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   For Elliot, Alice and Polly

  

 
  
   If, during the reading of Mordew, you find yourself confused by all the unfamiliar things, there is a glossary at the back.

   Be careful. Some entries contain information unknown to the protagonist.

   There is a school of thought that says that the reader and the hero of a story should only ever know the same things about the world. Others say that transparency in all things is essential, and no understanding in a book should be hidden or obscure, even if it the protagonist doesn’t share it. Perhaps the ideal reader of Mordew is one who understands that they, like Nathan Treeves (its hero), are not possessed of all knowledge of all things at all times. They progress through life in a state of imperfect certainty and know that their curiosity will not always be satisfied immediately (if ever).

   In any event, the glossary is available if you find yourself lost.

  

 
  
   
‌Dramatis Personae

   Anaximander A talking dog, trained for violence, but with refined sensibilities.

   Bellows The primary factotum of the Master of Mordew. He is proud, but also sad.

   Cuckoo A boy from the slums.

   Dashini The daughter of the Mistress of Malarkoi, clever, mischievous, and lost.

   The Dawlish Brothers Two brutes in the service of Mr Padge.

   The Fetch He was born when a horse evacuated into a blacksmith’s forge: up went a billow of steam, and when the blacksmith looked down there was the Fetch, naked and red, and wrinkled like a rat cub. He was blind and deaf, and the blacksmith slung him out onto the tip, where his brother rats taught him to see and hear. Now he sees and hears things as a rat does – wiry and shrill – which accounts for his bad temper. He ferries boys to and from the Master.

   Gam Halliday A self-made boy. Out of the Mud he gathered what parts came to hand until a child like a bird’s nest was there, made from twigs and leavings stuck together against the wind with spit. Such was the poverty of his surroundings that not all the necessary elements for a fully formed person were available, so he is missing some of them. In the centre of him are a clutch of blue eggs, but who knows who laid them?

   Jerky Joes Two children in one, they are part of Gam Halliday’s criminal gang.

   Ma Dawlish A gin-house proprietress.

   The Man with a Fawn Birthmark A mysterious aristocrat and ‘gentleman caller’ on Mrs Treeves.

   The Master of Mordew When a wheel turns it rolls across those things beneath it: stones are pushed into the Mud, snail shells break, delicate flowers are crushed. Sometimes the rims of the wheels bear the effects of this movement: the metal is notched, pitted or bent. Towards the hub of the wheel, none of this matters in the slightest. The centre of the wheel is perfect and out from it go perfect spokes, straight and true, and if the mechanism rattles, it is hard to feel it, and there is certainly no chance that the wheel will be interrupted in its progress – it is still perfect. The Master is the centre of the wheel, he is the movement of the wheel, his ways are unalterable, unquestionable, and, to those who dwell on the rim, unknowable – we see only his effects, which are terrible and cruel.

   The Mistress of Malarkoi Of the Mistress the people of Mordew do not speak except to name her in their curses. She is the enemy.

   Mr Padge A violent criminal who knows the modes and means of treachery in every aspect.

   Mr Treeves He was born from a stone weathered in the rain and ice of a winter perched on the Sea Wall. A fault in this stone was eased open by the freeze, and in the spring Treeves père wriggled out, salty and cold and weak. His strength was further wasted fending off frostbite and fish bite and death by drowning. He is now moribund and ineffectual, prey to lungworm infestation. He is Nathan Treeves’s father.

   Mrs Treeves Down in the slums she is wife to Mr Treeves, mother to Nathan Treeves, servicer of all comers. A more ignoble thing it would be hard to imagine. Yet who are you to judge? Time will tell.

   Nathan Treeves The son of Mr and Mrs Treeves, the secrets behind this child’s life are analogous to the motivating forces of our story, and to reveal them here would be a mistake. That said, Nathan is the crux of all things that take place in Mordew, whether he or anyone else will admit it, and there will come a time when he exceeds all those who came before him, living or dead, but in what way we cannot yet predict.

   Prissy A slum girl and part of Gam Halliday’s gang. When a song is sung it can be very affecting, but when its notes echo in the slums of Mordew, inevitably some beauty is lost. The sea mist deadens it, the waves crashing obscure it, and in order for it to be heard the voice must strain past its tolerances. The tone is altered by the acoustics of the place, and the ears on which the music falls and the hearts by which it is received are often not sympathetic to the artistry of the performance. Consequently, it is possible to see coarseness in Prissy, who is forced into singing songs unworthy of her.

   Rekka A destructive ur-demon, best left in its place of origin.

   Sirius A dog with mysterious senses. Friend of Anaximander.

   Solomon Peel A famous boy, possibly fictive, whose story is used to frighten crying children out of their tearfulness.

   Willy and Wonty Slum-dwellers speak endlessly of the Master, always wondering as to his future actions and whether he will ever end their torment. These words do not fall uselessly, though the Master pays them no attention, but drift about, buffeted and bolstered by repetition, until they settle into the form of objects – puzzling, unformed clumps of matter. But sometimes, very rarely, they make living boys, and thereby find new vehicles for their utterance. Willy and Wonty are two such boys, and so ingrained are the questions in them that these two find it impossible to think, or to be, or to speak, without giving voice to their formative interrogations.

  

 
  
   Additionally, in the pages of this book you will find many unusual things, including, but not limited to:

   an angry peacock in a cage

   an arm that becomes transparent

   an army of children made from mud

   a cloud of bats made from diamonds

   some beautiful but vain assassins

   various blasphemous gods

   a blue glint moving like a will-o’-the-wisp

   several books of spells

   piles of books used for firewood

   a box that makes whatever is put within it appear somewhere else instead

   a boy so bright that distant observers take him for the sun

   a boy spun on a loom

   the burglary of a palace

   the burglary of a town house

   many carcasses of butchered animals left to rot

   a child who is all limbs and nothing else

   a child who is made into a ghost

   a child with the face of a dog

   a child, blind in one eye, whose sight is partially returned

   a number of children, beaten

   children that are made into nothing but a spine and a head

   children that come unbidden from nowhere

   children who drink only wine

   a chimney with a devil’s head on the top

   cities with odd names

   some clay figures animated by blood sacrifice

   combustible feathers

   a corpse that becomes two corpses

   a corridor suitable only for a child

   a country bounded by white cliffs to its south

   a creature that is transformed from itself into a rat

   creatures that are born directly from the muck

   creatures that live only for a moment, and then fall to pieces

   a crew of sailors, all with Irish names

   a dance that is supposed to make a disease lessen

   a demon interred alive in the centre of the Earth

   a dog that can commune mystically, but who cannot speak

   a dog that can speak, but who cannot commune mystically

   electricity of a sort that can perform magic feats

   an endlessly extensible ladder

   engines with a mysterious purpose

   an entirely black ship

   some enormous lizards

   boxes of entomological specimens

   the extortion with menaces of a pharmacist

   a fallen patriarch

   a family of elephants, unfamiliarly labelled

   a fanged king made from shadows and gold

   hordes of feathered monsters, made of fire

   a festering wound

   a fireproof glove

   swarms of flies that are born out of muck

   flocking firebirds swooping over the sea

   fluences

   some friendly fish

   a gentlemen’s club in a sewer

   any number of ghosts

   a giant fish around which a ship has been constructed

   a girl with feathers for hair

   a glass sphere big enough to comfortably house a captive

   God’s dead body

   God’s eye, removed from its socket

   a golden pyramid

   a handkerchief the size of a tablecloth

   a harem of female dogs

   hexes

   a house called ‘The Spire’

   a huge empty chamber at the heart of a city

   inanimate objects that are transformed into living versions of themselves

   incantations that act to perform magic

   two inheritances of great significance

   an insect with the face of a monkey

   a species of insect that makes the sun its home

   an instrument that makes a person speak regardless of their unwillingness to do so

   invisible wires that can kill by slicing

   magical jewellery worn inside the chambers of a boy’s heart

   a knife held to a man’s eye

   Latin mottos

   litter-bearers in the Roman style

   an exhibit of little, spiked pigs

   a locket with a boy in it

   a locket with a man’s finger in it

   delicious lollipops that come from nowhere

   machines that manufacture gold

   various magical knives

   a magical axe

   a magical bow

   a magical corsage in the colours of the flag of France

   a man who can move so quickly that people can’t see him do it

   a man who loves horses, but not children

   a man who smells of rancid butter

   a man with a very large nose

   a man who is assumed to be a ‘noncer’

   a marble run

   a married pair of mechanical mice

   a masquerade ball

   men who can smell the difference between a man and a woman at a distance

   men whose jobs are also their names

   men with gills, but no eyes

   men with the heads of cows

   a mirror that reflects magical spells

   a mirror that shows one’s friends and accomplices over a distance

   a mosaic that comes to life

   the murder of a colleague

   the murder of an enemy

   the murder of surpassingly rare animals

   pouches of narcotic tobacco

   unnamed neurasthenic aristocrats

   some ornate doors

   an otherworldly demon, hell-bent on destruction

   poisoned bullets

   very many portraits of the famous dead

   the possession of a person’s body by the soul of another person (twice)

   possible ‘flap-lappers’

   possible ‘rod-rubbers’

   a post-cognitive toy theatre

   some powder that renders a thing invisible

   a princess in disguise

   much profligate destruction and violence against property

   rams’-head amulets with magical properties

   a rats’ nest in the pelvis of a corpse

   revolutionary justice

   a road forged from glass

   the robbery of a haberdasher

   many sacrificed children

   a single sacrificed old man

   volumes of sand turned into glass

   a scroll with a contract written on it

   sea fret

   sea that boils away so that the seabed is revealed

   a secret door

   a shaven-headed girl

   sigils, icons and glyphs having historical and magical significance

   silverfish made from electricity

   a smoke signal

   snakes with the heads of men

   spells performed with collected tears

   spells with names

   a statue of a goat-headed god

   statues that are half of a column and half of a woman with the head of a goat

   a striped cat of impressive size

   a suit of armour that could fit a child

   a sword hidden within a cane

   a talking book that can also write and draw by itself

   the teleportation of an object

   a telescope

   a tented city

   theft from a warehouse

   toys of enormous sophistication

   a tube that projects a killing light

   a tube with an eye on the end

   tubes made of glass

   unbreakable chains

   a union of laundresses

   unusual costumes and uniforms of various periods and professions

   vats in which boys are changed from one thing into another

   vats made of glass

   violence against a haberdasher

   violence against a pharmacist

   violence against the clientele of a brothel

   a wall of impressive size and strength

   a war between magicians

   weapons with names

   a white stag who is also a sort of god

   a witch-woman

   a wolf pack that is also a sort of god

   a woman with spines for hair

   worms that live in the lungs

   worms that live outside of the lungs, and which are of unusual size

   a zoo filled with screaming exhibits

  

 
  
   
‌Part One

   The Flint

  

 
  
   I

   The Southern Slums of the great city of Mordew shook to the concussion of waves and firebirds crashing against the Sea Wall. Daylight, dim and grey through the thick clouds, barely illuminated what passed for streets, but the flickering burst of each bird flashed against the overcast like red lightning. Perhaps today the Master’s barrier would fail, drowning them all. Perhaps today the Mistress would win.

   Out of the shadows a womb-born boy, Nathan Treeves, trudged through the heavy mist. His father’s old boots were too big, and his thick, woollen knee socks were sodden. Every step rubbed his blisters, so he slid his feet close to the ground, furrowed them like ploughs through the Living Mud.

