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Carefully

Break not the gloom that has found us

Make not the wyrm breathe its blazing rays

Not till we’re fit 

to stand brave, in its cave, with 

our pale fragile blades drawn and raised.

	
Carefully

Crawl through the tomb wrapping round us

Shake not the dust in this lightless maze

Till we can strive,

still alive, to return to

our world and its withering ways.

	
Hidden hoards, enchanted gems, secret silver diadems

Sleepers who follow in thrall

Churning seas and burning skies

Fear in lovers’ eyes

Shadow puppets all, cast against a wall

	
Carefully

Crush not the blooms that confound us

Grow as they do where no sweetness stays

Not till we’re caught

and the shadows surround us

here where eternity plays

with doom— in a desperate daze.

 —From notebook of Malfred Murd, age 16. 

Bottom of page reads: “Overture song for an XQZ theatrical. Note to self— ditch E. in topiary garden and write the rest tomorrow”
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Listen to the overture at evasandor.com/openingcredits

	




CHAPTER 1

The Ve Hamilia is a road. An arrow-straight road, left by ancient people who believed in building right, paved with long, strong stones turned small end up and lodged deep in the flesh of the Brewel Country. 

The Ve Hamilia extends from the eastern cities to Coastwall. At night it is busy but slow, its right lane clogged with commercial transports drawn by teams of eight, ten, twelve deliberate oxen. But the left is mostly empty, reserved by law for the passage of smaller, faster teams. And one such rig was now racing up the Ve Hamilia at a league-burning trot: six black mules, drawing a black coach with its driver swathed in a face-hiding cloak, every one of its quilted curtains rolled down tight, and inside it a guard, two keepers, and a squirming, cursing burlap bag.

The guard was a man. But he was fully as big and strong as a wench: nature now and then does turn up such variations, just as now and then a meldragore has more or fewer than sixteen legs. This wight— who for all anyone knew could have grown up to become a scribe or an engineer had Ye Gods not seen fit to house him in such a tower of meat and bone— was like the typical guard in another way, too: he knew his place was in the background.

The bag, however, was very much at home in the spotlight. Under the single, gently glowing wyrmlight globe suspended from the upholstered ceiling of the coach, it continued the writhing and ranting it had been up to for the past three turns of the hourglass. 

“Hell’s holes!” roared the bag. “Dirty blistered scab flaps! What the triple-whipping pus just happened? What the seven-sided pock is going on? Tell me, damn it deep! Just tell me if I’m dead or what!” 

One of the keepers stood up from the black velvet seat on his side of the coach and, swaying like a sailor on angry seas, reached for the knot at the foot of the bag. His every grab was thwarted; untying such cargo was hardly the job for a dapper, fiftyish gentleman with a geometrically perfect black wig, a short, sharply pointed nose and round spectacles held in rims of marbled steel. 

But it was exactly the sort of job for an adventurous magpie, which the second keeper was.

The black-and-white bird hopped up onto the gentleman’s shoulder and ducked its head under one eave of the wig. In a clipped, official voice it whispered “Agent Moktabelli. Permission to release the subject.”

“Granted. Try not to let him kick you.”

With the decisive motion of one whose senses are finely attuned to grabbing things, the magpie swooped to seize the knot which secured the bag. He jerked it loose and the wight inside fought himself free.

He was dressed in a prisoner’s uniform and bore the traces of a condemned criminal’s rudimentary final grooming: washed hair, scrubbed fingernails, a face that had been shaved clean save for one or two missed spots. But otherwise, to all eyes— magpie and Uman— he was completely nondescript, a typical peasant who, from the looks of his broad back and stoutly muscled limbs, had been forced like the guard into a life of manual labor. And yet the dapper gentleman with the wig addressed him as a smallholding noble.

“Greetings, Your Honor.”

The wight rubbed his eyes as though he could massage some sense into them. When this failed to work he simply stared across at the gentleman and uttered his name. “Nicolo?” 

The dapper gentleman in the wig nodded; the magpie, not to be overlooked, cleared its throat in a very Uman way. It spoke up:

“Greetings, Malfred No Middle Name Murd.” 

“What? You?”

“You’re going to have some questions—”

“You bet your feather head I’ve got questions!” cried the fellow, grabbing at the magpie, who eluded his every move with a skill born of long familiarity. “Like: why hang me without a rope? And what have you got to do with it? And Nicolo? And— and—”

Here, the fellow’s wild energy vanished. He seemed to collapse, leaving behind a ruined shell. 

The magpie was most alarmed. He had never before seen this Uman— his former pet, a very interesting creature— in the throes of such genuine despair. 

“Fred. What is it?”

Malfred Murd sagged into the corner of the coach, lost in the shadows.

“I can deal with all this. I can figure it out. If I’ve gone as mad as Dame Elsebet used to be, I can figure that out, too. But please. Just please don’t tell me Dok is really dead. Don’t.”

Corvinalias flicked his tail in bafflement. “Dok? Who are you talking about, Fred?”

