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			FOREWORD


			WHY THE WAR IN THE SOUTH MUST END


			By Tralane Huntingore, Professor of Engineering,
Glimshard Academy of Sciences.


			The war in the south has already consumed our soldiers, our money and our interest in its outcome. Daily it costs us more tax revenues than the entire Sun City District. The news reports regarding it have slowed to a trickle of inaccurate supposition and death tolls or lurid recollections.


			Mercenaries gather at our gates, eager for the high wages paid to career warmen, including fighters from groups historically and politically opposed to the Empire and sympathetic to the indigenous tribeswomen of the south whose lands we have invaded, willingly or not, in our march to claim the Southern Fragment. Those tribes fight a righteous war against an unsympathetic occupier.


			Refugees fleeing the front have collided with related blood families along the Karoo forest and drawn them into the conflict so that now what began as a simple crossing of territory has become an attempt to hold an impossible line, hundreds of miles long.


			Counteragents and sympathisers have come to the Imperial diaspora and burned crops, looted homes and murdered villagers in shifting bands that are almost impossible to hunt down. They have allied with our ever-present agitators on the Steppelands and cannot be pursued even this close to home due to lack of manpower.


			If this were not enough those countries bordering the Empire who have long envied our wealth and prosperity now see a chink in our armour as we lose guard patrols, civilian militia organisations and our attentions to our lands in order to fuel the conflict far beyond our natural reach. It has also lately been attested in several vivid journals, published lately by Hollow Victory Presses, that use of powerful mage weapons in battle has roused the Karoo of the southern forest and drawn them into the conflict. They are a combatant we cannot win against in our current depleted state.


			With the greatest personal regrets I must advise the immediate closure of the Southern Fragment Expedition and propose extensive peacemaking diplomacy be carried out before we lose not only our dear sons and daughters but our beloved city and Empire as well. Is any scientific discovery, no matter how potentially significant, worth the price we are paying?


		


	

		

			CHAPTER ONE


			ZHARAZIN


			Against a gunmetal grey sky a small plane was flying. Barely bigger than a hang glider, its two wings tilted and juddered in the force of the winds that tossed it this way and that. So violent and erratic was the progress that, seen from afar, it could easily have been mistaken for a leaf. But then a streak of light caught the edge of one of its propellers and flashed a regular code of brilliant motes that betrayed its mechanical nature.


			Zharazin Mazhd, frozen almost into insensibility on his precarious perch, felt his heart catch at the sight. The slight increase of motion made him wobble and he felt the leather harness holding him against the icy stone slip a little as it took his weight. The pain of being forced to maintain one position for hours was outstanding and the cold had numbed his hands and feet in spite of their fireweave wraps.


			As the plane battled closer, a figure could be seen sitting inside the light framework of the craft’s delicate body, arms and legs working hard at various controls. The head was covered in a black leather helmet. Its full glass faceplate reflected the stormclouds. Beneath this an air tube curled down like a slender black trunk to the tanks behind the single seat. Wrestling hard with levers, one leg thrusting forwards, the other braced, the pilot struggled and cajoled the tiny craft in steady corrections towards the overgrown deck below Zharazin’s ruined tower. The bees of the engine became a furious tiger and the underside of the wings lit with a burst of arcane energy in pale purple as the pilot applied maximum power in an attempt to stall their excessive speed. Success brought a sudden new series of terrifying angles of descent and the plane zigged, yawed and pitched as it dropped from the sky.


			Zharazin put down the glasses for a moment and quickly wiped their lenses again, to be sure he would not miss the essential moment. Their heavy brass frames were cold and rigid against the bone of his eye sockets as he replaced them and the shaking of his hands made him bang them clumsily so that pain shot through one cheekbone but he found the airplane easily again, huge and out of focus in his vision. He spun the dials as it flitted closer to the platform where its landing circle was marked in weeds bursting through the stones, their lines vivid green against the yellowed streaks where the rest had been sprayed dead.


			A gust of wind almost knocked him off his perch and he clutched and gasped with a moment of sudden terror. The glasses fell heavily against the strap on his neck. He swore, swore, swore, fumbling with his gloved, dead fingers until he had them back in place. For a second, the view wavered crazily and he lost sight of his quarry, but then he found the small shape, the violet glows already dying back until it was barely more than a silhouette against an ever-darkening sky.


			There was a moment when the tiny craft was suspended in the air above the deck, so still that it might have hung there for ever, propeller whirring, insectlike, fragile. Then, with the sudden relenting of the wind, it dropped like a stone to the burst pavement of the runway and landed heavily with a thud that Zharazin felt as well as heard. He found his heart in his mouth. He’d thought the pilot was surely going to die, the plane smashed into matches, although identifying an unprotesting corpse might be easier than the lengths this had forced him to.


			His right lens was misting up again but he daren’t clean it now. Now was the moment to which all his painful effort and machination had led. The pilot taxied forwards to the green circle’s centre, stopped the plane, stopped the engines. They undid their harness and turned in place to operate a crank that wound in the singing wires of the crystallograph which sat behind them on the fuselage, mounted in an iron box and protected with an alder wood frame. That done they slithered to a position on the edge of the cockpit itself, reaching for the crystallograph again.


			One, two, three, four – into the grey anonymity of a mail satchel went the crystals from the ’graph box. They looked like nothings now, shards of coloured rock, clouded with salty faultlines but he knew these to be the final components for Minister Alide’s Chaos Gun, the weapon which would disintegrate anything that came within the range of its entropy beam. But they still looked like nothing, the crystals. As he watched they were covered in cotton wadding, strapped up tight and then their manager, the pilot, with minimum care, hoisted their bag free. With a movement more redolent of joy than fear they kicked their legs up over the side of the craft and jumped down to the ground.


			Without their weight the wind buffeted the fragile plane and made it move. It slid a few feet. The pilot put one hand out onto the wing, avoided the still-lethal whirl of the propeller with ease and gave the mailbag a hefty underarm swing before letting it go. It sailed across the deck and into a bush. The pilot gave a nod of satisfaction that said clearly they were glad to be rid of it, however temporarily. It was heavy, so there was no chance it would be blown over the edge… Zharazin could not think about the edge. If he did he became aware of what was at his back and that was not worth contemplating. All the tower’s safety mechanisms were long since dismantled or weathered away. It was a direct drop of six hundred feet to the city streets, and if the wind caused him to miss them it was a thousand more to the humble roads and fields of the farmlands.


			He made himself not blink. His eyelashes bent against the glass.


			The pilot was doing things to their craft Zharazin didn’t understand but after a moment or two he watched in surprised admiration for the ingenuity of the machine as the wings were folded up and rolled in, the tail pushed up, and then, with a good shove, the entire thing was wheeled across to the one remaining whole hangar, gently eased through the door and locked in. If he hadn’t seen it happen he would never have noticed the hangar itself – little more than one rotting workshop among many – nor believed something like that would fit in what was essentially a toolshed with a large door. The gale rattled the doors as the pilot heaved them to and sealed their mouldering green with a heavy bar. Then – yes! – they walked forwards to the bush and the bag with a strong, swinging stride, clearly high on the early evening’s dangerous activity.


			Zharazin had only seconds left before they would be gone. He tried not to get his hopes up. After all, he’d been here more than fifteen days in a row, and on none of those days had the pilot taken off their faceplate within viewing distance. The Infomancy demanded to know for certain who it was, and so he had no choice. There were not many candidates but guesswork was not something his mistress engaged with. He wondered if his own hopes had anything to do with the race of his heart.


			The wind sucked at his boots, caught his scarf and tried to use it as a sail to pry him off his cliff.


			And then it happened. The hands went up, the clasps were flicked free, the headcover pulled off and aside in one smooth gesture as the pilot, inexplicably, ignored the bag to turn and face the coming storm. A stream of black hair flagged out suddenly, long and thick, as they hung the mask on their belt and then pulled off their gauntlets too and flung out their arms to the sky in a lover’s embrace.


			‘Turn, turn, turn,’ Zharazin repeated under his breath, starting to curse the gods he’d been praying to a second before. It seemed the devils preferred him. His thundering heart stood still, waiting.


			The pilot ran their hands through their hair and shook it out. Fresh spots of rain, cold, heavy and ominous began to land. They spattered the grey stone black in front of Zharazin and dashed themselves to death on the left lens of his glasses. One big breath… Then, finally! At last the exhilarated pilot turned and Zharazin got a clear look at their face for a single, perfectly lit moment.


			Zharazin dropped the binoculars. They hit the rail before him and cracked a lens with a sharp retort, which made him start. There was a brief, awful moment in which he knew he was dead and his feet briefly paddled air. He grabbed for the balustrade’s remains in front of him as he felt himself tip sideways. On his waist his rope harness creaked and the binoculars suddenly dragged on the back of his neck as they fell to the length of their strap – if not death by a fall then a hanging. For a few moments he was a scrabbling, panicking animal until his hands became sure the stone in front was not leaning, but strong, and his feet found the pitons he’d taken such pains to drill into position. He pressed his cheek to the cold rock, eyes closed, and saw behind the lids that revelatory moment once again; the triumphant tearing away of the headpiece, the self-satisfied shake of the head releasing all that coiling black hair, the utterly unexpected but hoped-for familiarity of that face.


			Tralane Huntingore. Heiress of an ancient but defunct line of mages. Eccentric, erratic, renowned as a scientist, in the prime of her beauty at thirty-eight, mother of two daughters, the one slight, fair and scholarly the other dark, fierce and curved like a violin. Tralane Huntingore, a woman he had seen once in the street and never forgotten because seeing her had made him walk into a wall.