   He made his way along what slum-dwellers called the Promenade: a pockmarked scar which snaked from the Sea Wall to the Strand. It weaved between hovels lashed together from brine-swollen driftwood decorated with firebird feathers. Behind him he left his parents and all their troubles. Though his errand was as urgent as ever, he went slowly: a dying father, riddled with lungworms, is pressing business, and medicine doesn’t come cheap, but Nathan was just a boy. No boy runs towards fear eagerly.

   In his fists Nathan twisted his pillowcase; his knuckles shone through the dirt.

   He was walking to the Circus, that depression in the earth where the dead-life grew larger. Here, if fortune allowed, flukes could be found, choking in the Mud. The journey would take him an hour though, at least, and there was no guarantee of anything.

   All around, the detritus that insulated one home from another creaked and trembled at the vibrations of the Wall and the movement of vermin. Though Nathan was no baby, his imagination sometimes got the better of him, so he kept to the middle of the Promenade. Here he was out of the reach of the grasping claws and the strange, vague figures that watched from the darkness, though the middle was where the writhing Mud was deepest. It slicked over the toes of his boots, and occasionally dead-life sprats were stranded on them, flicking and curling. These he kicked away, even if it did hurt his blisters.

   No matter how hungry he was, he would never eat dead-life.

   Dead-life was poison.

   From nearby came the tolling of a handbell. It rang slow and high, announcing the arrival of the Fetch’s cart. From the shacks and hovels grown-ups emerged eagerly, doors drawn aside to reveal their families crowded within. Nathan was an only child, but he was a rarity in the slums. It wasn’t unusual for a boy to have ten, even fifteen brothers and sisters: the fecundity of the slum-dwellers was enhanced by the Living Mud, it was said. Moreover, womb-born children were matched in number by those of more mysterious provenance, who might be found in the dawn light, mewling in a corner, unexpected and unwelcome.

   When overextended mothers and fathers heard the Fetch’s bell they came running out, boy-children in their arms, struggling, and paid the cart-man to take them to the Master, where they might find work. So were these burdens, almost by alchemy, turned into regular coin – which the Fetch also delivered, for a cut.

   Nathan watched as coins were given, children taken, coins taken, children returned, then he turned his back on it all and went on.

   The further he walked from his home, the less the drumbeat on the Sea Wall troubled his ears. There was something in the sheer volume of that noise up close which lessened the other senses and bowed the posture. But when Nathan came gradually onto the Strand where it intersected the Promenade and led towards the Circus, he was a little straighter than he had been, a little taller, and much more alert. There were other slum-dwellers here too, so there was more to be alert to – both good and bad.

   Up ahead there was a bonfire, ten feet high. Nathan stopped to warm himself. A man, scarred and stooped, splashed rendered fat at the flames, feeding them, keeping the endless rainwater from putting the wood out. On the pyre was an effigy of the Mistress, crouched obscenely over the top, her legs licked with fire, her arms directing unseen firebirds. Her face was an ugly scowl painted on a perished iron bucket, her eyes two rust holes. Nathan picked up a stone and threw it. It arced high and came down, clattering the Mistress, tipping her head over.

   People came to the Strand to sell what bits of stuff they had to others who had the wherewithal to pay. The sellers raised themselves out of the Mud on old boxes and sat with their wares arranged neatly in front of them on squares of cloth. If he’d had the money Nathan could have got string and nets and catapults and oddments of flat glass and sticks of meat (don’t ask of what). Today there was a glut of liquor, sold off cheap in wooden cups, from barrels marked with the red merchant crest. There was no way this had been come by legally – the merchants kept a firm grip on their stock and didn’t sell into the slums – so it was either stolen or salvaged. Drinkers wouldn’t know, either way, until it was drunk. If it was stolen, then buyers got nothing worse than a headache the next day, but if it was salvaged then that was because it was bad and had been thrown overboard to be washed up port-side. Bad liquor made you blind.

   Nathan wouldn’t have bought it anyway – he didn’t like the taste – and he had no coins and nothing much to barter with except his pillowcase and the handkerchief in his pocket, so he joined the other marching children, eyes to the floor, watching out for movement in the Living Mud.

   He didn’t recognise anyone, but he wasn’t looking – it was best to keep your distance and mind your own business: what if one of them took notice and snatched whatever was in your bag on the way home?

   There were some coming back, bags wriggling. Others’ bags were still, but heavy. A few had nothing but tears in their eyes – too cowardly, probably, to venture deep enough into the Mud. Nathan could have stolen from those who had made a catch, grabbed what they had and run, but he wasn’t like that.

   He didn’t need to be.

   As he got closer, the Itch pricked at his fingertips. It knew, the Itch, when and where it was likely to be used, and it wasn’t far now. “Don’t Spark, not ever!” His father used to stand over him, when Nathan was very small, serious as he wagged his finger, and Nathan was a good boy… But even good boys do wrong, now and again, don’t they? Sometimes it’s hard to tell the difference between good and bad, anyway, between right and wrong. His father needed medicine, and the Itch wanted to be used.

   Above, a stray firebird struggled up into the clouds, weighed down by a man hanging limp below it.

   The Strand widened; the street vendors became fewer. Here was a crowd, nervous, a reluctant semicircular wall of children, nudging and pushing and stepping back and forwards. Nathan walked where there weren’t so many backs and shouldered his way through. He wasn’t any keener than the others, he wasn’t any braver, but none of them had the Itch, and now it was behind his teeth and under his tongue, tingling. It made him impatient.

   The wall was three or four deep and it parted for him, respecting his eagerness, or eager itself to see what might become of him. A dog-faced girl licked her teeth. A grey, gormless boy with a bald patch reached for him, then thought better of it and returned his hand to his chest.

   When he was through, Itch or no Itch, he stood with the others at the edge for a moment.

   In front was a circle marked by the feet of the children who surrounded it, large enough so that the faces on the other side were too distant to make out, but not so large that you couldn’t see that they were there. The ground gave way and sloped, churned up, down to a wide Mud-filled pit. Some stood in it, knee deep at the edges, waist deep further out. At the distant middle they were up to their necks, eyes shut, mouths upturned, fishing in the writhing thickness by feel. These in the middle had the best chance of finding a fluke – the complexity of the organisms generated by the Living Mud, it was said, was a function of the amount of it gathered in one place – while those nearer the edge made do with sprats.

   Nathan took a breath and strode down the slope, the enthusiasm of the Itch dulling the pain of his blisters until he could barely feel them. When he had half-walked, half-slid his way to the shallows he clamped his pillowcase between his teeth, first to protect it from getting lost, but also, for later, to stop dead-life finding its way into his mouth.

   The Mud was thick, but that didn’t stop it getting past his socks and into his shoes. He had to think hard not to picture new spawned dead-life writhing between his toes.

   Deeper and there were things brushing his knees, some the size of a finger, moving in the darkness. Then, occasionally, the touch of something on his thighs, seeking, groping, flinching away by reflex. There was nothing to fear – he told himself – since whatever these things were, they had no will, and would be dead in minutes, dissolving back into the Living Mud. They meant no harm to anyone. They meant nothing.

   When the Mud was up to his waist, he turned back to look the way he had come. The circle of children jostled and stared, but no one was paying him particular attention, nor was there anyone near him.

   The Itch was almost unbearable.

   His father said never to use it. Never use it. He couldn’t have been clearer. Never, finger wagging. So, Nathan reached into the Mud, Itch restrained, and fished with the others. Flukes could be found. He had seen them: self-sustaining living things. If he could catch hold of one, then he wouldn’t have to betray his father. He moved his hands, opening and closing through the Mud, the sprats slipping between his fingers. There was always a chance.

   As he felt for things below the surface, he stared upward at the slow spiral of the Glass Road. It showed as a spider’s web glint that looped above him, held in the air by the magic of the Master. If Nathan turned his head and looked from the side of his eyes it became clearer, a high pencil line of translucence leading off to the Master’s Manse.

   What did the Master think of the Circus? Did he even know it existed?

   There! Nathan grabbed at a wrist’s thickness of something and pulled it above the surface. It was like an eel, brown-grey, jointed with three elbows. Its ends were frayed, and it struggled to be free. There was the hint of an eye, the suspicion of gills, what might have been a tooth, close to the surface, but as Nathan held it, it lost its consistency, seeming to drain away into the Mud from each end.

   No good.

   If it had held, he might have got a copper or two from someone – its skin useful for glove-making, the bones for glue, but it was gone, dissolving into its constituents, unwilling or unable to retain its form.

   Now the Itch took over. There is only so much resistance a boy can muster, and what was so bad? They needed medicine, and he either blacked his eyes or made a fluke. Wasn’t this better?

   He glanced surreptitiously to both sides and put his hands beneath the Mud. He bent his knees, and it was as easy as anything, natural as could be. He simply Scratched, and the Itch was released. It sent a Spark down into the Living Mud and, with the relief of the urge, pleasure of a sort, and a faint, blue light that darted into the depths.

   Nothing happened for a moment – the relief became a slight soreness, like pulling off a scab. Then the Mud began to churn, the churning bubbled, the bubbling thrashed, and then there was something between his hands, which he raised.

   Each fluke is unique. This one was a bundle of infant limbs – arms, legs, hands, feet – a tangle of wriggling living parts. When the children in the circle spied it, they gasped. It was a struggle to keep his grip, but Nathan took his pillowcase from between his teeth and forced the fluke into it. He slung it over his shoulder where it kicked and poked and whacked him in the back as he trudged in the rain, back to shore.

  

 
  
   II

   The tannery was deep in the slums, and the whole journey there Nathan shielded his pillowcase from the gaze of onlookers whether they were children, hawkers or slum folk. This fluke would never live into childhood – it was too corrupted and had no mouth to breathe with, or eat – but that didn’t seem to discourage it; the dead-life in it provoked it to ever harder blows on Nathan’s back, which bruised where they landed.

   He walked back past the bonfire. The effigy of the Mistress was gone now, burned to ash. The bucket that had made her head was resting hot in the Living Mud, singeing the dead-life, making it squeak. A woman and her granddaughter, possibly, were throwing scraps of food, inedible offal, into what was left of the fire: offerings to the Master, sacrifices for luck.

   Along the way a group of children were beating at something with sticks while others watched. Nathan slowed – justice in the slums was vicious, brutal, but worst of all infectious; if this was a righteous crowd, he wanted to avoid becoming an object for it. In the middle of them there was something red, struggling, rearing, reaching. Nathan took a few steps closer: it was a firebird, a broken thing near to death. Few firebirds made it past the Sea Wall, and those that did were always worse for whatever defence the Master employed. This one was gashed across the chest, rolling and bleating, its arms hanging limp, bucking with one good rear leg. Its wings were bare spines and torn membranes.

   One child brought a heavy plank down across the length of its skull and a shout went up as the thing slumped. The spectators rushed in, pulling out handfuls of feathers, whooping and cheering, plucking it bald. Nathan looked away, but its woeful face, dull-eyed and slack-jawed, crept in at the corner of his thoughts.

   He took a different way back, longer, and came to the tanner’s gate. Harsh, astringent pools filled with milk of lime made Nathan’s eyes hurt, but he was glad to drop the bundle on the ground, where it twisted and bucked and splashed.

   He rang the tanner’s bell, hoping the daughter was busy and that the old man would answer – the tanning liquids had got to him over the years, and now he was soft, confused.

   Nathan was in luck: the old man was there like a shot, as if he had been waiting just out of sight. He was small, scarcely taller than a boy, brown as a chestnut, shiny as worn leather. Without troubling to ask, he took Nathan’s pillowcase and looked inside. His eyes widened, cataracts showing blue-white in the gloom, and then quickly narrowed again. ‘A limb baby,’ he said to himself, not quietly enough, and then numbers passed across his lips as he counted the arms and legs and things that were neither. ‘What do you want for it? I’ll give you twenty.’