“If you don’t know, then I give up. They say I killed her. They walked me up the gallows. They—”

At this point, the dapper gentleman leaned across the aisle of the coach and laid his hand upon Malfred Murd’s knee. This action, though small, leaped out in Fred’s mind as an enormous landmark: Nicolo Moktabelli, the major-domo of his liege and patron Dame Elsebet de Whellen, was not the sort who would ever dare to lay hands upon a superior. But neither would he ever deign to comfort an underling. What, then, was Fred to him now? Some kind of equal? Despite his churning unnameable emotions Fred fell silent and listened.

“They, Your Honor, are us. And you, also, are us. Welcome.”

Like that explained anything. 

As Fred sat up, his former personality came back into focus. Dull in appearance though he might have been, there was some undeniable flair about him: the attention-holding quality of a professional entertainer. 

“All right, Nicolo. Let’s go through this slowly. I’m alive, right? Good. Got it. Won’t ask why, that’s for later, now I have just one question. Do you know who Dok is? Is she alive, too?”

“Those were two questions, Mesir Murd.”

“Don’t be such a pedantic blister! Just tell me—”

“Give him a drink,” chirped the magpie. “You brought it, right?”

Nicolo opened a compartment and withdrew a handsome Stewen crystal bottle. He handed Fred the matching glass and gestured toward the magpie, who was pecking at the jittering rays thrown out by the crystal.

“Agent Corvinalias recommended I offer you Sherry Lorosso to settle your nerves…”

“Hoy, Nicolo, make this a double. No, triple.”

“…but I am not so sure it’s working…”

“Gods, that’s good. Better than the King’s, even. Now tell me, please tell me, that Dok is all right. Because— ow!” Fred flinched as the glass grazed a tender half-healed split on his lip: the split from when Dok had screamed and fallen against him. With a poisoned knife in her back. 

He thrust the empty glass at Nicolo, who peeled it carefully from his fingers. 

“You have just completed a phase, Mesir, that we at The Bureau call a ‘complicated acquisition’…”

“You bet your mumping breeches it’s complicated!”

“…the complication, of course, being that you were part of an undercover crime investigation when The Bureau wished to acquire you…”

“Wait till the Grand Constable finds out you had me bumped off!”

“… he will simply have to cope. The Bureau has a far more important role in mind for you…”

“Role? I can play roles in my sleep. But I want to see Dok! I want to know—”

Nicolo and Corvinalias both leaned toward Fred and repeated: “The Bureau.”

Fred rubbed his split lip and narrowed his eyes at them. “All right, tell me about The Bureau. Am I supposed to be impressed? It sounds like something from a half-penny pamphlet. Secret society. Nest of spies.”

Nicolo sighed. “We’re not spies. Spies skulk about trying to peddle stolen secrets— like the Whellen Country alchemists’ formula for those.” He pointed at the wyrmlight globe. “The Bureau is an intelligence service. And we…”

Fred folded his arms. “Protect the world from evil, right. Can’t you be more creative? I’ve read every one of those, well, you know the ones.” 

Though Fred had a very clear memory of the stories he used to read to the man who was now King, he was drawing a blank on the name of their hero. Him, the spy. The one with the dashing wardrobe, the hidden mechanical devices, the song lyrics that opened each half-penny pamphlet. What was his name again?

Nicolo pulled down his spectacles and smiled. “Ah, you must mean Operative XQZ.”

Operative XQZ! Of course!

Hearing it made nearly two decades collapse like the sections of a spyglass. Suddenly Fred was sixteen again, forced to look after the also-sixteen Prince Enrick, trying his deep-damnedest to amuse that blank-faced kid and continuing to get nowhere. 

The Fool who could coax a smile from Enrick of Castramars hadn’t been born. Jokes didn’t do it, stunts didn’t do it, bawdy songs really didn’t do it. After only three years with the Prince, Fred’s attempts had reached a sort of hells-with-it ennui, in which it hardly mattered whether His Highness was amused or not; reading the adventures of Operative XQZ aloud to him was simply an excuse for Fred to practice his acrobatic skills. Every time he cracked open a pamphlet and began his narration, the royal furniture, knickknacks and curtains would take a beating. They stood in for crumbling cliffs, dastardly dungeons, and towers with only one impossible exit; but there were also pages where beautiful, brawny wenches flung their robes aside and did various incompletely described things to Operative XQZ, and those were read in a wavering husky whisper meant not for the oblivious Enrick, but for Fred’s own burning-hot ears. 

At last one day, during the climactic scene in Touch of Gold when the evil Enzo Bhargelt ties Operative XQZ to a slowly grinding mill wheel, a young gardener named Itsy had heard Fred through the Prince’s window and convinced him to abscond with her to a gazebo, where she re-enacted the scene with him— at least as far as the grinding was concerned. Fred had panicked, shouted that she’d never make him talk, and fled in such haste that two bells and a tassel had been torn off his hat. That had been the last of XQZ— till now.

“Forget the stupid pamphlets!” he growled. “I want to know what this Bureau of yours did with Dok!”

Corvinalias stopped chasing twinkles around the interior of the coach. He turned one glittering black eye up toward Nicolo. “Hoy, Agent Moktabelli. You’re going to have to fill me in about this Dok.”

