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Dog-Bitch Bess is what they came to call her. You might say that’s a strange name to lay on someone, and I would not be inclined to disagree. A mite over-precise, at the very least. All dog-selves are either bulls or bitches so that ought to be a given. It’s as if you were to say that a plank was made out of tree-wood, or that someone coming in out of a rainstorm was water-wet.


People explain that strangeness each in their own way. Some say they only called Bess dog-bitch because there was an otter bitch that lived in the same town as her, in the same house even, and that the two of them were pledged to each other as betrothed.


Others would have it that when folks gave her that name they wanted both “dog” and “bitch” to have their weight of contempt and spitefulness. Certainly Bess herself always assumed this was the case, and she didn’t mind it at all. She was only too happy to have those same folks hate her and curse her. She would have been mightily disappointed if they ever called her anything civil.


Dog-Bitch Bess then, both in the war and after, though what she had been before was a different thing altogether. She was mostly Labrador, her fur the near-transparent yellow of white gold, except for her face where it was paler and more than a little uneven. She had been badly burned once and the fur had not grown back exactly as it had been before. Even the contours of her cheeks and chin were subtly or maybe not-so-subtly off the true. She was not overly tall but there was something about her, a quiet or a coldness or an intensity, that left an impression. Sometimes she was wont to wear a battered old greatcoat that she had acquired from a Parity cavalry officer, with dark patches around the shoulders where she’d torn away his rank and regimentals. The coat created a doubt, which was most likely its purpose. Had she served in the army of the Equalisers or was she, as you might say, wearing the pelt of a dead enemy? Bess sat more or less comfortably inside that doubt, staring back at you and waiting for you to make your call.


It’s funny how many you’ll meet who claim they knew her. That they lived a stone’s throw away from her all unknowing, passed her on a street in some border town a hundred miles from anywhere, sold her a gun or a hat or a chafer, took a kindness or an insult from her or else gave one. There’s a whole slew of folk who will tell you they were in this or that posse that chased her and nearly brought her down, or that they swapped bullets with her and would have killed her for sure if not for this thing or that thing, the dust or the daylight or the Devil’s luck.


Most of this is lies, as you’d expect. Not so much lies, even, as the desperate need some people feel to make their life mean something by pushing it up close to other lives that are bigger or at least louder. There’s no more truth in most of these accounts than there is fresh air in a shithouse. But stories accrete around someone like Bess.


Like this one. An old couple hear a knock on the door in the middle of the night. It’s a stranger with a big iron on her hip and three bullet wounds in her. They dress the wounds as best they can and then they retreat to their own room and lock the door out of pure fright. In the morning the stranger is gone and there’s a purse on the table with a hundred silver dollars in it.


Or this. A man in a saloon is bad-mouthing the Echelon, calling them motherfucking sons of whores and cold-hearted slave-owning bastards and more of the same. There’s a woman drinking her drink right next to him with a wide-brimmed hat drawn down over her face. She tells him to shut his mouth and he takes it hard. Calls her out. Only the woman says she don’t shoot no drunkards. “You’re a damned coward if you don’t stand up and answer me,” says he. “Well, if you’re dead set on it,” says the lady, “then let’s dance. But I’ll do this with my right hand, me being southerly in all things including my grip. And I’ll give you three shots before I loose a single one.” They go out into the street and the loudmouth is feeling mighty cocky. But he’s too quick and too drunk and his first shot goes wide. “Fuck it,” says he and shoots again. Hits nothing but sunshine. Fuck, fuck, fuck! But he’s got one shot left and he didn’t hear any rule about how close he could get. So he walks up to the woman and he puts his Lumiss against the side of her head. And she stares him right in the face as he pulls the trigger. Just a click. He’s out of bullets. “What was that you said about the Echelon, then?” the woman asks him. “That they’re motherfuckers,” says the man, knowing he’s good and dead. “Motherfuckers and slave-drivers and sons of whores.” “Well, I respect a man who sticks to his principles,” says the woman, “but I incline to disagree.” Whereby she shoots him in the right knee, cripples him, but leaves him alive.


