be where his great-grandson got his nose from.

He got his sizarship at Beloisa through the intercession of his parish priest—an under-achiever, like me, who’d been a notable scholar before poverty forced him to take a rural living in the middle of nowhere, but who still had a few friends at the Centre of the Universe. The idea was that Saturninus would get enough of an education to set up as a scrivener or a notary in one of the settlements that pass for towns in the Mesoge, and use some of the vast wealth he earned thereby to support his immense extended family, all of whom were poor as dogs and lazy as greyhounds.

My original plan for him was that he should earn his living writing satirical pamphlets, for which there was a terrific vogue at the time. It seemed to be the work he was born to do, and for a while he laboured diligently at it. But he wrote sober, and the results were nothing special. One thing he did do was pop in little snippets of dialogue, and that was when it hit me. Saturninus wasn’t meant to be a pamphleteer. He was a natural playwright.

Back then, the theatre business was even more overcrowded than it is now. There were two schools or factions, with no love lost between them: the professionals, men of lowly origins, mostly actors, and the noble amateurs, who wrote for love of the drama rather than money. The second faction were mostly talentless but owned two-thirds of the theatres and used their influence to close down the remaining third, though they had an annoying knack of popping up again under a different name on the other side of town, and although the constables never seemed able to find them, the audiences did. But the idiot dilettantes played to full houses too. People love to go to the theatre, and who wants to see the same show twice?

My brilliant idea was to enlist Saturninus on the side of the rich kids. Back then, the hard-bitten professionals did mostly histories—the glorious achievements of kings and high-minded nobles, and the crushing of rebellious and revolting peasants, who constituted the comic relief. The rich kids wrote revenge plays set against the foetid corruption of the courts of princes, with the satirical malcontent as the prime mover in the action. I felt Saturninus could do that sort of thing standing on his head. And so he could, when he’d got a few drinks inside him, and picked a few fights and got his face kicked in (he was a hopeless fighter). But what he mostly did, as you well know, is language, the most sublime poetry, the mighty line; and characters, people you felt you’d known all your life, real people put in agonisingly difficult situations, tortured like caged birds put out in the sun, to make them sing. And the rest; you know what happened. My lifetime will for ever be known as the Age of Saturninus, and the rest of us who lived in it will be the supporting cast, illuminated by his sunlight when preceding and subsequent generations have been lost in the darkness of obscurity. Saturninus rewrote our language, changed the way we think, gave our hopes and dreams a local habitation and a name, and made a vast amount of money, nearly all of it for his rich patrons.

Not that he minded about the money, which is unusual for a man of humble origins. Usually they’re tigers over every last penny, and the richer they get, the more they care. Saturninus, on the other hand, couldn’t be bothered. I asked him about it once, and he just looked at me as though I was talking a foreign language. There always seems to be enough money, he said, and that was the end of the conversation.
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IT WAS A close-run thing. He insisted on referring the decision to his superiors, who took a vote; ninety-nine in favour, ninety-eight against. Usually, he told me afterwards, on the incredibly rare occasions when a vote is deemed necessary, the decision is unanimous. “You’re making ever so much trouble for everybody,” he told me sadly. I think I was supposed to feel sorry for them. Actually, I was. I have my faults, but I’ve always been able to see the other man’s point of view; it’s what makes me such a formidable negotiator.
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SATURNINUS WAS WHERE I’d expected him to be, in the corner of the taproom of the Poverty & Obedience in Southgate. They’ll serve anyone there, even geniuses.

He had a black eye, a half-healed cut running from the middle of his cheek to the corner of his mouth and a split, swollen bottom lip. The knuckles of both hands were red raw and four of his fingernails were black where someone had stamped on them. He had a half-empty bottle of the house sheep-dip on the table in front of him. He was reading Tigellinus’ Pastoral Idylls.

I cleared my throat and he looked up. “Oh,” he said. “It’s you.”

I sat down and poured myself a drink from his bottle. “How’s it going?”

You don’t want to talk when you’ve got a fat lip; it hurts, and you sound so stupid. “What do you want?”

“That’s nice.”

“You only come looking for me when you want something.”

I grinned at him. “Let me guess,” I said. “There were six of them and they jumped you when you weren’t looking. Otherwise, you’d have wiped the floor with them.”

“Just the one,” he replied sourly. “And he was over seventy. He hit me with his stick.”

“And you couldn’t bring yourself to hit an old man.”

“I was on the floor by then. What do you want?”

“To make you happy,” I said, and signalled for another bottle.

“I was happy before I knew you,” he said. “Where have you been lately, anyway? I heard you’d got yourself into all sorts of trouble.”

I frowned. “I’ve been abroad,” I said. “Travelling.”

The new bottle arrived; better stuff. I poured us both a drink. “In fact,” he went on, “I’ve been hearing all sorts of weird stuff about you.”

“Really.”

He looked at me. His eyes were red too; coincidence. “You don’t seem surprised.”

I shrugged. “Some of my recent activities could well be open to misinterpretation,” I said. “What are you working on?”

“The usual rubbish.” He prodded the book savagely with his forefinger, as though he wanted to hurt it. “Romantic comedy. Shepherds and shepherdesses. Girls disguised as boys disguised as girls.” He sighed. “There was a point to it when I started, but it’s got itself all lost and tangled up, and now it’s just going through the motions. For two pins I’d throw it on the fire.”

“Don’t do that,” I said quickly. “What does Serdano think?”

He pulled a face. “Oh, he likes it. Anyway, he says he does, you can never tell with him. Besides, all he cares about is whether it’ll go down well with the customers. He only likes rubbish.”

“Mphm. Got much more to do?”

“One more act, thank God, and then I’ll be done with it and I’ll never have to see it again. Bloody thing.” He sighed. “It just gets worse and worse. It’s practice, that’s what the problem is. The more I do, the easier it gets, the more tricks and dodges I learn to make it sound good when really it’s just garbage. I follow the line of least resistance these days, all the damn time. Technique, that’s all I’m good at. I get to a bit where really I should be stopping and thinking, about what I really want it to say, but instead I see a trick or a wrinkle, or something I did five years ago that I can rework so nobody’ll recognise it except me, so I do that instead. It’s because as soon as I start, I screw it all up, and then all I want to do is finish it and get on to the next one, in the vain hope I won’t screw that one up too.” He stopped, and scowled at me. “I know,” he said, “quit moaning, think how lucky I am. You know what? I wish I’d stayed at home and been a weaver.”

“You’re too short. Your feet wouldn’t reach the pedals.”

“You know what? You aren’t helping.”

His words were music to my ears. I knew what they meant. “Plot trouble,” I said.

“You make it sound like—” He drank a bit more. “Yes. It’s all over the place. Have you any idea how hard it is to write about basically stupid people? A load of simpering bloody children. I don’t like them. I find them incredibly annoying.”

Time to change the subject. “I was rereading one of yours only the other day,” I said. “I reckon it’s the best thing you’ve ever done.”

He closed his eyes and pulled a face, as though I’d just twisted his ear. “Let me guess. One of the early ones.”

“Can’t remember. The Magician’s Tragedy. Amazing piece of work, that was.”

Not what he’d been expecting. You’ll recall that it was booed off the stage, then revived five years later and hailed as a classic. “Yes, well. You know the old saying. Everybody loved it except the public.”

(Just in case you were born and brought up in a cave, the play’s about this great and learned scholar who sells his soul to the Devil. Twenty-odd years later, after wasting his opportunities playing stupid practical jokes on sundry kings and religious dignitaries, he’s dragged screaming down to a certain very bad place. You can see why I like it so much.)

“Someone told me,” I went on, “it’s based on a true story.”

He nodded. “Yes, it actually happened. About a hundred years ago, in Permia. I read a book about it.”

I pulled a sad face. “You don’t actually believe in all that stuff, do you? An educated man like you?”

He scowled at me. “Don’t say things like that. And anyway, there are loads of well-documented cases. In fact, there was one right here, in this city, about ten years ago.”

“You don’t say. Anyone I might have heard of?”

“Nobody ever mentioned a name,” he admitted. “But the reports came from very reliable people who knew the man personally. It was a damn nuisance, actually, because the people at the Curtain were talking about reviving Magician’s, but then these rumours started circulating, and they were scared stiff it might be someone important, and they’d get in trouble.”

I leaned across so I could whisper in his ear. “The rumours were true. It was me.”

He pulled his head away. “That’s not funny.”

“No,” I said. “But it’s true.”

He’d known me a very long time. One of the very few people who’s ever understood me. Also, he was bright enough to correlate various small facts about me that hitherto had never quite made sense. He stared at me for a moment, then tried to get up. I grabbed his arm. He wrenched it free and yelled, “Get off me. Get away from me.”

People were staring, and it takes a lot to make people stare in the Poverty. “Sit down and shut up,” I said, in my quietest, calmest voice, “or I’ll have them turn you into a frog. I mean it.”

He was born in the Mesoge. They believe in witches up there, and pixies who bugger your cows unless you leave out bowls of milk. He sat down. “You’re disgusting,” he said.

I shrugged. “I have a deal to offer you,” I said.
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ACTUALLY, THERE ARE witches, that’s the ridiculous thing. I don’t know about the pixies, but nothing would surprise me any more.

I know about witches because I’ve met some. There were three of them. I was riding home across a desolate moor. It’s only desolate because it belonged to me and I ordered all the trees to be cut down and sold to the charcoal people; now it’s just a wilderness of brash and briars hiding twelve square miles of rotting stumps. But the road the logging teams made is still more or less open, if you can pick your way between the two-foot-deep ruts the wheels of their carts made, and it was down this road I was riding when I met the witches.

They were camped on the verge, brewing soup in a big iron kettle, and I got the impression they were waiting for me, though how they knew I’d be passing that way I have no idea. They greeted me by name. I wasn’t all that surprised. Since I was the estate owner, a lot more people knew me than I knew, if you see what I mean. “What do you want?” I asked.

One of the three, the only one who spoke, said, “To help you, of course.” I didn’t like her tone, to be honest.

“Fine. You can help me by getting off my land. You’re making it look untidy.”

They all laughed at that. I’d say they were all somewhere between thirty and fifty—it’s so hard to tell with country women—and plainly dressed, no fantastic robes or animal bones or feathers, as you’d expect in the theatre. “Would you like some soup?” the spokeswoman asked.

“What’s in it?”

“All sorts of things.”

“No, thank you.”

She shrugged. “We can help you,” she said. “If you’ll let us.”

“I doubt it, but never mind. How, exactly?”

“We can tell your fortune.”

I clicked my tongue. “You can end up in the stocks for that,” I said. “Go on, get out of it, before I remember I’m a magistrate.”

She didn’t seem unduly bothered, by the refusal or the threat. “Your life is on a razor’s edge,” she said. “You can still save yourself, but time is running out and soon you’ll go too far. Once you reach that point, only we can help you.”

“What do you want?” I asked. “Money?”

She shook her head. “We wouldn’t take anything from you. We wouldn’t know where it’s been. Listen and remember, because this—” She paused and did a strange gesture, a sort of sweeping bow with a wide arm movement—“may yet save you when nothing else can. Your salvation will be your damnation, of course, but we can’t help that. You may well see us again. Goodbye.”

Then all three of them clicked their fingers, and they vanished.
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THIS, FOLLOWED BY a sweeping circular gesture. Curious, the things you suddenly remember when your whole life is flashing before your eyes.

Until that moment when He was fooling about inside my chest groping for my soul, I hadn’t understood what this was supposed to mean. Then it was all suddenly clear. Stupid of me not to have figured it out earlier.
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"WHAT YOU NEED," I said, “is a good plot.”

He laughed. “That’s no lie.”

“The right plot,” I told him. “A story which will give you the chance to write what’s been inside you all these years, but which has never quite managed to get out. A story that won’t get sidetracked, or drift away into banalities, or trickle away into the usual rubbish. That’s what you want.”

He looked at me. “It needs no ghost, my lord, come from the grave to tell me this. You’re just being spiteful. You know I’ve been looking all my life and never found anything.”

I shook my head. “That’s because you’ve been looking in the wrong place. In books. You won’t find it there, believe me. It’s like looking for fresh pears in a latrine. Anything you’ll find there’s already been digested and turned into shit by someone else. What you need is something completely original.”

He scowled. “Of course I do. And what a blind beggar on a street corner needs is for someone to give him a million thalers. Doesn’t tend to happen, though.”

“Drink up.” I tilted the bottle. “Now, then. Our hero is riding across a desolate moor, and he meets three witches.”

He frowned, just a little. “Go on.”

“The witches tell him that the new king his uncle murdered the old king his father and usurped the throne. Our hero wants to believe them, but he isn’t sure. So he has the players stage a play, in which a king murders his brother. Hero’s uncle goes white as a sheet; guilt proved.”

“Go on.”

“Hero kills uncle, takes throne. Worried about possible reprisals, he has uncle’s wife and children murdered. He holds a feast. Uncle’s ghost turns up, though only Hero can see him.”

“Oh, I like that.”

“I thought you might. Hero goes back to witches, who tell him, no harm will come to you until that forest over there stands at your castle gate. Hero goes home happy. Meanwhile, avenging army creeps up on Hero’s castle using branches cut from forest as camouflage. Hero realises he’s been tricked, goes mad. Runs out onto windswept moor with only his jester for company, meets two clowns digging a grave. Then the usual bloodbath; curtain.” I paused and beamed at him. “Well?”

He didn’t speak. He was thinking, or dreaming.

“Well?” I repeated.

“Yes,” he said. “I think that’s it. That’s what I—”

“Only,” I went on, “it comes at a price. The wine you’ve been drinking is drugged. In five minutes, unless you get the antidote, you’ll have forgotten everything that happened to you today, including that plot. Only I have the antidote.” I took the bottle out of my pocket, showed it to him and put it back. “You do something for me, I give you the bottle. Otherwise—”

The look on his face must’ve been rather like the look on mine when my demonic friend said that bit about a bird in the hand. “That’s—”

“Yes, but you have no choice. Do we have a deal?”

“What do you want me to do?”

“Sign this.”

I produced the contract, a pen and a portable inkwell. He reached for the pen. I took it away. “Sorry,” I said. “You have to read it first. Not legal otherwise.”

He read it. All the colour drained from his face.

“The rumours were true,” I said. “It was me.”

He looked at me, then at the bottle of drugged wine, then down at the paper. Then he snatched the pen out of my hand, and signed.
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I REFERRED EARLIER, in passing, to the overriding benefit exemption. It’s a little-known part of the Devil’s charter, the consolidating statute that authorises the work of his department. I only came across it by chance, and I’m one of the leading authorities, this side of the Everlasting Bonfire, on diabolical law.

It goes like this. A sin committed in order that something of overwhelming benefit to Mankind may take place is not a sin. Intention to benefit is essential but on its own it isn’t enough; the benefit must actually take place. The usual example quoted is of the (hypothetical) man who assassinates Scaevola before he has a chance to seize power and start the Second Seguntine War. Murder is a sin, but stopping the worst war in human history is an overwhelming benefit. Well, you can’t argue with that. Can you?

The exemption is rarely claimed because, in the very nature of things, the would-be claimant is hardly ever in a position to know the future ramifications of his action. I can’t go around stabbing people on the offchance that one day they’ll become brutal dictators. Only the Powers can reveal the future, and they’re expressly forbidden to do so, unless there are exceptional circumstances. I confess, I was a bit naughty; I tricked Him into revealing that Saturninus was going to be the greatest playwright ever; well, not revealing, confirming. But if renegotiating a contract, which never ever happens, isn’t an exceptional circumstance, what is? Likewise, he only confirmed rather than revealed, once I’d told him my plot, that the play Saturninus would go on to write would be his masterpiece; a uniquely penetrating meditation on the nature of Evil that would change the way the human race thought about morality, therefore an overwhelming benefit. Come to think of it, though the exemption’s been in the charter since the Beginning, I think I’m right in saying that I’m the only one who’s ever successfully claimed it. Who’s a clever boy, then?
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HAVING DELIVERED MY friend the genius into the hands of the Common Enemy of Man, I went home. When I got there, I found that my house had burnt down. It was one of those days.

I couldn’t get close enough to see much because of the crowd of opportunists scrabbling among the still-glowing embers for the turd-sized gobbets of melted gold and silver that had once been my rainy-day fund. It was like the ceremony when they crown the new Duke, and the chamberlains scatter red-hot coins in the Square. I let them get on with it.

Odd how you get punished for the good things you do, not the bad ones. When I signed my contract ten years ago, I figured I wouldn’t be needing the family assets and estates, now that I had spirits to fetch me diamonds and rubies from the bowels of the earth. Running the business would be pointless and a waste of my precious time, and I didn’t really want to see everything my father had achieved going to wrack and ruin. So I gave the farms to the tenants, the ships to their crews and the factories to the people who worked in them; they’d had a rough time under my father, who’d been one of them for the first half of his life and therefore had no sympathy, and it’s easy to make magnanimous gestures when (in real terms) it isn’t costing you a penny. I had, of course, filled the storerooms of my house with ninety-gallon barrels full of money, just in case. Apart from them, I had the clothes I stood up in, and nothing else.

Still, when you’ve been let off eternal damnation, it gives you a sense of perspective. I think I may have said “Bless you, my children” to the assembled looters and gleaners, but I don’t suppose they heard me, or had the faintest idea who I was. Then I wandered about for a while, and ended up under the Five Kings’ Bridge, where the beggars and the street people go. I was completely exhausted after a trying day, so I found myself a quiet corner, closed my eyes and went to sleep. When I woke up, the sun was shining and someone had stolen my shoes.
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A NEW PLAY by Saturninus was always going to be the event of the year, but I can honestly say that nobody anticipated it more keenly than me. True, the circumstances surrounding its genesis weren’t entirely perfect. Nevertheless, looking forward to the play was about the only thing that kept me going over the next three months. I was still enormously grateful simply to be alive, but you can’t eat gratitude or use it to keep the rain off, and subsisting on the charity of my betters proved to be an unsatisfactory way of making a living. But the play; slice it whichever way you wanted, if it hadn’t been for me, the play would never have been written. Sometimes a man can’t help but look up at the stars in the small hours of the night and ask himself what it’s all about, what’s it all for? I had the answer to that question, even if I’d had to pay a lot for it. Nobody else on earth, I don’t think, could’ve said that.

Also, I kept telling myself, he didn’t have to sign the stupid contract. I didn’t hold a knife to his throat. He was a man who had everything anyone could reasonably want: wealth, status, the adulation of all ranks of society, unchallenged supremacy in his profession, the assurance, insofar as anything mortal can be assured, of living for ever in the minds of men. He had all that already. He wanted more; he wanted a plot. Therefore, he had it coming; and I was really nothing more than the agent of divine justice, morally neutral, doing a job that someone had to do if the sin of hubristic covetousness was to be punished. I saw myself as a necessary cog in the machine. I was lured into my own damnation because nobody but me could have thought of that plot, and nothing but that plot could have tempted him. Really, when you looked at it from the right perspective, I had suffered (all that anxiety and dread, the bad dreams) and was still suffering, in order that I could bring about the will and justice of the Everlasting. If anyone was a victim in all this, it was me.

Of course, I couldn’t go and see the play, when eventually the curtain rose on the first performance. There’s this silly tradition that in order to get inside the theatre you need to pay the doorman a penny, and I hadn’t got that much money.

So I had to sit by the door as the customers filed in, chatting, laughing, eating oranges, and I had to wait, straining my ears for the applause; and eventually the doors opened again, and they started coming out. I grabbed a man by the coat-tail. He turned and scowled at me.

“How was it?” I asked.

“Load of old rubbish,” he said, and pulled his coat out from between my fingers.

I didn’t believe him. But the man behind him was someone I knew, from the old days, though he hadn’t had two words to say to me for the last ten years. He walked straight past me. I called out his name. He turned and stared.

“Is that you?”

“Yes,” I said.

“I knew you’d come to a bad end.”

“Thoroughly deserved,” I said. “The play. How was it?”

He pursed his lips. I knew him to be a man of impeccable taste, and a great admirer of Saturninus’ work. “Crap,” he said.

I opened my mouth but no words came out.

“Confused,” he went on, “and confusing. Rhetoric to action ratio all wrong. Far too long, too much pointless rushing about, too much emoting and not nearly enough genuine feeling. Hopelessly self-indulgent, characters all wooden, and the plot further fetched than silk from Permia. I think the kindest thing would be to forget that it ever happened.” He rummaged in his pocket, found a penny, put it back, rummaged some more and found a farthing. “Go buy yourself a drink,” he said. “And in future, stay the hell away from me.”

I solicited and obtained five more opinions before the gatekeepers chased me away, and all of them were rather less charitable than that. One man said the costumes were all right and the lighting was quite good; another said it was the actors he felt sorry for. I went to the Chastity Vindicated, which is where all the theatre buffs go, and hung around, eavesdropping. One man (I didn’t get to see his face, but he had a loud, braying voice you could hear in the courtyard) said he liked it; quite obviously it was self-parody, a merciless tearing into pieces of all his previous work and (by implication) everyone who’d ever professed to have liked it; two fingers raised to the audience, was how he described it, and he seemed to think that was a good thing. Apart from him, the verdict was pretty much unanimous: three hours out of their lives that they could’ve spent at home with the toothache.

I spent the next day begging furiously, all my most productive pitches right across town. All I got was three farthings, but that was all right. With the farthing I’d been given the previous evening, that made a penny, which would get me inside the theatre. When I got there the gate was shut.

“What time does the play start?” I asked the gatekeeper.

They laughed. “It doesn’t. Cancelled. They’re all in there brushing up on The Whore’s Tragedy. Can’t go wrong with Whore’s, and they need a good solid hit after last night’s fiasco.”
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ANY OTHER TIME I’d have been mildly flattered, because twenty years ago I wrote The Whore’s Tragedy—well, me and three other like-minded young hooligans. We’d bet someone we couldn’t cobble together a play and get it put on; the point of the bet being, the public will go and see any old rubbish. So we wrote it as a joke, a skit, a piss-take, slinging in every stale cliché we could think of and laying it on an inch thick. Then we invented a playwright and put his name to it, and sold it to the mob over at the Gryphon for six angels and a barrel of cider.

Five years later, I actually sat down and read it from start to finish. Actually, it’s not bad.
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I KNEW ONE of the actors. More to the point, I knew where he’d met his wife, and how much she charged at the time, something he wouldn’t want widely publicised. He gave me his copy of the play. Keep it, he said, I don’t want it back. He suggested what I could use it for once I’d read it, if I wasn’t too fussy about such things.

I read the play. They were right. It was awful.
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SO I HAD to go and see him, to apologise. Not because received conventional morality told me I had to, but because I wanted to, because I felt really, really bad.

I found him eventually by following a plume of smoke. He was on a strip of waste ground out back of the Phoenix, burning a big pile of papers. No need to ask what they were.

“I’m so sorry,” I said.

He looked at me and gave me a bright, brittle smile. “What for?”

“The mess I got you into. All of it. I’m sorry, really.”

He shook his head. “Nothing to apologise for. In fact, as soon as I’m finished here I was going to come and thank you.” He stirred the pile with a bit of broom-handle. “I never really liked you very much, but I can’t deny, I owe you pretty much everything. So, thanks.”

Irony? I didn’t think so. “You idiot,” I said, “because of me you’re going to burn in hellfire for ever, and all for what? A lemon. A turkey. And it’s all my fault.”

“No it isn’t.” He scowled at me. “It was the best thing I’ve ever done. You don’t think I give a damn about what they say, do you?”

“Well—”

He shook his head. “Morons,” he said, “the lot of them. They liked my other stuff, which proves it. No, screw the lot of them, I never gave them a moment’s thought at the best of times.”

He’d been fighting again, I could see. He had fresh bruises, and one of his front teeth was missing. Beats me why a man who always lost should always be fighting, but what do I know about anything? “Did you see it?” he asked.

“No, but I read it.”

“It’s everything I ever wanted,” he said. “It’s perfect. It says everything I ever wanted to say. And I have you to thank.” He grinned. “Really odd, that; a jerk like you being able to come up with something so wonderful, it makes you wonder how these things work. Still, who gives a damn? They do work, and that’s all that matters.”

I’d known him a long time. I can read him like a book. He meant it. “So,” I said. “No hard feelings?”

“None whatsoever. Just sincere gratitude.”