“He means Number Nine. It’s one of her code names.”

Hearing this, Fred realized how little he knew about Dok. He had suspected her of being more than a simple pickpocket; he’d even entertained the notion that she was the right hand of some gruesome crime lord. But… Number Nine? 

Well, whoever she was, she was alive. Alive. And more: if she’s alive, said something within Fred, then maybe I’ll see her again. Maybe we have a future… after all, she did say… well, it hadn’t really been a declaration, but it had contained the magic word. The short one. The one in so many poems. 

He let himself sidle up to the idea, herding it into a corner of his mind, finally preparing to think the thought he hadn’t allowed himself through the weeks of his imprisonment, his trial, his execution. She. Me. Us…

The stagecoach gave a bump. The pattern of paving stones clacking under its wheels changed completely. The Ve Hamilia had ended; they were in Coastwall. Turn began following turn; from under the edges of the curtains crept the glare of street lamps and the shouts of drunken sailors; finally the coach slowed, brakes hissing, mules snorting. Agent Nicolo Moktabelli reached into his sleeve and brought forth a mirror-backed cigar case.

“This, Agent Murd, is where we will put you to a test. We will leave you to your own devices— devices like this one.” 

He handed over the cigar case. Before Fred could ask about it, the coach had stopped, its door had been thrown open, and the guard— for the first time, Fred noticed the guard— had pushed him out into the chilly wind of an empty, only partly paved street.


CHAPTER 2

From a recess among the defunct shopfronts that thronged the grimy street, the bearers of a single-seat sedan chair took note of what seemed to be an escaped prisoner, hiding in a shadow. They lifted their vehicle and approached him. 

Something about these wenches didn’t seem quite right to Fred. As they grew nearer he discerned narrow hips, prickly faces and the distinct lack of bulges in their cheeks, which would have indicated chaws of maidenroot— that not-so-secret weapon against the inconvenience of whelping brats. They must be men in disguise, thought Fred. Must be Bureau. Must be why they’re bringing the chair to a halt. He got in. 

The curtains were just as thickly quilted as those of the coach. Alone behind them, Fred opened the cigar case and from under its lid, a light speared his eyes.

He winced, blinked, felt around inside the case. It contained a paper cylinder with a slightly extended tab that caught the attention of his fingertip. While he waited for his eyes to recover, he peeled the cylinder open. 

The curl of paper held a message in foreign writing. Wait: Fred brought it closer to his face. It wasn’t foreign, only disguised. Each letter was upside down and backward. With a little effort of mind, he looked through them and their message became clear:


For roughly the past ten years, we have been aware of an illegal traffic in industrial secrets, stolen from the Whellen Country by spies from a land we dubbed “The Adversary”.

	Several weeks ago a new source brought intelligence of a dire threat to the Kingdom, originating from this very same Adversary. 

	This intelligence was recently confirmed by two more new sources. 

	We now know that our Adversary refers to itself as “Abode” and has kidnapped at least one Whellen Country engineer, forcing him to work on their projects. Their goal is to take control of  the Heart of Stone, a natural phenomenon which provides limitless mechanical power to The Whellen Country. Abode is ready and willing to conquer the entire Kingdom on their way to this goal. 

	You possess unique qualifications which make you just the man The Bureau needs. Tonight you will rest. Tomorrow your mission will be revealed.

	There is a striking flint in the pouch ahead of your seat. This message should be gone by the time you reach Greenhall. Welcome to The Bureau.



The message had indeed burned away by the time the chair dropped Fred in an out-of-the-way little park, a pocket of evergreen ivy tucked behind the wing of some old building. There was nothing else in the park but an oil lamp hanging from a post, some leafless baslin trees waiting for the return of spring, and a gravel walkway making a loop around a statue painted sea green.

Sea green was the color of the de Brewel family, rulers of Coastwall and a dozen other cities. They were cousins of the de Whellens, rich and powerful beyond imagining because they controlled trade on the Midland Sea, and in Fred’s estimation probably richer than the King. He examined the statue for traces of a resemblance to any of the de Brewels he knew, but could find none, probably because none of the de Brewels he knew had ever worn such a genuine, open-mouthed smile. Fred’s de Brewels were… complicated. He strode around the statue waiting for something to happen.

And it did. A quiet but strangely penetrating voice reached his ears.

“Agent Murd.”

Fred’s heart gave a leap but outwardly he stayed cool— as cool as Operative XQZ. Casually, without turning to look for the origin of the voice, he brought out his mirrored cigar case and held it up as though checking his teeth for flecks of smokeweed. He turned the mirror this way and that. There! From within the ivy, he discerned a sliver of candlelight. The strangely penetrating voice chuckled in approval.

“Well done. Whenever you’re ready.”

Fred made an unhurried lap of the park. The next time he passed the green wall, he disappeared into it.

Agent Nicolo Moktabelli was waiting for him again, alongside the owner of the quiet, strangely penetrating voice— that’s Rhonso, Fred realized. Rhonso Dimachi. The major-domo at Brewel Hall. He addressed the fellow. “Huh. Another noble family’s servant. Is this some kind of pattern?”