Or again. There’s a tower at the end of the world where God lives, and one way or another Dog-Bitch Bess found her way in there and she’s standing right in front of God with her hand on her gun and murder in her heart. “Okay,” she says, “I guess you know I lost every damn thing I loved to get this far, but here I fucking am at last and I mean to shoot you down.” And God says, “No, Bess, you didn’t lose everything. Not yet. You got one friend left that you love, and the bullet you shoot me with has got to be wet with his heart’s blood or it won’t do me no harm. And although I’m meant to know all things, for the life of me I don’t know if you’re strong enough in your wilfulness and your hate to do what’s needful to be done.” “Well then,” says Bess, and she takes out a dime piece and balances it on her bent-back thumb, “I guess we’re both of us in for a surprise.”


Lies and tall tales, all of it. Almost. Almost all. There’s a whisper of truth in that last one, but the tower wasn’t at the end of the world. It wasn’t even anywhere special, just out in the open desert near to the western ocean. And Bess wasn’t the one that got to talk to it. And you don’t kill God with a bullet, although in one very narrow sense you can kill Him with a gun. Anyway, and despite all that, Bess was there in that place and she did have to make that terrible choice. For the rest, you’re better off listening to every tenth word you hear about the Dog-Bitch, throwing half of what you heard away and believing half of what’s left.


There are some things that are known, though. To start with, Bess wasn’t Echelon in her origins but pure Parity. She hailed from away up north in a city named Paxen – a safe and civilised and law-abiding place where the pavements were free of ordure and the citizen-selves were sleek of fur. You wouldn’t have guessed from such a silver-spooned beginning that Bess would end up writing her name in the history books using other folks’ blood.


There were many who got their hands bloodied in the civil war, of course. Bess wasn’t special in that regard. Still and all, she was one of those who didn’t put her gun down when the politicians shook hands but fought a second war that was all her own. And then she was among the much smaller number who found out the truth of how the civil war had come to pass. How it had never really belonged either to Parity or to Echelon but was only a poison that had been fed to both sides and that they couldn’t purge except through that one awful thing.


There are many who’ll tell you that the pith and point of stories is to instruct us in our failings. That if you don’t learn the lessons of the past you’ll go on making the same mistakes again and again until at last you make the big mistake that you can’t walk away from. What they won’t tell you is that you sucked in those errors with your mother’s milk, took them in along with your first breath, soaked and stewed in them every day of your short, precious life. Which was never your life in the first place but only a kind of straw doll or poppet put in your hands to comfort you after your real life had been torn away.


Bess learned that truth. Came to it the hard way, through pain and loss and the reckless spilling of blood, and carried it with her like a brand on her soul to match the burns that had scarred her face. And once she knew it – knew for sure how badly she’d been used – she had no option but to do something about it. And that was when she went to war for the third time, to murder God and his tall white angels and get the world out from under their shadow.


This is her story. It’s the story of the gun she carried, whose name was Wakeful Slim. It’s the story of the dead man who carried that gun before her and left a piece of himself inside it.


And it’s a story of the Pandominion, though it takes place after the Pandominion fell. After the rabbit and the robot and the Registry came and killed that endless empire by driving a stake through its heart.


What can I say? Some things don’t always notice straight away that they’re dead. And they take a good long time to hit the ground.












PART ONE


A PLACE THAT’S MAKING ITSELF










The country was growing, and it was growing apart. The name States’ Union suggests a whole that came together out of many different pieces, and so it was; but some of the pieces came easy while others needed a great deal of cutting and splicing and sanding down before they could be made to fit at all. And looking at the results it was hard to tell exactly what kind of thing they made when they were all bolted together.


In the north there was industry. Manufacturies, workshops, steel mills, foundries, warehouses. Industry eats raw materials and shits out profit. The south was where the raw materials came from, and it was where some of the money went back to. But it was an extraordinary thing to see how sticky that flow could get, syphoning up so much and giving so little back. The north was captivated by its own project, an alchemical transformation of sweat and hard effort into gold. The south did the same thing but on different terms, taking the labour of the so-called ignoble races – mouse and rat, squirrel and chipmunk – as a natural resource that could be exploited at no cost. And if those supposed inferiors protested or (good God forbid) tried to walk away from their work, then it was no crime to school them on their place in the scheme of things with the aid of a lash or a hanging tree.