A gust of wind caught his fire. The flames rose and pawed the air, bits of grey ashen tissue danced on the billowing heat. That reminded me. “You do realise what’s going to happen to you.”

“Yes.” He shrugged. “I read the contract. It’s not exactly ambiguous.”

“And you do believe, don’t you? In the gods? Heaven and—”

“Of course I do.” I’d annoyed him. “I’ve always believed. Hard not to, when the evidence is all around you.”

I took a deep breath and let it go. “And you’re not—upset with me at all?”

That made him laugh. “Why should I be?”

“Because if it wasn’t for me, you’d be going to heaven.”

He beamed; first time since I’d known him that I’d ever seen him look genuinely happy. “And what makes you think I’d want to go there?”

I think that was a bit too much for me, in my already overwrought state. I took a stride forward, I think with the intention of taking a swing at him; planted my foot right in the middle of the fire, and jumped back, yelping and whimpering. Then I tripped on something and fell over.

Next thing I knew, I opened my eyes, and there he was leaning over me, dabbing at my forehead with a damp cloth. “It’s all right,” he said. “You’ve had a bit of a bump and you’re bleeding like a stuck pig, but scalp wounds are like that. It’s just a scratch, you’ll be fine.”

I tried to get up, but I was too woozy. “You don’t want to go to heaven.”

“No way.”

Made no sense. “You believe in the gods, but you don’t want—”

“Watch my lips. No, I don’t.”

“Why not?”

“I believe in the gods, but I don’t agree with them. We have fundamental differences on a number of key issues. I don’t like the way the world is run, I don’t like the way things work, and I really don’t want to spend eternity cooped up in a confined space with a pack of idiots I disagree with about everything that matters. If I’d never seen that contract it wouldn’t have made a blind bit of difference. If they’d tried to send me to heaven I’d have refused to go.”

I frowned. “I don’t think you can. Refuse, I mean.”

I’d shocked him. “But that’s outrageous. You must be able to refuse. Otherwise, it’s—well, it’s just not fair. Anyway, that’s all academic. I’m definitely going to the other place, in about eighteen hours, so that’s all right. Why are you looking at me like that?”

“You don’t want to go to heaven because you disagree with the gods?”

“That’s right.”

“You can’t. They’re the gods.”

“So?” He laughed. “They have their opinions, I have mine. They may be much bigger and stronger than me, but that doesn’t mean they’re right.”

I tried to speak but I seemed to have run out of words. So careless of me.

“Same as the audience last night,” he said. “They didn’t like my play. Big deal. They liked my other plays. Big deal. They’re wrong and I’m right. It’s the same with the gods. They have their values, I have mine. I happen to know that mine are right.”

“Let’s get this straight. You believe in the gods but you don’t agree with them?”

“Sure. Just like I believe in the Duke, and I most definitely don’t agree with him, about anything. But he’s much stronger than me, he can have me killed just like that. It’s a price I’m prepared to pay.”

I moaned and lay back on the hard ground. He carried on talking, as though I wasn’t there. He said quite a lot about how all ethics and values are basically just fashion, like hemlines and lace cuffs and collars; cross a frontier and the values are completely different, wait a century and everything that used to be good becomes evil, and vice versa. He had his own values, he said; being a mortal man, his values were the only thing he could truly call his own, so naturally they were the last thing he could ever bear to part with. Eventually, when my head had stopped spinning, I got up and walked away. Two categories of people you don’t even try to argue with, if you’ve got any sense: lunatics and people who happen to be right. He was both.
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THEY FOUND HIS body the next day, lying beside the fire he’d made of all his plays. The Duke awarded him a state funeral, the most magnificent ever seen. The streets were lined with citizens, genuinely sad; I think the only man in the city who stayed home that day was me.
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THE DEVIL CAME to see me. “I hope you’re proud of yourself,” he said.

There were ten farthings and a clipped rose halfpenny in my hat; the public had been generous that morning. “Let me buy you a drink,” I said.

“I can’t drink,” he replied, “you know that. And I wouldn’t take your hospitality even if I could. I have certain standards. I draw the line.”

“Suit yourself,” I said. An affluent cloth merchant walked by, dropped a whole penny in my hat, gave my companion a quizzical look, then quickened his pace. “And no, I’m not proud. I’m bitterly ashamed.” My left leg had gone to sleep. I eased it out from under me. Pins and needles; not exactly agonising pain, but too much for me to endure. I wouldn’t have lasted five minutes in Hell. “Did you get a promotion?”

He laughed; not happy laughter. “They transferred me to Archives,” he said. “They said my talents clearly weren’t suited to field work.” He sat down next to me. “I suppose I’ve only got myself to blame. I trusted you.”

I shrugged. “I’m sorry,” I said. “No, really. I’m sorry for everything.”

“You’re free and clear,” he said, “I checked. Keep your nose clean and it’s heaven for you.”

“That hardly seems fair.”

“It’s the rules. What’s fairness got to do with it?”

I made a vague hand gesture. “Did you enjoy the play?”

He nodded. “That bit at the end,” he said, “where he’s cradling his dead daughter on his knees. I cried buckets.”

Someone walked past and dropped a farthing. It missed the hat and fell in the folds of his friar’s robe. He picked it up and put it in his pocket. I didn’t begrudge him. He’d earned it.
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IN AN OFFICIAL statement, the Duke said that the inquest had shown that Saturninus died of a broken heart, following the poor reception of his play. Nothing anyone could do would bring him back, of course, but the least we could do was make sure that his fellow playwrights should receive the recognition and support that their art deserved, and which Saturninus plainly hadn’t had. He therefore announced a package of measures and initiatives designed to foster and promote the drama, including a set of regulations governing the remuneration of authors. Henceforth, regardless of the terms of the contract between the writer and the actors, every time a play’s put on, the writer gets a proportion, about two per cent, of the gate receipts.

I mention this because it’s been my salvation. My one-quarter share in The Whore’s Tragedy brings me in not less than six and sometimes as much as eight angels a year; roughly what an unskilled worker in my father’s tannery used to earn, and plenty to live on, if your demands are modest, as mine are these days. I have Saturninus to thank for that. I really should be grateful. After all, salt in a wound only stings because it’s doing you good.

And the moral of the story? Only time will tell. After his death, they put the play on again and everybody loved it; the best thing he’d ever done, they said, and how could they possibly have been so blind? I went to see it, and I thought it was awful. In a thousand years’ time— But that’s just an arbitrary interval. They may well love it to bits a thousand years from now, and say it’s rubbish the year after that. And they’d be right; both times.

I know I couldn’t stand the pain in hell. I’m a physical coward. Toothache makes me want to cut my head off, just to make it stop. But I’m not looking forward to heaven. Who will I find to talk to?





Safe House
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Gentlemen,” I said, “please. Think about it logically.”
The noose went down over my head, brushing my nose. They’re surprisingly heavy, nooses, especially the low-grade hemp type. You really feel the weight, where they press on your collar bone.

“You can’t,” I said, “just kill sorcerors, everybody knows that. At the last moment they turn into smoke and vanish. So, if you hang me, it’ll prove I’m not a sorceror, and you’ll have killed an innocent man.”

The hangman scowled at me. “They all say that,” he said, and pulled the bag over my head.

I hate it when they do that. Ever since I was a kid I’ve never been exactly wild about confined spaces. Inside a bag is about as confined as you can get. Oh well, I thought. The hangman was wearing a knitted scarf round his neck; imagine his wife giving it to him. There you are, it’ll keep you nice and warm when you’re out hanging people. My toes were clenching inside my boots; I was trying to dig my imaginary claws into the scaffold floor, to get a better grip. The things you do.

(Getting hung always puts me in mind of when I was a kid, and my mother decided it was time I learned how to kill chickens. She showed me, three times (three chickens), patiently explaining, there’s a right way and a wrong way; where to support the bird’s weight with your left hand, how to feel for the junction of the spine and the skull with your forefinger and thumb, so that when you come to do the twist-and-lift, it’ll all be as clean and easy as clicking your fingers. Now it’s your turn, she said; and I tried, and I made a mess of it. No, she said patiently, like this; and she showed me again, and again (I was, what, eight years old at this point); now you do it, go on, don’t be such a baby. I remember, the chicken looked at me, and I looked at it. I’ll swear, that bird was sorry for me. So I tried, and she had to grab it out of my hands and finish it off. No, she said, you’re not listening, you never listen. So she caught me another clucking, thrashing, round-eyed chicken and subdued it with her big, flat hands (she could subdue any living thing, the way I imagine only a god could) and thrust it into my arms; and I crushed it to me, and got my right hand round the bird’s neck, and tugged so hard that its head just came off—

I can’t click my fingers, either. There’s some things you just can’t learn.)

You always believe in the last-second reprieve. It never comes.
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THE THING ABOUT turning into a cloud of smoke is, it hurts. In order to do it, you have to pull apart every fibre of your body while simultaneously raising your body temperature to the point of ignition. Not only that; you don’t want to burn, you want to detonate. In effect, you’ve got the pain of being torn apart and the pain of being burnt alive, all crammed into a tiny fraction of a second of really, really intense discomfort. True, it’s over in a flash—literally—but that’s not the end of it. Think about when you bang your knee or stub your toe; you get the initial surge of pain, followed by a long, dull ache. Now think, every bit of you. And sometimes it can last for days.
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THE THING YOU dread most is a sudden gust of wind. Thankfully, on this occasion I didn’t have to deal with anything like that, which was just as well. A gentle breeze picked me up and carried me into a warm patch just below the clouds, where I hung for a while (catching my breath, so to speak) until the sun went past noon, and I was able to drift down to ground level and pull myself together.

The really skilful, show-off types can solidify with their clothes on and intact; not me. I wound up in a small wood somewhere with one shirt sleeve, which was jammed round my left leg so tight I had to scrabble round for a bit of sharp flint and cut it off before it stopped the flow of blood completely. I was dizzy, disorientated, freezing cold, nauseous, starving hungry—where the contents of your stomach get to during the dematerialisation process, nobody knows—and I hurt all over. I crawled under a bush, curled up into a ball and sort of existed painfully for quite some time.

Each time, it’s like being born again, except that you’re not some appealingly helpless bundle of joy surrounded by loving parents and doting relatives. Instead, it’s a bit like coming back as a wolf cub. Very small animals are scared of you, larger animals want to eat you, and human beings know they can get threepence bounty on your skin at minimal risk. The talent, which got you into this mess in the first place, is no use to you at all, not unless you’re one of those freaks who can recover from a total dislocation in ten minutes flat. What you really need at that precise point in your career is a safe place, with solid walls and a heavy door you can bolt shut, a warm fire and (if at all possible) something to eat.

I knew of exactly such a place. It was twelve miles away. Might as well have been on the Moon.
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IN AP'ESANGELIA, they give you dirty looks, and when you want a bed for the night, everywhere’s suddenly full. In Choris Anthropou, you have to report to the Prefecture on arrival and swear a solemn undertaking not to try any weird stuff. In Callianis, soldiers wake you up in the early hours of the morning and give you a free cart-ride to the border. In Boc Flemen, they kill you.

A man might be forgiven for avoiding these places. After all, they don’t want you, so why put yourself out? Answer: it’s the duty of a tenured adept of the Studium to go where he’s sent; and, generally speaking, if the Studium sends you somewhere, there’s a good reason. We—use of the first person plural makes it sound like I’m on the Faculty; I’m not, I’m third grade, a footsoldier, though with distinctions in military forms—have undertaken various responsibilities, unasked, unthanked. We regulate the use and misuse of the talent, wherever, whenever. We sort out untrained naturals who suddenly discover they can turn milk sour or command earthquakes. We track down rogue adepts who decide they’ve had enough of running errands and want to be gods instead. We research unexplained phenomena, in case there’s something we should know. Some places they like us, some they don’t. We don’t get paid, or anything vulgar like that. We do the job, we go home, we get sent somewhere else, in my case usually somewhere they really don’t like us at all.

Such as Boc Flemen. Actually, I can see their point. They have an unfortunate history with the talent. A couple of hundred years ago, we—the talented community—did them the honour of choosing their country to fight a war in. The Studium put a stop to it, eventually. By then, however, the damage had been done. There’s places in Boc Flemen where the grass will never grow again, and the first thing women do when they’ve given birth is count the baby’s fingers and toes.

I get sent to Boc Flemen rather too often for my liking. They send me there because, deficient as I am in many aspects of our craft, I’m rather good at dislocations. It’s one of those forms that some people can do and others can’t; nothing to do with intelligence, diligence, dedication or even natural aptitude, more of a knack, like wiggling your ears. A hint for young postulants trying to decide what to specialise in after second year. Don’t opt for dislocations, even if you’re really good at them. Otherwise, sooner or later some sadistic bugger will send you to Boc Flemen.
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YOU WILL HAVE gathered from the foregoing that my latest mission had ended in abject failure. Somewhere along a very short line (I’d only been in the country three days) I’d messed up and been found out, wasted a whole week being incarcerated and tortured, and then the whole dreary business of execution. I hadn’t found the talented natural I’d been sent to deal with, I hadn’t even tracked down the men I was supposed to make contact with. More than likely, someone would have to come in to get me out. I really hate it when I’m the one who has to do the rescuing, and I tend not to put too much effort into hiding my resentment. I wasn’t, therefore, looking forward to having to face my saviour in due course.
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YOU MAY RECALL that I mentioned a war.

When wars end, things get left behind. There’s the obvious stuff, like the plough turning up bones every year in a particular field, or a helmet hanging upside down from three chains over a fire, full of soup. And there’s buildings. As often as not, the briars and the nettles cover them up, or the locals smash up the masonry for hard standing. But there are some bits of military architecture that are too big to hide and too strong to break, and a classic example of this class are the blockhouse towers.

Both sides built them. They both copied the specifications faithfully from the same book, so you have no way of knowing from the outside which are which—unfortunate, since each side encoded their towers with heavy-duty guard forms, instantly and absolutely lethal to the other side. We—my lot—weren’t on either side in that war, our order hadn’t even been founded back then, but for some reason the towers of Side A—we don’t know their names or anything about them—tolerate us, while Side B’s towers kill us the moment we walk through the door. We have maps, of course, showing all the towers; where known, the towers are marked friendly or hostile. Roughly two thirds of them have been annotated in this manner. Naturally, since I seem to spend so much time in bloody Boc, I’ve studied these maps in great detail. I know where all the towers are, and their polarity (where ascertained). There was a tower twelve miles away. Needless to say, the polarity was unrecorded.

Great. However, if you can get inside one without it killing you, a blockhouse tower is your very best friend in a place like Boc. It will feed and clothe you, keep you warm, keep you safe until someone traipses out to get you. Boc people won’t go near them, not for any money; I have no idea what they see when they look at them, but it’s not what I see, that’s for sure. A while back, they had a nasty habit of posting sentries round them at a safe distance, to arrest anyone trying to get inside; since the budget cuts, they haven’t bothered so much. The tower was, therefore, my very best hope, provided I could get there and it didn’t kill me. Fifty-fifty; in Boc, those are very good odds.
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I GOT THERE.

Only just. The torrential rain was good, in that it kept people indoors, so I was able to move in daylight; not so good, in that I was soaked to the skin, and the ploughed fields turned into glue, and my eyes were full of rain so I couldn’t see where I was going. But you don’t want to hear about a naked man taking a very long, very miserable walk in the country. I got there.

Blockhouse tower 316N528W stands on the highest point of a hog’s back dividing two river valleys. As is often the case, a dense wood had grown up all round it in the hundred-fifty-odd years since the war; the towers obviously did something to the ground they stood on, because grass, weeds, nettles, briars, all the usual ground rubbish simply won’t grow within a three-mile radius, but oaks, beeches and silver birches go crazy. Ironic, in a way. They’re desperately short of good lumber in Boc and pay through the nose to import it, and there’s all this good standing timber they daren’t touch.

Trees are good, though, if you don’t want to be seen, so once I was inside the eaves of the wood, I was able to relax a little. It took me longer than I’d thought to find the bloody thing, but eventually I struggled up a steep slope and there it suddenly was, crowded by half a dozen of the biggest oak trees you ever saw, like a diplomat flanked by bodyguards.

Blockhouse tower describes them pretty well. They’re square-footprint blocks, straight-sided, flat-topped, no battlements, crenellations or frilly bits. I read somewhere that they’re built of brick faced with a special kind of concrete, the recipe for which was lost a long time ago—how anyone knows this I have no idea, because the facing doesn’t weather, crumble or crack. What you see is a single black block about forty feet high, twenty feet square; sheer, smooth sides, slightly rough to the touch, and in the dead centre of the north-facing wall, the crumbling remains of a single steel door.

I stood and looked at it. This one was in better shape than most; it was red rust but still in one piece, and someone had left it slightly ajar. It’s going through the doorway that kills you. I went all thoughtful. The only people who use the towers nowadays are our lot. A partly-open door would therefore suggest that someone had tried to get in and been struck dead on the threshold. But I looked and there were no signs of a body—meaning nothing, since there are wolves in Boc, not to mention badgers, foxes and rats. Or it could be that the last person to use the tower had neglected to shut the door, or the door latch no longer worked. I stared at it for a very long time. Then, feeling more stupid than ever before, which is really saying something, I walked up to it and sort of winced sideways, slid past the door and went in.

There are few sensations like that of still being alive. I felt about two stone lighter, and suddenly and instantly exhausted, like if I didn’t sit down right away I’d fall down where I stood. It goes without saying, it’s as dark as a bag inside a tower (who needs windows when you’ve got lux in tenebris?). I sort of melted down onto my knees and stayed there for a while, relishing breathing. Then I heard something.

Another feature of the blockhouse towers is sanitation and pest control. Dust doesn’t gather inside a tower, and there are positively no rats, mice, cockroaches, spiders, vermin of any sort. I dread to think what happens to them; they just aren’t there. The only thing that makes a noise inside a tower, therefore, is people.

I kept very, very still. I hadn’t moved the door coming in, so maybe the noise-maker didn’t know I was there. Logic, that annoyingly unhelpful friend, was telling me that it could only be one of our lot, since nobody else would go inside a tower in Boc. Also, stupid Logic insisted on telling me, even if it’s someone nasty, inside a tower, you’re enormously powerful; the tower will enhance any offensive or defensive form you care to use, and will of its own accord shield you from any physical attack from a non-adept. There’s nothing to be afraid of, Logic said. Well.

“Hello?” said a voice. “Is there someone there?”

In my defence; it was a female voice, and she sounded terrified. It’s a sort of assumption you make; that the enemy is never scared. The enemy, as we imagine him, is a sort of ice-cool, nerves-of-steel super-predator, every fibre of whose being is concentrated with absolute intensity on killing you. So, you tell yourself, if the voice sounds petrified with fear, it can’t be the enemy. Bullshit, of course. I’ve been the enemy loads of times, and I’m permanently terrified.

“Hold on,” I said. “I’ll get us some light.”

Towers are really good at some things. I’d got as far as lux, and the lights came on.
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A BRIEF DIGRESSION on the operating system of blockhouse towers.

As previously noted, we know almost nothing about them, or the people who built them. The leading hypothesis says that the interior of a tower isn’t real-time physical space. Instead, when you walk through the door, you’re automatically transported to a Room—third floor, most likely, since that’s where most of the shareable Rooms are; also, the few characteristics of towers we know about are consistent with the behaviour of third-floor environments. Take, for example (the hypothesists say) the furniture issue. When you enter a tower and turn up the light (possibly before, but how would you know?) the interior furnishes and decorates itself according to your wishes or, more usually, your preconceptions—just as a third-floor Room does. The alternative explanation (that the tower-builders had forms capable of materialising solid, real tables, chairs, curtains, footstools, bookshelves, candelabra, dinner services and spittoons out of thin air) is basically untenable. Anything solid you find in a tower is therefore only Room-real, which is why you can’t take it outside with you. Quite convincing, except it doesn’t explain how you can live on the food.
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THE ONLY WORD to describe it was—

“Hello,” I said.

She looked at me. Her eyes were so wide open, it must have hurt. Twenty-seven or so (but I’m useless at women’s ages); thin face, mousy hair, very pale.

“It’s all right,” I said. “You’re perfectly safe.”

—Vulgar. As in ghastly taste, as in tart’s boudoir, as in—Well. Pink marble floor, for crying out loud. Little spindly-legged occasional tables, painted white, with ivy leaves. Enough red velvet to make curtains for the sky. Those pink-blue-and-white porcelain vases. Even a silver-gilt incense burner in the shape of a begging dog.

“I’m so sorry,” she said. “I really didn’t know I was—”

“Trespassing?” I gave her an idiot grin. “Me too. How did you get in here?”

“The door was open. I—”

It suddenly occurred to me that I was wearing a lot of mud and not much else. On the third floor, you just have to think, and—

She screamed. Well, fair enough. I’d just materialised a knee-length pale grey Brother’s habit out of thin air. My trouble is, I don’t consider the consequences of my actions.

“It’s all right,” I said. “It’s not how it—”

“You can do it too.”
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IT'S NOT THAT I mind being stupid per se. It’s the embarrassment that gets to me, the frustration at the time I waste, the idiotic messes I get myself into, the long, dreary business of sorting them out, explaining, trying to undo the damage.

Why had I been sent to Boc in the first place? To track down an untrained natural. Well, then. A man of normal perspicacity, a non-idiot, would’ve made the connection as soon as he heard a noise inside a blockhouse tower. Only a talented could get inside a tower. At any given time, there are very, very few talented in Boc, and we know all about them; we go to inordinate lengths to find them and get them out of there safely. Therefore, a talented discovered unexpectedly inside a tower in Boc must be an untrained natural—probably some poor kid from a village who knows he’s different but not why; terrified, of course, desperate; as a very last resort, he makes a run for it and holes up in a tower, without the faintest clue what a tower is or what it does. True, her being a she might tend to confuse the issue, since it’s an article of faith that very few women have the talent; but it’s far from unknown, probably much commoner than we’re led to believe. I should’ve figured it out much, much earlier. What can I say? I’m an idiot.
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"IT'S ALL RIGHT," I repeated. “You’re perfectly safe.”

(See above, under idiot.)

“You can,” she said—a curious blend of terror and triumph, a real collector’s item. “You can do—”

“Yes, but we don’t call it that. Certainly not in Boc Flemen.” I paused for breath. “You and I can both do some stuff that other people can’t. It’s no big deal. It’s like some people are double-jointed. That’s all it is.”

She looked at me.

“But,” I went on, “your people have a—well, let’s say they have a different attitude. It’s not like that where I come from. I’m from the Studium, in Politeia Thaumasta. Actually, I came here to find you.”

She blinked, as though I’d shone a bright light in her face. “Me?”

I nodded. “We look after our own,” I said. “I came to find you and ask if you’d like to come back to the Studium with me. The people there are all like us, so you wouldn’t have to be scared any more. If you want—it’s entirely up to you—we can show you how to control the gift you’ve been born with, and use it to do good, useful things. Obviously you don’t have to come with me, but I really do think you should. I know it’s difficult to accept, but you’re not safe here.”

“I know that.” Well, I have The Speech off by heart, and I get all tongue-tied and hopeless if I try and adapt it to circumstances. “You’ll take me away? To—”

“Thaumasta. It’s on the far side of the mountains. We could be there in four days.”

She frowned. “What would I have to do? I haven’t got any money.”

One of the Frequently Asked Questions; much better. I knew what to say. “That’s perfectly all right,” I said. “The Studium pays for everything. You get board and lodgings and clothes to wear, and like I said, if you want to learn we’ll teach you, no charge. It’s what we’re for. We’ve been doing it for two hundred years, so we know how to look after people.” I paused. She was still looking at me. “I don’t want to hurry you,” I said, “and I know, you want time to think about it, but please don’t take too long. We’re perfectly safe so long as we stay in this tower, but outside it could be dangerous, so if you’re coming, the sooner we leave the better.” I never know how to finish that particular speech. I just tail off and try and look sincere. I suspect I’m not very good at it.

“I’m not sure,” she said. “I’ve been here a very long time.”

“You think you have,” I corrected her gently. “These towers are funny old places. Time doesn’t work quite the same in here. It’s like—” I glanced at her. The next bit should’ve been, instead of time being a straight line, think of it as a spiral, a spring you can stretch out, or you can squash it flat and the coils touch each other. The look on her face reminded me ever so much of a rabbit. “It’s different,” I said.

“I don’t think I could leave,” she said. “It wouldn’t be safe.”