Rhonso turned to Nicolo. “He catches on quickly.”

“His Honor Mesir Murd is no fool.”

“Anymore.”

The two of them shared a facial expression which is the discreet servingman’s version of hilarity. Fred waited for it to end. At last Rhonso took his elbow. “Follow us.”

They traversed passageways, which led to corridors, which branched off into halls. Despite the late hour men bustled past them carrying armloads of papers, folders, clamp-books. These were no towering wench-wights like the chair bearers, no muscular peasant types like Fred himself: they were lean and languid, or else plump and pompous— gentlemen and scholars all. The Bureau reminded Fred a little of Mitsa-Konig University, but over it hung an air of purposeful tension. 

Nicolo and Rhonso did not attempt to describe anything to him; he was left to piece it together for himself. The odd glimpse through a doorway showed him men hunched over desks, men assembling things on jewelers’ benches, men throwing pen-knives at targets on a wall. Passing one door, Fred saw a man swathed in a thick padded apron and helmet, turning the crank of a music-barrel like the ones people danced to in the Whellen Country. The door was twenty feet behind him when he heard a musical-sounding explosion.

“Almost there now,” Nicolo finally allowed.

“We’re taking you to your suite,” added Rhonso.

Fred fought back a grin. “Suite! Ha! So far you’ve hit all the highlights. Big reveal, secret message, headquarters. Now am I going to get a meal, a bath, a new identity and a whole bunch of devices?” He tried to keep the next bit breezy, but his throat roughened a bit as he finished with, “And the mysterious Number Nine, alias Dok— am I going to see her again?”

Nicolo and Rhonso shared a facial expression which is the discreet servingman’s version of disappointment.

“Well done, Agent Murd,” sighed Rhonso, and his quiet, but strangely penetrating, voice filled the lobby of the Nautilus hotel when he opened a door to reveal its luxurious vastness. “Though we would have liked to surprise you.”


CHAPTER 3

Agent Corvinalias, who outside The Bureau was the dashing young Count of a blueneedle tree known as Upper Cloudyblue, had been born— or perhaps born is not the right word; magpies recognize two phases of emergence, one in which a chick hatches from its egg and a second, whereby a fledgling gains functional plumage— at any rate he, like the rest of his moderately large and mildly intellectual family, was from the Isle of Gold, as were the royalty of the Umans. When he spoke in Uman languages he had the Isle’s courtly accent, and like most of its denizens he had grown up feeling that the whole Midland Sea was more or less just insulation, there to prevent the rest of the world, with all its rough edges, from damaging the Isle.

But he’d journeyed to the mainland with the Uman male who was then his pet— that was Malfred Murd; he’d had a falling-out with his family and gone off to make a discovery— that was a new route to Abode; and he’d raced back to his friends the Umans at a killing pace, filled with mind-melting dread, bringing news of Abode’s threatening plans and the memory of the terrifying… thing he’d sighted there. That was why he’d joined The Bureau. To help figure out how to protect the Federated Kingdom of Midlandis.

Corvinalias no longer thought the rest of the world was inferior to the Isle of Gold. In fact, now he saw the Isle— with its counties such as Upper and Lower Cloudyblue, and the Scientific Institute where his Rokonoma relatives hosted lectures, and all the fascinating holes where Umans dug for the yellow metal shinies they so treasured— as a helpless little place, woefully removed from reality. 

The Uman royals must have seen it that way, too, for when Corvinalias brought them his frightening news, they had not tried to end their state visit to a place called the Whellen Country.

Instead the King, the Queen, and their baby Prince had remained there. They now lived with Dame Elsebet de Whellen, and most of another visiting family known as the de Brewels, in the New Palace: a big rambling stagecoach inn that technically still belonged to the absent Malfred Murd. The town around it, too, was probably still Fred’s fief. But now everyone called it “the New Capital” and when Corvinalias had last been there, the Umans had begun work on a fortification.

Fortification! What good could their new little wooden palisade and their new little army possibly do against that… thing?

Only knowledge— intelligence— could help them. And because Corvinalias had set himself a personal mission to help good people survive, when Agent Moktabelli invited him to join The Bureau there had been no question he would do it. It was his fate to be swept up in adventure.

With thoughts like these he soared through the night, high over the Uman city of Coastwall. He had become familiar with all its landmarks: the broad brown Denna, known as Old Mama River, Carrier of the World; the gleaming ivory-tiled bulk of Brewel Hall and the red-and-white Nautilus; the brilliant Lantern in its square tower, casting a light southward to guide sailors home. But he’d also learned to watch for small signs— like the clip fastening down the awning of a scribe’s locked booth, turned askew to indicate that someone inside it was waiting for Agent Corvinalias. 

He fanned his tail, braked with his wings, and sank down through the air to perch on a sign that read: DOCUMENTS COPIED WHILE YOU WAIT. He stooped to give the signboard five evenly spaced pecks.