It was a filthy mess, is what it was. An evil framework built on an evil model, silted up with cruelties that could never be acknowledged because if you once admit you’re sick you might be obliged to take your medicine. The north called itself the Parity, affecting to honour the selfhood of all races and to value them all equally (except for the Pugface nations, of course – the Pugfaces stood outside any system of value). The southern assemblies were collectively known as the Echelon, signifying their adherence to the ladder of being in which the lesser bowed to the greater for the good of all.


There was no Dog-Bitch Bess back then. Instead there was Elizabeth Indigo Sandpiper of Paxen City, a name that carried a considerable weight of meaning. Sandpiper was an overt badge of status: all the well-to-do families in the Parity had that fetish for naming themselves after birds and winged insects. The Indigo dropped in the middle there indicated that she was her parents’ ninth child, i being the ninth letter of the alphabet (dog selves tend towards large litters). As for Elizabeth, it was only in northern climes that you’d find the appellation in such a pristine state. Further south it broke apart into Eliza, Liz, Beth, Bessie and all those other part-works.


You might think from all this here foofaraw that the Sandpipers held a lofty place in Paxen’s uppermost crust, but in fact they always had more of the trappings of status than the thing itself. They lived in a twenty-room mansion in a fashionable neighbourhood, mortgaged to the hilt, and paid the wages of their serving staff three or sometimes four weeks in arrears. Miss Elizabeth enjoyed a fair few luxuries as she grew up, including the luxury of a good education, but her father William Alabaster Sandpiper was living like a great many society men and society ladies in the Parity’s eastern strongholds, which is to say out on the uttermost edge of credit.


William came from a big litter himself and had inherited only two things from his own father – the family name and an optimism so fervent it amounted to a religious creed. The name was sufficient collateral for a number of sizeable loans, and the optimism shielded William from any contaminating shred of caution or foresight. He put all the money he only nominally had into the Penny Express, the relay system of intrepid riders and armed wagons that ferried messages and goods between the prosperous east and the ever-expanding west. He assured everyone who was willing to listen that the Express was a gilt-edged investment, solid as any rock. What was the one thing any society could not possibly do without? Why, communication of course! Communication was the keystone. It was a bet you could never lose. And when each year brought William only a modest dividend on his investments, well he just borrowed against the next year and went on smiling.


His wife Caroline wore that same smile slightly more askew. She was from old money, as the saying goes, but like her husband had little to none that was current and actually usable. In her earlier years she had briefly been reduced to working for a living, though this was not a thing the family advertised. She had been what was called a nursing companion, looking after the well-to-do elderly in their own homes. This was no sinecure. Many people, especially the old, were at that time tormented by terrifyingly vivid dreams of blood and carnage. Some woke with delusions that the nation was actually at war, that their houses were burning and their neighbours being dragged out and slaughtered in the streets. Doctors were at a loss to explain the cause of this delirium or why it had struck so many all at once. It was a response, some said, to the growing tension between the northern and southern states. There was a widespread feeling that war was inevitable, and for some fragile minds the constant pressure of that fear was enough to cause psychotic breaks.


Caroline Earnest Crane, who herself was not the most robust or stable of personalities, did not enjoy being regularly immersed in the terrors of others. She was a tolerably good nurse, but she was not at all reluctant to abandon her calling and become Caroline Sandpiper. The marriage was brokered by her parents, who were operating under the assumption that William was a man of actual means and were bitterly disappointed when they learned the truth. For her own part Caroline resolutely refused to be cast down. She had given gainful employment a fair trial and much preferred her present station, in which nothing was expected of her beyond a surface gloss and an absolute passivity. Her fate would be determined by others while she organised charity drives and presided over luncheons.


So she adopted the smile, and conspired with William in imprinting it on their children. In the absence of anything more substantial it was what they had by way of an entry ticket into the bastions of east coast society, and both parents encouraged their offspring to trade on it for all they were worth. To do otherwise would be to doubt the divine providence that was watching over their family, and doubt was a vice that could not be indulged.