   Nathan didn’t smile, but he would have taken ten. He had taken ten before, but when a man offers you twenty you don’t settle for it. ‘Fifty,’ he managed, his voice betraying nothing.

   Now the tanner threw up his arms in comic dismay. ‘Do you take me for a fluke myself? I wasn’t born yesterday.’ He looked back at the tannery, perhaps to check with his daughter, perhaps to check to make sure his daughter wasn’t watching. ‘I’m no fool,’ he mumbled. ‘Twenty-five.’

   Twenty was more than Nathan needed, but there is something in slum living that trains a boy to make the most of an opportunity. He reached out for his pillowcase. ‘If you don’t want it, I’ll take it to the butcher,’ he said, and pulled.

   The tanner didn’t let go. ‘Thirty then, but not a brass more.’ He rubbed his sleeve across his lips, and then wet them again, ‘I’ll admit it: we’ve got an order for gloves…’ He looked back to the tannery, squinted and frowned as if he was thinking.

   Nathan let go and held out his other hand before the old man could change his mind.

   From a satchel at his waist, the tanner took the coins, slowly and carefully, scrutinising each and biting it to make sure he hadn’t mistaken one metal for another with his bad eyes. Once the last one was handed over, he turned, swung the pillowcase hard against the killing post, and slammed the gate.

   Nathan cursed, realising too late that the tanner had taken the pillowcase with him.

  

 
  
   III

   It wasn’t far home and Nathan clutched the money, fifteen to a palm. Perhaps this would be the end of it, all the misery.

   He rounded a turn between two shoulder-high piles of broken pallets, and there was his home ahead. It was the same as he had left it, except there was a woman drawing aside the tarp that made the door. She was broad and red-haired, fine of feature and unscarred. Nathan recognised her immediately – she was the witch-woman who provided cures. Before he could guess at why she had been inside, his mother came out. ‘You’ll do it!’ she screamed.

   ‘I will not.’ The witch-woman hitched up her skirts and turned.

   They both saw Nathan. Whether there is something in the presence of a child that draws arguing adults to a stop is debatable, but they stopped. Nathan, as if he could sense what the source of their disagreement must have been, held out one hand and opened it, so that the coins glinted in the pile they formed.

   His mother ran forward, almost insanely eager, her lips pulled back and her hair wild. She spared Nathan one glance, her eyes burning blue and ringed with black, and grabbed the money. ‘You’ll do it.’ She threw the coins at the witch and they fell into the Living Mud at her feet.

   The woman bit her lip and thought and then, slowly, kneeled and picked them up, delicately separating them, wiping away the dead-life. ‘Whatever you command, mistress.’

   The witch-woman began her folk magic, and her shadows met in the middle of the sheet that divided the two halves of their shack. The two witches came together, each shadow interfering to make a definite shape, dancing. This woman had enough about her to command the light to acknowledge her edges, round and wide and with a gathering of hair that extended her head back as if she had been skull-bound at birth after the manner of the slum-dwellers to the north of the city.

   Nathan watched, his hands clutching in front of him. At what? The possibility of a cure? The revival of his father? There had been a time, though so long ago that it was less real now than a dream, when his father had lifted him high and held him up and shown him to the world. There had been a time when his father had laughed. There had been a time of happiness. Hadn’t there? Now, in the corners, rats and dead-life encroached on the shadows and the idea of happiness seemed nonsensical.

   From behind the curtain came a high, light music, not specific to any instrument but not seemingly a voice. The silhouette worked at something, rubbed something between its palms and directed the contents of that working up and over where Nathan’s father lay. The dust of dry herbs? Pollen? Salt?

   Nathan stepped forward – it was easy to make his father cough. It was easy to wake him. Nathan’s mother held him by the wrist and kept him still beside her. Nathan turned and she was staring, as he had been, at the outline of the witch-woman. There was something in his mother’s expression, some hopelessness in the set of her brow, something wrong that disturbed him. Did she want this to succeed? Did she want her husband better? It seemed, perhaps, that she did, but also…

   The woman clapped her hands and when Nathan turned back, she was swaying, muttering, shaking behind the sheet. She stopped and the silhouette breathed, began again, flowed like water from a jug, arms twisting, repeating words under her breath, words which eluded the mind even though the ear could hear them clearly. Nathan could recognise some syllables by their edges, and the same with the movements of her body, the positions of her hands, gestures mapped against sounds.

   The light from the candles guttered and flickered, increased in intensity. Her voice grew louder too, the potency of her spell, the depth of her shadows, the size of her silhouette. A smell, now, of rose petals, of aniseed. Nathan leaned closer, his mother’s hand around his wrist tighter.

   He turned to her. ‘Is it working? Will it work?’

   His mother turned away from him.

   If there was any reluctance in the witch-woman’s dance it wasn’t visible in the shapes she cast on the sheet. If she was fooling them out of their coins, then she didn’t act as if she was. If anything, she moved with an unnerving commitment, a complete lack of reticence, no sense that she cared what anyone thought of her – as if she was dancing for unseen watchers, for magic, for God. The shack shook with the force of her heels hitting the earth, the sheet billowed when she spun from the waist, rippled when her fingertips touched it, her arms extended, her hair a vague flame in the air around her head. She whirled and span and threatened to bring the fragile integrity of their home down around them. The scent of her sweat overwhelmed the rose petals and her panted exhalations interrupted the incantation of her spells the faster she span, but she didn’t stop.

   Just when it seemed she would bury them all in a jumble of wood and iron and junk, she grabbed out at the sheet, clenched it in one fist. She stopped, gasping for breath, her other hand on her knee and behind her – grey, flat and motionless – lay Nathan’s father, his chest unrising, his breath only visible in the dappled shadows his ribs made on the skin between them.

   ‘It’s no good,’ the witch-woman said. ‘The worms have him. There’s a power protecting them. Nothing I can do.’

   Nathan’s mother was at her almost before she’d finished speaking, but the witch-woman was more than a match. ‘No refunds!’ she shouted. She pushed Nathan’s mother away and held her at arm’s length. ‘I’m sorry. No refunds.’

   When she was gone, Nathan rehung the sheet while his mother slunk back to the bed, her spine concave as if the air was too heavy for it, her shoulders incapable of bearing the weight of her arms. She buried her face in the pillow.

   ‘Don’t worry, Mum.’ Nathan put his hand on the bed, and she edged towards it. ‘I’ve got more money.’ He opened the palm of his other hand and the remaining copper glinted.

   She stopped moving and then sat up, stared at him. ‘That’s not real copper, Nathan. That’s plated brass.’

   Nathan held up the coin, felt the tears welling in his eyes. He bit them back, silently.

   ‘It doesn’t matter. It’s not about the money. It’s about him.’ She jerked her thumb at the curtain. ‘He needs to pull himself together. You need to pull yourself together!’

   ‘Leave him alone,’ Nathan said. If he’d have been a stronger boy, more wilful, he’d have shouted it.

   His mother took his hand. ‘How did you get the money anyway? By making flukes of the Living Mud? Spark flukes?’

   Nathan looked down, ashamed. When he looked back up, she was wagging her finger at him.

   ‘You know that’s forbidden, don’t you?’ She had a strange expression on her face, almost a smirk, almost a smile, but cheerless, spiteful. ‘No-one’s allowed to use their power. No-one.’ She stood up and turned away from him, to the sheet that divided this side of the room from his father. ‘Do you remember what comes next?’

   Nathan shook his head, but it wasn’t a question. She wasn’t talking to him. She was talking to his father.

   From behind the sheet there came an answering moan. It was nothing recognisable as words, but in it was a great sadness.

   ‘You know it must be done. If you won’t do it, he has to.’

   The moaning grew louder.

   ‘It’s time; you know it,’ his mother said. ‘I’m sending him.’ She turned back to Nathan. ‘If he won’t do it, there’s no other way. I’m sorry.’

   ‘I don’t want to go, Mum.’

   She pursed her lips, wiped a loose strand of hair from across her forehead. ‘Have you ever wondered why you’re an only child, Nathan?’

   He shook his head.

   ‘Or how we came to be here?’

   He shook his head again.

   His mother looked away. She gazed into the past, it seemed to Nathan, or into the future, but whatever she saw there it pained her. ‘The world is like a game. When some moves are made, other moves are inevitable. Your father… he refuses to play the best move. So now I have to play a worse one. Some things are inevitable, Nathan.’

   Nathan didn’t know what she meant, but his father’s moaning was so loud now that it frightened him. His mother rose to her feet.

   ‘You trust me, don’t you?’

   He did.

   ‘Everything I do is for your own good. Do you understand?’

   He did.

   ‘Tomorrow, you’re going to the Master.’

   His father screamed: a sound so pained and straining that it sounded like death.

   When his mother had a gentleman caller, Nathan would make himself scarce. He’d go to the Sea Wall, sometimes. He’d sit and follow the lines of the bricks up to the top, tracing a path made in mortar like the route through a maze. He’d imagine himself scraping the line with his nails, making footholds, climbing to the top. If he ever tried, he knew he would fail – the material was harder than his flesh, unyielding – and what was the point anyway?

   The waves made one beat – slow, regular – but the firebirds made another – rapid, random – and Nathan would let the sound drown out everything else, even the imagined sounds his mind made when it was quieter. In place of the gentleman callers he heard the violence of the sea, and the Mistress’s endless attempts to kill them all.

   Tonight, he put his back to the wall and looked up, scraping the back of his head on the rough brickwork. The overcast flashed, each explosion picking out the contours of the clouds above him, making what otherwise seemed flat into a landscape of inverted hills and valleys.

   Firebirds kept, mostly, to the outside of the wall; the Mistress ordered them to sacrifice themselves in order to weaken it. If any came into Mordew, it was by mistake. The witch-women said it was a punishment from God when someone died by firebird, but Nathan didn’t believe in gods.

   He had seen firebirds, though, and one had seen him. Once, he was sitting by the wall, looking up as he was doing now, and one had perched on the top and peered down at him. He stared it in the eyes. It opened its long spike of a beak, blinked scarlet feathers across its black eyes, and screeched down at him.

   Nathan had cursed it, and the Mistress that made it, but it did him no harm. It took to the air, looped high, flew back across the Wall. A second later, Nathan felt it explode against the brickwork, heard the blast, watched the red light of its bird-death.

   Tonight, though, there were no firebirds perched on the wall, and nothing to distract Nathan from his mother’s command. He must go to the Master.

  

 
  
   IV

   The next morning Nathan left at the tolling of the bell. Rain fell, and no-one saw him off. No-one spoke to him. The firebirds pounded, the Sea Wall shook, and the Living Mud flickered red between the toes of his boots. Dead-life squirmed and the bell rang.

   At the end of the Mews was the Fetch, standing by his horse cart, pipe in mouth, bell in hand. He was crooked and thick, like a dying oak, and just as stiff. His free hand was on his cage door.

   Nathan hesitated. Rainwater ran down his brow and across his cheeks. It wet his lips, and when he breathed it came out like spit. He said nothing and made no movement.

   ‘Come, lad, if you’re coming,’ the Fetch growled from the back of his throat. ‘Last bell’s rung.’ His words were thick with tobacco tar. He threw the bell in the back of the cart, took his pipe from his mouth, and billowed grey up into the clouds. ‘The horses want to leave this hell… I ain’t holding them back for Mud-hole scum like you.’ The Fetch let go of the door. He turned and clicked his tongue and the horses started to walk.