			All this time he had guessed the pilot was a man, just because only a man could be risked on such a mission and Minister Alide, who authorised and banked the gun project, favoured men of the army for all tasks. Instead he had just witnessed the Matriarch of Huntingore complete a daring feat of skill that any Prime would be ecstatic to survive, and all to gather materials for weapons of mass destruction. She’d been jaunty about it too, for an outspoken pacifist who had written and distributed pamphlets against the very war in which the Empire was presently engaged, who harboured known dissenters in her household and who was, if rumour and research be believed, verging on bankruptcy.


			The rock bit his forehead but he let it. He hoped the pain would clear a path in his mind and let him see what to do with this information, which he had fully expected to solve his problems but which had now entirely turned them on their heads and inside out. He didn’t want to reveal her identity, but how could he not? The rock had no ideas, it seemed, because his forehead only hurt. The coming rain splashed on his wrapped hands further numbing them as their magic fought the bitter air and the water and lost. He had to go before it got too slippery and his nerve failed.


			He straightened and looked across the crumpled ruins of the tower deck with naked eyes. Viewed this way the figure of Tralane was toy-sized and indistinct as the clouds reached the city proper and darkened the early evening into a menacing gloom. She grabbed up the mailbag of crystals with careless exuberance, walked across the empty reaches of stone to the black shadows where various stairs and elevators led down into the tower’s guts, and vanished from sight there, the bag swinging from her shoulder and the mask jouncing at her back. A single ray of weak light reflected from her visor, the sky winking at him as if they shared her secret.


			Suddenly cold beyond enduring and fearful of the climb, Zharazin became aware of how far he was from anything resembling safety. It was only with the greatest determination that he was able to unclip his carabiners from the webbing wrapped around the spire and clip them instead to his ropes. He fumbled, but the webbing he had used to make himself an anchor on the fragile spire of rock was thoroughly bedded in place and would not come free. He began to get his penknife out to cut it, tuning the blade to the correct frequency just by experience, but just then a gust of freshening wind and a patter of rain warned him that the clouds were dropping fast. He made the cut but fumbled the knife as he turned the dial again and it fell from his hand. He watched it tumbling over and over until he couldn’t see it at all against the thin mist and the gathering gloom. He heard no result as he prayed briefly that it not kill someone, grateful the mist utterly ruined any kind of view. Try as he might he couldn’t think of it as anything but ominous bad luck. The sky winked. The mist consumed his knife. On the flight deck far below the weeds bent flat, bowing before the storm.


			Moving jerkily with fear of this brewing spell he made himself climb out of the slender notch in the rock. He was stiff from sitting so long without moving and his legs and arms complained all the time about their weeks of climbing but he managed, little by little, thinking of the reputation and reward he would get for his information, and then when that failed of some other kinds of fortune to which he could aspire with his knowledge – many layers and systems of knowledge, not only this sliver – and these fantasies spiralled up around him in a cloud of dissolute protection and allowed him to creep down. He should take all the traces of his work with him, but he was too alarmed. He promised himself he would come back for them when the weather was more clement, knowing it for a lie. After all, nobody had been up here in decades and there was no reason for them to come here again. Zharazin was a good observer and the Array was a derelict artefact of no interest to anyone any longer. He could count the surviving members of the families that had once kept it working on the fingers of one hand and he knew the position of all their files in the Memoriam, including Tralane’s. It was this diligence, observation, patience and a lot of luck which had let him work his way up in the world from thieving guttersnipe out on the hills to a rank within the Infomancy. Even if he hadn’t been attempting to snake his way into the Empress’s elite by hook, crook and bootstrap he might have tried to discover the identity of the crystal recorder’s owner for the professional pride of the thing. Making an identification had seemed an obvious demonstration of his tenacity and determination, and his superiors would be glad to know where the Gleaming’s supply of weapon-grade crystal shards was coming from: a matter that the Minister of Defence had kept from them for some time. But now this grand plan was spoiled. He wouldn’t be selling information, he would be selling Tralane Huntingore. He wasn’t convinced he would ever be ready to do that.


			It amused him to know that this wretched surveillance had in fact mimicked one of his dearest daydreams: all the miserable, terrifying, arduous days and nights since midsummer Zharazin the ambitious spy and the mystery daredevil pilot and crystallomancer, Tralane, had been alone together, far from the eyes of the world. And if the pilot didn’t know he’d been there and he didn’t tell, then there was even less reason to come and rip out the pitons that betrayed his daring path up the face of the tower. But he felt like he ought to. Leaving them felt like leaving a signature behind. Glimshard was a city of mages, one of the Eight, and that was a dangerous place in which to be complacent, on any front. He still felt off balance and a little sick as he finally put foot to flat roof tile at the tower’s base. He couldn’t think what to do or how to turn just yet, so he gathered up his gear instead and carefully made his way home.


			TRALANE


			Tralane stood in the darkness at the top of the Diligent Stair and listened briefly to the sound of her breath and the blustering work of the storm. She felt sure that as she had been fighting the wind to land there had been a flash towards the left side of the collapsed flight tower. Lightning, had been her first thought, with a grab in the stomach and renewed strength as she muscled the ailerons into position. Flits didn’t react well to lightning. They were made of lacquered paper, bent wood and charms, and thus tended to burn up almost instantaneously – their one drawback – so landing had suddenly become even more imperative as if the wind was not enough. However, the lightning hypothesis did not hold as there was no thunder and when she looked again she’d seen nothing, it being too dark. She wondered if she’d imagined it, but when she closed her eyes after touching down in a moment of relief there had been a dot of dark blue behind her lids. Unlikely as it seemed, her limbs sank with the sensation of cold dismay at having been seen. Possibly. Maybe. One could drive oneself mad with it.


			This hesitation lasted only a moment and then she resumed her downward run, feet easily remembering the wide curve of the stair, the heavy bag and visor jogging at her back and her gear squeaking and creaking. She didn’t mind the dark. As a girl this vast ruin was her playground and none of it was strange to her. She kept her fingers on the wooden rail, counted its marks, joins, breaks, as she traced her way to one of the lower levels where an elevator waited for her, its small cabin glowing by the light of a single tiny lamp. The battery was going. She must remember to renew it, she thought, as she stepped inside.


			The outer cage doors were missing but the car doors were well oiled on their tracks and slid shut with a click as she turned the key. This connected the power cores and suddenly the whole car lit up brightly, soft apricot beams from the roof panes illuminating its rotted velvets and water-stained panelling. Tralane put her fingers to the drive plate and felt the judder of old machinery coming to life. There was the alarming whine of a wheel whirring up to speed on a rusty axle, the grinding of bearings that were long since powdered, and her rattling descent began. She wondered if she would be the last person to use this part of the tower. Her daughters had so far shown almost no interest in it whatsoever, so she wasn’t sure they even remembered it was there. She liked to imagine their faces, herself laughing with them, the delight they would feel in discovering an unimagined wealth in what was, to them, a huge and boring ruin. But another impulse also lit in her, one which clasped itself tightly around the higher tower, and everything it held. Later, it whispered, later, when they are older. And she didn’t want to share it. So she wiped a brief tear out of her eye on the unyielding toughness of her leather jacket and spent the minute of her journey brushing through and restoring the braid of her hair. It was hard to manage in only one minute and the task kept her from thinking of the other reasons why she had not passed on her legacy.


			‘Axle grease,’ she thought, considering where to obtain it and what to say that it was for. Plus there was no denying that she must do something about the influx of mercenaries flooding the Terraces and filling the girls’ heads with speculations that must remain idle, unexplored and mysterious. She felt sad that the war had brought so many of them and glad at the same time. She approved of diversity and particularly an incursion of new men, but in spite of the city’s trenchant propaganda she didn’t expect many of them to be returning and the prospect of girlish broken hearts on top of what other horrors may come was enough to set her teeth grinding. Besides that, most of the recruits were from various misogynist regimes and tribal factions which would make them at best exhausting and at worst dangerous to inexperienced women who had spent their lives in the matriarchy of the Gleaming.


			‘Maybe there will be Sircenes?’ Isabeau had already said several times, wistfully. No no, Tralane had assured her, the last of the Sircenes were all here, in the Gleaming, nodding their days away in the Academies. Of the remaining hundreds of named families most were mixed bloods, like themselves, who had yielded to the conquering triad of the Golden Empire in ages past. There were no Pureblood Sircenes on record, although there were possibly a few by accident or some who had deliberately forged their census documents. There would be no grand revival of the magi lines. But the notion, inspired by Huntingore’s rich and extensive history and, she recalled with a roll of her eyes, all the stories she had drilled into them as children for the sake of heritage as much as adventure, was much more alluring than anything a suddenly prescient mother could say.


			Minnabar had been contemptuous of both Tralane’s and Isabeau’s attitudes, but she was old enough not to have to care about the consequences of this, spending most of her time with a gaggle of late teen girls drifting from one house to another in a freefloating blur of study, application, conspiracy and partying which was a typical young Gleaming web at its most potent. Tralane knew they sneaked out of their Academics’ care and down into the Terraces several nights a week and her nerves on the subject were almost frayed to splitting. One second she felt proud of Minnabar for her hellcat manners and her fire, the next she was terrified of what might happen if any of the Terrace lowlife took her remotely seriously or even noticed her. This was before one considered what the Gleaming lowlife had already contemplated.


			The young men of Minnabar’s group to whom she had free access gave Tralane no cause for concern. That was probably deeply unwise of her but Sircene bias must come out somewhere and she didn’t reckon there was a handful of spit among them. With their pleasant, bland manners and overeducated tempers they were perfect foils for the all female web itself, or had been, until stranger meat had arrived, reeking of unlimited testosterone. Now Tralane rather hoped the Sircene youths would find some backbones and rise to the challenge but also dreaded the prospect. Tending black eyes and broken noses was the last thing she fancied and she could imagine much worse results. Somehow she must think of a project to stall the web and keep it bound to the Sircene citadel.