Smiling never came easy to Miss Elizabeth though. She watched her siblings scrambling up the scree slopes of elite society and decided those heights were not for her. So she went a different way. She read. She thought. She became so quiet you could have forgotten she was there at all, but it was the kind of quiet you get between the flash of the lightning and the boom of the thunder. It was always going to end at some point, and what happened after that was always going to be loud.


Then the steam trains came along, turning everything downside up, and the Penny Express sank like a stone in a well. The Sandpipers were staring ruin in the face: all their chickens were on their way home at once with IOUs and mortgage deeds clutched in their beaks.


The effect on William Sandpiper was nothing short of cataclysmic. It seemed to him that the universe had lured him on like a harlot and then betrayed him with a harlot’s callousness. Caroline felt equally short-changed, but she had never had many illusions about the universe’s good intentions and she retreated into existential despair with a minimum of fuss. Most of Miss Elizabeth’s siblings, when William broke the news, seemed aggrieved not that ruin had arrived but that their father had decided to tell them about it. It wasn’t any of their damn place to worry about where the next meal or the next chauffeured carriage was coming from. Those things just arrived, like rain from heaven when the ground was parched.


If Miss Elizabeth responded to the calamity more pragmatically than the rest of the family it was because she’d never thought of the life they were living as anything more than a soap bubble, and she knew that soap bubbles weren’t built for the long haul. It wasn’t that she failed to realise the seriousness of the situation. On the contrary, she could see all too clearly the direction the family was travelling in.


Her mother was melting down into one big puddle of grief and her father, despite the presence of this puddle, had taken fire and become a furnace stoked with rage and recrimination. These elemental transformations were alarming, and the situation wasn’t helped at all by the younger Sandpipers continuing to live in a haze of denial and profligate spending that made any stabilisation of the family’s circumstances all but impossible.


William had seldom taken a direct part in his children’s education, but he hadn’t been above delivering the occasional object lesson. Miss Elizabeth was minded now of a time when her father had had the children run races across the garden of their house. The prize for each race was a dime piece – not an inconsiderable sum by any means. The children tore back and forth across the lawn, but the oldest took all the coin that was going while the younger ones trudged increasingly breathless in their wake. After the first few races Miss Elizabeth – ninth in the pecking order, after all – realised the futility of expending any effort on this nonsense. She was obliged to participate but gave nothing to the cause, strolling at a leisurely pace behind her siblings and rolling in last every time.


Then, after more than an hour of non-stop sprinting, William announced a final grand tourney: a hundred laps of the garden with a purse of ten dollars for the winner. Miss Elizabeth decided this was a prize worth fighting for and gave it her all. At first she was bringing up the rear as she had in all the previous races, but her older brothers and sisters, tired out from their earlier efforts, fell back one by one. By the time Miss Elizabeth had made seventy or so circuits she had such a clear lead that she was able to complete the course at a comfortable jog. “There now,” William said, all smiles, as he handed the huge banknote to his tiny daughter. “You see how it is, kids. You need to decide up front if you’re going to run the fastest or the furthest. Can’t do both, do you follow me? Nobody ever did both.”


Now, amid the wailing and the gnashing of teeth, Miss Elizabeth saw a notice tacked up on the wall of a telegram office that said Ottomankie in distant Orselian needed a schoolmistress. She decided on this occasion that the best strategy was to run the furthest. So at the tender age of nineteen, more or less fresh out of her own schooling, she packed her bags and headed south. She didn’t bother to tell the rest of the family where she was going or why. There would have been recriminations, or else there would have been indifference. Either one would have been painful and of no real use to her.


Miss Elizabeth took a stagecoach from Paxen to Shoshimish, a train to Blue Peak and a katy-wagon to Ottomankie. This was in some ways a journey backwards through time, the appurtenances of civilisation disappearing one by one as she journeyed south. The seats in the coach had no cushions to them. The train had no water closet and offered no refreshments. The katy-wagon was a few bare boards with wheels attached, drenched in the pungent smell of the colossal arthropod that pulled it.