   Clenching his fists against the pain in his feet, Nathan ran towards the cart. ‘Wait!’

   The Fetch turned back, his pipe gripped between his teeth again and both hands out, reaching. ‘Want to meet the Master, do you?’

   Nathan stopped dead. The Fetch smiled like a fox smiles when it finds a nest of baby rabbits. Nathan almost turned back, home to his mother. Back to Dad. Almost. ‘Yes, sir,’ he said. ‘I want to go to the Master.’

   The Fetch came forward, pipe blazing. ‘In the cage, boy, and we’ll see if we can’t cure you of that.’

   The cage was full of other boys; they watched Nathan in silence. They were a strange crowd – some womb-born, others clearly flukes. No one moved to let him on either bench, so he sat with his back against the cage door. One of the boys raised the peak of his cap. From the shadow, one good eye peered out while the other was hollow and black. It was Gam Halliday.

   ‘What do we have here then?’ said Gam, his voice freshly broken, rattling like a beetle in a matchbox. ‘Is it young Natty Treeves?’

   The cart shook, the wheels turned, and the Fetch slapped the reins.

   ‘What’re you doing here, Gam?’ said Nathan, pulling his collar closed at the neck. ‘Don’t you know the Master only likes the pretty ones?’

   Gam smiled, his last white tooth standing as lonely and crooked as an untended gravestone. ‘Tastes differ, don’t they?’ he said. ‘Anyway, you think the Master wants scrawny bits of stuff like you?’ He nudged the boy next to him, a fat one Nathan hadn’t seen before. The fat boy nodded and grinned and popped a square of something yellow and glistening into his mouth. He said something, but it was lost in chewing.

   Nathan slipped his hand under his shirt. By pushing on his belly, he could almost stop it growling. ‘I don’t care what the Master likes,’ said Nathan, ‘I don’t want to live with him anyway.’

   Gam nodded his head slowly and pursed his lips. ‘That’s right…’ he muttered, ‘who wants bread every day? Who wants a dry cot? Who wants a shilling to send home at the end of the week? Not little lord Nathan.’

   ‘He can keep his bread and he can keep his bed. And his money.’ Nathan turned away, stared out at the slums as they slipped by, and did his best to keep himself to himself.

   But Gam kept on. ‘Right… and your dad? Don’t he need his medicine no more? Because I haven’t seen him out and about much.’

   On lines across the road, shirts drooped, pegged at the shoulders, dripping from the sleeves into gutter rivers, heavy with the trash of the streets. Whatever was dry enough to burn was piled and set alight wherever there was room, giving what heat it could, disposing of what would otherwise stink. Flames took refuse, ordure, corpses. Where the fire burned out before the rain could drench it then there were circles of ash; where it did not, there were mounds of matter the Living Mud invaded… with unpredictable results.

   ‘They miss him at the gin-house,’ Gam continued. ‘Very generous he was.’

   Under corrugated iron, ragged with rust, the occasional hawker laid out their wares – buttons, shoelaces, firebird feathers, other bits and pieces from the Merchant City that were easily filched but pointless to fence. When the Fetch passed, his cartwheels sprayed Mud.

   ‘So, he’s kicked the lungworms, has he?’

   In the hovels, shutters were drawn across glassless windows, candlelight flickering in the gaps between planks and where knots had been poked through. When doors opened at all the only thing that came out was rubbish and used water, flung into the street for the rain to wash away. The slums stretched off south, overlooked by the gentle swell of the city to the north.

   ‘Or has he just kicked the bucket?’

   Nathan span, his fist outstretched. ‘Leave it!’

   The other boys shrank back into the cage walls until it seemed that only Nathan and Gam were there at all. Gam smiled. ‘Only, if he’s snuffed it,’ Gam went on, ‘I’m surprised I haven’t heard about it. Your mum hasn’t sold him to a pie shop, has she? No… Too gristly, I reckon.’

   Nathan leapt over and punched at whatever part of Gam he could reach.

   Gam took the blows and then he grabbed down below, twisting until Nathan couldn’t breathe.

   Nathan fell to his knees, mouth wide and airless.

   ‘Every time I see him, he’s like this. Isn’t that right, Natty? You never learn to take a joke, do you, mate?’

   Nathan closed his eyes and sprang up at Gam head first. Another boy might have felt his nose snap at this, the crown of Nathan’s skull doing the work, but Gam was too quick and he was out of his seat and standing to the side, ready to kick Nathan in the back and send him clattering to the floor.

   ‘Stop your rocking back there, you little rats!’ barked the Fetch. ‘Don’t think I won’t take my horsewhip to you, Master or no Master. I’ll stripe you like red pike, ready for salting. Now sit quiet! Because if I have to come back there, it won’t be to your advantage. Any of you.’

   They all stayed still until the Fetch looked back to the road.

   ‘Now play nicely, like the Fetch says.’ Gam smiled and sat himself down.

   Nathan slid back to his place and looked wherever Gam wasn’t.

   The cart was rolling into the Port now, potholes giving way to cobbles. Broom-handlers, thick-armed and sweating through their caps, swept the Living Mud down into the sewers or out to sea. The red sails of merchant ships rippled, bulged in the wind as they waited for the Port Guard to open the Sea Wall Gate. Where they were going was something Nathan had always wondered. What was there beyond the Wall but waves, wind and firebirds? Surely they did not sail to Malarkoi?

   In the silence there was the sound of someone crying. There were fifteen of them in the cage, one half facing the other and one on the floor. There wasn’t a single face that wasn’t filthy. It was one of the little ones that was sad.

   Nathan knew him. He was a fluke, born directly from the Living Mud out of the ground at the back of a brothel. The madam had fed him scraps and now he ran errands delivering leather samples to the ladies who had glove shops on the edge of town where the merchants’ wives bought their things. The boy was soft. He was always sucking on bits of sugar, which he got by looking dewy-eyed when there was a Mrs in the shop. She’d see him and take pity. She’d give him sugar, and now he was crying because it had made him weak.

   ‘Stop your snivelling!’ Gam snapped. ‘You’ll have the Fetch back here.’

   The boy bit his lip, but that just made it worse. ‘I can’t stop,’ he blubbed. ‘I want to go back.’

   ‘Well, you better stop crying then,’ Gam said, sneaking over, sitting opposite, smoothing the boy’s hair neat, ‘because the Master likes boys who cry. He milks them, you see. Like goats. Out the back in his sheds. He uses boy tears for his potions and the like. Isn’t that right everyone? Common knowledge. You’ve got to sniff the tears back in before he sees ’em. Nothing the Master likes better than fresh tears scraped off a little boy’s cheek. The sadness gives them power, and power is what the Master is after. If he sees you crying he’ll make you so sad you’ll never stop, and one day they’ll find you, dried up like a raisin, like a widow’s lips, like an old snakeskin, wrinkled up in the corner of his milking shed. When the wind blows in, you’ll get blown out onto the Glass Road and crushed to bits beneath the wheels of his black carriage.’

   The boy’s eyes were wide now, and wet, and he was shivering.

   ‘It’s happened before,’ said another boy, head shaved, smiling behind his sleeve.

   ‘That’s right,’ Gam nodded. ‘Solomon Peel… that was the boy’s name. About your age. About your height. In fact, he looked the dead spit of you. Once. Dry as a bled bone he was in the end. And dead, of course. Ground to powder and blown up on the wind. If you listen carefully you can hear him, crying still from the beyond, on account of how he was used for magic and got in amongst the immaterial side of the world. Isn’t that right, boys?’

   Just to show how right it was, the shaven-headed boy put his hand over his mouth, as if he was scratching his top lip and, out of sight, made a quiet, plaintive, moaning sound.

   This made the boy cry all the more.

   ‘You can’t help some people,’ said Gam. ‘Didn’t he hear what I just said?’

   ‘Leave him alone, Gam.’

   ‘Or what, young Treeves? You going to tickle me to death?’

   Nathan said nothing, but neither did Gam. Instead he looked Nathan up and down.

   The swish of the Fetch’s whip and the rattle of iron-trimmed wheels on stone made a slow but steady rhythm. It was only after Gam had examined every inch of Nathan and the cart had begun to trail away from the sea that he said anything more.

   ‘You thought about my offer?’

   ‘No,’ Nathan replied.

   ‘You haven’t thought about it? Or you have thought about it and the answer is no?’

   ‘Yes.’

   Gam thought about the answer, frowning, then gave up. ‘Well, it’s your loss. If you don’t like money, then, well, there’s not much I can do for you.’

   ‘I can make money without you.’

   ‘What, by fishing for flukes in the Circus? There’s no future in that, even if you can find limb-babies on demand.’

   Nathan glared at Gam. ‘How do you know about that?’

   Gam frowned. ‘I have my sources; same ones that told me you’d be in here today, actually. That and the tanner’s a heavy drinker. Can’t keep his mouth shut after half a pint of gin. It’s difficult to keep a secret in the slums, you should know that. Anyway, that’s not the point; it’s basic – flood the market with something, it gets cheap. Soon you’ll be up to your neck all day, fishing flukes for a copper, and everyone in the slums is wearing leather – no future in it.’

   Nathan sighed. ‘The answer’s still no.’

   ‘Don’t join my gang then, see if I care.’

   At this last exchange the other boys perked up.

   ‘I’ll join your gang!’ they said. ‘And me! And me!’

   Gam waved them away with the back of his hand. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. Why would I want the likes of you? Never seen such a thin-armed, knobble-kneed shower of runts. And one lardy boy.’

   The lardy boy took exception to this and swallowed his mouthful. ‘Why would you want him?’ he said, sucking through the gaps in his teeth. ‘What’s he got that I don’t?’

   Gam winked at Nathan, and Nathan shook his head.

   ‘Don’t you dare!’ Nathan hissed.

   ‘Would I?’ he said, hands held out, like a bread thief before a magistrate. Then he switched, as if at the click of his fingers, and looked out from under his eyebrow, good eye gone to a slit with a tight grin across his lips. ‘Perhaps I would, though… wouldn’t I? Young Nathan here knows a trick, don’t he?’

   ‘Shut up, Gam!’

   ‘A nifty little trick, learned from his daddy.’

   ‘Gam!’

   ‘Look, Natty, if you were to join my little troupe, I’d have reason to keep your secrets, like I would for a brother. But if you’re not in it, what’s the point? And I know a boy-trader or two who wouldn’t mind that little bit of information.’

   ‘You’d sell me?’

   Gam spit on the floor, half of it spattering the lardy boy’s boots. ‘Course not. But I can’t speak for the others, can I? Specifically the girls. They’ve got more to lose after all, if you get my meaning.’

   The shaven-headed boy nodded at this, but Nathan ignored him. ‘I’m not joining your gang.’

   ‘No? How’s your mother, Natty? Still entertaining gentleman callers, is she? Look! He’s gritting his teeth. I’m not criticising. Not her fault. Got to make a living somehow, with your old man not fit for purpose, as it were. I’m sure she’s grateful of the attention, even though she wouldn’t admit it. Isn’t that right, Natty? See that muscle going in his cheek, Lardy? It’s like the rattling lid on a saucepan of stew – the more wood you put on the fire, the more it clatters. What do you do, Natty? You make yourself scarce when there’s a knock on the door? Sensible. No need to rub your nose in it, is there? If it wasn’t for nasty pieces of work like me, you might be able to pretend it wasn’t happening. Shame.’

   ‘Gam, I’m warning you…’

   ‘She’s still a looker though. Next job I pull off, well, I might knock her up. There! You see it?’

   They did: a blue spark darting off into the night. ‘What was that?’