			The echoes of her own footfalls tapped her mind like impatient fingers trying to point out the obvious. She knew it would come to that eventually; only the treasures of a secret, ancient world might prove strong enough to lure the girls from disaster, or she’d got nothing. But not today. Then the car came to a slow, quaking halt. She heard the cables plinking their stress like a badly handled piano and stepped out, locking the doors behind her and secreting the key by jamming it backwards into the lock of the unused cage gate on the outside. The light went out as the cores were unhitched and a grim darkness returned. A faint pattering of what she thought must be rust falling down the shaft made a rainy sound.


			The return to her present was as unwelcome as the detour into maternal guilt. She undressed and redressed in the freezing anteroom of the lower tower without the luxury of distracting thoughts as the cold was distraction enough. She packed her gear away carefully, drying it all and checking her air cylinder, the connections and the hose before placing them in their velvet-lined cases and closing the lids. One at a time she stowed them in their fitted positions in one of the many pilot’s wardrobes that lined the walls. It was hard to imagine there had been a time when this room had buzzed with talk and the pungent smells of leather oil, engine grease and volatile ether as flyers came and went all day long. Before she had discovered the Flit plans no pilot had been here for forty years and the only craft abroad belonged to the Ministries’ official weather service. When she was satisfied that nothing seemed out of place she summoned a witchlight to run before her and passed through the remaining levels, halls, workshops and corridors at a brisk pace.


			The statues of the ancestors watched her from their plinths and recesses, their eyes coming alight as she passed in answering glow to the witchlight’s temporary power. Each one of them represented a lifetime of study, thought, research and mastery into their particular magic and its technologies. Tralane knew only a few of their number in any detail, and not even all of their names. Most of what they had achieved was lost in time now, the library having been burned during the early years of the occupation when the Gleaming was a mage city of the Sircene and not simply the higher city of the academics floating above the vast, sprawling powerhouse of Glimshard, second city of the Golden Empire, Westernmost Outpost of Civilisation.


			Since then, knowledge had been restricted to what had been saved by the Huntingores and other families of the lines and in recent decades that had been kept rigorously secret, both from the Academy and each other. The Golden Empire was being pressed upon by the unholy forces of the Bitter Circle, a loose alliance of hundreds of outland nations, and in its distress it had become fanatical about the claiming of any useful power for exclusive Imperial military use. Tralane was not alone in understanding what that meant for ancient magi and potentially difficult lines of engineering. Firstblood mages of the Empire, halfbloods and lessers all struggled with Sircene work and it was often considered more of a tolerable indulgence than a true science. It did not take well to written transference by any methods and routinely failed to submit to standardisation when Firstblood mages attempted its works using their methods. It would not take too much trouble or prompting to finish what they had started a century earlier and wipe all Sircene knowledge from the records.


			Tralane had known all this for so long that most of a sense of urgency about it had passed until one of the Imperial scryers at the Ministry of Defence had discerned her skill with the crystallograph. Now she felt plenty of urgency, though she would not run. She descended until she reached the half-used rooms of the lower tower, on a height with the majority of the Arrays that made up the Gleaming. These had been the living quarters of the families of the Sircene sorceresses and their interiors provided modest rooms with excellent views whose furnishings were still reasonable, if thoroughly neglected in her case. In other, better populated Arrays, life went on at all levels, but Huntingore was threadbare and scanty. Tralane used her excess of space for storage now and tried not to notice that it was all falling apart.


			Old furniture, broken children’s toys, uninteresting tomes and crates of things that might have been alchemist’s bottles or kitchen equipment were stacked carelessly about. The dusty spokes of a spinning wheel mocked her efforts at serene domestication. She vowed to move it, as she had vowed to move it at least a hundred times, and darted past into the next hall.


			The doors locked themselves automatically, their sturdy magic as solid as it had been since the tower was built a thousand years before. Nobody that the head of the house deemed unfitting would be able to enter any opening in Huntingore regardless of their skills in any craft. Those were the days, Tralane thought, and longed to know the methods and the powers they used then, but the door and window seals were only a fragment of the things she didn’t know. At least they kept her family secure. She was grateful that they worked and that would have to be enough. Meanwhile she had returned via a roundabout route to a stair that bypassed their living areas close to the ground and would lead her into the gardens. From there she made her way unseen to the cab stand at the very edge of Marigold Park where puttering jalopies of various sizes were waiting.


			By now it was nearly dark and the rain was pounding down. Tralane’s heavy oilskin mage cloak completely concealed her. Water dripped off the cowl past her face. It was hanging so far forward she would have been blind without a charm on it to let her see through the cloth as if it were only a veil. One of the smaller cars was lit inside, the driver smoking a long pipe in his portion of the cab and looking unconcerned. She opened the door and found the occupant waiting, his pinched face hard with his own sense of self-importance in his work as he reached for the bag. He didn’t even attempt to look at her face.


			‘I hope they all break,’ she said coldly.


			‘Let’s hope for your sake they don’t,’ he replied, checking the contents with brusque efficiency and then stuffing bag and contents swiftly under his seat, sliding the panelling there back with practised speed. ‘Wouldn’t like your girls to find theyselves the wrong side of a draft, would we?’


			To this there was nothing Tralane could say. The sham of any kind of conversation with this man was something that made her gorge rise. She came close to ill-wishing him and only the sense that they were in public stalled the coil of power, a thin whip in her chest, trying to slither up to her eyes and find its target. She stepped back and slammed the door shut on him, making it seem as though she was simply glad to be sending him on his way when she would rather have used all her strength to stop his journey, his purpose, his smug superiority. But there was no use in her anger. The Ministry would have its weapons, and for that they needed her. The war needed her. All her efforts, daring, the glorious flight, was in the service of death and destruction.


			A black weight crept up her arms and into her shoulders, cold, its own kind of petrification spell. She stood on the rain-wet pavement, just another bystander lashed by the weather while around her the Gleaming went on with its complacent, luxury-ridden business, replete in the assurances of being a step away from trouble. The seat of true power sat on the High Terrace where the old palace had been part-converted to the offices of government. It was a time of administrators and the Empress presided over them without causing much turbulence.


			Tralane turned and walked back through the streets, herself and her previous path all tainted by the fulfilment of business. She took the public elevator at Deciment and watched the thriving, shining night lights of the Terrace sink away until the car was surrounded entirely by purple magelight that blocked out all views.


			She listened for conversation among the other passengers to distract herself from her miserable turn of mind and was strangely rewarded. A couple of older women, one in the crimson workaday robes of a Firstblood professor, the other gaily dressed in wet Array finery were talking about the influx of fighters to Lower Terrace where they had spent the afternoon selling for their guilds.


			‘A Karoo, can you imagine!’ the Array woman said, shivering to add to the drama of her moment. ‘Talking animals they are.’


			‘I don’t know about that,’ said her friend. ‘I saw him and he looked quite humanoid. The rumours of beastmen are surely exaggerations. They are simply different.’ Her voice suggested otherwise.


			‘Pff, a score of the Circle’s vile spawn couldn’t be any stranger. And looks are deceiving. There’s no man that colour in a natural creation, nor that scale either.’


			A pause ensued in which Tralane wished she could look at their faces but her hood and their relative position made it impossible.


			When the Firstblood spoke again her voice was rich with speculation, ‘He was huge.’


			Tralane found herself smiling. Then she thought of Isabeau with sharp alarm like a jolt of electricity in her nerves, and especially of Minnabar, with a cold certainty plunging in her midriff. Neither of them was equipped to deal with the devastation that such an opportunity presented; its potential for disastrous romanticism was beyond endurance. She doubted most of the Gleaming would escape it. Prior to the exciting drama of the new war they had slumped headlong into a decadent decline and this combination of renewed energy, a resurgent interest in the values of heroism and a vague awareness of their own jaded appetites had already given rise to an abysmal tide of musical and novelised twittery extolling various religiously inclined ideologies of virtue, nobility, sacrifice and tragic love. Farce had yet to raise its head – this surge was in its primal state yet – and Tralane found herself braced as if for a long fight as the momentary silence in the rising car spoke volumes about the activity going on inside the fervent imaginations of the occupants, herself included.


			Karoo. A race from so far away they were considered beyond civilisation, as elusive as the two-headed wolf of legend. Tales of them were as old and unlikely as the idea of a Sircene revival but in these days Tralane could only wish they’d had the sense to stay away from everything associated with the Golden Empire, which didn’t exactly have a pure record on its assimilation of outland tribes let alone its reputation for sport with those considered to belong to subspecie groupings. The Sircene had survived only by hiding in plain sight and by virtue of the fact that they were visually identical to any of the wide variety of human types that considered themselves bloodline Empire natives. If anyone in a position of enquiry had known there was a significant difference or two it was long since forgotten. They were meted out the regular treatment for conquered people who had some uses to the major lifelines of the Empire, no more and no less, and even for historians they were of only marginal interest, counting the exception of Tralane herself and this crystal business which was secret and therefore didn’t count, she fervently hoped. But a Karoo being alive in the city was enough to stir two dozen scholars from their rest. Corsets all over Glimshard were being hauled in extra inches all around her, she fancied, as it occurred to her that maybe she ought to be one of them.


		


	

		

			CHAPTER TWO


			BORZE


			‘And how is our friend from the north working out?’ Fadurant Borze, seated on his horse for what felt like the fiftieth hour in a row, rested his hands on the pommel of his saddle and took some weight off his aching seat bones. He couldn’t decide yet what to do about the Karoo and would have welcomed any news that would give him an excuse to make a decision to remove him, either to the front, or to some outpost, or into a grave – in fact anywhere other than keep him inside the city where his presence alone was sure to create trouble. But the Empress had granted the foreigner leave to stay under her own protective order and employing him where he was useful was at least good for keeping him under observation, not to mention favourable for Fadurant’s reputation with the Empress. Fadurant was grateful that he was experienced enough not to be overly anxious about foreigners, even subspecie ones of surpassing rarity, but he still didn’t like it. Thus, he cast this apparently lighthearted question out on to waters he was hoping would supply a nibble to feed either his hopes or his fears.