The speech and appearance of Miss Elizabeth’s fellow travellers moved in lockstep with these changes. Fine linen suits and crinoline dresses were gradually replaced by blue cotton overalls and homespun calico. Urbane conversation gave way to curse words and obscenities, some of them utterly astonishing to Miss Elizabeth’s refined ear. She sat next to bison with unbated horns, bobcats with gun belts at their waists, a striped skunk with a bandolier of gleaming blades.


And she saw her first Pugfaces – not riding, of course, but walking on the road or standing close by it to watch the wagon go by. The men with their gap teeth and fierce grins, the women with their earrings and tattoos, the children so stoical and impassive they seemed older than their parents. All had the same squashed, truncated faces with no real muzzles to speak of, and all were shockingly furless except for a ridiculous tuft on the tops of their heads, yellow or brown or black, or in the case of the women and young girls a long skein or braid hanging down. Some of the men had fur on their bare arms too, but it was thin and sparse so you could see the flesh beneath. It was hard not to be fascinated. It was hard not to be repulsed. Miss Elizabeth could see why some referred to these beings as scrapes or scrapings, meaning the unavailing bits and pieces that God swept from his workbench after he was all done with making the Wise Peoples. That was blasphemy though. The Pugface were a separate creation, with their own gods and their own providence. There was a serious debate in religious circles as to whether or not they had souls, but Miss Elizabeth was not devout and hadn’t felt the need to adopt a stance on that issue.


Back in Paxen the Sandpipers had had their own chapel, and attendance at Lord’s-day prayers was mandatory. The readings were chosen by William as the head of the household and they leaned very heavily on the first three gospels – the ones that contained Holy John’s strictures against earthly authorities and his exhortations to his followers to seek a reward beyond the mundane world. William would lead the service and read aloud, in a hectoring bellow, the seven screeds and the fifteen admonitions.


But sometimes, when the mood came on him, he would dip into the apocrypha. There were treasures to be found there, especially in Exiles, Book II. This was where John’s more extreme and astonishing parables had been collected, carefully sequestered from his approved teachings. Among them was Elizabeth’s favourite, the parable of the Pandominion. In my father’s house, John told his disciples, there are as many rooms as there are motes of dust in the summer air. Every one of those rooms is a world, and the entirely of the assembled worlds, the face of God’s creation in its manifest glory, is called the Pandominion. God sends His angels between the worlds to carry His word and punish those who trespass against it. All will know them by their red robes and by the flaming swords they bear. All who see them will fear them. And so on. Miss Elizabeth looked forward to these eccentric passages, preferring them to the unending dullness of the screeds and admonitions, but even as a child she could see how absurd they were. Only fools and fantasists believed in angels who came down from heaven to smite the wicked. If there were any such, the wicked would have been bred out of the world in a generation.


The memory of these Sunday services, the dreary ones as much as the sensational ones, made homesickness rise up in Miss Elizabeth’s breast suddenly enough that a small sob escaped her. But she was not cast down for very long. In spite of everything there was a beauty around her here on the frontier of civilisation that mitigated any weariness of body or spirit. The landscapes she passed through were majestic in the extreme. From plains that seemed to roll out to the horizon in all directions she ascended into a world of mountains and mesas – a horizontal immensity becoming all of a sudden a vertical one. Rising over everything were the gleaming white dream-towers, relics of a time before recorded history, every one humming its own complex and repetitious tune that carried for mile after mile.


Miss Elizabeth, along with almost everyone else she knew, had been through a phase as a child when she was deeply fascinated by the dream-towers, which were already old beyond the reach of memory when the Wise Peoples first made landfall in this country. She had pestered her father to take the family on picnics to the nearer ones. She had read books in which lurid speculation about the towers’ origins was dressed up as earnest scholarship. She had fantasised about one day being the first person ever to enter one of the towers, though she knew they were impenetrable. Only one tower, the great Telos on the shore of Lake Azul near the western ocean, even had a door, which was 150 feet above the ground and responded even to the slightest touch with a discharge of percussive force greater than an exploding cannonball.