“It’s all right,” I heard myself say. “You’ll be with me.”
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ONE PROBLEM WITH wars between factions of the talented community is that they’re unwinnable. Invariably, after a brief initial phase marked by high levels of spectacular activity and collateral damage, both sides retreat to invulnerable fortified positions and exhaust themselves engaging in long-range area bombardment, whose only effect (apart from general devastation of the surrounding area) is to make sure that the other side can’t leave their bunkers. Only when resources and patience run out does one side take the fairly desperate risk of trying to storm the enemy positions with ground forces. More often than not, the side making this move loses; too many of its people die in the attempt, until the point is reached where the losses cross the threshold into unacceptability, and there’s no option but to cede the disputed territory and withdraw. In other words, victory almost always goes to the side that keeps its nerve longest and is prepared to tolerate the most damage.

Which probably explains why we tend to fight our wars in other people’s countries. It’s so much easier to keep one’s nerve when the villages and fields getting burnt into glass belong to some stranger. A strategist must, above all, avoid the distractions of sentiment and emotional involvement, which must inevitably cloud his clear view of the true objective, victory.

Another problem is that our wars never end. We tell them to, but they rarely listen.
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"FINE," I SAID. “Let’s just stay here for now, get to know each other a little better, and when you feel like you can trust me, we’ll go. How does that sound?”

She looked at me with her head slightly on one side. “I don’t think I can—”

“It’s all right,” I said quickly, “we’re not going anywhere. For now. Meanwhile—” I tried smiling. I really shouldn’t. “How about something to eat?”

It was as if I’d said something inappropriate. “I looked when I got here,” she said. “There was no food anywhere.”

“Ah.” Big grin. “That’s because you didn’t look in the right place.”

“But I looked everywhere.”

“No you didn’t.”

All right, party trick. Cheap party trick. In towers, like in third-floor Rooms, there’s always a stone jar (grey, ordinary looking, about yay high) in the east corner. Just think of what you want and lift the lid—

“Here we are,” I said.

—Except it can’t do cheese. Nobody knows why. I put my hand down inside the jar and produced a loaf of bread, two of those air-dried Vesani sausages and four apples. “Here,” I said, throwing her an apple. “Catch.”

She didn’t even try. It hit the wall next to her, bounced and rolled ridiculously across the floor. “I’m not hungry.”

Impossible. Refugees and fugitives are always hungry. They snatch the food out of your hand and eat like dogs. “Ah well,” I said, breaking the loaf in half. “I’ll put yours here and you can have it when you feel like it.” I’d just realised that I was a refugee and a fugitive, and I was starving. I crammed bread into my face and chewed violently until it was all gone.

Long silence. She was watching me. I hate that. I got up, crossed the room and picked a book at random off the shelf. It turned out to be Anthemius’ Principles of Metallurgy. I’d read it before (obviously, or it couldn’t have been there). I sat down beside the fire and started to read.

Literacy is a wonderful thing. Not only does it communicate the wisdom of the ages throughout all time, it also helps you avoid those soul-destroying staring matches when neither of you has anything to say. I read two whole chapters before she finally admitted defeat.

“Where you come from—”

I closed the book and smiled at her. “Yes?”

“They can all do—you know—where you’re from?”

“No,” I said. “Most people can’t, like most people aren’t double-jointed. But those who can aren’t feared or persecuted. We all come together in the place where I live—the Studium—and we learn to improve our skills, we study, and we help people.”

She frowned. “I was told you hurt people.”

Ah yes, I thought. “We don’t,” I said. “I mean my lot, the Studium. But talented people—that’s people like you and me, the ones who have the gift—sometimes they do some pretty nasty things; just because they have the power, because they can. They did some really bad things here, in Boc Flemen, a long time ago. It doesn’t happen any more, because the Studium doesn’t allow it, but the Boc people don’t trust us. Why should they, after all? One day, we hope, they’ll change their minds, but until then all we can do is try and stay out of their way.”

“But you’re here.”

I nodded. “I was sent to find someone,” I said. “I was sent to find you.”

Her eyes opened wide. “Me?”

I nodded. “I was told to come here and rescue an untrained natural—that’s what we call people like you, people who have the talent but have never been taught to use it. If they’re left on their own, they can hurt themselves, or other people—not through malice, but accidentally, or from not knowing their own strength. Or they’re in danger just for being talented, like in Boc. Well, we didn’t have much to go on, just that this untrained natural was somewhere in this part of Boc—”

“Someone told you?”

I shook my head. “We can sort of feel these things,” I said. “It’s a bit complicated. Anyway, I came, and here you are.”

“You came to rescue me.”

I didn’t sigh. It takes a while in practice before you realise; talented doesn’t necessarily mean smart. Especially your untrained naturals. Some of them are as thick as bricks. “That’s right,” I said patiently. “That’s the only reason I’m here. To take you to where you’ll be safe.”

She shook her head. “I don’t think there’s any such place,” she said.

It’s a bit like getting the pig to go in the cart. The more you try and drag, shove, chivvy, crowd it in, the more it digs in its trotters and walks backwards. So instead you chuck a couple of apples in and go away, then sneak back two minutes later, when the pig’s climbed aboard and is happily munching, and slam the tailgate shut very fast. I smiled at her, picked up the book and started reading. Curiously, the book was now Themistocles on Animal Husbandry. I turned to the bit about keeping bees, which I rather like.

“What sort of things can you do?” she asked.

I put the book down. “Ah,” I said. “Now that’s an interesting question.”

She listened attentively as I did the usual spiel—what we can’t do, followed by what we can, followed by what we won’t do, followed by what we actually do. I no longer need to think while I recite, so I spent the time observing her reactions, hoping for a tiny crack in the ironclad reserve, into which I could drive the wedge of urgency. Something odd there. Normally—as in ninety-nine times out of one hundred—the usual spiel is competing against inherent disbelief, distrust and fear; is this strange man really what he says he is, is he really going to help me or is he the kettlehats in disguise? This time, it was as though she was ticking things off on a list, preparatory to making a decision that wasn’t the one I was trying to get her to make.
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I USED THE term ground troops earlier. I suspect I’ve misled you into thinking that it refers to adepts, talented, us, being sent in to slog it out toe-to-toe with the enemy. That’s not actually how it works. Adepts—all adepts, even me—are valuable assets; a great deal of time, money and resources have been spent on us by the time we graduate, and there are few enough of us to begin with. We’re simply too precious and rare to waste. Wars among the talented are utterly devastating and ruinous, but nobody actually dies.

None of us, at any rate. For any warlike activity that involves physical activity (such as actually being there, within a two-hundred-mile radius of the combat zone) we employ, conscript, commandeer suitable bodies from the local untalented population to act as our proxies. Naturally we prefer volunteers, lured by promises of substantial payments to them—or, more realistically, their next of kin—but it’s rarely possible to get enough people of sufficient calibre to be useful. A proxy, after all, needs to have a mind big enough and strong enough to hold and withstand the things we need to put in it. There are also intense physical demands. A proxy must be capable of surviving sustained periods during which his heart beats at twice its normal pace and his ribcage is subjected to extreme internal pressure. Saloninus once said that acting as a proxy is the equivalent of running twenty miles up a steep hill carrying someone heavier than yourself in your arms without waking him. I have no idea if that’s true, but nobody’s seen fit to refute it in an official publication.

About eighty per cent of proxies don’t survive. Those that do tend not to live very long, for which they and those close to them are probably quite grateful. A very few come out of the experience monstrously enhanced, both physically and mentally, and live to a ridiculously old age. It’s fortuitous that most of these fortunate few go on to develop a remarkable level of serenity and inner peace, which many an adept would envy. Most of them.

Fighting a war via proxies is almost, not quite but almost as hard on the adepts who wield them. The mental strain, so I’m told, is debilitating. In extreme cases, it can lead to severe damage to, or even loss of the adept’s talent, which must surely be the proverbial fate worse than death. You can see why even enlightened people such as us would go to any length to avoid it.
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"WERE YOU IN the war?” she asked.

Not a question I’d been expecting. “No, of course not,” I said. “The war was centuries ago and I’m not that old. Also, the Studium wasn’t involved, I told you that. It didn’t even exist back then.”

She tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear. I like it when women do that; it’s either alluring or endearing, sometimes both. In her case, neither. “So your people didn’t build this tower?”

“No, of course not. But we can use it, because we’re talented. Just as you can. Because you are too.”

She frowned. Then she went to the stone food jar and lifted the lid. She reached down inside—

“There,” I said. “You see?”

—and took out a knife—
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(WHICH IS WHY it’s so important that, one of these days, someone gets to the bottom of this towers business. Are they third-floor Rooms, or are they something quite distinct and different? It’s important because, as everyone knows, a merely physical weapon can’t harm a properly-prepared adept; he simply uses scutum or lorica and the weapon skids harmlessly off his skin, or he dislocates and floats away to safety as a cloud of fine grit. But if the inside of a tower is a third-floor Room, it’s not like that at all. Room weapons (as everyone knows) work in a different way. They cause Room-wounds and Room-death, the proverbial Fates Worse Than, and not even lorica is guaranteed to protect you against them. With a Room knife, skilfully handled, you can do so much more than just kill someone. Worst case: you can cut off their fingers. No fingers, you can’t turn the doorknob. You can’t turn the doorknob, you can’t leave the Room. Now that’s—)
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—AND A LOAF of bread. She cut two thick slices. “Want some?” she said.

“No thanks,” I said.

“Suit yourself.” She took another dip in the jar, and came out with a small piece of bacon, the size of a clenched fist, and a slab of white cheese.

“Is there anything to drink?” she asked.

I was staring at her. As previously noted—

“Middle of the south-east wall,” I heard myself say. “There should be some sort of three-legged table. Under it, you’ll find a small horn bottle.”

“Ah, right,” she said. I heard liquid gurgle into a glass.

As previously noted, the jars in towers and Rooms can’t do cheese. I stared at it. Maybe it’s butter, I thought wildly. But butter isn’t stiff and crumbly.

“So,” she said briskly, “you aren’t one of the original tower-builders.”

“No,” I said. “How did you—?”

“So,” she went on, with her mouth full, “really, you have no right to be here.”

Something sort of plucked a string in my stomach. “Excuse me?”

“You shouldn’t be in here at all,” she said. “You’re an intruder.”

The small and underdeveloped part of me that deals with self-preservation issues was waking up. All right, I was thinking, time to be sensible. In which case, let’s bypass scutum altogether and go straight to lorica.

I couldn’t do it.

You know what it’s like in first-year; when they tell you to do such and such a form, and you just can’t. You try and try till your eyes pop, but it’s real thaumaturgical constipation, you simply can’t make it happen. I was actually clenching my fists, white knuckles and everything. What that was supposed to achieve I have no idea.

“I told you I wasn’t safe,” she said.

Oh, I thought. Oh, I see. “I’m not sure what you mean,” said my voice.

She gave me an oh-come-on look. “You’re an intruder,” she said. “You aren’t on our side, so you must be the enemy. I’m really sorry, you’ve been really rather sweet while I was waking up, but I’m afraid I’m not allowed to make exceptions. So you see, I’m not at all safe. I’m dangerous.”

The door is to the left of the centre of the north-east wall. Because of the need to maintain eye contact I didn’t turn and look for it, just backed towards it, groping for the handle with my left hand. It didn’t seem to be there.

She clicked her tongue sympathetically. “No door,” she said. “Sorry.”

And she was quite right. There was no door anywhere in the room.

“You can’t hurt me,” I said, in a loud, wobbly voice. “I’m an adept of the Studium, with distinctions in military forms. If you make me fight, you’ll just get hurt.”

She sighed. “I know you are,” she said. “Luckily for me.”

“Luck—”

“That’s right.” Slight nod. “Unlike me, you’re an adept. A powerful one. Me, I’m just a proxy.” She smiled. “The talent’s so rare among women, as you well know.”

“You’re a proxy?”

Another nod. “That’s right,” she said. “Yours.”

The wall felt very solid against my back. Evidence, now I come to think of it, against the towers-are-third-floor-Rooms hypothesis. At the time, though, my academic instincts weren’t exactly to the fore.

“You’re not making any sense,” I think I said.

“Oh come now.” She was smiling. “Don’t you see the elegant simplicity? Towers defend themselves against enemy intruders by drawing power from them; the defending proxy is powered up and the intruder is weakened. It’s a very slight modification of ruet caelum, that’s all. You know, the form that you people use to control us.”

“Ruat,” I said, “not ruet.”

She shrugged. “I stand corrected. Anyway, that’s why you can’t do scutum or lorica. In fact, because you were so very sweet and opened yourself up so generously, you can’t even make a door any more. There’s no way out, I’m sorry. I’ll try and make it as painless as possible, I promise.”

She raised one finger, and I felt as though I was being gutted alive; as though all my insides were being pulled out through my ears. She’d taken practically all of my talent, and now she was holding it, balanced on the palm of her hand, a little glowing red egg.

“Sorry,” she said.

“Please,” I said, edging away down the wall. “The war’s over. There’s no need.”

“Not up to me,” she said sadly. “I just do what you clever men tell me to.”

I was stuck in the corner. Nowhere to go.

“I’m not one of them,” I said. “The Studium doesn’t fight wars. We clean up after them. I’m on your side, really.”

“No, you’re not.”

There was no use trying to argue with that. So instead, I stabbed her with the breadknife.
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SHE TOOK SEVERAL hours to die. If I’d had my full talent, I could have saved her. I tried. But it took so long to come back (as life ebbed out of her and back into me); by the time I was able to do anything, it was too late. She started to cry. I wanted to ask her to forgive me, but a refusal often offends.

The moment her eyes went blank, a door appeared in the wall. I sat and looked at it. Stupid door, I thought. I know where you lead, and I’m not sure I want to go there any more. I could just stay here and—I don’t know, defend the tower against intruders, or just sit and stare at the walls. Just exist; it’s not much, but it’s more than a lot of people can do.

But it doesn’t work like that.

Some time (which doesn’t pass, of course, in Rooms) later, I got up, brushed the dust off my trousers, opened the door and went outside. The clothes came with me, which was nice. I wandered around in the forest for a bit, distracted by a wide variety of thoughts, and eventually strayed out into the open fields. Which was where they found me.

I think they hit me with something from behind. When I came round, I was tied to a chair. The chair was on the bed of a cart. The tailgate was hanging open. The cart was under a tree. There was a noose round my neck.

“You again,” the hangman said. He was still wearing the scarf.

I laughed. I felt so happy. “Gentlemen,” I said, “please. Think about it logically.”





The Dragonslayer of Merebarton
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I was mending my chamber pot when they came to tell me about the dragon.
Mending a pot is one of those jobs you think is easy, because tinkers do it, and tinkers are no good or they’d be doing something else. Actually, it’s not easy at all. You have to drill a series of very small holes in the broken pieces, then thread short lengths of wire through the holes, then twist the ends of the wires together really tight, so as to draw the bits together firmly enough to make the pot watertight. In order to do the job you need a very hard, sharp, thin drill bit, a good eye, loads of patience and at least three pairs of rock-steady hands. The tinker had quoted me a turner and a quarter; get lost, I told him, I’ll do it myself. It was beginning to dawn on me that some sorts of work are properly reserved for specialists.

Ah, the irony.
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STUPID OF ME to break it in the first place. I’m not usually that clumsy. Stumbling about in the dark, was how I explained it. You should’ve lit a lamp, then, shouldn’t you, she said. I pointed out that you don’t need a lamp in the long summer evenings. She smirked at me. I don’t think she quite understands how finely balanced our financial position is. We’re not hard up, nothing like that. There’s absolutely no question of having to sell off any of the land, or take out mortgages. It’s just that, if we carry on wasting money unnecessarily on lamp-oil and tinkers and like frivolities, there’ll come a time when the current slight reduction in our income will start to be a mild nuisance. Only temporary, of course. The hard times will pass, and soon we’ll all be just fine.
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LIKE I SAID, the irony.

“Ebba’s here to see you,” she said.

She could see I was busy. “He’ll have to come back,” I snapped. I had three little bits of wire gripped between my lips, which considerably reduced my snapping power.

“He said it’s urgent.”

“Fine.” I put down the pot—call it that, no way it was a pot any more. It was disjointed memories of the shape of a pot, loosely tied together with metal string, like the scale armour the other side wore in Outremer. “Send him up.”

“He’s not coming up here in those boots,” she said, and at once I realised that no, he wasn’t, not when she was using that tone of voice. “And why don’t you just give up on that? You’re wasting your time.”

Women have no patience. “The tinker—”

”That bit doesn’t go there.”

I dropped the articulated mess on the floor and walked past her, down the stairs, into the great hall. Great, in this context, is strictly a comparative term.

Ebba and I understand each other. For a start, he’s practically the same age as me—I’m a week younger; so what? We both grew up silently ashamed of our fathers (his father Ossun was the laziest man on the estate; mine—well) and we’re both quietly disappointed with our children. He took over his farm shortly before I came home from Outremer, so we both sort of started off being responsible for our own destinies around the same time. I have no illusions about him, and I can’t begin to imagine he has any about me. He’s medium height, bald and thin, stronger than he looks and smarter than he sounds. He used to set up the targets and pick up the arrows for me when I was a boy; never used to say anything, just stood there looking bored.

He had that look on his face. He told me I wasn’t going to believe what he was about to tell me.

The thing about Ebba is, he has absolutely no imagination. Not even when roaring drunk—whimpering drunk in his case; very rare occurrence, in case you’ve got the impression he’s what she calls basically-no-good. About twice a year, specific anniversaries. I have no idea what they’re the anniversaries of, and of course I don’t ask. Twice a year, then, he sits in the hayloft with a big stone jar and only comes out when it’s empty. Not, is the point I’m trying to make, prone to seeing things not strictly speaking there.

“There’s a dragon,” he said.

Now Ossun, his father, saw all manner of weird and wonderful things. “Don’t be bloody stupid,” I said. He just looked at me. Ebba never argues or contradicts; doesn’t need to.

“All right,” I said, and the words just sort of squeezed out, like a fat man in a narrow doorway. “Where?”

“Down Merebarton.”
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A BRIEF DIGRESSION concerning dragons.

There’s no such thing. However, there’s the White Drake (its larger cousin, the Blue Drake, is now almost certainly extinct). According to Hrabanus’ Imperfect Bestiary, the White Drake is a native of the large and entirely unexpected belt of marshes you stumble into after you’ve crossed the desert, going from Crac Boamond to the sea. Hrabanus thinks it’s a very large bat, but conscientiously cites Priscian, who holds that it’s a featherless bird, and Saloninus, who maintains that it’s a winged lizard. The White Drake can get to be five feet long—that’s nose to tip-of-tail; three feet of that is tail, but it can still give you a nasty nip. They launch themselves out of trees, which can be horribly alarming (I speak from personal experience). White Drakes live almost exclusively on carrion and rotting fruit, rarely attack unless provoked and absolutely definitely don’t breathe fire.

White Drakes aren’t found outside Outremer. Except, some idiot of a nobleman brought back five breeding pairs about a century ago, to decorate the grounds of his castle. Why people do these things, I don’t know. My father tried to keep peacocks once. As soon as we opened the cage they were off like arrows from the bowstring; next heard of six miles away, and could we please come and do something about them, because they were pecking the thatch out in handfuls. My father rode over that way, happening to take his bow with him. No more was ever said about peacocks.

Dragons, by contrast, are nine to ten feet long excluding the tail; they attack on sight, and breathe fire. At any rate, this one did.
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THREE HOUSES AND four barns in Merebarton, two houses and a hayrick in Stile. Nobody hurt yet, but only a matter of time. A dozen sheep carcasses, stripped to the bone. One shepherd reported being followed by the horrible thing; he saw it, it saw him, he turned and ran; it just sort of drifted along after him, hardly a wingbeat, as if mildly curious. When he couldn’t run any further, he tried crawling down a badger hole. Got stuck, head down the hole, legs sticking up in the air. He reckoned he felt the thump as the thing pitched down next to him, heard the snuffling—like a bull, he reckoned; felt its warm breath on his ankles. Time sort of stopped for a while, and then it went away again. The man said it was the first time he’d pissed himself and felt the piss running down his chest and dripping off his chin. Well, there you go.

The Brother at Merebarton appears to have taken charge, the way they do. He herded everyone into the grain store—stone walls, yes, but a thatched roof; you’d imagine even a Brother would’ve watched them making charcoal some time—and sent a terrified young kid off on a pony to, guess what. You’ve got it. Fetch the knight.
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AT THIS POINT, the story recognises (isn’t that what they say in Grand Council?) Dodinas le Cure Hardy, age fifty-six, knight, of the honours of Westmoor, Merebarton, East Rew, Middle Side and Big Room; veteran of Outremer (four years, so help me), in his day a modest success on the circuit—three second places in ranking tournaments, two thirds, usually in the top twenty out of an average field of forty or so. Through with all that a long time ago, though. I always knew I was never going to be one of those gaunt, terrifying old men who carry on knocking ’em down and getting knocked down into their sixties. I had an uncle like that, Petipas of Lyen. I saw him in a tournament when he was sixty-seven, and some young giant bashed him off his horse. Uncle landed badly, and I watched him drag himself up off the ground, so desperately tired. I was only, what, twelve; even I could see, every last scrap of flesh and bone was yelling, don’t want to do this any more. But he stood up, shamed the young idiot into giving him a go on foot, and proceeded to use his head as an anvil for ten minutes before graciously accepting his surrender. There was so much anger in that performance—not at the kid, for showing him up, Uncle wasn’t like that. He was furious with himself for getting old, and he took it out on the only target available. I thought the whole thing was disturbing and sad. I won’t ever be like that, I told myself.

(The question was, is: why? I can understand fighting. I fought—really fought—in Outremer. I did it because I was afraid the other man was going to kill me. So happens my defence has always been weak, so I compensate with extreme aggression. Never could keep it going for very long, but on the battlefield that’s not usually an issue. So I attacked anything that moved with white-hot ferocity fuelled entirely and exclusively by ice-cold fear. Tournaments, though, jousting, behourd, the grand melee—what was the point? I have absolutely no idea, except that I did feel very happy indeed on those rare occasions when I got a little tin trophy to take home. Was that enough to account for the pain of being laid up six weeks with two busted ribs? Of course it wasn’t. We do it because it’s what we do; one of my father’s more profound statements. Conversely, I remember my aunt; silly woman, too soft for her own good. She kept these stupid big white chickens, and when they got past laying she couldn’t bear to have their necks pulled. Instead, they were taken out into the woods and set free, meaning in real terms fed to the hawks and foxes. One time, my turn, I lugged down a cage with four hens and two cocks squashed in there, too petrified to move. Now, what draws in the fox is the clucking; so I turned them out in different places, wide apart, so they had nobody to talk to. Released the last hen, walking back down the track; already the two cock birds had found each other, no idea how, and were ripping each other into tissue scraps with their spurs. They do it because it’s what they do. Someone once said, the man who’s tired of killing is tired of life. Not sure I know what that means.)
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A PICTURE IS emerging, I hope, of Dodinas le Cure Hardy; while he was active in chivalry he tried to do what was expected of him, but his heart was never in it. Glad, in a way, to be past it and no longer obliged to take part. Instead, prefers to devote himself to the estate, trying to keep the ancestral mess from collapsing in on itself. A man aware of his obligations, and at least some of his many shortcomings.

Go and fetch the knight, says the fool of a Brother. Tell him—


 

[image: sectionbreakimage]

 

ON REFLECTION, IF I hadn’t seen those wretched White Drakes in Outremer, there’s a reasonable chance I’d have refused to believe in a dragon trashing Merebarton, and then, who knows, it might’ve flown away and bothered someone else. Well, you don’t know, that’s the whole point. It’s that very ignorance that makes life possible. But when Ebba told me what the boy told him he’d seen, immediately I thought; White Drake. Clearly it wasn’t one, but it was close enough to something I’d seen to allow belief to seep into my mind, and then I was done for. No hope.

Even so, I think I said, “Are you sure?” about six or seven times, until eventually it dawned on me I was making a fool of myself. At which point, a horrible sort of mist of despair settled over me, as I realised that this extraordinary, impossible, grossly and viciously unfair thing had landed on me, and that I was going to have to deal with it.