			The reply didn’t even bob the line. ‘He is, as you suspected, taciturn to a fault. He fulfils his duties in training the men for combat. They respect him though I could not say they like him. He eats, he shits, he collects his money as the rest.’


			To his left, his adviser and second, Parillus Gau Tam, was relaxed and at ease. His mount was fatter than Fadurant’s, of more humble carting stock, and offered a broader seat and what looked like a much softer ride. Parillus steered it with a careless but steady yaw on the reins, taking them up the blessed final ramp towards the lower gates of the eastern wall. Over its high top they were able to see most of the capital’s sprawling hillsides climbing steadily towards the clustered citadels of the Terrace. From the Terrace’s heart a thick trunk of what appeared to be many fine crystal stems drew a straight line upward in shining facets of rose and turquoise. Ever-undulating internal lights seemed faint in this hot afternoon of glare and dust, the outer veils of this stem flickering and unreliable in auroras of changing hue. The Gleaming, its heavy flowerhead, was mostly lost in hazy cloud but occasional spires and towers of the Arrays far above them caught the light and glinted down. Where he had once felt awe at the sight of such power, majesty and scale, Fadurant now felt an uneasy apprehension and only a flicker of appreciation at being the child of such an important place. The world, he’d found, was full of important places.


			He gritted his jaw so as not to actively grind his teeth and pushed his arse back in the saddle pan, trying another angle. His horse was, thankfully, too weary after the long trek around from the nearest staging post to do any more of its irritating capering. Fadurant tried again. ‘You seem to be holding something back.’


			‘Do I?’ Parillus was languid, savoring whatever it was.


			Fadurant waited him out, watching the guards on the gate towers move in a sudden burst of activity as they recognised the colours on the horses and his shield. A black line appeared in the gate itself and the two halves began to inch their way open. He could just hear the creak and grind of the old chain gears and imagined the oxen huffing out of a doze, crossly smacked with sticks on the backside in the stinking darkness of the gate chambers while the stick boys hollered in hoarse, ammonia-worn tones. It had been his job, once. He could never understand why it hadn’t been automated.


			At last Parillus drawled, ‘The University want to send a delegation.’


			Fadurant felt the first breath of a potential reprieve stealing through his bones. ‘Of course you said no.’


			‘Yes, of course I did.’ Parillus ignored the stares of a small caravan of traders who had moved aside on the road so that he and the general were able to pass abreast of each other. What his horse lacked in appearances it made up in the finery that Parillus ensured it wore to mark his rank – all the paraphernalia of a jousting knight trailed from its harnesses, stained with sweat and road dust now, which made it look all the more extravagant. He knew the importance of impressing the population’s lower orders with this cartoonish nonsense to distract the gossip mongers from more sensitive business. He paused and flipped a few copper coins and bronze stravetti for the caravan’s children. Someone tsk-ed but he ignored that for the sake of enjoying General Fadurant’s rigid jaw and hawkish intensity as it hung on his next revelation, paralysed by manners and station and their long friendship from demanding instant satisfaction. He relented, slightly.


			‘Soldiers heading for the front deserve the greatest privacy as they undergo the rigours of hard training. It is a matter of seriousness and dedication that cannot be thrown off course by such frivolities as an audience. It would be demeaning to the men’s honour to be treated as experimental subjects. Conscripts may soon be required, and we must be seen to be treating both our homegrown troops and our mercenaries with the utmost respect. After all, they are about to put their lives on the line for our safety and prosperity.’ He waved his hand idly as he mocked his own grave tones in repeating this propaganda. ‘But I did mention the training hours.’


			There was no hesitation in Fadurant’s grabbing the implications of this nugget. The game of catch was what made even a dull conversation enjoyable between them. ‘You will cram the yard gates with speculators, idiots, and gawpers then?’


			‘Possibly quite cram them entirely,’ Parillus agreed and left a few seconds’ pause so that they could both build up the image of journalists and commentators being frustrated in crowds of go-sees and the vast entourage of vendors and petty thievery that would follow this pilgrimage – eminent distractions all, and good for morale though neither man had to say so. ‘Although some may be given special access privileges to spectate with the overseeing officers. May.’


			‘Upon what determination?’


			‘Whomever you see fit to entertain with the sight.’


			Fadurant narrowed his eyes even though they were within the wall’s shadow. ‘Is there some advantage within the University?’


			He had been so focused this last year on building up the front to resist the efforts of the Circle to repel Imperial presence from anywhere near their borders that he had ignored the city itself until his return a few weeks previously. He’d forgotten how annoying it could be when there were so many extramilitary factions to take into account. He left most of that to Parillus, whose well-bred upbringing and lengthy education had made him ever more the diplomat and less the soldier than Fadurant himself.


			The initial reply was lost in a hastily arranged fart of horns, which announced their arrival, from the nearing towers so that Parillus had to repeat himself. ‘The Sircene woman is among them.’


			A circle that had been wide open in Fadurant’s chest and mind closed neatly as he heard this – it was the same sensation he felt when he was able to see through the last few moves of a game or a battle plan to a clear victory position, even though he wasn’t able to explain exactly yet how it would work. He knew that things could be dovetailed and all that was required was his will to follow the sign and continue his efforts; the details would appear in due course and reveal what they had to reveal to him in the future, each step following the last. He need do no more than trust his instincts. Of course it was slightly galling to realise that Parillus’ facility with local intelligence had put him at the advantage and he, Fadurant, was merely being led by the nose at this stage, but he forgave it because he was sensible enough to know that one man’s attention would never be enough to maintain his position. Even so, their accord was a glad enough thing that it let him almost enjoy his last stretch of ride as they took the direct route towards the barracks.


			‘Call her in,’ he said as they arrived in the yard, fanfared slightly better this time in a barrelling trumpet roll, with several cohorts of men managing to make themselves into orderly lines before they had turned the corner. The flags of the twenty-eight army legions snapped pleasantly in the fresh wind. A stink of sweating bodies and a whiff from the latrines greeted them. Fadurant felt light as he dismounted and handed his horse over, even giving it a pat on the neck. However poorly they may think of him and his position, he was always gladder to receive a woman, even spar with one verbally, than a man. Then he glanced to his left where Parillus was also looking.


			The Karoo was there. Head and shoulders taller than any Empire man with a muscular physique that was spare and clear-cut, he looked like a stone sculpture of some legendary fighter. That was where the extent of his resemblance to men of the Empire ended however. He was blue-grey and white, the colours marbled darkly on his back and the backs of his arms, light on his front and undersides. He was also as thickly maned as Parillus’ horse, with silvery white hair that surged not only off his head in great hanks but from his neck and along the length of his spine too, disappearing under his belt in finger-length tufts. To either side of this, tiger stripes of intense sunburnt orange spread out around his ribs and waist, feathered the edges of his neck and emerged either side of his head in triangular ears, their richly furred points tipped with lynxlike purple feather hair that flicked whenever the ears turned – something they did independently of each other in a way Borze found disturbing. He wore nothing but tough trousers, panelled with leather reinforcements, and leather rolltop boots, all of these well-mended and old. His face, like the faces of the Empress’ favoured horses, was pale grey, marked along the length of his strong, straight nose, nostrils and lips with indigo stains like ink dropped on soft paper. In deep pits of this unnatural shade his orange, slitted eyes with their yellow iris-rims showed no white at all except at the very ends. Black lashes completed the shocking effect of the indigo. Across the sheer bony impact of his overly masculine features with their hard right angles this peculiar natural enhancement looked to Fadurant’s eyes like the makeup of a courtesan. He wondered if the Karoo knew that junior officers called him Tigerlady behind his back.


			If he did it wasn’t bothering him. The Karoo was completely at his ease where he leaned against a wooden column of the verandah that surrounded the yard on three sides, providing shade and access to the barrack houses. His relaxation was a stark contrast to the rigid attention of the soldiers in their rows in the sun. He made no sign of acknowledgement to Fadurant and Parillus except for the merest nod which managed not to lower the steady gaze of his offensive two-coloured eyes one bit. Fadurant envied such natural dominance even as he responded to it. It was an effort for him to do nothing but turn back and continue on his way. Beside him he felt Parillus brush his shoulder in an unconscious movement away from the alien man.


			Fadurant felt he could weather such minor slights. He accepted the fact that some people were just stronger than others, though he knew it might appear weak to some of his men. Parillus disliked nature’s quirks far more – he believed in self-determination over all things and suitable displays of subservience to higher ranks.


			‘He ought to stand like the others,’ Parillus said as they turned the corner and went under the arch where the long building of the headquarters ran the length of the Fields Wall.


			‘As I understand it, this has been suggested,’ Fadurant said. ‘But if the reporting corporal was correct then there is no way of making him do so, short of beating him to death, and at the moment he is a necessary device. Not to mention the fact that one does not wish to expose one’s seniors and ministers to displays of that nature quite so close to home.’


			‘We should send him onward.’ Parillus was determined.


			‘I don’t want to lose him yet.’ Fadurant scowled and speeded up his step on his way to his offices.


			He and Parillus had their differences but it was where they were similar that they were weak and they were similar in that they could both see the sophisticated side of things too easily. The Empire at Glimshard was a place of long-term social games of subtlety; it was easy to forget that other peoples didn’t pursue their lives this way.