What were the dream-towers? What was the meaning of their endless song? How and why had the great Precursors, the lost race of the dawn age, built them? There were voices in the towers’ humming if you listened hard enough. At times it seemed to Miss Elizabeth that she heard her own name in there, and the names of her parents. The dream-towers looked down on everything and knew everything, but they kept their own counsel.


Watching a herd of lumbering clutch-beetles go by under an orange and purple sunset, their pearlescent bodies swarming over and under each other until they became a single wave of motion, Miss Elizabeth thought that her father’s bankruptcy might after all prove to have been providential. It had forced her out into the world, and the world was strong wine. She was drunk on it.


An event that happened on the road sobered her again. As the wagon passed through a narrow canyon, an imposing figure stepped out onto the track ahead of it and raised a rifle up above his head. He fired a single shot into the air, drawing gasps and cries of alarm from the wagon’s passengers and its driver. The self in question was a bear man, as broad across the shoulders as Miss Elizabeth’s outstretched arms. Miss Elizabeth had heard of bandits felling trees to make a roadblock. This man was practically a roadblock all by himself. But it wasn’t just his bulk and sinew that had occasioned the passengers’ terror. The gunshot hadn’t been a bullet but an immense jagged crown of violet lightning forking up into the sky. The rifle was a relic, a Precursor weapon, and a great deal more powerful than any ordinary firearm.


The driver gave a hitch on the katy’s reins and the wagon slowed and trundled to a halt. There was a great wave of flinching and ducking as the bear man levelled his rifle at them all. “What you carrying?” he growled.


“P-passengers. Mail. Nothing valuable.” The driver had to try three times before he could get the words out. He was gopher stock and skinny with it, and he was torn between wanting to throw his hands up in the air and needing to keep control of the katy. The rifle shot’s report had left the huge insect skittish and fretful, her head ducked down and her great bulbous body swaying to and fro on its seven pairs of legs.


“Toss the mailbags down,” the bear man said.


The driver got to it. There were only a handful of bags and you could tell how light they were by how little dust they stirred up when they hit the ground. The bear man uttered a small grunt of dissatisfaction. It wasn’t likely there was much more than paper in there.


“Your cash money now,” he said. “And anything else you got that’s worth selling on. Watches. Jewellery. Your coat.” The last two words were addressed to a mule-deer self who was almost as tall as the bandit though not nearly so wide. His name, Miss Elizabeth was vaguely aware, was James State. He was a furniture salesman from Yattamaw heading south to make a bulk purchase of cedar wood from a factor in Bell Bank. His coat was jay-waxed cotton, sky blue and very fine.


“Now see here,” the deer man said. “You can take our money, but leave us the clothes on our backs. It’s not like my coat would even fit you.”


The bandit’s eyes went wide with affront and disbelief. “You’re disputing with me?” he snarled. “Fuck it, just … get down here. Get down out of the wagon.”


He gestured with his rifle. State, having no alternative and no weapon, climbed down and stood by the side of the road. The bandit ignored him as he went round the other passengers, collecting the dollars and cents they had had in their pockets and the trinkets they’d removed from their persons. Miss Elizabeth offered up the gold ring from her pinky finger, a Long-Eared John medallion in cheap silver that hung around her neck and about two dollars in change. She had taken the precaution, learned from a travel guide, of stowing most of her money in her shoe.


“You look a mite too fancy for these parts, little chickadee,” the bandit said, offering her a leering grin. “You sure you didn’t miss your way? Where you headed, anyway?”


“Ottomankie,” Miss Elizabeth told him, ashamed of the tremor in her voice.


The bandit gave a huffing laugh. “The hell you say! You really did miss your way then. I’ll see you next week or the week after, when you’re headed back home.”


Miss Elizabeth said nothing. She was conscious of the danger they were all in, and besides that laugh had unnerved her. There was something about it that was broken and out of balance. She wondered if it would be possible to get the rifle out of the man’s hands before he fired it again, but being half his size she saw no way to manage the thing.