   ‘Nothing, you nosy little urks. They saw nothing, did they, Natty?’ Gam whispered now, as if the others couldn’t hear him. ‘Our secret, Nat. I just wish I could convince you to come over to me. We need a boy like you.’

   Nathan bit down the Itch, all of it, as best he could. ‘What do you care?’ he said. ‘You’ll be working for the Master by the night’s end.’

   ‘I don’t think so. He didn’t pick me the last two times. And he won’t pick you, neither. Word on the street is, he don’t like the competition. So, you’ll have to join my gang – it’s the only game in town. And anyway, it’d be good to widen your horizons. You’ve never been out of the slums, have you? The world ain’t all rain and dead-life, you know.’ Gam leaned back, licking his teeth and raising his eyebrows. He crossed his arms and put out his legs so that the boy opposite got kicked in the shins.

   Nathan took a deep breath, then turned away.

   The lardy boy wiggled himself forward, squeezing between the boys either side of him, popping out into the gangway in the middle of the cage. He greased his hair back with his fingers and nodded to two skinny boys. They leaned towards him and he whispered something that made them clench their fists. As a pack, they moved in on Nathan.

   ‘Hello,’ said the lardy.

   Nathan glanced at Gam, but he was now affecting to be asleep, with his peaked cap down over his face. Nathan looked at his feet. No Itch. No Scratch.

   The lardy boy was flanked on either side by a skinny one.

   ‘I’m Cuckoo,’ the lardy said. ‘And these are my brothers, Willy and Wonty.’ He smiled, sucked his teeth, and smiled again. ‘I say brothers,’ Cuckoo continued, ‘we all live in the same nest, anyway. No need to concern ourselves with the niceties.’

   ‘Found him in the laundry pile,’ said Willy.

   ‘Shut it!’

   ‘Covered in bird shit.’

   ‘Shut it! Don’t take notice of these two. Dad’s sick of the lot of us, never mind where we came from. If the Master won’t take us, he’ll sack us in the docks as if we was a mouser’s kittens.’

   ‘Will he?’

   ‘Won’t he?’

   ‘He will. So, we’ve got a proposition for you.’

   ‘He won’t know what that is.’

   ‘A deal. The deal is, we won’t kick your teeth in if you show us how to do that spark. What’s more, we won’t snap your spine.’

   ‘He’ll snap it. He likes to snap things.’

   ‘I do. I’m not drowning, sucking in wet canvas, coal dust the last thing I taste, because some little toad knows magic and won’t let on. We want to live, don’t we?’

   ‘We do.’

   ‘We do.’

   Nathan looked up from his boots at the three of them. ‘You don’t want it. You don’t want it inside you. It’s not a trick. It’s not a game.’

   Nathan stood up. For a second he was just a small boy, barely anything in the world, but then he was lit from somewhere, from inside, his eyes blazing and his hair on end, as if the still damp air was blowing a hurricane. ‘You want the Spark?’ he said, quivering, the Itch thrilling through him, desperate to be Scratched.

   Gam lifted the brim of his cap. ‘You can’t have it. It’s his. It was passed down to him, and now, on the event of him reaching his thirteenth, he’s blooming. Isn’t that right, Nathan? Coming into his own.’

   ‘Take it,’ Nathan whispered. One touch and he’d Scratch. Just one touch.

   ‘Natty…’

   ‘Come on, take it.’

   Cuckoo came closer. Reached.

   ‘Take it!’

   ‘What’s the racket back there? Right. I warned you.’

   The cart stopped and the Fetch came back and the Itch disappeared, unscratched. The Fetch unlashed the door, reached into the cage and fished around until he found an ankle, any ankle, and dragged. Perhaps it should have been Nathan and perhaps it should have been Cuckoo, but it was a blond one who was pulled out into the street, grasping air as he went, knocking knees and skull on the wood.

   ‘You mouldy strip of leather. I’ll tan you.’

   The Fetch brought his whip down on him, whoever he was, across his cheeks and his shoulder bones, sending cracking slaps echoing between the merchant garrets. Immediately three welts shone through the ingrained mud, singing red and tight. The boy thrashed like a newly gelded weasel, and the Fetch had to renew his grip before he could add another three stripes, intersecting with the others, criss-crossing beneath the boy’s tears.

   ‘If I tell you quiet, I mean quiet. You want to make my horses’ ears twitch? You think they want to hear your nonsense? You dogs?’ Down came the whip, striking on his out-breath. ‘They… do… not… want… to… hear… your… barking!’

   The boy fell to his knees and the Fetch made to finish his lesson. But something inside – not compassion, not shame: a seizure – made him clutch at his chest. He staggered for a while, treading back and forward in a little waltz, done in a circle. Then he found his breath. ‘Oh no. Not yet, Fetch, old boy.’ He pounded his ribs to the rhythm of his heartbeat. ‘There’s years left in this old pump.’

   When he was sure all was as it should be, he pulled the boy up by the arm and slung him back into the cage. He fell by Nathan, face pressed onto the wood, eyes wide and blank.

   ‘He’ll be alright, won’t he?’ Wonty asked.

   ‘Will he?’ Willy replied.

   Nathan helped the boy back to his seat and the cart moved off.

  

 
  
   V

   A few yards after the Fetch Gate, the horses refused to go on. They tossed their heads and chewed their bits and in the air there was the tang of their sweat. When they stamped, their hoof-falls rang like the Fetch’s bell: high and pure. They had hit the Glass Road.

   It seemed to grow out of the cobblestones, shifting gradually from their grey-green, lichen-crusted surfaces, smoothing in the course of a few feet, growing darker, becoming one single undifferentiated block as if there had been a furnace here capable of firing the matter of the earth and glazing it. A black path like the hugest piece of jet went then in a perfect shallow spiral, around and up and over the slums, circling the city mountain, disappearing from view, coming back on the other side to cross the Merchant City, disappearing again, stretching by ever higher loops over the Pleasaunce and the forested heights all the way to the entranceway of the Manse high at the pinnacle. The boys shifted in their places – this was the Master’s work, cold and resonant with his magic.

   The Fetch got down, put his pipe in his coat pocket and walked forward, stroking the lead horse as he went. He calmed and cajoled it, whispering baby talk and giving it little kisses on the neck. From inside his coat he pulled booties of wool which he rubbed down the horse’s forelimbs. Any hint of Living Mud he wiped away with his handkerchief, any dead-life leeches too. He gradually slipped the wool down and over the horse’s iron shod hooves, repeating the process slowly and sweetly until both were spared the unnatural sensation of walking on glass. Only then did they agree to go on again.

   ‘And what do you lot think you’re looking at? Keep your staring for those who appreciate it, if there are any.’

   Where the cobbles had rattled and jolted them from side to side, the Glass Road was so smooth that the city slid past Nathan’s gaze as if he was meant to look, as if it was designed to give them a grand tour of the Master’s ingenuity. They went quickly, too, the surface having a fluence placed on it which urged travellers forward, counteracting the gradient, facilitating the Master’s business.

   Parts of the city were familiar to Nathan – the chaos of the slums, obviously, but also the chimneys of the Factorium, smoke drifting on the pressure their fires provoked, and the flat grey expanses and warehouses of the Entrepôt – but there were many things he had not seen before. As they left his home far below, as the Glass Road looped higher, there was a square of variable green flowing out of the mountainside like factory smoke that never spread. It was caged by tall iron fences but swayed in the wind. Amongst it were limbs of wood, and creatures with wings, and strange rats holding high, proud tails of fur. Down inside were glades of light and blue-pooled water. Nathan turned and stared, but soon they left it behind the endless turning of the Road, and it blurred in the confusion of his memory. Then there were the merchant houses, with coloured glass for windows and steep, tiled gables. Between the houses were streets with lamps lit yellow, people with gloves and muffs and hoods of leather.

   Higher still there was an archway, filigreed and bronze, that spanned a road of cobbles. This road split into many paths, each splitting into more and joining again in junctions. In the spaces between these paths were cages, open to the sky but enclosed by high walls, windowed, behind which strange beasts were gathered, huge and in pairs, or families all of the one type, barracked together. These creatures were content to pace their spaces slowly, attentively, first one way, then the other, and to stare out quietly at the merchants who stared in at them in their turn.

   Then this gave way to the Pleasaunce, the houses so tall that the roofs were almost close enough to touch: enormous, ornate weathervanes, lightning rods, gargoyled gutters.

   At the end of the Glass Road the Master’s Manse jutted up.

   It was a great, black wedge laced with shining windows, colonnaded along each side with irregular turrets whose purposes were guessed at and talked over and speculated on in every corner of the city. As the cart drew closer the oppressive looming of it was felt by all. It was so black that even in the clouded gloom it was perfectly visible, blacker than anything around it.

   Drawing near, the boys – all of them – fell quiet. What was once an idea was now a cold fact, close enough to gauge the span of, close enough so that it refused to be ignored. Many a boy had said, in the familiar misery of the slums, with the bravado of those who had known absolute poverty, that nothing could be worse than scrabbling for sprats in the Living Mud, or blacking their eyes for merchant men, or fighting off the flukes that crept in from under a loose plank. But now? What if it could be worse? The unfamiliar blackness of this place seemed worse already.

   Nathan couldn’t tear his eyes away from the Manse. The very top had squares cut out of it, and slits, like battlements, and between each of these were flagpoles, black pennants blowing away east in the wind. The tower was not like a cliff: its surface was decorated, and what he’d always thought must be irregularities were alcoves in which statues had been placed – slender, elongated, figures, emaciated even, a hundred of them at least, garbed in real fabric, with circlets and torcs that reflected the light. They all gestured down – to what, Nathan couldn’t guess.

   As the cart came over the final rise, there was a flight of stairs as wide as the Circus, ascending gently to a wave of doors, twenty of them, large in the middle, a building’s height, and getting smaller at the edges, until the final door on either side might have been designed to admit an imp, or a dog.

   The Fetch pulled the horses up short.

   A man emerged from nowhere, from the earth itself, rising up in full livery, shirt cuffs and collars and a tall hat.

   ‘Fifteen,’ offered the Fetch, speaking without looking at the man, but he came back and counted the boys anyway. He leaned in through the gate and the nearest ones gasped: his face was broad across the cheeks and flat, and where his eyes might have been there was only skin without even eyebrows to break the smoothness.

   Gam prodded the boy next to him. ‘There’s always someone worse off than yourself, my dad used to say. Looks like he was right.’

   The man counted, stretching out long fingers, oddly jointed, so that the knuckles twisted back. He twitched and twisted a knuckle, like a tally man marks off a day’s pickings.

   ‘Fifteen,’ repeated the Fetch.

   ‘Thirteen,’ the man said, though he didn’t open his mouth to speak and the sound came instead from slits in his throat that opened up for the purpose. ‘One’s broken and there’s a reject from before.’

   ‘I knew it,’ growled the Fetch and came towards Gam.

   ‘No need to get hot and bothered. I’ll walk back. Natty, you’re on your own for true now. When you get back home, my offer’s good.’

   ‘What about my commission, you little thief!’

   ‘Sing for it, granddad.’

   Gam slipped away from the Fetch, out of the cage, ran then slid, knees bent, on the shiny gripless soles of his boots, off down the Glass Road.

   The eyeless man snapped his fingers and brought the Fetch to heel. The Fetch held out his hand, involuntarily, and the man gave him flat coins of silver, one for each of the boys, stroking them in turn across the Fetch’s calloused palms until they rested in the hollow in the middle, from where the Fetch snatched them away to make room for the next.

   ‘Bring them to the rear, then leave.’

   ‘Gladly,’ said the Fetch from the back of his throat.