A yawn from the booth, a series of thuds, mild curses from an apprentice its owner had stationed to guard valuable supplies of ink, paper and quills. From under the awning he heard an adolescent tenor. “Go away.”

For his countersignal Agent Corvinalias chose the voice of Dame Irona de Brewel: slow, rich, self-absorbed. “But I have a wonderful story.”

“What kind of story?”

Next Corvinalias mimicked Dame Elsebet de Whellen’s friendly old north country patrician lockjaw. “Only a half-penny pamphlet.”

“What about?”

For his last reply, Corvinalias tried something trickier: imitating the King. His Majesty Enrick of Castramars didn’t sound like other Umans. There was something a little bit odd about the King, though it was becoming less so day by day. “Singers. Sailors. Leaders. Lies.”

The awning lifted a few inches. The magpie slipped into the booth.

It was pitch dark inside, but magpies can see all kind of things Umans can’t. For example, Corvinalias could clearly see the apprentice: a tall, lean, broad-shouldered young scholar who affected the steel-rimmed spectacles of a much older gentleman. He also wore an ink-stained apron, a folded paper hat, and a wisp of mustache that, like the spectacles, clearly indicated a wish to be someone else. 

Corvinalias whispered: “Subject has been successfully transferred. He’s safe in the nest. Uh, the hive. I mean, he went through that door.”

“I know. N.M. reported already.”

“What? How’d he beat me to it?”

“I’ve told you, we have ways. Eyes and ears everywhere. Now— give me the rest of your story.”

Magpies have no lips, but still Corvinalias gave a convincing impression of pouting. “That’s all the story I had.”

“Shhh. There’s something you can tell me. How did he look?”

“Who, N. M.? Same as ever. Wig, nose…”

The apprentice smiled, a half-smile that curved one downy cheek and sent one corner of the mustache into a gentle twist. “Quit joking around! You’re as bad as the subject. Did he seem all right?”

“I think so. Sometimes it’s hard to tell with him— the Fools’ Guild and the Players’, you know, they’re both all about putting up a front. Hoy, listen, I want to make it absolutely clear how I’ll be meeting him. He has a way of blaming his mistakes on me.”

“There won’t be any mistakes. I’ll make sure of it. Just get to the rendezvous point and wait there every day like we planned. It’ll be all right. I’ve done so many of these…”

The apprentice probably didn’t realize that a little streak of worry had bled through it’ll be all right, but magpies can hear all kinds of things Umans can’t. Corvinalias didn’t mention it, though. He wanted it to be all right.

Suddenly he remembered something. He hopped about the shadowy desktop in excitement. “Oh! One weird thing. He asked about you a lot. A lot. Only he called you—”

“Easy! Not all the ears in this town are friendly ones.”

Magpies don’t blush. Or at least if they do, their feathers hide it. 

The apprentice stood up, nearly colliding with the ceiling of the booth. Off came the apron, off came the hat. And then, after a quick rearrangement of lapels and sash, off came the mustache. 

Before Number Nine kicked open a trap door at the bottom of the booth, she reached out to pat Corvinalias. He helped her by moving his head into position under her long, graceful fingers— otherwise she might have knocked over the inkpot.

“Want help closing that after you?” he whispered as she disappeared down the hole in the pavement.

“No, thanks. I can handle everything.”

Corvinalias didn’t say I hope so as he watched the floor of the booth shut behind her. But, gods afar, he did hope so. He hoped— damn it deep, that inkpot! 

Perhaps blushing under his feathers, perhaps not, Corvinalias squeezed out from under the awning into the cold, still night. He began his journey to Abode, leaving behind him a rapidly spreading pool of deep, dark, permanent blackness.


CHAPTER 4

Half a world east of the Federated Kingdom of Midlandis, behind a wall of impassable, airless mountains and set very much alone in a vast waste of wind-ravaged altitudinous plain, lay a canyon. Beside that canyon a city had been raised, and somewhere in that city was an enormous building in which dwelled an Ambassador from the only civilized nation ever to have dealt with the secretive country of Abode.

The Eminent Ambassador Nuy B. Luwa was a small round man with a big round face and a medium-sized belly— also round. With one arm on either side of this belly he pushed his chair forcefully away from his desk and gave himself a firm thinking-to. Enough for now! He thought. Time to go for a walk, get some fresh air. His all-consuming hobby— the analysis of hand-jotted notes, pamphlet clippings, printed announcements and imagery in an attempt to shed light on the mysterious doings of certain interconnected groups of persons— could wait. The diagrammatic arrangement laid out on his desk would still be there when he returned. Then he’d really dig into it. The delay would make it  all the sweeter.

Ambassador Nuy B. Luwa promised himself all of this as he slipped into one, two, three quilted silk robes. These he’d brought from home; they were the product of his very finest moth, a color-pointed Long Bay Bright who had just barely failed to capture the National Finals for eight years running, before Ambassador Nuy B. Luwa resigned from moth shows forever. He added a locally-made wool felt overcloak. Plus a pair of the fat woolly boots people here wore. And the omnipresent yakbok-skin hat. 