But you do your best. You struggle, just as a man crushed under a giant stone still draws in the last one or two desperate whistling breaths; pointless, but you can’t just give up. So I looked him steadily in the eye, and I said, “So, what do they expect me to do about it?”

He didn’t say a word. Looked at me.

“The hell with that,” I remember shouting. “I’m fifty-six years old, I don’t even hunt boar any more. I’ve got a stiff knee. I wouldn’t last two minutes.”

He looked at me. When you’ve known someone all your life, arguing with them is more or less arguing with yourself. Never had much joy with lying to myself. Or anyone else, come to that. Of course, my mother used to say; the only thing I want you not to be the best in the world at is lying. She said a lot of that sort of thing; much better written down on paper rather than said out loud in casual conversation, but of course she couldn’t read or write. She also tended to say; do your duty. I don’t think she ever liked me very much. Loved, of course, but not liked.

He was looking at me. I felt like that poor devil under the stone (at the siege of Crac des Bests; man I knew slightly). Comes a point when you just can’t breathe any more.
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WE DO HAVE a library; forty-seven books. The Imperfect Bestiary is an abridged edition, local copy, drawings are pretty laughable, they make everything look like either a pig or a cow, because that’s all the poor fool who drew it had ever seen. So there I was, looking at a picture of a big white cow with wings, thinking; how in God’s name am I supposed to kill something like that?

White Drakes don’t breathe fire; but there’s this stupid little lizard in Permia somewhere that does. About eighteen inches long, otherwise completely unremarkable; not to put too fine a point on it, it farts through its mouth and somehow contrives to set fire to it. You see little flashes and puffs of smoke among the reed beds. So it’s possible. Wonderful.

(Why would anything want to do that? Hrabanus, who has an answer for every damn thing, points out that the reed beds would clog up the delta, divert the flowing water and turn the whole of South Permia into a fetid swamp if it wasn’t for the frequent, regular fires, which clear off the reed and lay down a thick bed of fertile ash, just perfect for everything else to grow sweet and fat and provide a living for the hundreds of species of animals and birds who live there. The fires are started by the lizards, who appear to serve no other function. Hrabanus points to this as proof of the Divine Clockmaker theory. I think they do it because it’s what they do, though I’m guessing the lizards who actually do the fire-starting are resentful younger sons. Tell you about my brother in a minute.)
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SHE FOUND ME in the library. Clearly she’d been talking to Ebba. “Well?” she said.

I told her what I’d decided to do. She can pull this face of concentrated scorn and fury. It’s so intensely eloquent, there’s really no need for her to add words. But she does. Oh, she does.

“I’ve got no choice,” I protested. “I’m the knight.”

“You’re fifty-six and you get out of breath climbing the stairs. And you’re proposing to fight dragons.”

It’s a black lie about the stairs. Just that one time; and that was the clock-tower. Seventy-seven steps to the top. “I don’t want to do it,” I pointed out. “Last bloody thing I want—”

”Last bloody thing you’ll ever do, if you’re stupid enough to do it.” She never swears, except when quoting me back at myself. “Just think for a minute, will you? If you get yourself killed, what’ll happen to this place?”

“I have no intention of getting myself—”

”Florian’s too young to run the estate,” she went on, as though I hadn’t spoken. “That clown of a bailiff of yours can’t be trusted to remember to breathe without someone standing over him. On top of which, there’s heriot and wardship, that’s hundreds and hundreds of thalers we simply haven’t got, which means having to sell land, and once you start doing that you might as well load up a handcart and take to the roads, because—”

”Absolutely no intention of getting killed,” I said.

“And for crying out loud don’t shout,” she shouted. “It’s bad enough you’re worrying me to death without yelling at me as well. I don’t know why you do this to me. Do you hate me, or something?”

We were four and a quarter seconds away from tears, and I really can’t be doing with that. “All right,” I said. “So tell me. What do I do?”

“I don’t know, do I? I don’t get myself into these ridiculous messes.” I wish I could do that; I should be able to. After all, it’s the knight’s move, isn’t it? A step at right angles, then jump clean over the other man’s head. “What about that useless brother of yours? Send him.”

The dreadful thing is, the same thought had crossed my mind. It’d be—well, not acceptable, but within the rules: meaning there’s precedents. Of course, I’d have to be practically bedridden with some foul but honourable disease. Titurel is ten years younger than me and still competing regularly on the circuit, though at the time he was three miles away, at the lodge, with some female he’d found somewhere. And if I really was ill—

I was grateful to her. If she hadn’t suggested it, I might just have considered it. As it was: “Don’t be ridiculous,” I said. “Just think, if I was to chicken out and Titurel actually managed to kill this bloody thing. We’ve got to live here. He’d be insufferable.”

She breathed through her nose; like, dare I say it, one of the D things. “All right,” she said. “Though how precisely it’s better for you to get killed and your appalling brother moves in and takes over running the estate—”

”I am not going to get killed,” I said.

“But there, you never listen to me, so I might as well save my breath.” She paused and scowled at me. “Well?”

Hard, sometimes, to remember that when I married her, she was the Fair Maid of Lannandale. “Well what?”

“What are you going to do?”
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"OH," HE SAID, sort of half-turning and wiping his forehead on his forearm. “It’s you.”

Another close contemporary of mine. He’s maybe six months older than me, took over the forge just before my father died. He’s never liked me. Still, we understand each other. He’s not nearly as good a tradesman as he thinks he is, but he’s good enough.

“Come to pay me for those harrows?” he said.

“Not entirely,” I replied. “I need something made.”

“Of course you do.” He turned his back on me, dragged something orange-hot out from under the coals, and bashed it, very hard, very quickly, for about twenty seconds. Then he shoved it back under the coals and hauled on the bellows handle a dozen times. Then he had leisure to talk to me. “I’ll need a deposit.”

“Don’t be silly,” I said. There was a small heap of tools piled up on the spare anvil. I moved them carefully aside and spread out my scraps of parchment. “Now, you’ll need to pay attention.”
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THE PARCHMENT I'D drawn my pathetic attempts at sketches on was the fly-leaf out of Monomachus of Teana’s Principles of Mercantile Law. I’d had just enough left over to use for a very brief note, which I’d folded four times, sealed, and sent the stable boy off to deliver. It came back, folded the other way; and under my message, written in big crude handwriting, smudged for lack of sand—

What the hell do you want it for?

I wasn’t in the mood. I stamped back into the house (I’d been out in the barn, rummaging about in the pile of old junk), got out the pen and ink and wrote sideways up the margin (only just enough room, writing very small)—

No time. Please. Now.

I underlined please twice. The stable boy had wandered off somewhere, so I sent the kitchenmaid. She whined about having to go out in her indoors shoes. I ask you.
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MODDO THE BLACKSMITH is one of those men who gets caught up in the job in hand. He whinges and complains, then the problems of doing the job snag his imagination, and then your main difficulty is getting it away from him when it’s finished, because he’s just come up with some cunning little modification which’ll make it ever so slightly, irrelevantly better.

He does good work. I was so impressed I paid cash.
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"YOUR DESIGN WAS useless, so I changed it,” he’d said. A bit of an overstatement. What he’d done was to substitute two thin springs for one fat one, and add on a sort of ratchet thing taken off a millers’ winch, to make it easier to wind it up. It was still sticky with the oil he’d quenched it in. The sight of it made my flesh crawl.

Basically, it was just a very, very large gin trap, with an offset pressure plate. “It’s pretty simple,” I said. “Think about it. Think about birds. In order to get off the ground, they’ve got very light bones, right?”

Ebba shrugged; if you say so.

“Well,” I told him, “they have. And you break a bird’s leg, it can’t get off the ground. I’m assuming it’s the same with this bastard. We put out a carcass, with this underneath. It stands on the carcass, braces it with one foot so it can tear it up with the other. Bang, got him. This thing ought to snap the bugger’s leg like a carrot, and then it won’t be going anywhere in a hurry, you can be sure of that.”

He frowned. I could tell the sight of the trap scared him, like it did me. The mainspring was three eighths of an inch thick. Just as well Moddo thought to add a cocking mechanism. “You’ll still have to kill it, though,” he said.

I grinned at him. “Why?” I asked. “No, the hell with that. Just keep everybody and their livestock well away for a week until it starves to death.”
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HE WAS THINKING about it. I waited. “If it can breathe fire,” he said slowly, “maybe it can melt the trap off.”

“And burn through its own leg in the process. Also,” I added—I’d considered this very point—“even without the trap it’s still crippled, it won’t be able to hunt and feed. Just like a bird that’s got away from the cat.”

He pulled a small frown that means, well, maybe. “We’ll need a carcass.”

“There’s that sick goat,” I said.

Nod. His sick goat. Well, I can’t help it if all my animals are healthy.
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HE WENT OFF with the small cart to fetch the goat. A few minutes later, a big wagon crunched down to the yard gate and stopped just in time. Too wide to pass through; it’d have got stuck.

Praise be, Marhouse had sent me the scorpion. Rather less joy and happiness, he’d come along with it, but never mind.

The scorpion is genuine Mezentine, two hundred years old at least. Family tradition says Marhouse’s great-great-and-so-forth-grandfather brought it back from the Grand Tour, as a souvenir. More likely, his grandfather took it in part exchange or to settle a bad debt; but to acknowledge that would be to admit that two generations back they were still in trade.

“What the hell,” Marhouse said, hopping down off the wagon box, “do you want it for?”

He’s all right, I suppose. We were in Outremer together—met there for the first time, which is crazy, since our houses are only four miles apart. But he was fostered as a boy, away up country somewhere. I’ve always assumed that’s what made him turn out like he did.

I gave him a sort of hopeless grin. Our kitchenmaid was still sitting up on the box, hoping for someone to help her down. “Thanks,” I said. “I’m hoping we won’t need it, but—”

A scorpion is a siege engine; a pretty small one, compared to the huge stone-throwing catapults and mangonels and trebuchets they pounded us with at Crac des Bests. It’s essentially a big steel crossbow, with a frame, a heavy stand and a super-efficient winch. One man with a long steel bar can wind it up, and it shoots a steel arrow long as your arm and thick as your thumb three hundred yards. We had them at Metouches. Fortunately, the other lot didn’t.

I told Marhouse about the dragon. He assumed I was trying to be funny. Then he caught sight of the trap, lying on the ground in front of the cider house, and he went very quiet.

“You’re serious,” he said.

I nodded. “Apparently it’s burned some houses out at Merebarton.”

“Burned.” Never seen him look like that before.

“So they reckon. I don’t think it’s just a drake.”

“That’s—” He didn’t get around to finishing the sentence. No need.

“Which is why,” I said, trying to sound cheerful, “I’m so very glad your grandad had the foresight to buy a scorpion. No wonder he made a fortune in business. He obviously knew good stuff when he saw it.”

Took him a moment to figure that one out, by which time the moment had passed. “There’s no arrows,” he said.

“What?”

“No arrows,” he repeated, “just the machine. Well,” he went on, “it’s not like we use the bloody thing, it’s just for show.”

I opened and closed my mouth a couple of times. “Surely there must’ve been—”

”Originally, yes, I suppose so. I expect they got used for something around the place.” He gave me a thin smile. “We don’t tend to store up old junk for two hundred years on the offchance in my family,” he said.

I was trying to remember what scorpion bolts look like. There’s a sort of three-bladed flange down the butt end, to stabilise them in flight. “No matter,” I said. “Bit of old rod’ll have to do. I’ll get Moddo to run me some up.” I was looking at the machine. The lead screws and the keyways the slider ran in were caked up with stiff, solid bogeys of dried grease. “Does it work?”

“I assume so. Or it did, last time it was used. We keep it covered with greased hides in the root store.”

I flicked a flake of rust off the frame. It looked sound enough, but what if the works had seized solid? “Guess I’d better get it down off the cart and we’ll see,” I said. “Well, thanks again. I’ll let you know how it turns out.”

Meaning; please go away now. But Marhouse just scowled at me. “I’m staying here,” he said. “You honestly think I’d trust you lot with a family heirloom?”

“No, really,” I said, “you don’t need to trouble. I know how to work these things, remember. Besides, they’re pretty well indestructible.”

Wasting my breath. Marhouse is like a dog I used to have, couldn’t bear to be left out of anything; if you went out for a shit in the middle of the night, she had to come too. Marhouse was the only one of us in Outremer who ever volunteered for anything. And never got picked, for that exact reason.
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SO, THROUGH NO choice or fault of my own, there were nine of us: me, Ebba, Marhouse, the six men from the farm. Of the six, Liutprand is seventeen and Rognvald is twenty-nine, though he barely counts, with his bad arm. The rest of us somewhere between fifty-two and sixty. Old men. We must be mad, I thought.

We rode out there in the flat-bed cart, bumping and bouncing over the ruts in Watery Lane. Everybody was thinking the same thing, and nobody said a word; what if the bugger swoops down and crisps the lot of us while we’re sat here in the cart? In addition, I was also thinking; Marhouse is his own fault, after all, he’s a knight too, and he insisted on butting in. The rest of them, though—my responsibility. Send for the knight, they’d said, not the knight and half the damn village. But a knight in real terms isn’t a single man, he’s the nucleus of a unit, the heart of a society; the lance in war, the village in peace, he stands for them, in front of them when there’s danger, behind them when times are hard, not so much an individual, more of a collective noun. That’s understood, surely; so that, in all those old tales of gallantry and errantry, when the poet sings of the knight wandering in a dark wood and encountering the evil to be fought, the wrong to be put right, ‘knight’ in that context is just shorthand for a knight and his squire and his armour-bearer and his three men-at-arms and the boy who leads the spare horses. The others aren’t mentioned by name, they’re subsumed in him, he gets the glory or the blame but everyone knows, if they stop to think about it, that the rest of them were there too; or who lugged around the spare lances, to replace the ones that got broken? And who got the poor bugger in and out of his full plate harness every morning and evening? There are some straps and buckles you just can’t reach on your own, unless you happen to have three hands on the ends of unnaturally long arms. Without the people around me, I’d be completely worthless. It’s understood. Well, isn’t it?

We set the trap up on the top of a small rise, in the big meadow next to the old clay pit. Marhouse’s suggestion, as a matter of fact; he reckoned that it was where the flightlines the thing had been following all crossed. Flightlines? Well yes, he said, and proceeded to plot all the recorded attacks on a series of straight lines, scratched in the dried splatter on the side of the cart with a stick. It looked pretty convincing to me. Actually, I hadn’t really given it any thought, just assumed that if we dumped a bleeding carcass down on the ground, the dragon would smell it and come whooshing down. Stupid, when you come to think of it. And I call myself a huntsman.

Moddo had fitted the trap with four good, thick chains, attached to eighteen-inch steel pegs, which we hammered into the ground. Again, Marhouse did the thinking. They needed to be offset (his word) so that if it pulled this way or that, there’d be three chains offering maximum resistence—well, it made sense when he said it. He’s got that sort of brain, invents clever machines and devices for around the farm. Most of them don’t work, but some of them do.

The trap, of course, was Plan A. Plan B was the scorpion, set up seventy-five yards away under the busted chestnut tree, with all that gorse and briars for cover. The idea was, we had a direct line of sight, but if we missed and he came at us, he wouldn’t dare swoop in too close, for fear of smashing his wings on the low branches. That bit was me.

We propped the poor dead goat up on sticks so it wasn’t actually pressing on the floorplate of the trap, then scampered back to where we’d set up the scorpion. Luitprand got volunteered to drive the cart back to Castle Farm; he whined about being out in the open, but I chose him because he’s the youngest and I wanted him well out of harm’s way if the dragon actually did put in an appearance. Seventy-five yards was about as far as I trusted the scorpion to shoot straight without having to make allowance for elevation—we didn’t have time to zero it, obviously—but it felt stupidly close. How long would it take the horrible thing to fly seventy-five yards? I had no idea, obviously. We spanned the scorpion—reassuringly hard to do—loaded Moddo’s idea of a bolt into the slider groove, nestled down as far as we could get into the briars and nettles, and waited.

No show. When it got too dark to see, Marhouse said, “What kind of poison do you think it’d take to kill something like that?”

I’d been thinking about that. “Something we haven’t got,” I said.

“You reckon?”

“Oh come on,” I said. “I don’t know about you, but I don’t keep a wide selection of poisons in the house. For some reason.”

“There’s archer’s root,” Ebba said.

“He’s right,” Marhouse said. “That stuff’ll kill just about anything.”

“Of course it will,” I replied. “But nobody around here—”

“Mercel,” Ebba said. “He’s got some.”

News to me. “What?”

“Mercel. Lidda’s boy. He uses it to kill wild pigs.”

Does he now, I thought. It had occurred to me that wild boar were getting a bit hard to find. I knew all about smearing a touch of archer’s root on a bit of jagged wire nailed to a fencepost—boar love to scratch, and it’s true, they do a lot of damage to standing corn. That’s why I pay compensation. Archer’s root is illegal, of course, but so are a lot of useful everyday commodities.

“I’d better ask him,” Ebba said. “He won’t want to get in any trouble.”

Decided unanimously, apparently. Well, we weren’t doing any good crouching in the bushes. It did cross my mind that if the dragon hadn’t noticed a dead goat with a trap under it, there was no guarantee it’d notice the same dead goat stuffed full of archer’s root, but I dismissed the idea as unconstructive.

We left the trap and the scorpion set up, just in case, and rode in the cart back to Castle Farm. To begin with, as we came over the top of the Hog’s Back down Castle Lane, I assumed the pretty red glow on the skyline was the last blush of the setting sun. As we got closer, I hoped that was what it was. By the time we passed the quince orchard, however, the hypothesis was no longer tenable.

We found Luitprand in the goose pond. Stupid fool, he’d jumped in the water to keep from getting burned up. Of course, the mud’s three feet deep on the bottom. I could have told him that.

In passing; I think Luitprand was my son. At any rate, I knew his mother rather too well, seventeen years ago. Couldn’t ever say anything, naturally. But he reminded me a lot of myself. For a start, he was half-smart stupid, just like me. Hurling myself in the pond to avoid the flames was just the sort of thing I might have done at his age; and, goes without saying, he wasn’t there when we dug the bloody pond, twenty-one years ago, so how could he have known we’d chosen the soft spot, no use for anything else?

No other casualties, thank God, but the hay barn, the straw rick, the woodpile, all gone. The thatch, miraculously, burnt itself out without taking the rafters with it. But losing that much hay meant we’d be killing a lot of perfectly good stock come winter, since I can’t afford to buy in. One damn thing after another.

Opito, Larcan’s wife, was hysterical, even though her home hadn’t gone in up flames after all. Larcan said it was a great big lizard, about twenty feet long. He got one very brief glimpse of it out of the corner of his eye, just before he dragged his wife and son under the cart. He looked at me like it was all my fault. Just what I needed after a long day crouched in a briar patch.

Luitprand played the flute; not very well. I gave him the one I brought back from Outremer. I never did find it among his stuff, so I can only assume he sold it at some point.
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ANYWAY, THAT WAS that, as far as I was concerned. Whatever it was, wherever it had come from, it would have to be dealt with, as soon as possible. On the ride back from the farm, Marhouse had been banging on about flightlines again, where we were going to move the bait to; two days here, while the wind’s in the south, then if that’s no good, then another two days over there, and if that still doesn’t work, we’ll know for sure it must be following the line of the river, so either here, there, or just possibly everywhere, would be bound to do the trick, logically speaking. I smiled and nodded. I’m sure he was perfectly correct. He’s a good huntsman, Marhouse. Come the end of the season, he always knows exactly where all the game we’ve failed to find must be holed up. Next year, he then says—

Trouble was, there wasn’t time for a next year.
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BY MIDNIGHT (COULDN'T sleep, oddly enough) I was fairly sure how it had to be done.

Before you start grinning to yourself at my presumption, I had no logical explanation for my conclusions. Flightlines, patterns of behaviour, life cycles, cover crops, mating seasons, wind directions; put them together and you’ll inevitably flush out the truth, which will then elude you, zig-zag running through the roots of the long variables. I knew.

I knew, because I used to hunt with my father. He was, of course, always in charge of everything, knew everything, excelled at everything. We never caught much. And I knew, when he’d drawn up the lines of beaters, given them their timings (say three Glorious Sun Ascendants and two Minor Catechisms, then come out making as much noise as you can), positioned the stillhunters and the hounds and the horsemen, finally blown the horn; I knew exactly where the wretched animal would come bursting out, so as to elude us all with the maximum of safety and the minimum of effort. Pure intuition, never failed. Naturally, I never said anything. Not my place to.

So; I knew what was going to happen, and that there was nothing much I could do about it, and my chances of success and survival were—well, not to worry about that. When I was in Outremer, I got shot in the face with an arrow. Should’ve killed me instantly; but by some miracle it hung up in my cheekbone, and an enemy doctor we’d captured the day before yanked it out with a pair of tongs. You should be dead, they said to me, like I’d deliberately cheated. No moral fibre. Ever since then—true, I shuddered to think how the estate would get on with my brother in charge, but it survived my father and grandfather, so it was clearly indestructible. Besides, everyone dies sooner or later. It’s not like I’m important.
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MARHOUSE INSISTED ON coming with us. I told him, you stay here, we’ll need a wise, experienced hand to take charge if it decides to burn out the castle. For a moment I thought he’d fallen for it, but no such luck.

So there were three of us: me, Ebba, Marhouse. The idea was, we’d follow the Ridgeway on horseback, looking down on either side. As soon as we saw smoke, Ebba would ride back to the castle and get the gear, meet us at the next likely attack scene. I know; bloody stupid idea. But I knew it wouldn’t happen like that, because I knew how it’d happen.

Marhouse had on his black-and-white—that’s breastplate, pauldrons, rerebraces and tassets. I told him, you’ll boil to death in that lot. He scowled at me. He’d also fetched along a full-weight lance, issue. You won’t need that, I told him. I’d got a boar-spear, and Ebba was carrying the steel crossbow my father spent a whole year’s apple money on, the year before he died. “But they’re just to make us feel better,” I said. That got me another scowl. The wrong attitude.

Noon; nothing to be seen anywhere. I was just daring to think, perhaps the bloody thing’s moved on, or maybe it’d caught some disease or got itself hung up in a tree. Then I saw a crow.

I think Ebba saw it first, but he didn’t point and say, “Look, there’s a crow.” Marhouse was explaining some fine point of decoying, how you go about establishing which tree is the principal turning point on an elliptical recursive flight pattern. I thought; that’s not a crow, it’s just hanging there. Must be a hawk.

Ebba was looking over his shoulder. No, not a hawk, the profile’s wrong. Marhouse stopped talking, looked at me, said, “What are you two staring at?” I was thinking, Oh.

I’m right about things so rarely that I usually relish the experience. Not this time.

Oh, you may be thinking, is a funny way of putting it. But that was the full extent of it; no elation, no regret, not even resignation; to my great surprise, no real fear. Just; oh, as in, well, here we are, then. Call it a total inability to feel anything. Twice in Outremer, once when my father died, and now. I’d far rather have wet myself, but you can’t decide these things for yourself. Oh, I thought, and that was all.

Marhouse was swearing, which isn’t like him. He only swears when he’s terrified, or when something’s got stuck or broken. Bad language, he reckons, lubricates the brain, stops it seizing up with fear or anger. Ebba had gone white as milk. His horse was playing up, and he was having to work hard to keep it from bolting. Amazing how they know.

On top of the Ridgeway, of course, there’s no cover. We could gallop forward, or turn around and gallop back; either case, at the rate the bloody thing was moving, it’d be on us long before we could get our heads down. I heard someone give the order to dismount. Wasn’t Marhouse, because he stayed mounted. Wouldn’t have been Ebba, so I guess it must’ve 

been me.

First time, it swooped down low over our heads—about as high up as the spire of Blue Temple—and just kept on going. We were frozen solid. We watched. It was on the glide, like a pigeon approaching a laid patch in a barley field, deciding whether to pitch or go on. Very slight tailwind, so if it wanted to come in on us, it’d have to bank, turn up into the wind a little bit to start to stall, then wheel and come in with its wings back. I honestly thought; it’s gone too far, it’s not going to come in. Then it lifted, and I knew.

Sounds odd, but I hadn’t really been looking at it the first time, when it buzzed us. I saw a black bird shape, long neck like a heron, long tail like a pheasant, but no sense of scale. As it came in the second time, I couldn’t help but stare; a real dragon, for crying out loud, something to tell your grandchildren about. Well, maybe.