			The Karoo was a windfall in truth, a strange kind of queen piece handed to Fadurant in a game that had few such things that could be turned in many directions. But he was also a rank outsider, a loner and a thorn in the sides of the training sergeants who themselves must keep to military discipline and ensure it among the men. He was a goat (a wolf was the first image that came to mind but it didn’t fit the metaphor any way that Fadurant liked) among what were essentially sheep, and they must not lose sight of that. As if that were not enough he was also a curio or living fossil that the University thought it might prise out of Fadurant’s grasp. And this was before Gleaming’s social hounds got wind of his presence and sniffed blood for the dancefloor. The only consolation was that the war itself was as yet unfelt except in the private pockets that paid the war tax and so Fadurant, as the only general in the province, need not do anything at great speed.


			That made it all the more difficult.


			He marched to his study, glanced over the day’s intelligences and the chalkboards where the country was mapped, ordered drinks for them both and took a damp towel offered by one of his attendants to briskly rub his face and hands clear of dust and the horse grease that blacked his knuckles. Reluctantly, he voiced his intention. ‘I think we should have a dinner,’ he said and massaged his sword hand where it had suddenly developed a pain in the joints. ‘Invite Tralane Huntingore and whoever her academic cronies are, and anyone you think ought to be indulged. The usual officers and staff to attend.’


			‘Spouses and partners?’


			‘Included. Everyone included that may be has some interest and sufficient standing. I leave the details to you. You’re better at these things.’ Fadurant was glad to. He had never enjoyed great events or the gathering of intelligence by other than straightforward means.


			Parillus grinned. ‘Real news is short here. We should make it a large affair. Returning injured heroes, a celebration of our… Well, our holding of our positions.’ He hesitated and the shift of subject came with a change of energy in the room from playful to cool. ‘The Karoo may bolt.’


			Fadurant unbuttoned his tunic and wrested open his shirt neck, turning to the ceiling fan and sighing as his attendant closed the door behind him. ‘I thought you didn’t like him.’


			‘I didn’t plan to invite him. I think that so much attention near the yard may cause his departure. I’d no sooner summon him to a society event than I’d bring a hunting dog.’


			‘He might take the scholars with him. Trail after him into the countryside and get lost.’


			‘You won’t be so easily off the hook.’


			Fadurant snorted, knowing it was true. ‘Then we should post some men at the yard gates each day with orders to act as discouragement. Let him see some resistance to the rabble. And ensure he remains in his own quarters when he is not employed. Does he go out into the city proper?’


			‘No.’


			‘Fucking, drinks, cards, smokes, enchantments?’


			‘Nothing.’


			‘And no more word on what his real reasons are for being here?’


			‘No more than what he originally claimed.’


			‘Hmm. Cash in exchange for services I quite understand. Mercenaries are ten for tuppence at the moment. But to be here, just now, after so long, when Karoo have never come south of Jiljarga in living memory… There has to be something else, Parillus.’


			‘Maybe there is. But possibly it’s personal. I mean, he is the only one. No scouts in Jiljarga or even Tocastine say otherwise. I sent a man up north to go as far as he could and look for others but he has not reported.’ Parillus was already bored of this angle, his mind busy with the construction of the party. Fadurant could tell by the way he was staring out of the window.


			‘Forget it for now then. Let’s see if we can worm something out of the Chancellors at this gathering. I would bet that crystallographs are not the only things that might be dusted out of the archives and made use of, given the right incentive.’ Fadurant was thinking of the seemingly unending parade of dreadful creatures that prowled the limits of the Circle’s lands; engineered beasts or found ones he knew not but they were often pressed into service by the Circle onslaught. Imperial cannon and gunshot, even their arcane artillery, failed to do more than stall their progress. The beasts in themselves terrified the soldiery facing them, a power no mechanical device could deflect. There was a primal horror about Circle warfare that he needed to find an antidote for, or at least an anaesthetic. Magic was truly the only recourse he could think of, though using it extensively for violence went against Imperial temperament, especially that of the scholars who bothered the Empress’ ears.


			‘Yes,’ Parillus said, lost in thought, his gaze moving steadily upwards to the Gleaming. He glanced at Fadurant and they shared the concern before he moved smoothly along. ‘But don’t worry about that. The Ministry has the relics and the Library all in hand.’


			Fadurant gladly gave up responsibility at the mention. He joined Parillus in taking off his travelling uniform and exchanging it for more comfortable, clean versions. The drinks arrived and Parillus poured them both wine and cold water. He drank as he was handing Fadurant’s cup over to him and the general remembered a time when they had been formal, distant, polite: an officer and his assigned subordinate, strangers. That path had a few more miles in it, he felt, with distaste. He turned to what he knew and summoned the officer in attendance.


			‘I will inspect the recruits on the training field.’


			But before he was able to do so the door opened again without warning and admitted a slender teenage girl, bare of leg and arm, damp and panting with healthy exertion.


			The Empress’ colours of magenta and gold covered her athletic uniform of shorts and vest and shone in a halo of soft light from the diadem that held back her brassy hair. This charm would protect her from almost anything within the city, even the ire of interrupted officers who knew better than to try and harass one of the Empress’ runners, however impudent.


			The girl, flushed and bright eyed, sure of her position, announced with careless grace, ‘Her Majesty the divinely magnanimous Yaphantine Shamuit Torada wishes to enjoy your conversation at her gardens, Fadurant Borze.’ She beamed a smile of white teeth at him, at Parillus and at the sergeant in attendance before turning on her slender shoe and speeding out. A flourish of air swirled in her wake that smelled of dust and rain, floral shampoo and the tantalising hint of girl sweat on warm, bronzed and freckled skin.


			Fadurant noticed with amusement that none of them moved for a good two seconds after her departure.


			‘If I could bottle that I’d rule the world,’ he murmured, not for the first time.


			The other men, well used to the Empress’ couriers, grinned wryly their old agreement and at a glance from Parillus the sergeant bit back whatever heartfelt crudery he had been going to share. Fadurant would rather he had said it to cut the air, but he’d learnt to live with manners.


			‘Parade cancelled then,’ Parillus said. ‘I think I will go across to the Ministry and see how their research fares. You need to find another dress uniform.’


			‘I shall locate one, and ready a fresh horse,’ the sergeant said and departed with a click of his heels.


			‘Horse,’ Fadurant repeated grimly, massaging his aching ass, and took a last look outside at the training yard. He knew what the Empress wanted to talk about. It was the same thing everyone wanted to talk about.


			The Karoo was standing in the middle of the melee arena now, watching recruits grapple with one another as they attempted to disarm opponents of wooden weapons at close quarters. The Empress’ runner ran right past him on her course to the gate in what was a clear detour of curiosity.


			Several of the new soldiers stopped to watch her, though no Imperial boys lifted their heads. The jaw-droppers were the mercenaries from the less developed kingdoms, no doubt wondering that her whimsical flit through their ranks seemed to take precedence over their own importance. The position of women in the Empire was beyond them for the most part, as frequent disciplinary hearings and subsequent lashings made apparent.


			The Karoo paid no attention at all to her, but moved forwards and tripped the two gogglers nearest him so they landed heavily in the sand. Fadurant couldn’t hear him but he could tell they were being treated with fitting discipline for their failings. A second or two later the entire line up was on its face doing pushups and lizard runs from one end of the yard to the other. Lines of sweat marked the ground in brown strips.


			‘Bottled,’ he said to himself, watching the tall grey and white figure with unhappiness that made him glad he wasn’t given to brooding. He caught Parillus’ eye, ‘I’m going for the bath and to get properly dressed.’


			‘Aye,’ said his friend, not taking his eyes off the yard. ‘I’ll see you later.’


		


	

		

			CHAPTER THREE


			TZABAN


			Tzaban was seated beside the mess table’s open end because he was too big for the benches and because it was the only place that marked him apart from the men he was training. The tables were set up on the verandah in the shade and there was a stone seat close enough for him to use so that he wasn’t entirely out of the conversation. The blocks it was made of were cool and he felt calmed by them and connected pleasingly to the earth. For all its brutal daily guests that place was peaceful. Whoever had chosen it and laid out the big square had picked a good spot and intelligent shapes of stability and purpose. Real rage would be hard to sustain there.


			‘My father was a soldier in the war, a hero,’ a young recruit was saying eagerly. He was seated on the far end of the trestle where the lunch was being laid waste by himself and his twenty-four troopmates.


			Tzaban cradled his dish in one hand and held the spoon in his other, moving his soup about curiously as the boys told their tales. It was a clear broth made from boiling some kind of bird bones, with cut vegetables floating in it and at the bottom were thin noodles which dredged up suddenly into the light. There was a pleasant feeling to it, a wholesome, restful quality. He liked to watch it move under the slow stroke of the spoon as he wondered what he could say in answer to their questions about heroes that would not start an uproar. He said nothing, but gave a nod to show that he was still listening. They were so used to him now that they forgot to ask anything about Karoo; used to him not answering.


			‘He means the last war,’ supplied a lad further down the row with a graze on his cheek from when Tzaban had put him on the floor for staring at the girl. ‘Not this one. The one against the Maldimanzians.’


			‘My dad was in that one too. He was a cavalryman.’


			They soon forgot to address Tzaban directly at all with the much more rewarding sport of rivalling each other to distract them, and he was content to be forgotten. Their language was an effort for him to engage with because its patterns so seldom followed routes he found natural. As a result he spoke only if he must, and then with care. When he listened it took so much of his attention that he felt uncomfortable. So much focus was dangerous, drawing him to a point, forcing him out of the world and into himself. Unless it was truly necessary – and it almost never was – he ignored the words that came out of people’s mouths and instead listened to the roll and flow of their voice and watched the signs they made. These things revealed a great deal, though it was not always the same thing that the people concerned were discussing with their words.


			In his own home speaking aloud was rare. He longed for silence, but stoically, knowing he wasn’t going to get it. Fanning around his back the disturbed veils of his energy still swirled and curled themselves around the turbulence of the running girl, mulling over the track she had carved through the yard and the shape of the trail she had left behind in him.