The bandit stared at her for a moment or two longer, grinning at his own joke, then turned to the mule-deer man now standing at his side. “The coat,” he said again. State grimaced, but he took off the coat and held it out to the bandit. “Here,” he said. “I don’t know what you think you’re going to—”


The bandit reversed the rifle in his hands and drove the butt of it into the deer man’s face with horrifying force. The blow dropped State where he stood. A spray of dark-red blood arced through the air as he fell. Some of the blood landed on the coat, and this seemed to exasperate the bandit beyond any reasonable measure. “Fuck it!” he swore again. He kicked the fallen man in the ribs a great many times, putting all his weight into it. State grunted in pain the first few times, but thereafter he was silent. “You don’t want to rile me up,” the bandit said to his unconscious victim. “When I’m riled up I forget to stop.”


He took a step back, took aim with the rifle and fired. There was no lightning this time. Instead there was a sheet of flame, not yellow but blindingly white. It enveloped the figure on the ground, which was instantly ablaze. The wave of heat was so intense that it stung Miss Elizabeth’s flesh as it washed over her face. The katy hunkered down against the hot wind, burying its face in the dirt.


The deafening roar of the weapon’s report reverberated up and down the canyon. When the echoes finally subsided there was only the thin chirping of the katy and appalled silence from the selves in the wagon. James State had been burned to ash in the space of a few seconds. The rock behind him had melted and run. The sand and dust of the road had fused into lumpy, bubbling glass. Thin drifts of white cloud hung motionless in the air above the ruin and a charnel stink reached Miss Elizabeth’s nose, causing her to gag.


The driver just hunkered down and looked away, as if he’d seen all this before and didn’t much relish seeing it again, but the other passengers were petrified. Most hid their eyes or clapped their hands to their mouths. One of them leaned over the wagon’s side and vomited copiously.


The bandit bent and took up the coat from where it had fallen. He brushed the dust of the road from it, but there was nothing to be done about that bloodstain. He threw it over his shoulder anyway, nodding his head as if agreeing silently with some proposition that existed only in his own mind. “Watch how you go now,” he growled. He touched the tip of his finger to his hat’s brim in a mocking salute. Then he sauntered away in the same direction they were heading, presenting his broad back to them.


“You’ve got a gun,” Miss Elizabeth said to the driver. “Shoot him.”


“No thank you,” the driver muttered. “What if I was to miss?”


“Give your weapon to me then!”


“I don’t believe I will. You keep your seat, ma’am. These things happen from time to time and there ain’t a thing you can do but bear them.”


Miss Elizabeth stared down at the mound of smoking ash beside the road, through which the blackened remains of a few foreshortened ribs stood up like the poles of a collapsed tent. The wind was picking up, stirring the ash and lifting it into the air, which meant they were all of them breathing in the dead man for as long as they sat there. She pursed her lips and tried to breathe through her nose. “You’re a coward,” she told the driver, her voice cracking a little.


“Yes, ma’am,” the driver agreed. “And I’m looking to be an old one some day.”


He gave a few savage tugs on the reins and finally got the katy up on its feet again. They rolled on to Ottomankie with barely a word spoken between them. They were ashamed, Miss Elizabeth thought, to have witnessed such a thing and done nothing about it. It diminished them in their own and each other’s eyes. She couldn’t mourn the mule-deer man – she had barely managed to remember his name – but to have seen him cut down like that left a sore spot on her soul.


Ottomankie itself, when the wagon finally rolled in there, did not do much to restore Miss Elizabeth’s spirits. The town appeared to be a single street whose buildings were made of clapboard and whose pavements were loose boards laid over mud. Many of the buildings were faced or roofed with the large, pale chafer scales called pearlings, overlaid on each other in an off-set pattern. This helped to ward off the heat but made them look like the giant insects’ cast-off skins.


Well then, Miss Elizabeth said to herself, this is not a place where a body can rely on made things. On the contrary, it’s a place that’s only now making itself, and the people who thrive here will be the ones with the capacity to do the same.


She had intended to go directly to the town hall and announce her application for the post of schoolmistress, but with recent events weighing heavily on her mind she asked directions to the sheriff’s office instead. Not that it was hard to find. Everything Ottomankie had to offer was right there in front of her.