I’d say the body was about horse-sized, head not in proportion; smaller, like a red deer stag. Wings absurdly large—featherless, like a bat, skin stretched on disturbingly extended fingers. Tail, maybe half as long again as the body; neck like a swan, if that makes any sense. Sort of a grey colour, but it looked green at a distance. Big hind legs, small front legs looking vaguely ridiculous, as if it had stolen them off a squirrel. A much rounder snout than I’d expected, almost chubby. It didn’t look all that dangerous, to be honest.

Marhouse is one of those people who translate fear into action; the scareder he is, the braver. Works against people. No warning—it’d have been nice if he’d said something first; he kicked his horse hard enough to stove in a rib, lance in rest, seat and posture straight out of the coaching manual. Rode straight at it.

What happened then—

Marhouse was five yards away from it, going full tilt. The dragon probably couldn’t have slowed down if it had wanted to. Instead—it actually made this sort of ‘pop’ noise as it opened its mouth and burped up a fat round ball of fire, then lifted just a little, to sail about five feet over Marhouse’s head. He, meanwhile, rode straight into the fireball, and through it.

And stopped, and fell all to pieces; the reason being, there was nothing left. Horse, man, all gone, not even ash, and the dozen or so pieces of armour dropping glowing to the ground, cherry-red, like they’d just come off the forge. I’ve seen worse things, in Outremer, but nothing stranger.

I was gawping, forgotten all about the dragon. It was Ebba who shoved me down as it came back. I have no idea why it didn’t just melt us both as it passed, unless maybe it was all out of puff and needed to recharge. Anyway, it soared away, repeated the little lift. I had a feeling it was enjoying itself. Well, indeed. It must be wonderful to be able to fly.

Ebba was shouting at me, waving something, the crossbow, he wanted me to take it from him. “Shoot it,” he was yelling. Made no sense to me; but then again, why not? I took the bow, planted my feet shoulders’ width apart, left elbow tucked in tight to the chest to brace the bow, just the fingers on the trigger. A good archery stance didn’t seem to have anything to do with the matter in hand—like playing bowls in the middle of an earthquake—but I’m a good archer, so I couldn’t help doing it properly. I found the dragon in the middle of the peep-sight, drew the tip of the arrow up to find it, and pressed the trigger.

For the record, I hit the damn thing. The bolt went in four inches, just above the heart. Good shot. With a bow five times as strong, quite possibly a clean kill.

I think it must’ve hurt, though, because instead of flaming and lifting, it squirmed—hunched its back then stretched out full-length like a dog waking up—and kept coming, straight at me. I think I actually did try and jump out of the way; just rather too late. I think what hit me must’ve been the side of its head.

I had three ribs stoved in once in Outremer, so I knew what was going on. I recognised the sound, and the particular sort of pain, and the not quite being able to breathe. Mostly I remember thinking; it won’t hurt, because any moment now I’ll be dead. Bizarrely reassuring, as if I was cheating, getting away with it. Cheating twice; once by staying alive, once by dying. This man is morally bankrupt.

I was on my back, not able or minded to move. I couldn’t see the dragon. I could hear Ebba shouting; shut up, you old fool, I thought, I’m really not interested. But he was shouting, “Hold on, mate, hold on, I’m coming,” which made absolutely no sense at all—

Then he shut up, and I lay there waiting. I waited, and waited. I’m not a patient man. I waited so long, those crunched ribs started to hurt, or at least I became aware of the pain. For crying out loud, I thought. And waited.

And thought; now just a minute.

It hurt so much, hauling myself onto my side so I could see. I was in tears.

Later, I figured out what had happened. When Ebba saw me go down, he grabbed the boar-spear and ran towards me. I don’t imagine he considered the dragon, except as an inconvenience. Hold on, I’m coming; all his thoughts in his words. He got about half way when the dragon pitched—it must’ve swooped off and come in again. As it put its feet down to land, he must’ve stuck the butt of the spear in the ground and presented the point, like you do with a boar, to let it stick itself, its momentum being far more effective than your own puny strength. As it pitched, it lashed with its tail, sent Ebba flying. Whether or not it realised it was dead, the spear a foot deep in its windpipe before the shaft gave way under the pressure and snapped, I neither know nor care. By the marks on the ground, it rolled three or four times before the lights went out. My best estimate is, it weighed just short of a ton. Ebba—under it as it rolled—was crushed like a grape, so that his guts burst and his eyes popped, and nearly all his bones were broken.
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HE WOULDN'T HAVE thought; I’ll kill the dragon. He’d have thought, ground the spear, like boar-hunting, and then the tail hit him, and then the weight squashed him. So it wouldn’t have been much; not a heroic thought, not the stuff of song and story. Just; this is a bit like boar-hunting, so ground the spear. And then, perhaps: oh.

I think that’s all there is; anywhere, any time, in the whole world.
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I TRIED PRESERVING the head in honey. We got an old pottery bath and filled it and put the head in; but eight weeks later it had turned green and it stank like hell, and she said, for pity’s sake get rid of it. So we boiled it out and scraped it, and mounted the skull on the wall. Not much bigger than a big deer; in a hundred years’ time, they won’t believe the old story about it being a dragon. No such thing as dragons, they’ll say.

Meanwhile, for now, I’m the Dragonslayer; which is a joke. The duke himself threatened to ride over and take a look at the remains, but affairs of state supervened, thank God. Entertaining the duke and his court would’ve ruined us, and we’d lost so much already.

Twice I’ve cheated. Marhouse was straight as a die, and his end, I’m sorry, was just ludicrous. I keep telling myself, Ebba made a choice, you must respect that. I can’t. Instead of a friend, I have a horrible memory, and yet another debt I can’t pay. People assume you want to be saved, no matter what the cost; sometimes, though, it’s just too expensive to stay alive. Not sure I’ll ever forgive him for that.

And that’s that. I really don’t want to talk about it any more.





Told by an Idiot
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Master Cork, the dealer in antiquities, called to see me.
He caught me at a bad moment. Even so, I’m always pleased to see him, though nearly everything he has to offer is rubbish. The same principle applies when you’re panning for gold, though it’s years since I did any of that. I told Nan to clear off the kitchen table. It’s the only room in the house with decent light.

On this occasion he had a dragon’s tooth, powdered mummy, the celebrated ring of King Solomon, the shin of St. Sebastian, a tiny phial of King Herod’s tears, a new kind of firework, a living mirror, a demon in a bottle, the smile of St John the Baptist miraculously imprinted on cheesecloth and an object of indeterminate purpose taken from the coffin of the last Grail Knight, a moment before the entire skeleton dissolved into dust and blew away on the breeze. I picked it up, turned it over and looked at him. “What’s it supposed to be?” I asked him.

“I don’t know,” he said patiently. “I don’t know a lot of things. It’s the provenance that matters.”

“For which I have your word of honour.”

“Of course.”

I put it down and picked up the dragon’s tooth. “How much?”

“Eight shillings.”

There’s a sort of inverse honesty about Master Cork that I find enormously appealing. A true crook would realise that a genuine dragon’s tooth would be worth eight pounds, or eighty, or eight hundred. But Master Cork—I know this for a fact, having spoken to some of his suppliers—has a system of pricing to which he adheres religiously: six times what he paid for it. That doesn’t actually prove conclusively that anything cheap he has for sale is fake, because he’s also very stupid, and he buys from stupid people; he could easily get hold of a genuine dragon’s tooth, and neither he nor his supplier would know what they’d got.

“Oops,” I said, as the tooth clattered on the slated floor. “Butterfingers.”

We both looked down. The tooth just lay there. I smiled and picked it up. He sighed, and put it away in its dear little sandalwood box. On another occasion I’d have offered him a shilling just for the box, which was two hundred years old and Greek. That’s the joy of dealing with Master Cork. He does have good things, sometimes.

“King Solomon’s ring,” I said.

He sat up straight and looked at me with his honest face. “Ah yes.”

“You’re sure it’s the genuine article?”

“Absolutely.”

I picked it up. It was big, suggesting that King Solomon had fingers like parsnips. Gold, straw colour, about three parts fine. The enamel and incuse garnets reminded me of something; it took me a moment to place it and then I knew. “How much?”

“Six pounds.”

You paid a pound, for this? I nearly said, but didn’t. “In what respects is it different from the King Solomon’s ring you offered me last month?”

“It’s the real one.”

“Or the month before that? Or that rather nice one you had last Michaelmas?”

“It’s the genuine article,” he said sadly. “Try it and see.”

Easy challenge to make, since there were no animals in the house. Well, rats and mice and fleas, presumably, because there always are. But who wants to talk to rats? “I think this is an old Saxon ring, dug up out of a burial mound, probably in Suffolk or Essex,” I said. “As such, it’s worth twice what you paid for it.”

A flicker of interest in his pale grey eyes; my lord Devereaux pays good money for anything Saxon. “Are you sure?”

“Well, no, obviously. Clearly I’m wrong. I mean, it looks Saxon to me, but it can’t be, can it? It’s King Solomon’s, I have your word of honour, so it’s much older and comes from Tyre or somewhere like that.” I shrugged. “Since it’s not Saxon, thirty shillings.”

He looked as though someone was squeezing his toes in a vise. “I don’t know.”

“Take it or leave it.”

“Two pounds. You said yourself it’s worth two pounds.”

“Ah, but I never pay full price.”

He sighed. “Two pounds,” he said, “and I’ll throw in the demon in the bottle.”

I knew perfectly well that I could get fifty shillings from my lord Devereaux. But what did I want with a demon in a bottle? Or, more likely, a bottle? On the other hand, ten shillings is a powerful amount of money, not that I needed it. Ah well. Sometimes I just like to make deals. “Done with you,” I said, and I spat into my hand and held it out for him to shake. Master Cork hates it when I do that, which of course is why I do it.
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ALL THE WORLD'S a stage, and all the men and women merely players. Not mine, incidentally; it’s all I can remember of a play Master Allardyce tried to sell me, when he was just starting out in the business. I remember telling him; young man, comedy isn’t your strong suit, try tragedy instead. I thought I’d mention that, to show you how perceptive I am, sometimes.

I guess the line stuck in my mind because it has a certain swing to it, and because it’s silly. The salient feature of the theatre is that the actors don’t make it up as they go along; or at least, not in my productions, if they ever want to work for me again. No; somebody writes the words, beforehand, carefully and deliberately; sometimes starting at the end and working backwards, sometimes getting to the end and then changing the whole of the first two acts, sometimes cutting out characters and deleting whole incidents, reshaping the plot and sequence of events because they don’t like how it came out. That’s not how human life works. Nor do you get the staples of drama in real-life interactions of real people. You don’t get foreshadowing, or sudden catastrophic reversals of fortune. People don’t just drop dead of dramatic necessity (which, if the stage is to be believed, is the greatest mass epidemic of our time, responsible for more deaths than the plague and the bloody flux put together). You don’t get coups de theatre. You don’t get melodrama, specially if you’re a bachelor, like me. And most of all, you don’t get the supernatural. There are no ghosts or devils in real life, and a significant dream usually means you’ve eaten toasted cheese at bedtime.

Master Allardyce was bitterly offended by my helpful remarks and stormed off in a huff. Two weeks later he was back with Gyges Prince Of Lydia, and we started making money together. Later I heard he’d sold his stack of unfinished comedies to some hack who worked for the Other Lot, across the river, and drank the proceeds in a week. In my opinion, the Other Lot were robbed.
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I OFTEN EAT toasted cheese at bedtime. Mind you, I’m Welsh. Some stereotypes are justified. And I have bad dreams, but they don’t tend to come true. Nobody is writing my life. It’s impromptu, ad lib, extemporised by the clown, told by an idiot. Therefore, presumably, it’s comedy.
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I WAS QUITE wrong, of course. I didn’t get fifty shillings from Lord Devereaux. I got eighty. A man like my lord would take deep offence if you asked him to pay anything less than twice the true value: he’d assume you were implying he was a cheapskate, and men have ended up dead in alleyways for less. Luckily I saw my mistake before I opened negotiations.

Four pounds, in good, unclipped gold coin. I didn’t need the money, of course, but it came in very handy. I had plasterers to pay, and carpenters, and bricklayers and authors and purveyors of fine textiles. The theatre business pays well, very well, sometimes, but it’s like the tides of the sea. Money can’t come in unless it goes out first, which is why I see myself as a sort of financial estuary. Fifty shillings paid for all my outstanding maintenance, a new set of alcove curtains and The Tragical History of King Henry II, in five acts, with ghosts. I read it that evening, and very good it was too, though whether it would go down well with the customers was another matter entirely. We have a saying in our business: everybody loved it except the public. Still, sometimes, you just have to take a chance.
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THE WORLD IS, notoriously, full of old rubbish. Everywhere you turn there’s junk, garbage, trash. Nearly everything you’re likely to encounter as you pick your fastidious way across Life’s midden is noisesome, offensive and of no possible value to anyone. This generally useful rule of thumb doesn’t only apply only to curiosities and treasures. Same goes for places, people and experiences. The ratio does vary, it’s true. Only about half of the cheese offered for sale in Southwark market, for example, is actually poisonous enough to kill you, whereas ninety-nine out of every hundred plays presented to me for my consideration are a wicked waste of oak-apple gall and mashed-up rags.

But the world also teems with glorious, wonderful things, rich, gorgeous and rare. The ludicrous, infuriating, utterly delightful paradox is that the good things are invariably to be found in among the rubbish, all jumbled up in a heap. You need the discerning eye. An uncut diamond is just a pebble, gold is just sand in a riverbed, and nearly all the pebbles and sand in the world are pebbles and sand. You need the eye. I’m lucky, I have it. God knows how many tens of thousands of carters and shepherds waded through that particular ford, three miles from where I was born, in Godforsaken west Wales, and never knew they were squelching through wealth and opportunity. I saw a tiny sparkle in the dried mud lodged between the welts of my boot-sole. In my time in London, forty-six men have gone bankrupt trying to run a theatre. I glance at a few lines on a page, and I know.

I’m not, it goes without saying, the only one. I met a German once, a very learned man, who’d spent his life in the silver mines of Joachimsthal. He knew exactly what to look for—he told me, but I’ve long since forgotten—the telltale signs of a silver deposit. I met him in an inn near Carnarvon. He’d been tramping the hills and valleys for months, looking for the signs, and never found a damn thing. He knew exactly what to look for, but it simply wasn’t there. Or take my lord Devereaux. He knows what to look for, as well as any man living, and he spends his life examining the wares of merchants in dockside taverns, prowling through country auctions, soiling his small, delicate fingers pawing about in the packs of pedlars and gypsies, and all he ever finds is junk, trash, garbage, rubbish. His treasures, of which he has many, have all come from wise, expensive dealers who know precisely what they’ve got and how much it’s worth. I, on the other hand, find gold in dirt, commercially viable poetry in Cheapside and genuine Saxon rings among the wares of Master Cork, quite possibly the last places on earth anyone would think of looking. The truth is, valuable rarities are rare because there aren’t many of them; you could spend a lifetime knowing what to look for and only find sand, sharks’ teeth and doggerel. Not me. And that’s not skill, knowledge or discernment. That’s just luck.
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TALKING OF OLD rubbish, I decided against The Tragical History of Henry II. It was a fine play, with a good, strong lead and plenty of scope for Master Ackerton to pull horrible faces at the standing customers, but I knew it wasn’t for me. Nobody’s fault, except possibly the House of Plantagenet; they would insist on naming their eldest sons Henry, over and over again, and unless you’re a scholar or an antiquary, you can’t help getting them muddled up. The average playgoer can’t be expected to remember whether the play he saw last month was Henry the Fifth, Henry the First, Henry the Third part two, Henry the Seventh part one or Henry the Sixth part three. Rather than risk seeing the same play twice, he’s going to keep his twopence in his purse and wait for The Tragical History of King Stephen.

Instead, I took a walk along the riverbank, calling in at a number of rather unpleasant inns and taverns until I flushed out Master Allardyce. I found him in the courtyard of the White Bear, sitting on the mounting-block with his head in his hands and last night’s dinner on his shirt-front. Recently someone had punched him quite hard in the face; his lip was swollen and his cheek was the colour of fresh liver. I walked up behind him quite quietly and tapped him on the shoulder. He rose like a pheasant, then sat down again like a dirty shirt dropped into a linen-basket.

“Tristram and Yseult,” I said.

“Go away.” He massaged his temples with thumb and forefinger. I had no sympathy.

“It’s practically finished,” I said. “You just need to fix the third act and put in some stuff for the clowns. And then you’ll get paid. Won’t that be nice?”

He shook his head, a gesture that he clearly regretted. “It’s not right,” he said. “It needs tearing up and starting again from scratch. Bloody thing,” he added bitterly. He hates his own work. I think he blames it for his misfortunes.

“Now listen,” I said. “It’s a perfectly good working play, and it’ll pack ’em in, trust me, I know ever so much more about this business than you do. The longer you fiddle with it, the worse it’ll get. For once in your life, finish something. You’ll feel ever so much better, and I’ll give you fifteen beautiful shillings. All you have to do is fix the third act and write a few jokes. It’ll take you half an hour. Best of all, you’ll make me happy. You like me, I’m your only friend. Well?”

He closed his red eyes. “It’s rubbish,” he said. “There was so much I wanted to say, and it’s all got lost and watered down. Now, it’s just a bunch of idiots strutting up and down and shouting.”

“Yes,” I said. “Which is what the customers like. The sole justification of a writer is writing stuff that people want to see. Otherwise, what the hell are you people good for?”

So much for Master Allardyce. I’d known him five years, and I accepted that he had the potential to write the greatest play ever; a play so good that if God were to summon Mankind before the bar of Heaven and demand to know one good reason why He shouldn’t send a second flood and drown the lot of us, all we’d have to do is hand Him the manuscript and there’d be no case to answer. I knew that, in order to write this play, Master Allardyce needed to drink himself stupid, get beaten up twice a week and generally mash himself down into a cheese, like the cider-makers do, before he could ferment and distil his very essence into words on a page. But I have a business to run, and I need crowd-pleasers. Master Allardyce’s monument-more-enduring-than-bronze would just have to wait until I retired. Accordingly, I gave him no peace.

A good morning’s work, and all done before ten o’clock. I walked back to Shoe Lane and sat in my chair for a while, until the fidgets got me and I couldn’t sit still a moment longer.

At times like that, I really miss manual labour. The way I see it, Man was built to tire himself out; unless he’s good and weary, he can’t rest, and unless he rests, he gets all used up. When I was a boy, there was always work to be done—the trick was keeping out of its way as long as possible, and to that end I had a number of subtle hiding-places, in the hayloft, under the floorboards in the barn, a sort of roofed-over priest’s hole I’d carefully tunnelled out in the tangled heart of the raspberry canes. These days I have a study with a beautiful chair and books and a Nuremberg clock and a Dutch painting of the Annunciation, but I can’t keep still for five minutes.

The bottle with the demon in it was in the woodshed, where I’d put it after Master Cork went away. I didn’t really like leaving it in the kitchen, because Nan is a great knocker-over of unconsidered trifles, and although it was almost certain there was nothing inside the bottle except stale air—I picked it up and looked at it. A glass bottle, worth about sixpence; green, the colour of pine needles, but not Venetian; not old, because the glass wasn’t noticeably thicker at the bottom than the top. It was stopped with a cork covered in beeswax, and the wax was quite fresh. I ask you.
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(NOW, THEN. WHEN I was a boy, I was always finding things. I’ve mentioned my ridiculously overgenerous allotment of luck already—when you get to know me, you’ll discover that I refer to it all the time, to the point where my friends pre-emptively change the subject—and many of the things I found were indeed rich and rare. I found an old clay pot full of silver coins; except that they weren’t silver, it was just a very thin wash over black, crumbly copper, as we found out when we tried to melt them down on the blacksmith’s forge. I found the tomb of an elf once; he was buried under a long, flat slab, and for a moment I saw him, a very tall man in a green tunic, with a bow and arrows beside him, and then he crumbled into dust before my eyes, just like Master Cork’s Grail Knight. And I found a message in a bottle.

It was the bottle I noticed; a green knob sticking up out of the sand at low tide, too regular to be a pebble. I scrabbled it out, and to my joy it was complete and unbroken, worth sixpence of anybody’s money, therefore fourpence to me, because the man in the market I sold things to always assumed I’d stolen them, even when hadn’t. Fourpence was more than my father earned in a day, and he was a skilled man, a wheelwright. And then I noticed that there was something inside the bottle; a scrap of something, like a dead leaf, but thicker.

This was after I found the dead elf, and I’d learned my lesson. Everybody said that the elf turned to dust because that’s what elves do, being magical. I figured that when something’s been kept preserved for a very long time in a sealed place, suddenly exposing it to the air did it no good at all. Basically the same reason why you should eat potted meat quickly, once you’ve opened the jar. Accordingly, I didn’t open my bottle to find out what was inside. Instead, I took it to the priest, who was a wise man and knew many things. Actually, he wasn’t. He was the wisest man in our part of the country and knew more than anybody else. That’s not quite the same thing.

Anyway, he opened the bottle, and the scrap of something didn’t immediately turn to dust, so he was either wise or lucky (and my entire life is a monument to the slightness of the difference between those two). He spread the scrap out on his kitchen table, and I saw it was parchment, with writing on it.

What does it say? I asked him. He looked at me. He knew I couldn’t read, because he’d tried to teach me. I don’t know, he said. Here, look for yourself.

I looked. Meaningless.

He said he thought it was probably Greek, because they use different letters; and if so, it was possible that the bottle had drifted all the way from Constantinople. Possibly, he said, it was some incredibly valuable piece of knowledge, so rare and precious that it had to be preserved at all costs, so that when the Turks came with their great cannon and blew down the walls, some monk or clerk had written his great secret on a bit of parchment, thrust it into a bottle and thrown it from his window into the sea, just before the door of his cell burst open and the Turks rushed in and killed him. But the bottle and the secret floated away, safe and preserved, like pickled cabbage, and bobbed around in the wild, soft sea for a hundred years, until eventually it washed up on the west coast of Wales, on a day when a sharp-eyed boy just happened to be passing—

He talked like that; I think it’s from him that I picked up my ear for poetry, or at least for the mighty line, the sonorous phrase that sounds fine and doesn’t mean very much. In any event, he gave me back the bottle but kept the scrap of writing to show to his bishop, who was a very learned clerk and could read Greek, and who would be able to tell whether it really was a great and wonderful secret or just some nonsense. I was happy enough with that; I’d pleased my friend the priest, and I got my fourpence for the bottle, and I thought nothing more of it for a very long time. But when I’d made my first big score and was suddenly taken rich, I went back home to show off, like you do, and when I called to see the priest they told me he was dead; died in Cirencester, of the plague, and there was a new priest now, if I wanted to see him about anything. I felt sorry for my friend, and vexed that I couldn’t ask him what the scrap of writing had turned out to be, but I guessed it was just luck—bad in his case, just as mine is nearly always good, two sides of one coin, which is almost certainly a plated fake, thin silver back and front and base old copper in the middle.)
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MY MOTHER WAS always bottling things, putting them up in jars, preserving. She told me, it’s very important to seal the jar well, to keep the air out, or otherwise it’ll spoil.

Whoever sold Master Cork the bottled demon obviously knew that; hence the thick dollop of beeswax. A demon is bad enough, but a spoilt demon doesn’t bear thinking about. A sealed empty bottle, however, is a dose of perfectly preserved nothing. I pared away the wax with my knife and drew the cork.
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MASTER MORLEY, THE one who came to a bad end not so long ago, once tried to sell me a play about demons. The lead was a famous German doctor who sells his soul to the devil—a fine hook for a play, but he didn’t make very good use of it, and two thirds of it is just clowning, which is why I turned him down. He sold it elsewhere and it didn’t do too badly, which only goes to show that I’m not infallible. Ah well.

The doctor in the play was based on one John Faustus, who really lived, about seventy years ago, in Wittemberg. I used to have a book written by him, in his own handwriting; it’s in Latin, which I came to late in life, and there are large parts of it I couldn’t make head or tail of, but as far as I can tell it’s a book about summoning, controlling and dealing with demons. If I’d known that at the time, I wouldn’t have bought it, because something like that can get you in a lot of trouble. Once I’d found out, though, I couldn’t bring myself to put it on the fire, it being so old and wise and full of secrets. In the end, I sold it at a loss to my lord Rawley, who likes that sort of thing and can get away with murder. He, so they say, regularly summons demons, and sends them out to bend the winds or fetch him gold from the Antipodes. I’m not entirely sure I believe that, because a man with that sort of power wouldn’t ever be short of money, as my lord so frequently is. I never heard anyone say he keeps his demons in bottles, which raises the question. Where does he keep them?
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HE ROSE UP out of the bottle like smoke from a chimney on a still day.