			The shock of her transection of him, he knew now, was because of the taint in her energy pattern. It dragged at his sense of personal danger like a hook in flesh. The peace afforded by the lunch break finally let him witness the resulting changes in himself without distraction and he realised that it was not she personally whom he must be aware of, but one close to her, to whom the hook itself really belonged. An obvious deduction would have pointed at the Empress but Tzaban wasn’t familiar enough with her that he knew it was not so. He did not recognise the hook’s maker. Further investigation must wait until nightfall however, for until then he was occupied fully with the men. So for now he stirred his soup and watched the vegetables rolling in its golden depths and felt the drag of the noodles which he decided to save until last.


			The soldiers had finished their own soups and the loaves of bread that had come with it and said they were still hungry. Talk of wars and the morning’s exertion had changed to talk of chops and beer. They looked for a second course.


			‘Is this all there is?’ the young man who had spoken first asked him.


			‘Yes,’ Tzaban said. ‘If you live long as a soldier you will often be hungry. Better get used to it.’


			They began to complain. He knew that their own commanders would order silence but he didn’t bother them with it. He had only one lesson to teach them but he knew it was futile to express it aloud, in the words, because this would have no effect. He would simply repeat it over and over in as many ways as he had to until they understood: it was not what the world was which mattered, it was what you believed about it that determined what happened. A meal was not enough if you expected more. It was the stuff of miracles if you expected nothing. It amazed him that in a city of mages and universities nobody had ever bothered to give them the most basic instruction in how to live well, or at all.


			He finished his own soup and put the bowl on the table and glanced out at the sun. It was noon. They had left him his piece of bread. He took this and kept it in his hand. ‘This afternoon we run to Pyaska and back. Those ten coming in last will clean the clothing and boots of the rest as well as their own.’


			‘But Pyaska is eighteen miles away!’


			‘Fifteen across country,’ Tzaban said, ‘though there’ll be no penalty for taking the roads.’ He looked at their dismayed faces and smiled and leaned back on the barrack wall, closing his eyes and easing his shoulders where they were tight until he was quite relaxed. Twenty years of spying on the Imperial lands had given him a confident memory of where everything was and how best to cross it. He would not cheat and change his form. ‘I will give you a half hour start on me. Begin whenever you are ready.’


			The sun was lulling, the shade steady. He slept.


			TRALANE


			Tralane Huntingore put her range-vision goggles down and thought about what she’d just witnessed, her mouth hanging partly open. That Karoo must have been there quite a while for those half mercenary and half city lads to look at him as one of their own. Soldiering and male bonding in general were strong however, stronger perhaps than the Empire liked to give credit for. It seemed to temporarily overrule the species issue entirely.


			She remembered the Karoo’s mouth moving and felt a soft, liquid glow in her lower belly. She ignored it. He was half naked, powerfully built and spoke to every primal bit of reproductive flesh she had left, and she had quite a lot left, so that was allowable noise, not of interest. He spoke Imperial. That was of interest. The goggles had been able to pick up and interpret his words perfectly well, although they dubbed him with the standard issue male voice synthesis and she was sure he didn’t sound like a twenty-five-year-old city lothario with a high class accent. She would have given a lot to hear what he did sound like.


			She put the goggles up and looked again, the window seat that she was perched in chilly even though the sun was hot. Through the thin silk of her blouse she felt her body tauten, nipples hardening.


			He had claws instead of fingernails, she could see them on his hands as he rested them on his legs. Their dark lozenges were retracted to a fingernail length, the tips deliberately square blunted, but the hands themselves were quite narrow and fine. For all this artistic nicety however they also looked strong, calloused and capable as if they had started out as a delicate watchmaker’s instruments and been adapted by hammering and hard labour into tools for many other purposes, most of them violent.


			She wished that Carlyn was here with her. Carlyn Loitrasta was her best friend and Professor of Natural Science, which meant that most of the time she was holed up in the University or else travelling around grubbing up dirt and loitering about incognito in tiny hides peering at wildlife. The Karoo certainly counted as wildlife. Carlyn would have loved this. And she would have known what to say about it from a scientific viewpoint, whereas Tralane was ignorant of what she was looking at except to note that all the muscle under the fur and the way that he moved probably meant he was a very fine specimen.


			The goggles hummed, taking readings and measurements for her, directed by the minute shifts of her focal point as she peered through them. They were a wonderful find, from a year ago when she’d had a brief two-day dedication to cleaning out one of the attics. Discovering them had put a joyful end to the tiresome notion of ordering two hundred years of family clutter and begun twelve months of painstaking effort researching and fixing the goggles instead. Their technology was partly revealed in manuals and blueprints she had in her library but most of the effort had been trial and error. Even now they were only partly functional to judge by the inactivity of many of the icons in her display, but the farseeing aspect of them worked just fine. Later she’d invite Carlyn to dinner and tell her the good news but for now it was all hers. The delight of the reward made her toes curl with glee.


			‘What are you looking at?’


			The sound and proximity of her daughter’s knowing, languid voice made her start guiltily. Isabeau was standing there, hands composed before her, the very picture of bookish innocence. The contrast between appearance and vocal delivery was Isabeau’s deadly weapon and Tralane was disappointed to find herself as disarmed by it as anyone.


			‘The lower city levels,’ Tralane replied, not dishonestly but with the dissembling of long practice. She let the goggles fall into her lap as if it was no matter and patted them. ‘I still can’t activate half their uses. Don’t even know what some are.’


			‘Can I see?’ Isabeau sounded as if this might be the most boring thing in the world but also something that must be tried out and confirmed by imperial edict.


			Tralane quietly thumbed the key for defocusing. ‘Of course. Help yourself.’


			She held the goggles out now and watched as Isabeau eagerly picked them up. Isabeau was the image of her father, a lanky girl with mousy straight hair that went blond in the sun and skin that easily darkened though relentless indoor pursuits had left it pale. Freckles and a pair of spectacles covered her nose, giving her a tawny owl look. Or so Tralane liked to see her. In truth she was aware that Isabeau, despite being only seventeen, deliberately cultivated the appearance of a middle-aged librarian who probably gardened lettuces as an exciting hobby. Isabeau’s extremely academic school was very keen on both achievement in the exams and formal rectitude in the face of their quasi-religious authority and Isabeau demurely ticked every box. The better to pass unseen, Tralane thought.


			Tralane sometimes wondered whether any of her had made it into Isabeau at all, or if she was going to replicate her father, Desmatras, in every degree. At least she had not turned religious, or if she had, Tralane didn’t know about it. For Isabeau it was, like most everything, just one more interesting human foible for study.


			This was as expected. At thirteen, girls merged into peer group webs of their own within which they socialised and went about most of their daily existence, so Tralane’s influence on her was now even slighter than it had been during her childhood. Isabeau’s web was centred on another maternal house in the Diaspa, the Sorority of the Star, and it was rare to see her at home these days.


			Now that she had a moment to observe her daughter it seemed to Tralane that she ought perhaps to investigate a little more about this web. Only preoccupation and an ugly suspicion that the Diaspan household were Reformists had prevented her. Well, that and a streak of laziness. She trusted Isabeau to have good sense and she didn’t want to have to get up to struggle with idealists. Although probably…


			And then she watched as Isabeau’s mouth fell open at the incredible power of the goggles – so much more than expected – and she wondered if she had been entirely wise to think Isabeau so grown up.


			Isabeau tapped the controls on the rims with the tips of her fingers. Her tone was devoid of calculation, rapt. ‘I had no idea anyone could see so far. How does it work?’ She held the goggles away from her to examine them but there was little to see.


			‘You need the bridge to work with it,’ Tralane said, indicating the junction on the side of the right eyepiece where a bridge’s jacks ought to go.


			‘Oh that thing. Does that even work?’ Isabeau dismissed any mechanical interest readily now she had found something to look at. Tralane betted she knew what it was.


			‘I’m getting better at it obviously, otherwise this would still be junk. But half of it seems to be dead, like so much else. I just happened to get lucky the other day and triggered the focusing mechanism.’


			For some reason, Tralane didn’t mention the lipreading function. She wasn’t happy with her own understanding of it yet and she was surprised to discover that she was afraid of humiliating herself in front of Isabeau. Their entire life as Huntingores had been punctuated by discoveries of one device or another in the jumble of crap known as ‘the Archives’, followed by a long list of questions from both children to which Tralane almost inevitably had to answer, ‘I don’t know.’ That in turn was followed by a traditional roll of the eyes and then their departure from the conversation and usually the scene. Now she didn’t want to say that again. She wanted Isabeau to coo over the marvellous, mother-fixed-it goggles.


			‘What in the hells of the ells is that?’ Isabeau fiddled the focus dial.


			‘What?’ Tralane waited, smug with knowledge and only vaguely surprised by the swearing, fudged as it was into something almost unobjectionable for public consumption.


			‘I don’t believe it. Castira Amegzu is walking out with Daraon. That bitch.’ This last was spoken with a kind of cold pleasure rather than rancour.


			‘Don’t you mean “that dreadful girl”?’ Tralane teased, rather pleased that Isabeau was finally giving in to some genuine womanly feeling rather than kowtowing to the stricture of her schooling.


			‘I mean “that bitch”.’


			Halfway into a frown at the fact that Isabeau was watching the social whirl of youth on the streets instead of anything worth seeing, Tralane paused. Daraon was a young man who was a part of her household thanks to his tinkery leanings and the willingness of his parents to supply funds for his upkeep and tutelage under Tralane, and he was also apparently devoted to Minnabar. What Isabeau reported did not bode well. Minnabar had no patience for part-timers. Tralane changed her snort of derision to, ‘Why aren’t we saying “that bastard”? And maybe they just met up.’