The front door of Ambassador Nuy B. Luwa’s apartment opened into the forecourt of the chancery, which was itself a wing of The Sublime Palace of the Citizens of Abode, which in turn was an appendage of a much larger building that had not yet divulged to Ambassador Nuy B. Luwa its actual name or contents. He was confident he would eventually learn them all, just as he would eventually perfect his command of the Abodean language. Ambassador Nuy B. Luwa adored languages almost as much as he adored diagrammatic arrangements.

The wind blew grit into the Ambassador’s teeth as he greeted a passing soldier. “A lovely afternoon. I feel I am finally making progress.” 

The soldier’s expression meant she had not understood. Ambassador Nuy B. Luwa repeated himself more loudly. She made her expression more forcefully. Ambassador Nuy B. Luwa gave a serene nod. The soldier responded with that gesture which soldiers so often made at Ambassador Nuy B. Luwa. He walked on.

In the gap between the chancery’s front pillars, a gust of icy wind nearly took his hat. There he stopped walking and, with his mildly myopic hooded eyes unfocused, stood feeling around underneath the edges of the hat for the fastening ribbons he had forgotten to tie— and he was in this faintly ridiculous posture when the beautiful Prefect Sali happened to pass him with the diplomatic pouch.

She would have missed him completely if he hadn’t spoken up.

“Hello,” he said, greatly satisfied to see her break stride. In fact, the brisk movement of her long, strong legs in their hardhide boots slowed down quite noticeably. This was promising. Ambassador Nuy B. Luwa decided to forget the fresh air and instead follow her back to his apartment.

“I see, Prefect Sali, that you’re bringing me something.”

The Prefect didn’t reply. She only lowered the diplomatic pouch— which wasn’t really a pouch, but a moderately sized crate— down off her angular shoulder to the gravel in front of Ambassador Nuy B. Luwa’s door. Standing on it with one boot, she felt around in the pocket of her trim, modern black woolen uniform. Then she pulled out a set of keys, unlocked the door and, hoisting the pouch easily onto her hip, marched into the Ambassador’s apartment as though it were her own barracks. 

Does Prefect Sali live in a barracks? thought Ambassador Nuy B. Luwa. She couldn’t spend all of every day working for the leader of Abode, a man named Marshal Fo. She had to relax sometime. An image of her, dressed not in uniform but in something loose and silky, flitted through  Nuy B. Luwa’s imagination. Surely she— oh, dear, the door almost shut in his face. He darted inside just in time to see the beautiful Prefect Sali drop the diplomatic pouch on his bed and stroll over to his desk.

“Ugh! Is this what you’ve got on your docket for the month?”

“Docket?” It was not a word he had heard before.

“Docket. Agenda. Task list. I wondered what sort of goofy conspiracy you’re fixating on now— but you know what, don’t start. I haven’t got time.” And before Ambassador Nuy B. Luwa could stop her, Prefect Sali was riffling through the papers he had painstakingly laid out, with straws pointing between them to indicate possible connections. She picked up one of the papers and straws rolled all over the floor.

“Ey. Where’d you get this?” It was a woodblock print of Marshal Fo, cylindrical hat on his cylindrical head, teeth bared in greeting. 

“One of his Generals gave it to me. She said it was all right.”

“Oh? Which of ’em said that?”

The Ambassador did not wish to admit the deeply shameful truth: he could not tell the commanders of Marshal Fo’s army, government, and police apart at all. In fact he suspected the three of them traded uniforms every day, just to confuse him. So he only shrugged at Prefect Sali.

“Falling back on your diplomatic immunity, ey? Well, His Glorious Potency no longer uses this portrait. So.” 

Prefect Sali ripped up the print and jammed its pieces into her pocket. Ambassador Nuy B. Luwa squirmed. The notes he’d written on the back were crucial. Now he’d have to re-construct the entire diagrammatic arrangement from memory. It would take hours. Delicious hours.

Prefect Sali yawned. “Go on, grab your messages out of the pouch and throw in whatever you want to send to that soft country of yours. Hup, hup. Yakbok’s waiting. Whatever doesn’t go in here has to wait for the turn of the moon. Maybe longer.”  

While the Ambassador scooped letters, parcels and books in and out of the crate, Prefect Sali pointed her chin at the wattle ceiling, humming tunelessly— but all at once something in the mass of paper caught her fancy.

“Ey. There’s another one of those pictures His Glorious Potency likes. Hand it here.”

For some reason, the last few diplomatic pouches had contained advertising posters from a shipbuilding concern on the coast of the Ambassador’s country. Upon hearing that Marshal Fo liked them, he had been happy to give the posters away; in addition to having forsworn moth shows, he had also stopped having anything to do with boats.

Prefect Sali didn’t thank him. She only jammed the poster under her epaulette, hoisted the diplomatic pouch onto the opposite shoulder, and marched away. 

“See you next time,” said Ambassador Nuy B. Luwa. But he said it far too quietly, and a bit too late, and with a sinking feeling he realized he’d said it in Midlandic, the wrong language entirely. He had also failed to add “you are as beautiful as a color-pointed Long Bay Bright.” The wind blew some grit into his apartment and the Ambassador shut the door. 