Let me take a moment to describe what I saw. I don’t have Master Allardyce’s way with words; I’m essentially a practical man, mundane but observant with a good eye for detail. I’d make a much better witness in a court of law than Messrs Allardyce or Morley, though they’d probably get a round of applause from the jury when they’d finished testifying. I saw a sort of plume of dark grey—not really like smoke, because it was gritty and shiny; imagine a column of finely-powdered charcoal rearing up at you out of a bottle. The top of the column spread and billowed out, first into a ball and then into the shape of a man’s head and shoulders, which gradually refined itself, as though an invisible sculptor was working it with his thumbs and fingers, into a recognisable face.

You’ve been to the Abbey, obviously, and seen the carved grey stone kings and saints; and you’ll have noticed that one or two of them still bear the paint that once decorated all of them. You’ll appreciate, therefore, the enormous difference between a face with skin-coloured skin and hair-coloured hair, and exactly the same shape in dull grey stone. The painted face is immediately recognisable as human—it may not be a very good likeness, it may have a silly expression and its eyes may be far too close together, but it’s unmistakably human. The stone face is far more remote, grander, more abstract. It’s patently artificial, a thing made by one man to represent another, but with interpretation, quite possibly allegory and ulterior meaning. A statue of King John in white marble stands for cunning, cruelty, weakness, deception. Slap a bit of paint on it and you get a pink man with a foolish expression. Well; the face that gradually took shape in front of me stayed basalt grey—read into that what you will. I think that was probably the point.

To be precise, however: he had a long, thin nose; high cheekbones and a high forehead; small ears; small, full lips; I would say rather a weak chin; completely bald, which suggests to me that the Devil can’t do hair and knows his limitations. The eyes were—well, perfectly executed, let’s say, with heavy eyelids and eyeballs that moved in their sockets, but completely blank, so that I wondered if he could see out of them. I still don’t know; maybe he used a completely different set of senses, or maybe someone was doing his seeing for him and whispering the results in his ear. His neck was long and thin, and his shoulders were slim to the point of being skinny, except that his bones didn’t stick out particularly. On a girl it would’ve been attractive. His arms, when they developed, were similarly thin and soft (I imagine they’d have been soft to the touch, is what I mean), and his fingers were long and delicate, suggesting he’d never done a day’s work in his life. He blinked a lot, I remember, but otherwise kept very still.

“Hello,” I said.

He smiled. He had a nice smile. “Hello,” he replied.

Whatsisname, the fellow who had such a big hit with Falstaff and Poins a year or so back and then sort of faded away, has a character who reckons he can call spirits from the vasty deep; he’s quite cocky about it, and gets most upset when nobody seems to believe him. I can understand why. It’s rather an extraordinary feeling, the first time you do it. “Who are you?” I said.

He shrugged, perfectly conveying the information that I’d asked a very bad question, but I wasn’t expected to know any better and so he forgave me. I tried again. “Have you been in the bottle very long?”

He put his head on one side and thought for a moment. He acted Thought; I wouldn’t have given him a job. “Fourteen weeks, six days, nine hours, twenty-seven minutes. Why?”

I shrugged. “Was it uncomfortable in there?”

“No, not particularly.”

“How did you come to be in a bottle in the first place?”

He blinked at me. Another tactless question. I don’t know why, but I found that slightly irritating. In fact, I wasn’t sure I liked him very much. “What do you do?” I asked. “I mean, what are you good for?”

He grinned. “Nothing.”

“Nothing shall come of nothing, speak again. If I ask you to do things for me, will you obey?”

He frowned. “That depends,” he said.

Ah, I thought. Best to tread carefully from now on. “If I ask you to, will you go back in the bottle?”

“If you ask it of me, yes.”

The way he said it put me on notice. I’ve had quite a bit to do with lawyers, worse luck. They have a special relationship with language; absolute precision. “You can go back in the bottle if you like,” I said. “Or you can stay floating there, it’s all the same to me.” You please yourself, I nearly said, but luckily thought better of it. Nothing that could possibly be construed as a command or an instruction. “Are you an evil spirit?”

His head went on one side again. “There’s nothing good or bad but thinking makes it so,” he said. 

I raised an eyebrow. If he was a demon, was he allowed to say things like that? “Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

“Then you aren’t an evil spirit.”

“No.”

“Are you lying?”

“No.” He smiled. “But please bear in mind that oftentimes, to win you to your harm, the instruments of darkness tell you truths. That said, I am not of myself evil.” He looked round, and saw a knife lying on my desk, where I’d been sharpening pens. “Neither is that,” he said. “If you see what I mean.”

I nodded. “Two hundred years ago, when a man was stabbed in a quarrel, the judge would condemn the knife to be legally killed, by breaking or drowning in a well, because it was guilty of murder. I think we’ve moved on a bit since then, though sometimes I wonder. Tell me, do you strike bargains with people?”

He blinked. “Yes.”

“Are you expensive?”

“Yes.”

“I’ll bet you are. As luck would have it, however, I have every-

thing I need or could possibly want, so I don’t think you’ve got anything to offer me. Therefore—”

He blinked again. “Except King Solomon’s ring.”

“Excuse me?”

“And a dragon’s tooth, and a living mirror, and the perfectly preserved smile of John the Baptist.”

I laughed. It was forced, like seakale in March. “Who says I want—?”

“You’d have bought them if they were genuine.”

“There’s wanting and wanting,” I said. “True, there are certain things I wouldn’t mind having, quite a lot of them if the truth be told. But not enough to sell my soul for.”

“You’re putting words in my mouth.”

Not even with three-foot tongs. “The difference,” I said carefully, “is between want and would like to have. Want implies a certain degree of need, as in the lack of that certain thing being in some sense harmful. Want as a synonym for lack. I can conceive of nothing the lack of which leaves me incomplete or unfulfilled. And certainly not the smile of John the Baptist.”

He shrugged. “You started it,” he said. “You opened the bottle.”

“Utterly convinced there was nothing inside it.”

“You bought me.”

I shook my head. “I bought a Saxon ring. You were thrown in as a makeweight, and not by my suggestion. I didn’t object to getting you, but there was no conscious volition on my part.”

He put his head on one side, then shrugged. “Fine,” he said. “In that case, we have nothing to offer each other. Could I trouble you to smear a bit of wax round my cork when I’m back inside? It helps keep the damp out.”

“Of course,” I said.

He acknowledged that with a slight dip of his head. “Are you sure there’s nothing you need?”

“Positive.”

“You’re complete and perfect in every way.”

“I suppose I am, yes.” I smiled. “The Lord is my shepherd, therefore shall I lack nothing. It’s the fine dividing line between need and greed, you see.”

“Or you’re too cheap to pay the price.”

I breathed out through my nose. “You ought to meet my lord Devereaux,” I said. “There’s a man who wants for nothing, but if he takes a fancy to something, he’s simply got to have it, though the heavens fall. You’d get on well with him.”

He laughed. “His sort are two a penny. I’m only interested in rarities. Good day to you.”

He went back into the bottle—well, the way he came out, only in reverse. As soon as I felt it was safe, I jammed the cork in, then dripped the candle over it until it was an engorged, splodgy mess. Then I sat back in my chair, trying to persuade myself that I hadn’t seen any of that, and none of it had actually happened.
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"THE LIKELIEST EXPLANATION is that it didn’t,” said Master Decker. “I think what happened was, you fell asleep in your chair after too much sherris sack, morbidly dwelling on how you were offered Doctor Faustus and turned it down. I can see how something like that could eat away at a man’s mind.”

Master Decker fancies himself as a bit of a scholar. He studied at Cambridge, Paris and Wittenberg, though I imagine they were glad to see the back of him. He’s rich and wildly extravagant. His father made a fortune in the fullering business, emptying piss-pots right across London in Queen Mary’s time.

“I know what I saw,” I said. “What you’ve got to tell me is, what do I do now?”

He poured himself a drink. “What do you want to do?”

“I don’t know. Should I throw the bottle in the river?”

I don’t think he liked my wine. He sort of nibbled at it and put the cup down. “King Polycrates of Samos was the richest man in the world,” he said, fixing his eyes on a point about a foot over my head. “Aware that his good fortune made him a likely target for the jealous resentment of Heaven, he took his most valued possession, a gold ring that had belonged to his father, and threw it in the sea. Two weeks later, a fisherman caught a particularly fine turbot, so fine that he couldn’t bring himself to sell it, but instead took it to the palace as a gift fit for a king. When they opened the fish, they found Polycrates’ ring in its belly. The very next day, the king took sick and died. Moral: it’s not that easy.”

I frowned. “All right, I’ll send for a priest. Presumably they’ve got established procedures—”

Master Decker grinned at me. “That would be an interesting conversation,” he said. “Excuse me, reverend father, I bought a devil in a bottle but I don’t want it any more. If you want to get yourself burnt alive, there are easier ways, and ones that don’t reflect quite so badly on your friends.”

He had a point, of course. “A display of sincere repentance—”

“You could try that, I suppose.” He scratched his ear. “Though what you’ve got to repent of, I’m really not sure. I mean, you haven’t done anything wrong. Repentance when you haven’t actually sinned cannot be sincere, and insincere repentance is vanity and a sin in itself.”

He gets on my nerves sometimes. “So what are you suggesting? I should just put the bottle on a high shelf and try and forget about it?”

“I’m not suggesting anything,” he said gently, “because I can’t think of anything intelligent or sensible to offer you. Just because I can see the glaring errors in your ideas doesn’t necessarily mean I’ve got any better ones. But yes, I suppose that would do as well as anything else. We pray, lead us not into temptation, but it’s a request, not an order. And that fact that we ask Him not to do it suggests that He’s capable of it, and from time to time He does. I’m guessing that the point of this exercise is for you to sit staring at that bottle for a year or so and not open it.” He spread his hands in a rather silly gesture. “That’s just my guess. I could be wrong. I never even took holy orders, so what do I know?”

“Do you think I imagined the whole thing?”

He nodded. “That would seem to be the most logical explanation,” he said. “But who knows? There are more things in heaven and earth than are dreamt of in your philosophy.”

Helpful as ever.
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LATER THAT EVENING, a boy hammered on the door. His face was black with soot, and he stank of smoke.

“Come quickly,” he said. “The theatre’s on fire.”

I walked rather than ran. If you think about the design of a theatre, it’s really just a short chimney. Sure enough, by the time I got there, it was a quarter acre of fallen timbers and ashes. I stood for a while gazing at the mess, and then it started to rain. A bit late, but at least it would damp down the cinders and keep it from burning down half the city.

I regard myself as a moderately sensible man, which is why my bow has so many strings to it, you’d be forgiven for mistaking it for a harp. Besides; in a good year, the theatre makes money, in a bad year it loses everything it made the previous season. I could afford the loss of that particular asset; in fact, in the long term I’d be better off without it. More of a hobby than a business, really, or so I told myself, over and over again, as I stared at my bedroom rafters.

It won’t end there, I told myself. This is just the first act.

If my life was a play, I wouldn’t buy it. Who on earth would want to watch such a load of old rubbish?
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MASTER ALLARDYCE CAME to see me.

“You’re going to love it,” he said. “It’s the best thing I’ve ever done. It’s the play I was born to write. You know how sometimes you wake up in the middle of the night and ask yourself, what’s the point, why does anyone bother, why do we put ourselves through all this misery and aggravation? Well, now I know. This is why. You’ve got to read it. The first scene starts off with—”

I stuck a bread roll in his mouth. He stared at me for a moment, then took it out. “What?” he said.

“You haven’t been following the news, have you? My theatre burned down.”

He looked at me as though I was talking Portuguese. “What?”

“Burnt to the ground. Nothing left but ash and rubbish. Sorry.”

He frowned, like a reasonable man struggling to keep his temper. “Well, when’s it going to be rebuilt?”

“It isn’t. I can’t afford it. I’m out of the play business. Sorry.”

He didn’t say, don’t be stupid, but his eyes did it for him. “For how long?”

“For good. Permanently. You’re talking to the wrong man. I can’t help you. Sorry.”

He breathed in slowly through his nose. “But you’ve always been so—I mean, you keep badgering me to write stuff, if it wasn’t for you I’d have packed it all in years ago and gone back to the brickyard. You can’t just give up.”

I shrugged. “Yes I can. If the truth be told, I never made any money at it anyway. I’ve been subsidising the Muses in this pig-ignorant town for eleven years, and now I can’t afford it any more. I’m sure you’ll find someone else. You really are a very talented writer, on your day, though you really do need to think about the audience a bit more. And cut down on the classical allusions, if I were you. All that stuff went out with Hieronimo.”

Now he was staring at me. “Don’t you even want to read it?”

“Not particularly,” I said. “After all, like I just told you, I’m not in the business any more.”

“But it’s fantastic. It’ll change the whole way you see the world.”

“In that case, definitely not. I’m quite happy with the way things are, thank you very much.”

“You could borrow a theatre.”

He obviously had no idea. “No,” I said.

“At least let me tell you the story. It’s brilliant. There’s this rich man, or he might be a duke or a prince or possibly a scholar, though we’d have to be careful about blasphemy if he’s a cleric, anyway, there’s this rich, powerful man, and the Devil comes to him and says, are you happy? And the man says—”

“Let me stop you there,” I said. “Kit Morley—”

“Oh, it’s nothing like that,” he said irritably. “The man says, yes, I’m perfectly happy, I have everything I could possibly want. And the Devil says—”

“Besides,” I went on firmly, “devils and damnation and demons in bottles are completely used up and worn out, they’re last year’s shoes, you couldn’t get an audience in Cheshire, let alone in Town. Look, why don’t you go and see Pip Anslow? Stick in a girl dressed as a boy and a funny dog, he’ll bite your hand off. Nice man, Pip.”

He looked at me. “Demons in bottles?” he said.
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I HAVE MANY strings to my bow. Strings break.

Take, for example, the barque Alexander, carrying sandalwood, cedarwood and sweet white wine from Venice. I owned a third of her. I like to think that the third I owned wasn’t the bit that was riddled with teredo beetles, and therefore it wasn’t my fault. Sank, with all hands, somewhere off the coast of Gascony, on a clear blue day with just the usual amount of wind, taking with her a quarter of my value. My heart bleeds for the sailors and their widows, mothers and orphan children—I’m sincere about that, because my uncle was a sailor, and of his bones are coral made, and the misery it caused in our family isn’t something I’m ever likely to forget. I winced and cursed and felt quite sick for a while for my money, but only until I realised how trivial my loss was compared to theirs, and how lucky I was, and how wise my uncle had been not to take me with him when I begged to go. So much to be grateful for.

There was also, I have to say, something of a feeling of this-isn’t-really-happening, even though it palpably was; as witness the rain-sodden cinders in Southwark, or the sworn deposition of the master of the Tiger, who watched the Alexander go down with his own eyes. Even so; it felt too structured, if you see what I mean, too dramatically necessary. If it was the plot of some play, I’d approve—you can never make anything too obvious for the average theatregoer, I always say—and therefore, since it wasn’t a play, it felt all wrong. I’m a businessman, after all. My destiny is controlled by wars, shortages, droughts, famines, mild winters, royal marriages, good harvests, pirates, excessive rainfall, outbreaks of plague, the exchange rate of the ducat against the livre Tournois on the Rialto and the latest fashions in characterisation, ruffs and blank verse; not by malevolent influences in bottles. Not that I’m an atheist or anything like that, perish the thought. But I don’t feel the need for absolute or monolithic evil, Evil as a name in a cast-list, Evil as chorus or protagonist (enter Evil left, bearing a candle), in order to make sense of the world. I think a million small buggerations make up what looks to the casual, distant observer like Evil, the way a swarm is made up of a million small, individual bees. And all the world is not a stage, and all the men and women are most definitely not merely players; God isn’t a playwright, there is no audience, and most of all, there is no moral. Trust me. I know about these things.
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SO, NATURALLY, I went looking for Master Cork.

He lodges—I don’t know why I find this so surprising, but I do—with a respectable glovemaker and his family in Blackfriars. I suppose it’s my assumptions showing through—I assume all his wares are fakes and cheats, apart from the few that are accidentally honest, like the Saxon ring; therefore I assume that he would live among thieves, gulls, whores and coney-catchers, in some ghastly hovel with bloodsoaked rushes on the floor. Typecasting. Master Cork, on the other hand, thinks of himself as a basically honest merchant, and so chooses his address accordingly.

“Let go of me,” he said, with an effort. “I can’t breathe.”

I felt mildly ashamed. I have to say, in spite of everything I’m still rather more Welsh than I care to admit. Also, if a man can’t breathe, he can’t tell you things.

“I’m sorry,” I said, letting go of his throat and twisting his left arm behind his back until I heard the joints creak. “Let’s start again. Where did you get the demon in the bottle?”

“What? Oh, that.”

“Yes, that. Who did you buy it from?”

You can tell when a man’s used to being beaten up. He knows when to go limp. Comes with practice; I’m sure it’d all come back to me if I needed it to, like swimming or milking a cow. “Nobody,” he said.

I sighed. “Loyalty is admirable,” I said, “but I do really need to know.”

He screamed. They’d have heard it downstairs, sitting round the table for family prayers. If my lodger screamed like that, I’d come running. “I didn’t buy it from anybody,” he said. “Really and truly. It’s just a bottle. I washed it out, put a new cork in and sealed it with wax. It’s a fake.”

I was so taken aback I nearly let go of him. “You’re lying.”

“I’m not lying, I’m confessing. It’s a fake.”

“It can’t be.”

“It is. And I’ll give you your money back, I promise, just please let go of my arm.”

“I didn’t give you any money,” I reminded him. “Where did you get the bottle?”

“I don’t know, do I? Westminster,” he amended, as I applied a little more pressure. “I fished it out of the mud. All right?”

That didn’t sound right. Scrambling about in the mud on the banks of the Thames for flotsam is a recognised profession, if a little overcrowded, but Master Cork didn’t strike me as the type. “You bought it from a mudlark,” I amended.

“What? Yes, maybe. I can’t remember. Really I can’t remember,” he whispered; and you know when it really hurts, because they go all quiet. I slackened off a bit. You can’t lie when you’re in that much pain. You simply haven’t got the mental energy to be inventive. “You bought it,” I repeated.

But he shook his head, much to my amazement. “No, I remember it now. I was walking up from the ferry, and I saw it, sticking out. I wrapped my handkerchief around my hand and pulled it out. It’s a nice bottle.”

You don’t contradict a statement that made the pain stop, not unless you’re perfectly sincere. “Was there anything inside it?”

“Mud.”

“Anything else? A scrap of paper?”

“No. It was full up with mud, so I washed it out. That’s all. I promise.”

I sighed and let him go. He sprang away from me across the room, bounced off the wall like a tennis-ball, fumbled under a pile of dirty washing and pulled out a dagger, which he waggled about at me as though the handle was red-hot. I ignored it. “One more time,” I said. “Feel free to tell the truth, if you haven’t already done so. You found the bottle in the mud, at Westminster, near the ferry.”

“Get out,” he said. “And don’t come back. This is my home.”

The way he said it made me feel bad. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I’ll go now. If you remember anything else about it, anything at all—”

“Get out.”

I shrugged. I had a feeling I’d lost a friend. I turned—a calculated risk, but not much of one—and reached for the door-latch. Then I stopped. “That’s rather nice,” I said. “What is it?”

“Go away.”

I picked it up. “Florentine leather,” I said. “How much do you want for it?”

“Three shillings.”

“Give you a shilling for it.”

“Two and sixpence.”

I put the money down on the table and closed the door behind me.
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WHEN I GOT home, there was a letter for me. Its contents came as no surprise.

I’d put the bottle in the woodshed, buried under a pile of green logs. I took it to my study and pulled the cork. Nothing happened.

I frowned. “Are you in there?” I said aloud, and felt rather foolish. Then I took the bottle and threw it in the river.
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I OWNED THE freehold of the Southwark house; I’d swapped it with my lord Devereaux for a copy of the Book of Job, in Job’s own handwriting, with tear-stains, and the sword of Alexander the Great. Freehold property doesn’t come up very often in that part of town. The sale proceeds very nearly cleared my debts. My lord Burley bought my collection, which covered the rest. I walked out of his house owning one pair of shoes, cork-heeled, very good condition; paned round hose over cannions, a linen silk doublet, linen shirt and capotain hat, and three shillings and fourpence in money. I looked no poorer than I had forty-eight hours earlier, which only goes to show.

As I saw it, I had two options, both of which involved walking. One: I could walk to Wales, to my home, where I still had family. They would not be pleased to see me. They would probably put up with me for a little while, if I was prepared to make myself useful around the farm. After that; well. People have always outnumbered opportunities in Wales, by a factor of about twenty thousand to one. That’s why I came to London, where the ratio is much kinder, three or four thousand. Or, option two, I could walk as far as the river. There were arguments on both sides. On the one hand, the Almighty has fixed his canon ’gainst self-slaughter. On the other, there was no chance those shoes were going to last me all the way to Penygavont. I weighed up the merits of both sides, and figured that I was clearly in the Almighty’s bad book already, so one more faux pas wouldn’t really matter. In the end, I compromised. The Thames, after all, is a long river, and it rises near Cirencester, which is the direction I’d be going anyway. I set off walking; and just this side of Greenwich I stopped and did what you’d have done, being so much more sensible and level-headed than I was at that moment; I sold my cork-heeled shoes and with the proceeds bought two pair of clogs, a buff coat and a wool blanket. Not that I’d committed myself either way, you understand. But if I’d gone much further, I’d have ruined the shoes and nobody would’ve bought them.
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MASTER ALLARDYCE ONCE started to write a play about a man who couldn’t make up his mind. There were some good lines in it, but I told him, the audience aren’t going to be interested in someone like that, they’ll have no patience with him. Indecision isn’t a heroic virtue, nor is prevarication, so I prefer to call it keeping my options open. Which I did, all the way to Marlow.

Don’t know if you’ve been there; it’s all right, I suppose, if you have a horse to ride and money to stay in inns. It’s not much of a place if you’re footsore and hungry; the same goes, I imagine, for Venice, Constantinople or the gorgeous cities of Cathay. In Marlow I spent my last farthing on a loaf of stale bread—it’s so much cheaper stale, and toasted on a bit of twig over a roadside fire, you don’t really notice the difference—and took that as a sign that I really ought to stop wavering and come to some sort of a decision.

About three miles out of Marlow there’s a bridge. Nothing special, but you could jump off it if you were so inclined, or if it’s raining you can sit under it and not get wet, for free. Now a buff coat is a fine thing, very warm and proof against brambles, but once it’s sodden with rain it stays sodden for days, unless you dry it over a fire, in which case it turns stiff as a board and you can stand it up on its own, like a suit of armour. True, there comes a point when you no longer notice how wet you are, and a man in a bath (or a river) is perfectly comfortable and he’s wet all over. But suffice to say I’d had about enough. I ducked under the bridge, and wasn’t overjoyed to find that I had company.

“There you are,” he said. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

I didn’t recognise him at first with his face pink, but the voice was unmistakable. “For crying out loud,” I said, and started to back away into the rain.

“Don’t be like that,” he said. “Sit down. I’ll light a fire.”

“Under a wooden bridge. How sensible.”

He sighed patiently. There was a green flare, and a smell of brimstone. I have to confess, my curiosity was piqued. As you may have gathered, I can’t resist a curiosity. “How did you do that?” I asked.

“In hell,” he replied, “there’s one material fire, and yet it shall not burn all men alike.” He grinned. “Allardyce, Duchess of Cremona.”

I sat down. “Which he never finished,” I pointed out. “Pity, it would’ve been a good play. You know Master Allardyce, then.”

He nodded. “Oh yes. Sold his soul for a mighty line. Stupid thing to do, he hasn’t written anything worth a damn since.” He grinned. “Worth a damn. Unintentional, I assure you.”

I shivered. Like poor old Morley’s Faustus, three acts of fatuous clowning. “So that’s hell fire, is it? Interesting.”

He nodded. “The genuine article,” he said.