			‘Yes, his face looks exactly like that, the bastard.’ Isabeau’s sarcastic drawl was so cool it almost froze the air around her. She sniggered, a suddenly much more childish expression, and Tralane sighed. The sisters were ferocious rivals. Isabeau now had some rare and valuable ammunition. On top of everything else, now she could look forward to domestic upheaval. She made a mental note to rake Daraon over the coals.


			‘Right, that’s enough of that. Give those here, I need to work on them.’


			Isabeau reluctantly handed them over. ‘Can I borrow them later?’ She looked back over the view.


			Tralane followed her gaze and saw, as usual, the misty blur of the lower city far beneath them, barely even able to make out people, let alone their expressions.


			‘If you’re good,’ Tralane said. ‘What are you doing today anyway?’


			‘I’m going to the Library,’ Isabeau said with exactly the right amount of bored ennui to make Tralane suspect she wasn’t. But the Library would certainly be in the list of destinations even if studying was not the point of going and it was futile to prod and poke; she knew how far that tactic had got her own mother.


			‘Do I expect you for dinner?’


			Isabeau shrugged. ‘Yes all right.’ Her pale face was already faraway, focused on other plans. She left, turning towards her own room.


			Tralane took another look down. The soldiers had gone. In the shade of the colonnade the strange man slept, in repose looking more human and less like a beast. The mane she had supposed was made of fur turned out to be silky hair that had been waxed or clayed into near motionless submission. Astonished by the details she zoomed even further in. What she had taken to be paint or tattoos was the real colour of his skin. Lilac and burnt orange. Only on flowers had she ever seen such intense hues in nature, or on the wings of birds.


			There was a blur. He had got up, she realised, as she was focused close-in. She quickly reoriented just in time to see him turn the corner of the yard and vanish into the dark streets beyond. She picked him up again at the gate, clad in an oversized shirt that covered him enough to make him pass for a big man, and a farmer’s field hat that hid his ears. He loped with an impossibly long, relaxed stride, and took off across the scrubby ground towards the farms. A few calculations and she figured he was going about twenty kay an hour. Faster than any Imperial citizen could run, for sure.


			Those long, powerful legs, the foot lifting into an interestingly long lever, striding on the toes, the whole bouncy, taut power of the limb springing almost effortlessly as each step launched him forward and then recoiled… She must look up the kinesiology of that… But then other and more pressing questions pushed this aside.


			What was he doing here? Why was he there, unannounced but nearly visible? If she had seen him then others would too. The army must know or they’d have shot him. They seemed to have employed him instead. So he was clearly here at the general’s and the Empress’s command. But why was such a valuable and interesting, not to say paradigm-shattering specimen, not with the Magisterium, as an honoured guest, a miraculous visitor, instead of being used like a common soldier? She didn’t understand it. What was going on? Some play of the military against the Magisterium? It made no sense.


			She determined to get to the bottom of it as soon as possible and that meant only one thing. It was time to pay a visit to Shrazade. Tralane folded up the goggles and looked at them with sadness. Shrazade would talk for a suitable payment. Tralane didn’t need to search house or bank to know that the only item worth the information was already in her hands. But she badly didn’t want to lose the goggles. They were one of the few things, the few keys, to the whole lost artefacture of her line. If she gave them away who knew if she would ever get another? There must be something else.


			As soon as she thought this to herself she saw it. A crystal, one of the perfectly cut lozenges from the array, filled with the cacophony of the storms. She had kept one, claiming it broke.


			She’d kept it for research because damned if she’d be a part of something she didn’t understand, especially under duress, especially in the war. It lay in an upper attic inside one of the abandoned research benches, the relic of yet one more fruitless project she couldn’t give up and couldn’t progress. Regardless of whether or not Shrazade had the knowledge to understand what it was the fact that it was a military-grade weapon component would be more than enough to make it attractive to her magpie intelligence. And Tralane betted that for every thing in existence Shrazade would always know a woman-who-knew. It was because of Shrazade’s unique connections, her personal and interpersonal web, that Tralane knew her.


			It was always a dodgy business though, netting up with unknowns, even via a trusted proxy. Shrazade’s reputation was that of the absolutely confidential proxy. Her wealth and power rested on that. Tralane would have to trust her


			Without a second’s hesitation she collected the crystal and her satchel and exited the house at a run, shoving her worn leather hat down over her hair as she closed the door after her.


			ISABEAU


			Isabeau watched her mother leave and wondered where she was off to that could be so important. From her bedroom windows the upper city was easy to see but the lower city was shrouded and she finally felt the surprise stab of envy at the viewing goggles she hadn’t felt before as she looked down now and saw nothing but the cloudy blur. One up to Tralane, she’d finally made something work that was actually useful. Isabeau considered this as she bathed and set her hair in elaborate braids.


			She dressed in her scholar’s robes that marked her out as a first-class student of a restrictive, monastic college; fine, pale grey fitted even around her face, and dark slate blue on the top in a heavy but graceful habit. A starched wimple and hood completed the outfit, rendering her absolutely covered. A thin lawn veil draped across her nose, weighted to hang straight so that she could breathe but her nose and mouth were concealed. Only her large grey eyes were visible and the hood shadow hid them from most angles.


			Since she was fourteen Isabeau had taken to wearing the full adornment with great satisfaction in its anonymity and absolute, immaculate charter. She was treated with respect and deference, even by older women, and permitted to pass unnoticed socially, which was the real benefit. Nobody paid attention to scholars’ wanderings or pursuits. Eccentricity or devotion to knowledge were presumed as standard and thousands of girls preceding Isabeau had guaranteed her status by their unswerving adherence to their vows. You could say anything to a scholar without fear of it getting around. You could safely ignore them. You would be beaten senseless by the College Guard if you tried to interfere with them and could be executed for impeding them by the Empress’ standing edict.


			At school, in her adoptive home and on official business Isabeau also maintained her Sorority’s particular devotion to serenity and purity of all kinds but she had a few hours free of all that, as always on a Setday at this time, and after gathering her scroll satchel and her writing kit she headed out on foot, as she had promised, for the Library.


			On the broad street between the family mansions rising up in terraced strata to the heights of the palace at the peak there was the usual daily traffic of servants, tradesmen and freewomen flowing steadily upspiral and downspiral in the late afternoon warmth. A narrow passage opened up for Isabeau, thanks to her robes, allowing her an easy way downspiral to the large open squares where the mansions gave way to institutes, clubs, galleries and meeting houses.


			Isabeau left the main spiral and crossed the Sun Plaza, enjoying the light between the stalls selling drinks and cakes, the tables of gamesplayers and the quiet buzz of conversations under the awnings where the more openly social Sororities gathered in fine weather. She hurried across into the dark shadow cast by the huge, temple-like structure of the Library itself but turned at the last moment into the colonnades along its flanks, walking quickly in near darkness and shade that was so deep it was almost cold.


			A lone drunken soldier, resting after a night out in the unfamiliar heights of the upper city, was the only witness to her passing down from the Library’s rear gates, across the Sainted Yards and into the alleys that serviced the twin streets of Rose and Gathering. Cleaners, cooks and wait staff rested under white shades, warming themselves at small braziers as they ate, chewed cola and smoked or talked between shifts. Isabeau passed along to the frontages and entered the end shop – a fabric emporium. Inside she made no pretence of browsing but walked straight through, between vast arcades of towering, vivid bolts of all colours, shot with gold, silver and copper. She paid a silent tip to the owner and passed through the curtain at the back, along the narrow passage and into the storage room – a path she would never have come across were it not for a happy bookish accident in which the route and the manner were written down in the code of a Sorority she wasn’t supposed to know about but had discovered shortly after donning the habits and inspecting the darker recesses of the Library proper.


			The storage room had several doors leading to the alley and one behind five never-to-be-sold bolts of unfashionable flowered calico: quite invisible to any who did not know it was there.


			Isabeu slid carefully, silently, demurely under the flowery, pink and white angle of the calico bolts and undid the door latch with the prescribed code. She stepped through into darkness and closed it behind her. In the confines of the tiny room her breath and movements became loud, massive. The pitch dark and closeness was absolute – nobody knew who or where she was at this moment. She lingered, absorbing the feeling along with the cedar smell of the wood. This was hers, all hers. She was hers, all hers.


			Then she undid the exit door and walked through into a slender and dim corridor, unused save for those who came and went as she did. The wood here that lined everything was smooth, dry and delicious with varnish. Thick carpet rendered her slippers absolutely noiseless. A dim, single light gleamed from a crimson nook at the end, revealing that the way was clear beyond it. Just before the sliding door that would lead out a recess provided a bench, a chair and a wardrobe, all empty. There was a small table with a central well containing dry biscuits and fortified wine. Towels were racked on the wall in neat rows. A basket stood at the side, empty and waiting for laundry. A few damp footprints on the cotton floor rug were the only evidence that anyone had been here lately. Isabeau measured her own bare foot against them as she removed her shoes and stockings – someone taller and larger than she. It pleased her to see the prints. She sent a blessing of fortune in prayer to whoever had left them.


			With the same precision she had used to dress she shed her outer robe and hung it up. It was cool in the hidden room but as she removed the headdress and placed it on the bench she felt only how delicious it was to have walked and been warm and then to remove the heavy clothing and be cool. She didn’t think overly much about what she was about to do. There was no need to.


			The tightly fitted facemask – silvery grey – she left in place beneath the veil, attached to the braids of her hair. Since she carried nothing worthwhile except her scroll cases and it was inconceivable anyone who came here would interfere with those she placed her underthings neatly on the bench. Just before she left she selected a white ribbon from a hanging rack and tied it about her waist loosely, then keyed the sequence into the brass panel beside the sliding door.