  

 
  
   VI

   Round the back, the dark, broad-paved grandeur of the facade was quickly forgotten. Piles of slag gathered beneath soot-stained hatches. Smoke and steam issued from pipes coming jagged from the wall. All around were people shouting and labouring. The Fetch barked commands over the sound of the grinding of gears in the deep, so loud it shook the earth and caused the dirt to move as if it were alive with ants. He dragged the boys out of the cage two at a time, slinging them aside as if they were soiling his good straw.

   The eyeless man came and linked the boys’ hands together so that they formed a chain that might more easily be led than a crowd of children operating independently. The blond boy lay where he had been left, and the Fetch paid him no attention whatever, slamming the door on Cuckoo’s outstretched hand when he reached to touch him.

   When they were all lined up, the eyeless man took the hand of the foremost boy and led them all, crocodile-style, through the grounds and across to a flight of stairs that plunged into a scar in the earth. Here the lead boy hesitated, but the eyeless man did not, and he dragged them, the whole chain, down into the darkness.

   The noise here was even louder: metal teeth grating against each other, enormous hammers clanking, red-hot pistons slamming into steaming engines, shaking the boys’ bones with their concussions. Glass vats of the Living Mud emptied through tubes, transported everywhere, mindless flukes pressing against the glass.

   The eyeless man led them through narrow pathways between the huge machines, the smell of burning oil sensed, impossibly, through the eyes and lips as well as the nose, the earthy sulphurous tang of the Mud blending with it, each boy gripping the hand of the boy front and back and the last boy gripping the one hand with both of his. The purpose of the machines was not clear, to Nathan at least, but it was certain that they must have a purpose, one they followed with endless, tireless energy, fiercely, with no consideration for creatures as small as these boys were made to feel.

   Here the Mud was processed, but to what end?

   Nathan was holding Cuckoo’s hand, and from time to time the fat boy looked back. If it was for reassurance, Nathan had none to give, though so vicious seemed this place that he would have given it if he could. All the previous acrimony seemed of no import at all. Were they to be part of this machinery? Were they to be sent into it, to loosen trapped workings like loom-boys in the Merchant City? To unplug obstructions from the tubes?

   What information reached the eyeless man, Nathan couldn’t tell, but he moved without pause. When junctions came, he negotiated them surely. Ladders would take them up and down, and though Nathan had resolved to keep track of their movements, the complexity was beyond him after only a few minutes. They travelled for close to an hour. Never once was the noise anything but deafening, never once did the machines stop in their movements, or the Living Mud in its progress through the tubes.

   They came into a place that was relatively free of machinery. In the middle of this was a pulley on which was suspended a bucket of a size sufficient to carry two or three boys. The eyeless man stopped here and loaded boys in, Nathan, Cuckoo and the shaven-headed boy. The pulley was hoisted up without a pause and they lurched into the air. Nathan and the boy were face to face, their noses almost touching. Nathan looked up; the chain disappeared into the darkness fifty or a hundred feet above. There seemed to be no purpose to it but then, after a while, a tiny square of light appeared, like the doorway of an inn at the end of a dark day’s walk. The noise up here was lessened, and Nathan began to speak, to say ‘Do you see that?’ but when he tried, he heard himself as if through water, only very faintly.

   He cleared his throat as if the problem lay there, and tried again, but then the bucket hit a link in the chain that was out of place and the whole thing shuddered and tipped. Below, the faces of the other boys were raised to them, tiny, like the last grains of rice in the bottom of an earthenware pot. Cuckoo grabbed Nathan, and they both grabbed the chain, but the other boy put his arms outward, as if he could balance himself. Instead, he started to slip, out of the bucket, sending it tipping further.

   ‘Let him go!’ Cuckoo shouted, but Nathan reached for him, catching him by the wrist, upending the bucket so that he and Cuckoo had to kick and drag it back beneath them. Nathan felt the boy slipping. He wrapped the chain around his wrist and one leg around the boy’s waist and grabbed him by the shorts. Slowly he drew him back in, pulled him to his chest.

   It was then that Nathan saw he was not a boy at all. Beneath the dirt and the fear there was a girl with a wide mouth and wide brown eyes. She grabbed his collar and clenched with both her fists, gripping him as if she would never let go.

  

 
  
   VII

   The bucket brought them out, blinking, into the light. Before they could focus, they were dragged onto cold white tiles and the bucket carried on over a cogwheel, descending the way it had come without a pause. The whole ceiling was white with light, one solid block of it. The three children were lined up on the white floor.

   ‘Where’s the hot water?’ a woman shouted.

   ‘Waiting for you to draw it, you stupid cow,’ called another.

   A third came over with a pair of tailor’s scissors, snipping the air around them, crab-like, interrupting the conversation. ‘Should I strip ’em or shear ’em?’ she called.

   ‘Both. And, for His sake, hurry. There’s more of them on the way.’

   The woman shoved Cuckoo apart from the others, slipped the scissors between his plump waist and the waistband of his trousers.

   ‘Oi!’ Cuckoo cried. ‘Watch it.’

   The woman stopped and cast an eye over him. She was dressed in blue checks, with her hair contained behind a scarf, pulled back so tight that her mouth couldn’t quite shut. Her teeth were dark like varnished wood. She closed the scissors and Cuckoo’s trousers fell to the floor. She gave him a withering, appraising once-over. ‘You’ve got plenty where you don’t need it, and none at all where you do. Anything I snip off will be doing the world a favour. Arms up.’

   Cuckoo held up his arms and the scissors traced up to his neck, letting the rest of his clothes fall as they went. When he was naked, she shoved the scissors into her apron and pulled out a razor. With this she took the hair from his head. Cuckoo hid his shame the best he could.

   ‘Get the broom and sweep that muck into the hole – it’s crawling with Mud. Don’t worry. The Master’ll kit you out in new gear whether he keeps you or not.’ She shoved him in the back, towards where the broom lay. ‘Next! You.’

   The girl clung tighter to Nathan, breathing as if she had run a mile.

   ‘Come on. You think I’ve got time to waste on the modest? If you had an idea what kind of sight you look, you’d be glad to get cleaned up.’

   Nathan took the girl’s hand and eased it from his collar.

   ‘She some kind of flap-lapper?’ the girl hissed. ‘She tries anything funny, I’ll kick her in the ducts.’

   ‘I don’t know,’ Nathan said. ‘It’ll be fine.’

   ‘Ain’t that sweet?’ the woman said. ‘Two lovebirds chirruping. Now over here.’

   The girl set her shoulders and went. Nathan turned away as they undressed her; he wasn’t sure why.

   ‘Hah! You’ve got less than him.’

   ‘Shove it up your slit!’

   ‘Shove what? Get over there.’

   When it was done, and Nathan too, one of the other women doused them all with hot water.

   ‘Take a brush and scrub. When you’re sparkling free of dead-life I want you dressed.’ She indicated a bench with pegs on the wall behind, from which hung white smocks like headless ghosts. Before she could say anything else, three of the other boys were up on the bucket and the women rushed to tend to them.

   Where the children had once been like scarecrows, mud-caked and damp, they now seemed like porcelain dolls, fresh from the kiln, before the hair is needled into the scalps. They stood in a line, white-smocked, bare feet splayed on the tiles. The women went up and down, scraping stray hairs here and trimming nails there.

   ‘Is Bellows ready for them?’ said one.

   ‘Are they ready for Bellows? That’s the question,’ said another.

   ‘Shall I see?’

   When she returned, she went down the line, a licked thumb wiping smudges and nails pinching motes of dust. ‘You’ll have to do, but I can’t see Bellows smiling at the sight of any of you.’ She came down the line and stopped at the girl. ‘And you, little sister, can forget it. He smells oestrus from a hundred yards and the Master won’t tolerate female stuff. It disrupts His equilibrium, he says, and puts His work in a tizzy.’

   ‘I’ll put that rod-rubber in a tizzy, I’ll…’

   The woman hushed her – ‘Bite your tongue, child. I won’t give you away – we have to look out for one another – but Bellows can’t be fooled, and he sniffs out even the girlish amongst the boys, so he’ll sniff you out too. What’s more, he’s no joke, and this place is no joke neither, not for me and definitely not for you. The only girl up there is Mistress’s daughter…’

   ‘That’s just a rumour; you’ll believe anything,’ one of the other laundresses cried.

   ‘I believe what I know – Bellows’s brother brought her back and now the Master keeps her locked up, quarantined.’

   The other woman pulled a face and rolled her eyes.

   ‘You don’t believe me? I’m from Malarkoi, so I know. That’s why the Mistress sends her firebirds, hoping to get Dashini back again.’ The woman looked up, suddenly, through the ceiling to where the Master must be. She tugged at her lip, worried perhaps that she’d said too much. When she wasn’t immediately spirited away to answer for her treason, she turned back to the children. ‘Anyway, be civil or prepare for the worst. Time for you to go in, and I’m going to take you. Behave! No crying and wailing, and no pleading if Bellows won’t let you through. It won’t serve anything except for getting you whipped. Bite your tongues and you’ll soon be done, one way or the other. Should say, I suppose, that the Master has taken few recent, and of them there’s been some discards, so I reckon there’s a fair chance He’ll take some of you. Whether you think that’s a good thing or a bad thing, I don’t know. All depends how much you need a shilling, I suppose. Follow me, nice and neat now.’

   She led them through the door into a corridor panelled with wood along which moved all manner of traffic: men with trays, men pushing carts, men rushing in one door and out another, each of them dressed the same in tight black frock coats with high-buttoned necks. Nathan was relieved at least to see they were not eyeless and had no gills, and that when they spoke, they spoke through their mouths.

   ‘Mind aside,’ one might say, or ‘Behind,’ and there was nothing strange to it other than the speed they all moved at, and the urgency they showed. The woman lined the children up against the wall.

   ‘I best go now. Womenfolk aren’t tolerated long this close to the Master’s quarters, and I’ve no requirement for a beating. Remember what I said, and best of luck to you, whatever it is you’re hoping for.’

   With that she returned to the grooming room and they were left in amongst the never-ending flow of people with urgent things to attend to.

   The girl was a few places away, her head down and her teeth gritted. Nathan wanted to go to her, but each time he made to move, someone would sail too close to him, or a trolley would clatter past. Beside him the crybaby wept, and on the other side Cuckoo grabbed his arm. ‘Is this him? Bellows?’

   A figure came towards them down the corridor – it would be wrong to call it a man – with arms and legs as thin as birch branches. He was hunched over and moving as if his knees bent back rather than forward. He was dressed all in black with gold brocade. He wore a tall hat that rested on the bridge of a huge nose the size of a man’s hand held upright and perpendicular to the face. The nose was like an oar blade, or a rudder, and it was this that came foremost. If the man had eyes, they were not visible from under the hat. If he had gills or a mouth they were hidden under a high starched collar. The traffic of the corridor parted when it saw him, never coming within a foot of him to either side. Not one of the men looked up at him, all of them averted their eyes as he came along.

   When he was ten feet distant, he stopped, one hand rising immediately into the air, the fingers outstretched. ‘Ah!’ he said, ‘Bellows’s nose sniffs out a girl-child. Not a crime to be a girl, in and of itself – certainly not. Without girl-children the world would be in a perilous state, one possible supply of boy-children, in due course, being thus endangered. But is not the Mistress, our enemy, of the female persuasion, this fact bringing all of that sex into disrepute? Still, do not despise yourself. You will be judged on your actions, not by accidents of birth. Yet now, for the Master’s purposes, you are worse than nothing. Your proximity would chafe on Him. He does not trouble himself with smells – for that He has Bellows! – but the female reek is so pungent it makes the very air tremble. Again, do not let this disturb you – many malodorous things have a use. Some cheeses. Ammonia. It is simply a fact. Closet yourself with your own kind for now so that you least inconvenience those around you.’