Ah, well. Back to his diagrammatic arrangement.

Meanwhile the shipyard’s advertisement went with Prefect Sali across the courtyard, into another wing of The Sublime Palace of the Citizens of Abode, through a maze of pathways and down a series of staircases, deeper and deeper, all the way down into a sub- sub- sub-cellar lit with sputtering globes of reeking, grayish alkemikal light. There certain Prophessors with thick spectacles unrolled it, folded it a special way, put it under a certain kind of lens. Across the images of ships, a line of letters painstakingly formed by someone for whom Abodean was a second language read:


- - - - - - -

	  REPORT FROM: HEAD ENGINEER, POPLAR RIDGE PROJECT

	  TO: HIS GLORIOUS POTENCY, MARSHAL FO

	  LONG LIVE ABODE, OUR SKY-LANDS, OUR GEM IN THE SNOWS, ETC.

	  - - - - - - -

	  YOUR GLORIOUS POTENCY,

	  I AM RELIEVED TO REPORT THAT THE INCREASED PAYMENT HAS BOUGHT SILENCE. THE SHIPYARD WILL ASK NO MORE QUESTIONS.

	  WE HAVE RESUMED CONSTRUCTION ON OUR SIXTEEN (16) NEW VESSELS IN THE MIDLANDIC STYLE.

	  NEXT, WE WILL BEGIN INSTALLING CARRIER UNITS FOR THE WEAPON. 

	


CHAPTER 5

Clouds drifted across the moon as Number Nine emerged from some hidden pore in the dirty skin of Coastwall.

She looked one way, then the other, then down at her feet, then up overhead. Satisfied that she was alone, she began walking toward the quiet little park with the ivy door and the sea-green statue— the statue that hides a secret.

The secret is not the subject’s identity: that would be Leonn Atler, the beloved, legendary Bureau polymath. Atler was a towering intellect, who could have been a Prophessor a dozen times over at Mitsa-Konig or Vonn or Isladorro; a humble spirit, who repeatedly turned down a post as Director; an inspiration, taken from this world far too soon. In spite of its dry and unfeeling nature, The Bureau had allowed a single memorial to its operatives. It could be of none other than Atler. That he is immortalized is not the secret.

The secret is how. 

For under the sea-green paint which makes the statue appear to be a de Brewel, and under the clothing which makes the statue seem to be made of plaster, under even the pure, hundred per cent, solid gold which, beneath the clothing, the whole figure actually consists of, lies the secret. The secret is this: the statue is Leonn Atler. 

Not “is of”.

Just is.

It had happened some years past. The great Mesir Atler had, late one night in The Bureau’s Grand Laboratorium, when he was all alone and thus in contravention of his very own rules regarding safety, transmuted not the piece of ham on his wax-and-steel dissecting tray but the entirety of his own body— flesh and blood, nails and hair— into gold. At the same time, though no Bureau alchemist ever learned exactly how, the Grand Laboratorium had burned down. In the morning all that remained of it was the golden form of Mesir Atler, wearing nothing but his final expression of boundless joy. 

Rather than risk moving and damaging him, The Bureau had hidden him in plain sight, neatly clothed in plaster and paint. They did not rebuild the Grand Laboratorium. Instead the place where it had been was left as a park, and Mesir Atler enjoyed a memorial service which never really ended, because everyone in The Bureau worshipped him a little whenever they passed him by.

It felt natural to do so. Even in life, he had been a godlike figure, the very model of what a mind could be when untrammeled by concerns of the body. For example: Mesir Atler had never married. Indeed, it is entirely possible that he never even felt the need for biological congress. And yet he did still manage to become a father, and a brilliant one at that. 

It came about because, during an earlier night of experimentation in the Grand Laboratorium, a colleague headed out upon other business had offered to bring back supplies from elsewhere in Coastwall.

“Why, thanks, friend,” Mesir Atler had said. “Tell you what, I do require a rat.”

“A rack?” The colleague, who was a bit deaf, had cupped one ear and shouted. “Where on earth am I to get one of those? We’re not torturers. I can’t go bringing you a rack.”

“Not a rack! A rat. Rat. You can pick one up in any alley— the slums are crawling with ’em.  No one’ll mind.”

And the colleague, who was a bit deaf, had stopped off in a convenient alley on the way back to the Grand Laboratorium and picked up a brat.

True, it had been a female— not that there was anything wrong with being female, per se. After all, beneath its civilized skin society still needs muscle; gravel needs shoveling, fields need plowing, ships need loading and the world must have knights and porters and guards. But until Leonn Atler raised his daughter, there had never been a female operative in The Bureau, and it looked unlikely that any could follow her. She was literate, numerate, multiply talented. The last living thing that remained of him.

With long, quiet steps Number Nine came up behind her father, draped her arms around his neck and whispered into his sea-green, solid-gold ear. 

“It’s me again, Popsy. And I’m scared.”

An owl sang its low, slow note.