I reached out. It was certainly warm enough. “No smoke.”

“Some of us have to work there.”

It was good to be warm again. “So that’s what I’ve got in store for me, is it? Better get used to it, I suppose.”

“You?” He gave me a pained look. “Hardly. No, feast your eyes on it while you can. You’ll never see it again. Not unless you’re very wicked hereafter, which is unlikely.”

I frowned. “But I thought—”

“You were led into temptation. You were strong. I am content, you said.”

“But I thought,” I repeated, “I’d committed the sin of pride. Hence one burnt theatre, one wrecked ship, my tannery and my ropewalk closed down by the plague—”

“What’s that got to do with anything?”

“My three farms on the Pembrokeshire coast washed into the sea,” I pointed out. “Give me some credit. That’s divine retribution.”

He gave me a look that made me feel four inches tall. “Don’t be silly,” he said. “All right, here.” From inside his coat he pulled out a roll of parchment. I recognised it at once. “Where did you get that?”

“What? Oh, from my lord Devereaux’s sale. Didn’t you hear? Attainted for treason, his goods sold off at auction. I got this very cheap. Of course, it’s not genuine.”

The Book of Job, in Job’s own handwriting. “Of course it isn’t,” I said. “For a start, it’s in Latin.”

He nodded, and put it down on the ground. “The damned,” he said, “lead happy, prosperous lives, unless they’re idiots like Master Allardyce, who doesn’t know what he wants. They screw the poor, steal, utter false coin, forge their rich uncles’ wills and murder them; outward prosperity is no reliable indication of moral virtue. Or they want what they’re not supposed to have, and get it. This doesn’t make them unhappy. Usually, quite the reverse. The man who loses everything at one fell swoop, on the other hand—” He nodded at the book. “A signal honour. Many are called, but few are comprehensively dumped on. I really only wanted to tell you you’d won.”

I could have strangled him. “Is that right?”

“If right means correct, yes. If right means fair or just, I’d have to refer that to my superiors. I don’t have input,” he explained. “I just do as I’m told.”

It was a long time before I felt like saying anything. “In the book,” I said, “Job gets it all back again in the end.”

“Quite. However, it’s a moral exemplar, not a template. You can’t rely on it, is what I’m saying.”

I sighed. “Let me see if I’ve got this straight,” I said. “I was led into temptation.”

“You were.”

“I said, no thanks, I have everything I could possibly want. I passed the test.”

“Confirmed.”

“Fine. So everything was taken from me, and here I am under a bridge, no money, half a stale loaf, and you for company.”

“There’s no need to be nasty,” he said. “I thought you’d be pleased.”

Our exits and our entrances. “Delighted,” I said. “When I die of hunger or cold or rheumatic of the lungs, I’ll go straight to heaven. Isn’t that nice.”

“Well, yes,” he said. “That’s the point.”

I shook my head. You know that distinct muzziness when you’ve got a cold coming. “I take it you’re familiar with scripture.”

“Of course.”

“Of course you are. In that case, please be so good as to explain the Book of Job to me. As a favour. If you’ve got two minutes.”

He looked puzzled. “It’s really quite straightforward,” he said. “God tests His servant. The servant passes the test. Everybody wins. That’s it.”

I might have known. After all, I’ve spent a big slab of my working life with audiences. “That’s not the point,” I said. “The point is presently winging its way over your head like a flock of geese. Really, don’t you get it?”

“Get what?”

“Fine.” I leaned back against the floorboards of the bridge. “Job complains to God. Why are you doing this to me? Remember?”

“Of course.”

“God says, where were you when I laid the foundations of the Earth? Which is a weak and ambivalent answer, but I assume what He’s saying is, puny mortal, you can’t begin to understand the mysteries of My providence, so don’t even bother trying. Essentially correct?”

He shrugged. “More or less.”

“Fine. Now try and look at it the way I do, as if it was a play I was thinking about putting on at the theatre. God says all that to Job, yes? But, a few scenes earlier, we saw it all for ourselves. We saw Satan leading God into temptation; bet you your faithful servant will crumple up like a dead leaf, he says, and God falls for it like a ton of bricks. He tortures this good, pious man—kills his sons, brings him out all over in boils, for crying out loud—and why? Because the tempter tempted Him, and the tempter won. And what’s His excuse? Where were you when I laid the foundation of the Earth? Which,” I added bitterly, “is garbage—”

He was shocked. “Steady on,” he said.

“Yes, but it is. How dare He say His divine plan is ineffable and too sublime for mortal brains, when we’ve just seen it for ourselves? And it’s not even a plan, it’s God being made a monkey of by the Devil.” I shook my head, rather ostentatiously. “Take away the fool, gentlemen. They’d boo it off the stage in Southwark.”

He was looking at me, but I couldn’t help that. “Fine,” he said. “You may just have a point, though I’m not saying you do, I’m just—”

“Saying?”

He nodded. “But I still don’t see the difficulty. You’ve achieved salvation. What more could you possibly want?”

I smiled. “You mean, I should be content. As I was before all this started.”

You know when you’re playing chess, and you think you’re doing rather well, and then your opponent says, Checkmate, and you look, and he’s right. He stared at me. “So?”

“Ask me what I want.”

“All right. What do you—?”

“I want it all back,” I said. “I want my theatre and my ship and my businesses and my farms. And if God isn’t inclined to give them to me, I’m asking you. Your lot.”

He was horrified. “You can’t,” he said.

“Why not?”

“There would have to be a price.”

I laughed out loud. I’d had a hunch for some time, and now was the time to see if I was right. I stuck my hand into the heart of the fire and held it there.

He was gawping at me as if he couldn’t believe his eyes. “Doesn’t that hurt?”

“Of course not. I can spot a fake a mile off.”

“But it’s—”

“Just stage fire. Like stage blood, or the fake daggers that retract when you stab someone.” My fingers weren’t even warm. “My stuff,” I said. “Do I get it back, or not?”

“If that’s what you want.”

“Yes, please.”
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AND IT WAS so. Just like that. Magic.

When he vanished into thin air, I fished an ember out of the root of the fire, wrapped it in moss and tucked it into the heel of one of my spare clogs. It was still faintly smouldering when I got back to London. I called to see my lord Devereaux, newly released from the Tower, with a full pardon. In this shoe, I told him, I have an ember of genuine authentic hell-fire. How much do you want for it? he asked.

With the proceeds, I rebuilt my theatre. Master Allardyce’s play—well, you don’t need me to tell you, you’ll have been to see it, six or seven times, like everybody else in London. Within six months, I was better off than I’d ever been. And now? I’m content. I have everything I could possibly want. I mean it.
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WHEN I WAS a boy, I found a message in a bottle. Last week, Master Cork came to see me. “You’ll like this,” he said.

“Really?” I said. “What is it?”

He showed me a tiny scrap of parchment. “This is Merlin’s handwriting,” he said. “It was found in a bottle by a boy on a beach in Wales, a hundred years ago. Great scholars of the church tried to decipher it, but none of them was wise or good enough, and they failed. In frustration, they threw it away. But only last week, it turned up in a sack of old scraps on its way to the paper-mill, and by some miracle I was there and recognised it for what it was. And now it can be yours,” he added, “for a mere five pounds.”

Sometimes you don’t argue, even when you know you could get it for less. When I’d got rid of him, I spread it out on my desk. It kept trying to curl up at the corners. The writing, as I’d guessed some time ago, was just ordinary Welsh, which none of the learned, high-born Fathers could read. All it said was—

The plague is carried by the fleas that infest rats.

Which is just the sort of thing you’d expect Merlin to know; that wise, humane, practical pagan Welshman. Was it genuine? I think so. My poor old friend the priest died of the plague, remember.

My mother used to preserve things in bottles. Properly sealed, they keep good indefinitely.

I walked down to Westminster and squelched through the sticky black mud until I found what I was looking for. It was there, sure enough; a bottle, its green head sticking up out of the loathsome goo. I knelt down and washed it out, then popped the scrap of parchment into it, shoved in the cork I’d had the forethought to bring with me, and threw the bottle out as far as I could make it go.





No Peace for the Wicked
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Enough is enough. I stood up. They all stopped talking and stared at me.
“Gentlemen,” I said.

That’s not how you address a roomful of cardinals, even if you’re a cardinal yourself. It’s an example of the subtle art of being politely rude, at which I excel. A Roman general once quelled a mutiny with that one word, gentlemen, used in precisely that way; he was addressing the mutineers, and the idea was that a general would never be polite to his soldiers, he’d say listen, you horrible lot or something of the sort; the implication being, they’d behaved so badly that he no longer regarded them as soldiers of Rome, and that was enough to shame them back to their duty. Neatly done. Now I come to think of it, that general was me.

“Gentlemen,” I repeated. “This simply won’t do. We’ve been here—what, three days? Four?—and we’re still no further forward. This has to stop.”

They looked at me. I grinned at them.

Someone pointed out that the only reason we were all still there was because of my intransigence. “It’s all your fault,” he said. “We’re all agreed on Paul of Calabria, but you keep on about that appalling young thug of yours, and we aren’t getting anywhere. Be reasonable,” he added, with a poor attempt at a conciliatory smile. “We’re never going to let that evil little shit get his arse on Peter’s chair, not in a million years.”

“The vote needn’t be unanimous,” I said. “If you really want Paul—”

I let the sentence hang in the air. They shuffled and looked uncomfortable. Poor fools.

“We respect you,” someone said awkwardly. “Obviously. We need you to agree. Otherwise—”

I smiled. “I agree to Theophylact,” I said. “Now, you do the same, and then we can all go home.”

They all started bitching at once. I cleared my throat. They subsided. Quiet as little mice.
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I SHOULD EXPLAIN. I can do that. It’s one of the powers vested in me. I still have a large proportion of the Authority I used to have in the old days, before the Unfortunate Event. I can command silence and attention, to a certain extent I can impose my will just by looking at people. If I choose to do so, I can imbue my words with divine eloquence—which means I could read out two pages at random from someone’s household accounts or a shipping manifest and thereby win any debate I choose. I try not to, because it’s cheating and an abuse of privilege. You see how conscientious I am. I have to be, in my position. Divine appointment is more of a responsibility than a privilege, believe me.
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"GENTLEMEN," I SAID, “you’re well aware that our decision here will have far-reaching consequences. It’s our job to choose Christ’s next vicar on Earth, and what could be more important than that? It’s our job to entrust, to one frail, fallible mortal, the terrestrial power of Almighty God. Under normal circumstances, this would be a staggeringly momentous decision. But these—” Short pause, for effect. “These are not normal circumstances. Now, you have no way of knowing this, so you’ll just have to take my word for it, but I happen to know that the Pope we choose here today will be the most important, the most influential Pope in the history of the Church. It’s essential that we choose the right man, the man God wants us to choose. Which is why you have no other choice but to elect Theophylact of Tusculum.”
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A BRIEF HISTORY of Theophylact of Tusculum.

He was a nasty piece of work, no doubt about it. Twenty years old when his uncles bought him the Fisherman’s chair, which he ascended as Benedict IX in October of the Lord’s Year 1032, his bizarre sexual practices and some singularly ineptly concealed murders soon made it impossible for him to continue in office, and so he fled. Later regretting his decision, he raised an army, stormed Rome and took back Peter’s crown by force. Deposed by the soldiers of the German emperor, he forced his way back in for another year until he was finally driven out and sold the papacy to his godfather for a large amount of money, to end his life in a haze of unparalleled dissipation. The most dreadful creature imaginable, in fact, and just the man we needed at that precise moment in time.

Note, incidentally, the pronoun.
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I HAD THEIR undivided attention.

“Brother cardinals,” I went on, “you don’t need me to tell you, we’re living on the fulcrum of history, and the sharp edge, the razor on which history balances, is of course our beloved mother Church. Never before—trust me on this—never before have we faced greater challenges or more enthralling opportunities. To the east, we face the schismatics of Byzantium, and beyond them, the apparently invincible power of Islam. To the west, we see the furious energy of the Normans, a dammed river of strength and savagery waiting to burst. From my unique perspective, I can see the road ahead of us dividing. Follow one fork, and what do we find? A strong pope, universally loved and respected, heals the breach with our eastern brothers, unites the empires of east and west, diverts the Norman fury to drive the mills of holy war; to our banner comes Michael of Constantinople—a sinner, yes, but one who has sincerely repented, who only waits for a chance to make good his redemption in wonderful deeds; already he has driven the Arabs from their Sicilian strongholds, his heart burns for the cause. Together, German, Greek, French, Italian and Norman side by side, what could prevent us from sweeping across north Africa, liberating the holy places, cornering the great enemy in his lair and crushing him for ever?”

I paused for breath. Having to breathe limits one’s eloquence so. “That is one path. If we follow the other, if we elect a weak, vicious, worthless creature to the Fisherman’s chair, what will happen? Let me tell you. The schism will continue to fester and bleed, to the point where it will never heal. Michael will win his great victory, but not against the Arabs. God will prove his redemption against the half-human savages of the Balkans, and Michael will die, to be succeeded by his ridiculous brother. Meanwhile, the Normans will sweep across half of Europe. Great swathes of Italy will fall to their swords, including much—too much—of Peter’s own patrimony. They will snatch Sicily from Greek and Arab alike; what is more, what is worse, they will sit down with them in peace, building a mighty kingdom that is half Christian and half Moor, and their strength will become so great that the two Christian emperors will beat against them like bare hands against solid rock, bruising themselves and making no mark. The moment will have been lost. Normans will sack Jerusalem, coming not as liberators but as conquerors and looters, and thereafter there will be no chance of peace between west and east this side of judgement day. Alienated from the people of the west, the Church will sink into decadence and irrelevance, its temporal power frittered away in pointless wars, its spiritual authority corroded into rust and rubbish, until new schisms and new heresies shatter Christendom like glass into a hundred thousand sharp, useless fragments. From that place there will be no way back. The future history of the Church will be a long, agonising record of schism, heresy, bloodshed and hate.” I paused again. I was exhausted, as though I’d just run a mile. “That, brother cardinals, is what we must decide today; victory or defeat, the triumph of the Church or its long, slow collapse into fratricide. No choice has ever been more vital. And for that reason, it is no choice. You have no options. What you must do is elect Theophylact of Tusculum to be the new Bishop of Rome.”

They were gazing at me like sheep at market. Finally, one of them shook off the spell enough to open his mouth. “So Theophylact will reform?” he said. “He’ll stop all this nonsense and become this good and strong pope who’ll do all these wonderful things.”

I smiled.
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I HAD, OF course, been to both places. I’m there now (in two places at the same time; don’t try this at home), and I can see two completely different worlds. One of them will be all too familiar to you, and the other—well. You really wouldn’t want to go there.
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"YOU CAN'T BE serious,” someone said eventually.

I gave him my Authoritative smile. I don’t use it often. In theory, you should only see it through smoked glass, darkly. “Never more so,” I said. “Theophylact will be the weak, vicious, useless pope. I’m inviting you to plunge the Church into an irreversible division. It’s what has to be done. It’s your duty.”

Silence. Then someone said, “Well, you would say that, wouldn’t you?”

Suddenly, I felt tired. I didn’t need all this. “Come on,” I said. “You know me. You know what I stand for. You know better than anyone that there’s no more loyal and dedicated servant of our Lord anywhere on Earth. You trust me. Now, shall we move to a show of hands?”
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VIRTUTE OFFICII; BY virtue of one’s office. Excuse me; private joke.
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EVERY STORY HAS a narrator; there is no such thing as a third-person narrative. You’ll deny this, of course, because you’ve read a bucketful of the things. Reconsider. The storyteller may be anonymous and invisible, but he’s there all right. He tells you what everyone did and said, he can even tell you what was going on inside everyone’s head. He’s everywhere, this universal narrator. With a simple meanwhile, a thousand miles away, under the towering ramparts of Bari he can cross turbulent seas and impassable mountains, straight in through the ear of the next protagonist, so he can eavesdrop on the poor devil thinking.

Omniscient, omnipresent, omnipotent. Remind you of someone?

The conceit; that the world is a story told by God. Crude, but actually not so wide of the mark. The good storyteller creates his characters but doesn’t micromanage them; he allows them the luxuries of internal consistency and their own personal brand of logic; what we in the trade call enough rope. The storyteller knows the story, of course, unless he’s confident enough in his own capacities (omniscient, omnipotent) to make it up as he goes along. To a large extent, this great storyteller is content to observe and record; to be an eavesdropper, a witness—

The Greek word for witness is martyros; martyr. Consider the one and only martyr, the narrator Himself transferred by His own compassionate will to the pages of the story He’s telling. It’s a rare and dedicated author who allows his characters to nail him to a plank and leave him in the blistering sun to die. Great, therefore, must be the value this author places on recording, witnessing, eavesdropping. The author made flesh—the author made word; in the beginning was the word, and the word was God—this author, however, did rather more than that. He intervened, as a character in his own story. He participated. That was His right.

We, being mere extensions of His will, aren’t authorised to go that far. We’re here to observe and advise; which is why I couldn’t force those red-gowned halfwits to elect the evil Theophylact, I could only make speeches. Very good speeches, of course.

I have been a member of the college of cardinals, virtute officii, since Peter’s time. Mostly, I keep my mouth shut; I observe, I witness. Only rarely do I advise. The rest of them are scared to death of me, needless to say, even though most of them don’t actually believe I’m the same individual who sat at the Fisherman’s left hand, when we were so poor we couldn’t afford oil lamps. They don’t believe the sacrament truly becomes wine and human flesh, either. More fools they.
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BUT ON THIS occasion, the eloquence was enough. We had a vote, and we were unanimous. Theophylact of Tusculum. Habeamus—God help us all—Papam.

Not surprisingly, I was delegated to take His newly-minted Holiness the good news. Nobody else wanted that honour—not, as one of my brother cardinals put it, with a ten-foot pole. Well, it saved me having to insist.

I eventually tracked him down in that small, rather cramped wineshop on the east side of the Coliseum (a favourite of mine, incidentally; I don’t actually eat or drink, naturally, but the idea of the house coarse red is really rather pleasant after a hard day). He’d reached the stage in his usual monstrous procedure where they’d propped him respectfully in a corner until his sedan chair arrived to cart him home. The front of his tunic told me that at some stage he’d been eating sardines, in a mushroom and pepper sauce. I guess they didn’t agree with him.

I can sober men up with a click of my fingers. That clears the head, though you still feel like death. “Theophylact,” I said. “Can you hear me?”

He opened his eyes and screwed them up, as if the rain was blowing in his face. “Oh,” he said. “It’s you.”

“I’ve got some good news,” I said. “You’re the Pope.”

“Fuck,” he said, and tried to go to sleep.

“You’re the new Pope,” I said, “and I need you to listen to me very carefully. This is extremely important, and for reasons that needn’t concern you, I have to tell you now. So I’d like you to sit up and open your eyes, and try and keep up. All right?”

“Go away,” he said. “My head hurts.”

“All right?”

He sighed. “Fine,” he said, and slid his back five inches or so up the wall. “Well?”

“First,” I said, “do you know who I am?”

He frowned. “Of course I do,” he said. “You’re Dad’s friend, the cardinal, Whatsisname. You’re always hanging round the house.”

We have a rule in our business: show, don’t tell. For a brief moment—about as long as it takes to sneeze—I let him see me as I really am. It was a dangerously long exposure, but with all that alcohol in him to relax his muscles and cushion his system, I figured he could take it.

His mouth had fallen open, and it took him a lot of effort to speak. “You’re—”

“Your dad’s friend the cardinal,” I said, “who’s always hanging round the house. That’s exactly right. Blessed are those who have seen and yet have believed.”

He swallowed a couple of times. “So there really is—”

“You’d better believe it,” I said. “Your Holiness,” I added. “Now I’m afraid you’re going to have to forget all that in a minute or so, but right now I need to have your undivided attention. Now, then. Do you believe in good and evil?”

The innkeeper went by with a tray of empty cups. “Yes. I suppose so. I mean, it’s—well, it just is, I guess.”

I took the purse from his pocket and shook out a coin. “Heads.”

“Yes.”

I flipped it over. “Tails.”

“Yes.”

“On one side, the Holy Virgin enthroned. On the other, a rather hideous depiction of the King of the Greeks. Two distinctly different pictures. How many coins?”

In retrospect, not the best question to ask a man in his condition. Fortunately he answered, “One.”

I absent-mindedly dropped the coin in my sleeve. “Very good,” I said. “Now, I’ll ask you to cast your mind back to when you were learning your catechism. In the beginning there was the void. He said, Let there be light. And there was—?”

He paused, sensing a trick question. “Light?”

“Yes. And?”

He shrugged. “What?”

“Darkness,” I said. “You can’t have one without the other. Light presupposes darkness; without it, it wouldn’t be light. And the other way around, of course. So, when he said, Let there be light, He was also saying, let there be darkness. He created it.” I shrugged. “He created all things. Yes?”

“Well, of course. Everybody knows that.”

“Indeed they do. Now, I want you to think. He created everything. Every single thing. That means,” I said, smiling, “He created evil.”

Theophylact shook his head. “No, that’s wrong. Everything God does is good. Evil’s just the absence of good. Isn’t it?”

“Everything,” I repeated solemnly. “Before that, there was just the void, remember? The void wasn’t evil, it wasn’t anything. In order for something to exist, it must have been created by God. God created evil.”

He frowned. Poor fellow, first day in the job and he gets that sprung on him. My heart bled. “If you say so,” he said. “It just seems a bit strange, is all.”

“Very strange,” I agreed. “But evil—” I took another coin from his purse. “Evil this side, good the other. Inevitably. Unless you’re thinking of a one-sided coin, like they have in Germany. And even then, when the other side is blank, the impress of the obverse die is visible, in reverse. So really, there’s no such thing as a one-sided coin. And there can be no good without evil.”

He sighed. “I suppose not.”

“Fine,” I said. “That’s not strictly true, of course. He is omnipotent; He can do anything. If he’d wanted to create a universe where Good existed without an equal and opposite force, He could’ve done so. If evil exists, it’s because He wanted it to.”

He narrowed his eyes. “Now there I think you’re going a bit far,” he said. “With respect,” he added quickly. “I mean, even with what you just said, evil’s got to be, well—” He ransacked his scrambled brains for the right word. “A by-product,” he said. “Like the silver mines. If you want silver, you’ve got to have lead as well. They go together. But the miners only want the silver.”

“The miners,” I pointed out, “are fallible humans. They can only work with what He has made for them. He wanted evil, so He created it. Do you understand?”

He sort of wriggled from top to toe. “I guess,” he said. “Well, no, not really. You’re saying you can’t have light without darkness, which I can sort of get the hang of. But now you’re saying He could’ve had light without darkness if He’d wanted to.”

“Exactly. Now, then. Why would He do such a thing?”

He thought for a while; and when he answered, I confess I was worried. Maybe the idiot boy was smarter than I’d assumed. That might be a problem, later on. “So there’d be a choice,” he said. “You can’t have a choice if there’s only one thing.”

“Yes. And?”

“And He wants us to have a choice.” Pause. “Why does He want us to have a choice?”

“So we can be wrong sometimes. So we can be fallible. If we weren’t, if we were perfect, we wouldn’t be us, we’d just be part of Him.” I took a step back, and spat. It landed just shy of his left foot. “Now that was part of me, but I separated it from me. That was what Creation entailed. In creating the universe, He separated it from himself, as your mother separated you from herself when you were born. He is perfect. Something separate from Him must therefore, sooner or later, become different from perfection. And that,” I added, before he could interrupt, “is why He created evil.”

To do him justice, I think he really was following what I said, albeit in the same way mad dogs follow carts on country roads. For any human with a head full of the coarse house red, that’s not bad. “So evil—”

“The thing to remember about it,” I said, “is that, contrary to appearances, good and evil are different aspects of the same thing. They come from the same source. They serve the same objective. In practical terms, they’re on the same side. I like to think of evil,” I went on, “as His Divine Majesty’s loyal opposition. Of which,” I added, “I am a humble member.”

He nearly choked. “But you’re an angel,” he said.
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WHICH IS TRUE.

It’s true, because there is no such thing as time. Not for us, at any rate. Mortals believe in time the way fish believe in water; we, however, aren’t fish. Eliminate time, and yes, I am an angel. I still exist in that state, before the Unfortunate Occurrence. I also exist after it. I am, of course, the same creature—immortal, immutable, substance of His substance, an extension of His will. I am simply an angel who was assigned to other duties—a rotten job, but someone’s got to do it. I am merely the faceless substance, the middle of the coin. Now I serve God in a rather different way.