   Bellows moved forward, and as he did so his finger indicated the girl. Instantly one of the men around took her away. She struggled and spat and looked down the line. ‘Get your hands off me, you noncer!’

   Nathan went for her, automatically, but another man came from nowhere to restrain him. Nathan felt the Itch, let it run across his shoulders and down to his hands, ready for Scratching, but the air was thick, and it stifled. He hit out with his fists, but with no great strength.

   ‘Wonderful!’ said Bellows, who had been watching the proceedings with an air of delighted amusement. ‘That a boy-child should feel the loss of such a creature, against all odds, is noble. And practical too. For, if it were not so, would not the generative congress that might eventually take place be otherwise unbearable?’ Bellows advanced, his nose cutting through the air as the prow of a boat cuts through water. When he was still a little way away from Nathan he stopped. ‘Was the girl’s stench so strong? That it should mask this?’

   The crybaby cried even harder, thinking Bellows was coming for him, but his attention was on Nathan. He stood before him and raised his nose a little, as a vintner does before assessing a freshly opened bottle of wine. When the nose was at the correct angle, there was a whistling intake of breath as Bellows’s nostrils flared, opening black immediately in front of Nathan, who could not help but cringe.

   ‘Unprecedented! So rich. I have no doubts.’ Bellows put his hand on Nathan’s shoulder, and he was taken from the line and placed off to one side. ‘Weeper. You will know, I suppose, of the potency of tears in the making of certain solutions? You may well be chosen.’ The crybaby was also taken to the side. ‘You will not be required, fat one. There is about you the stench of guano and sour dripping. The Master will not see you. Of the rest, there are only two who might serve – perhaps in an ancillary function.’ Bellows laid his hand on them in turn. ‘You others, return to your places of dwelling with happy hearts. You have come within a few rooms of the Master of Mordew. You have been fortunate enough to share your existence with His and, while you might never come here again, you will know, in part, what majesty the world contains. What wonder. Let this comfort and sustain you throughout the remainder of your painful existence. Should you ever feel unfortunate, recall this day and do not forget the privilege that has been accorded to you in coming here. Now, leave as quickly as you may in order that you might the sooner appreciate your present luck, in contrast with the gross drudgery that exists without.’

   The ones who had not been chosen were spirited off by men at Bellows’s instruction until only the four others remained.

   ‘And you, my boys. You cannot imagine your good fortune yet, having no way of understanding it. But within the hour you will have stood in the same room as the Master. Who knows, perhaps you will have received more even than that.’

   Nathan strained to see where the girl might have been taken, but he was shoved forward, and made to follow Bellows, who slunk and loped down the corridor with the other boys behind him. As he went, he declaimed: ‘Oh, how I envy you, boy-children. To be in that wondrous state of nervous excitement. To anticipate the appearance of a legend, no, a demigod and not yet understand how little His reputation does Him justice. How greatly He exceeds even the most hyperbolic of those rumours that you will have heard. Approaching the divine, blasphemous though your witch-women will decree such a notion. Yet they are ignorant, are they not? Never having seen Him. If they beheld the Master, they would cast aside their misheld faith and worship Him instead. As I have. Once I was as you are – unaware, unprepared – and if it were not for His continuing magnificence, which is boundless in its ability to astound, I would return to that state in an instant, to once more appreciate His wonder from the viewpoint of one whose eyes had never been opened. As a blind rat who first sees the sun. And so, in awe, appreciate most fully His wondrousness.’

   Bellows halted at a doorway and turned. The boys stopped in their tracks and the nose sniffed for them, arms either side beckoning.

   ‘Come forward. Beyond this door lies the antechamber into which the Master will manifest Himself.’

   The boys did not move.

   Bellows nodded, the nose tilting gravely as he did. ‘Quite right. You wonder now if you are worthy. You wonder if you, in your grossness, in your ignorance, in your poverty, have the right to stand before Him. Let me tell you that your concerns are correct. You are too gross. You are too ignorant. You are too poor. There is nothing in you that is deserving of the Master’s attention. And yet… the same thing could have been said of me.’ Bellows crouched down so that the nose was at the level of the boys’ heads. The nostrils pinched and relaxed in a mode that suggested the restraint of great emotion. ‘I was like you once. Small and ineffectual. I, too, believed I was without worth. I, too, quaked at the prospect of entering the Master’s service. Yet look at me now!’ Bellows rose up, clenched a fist and held it high above, his nose inclined to the ceiling. ‘The Master has transformed the base metal of my being into the purest gold. In my service to him I have been elevated out of the dirt, up to a higher purpose. Stand proud then, boy-children. Not for what you are, which is nothing, but for what, with the Master’s grace, you may yet be.’

   Despite Bellows’s exhortation, the boys did not stand proud – quite the opposite – but Bellows seemed not to notice. He held the door open and reached with fingers like briars to shepherd them through.

  

 
  
   VIII

   The Antechamber was vast; it was so wide and white that it was difficult to see the other side. Nathan blinked and turned his head, hoping to make some invisible detail come to light or cause a clarification by shifting his angle, but it seemed rather as if they had entered a world of whiteness, blank and plain. When Bellows shut the door behind them, the illusion was complete; on all sides there was nothing, seemingly, to distract Nathan’s attention. Except, perhaps, at the edge of sight, a blurring, here and there, although a blurring of what it was impossible to tell.

   ‘This room the Master made to buffer His quarters from the ordinary realms of men. It is the only entrance, and it takes many minutes to cross. Attempt no such crossing in your eagerness, boy-children. There is one path only through this room, and that is marked out not by things visible, but things only those qualified may sense.’ Here the nose swept from side to side and Bellows nodded slowly. ‘It is understandable that you might seek to rush to the stairway that leads to His door, but should you do so you would find yourself rendered dust in an instant. The Master has laid filaments impossibly thin across the greater part of this room, so thin that light does not trouble to illuminate them but passes to either side. Should you cross these filaments you would find yourself in the position a peeled, boiled egg finds itself in a slicer: before you knew it, you would be dead. An interesting question presents itself. If a man is not aware of his death does he feel himself to be still alive? If you wish to find out the answer to this question, you need only cross this room unaided. There is a passageway, I can apprehend it clearly, but that is my privilege alone.’

   Nathan wiped his eyes with the hem of his smock. There was a definite blurring visible to him. If he turned his attention away from the room and focussed on the tip of Bellows’s nose as it described slow figures of eight as he spoke, if he concentrated here and did not turn, there were spiders’ webs, or something very like them, across the whole room.

   ‘If the Master lays His mark on you, I will accompany you to his door. Do not leave my side! The passage is only wide enough to allow three abreast; if you dilly-dally or fidget, or struggle to run forward in your delight, you will not live to regret it.’

   Nathan could see the path. If he turned to observe it directly, it dissolved away, but if he kept looking away, he could follow it, left and right across the antechamber.

   ‘I am nimble,’ Bellows continued, ‘but not as nimble as I once was, and long years of attending to the needs of the Master have deprived me of that understanding of the animal cunning you boy-children possess. I make no apologies for that. I will, if against the dictates of reason, you attempt flight, try to stop you, to restrain you for your own good and the convenience of the Master, but I cannot guarantee my success. Only you can be the guarantors of your own safety. When the Master appears, restrain your emotions, and restrain your movements.’

   As if on cue, on the other side of the room a door opened, visible in outline against the white. Bellows drew in a great breath, all at once. ‘He comes.’

   In through the door came a shadow. Though at a great distance, it was very clear against the blankness. It was a man’s shadow. He stood in the doorway, tugged at his sleeves and adjusted the lie of his jacket – his arms were not unusually long, and they jointed in the proper way. He put one hand up to his head and smoothed back his hair. He wore no tall hat or stiff collar. When he reached to straighten his tie there was nothing uncanny in his movements in any way.

   And then, immediately, he was in front of them, not needing, seemingly, to pass through the intervening space.

   ‘Good afternoon, gentlemen,’ he said. His voice was calm and pleasant, like a kindly uncle’s might be. He wore a very ordinary suit, cut to a standard pattern, respectable and unostentatious. He was Nathan’s father’s age, or thereabouts, though much better preserved.

   Bellows bowed so low that the tip of his nose smudged the ground in front of him. When the Master begged him to rise, he wiped the mark away with his handkerchief.

   ‘Really, Bellows, there’s no need for all this formality.’ He turned to the boys. He had an affable face, open, with an attentive set to his eyes. He paid the first boy in the line, the crybaby, as much attention as one could expect a man to pay anyone, no matter how important.

   ‘Young fellow,’ he said, ‘what can we do to cheer you up, do you think?’

   The crybaby looked up, the tears shining on his cheeks. The Master smiled and the boy held his gaze.

   ‘No need to cry now, is there? It’s not as bad as all that. Would you like a lolly?’ The Master held one out, though where it had come from, Nathan couldn’t say. The boy did not move, but he licked his lips. ‘Go on, I won’t tell anyone.’

   The boy reached out and took it. As he did there was a movement, too fast to see, but when it was over the boy’s face was dry. Nathan blinked, but no one else seemed to notice anything. The crybaby, crying no more, popped the lolly in his mouth. The Master smiled and nodded to Bellows. ‘See, Bellows,’ he said, ‘my lollipops are excellent medicine for a case of the grumps. Fortunately, I have an unlimited supply.’ To prove his point four more of them appeared. One he popped in his mouth, another he offered to the next boy in line.

   ‘And who are you, sir?’

   ‘Robert,’ the boy said, taking the lolly.

   ‘Well, Robert, are you the type of chap that enjoys an adventure?’

   ‘Depends,’ Robert said.

   The Master smiled and nodded again to Bellows. ‘I’d be willing to bet that you are, and I have just the position for you. How would you like to work for me on my ship, eh? I think I’ve got just the job for you.’

   ‘Depends,’ Robert said.

   ‘Of course it does.’ The blur again, impossible to see, across the length, then the breadth, then the depth of the boy. ‘I think you’d fit the position perfectly, and all the lollies you can eat.’

   Again, the Master did not pause for so much as a fraction of a moment and no one reacted in even the tiniest way. The blur was like the spiders’ webs – not seen straight on. Nathan looked over at the doorway and kept his eyes focussed there intently as the Master turned his attention to the next boy.

   ‘And you? Have you ever considered a career in horticulture? I have some very rare blooms that require nurturing. You look like a boy with green fingers. May I see?’ The boy held them out and then Nathan saw it. In a fraction of a second, the Master took from his jacket a needle and pricked the boy’s palm with it. A drop of blood was raised. The Master took it with his fingernail and put it to his lips, then his hands were where they had been, as if nothing had happened. ‘Wonderful! I see great potential. You have the essence of a head gardener in you, that much is clear. If you put all of yourself into it, I’m sure my plants will grow and grow. And you…’

   He turned to Nathan and became still, his mouth frozen around the syllable he had been uttering. Then his face seemed to melt, only a little, but enough so that everything about it drooped – the joining of his lips, his cheeks, his eyelids. He coughed, and everything returned to its proper place.

   ‘Bellows,’ he said. In his voice there was something of the frog’s call – a croakiness, as if his throat was uncomfortably tight. ‘Who do we have here?’

   Bellows edged forward, not bowing as low as before, but still bent over. ‘I’m afraid, sir, that the child and I have not been introduced. He has the odour of an Inheritance about him. Quite strong. A very interesting specimen.’