		


	

		

			CHAPTER FOUR


			BORZE


			Fadurant Borze found reclining difficult to master. It was all wrong. Not relaxed enough for lying down and not alert enough for sitting, it left him at a loss as to know whether he ought to be ready to get up or too uncomfortable to go to sleep. However, the steam room had nothing but recliners and so he was forced to perch edgily there, up on one elbow, pretending to be at his ease enough to chat with other men. Fortunately, several other high-ranking officers were there all struggling equally with the trials of being off duty and in the bath house, a civilised and civilian pastime if ever there was one. Without appearing to cluster they leaned around together and discussed the ever-important war, the state of the army and the difficulties of managing mercenaries in the rank and file. After about twenty minutes of this each of them was sufficiently soothed to retreat into their own contemplation, oiling and scraping. Fadurant, as always at this moment, was reminded inescapably of baboons.


			The room saw a steady passage of naked men of every kind making their way on the slow pilgrimage. It began with tea and the washing of feet, then progressed through the tiled scrub room with its steady scent of herbal soap and the low grunts of those being washed by professional hands; salt and sponges, brushes and lots of elbow grease, the splatter of vast mounds of white suds on to the tile in regular gouts, the swish of the sweeper, the spray of water in jets across the floor a rushing cascade, gutters swilling over with the excess of cleanliness, the walls dripping with lengths of flowering vines that shimmered in the mist, their leaves bursting with freshening airs. After this pummelling came the steam rooms, immaculate white tile. Here the men lay about pinkened, glowing, breathing the thick vapours heavy with healthgiving essential oils. Beyond that the lesser steam vaults offered places to pause and linger, talk business, catch up on the news and enjoy the womanless peace. Here they oiled their smoothed hides, had their nails attended to and took the spa waters in long iced sips or slept wrapped like mummies in acres of towelling until attendants woke them and ushered them onwards to the cold plunge, yet more towels and then the upper floors for dining or onward to the labyrinthine interior for sex, or further grooming, plucking, sugaring, haircuts.


			It was a tradition to attend the baths at least once a week and Fadurant kept to this minimum on principle. More would signal a taste for luxury and less would render him socially unapproachable, not to say a poor role model for the men. As the hour for steam slowly passed, he played the usual game of pretending that this time he would simply have a haircut and go, knowing all the while that he was instead going to walk the circle.


			Meanwhile, he noted the comings and goings in an idle way until he saw a tall, dark-skinned figure step out of the soap room and almost instantly fix upon him with a knowing, amused glance.


			Zharazin Mazhd wore the red wristband of the bath house’s highest cadre of clientele and his hair in a bound queue of black cloth to protect it as it soaked in some fancy liquor. Fadurant, with the receding hairline and close-cropped grizzle he preferred, thought it looked like way too much effort but then Mazhd worked all of his erotic capital and Fadurant needed none. Judging by the colour of him and the run of water he had just been waxed from the neck down, but his face went unshaven. The stubble on his jaw was finely trimmed, its semblance of carelessness only improving the overall look. Mazhd had eyes that appeared as blue-black as his hair unless seen in direct light for the dark chocolate they really were. Calculating eyes made for scanning vast horizons in brilliant sunlight but just as good at scanning ballrooms and midnight alleys. He was a civilian but to Fadurant nonetheless both ally and liability as part of the Infomancy – their loyalties lay with the Empire, rather than Glimshard in particular, and right now that was a conflicted loyalty, Fadurant guessed. For Fadurant it was city first, everything else second. Whoever Mazhd rubbed along with he would first rub along with the Empress Torada and her interests or Borze would have his head.


			They greeted each other with the careless familiarity of deadly enemies and Mazhd took the recliner opposite Fadurant which had just been vacated. Mazhd was fitter and leaner looking than any of Fadurant’s men, his out-Empire Plains ancestry obvious in his girlishly small waist and surprisingly broad shoulders. His muscles were defined, cut and wrapped around his bones like taut ropes – they made Fadurant weary and impatient; he would never look like that again, even if he did have the daily hours to spare on flinging himself through the necessary training. As if all that were not enough, few in the city were as well-favoured of face as Mazhd either, thanks to some happy accident of crossbreeding plains business. All that high cheek, prominent forehead, square-jawed bone and then that sculpted mouth that would make a woman look hard but made a man look powerful. A charming camouflage for a mind he knew to be quite peculiar.


			Fadurant didn’t care about these things – had learned not to as it would never pay – but he knew how much it was all worth in the world, and in the palace, and he was used to accounting for everything and knowing who stood where. He and Mazhd took in each other’s relative values, decided upon their equal merits and nodded graciously to each other.


			‘Strange times,’ Mazhd offered, swinging his long legs up on to the bench and leaning back. He was shorter than Fadurant and his feet didn’t hang off the edge, the bastard.


			Fadurant grunted assent, knowing he wasn’t going to get a free tip but detecting the suggestion that there may be things worth knowing which his official channels did not provide. What else was Mazhd for?


			He glanced around the room, more a signal than a real check – he knew there were no reformists around at this hour of the day. Their knees were on their prayerstools at home or in the temple as twilight descended. This was why he chose to bathe now.


			‘You must have some knowledge of the north,’ Fadurant said, knowing many ears were turned their way. ‘Is it worth my engaging your archivists?’


			‘On any subject, of course,’ Mazhd said easily, leaning back on the rest and closing his eyes. Steam collected in a sheen of perfect droplets all over him as it ran in hairy, irregular rivulets over Fadurant’s unkempt limbs.


			Fadurant brushed a trickle from his nose and sniffed. ‘Send me a boy with the details. My office will arrange payments at the usual rates.’


			Mazhd turned his head, dark eyes, dark lashes – that combination the ticket to so many secrets, so many beds. Fadurant felt that he was looking at an exotic creature at the zoo but this time not a baboon; he wasn’t sure what Mazhd reminded him of. If it weren’t for the fact that Mazhd was well known as a swordsman and a barehand fighter the gulf between them would have been impassable. The bath house was full of ladies’ men that Borze couldn’t and didn’t want to understand. They were like overgrown boys with soft figures, studied manners and lots of talk. Women liked them for some reason and that was that.


			‘Someone is making forbidden things. Someone is hiding in the city.’


			The words were so unexpected Borze took a moment to process them. Mazhd had spoken so softly he might as well have been whispering in Borze’s ear. At the same instant the floor boy came through and flung a bucket of cleaner beneath the benches with a watery rush that drowned most of the line out. Perfect timing.


			‘Here?’


			Mazhd made an almost undetectable shaking motion of his head. No. He mouthed a word then in silence, drowned again by the cleaner’s second sluicing. ‘Protection.’


			Fadurant put his head back on the recliner and stared into the swirling steam. If Mazhd would not speak without guarantees of safety then it was something he had to know, but he had no power to save Mazhd from anybody capable of threatening him. Sufficient money usually did the trick, but Mazhd did not play cat and mouse so he was not holding out for a better deal by asking for the impossible. Mazhd’s information must include people in high places. Probably higher than Borze. But also within reach, or else the suggestion would have been pointless. He thought of the mercenaries so swiftly employed, without references beyond basic tests.


			They did not speak again. Borze would have to plan on how he could repay this service. He could not end up on the wrong end of a kindness from the Infomancy.


			With any last shred of hope for rest extinguished Fadurant got off the cursed recliner, gathered his towel up and left. He turned into the circle’s dim corridor without a hesitation or a second thought.


			The tiles and the angles of the turn combined with the rush of the fountains to effectively drown out individual voices or words. Sound washed the air in a continual stream that was not loud but still deafening. Mazhd would have had to embrace Fadurant and speak directly to his ear in here. Fadurant, imagining it as he walked, found the idea repellent at a visceral level – he had never felt any doubt or ambiguity about his own preferences. He always turned left off the circle, towards the only place in the house there would be women, never right into rooms where men sported with one another.


			Today an impulse he did not want to examine too closely made him choose the room where the women kept their anonymity and offered themselves cordially to anyone. There was something egalitarian and kind in the gesture that touched him much more than being chosen from a crowd would have done. An honest appeal for sex from both sides and nothing to lose or gain but some moments of pleasure.


			There were no recliners here, but many padded benches upon which the men sat and waited or engaged with their partner in full view of the others. It was courtesy not to pay attention to anyone’s identity here, for any reason, though all were free to look as they pleased. Many simply watched and took care of themselves as there were not usually enough women to go around. Women, Fadurant and every other man in Empire knew well, were spoiled for choice when it came to sex so that the bath house was only one of many possible sources of indulgence, whereas men had to know their place and compete successfully. This room, he supposed, had the gratification of virtue added to it in that the women were apparently offering a selfless service, although the anonymity meant there would never be public recognition of such a thing. In the spirit of the place, he knew most men attempted to repay the generous favours with competence, even reverence. What kind of man would do otherwise?


			The girl at the fountain, turning as she bathed herself in warm water falling from above her, was a surprise even to him, and he’d seen every kind of woman in here. Not least because he’d seen her the week before. Then she had been quickly seized upon, but at this moment as he walked into the room she had just stepped into the flow through the central arch that led to the women’s exit. Her grey mask and golden braids stood out against her pale skin as rich colours. The white ribbon on her waist marking her was barely visible. Against the blue of the tile and the mosaic she was milk white, only her nipples standing out in dark coral on the new fullness of her unfinished breasts.


			Purely by chance his pace and motion brought him to her first, before she had even turned once. He took her by her upper arm in a gesture so firm it surprised him. They both paused. The grip and the speed of it were unseemly. He was prepared to let her go if she gave him the signal, although a surge of ferocious possessiveness was already on him and a readiness to fight. In his hand she was smaller than he had thought and her flesh was soft, almost without muscle, it yielded around her bones so easily. For a moment he was worried that he had hurt her. He felt the eyes of the room on him, the rise in tension as she lifted her face to meet his eyes through the mask. One gesture from her would cast him in a shame that might bar him from here for ever. He felt desperate, foolish…
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