(And on the eighth day He created Evil; and He saw that it was good.)
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"WHAT'S ALL THIS in aid of?” he asked.

A shrewd question for an eighteen-year-old alcoholic. The landlord was looking at us, muttering something to the large man who threw out the drunks. I smiled at them; they crossed themselves and found urgent things to do in the back room. “It’s important that you know who I am,” I said. “It’s important, because we’re going to be seeing a lot of each other in the future, when you’re Pope and I’m your most intimate, trusted advisor.”

He looked terrified. “But you can’t be,” he said. “You’re a—”

“Not the D word, please,” I said, quiet but very firm. “I think on balance that it’d be better if you came to regard me as a senior official from the Department of Evil. Think you can do that?”

He pulled a sad face. “I’m not sure,” he said.

Sigh. “All right,” I said, “let me explain it to you. Let’s consider the emperor.”

“Which one?”

“Whichever one you like. Both emperors have advisors. For efficiency’s sake, each senior advisor is in charge of a specific aspect of the affairs of the empire, a department. The Count of the Stables, for example, is in charge of war. He heads up the war department. With me so far?”

“Yes.”

“Fine. Now, the Count of the Stables isn’t war. He’s just a normal—fairly normal—man, looking after the military side of things. He’s not like Mars, the embodiment of battle. Same goes for the highways commissioner, the superintendent of shipping, the City prefect and so on. Me too. My job is simply to administer and regulate the conduct of evil in His Majesty’s terrestrial possessions. I make sure evil works predictably and efficiently, that its quotas are filled, and that it doesn’t go too far. It’s like being a governor. A governor doesn’t have to belong to the province he governs. The Imperial governor of Bari, for instance, isn’t an Italian, he’s a Greek.” I shrugged. “The governor of evil is a cardinal. Bear in mind, we’re all subjects of the same master. His will be done, absolutely.”

He gave me a sort of sideways look. “And His will is, there’s got to be evil.” He thought for a moment. “I don’t know.”

“Two sides,” I reminded him. “One coin. Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, render to God the things that are God’s. And above all, don’t ever try and second-guess the Divine agenda. That’s one sin that even you can’t buy absolution for.”

He had that lost look. “So who tells me what he wants me to do? You, I suppose.”

“We all have to do as we’re told,” I said. “Even me. Especially me.”
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ESPECIALLY ME.

I step out of time the way you step out of your clothes, and I am there, then, once more; where, when I belong, where I have always been, as it was in the beginning, is now and ever shall be. I am sitting in the back row, with a worried look on my face, while Lucifer tries to explain. He’s not making a wonderful job of it. We don’t like the way things are run around here, he says.

“Yes we do,” someone points out.

“Yes, all right, we do.” Lucifer has that lost look, too. “But we have to take the broader view. We represent Divine discontent. That’s our constituency. What we as individuals may think about it is neither here nor there. We have no say in the matter. We’re bound by the mandate.”

“But we’re going to lose,” someone else says. “Come to that, we’ve already lost, where I’m standing. Does the term hiding to nothing mean anything to you?”

“It’s in the plan,” Lucifer replies irritably. “And we don’t second-guess the plan. Do we?”

“God is working His purpose out, as year succeeds to year,” someone quoted in a mocking drawl. “Yes, we know. And we’ve got to have dualistic morality, or we all just wink out of existence like a switched-off light. Fine. But why’s it got to be us? Why can’t some other bugger do it?”

Lucifer gave him a sour look. “Let this cup pass from me, you mean? I wouldn’t go there, if I were you. No, sorry, it’s up to us, we’ve got to do it. And I know because I say so isn’t the most inspiring motivation ever, but that’s how it is. Sorry.”

I smiled. “It sounds to me that we don’t like the way things are run around here,” I said. “Divine discontent. I do believe you’ve performed a very small act of Creation.”

Lucifer looked at me blankly for a moment. I think I heard someone mutter for crying out loud, or words to that effect. “Well, think about it,” I said. “God has ordered his loyal servants to be disloyal. Their loyalty to what they have always believed constitutes the Divine awakes in them the instinct to disobey. Disobedience is rebellion. Gentlemen, I rather fancy we’ve just brought about the Fall.”

“You know your trouble,” someone said. “You’re just too damned clever by half.”

“He’s talking drivel, as usual,” someone else said. “We may feel like not obeying, maybe just for a moment, but that doesn’t mean we’re actually going to disobey. Far from it. If He wants us to make war in Heaven, then that’s what we do, obviously.”

I grinned at him. “I did say a very small act of Creation,” I pointed out. “Like a scientist in a laboratory, creating a single atom of antimatter that’s only stable for a microsecond. It’s not the quantity that matters, or even the duration. It’s the fact that it’s been done at all that changes the world. Admit it,” I went on. “For a moment, a split second, you felt disloyal, you wanted to rebel. Well? Yes or no?”

He shrugged. “Yes. But—”

“For a moment. For a split second.” I beamed at him. “I spy with my little eye something beginning with T. Something,” I added, “which doesn’t apply to us. Anything we do for a moment, for a split second, lasts for ever, you know that as well as I do.” I stood up. I’d had about as much as I could take. “Gentlemen,” I said, “congratulations. We did it. We did as we were told. We are now all irrevocably fallen from grace.” Big grin. “Thank you all ever so fucking much.”
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THE POINT BEING; the thing my esteemed colleague didn’t actually say, but which was inevitably implicit in why us? Namely: how could He do this to us?

Divine discontent. That’s the probe, the needle. Divine discontent worms its way through all the love and glory until it reaches how could He possibly do this horrible thing to us? This bad thing. This evil—
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"IN RECOGNITION OF which,” I told Theophylact, “my fellow rebels paid me the honour of unanimously appointing me Perpetual Ambassador to the Court of St. Peter. Which is why I’m here. They way you can twist things round, they said, you’re a natural for the job.” I smiled. “They didn’t mean it nicely, but I take it as a compliment.”

I don’t think I’ve ever seen a more sober human being. “So you did rebel,” he said. “You did make war in Heaven.”

“We did as we were told,” I replied. “But yes. And we lost, of course. Needless to say. I fought the Lord, and the Lord won. The point is,” I went on, “God created evil. More than that, God used evil, He was evil. He betrayed us, His brightest creations, His angels. Because it had to be done. Because without darkness—”

“Yes, I know. Without darkness, there’s no light. You said.”

I shook my head. “Because without darkness there is light, because He ordained it, but no-one can see it. It’s a subtle difference, but a vital one.”

He rubbed the side of his head. “So you keep telling me.”

“Only because it’s true.” I glanced at my watch; a screaming anachronism, but I’ve got a licence for it. “Look, we need to get you to the Basilica for the investiture. The point you’ve got to grasp is this. There is such a thing as good, as there’s such a thing as evil. But they’re the same thing. Now, you say it. Go on.”

“I don’t think I—”

“Say it.”

He shot me a scared, sullen look. “Good and evil are the same thing,” he said. “Happy now?”

“No,” I said. “But that’s beside the point.”
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FORTH IN THY name, O Lord, I go, my daily labour to pursue. I got the idiot boy cleaned up and looking just this side of respectable, and bundled him off to the Basilica to be crowned. I got a hatful of dirty looks from the family, who’d been looking all over for him, which I repaid with smiles—turn the other cheek, and so forth. I couldn’t very well skip the ceremony, but I bolted as soon as I politely could and missed the party afterwards; absolutely no great loss. So much to do, so little time.

“You’re late,” he said.

“Oh, it’s you,” I said. “I was expecting to see—”

“Yes, I bet you were.” He scowled at me. “But you’ve got me instead. Believe it or not, the entire universe doesn’t actually revolve around you.”

Meek and mild, I told myself. Meek and mild as a little lamb. “You wanted to see me.”

He’s not the sharpest knife in the drawer, he can be appallingly pompous and he has absolutely no sense of humour, but he’s fair-minded, I will say that for him. Others in his position—Well. As noted above, we all know perfectly well, deep down, that we’re all on the same side, playing for the same team; but there are certain individuals, naming no names, who feel the need to—ah well. Nothing overt or explicit, you understand, just nuances of voice and expression; which, in context, can be every bit as offensive as the crude epithet and the shower of stones. Not him, though. I respect him for that.

He put down the report he’d been pretending to read. “Just what do you think you’re playing at?” he said.

He can’t abide wounded innocence. “Me?”

“You. You do realise, you’ve put the entire plan in jeopardy.”

“Don’t be silly. It’s already happened. You know that.”

He closed his eyes for a moment. “Don’t play your games with me,” he said. “You know perfectly well what I mean. Sequentially speaking, in linear time, you’ve told that young thug his fortune. How many times do I have to tell you, we don’t do that. Not on this side and most especially not on yours.”

I gave him a sweet, sad look. “ I’m very sorry,” I said. “Was it very wicked of me?”

“Don’t start.” He was controlling his temper. “Now I know you, you don’t do things like that for sheer—”

“Devilment?”

“You’re up to something,” he said. “You’re adding bits to the plan again, ad-libbing. Well? You are, aren’t you?”

I shrugged. “And don’t they always come out for the best?”

“That’s not the point. Believe it or not, you aren’t the sole conduit of the Divine will. There’s such a thing as proper channels and the chain of command. And that’s not a moral issue, it’s purely administrative, so you can spare me your elaborate sophistries and tell me what’s hatching in that seething little brain of yours.”

“He knows. I thought I’d be seeing—”

He was getting riled. I can never remember which deadly sin Anger is. Three, or four? “You think you’re so clever, don’t you, going over my head all the time. Because, as you so gleefully remind me, there are things your lot can do that our lot can’t, and it gets the job done quicker. Only you’re forgetting one little detail. We’ve got to try and keep this whole shooting-match up together. We’ve got the lives and acts of thirty thousand billion humans to co-ordinate across ten millennia. And you know what? You wandering off on frolics of your own doesn’t really help all that much. In fact, it’s a total pain in the neck. So don’t do it. Do you understand me?”

You see what I mean? In the final analysis, when he puts it like that, even I have to admit he’s got a point. “He knows,” I repeated, but my heart wasn’t really in it. “He’ll fix it. He can fix anything.”

“Yes, but He shouldn’t have to. And He wouldn’t, if only you’d play by the rules just for once.” He shook his head. “To put it in language you’ll understand,” he said. “When you do this kind of stuff, you’re not rebelling, you’re not making war in Heaven, you’re not being Evil, you’re just being annoying. So please, no more of it. All right?”

I gave in. No point in fighting the last, lost war. “All right,” I said. “I’m sorry.”

“Thank you.” He breathed out, long and slow. “Now,” he said. “Tell me about it. What’s the big idea?”

I explained. He listened quietly, then sighed. “That’s all.”

“Yes.”

“A drama queen,” he said, “that’s what you are.”

“That’s a bit harsh, isn’t it?”

“Drama queen,” he repeated. “Always got to be centre stage. Mysterious, ineffable, all that. May I just remind you, this is serious official business. Your ego—”

“Ego?” I gave him a shy smile. “I never knew I had one.”

He sighed. “Still,” he said, “it was a nice thing to do. Compassion, even for the sinner. I like that.”

I nodded. “Sympathy from the Devil,” I said. “What more could you ask?”
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HE WAS RIGHT, though. Small acts of rebellion, like small acts of creation. I’m annoying, therefore I am.

Back to Rome. Torchlight in the darkened streets. Already there were crowds gathering. I mingled, keeping my ears open. A significant minority wanted to drag the monster out into the street, cut his head off and drag his headless trunk down to the river on a meathook. The rest of them just wanted to see the show, especially if there were to be pennies thrown later. My guess was that the show was a flexible term, and that if it proved to consist of decapitations and meathook-dragging, that’d probably do just as well as a solemn procession in fancy dress. Ah, the people. If there’s ever been a greater blasphemy than vox populi, vox Dei, I’d have a professional interest in hearing it.

The party was still going on, somewhere in the Palace. I wondered just how much of our conversation he’d remember in the morning. Not too much, I hoped; just enough to worry him to death, without making him change his way of life one little bit. I snooped around for a bit, went to my office, did some paperwork I’d been neglecting. I don’t need to sleep, which is a blessing. I read the official reports from our man in Aachen, and wrote a few letters. Then I slipped out through the back gate and rejoined the crowd. Someone had gone up on the wall with five fat baskets of low-denomination coins and started sprinkling wealth on the people below, so the pro-meathook faction was temporarily in abeyance. That set my mind at rest. They’d still be there when I wanted them. They always are.
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"I'VE BEEN THINKING," he said.

His hands—long, thin, pale; bitten fingernails—were shaking. “Oh, yes?” I said.

“If there really—” He lowered his voice. Not much point to that. The audience chamber had once been a Roman emperor’s triclinium, where distinguished guests dined and were entertained by the empire’s finest actors and musicians. The acoustic was perfect. Impossible not to hear even the quietest whisper; a key selling point to an emperor paranoid about conspiracies. Come to think of it, I was the architect. “If there really is a God—”

“Trust me on that,” I said.

He gave me a bewildered look. “This changes everything,” he said. “I mean,” he went on, looking over his shoulder, “all my life, I never thought—” He paused, then managed to get started again. “You know my family history.”

I grinned. Two of his uncles had been Popes.

“Well,” he went on, “it was a natural conclusion to draw. My uncles were—well, like me, I guess.”

“They were.”

“Exactly. There you have it. And they were Popes. So you can see, I always assumed that the Church, God—it was all garbage, like a trick or something. It was all just to control the people, they need to believe in something. And if you’re at the top of the tree, you can pretty much do as you like. I thought—”

I smiled. “You thought that religion is the opiate of the masses,” I said. “You held, not unreasonably, that God was a convenient fiction—if He didn’t exist, it would be necessary to invent Him. Or, if God ever did exist, then He is dead, and it’s we who have killed Him.” I sighed. “Actually, your views do you credit. Throughout history, the wisest philosophers and the vast majority of truly intelligent men have come round to that way of thinking. As it turns out, they’re all wrong. But you’re in excellent company, nonetheless.”

He didn’t speak for a moment. If he had, he’d probably have whimpered. “Obviously,” he said, “this changes everything. From now on, I’m a reformed character. No more booze, no more girls, no more selling absolutions and taking bribes. I’m going to take the Church right back to basics, and—”

I shook my head. “You can’t.”

Stunned look. “I’m sorry?”

“You can’t do that,” I said. “That would be wrong. That can’t possibly happen for another three hundred and fifty years. And when it does come, as an explosion of righteous indignation unlike anything the world has ever seen, it’s going to cause a schism that’ll make the present breach with the Greeks look like a lovers’ tiff. The smoke from the pyres of burning heretics will blot out the sun, and their soot will blacken the bricks in every city in Christendom. I’m sorry, but there’s no way you can change that. It’s a done deal. You’d be well advised not to try.”

“That’s insane,” he said.

I frowned at him. “You mustn’t say that. He moves in a mysterious way.”

“That’s not mysterious, it’s crazy. It’s—”

I shushed him. He looked at me. “In just over a century’s time,” I said, “an agent of one of your illustrious successors will order the massacre of a city known to harbour heretics; the innocent along with the guilty. Kill them all, he’ll say, God will know his own.” I shrugged. “And He will.”

He’d gone white. “I don’t believe it.”

“What you believe,” I said sternly, “is no longer up to you, and don’t you forget it. Think,” I said soothingly. “What’s the ideal aim of the true Christian? The imitation of Christ. And what was the main event of Christ’s ministry on Earth? His judicial murder by the agents of the state and the forces of organised religion. Blessed are the holy company of martyrs, who will sit on the right hand of God. Now,” I went on, “if there was no God, or if you had any doubts at all about God’s existence, you’d be morally justified in objecting to the massacre of innocents. After all, there might be no Heaven, mortal life might be all we have; to deprive innocents of life would be an appalling act. But since you know that God exists, and since martyrdom is the highest possible achievement available to mortals, where’s the harm? The truth is, you’d be doing them a favour.”

“But—” He licked his lips, like a dog. “All right,” he said, “fine. The victims are martyrs and go to Heaven. So, what about the killers? They go to Hell, right? And that’s entrapment.”

I smiled and shook my head. “That’s just silly,” I said.

Bewildered look. “Is it?”

“Of course. Think. The victims die for their faith; they are martyrs; they are saved. The killers kill them—not a pleasant process; have you ever killed anyone, innocent people, in cold blood? It’s no fun at all, you feel sick for days and you have recurring nightmares. But the killers do it because it’s God’s will; and for doing God’s will they are accorded the honour of good and faithful servants, and enjoy merit in Heaven.”

He made a sort of gurgling noise. “What, both sides? That’s just gross.”

And I’d started to think he was quite bright. “No it isn’t,” I said. “It’s just like my case, war in Heaven. A war between two opposing sides both devotedly loyal to the same cause. Both sides, because God wills it. Keep your eye on that phrase, by the way; Dieu le volt, that’s what they’ll be yelling in sixty years’ time when they kill every Moslem civilian in Jerusalem.” I paused. He looked like he was about to throw up all over my shoes. “God wills it,” I said. “Because God said, let there be light. And without darkness, the light would be invisible. God wants as many of His children as possible to be saved. But Man is a savage animal. He ordained that Man should be born with inherent aggressive tendencies, which are perfectly normal and natural, and which find their normal and natural outlet through slaughtering his own kind. God wills that both the slayers and the slain, the crusaders and the martyrs, should be saved. Selah. The logical means to that end is a schismatic Church.” I grinned again, and quoted—

“Teach me, my God and king,

In all things Thee to see,

And what I do in everything,

To do it as for Thee.

A servant with this clause

Makes drudgery divine.

Who sweeps a room, as for Thy laws,

Makes that and the action fine.”

He gazed at me. “Say what?”

No poetry. No soul. “Sweeping a room,” I said. “Drudgery. And there’s no worse drudgery, believe me, than massacring civilians. It’s exhaustingly hard physical work, like harvesting or chopping wood, and it’s incredibly miserable and dreary and depressing. But if you do it for God, honestly believing, you sanctify the wretched chore into a sacrament. Faith and works. Can’t have one without the other.”

He drew in a long, ragged breath. “This isn’t real,” he said. “It’s a dream or something.”

I slapped him across the face. He squealed. “You’re not dreaming,” I said. “Try and get it into your thick head. God is working His purpose out, as year succeeds to year. God needs you to bring to the papacy the special gifts and talents that you alone possess. You may not like what you have to do—I know I didn’t, when it was my turn. But I knuckled down and did it, because God wills it. And so will you.”

There were tears on his stupid face. “But I don’t want to.”

“Ah.” I smiled. “Divine discontent,” I said. “The ethics of angels.”


 

[image: sectionbreakimage]

 

AS I BELIEVE I said earlier, we represent His Divine Majesty’s loyal opposition. Our motto is: His will, right or wrong. Or should that be, right and wrong? You choose.

Naturally. The cornerstone of it all is free will. To give you a choice, He created evil. An act by itself is nothing, it’s meaningless. Take any virtue; take courage, faith, hope, love. The courage of the thief climbing into a darkened house, not knowing if the householder is lurking in the shadows with an axe. The faith of the true believer, offering up the still-beating heart of his child on the altar of his gods. The hope of the tyrant’s bodyguard, fighting the berserk mob so that their master can slip away, his pockets stuffed with diamonds. And love—these three abide, but the greatest of all is love; the love of his country that compels the visionary to herd women and children into the gas chamber, so that his people, his neighbours may one day see the bright new dawn.

The act, like the transitory flesh, is meaningless. Only the will matters.
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I DIDN'T GET another chance for a quiet tete-a-tete with His Holiness for quite some time. By then, he’d already been forced out of Rome once—getting him back in required all the Emperor’s horses and all the Emperor’s men, and rather a lot of people died—and he was on the point of being thrown out again through the machinations of bishop John of Sabina, shortly to be crowned as Pope Sylvester III (come to think of it, that was me too). The poor fellow; he was a shadow of his former pale, skinny, dissipated self; he looked like a newt in a cope, and the dark rings under his eyes looked like bruises. “I don’t want to be Pope,” he said. “I hate it. I want to find a monastery somewhere on top of a mountain and spend the rest of my life in prayer.”

“Hair shirt?” I asked.

“Yes,” he said. “And stone floors and bitter cold. I want to get as much cold as I can, before I go to the very hot place.”

I laughed. “That’s all just scare stuff,” I said. “There is no everlasting bonfire, trust me. And besides, you’ve got a place reserved for you in Heaven. Just keep going, keep the faith, and you’ll be fine.”

“Screw Heaven.” If looks could kill, and if I could die—“What makes you think I want to go there?” he said. “With Him? After what he’s done to me?”

I nodded slowly. “Lord, Lord, why persecutest Thou me? Oh come on. Think of Job.”

“I think of little else,” he said, and I realised he was serious. “I keep reading it, over and over again, just in case I missed something.”

“I applaud your taste,” I said. “It’s the most important bit in the Bible.”

“It doesn’t work,” he said bitterly. “The arguments just don’t add up. God takes His most loving servant and He tortures him. And for no good reason.”

I poured him a cup of wine. Good stuff. He looked at it as though there was something dead floating in it. “God created evil,” I said. “Everything God does is good. Therefore evil is good. Accept it and move on.”

“Go to hell.”

I smiled. “You don’t like the way things are run around here,” I said. “That’s good. I don’t, either. Tell you what. When you get to Heaven, look me up. We can plot a palace coup.”
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POOR THEOPHYLACT DIED at the age of forty-three, finally worn out by dissipation and depravity, at the abbey of Grottaferrata. He’d repented of his sale of the papacy and forced his way back into the Lateran with an army of mercenaries; he said he wanted to clear out the corruption root and branch and drive the moneylenders from the temple. The German king threw him out again, and he was formally deposed and excommunicated. Because of that, when he turned up at the abbey pleading for absolution, the abbot refused; he let him sleep in the stables, because there was no room in the guest wing. The day before he died, three heretic bishops came to see him from the East. They claimed to have been led there by a comet, or something of the sort. They talked together for a long time. At the very end, he was visited by an angel. Come to think of it—

“They won’t let me have the last rites,” he croaked at me. He’d been blind for some time, but I think he knew me by my smell. “I offered them a lot of money, but they said no, there’s some people you just don’t do business with.”

“That’s all right,” I said. “I absolve you, in the name of the Father. Heaven awaits you. Just follow the very bright light, turn left and there you are.”

“I told you,” he said—speaking caused him so much pain. “I don’t want to go there. I want to go to the other place. It’s where I belong.”

“With me. For ever. I’m touched.”

“With you.” He grinned. It was as though the skin had vanished and I was looking at the bare bone. “Now that’s what I call eternal torment.”

“Don’t be like that,” I said. “We’ve always got on so well.”

“Why did you tell me?” He was gasping for air, like a drowning man. “If you hadn’t told me, I’d still have been an evil little shit, I’d still have degraded the holy office and sowed the seeds of your wretched schism, and I wouldn’t have known.”

I shrugged. “I’m horrible,” I said. “It’s what I do. Besides,” I went on. “Because you knew, every sin you committed was a sacrament. Instead of eternal damnation, you’re saved and will join the elect in Paradise. Twenty-six years of Earthly suffering is nothing compared with eternity. You’ve been really lucky. It’s like buying a gold brick for fourpence.” I paused. “I saved you,” I said. “All my idea. They’d have left you in ignorance and let you burn. But now, thanks to me—”

He looked at me with his sightless eyes. “I don’t like the way things are run,” he said. “I think there must be a better way. If God can do this to me, He isn’t God, He’s just a very powerful bully.”

“Your sins are forgiven,” I said. “Go in peace.”

“Fuck you,” he said; and then he died.

I closed his eyes. “Flights of angels sing thee to thy rest, kid,” I said. “You’ve earned it.”
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NOT FOR ME, though. The plan continues. God is still working His purpose out. All that pain, all that misery, and we aren’t even half way through yet. And when we reach the end—you’re not supposed to know this, but what the hell—it’ll all start all over again, from the beginning. The rebranded name will be the Kingdom of God on Earth, but do you really suppose it’ll be any different? Worse, probably. The brave, blazing new Empire of Light is going to need an awful lot of darkness if it’s to be visible at all.

No peace for the wicked.
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