   The Master nodded, but his eyes remained on Nathan. He did not look away, not even long enough to blink. ‘From where was he brought?’

   ‘He came with your Fetch from the South, as did they all.’

   ‘I see. Young man, what is your name?’

   The Master leant forward. His eyes were deep and brown, but the whites were threaded with veins. His skin was coloured with powder, and where the powder was patchy, grey could be seen beneath – the grey of a man who worries, or who does not sleep enough. The collar of his shirt was a little grubby, and now he seemed much more like Nathan’s father – harried, unwell.

   ‘My name is Nathan…’

   The Master put up his hand. ‘Treeves,’ he finished.

   Nathan nodded, but the Master had already turned away.

   ‘Bellows. These three I can find a use for. The last… no.’

   ‘But sir!’ Nathan grabbed the Master’s sleeve. The Master turned, and Bellows froze, dismayed. The Master stared at Nathan’s hand as if it were very unusual indeed. Nathan drew it back. ‘I must work for you. Mum says so. Dad is ill, and without the shillings for medicine he will die. She has no bread for either of us.’

   The Master examined Nathan closely. ‘Do you Spark yet?’ he said.

   Nathan was silent, startled to think this man knew his secret business. He wanted to say no, to hide his shame, and he tried, but his head nodded despite him.

   ‘Well, don’t,’ the Master snapped, ‘if you know what’s good for you. Bellows, take him away.’

   Bellows took Nathan away before he could say another word.

  

 
  
   IX

   The wind was up, and waves smashed against the Sea Wall. Salt spray rolled like mist, flavouring the air, clouding the slum at ground level as if they all lived on the mountain top and not in the filth that gathered at the city’s lowest point. There were no firebirds – they could not fly in a gale – but the waves drummed so hard against the Master’s breakwater that Nathan couldn’t hear anything else. When they briefly receded, they hissed through shale as they went, harmonising with the wind that forced its way between the planks of their hovels.

   Ahead was his home: the one room claimed from the Living Mud, its edges marked in wet wood and rotting rope, slapped into existence with handfuls of pitch tar scavenged from barrels blown in from the docks. Where there were gaps, lamplight shone through, thin and weak, as if light itself could be brought low by this place. The door was pegged at one side and lashed at the other. Nathan undid the lash and slid into the gap.

   There was his mother, staring into the embers of the fire. When she heard him she did not look up. She tensed, shrank like a cat does when it senses the approach of a dog. Without looking away from the fire, she gathered her hair back, tied it in a bunch, leaving streaks of soot. She reached down and from the edge of the fire picked a piece of burned brittle wood the size of a pea. She crushed it between her finger and thumb and rubbed it into powder. When it was fine, she shut her eyes and put her head back, so that she faced the ceiling. Her mouth parted slightly, lips full but almost blue as if she could not find enough air to breathe. With her fingertips she blacked her eyes, painting the lids in ash, drawing her fingers along the lashes. ‘What will it be?’ she said, soft and subservient.

   ‘It’s me, Mum.’

   She jumped up, eyes wide, as if she had been stung. With her sleeve she furiously wiped away the ash. As she wiped, she blinded herself a little. Nathan went to her, wetting his own sleeve with spit. With a corner he dabbed and stroked.

   ‘It’s all gone,’ he said. Perhaps it was, but she didn’t open her eyes. If anything, she screwed them up tighter.

   ‘My boy, my lovely boy,’ she said, but she shook her head and swayed, fists clenched as shut as her eyes.

   Nathan put his hand on her shoulder, and she took it and kissed his palm, taking in his scent as she did it, never opening her eyes. ‘My sweet boy,’ she said.

   Nathan stood, not knowing what to do. ‘It’s alright, Mum. I’m back.’

   She opened her eyes. ‘Why?’ she said.

   Nathan bowed his head. ‘He wouldn’t take me.’

   ‘You explained to him?’

   ‘Of course.’

   ‘He knows?’ She came and wrapped her arms around him and pulled him close. ‘You stupid, stupid child! What are we going to do now?’ She pushed him away. ‘What am I going to have to do now?’ She slapped him across the cheek and when he didn’t react, she slapped him again.

   ‘I couldn’t help it. I tried.’

   ‘But what are we going to do?’ The slaps turned wilder, harder, but unfocussed; more frequent, but less painful. She kept repeating the phrase, missing out a word every now and then until she was simply saying ‘what’, over and over.

   From the other room came a cough.

   ‘Now look! You’ve woken him. What if someone comes?’

   ‘I’ll see to him.’ Nathan went through the sheet, pushing into the darkness beyond, where the light from the fire did not penetrate. Everything was in shadow – the broken pallets that made the furniture; the useless lamps, salvaged from the Mews; the piles of cloth, unpicked and waiting to be resewn. Nathan stood in the dark, breathing quietly, listening for the rhythmic wheeze that would mean his father was still asleep. He stood without moving, his eyes closed, listening as hard as he could, hoping to make out something.

   There was silence, at first, but then a struggle of movement, rustling, the creaking of the wooden boards that the mattress lay on.

   Nathan took a stub of candle from the top of an upturned box and lit it.

   His father was on the bed, on his hands and knees, his nightgown gaping and the sheets bunched up. At first Nathan thought he was resting, gaining strength for the hard work of getting out of bed. But then he saw his hands striped along the knuckles, tendons tight from gripping the mattress. As he watched, this redness spread to his face and down his neck, which was corded with steel beneath. His mouth was half open, held the way a stammerer holds it when he wants to speak but can’t. The line of his jaw trembled with tension. For a second his father’s eyes opened, bloodshot and bulging, but then they closed again having seen nothing, as if to leave them open would risk rupture.

   His father shifted a few inches so that he was now gripping the edge of the mattress. A sound started, so quiet at first that Nathan hoped it was coming from his own body, rather than his father’s. It was a creaking, bubbling, straining leak of air as if a balloon was emptying itself through a puncture which barely existed. His father’s mouth opened wide, the lips as tense as his knuckles, as his brow, as the bones of his skull that revealed themselves through his skin.

   He was trying to cough up a worm, but he would need to breathe soon.

   Nathan went over to him, unsure, as always, of how best to help. He wanted to slap his father between the shoulder blades, but he looked so frail, his brittle spine so obvious through the flimsy nightshirt, his skin so thin, that he couldn’t risk it. So he put his hand there instead and rubbed, gently, as if that would make the slightest difference. His father lowered his head, sank to the bed as if he had been given permission to give up, and in came a rush of air, whistling, filling him up, only to be expelled immediately as he was wracked with coughing, coming down deep from the gut and shaking him like a dog shakes a rat.

   Nathan tried to calm the tremors, but his father pushed him away and, despite the coughing, got back on his hands and knees and the whole business started again, only this time a thin line of spittle ran from his quivering bottom lip. He raised his rear end in the air, straightening his legs to gain purchase against whatever he was fighting against inside. The creaking, bubbling, straining sound returned, louder now, and over the top of it was a growling, a defiant angry growling. His father tore at the mattress, ripped into it, his fists coming away with bunches of grey black wadding, all the time his mouth open and his neck taut and the terrible sound getting louder and louder.

   Soon he was almost standing doubled up on the bed, his legs straight, tendons now like bow strings. Then there came a hideous gurgling, as if he was forcing his very insides out through his mouth. Nathan stepped away and to his shame he put his fingers in his ears. He couldn’t bear to hear it. When the sound came in despite his fingers he hummed to himself, not a tune – he couldn’t think of a tune – just humming, and if he could have hummed his eyes blind he would have hummed that too, but he could not stop watching: too much fear and too much love.

   He watched, humming at the top of his voice and humming in his mind to keep out the memory of the sound until his father suddenly stiffened even further than anyone would have imagined was possible and went absolutely still, as if petrified. Over his bottom lip slid a small thin, black lungworm, the length of a fingertip. It wriggled as it came and fell onto the sheet in front of his father, who collapsed in a jumble on the bed as if a puppeteer had suddenly cut his strings. Nathan darted forward and picked up the worm between finger and thumb. By his father’s bedside there was an enamelled tin bowl, like an upturned helmet, and Nathan dropped the worm into it.

   The bowl was two-thirds full, a writhing black mass of them, hundreds, glistening in there. Nathan took the bowl and emptied it into the Living Mud, which met the worms with a frenzied thrashing.

   ‘Are you alright, Dad?’ Nathan asked, but his father was asleep, or unconscious.

   ‘He needs medicine.’ She was at his shoulder.

   ‘I know. Do we have bread?’

   ‘There is a crust – that’s all.’

   ‘Where?’

   His mother brought it out from a wooden box with a latch, where she’d hidden it against the flukes. Nathan took it and went to his father. He knelt by the side of the bed. The bread was hard, dry like sandpaper, and gritty like it too – probably as much sawdust as it was flour, and stale. When he pulled it in two, the part in the middle was a little better, so he pinched this out, rolled it into a ball. ‘Dad,’ he whispered.

   There was no response.

   ‘Dad,’ he tried again. His father’s face was still, only the flickering of the candlelight gave any impression of movement. His lips were parted in the image of a smile, but the set of his eyes and the deep lines carved about them gave the lie to that. Nathan took the ball of bread and raised it to him. ‘Dad, you’ve got to eat something.’

   ‘Leave him. He’s sleeping.’

   ‘He can’t eat when he’s asleep, can he?’

   ‘And he can’t eat when he’s coughing up worms, can he?’

   ‘He’s got to. Dad, wake up.’

   He didn’t. He lay there utterly still. Nathan put the bread to his own lips, took it into his mouth. He chewed it for a little. When it came out it was softer, like wet paper. He put this to his father’s lips, edging it past them. ‘Dad. Try to swallow.’

   ‘He can’t. He’s not moving.’

   ‘Dad?’

   ‘He’s gone, isn’t he?’

   ‘Dad?’ Nathan pushed the bread in, anxiously now, onto his teeth. Was he dead? He reached for his jaw, to start the chewing, and his father lurched up, grabbing his arm and staring hard into his face. ‘Never. Never. You must never do it, Nat!’

   His breath was sour, and he smelled of the worms, of maggots and meat. Nathan tried to pull away, but his father’s finger bones were locked around his wrists, clamped with rigor. ‘Better to die. Better to wither than to use that power. Now you are older. Do you understand me, son?’

   Nathan nodded, over and over, not so much in agreement as from a desire to have this all end, to give his father what he needed to hear, so that he would lie down again. But he did not lie down. Every inch Nathan pulled back, his father dragged himself forward so that terrible parchment-skinned face was always in front of him and the death-stinking breath was always hot on his cheeks.

   ‘It will corrupt you. It will pervert you. You will come to degrade those things you love. Without knowing it. And, in your ignorance, you will relish it. Do you understand, Nathan, my love? Do you? I will help you while I live, hold it back, keep it inside me while I can, but you must be strong. Because when I die…’ Coughing came over him like a wave, starting in the small of his back, rippling down through his bones, cracking them like a merchant cracks his knuckles. When his father loosened his grip and grabbed for a chair leg, a floorboard, anything to hold steady to, Nathan jumped back, and when he doubled up again, Nathan was behind his mother. ‘He needs medicine. I’ll get it.’

   She grabbed him, held him, but Nathan twisted away.

  

 
  
   X

   Nathan ran, skidding between pools of Mud and piles of gathering detritus. If his mother shouted after him her voice was lost in the roar of waves battering the barrier. Slick boots, worn down flat, made for poor runners, but the thought of his father urged him on. When he slipped, over and over, it was the touch of those bulbous fingers that pushed him back up. By the time he stopped, the knees on his trousers were wet through and his hands were black and sore.
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