“It starts tomorrow. The big one. And I’m scared I’m going to pock it all up. Because of… well… you know. Or maybe you don’t. Honestly, I’m not sure you’d understand.” She thought about it for a while and then, by way of farewell, she pressed her warm, living cheek against Leonn Atler’s cold metal one. “You know what, Popsy, I’ve changed my mind. I won’t be scared. I can handle it. You taught me the Rules.” 

Number Nine gripped the little brass key which dangled from her bracelet. She went to the ivy wall, unlocked the hidden door, and slipped into the surging veins of The Bureau. 

***

Her office was small and austere. She uncovered the wyrmlight lamp on her desk, shielded her eyes for a moment while they smarted, and opened a drawer. 

Over the course of years Number Nine had assembled a dossier covering every possible aspect of Malfred Murd. It was an enormous document, nearly bursting its yellow cover, and to her the most surprising thing in it was how unanimously its dozens of sources agreed that the subject was a complete cipher, in no way remarkable. 

Unless he happened to be entertaining them by playing some character, cracking a witticism or doing a stunt, people looked directly through Fred. Why this was, Number Nine couldn’t guess; he was hardly what anyone might call retiring, or understated, or shy. He wasn’t dimwitted either: far from it, he was a literate man, whose many certifications included that of poet. And he also wasn’t ugly— of this, Number Nine was certain. 

Granted, no one would ever mistake the sculptured meatiness brought on by a lifetime of hard physical activity for the figure of a gentleman. And perhaps it took a bit of imagination to find anything memorable in his face. But while the rest of the world did seem stubbornly immune to Fred, Number Nine had come to look past these faults of his— far, far past them, until she’d entered or perhaps created a world all her own.

Discovering him had felt like turning up a big lump of gold in a mine that everyone thought was played out. Observing him had felt like training a spyglass on a new and captivating comet. And then had come meeting him, testing him, bringing him in… with each successive stage in her association with Fred, Number Nine’s feelings had intensified. And this was the problem which so troubled her. 

The Bureau frowned on feelings. They were a dangerous contaminant. Simply to harbor them was a risk, and actually to express them was the height of irresponsible folly; decisions made in the fog of emotion were unsupportable, unprofessional; they could get an Agent killed, or kill an Operation. Leonn Atler would have been undetectably dismayed to learn that his own child was filled with emotion. Or perhaps not. Number Nine really wasn’t sure. 

But she was sure of one thing: scared or not, she had faith to help her through this trial. After all, what were the Rules— that litany of recommendations for the practice of what The Bureau called hushcraft— but a kind of prayer? And if prayer wasn’t enough, there was always the simple practice of paying attention to your breathing. Number Nine did this for a while, undipped pen in hand, hand resting across the dossier’s yellow cover.

A soft tapping sounded at the frame of her door.

“It’s open.”

Nicolo and Rhonso popped their heads in.

“He’s all settled for the night,” said Nicolo. 

“Observers’ Department has eyes and ears on his suite,” said Rhonso.

“Come in here, both of you. Don’t stand in the corridor blocking traffic— Ob-Dep sees us too.” The little office felt very full when the gentlemen entered, even with its overhead chandelier lit. Number Nine drew a flask from the drawer and passed it across to them. “Here. Have a swig from Popsy’s old sidearm. It’s running low but I think we deserve a toast. Is everything ready for tomorrow?” 

The gentlemen nodded as they sipped. The flask, like Number Nine’s office, was a memento. The keeping of such things trod dangerously close to being emotion, but it was not their place to criticize a superior.

Instead Rhonso ventured a smile. “It will be interesting to see how Agent Murd embraces his new role.”

Nicolo gave an enthusiastic nod, adding, “And you, Number Nine.” 

An awkward chill spread like spilled liquor. Nicolo turned pink, fiddled with his wig, and hurried to clarify: “As his Controller, I mean. It’s such a powerful bond— ah, that is to say, an important relationship— I mean—”

“Have the last sip, Agent Moktabelli,” said Number Nine in tones as cool and cubically measured as the ice they didn’t have. “It’ll settle your nerves.”


CHAPTER 6

Next morning at the bell of eleven, the silent but persuasive servants who had caused Fred to rise, bathe, brush his hair, smooth his stubble and dress in a perfectly tailored pair of fall-front breeches, a velvet shirt and a khashme overcloak discharged him from a sedan chair into the Nobles’ Box at Urlingdon Park racecourse. 

It was the very first day of winter, and the skies were crystal bright. Colorful flags moved slowly in the cool air and a long banner, which no lady in attendance— and perhaps not even all of the gentlemen— could read, proclaimed it GALA CLOSING DAY. In the stands below him, the moneyed crust of Coastwall sipped from warm pewter cans of toddy as a tubehorn band played popular songs and trainers paraded big, rangy black-and-gold spotted highcats back and forth for their consideration.

There was no one with Fred but a sun-ravaged crone, encrusted with jewels and looking as though the last time she’d spoken to a thirtyish wight like him was lost to history. She didn’t seem like part of any spy operation. But what the hells, he thought as he strode past her toward the table laden with snacks that is standard in every Noble Box. I may as well brighten her day.   
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