A Pugface woman was sitting outside the sheriff’s office in the full heat of the sun. She looked young, but it was hard to tell. There were no Pugfaces in the east – there was a fashionable theory to the effect that their near-total lack of fur was an adaptation to the west’s often unforgiving sun, allowing them to sweat away excess heat more effectively – so Miss Elizabeth had no experience to draw on. The woman’s legs were shackled with an ugly iron brace that locked around both ankles. She was staring into the middle distance, squinting slightly against the sun’s glare, and she didn’t look up as Miss Elizabeth approached.


“Well met,” Miss Elizabeth said. It was the stereotypical Pugface greeting, at least according to a great many five-cent novels she’d read.


The Pugface woman continued to scan the horizon. Perhaps all Pugfaces were uncouth and uncivil, but to be fair Miss Elizabeth could see how this one might have little inclination to exchange pleasantries.


“Are you thirsty?” she asked. The woman was sitting out in the full heat of the day, after all. Like Miss Elizabeth’s first sally this question didn’t get an answer or even a glance. The woman’s face creased in a very expressive frown, as though the words were offensive to her or had disturbed her train of thought. She blinked her eyes a few times, very slowly. Beads of sweat stood out like pearls on the naked flesh of her forehead.


“I can ask someone inside to bring you water,” Miss Elizabeth offered, making one last effort. “Whatever crime you’ve committed, I’m sure nobody wants you to suffer unnecessarily.”


And for some reason that made the woman smile. Now she did look at Miss Elizabeth; a frank, appraising glance from head to foot and back again. “Oh,” she said equably. “I can bear my suffering. Can you bear yours?” She spoke in good States’ Common with very little trace of an accent – a surprise to Miss Elizabeth, who had always assumed the Pugface to be barely literate.


“I’ve always tried to cultivate the virtue of patience,” she said, which was true up to a point.


“Good choice.” The woman offered up a cold smile, then looked away again.


Miss Elizabeth gave up on it. She opened the door and entered the building.


Ottomankie’s sheriff was one Otis Tollgate, a middle-aged bison man who wore his horns shaved all the way back to the skull in the mistaken belief that this gave him a slimmer profile. Like most of the town’s adult population he had been born somewhere else and become part of the westward expansion as a young man – a young man who saw the romance of making a name for himself in a virgin country. Becoming a small-town sheriff wasn’t something he had foreseen. It had happened to him because he took on the job of Redhill County census officer at a time when Redhill County barely existed. Riding from one clapboard township to the next he became a familiar figure, and most new arrivals got a glimpse of him within their first month or so after setting down. When Ottomankie grew big enough to need a sheriff and to be able (just barely) to afford one, Tollgate threw his name into the ring because the job came with a ten-dollar raise, and he won because he was the only candidate whose face and name everyone recognised. He’d had plenty of time since to realise that he was a very poor fit for the post, being both lazy and a physical coward, and that ten dollars a year was a paltry exchange for the peaceful, quiet life he’d given up.


He tried to make the best of his situation, carrying out the less dangerous chores that came his way punctiliously and with a certain amount of sensitivity. The remainder of his duties he took like medicine, avoiding them when he could and stomaching them when he had to. Over the years a heavy melancholy had gradually come to settle on him and he wasn’t strong enough to shrug it off again.


What Miss Elizabeth saw when she entered the office was a pollarded bison with a spreading gut and a look of world-weariness so deep it seemed to have carved itself into the muscles of his face. He was leaning too far back in a chair that was barely wide enough to hold him, in a room only slightly bigger than the chair, chewing a plug of tobacco whose cloying sweetness hung in the air. He asked Miss Elizabeth what the trouble was.


“There’s a bandit in the mountains north of here,” Miss Elizabeth told him, with what she felt was admirable calm. “A bear man, armed with a Precursor weapon.”


This wasn’t news to the sheriff, though it was one of the trials of his professional life and he didn’t welcome the reminder. He nodded lugubriously. “Yes, ma’am, that there is.”


“He murdered a man who was riding in the same wagon as me. The one that’s just come in. Shot him in cold blood. And robbed us.”


The chair creaked as the sheriff shifted his bulk, bringing the front two legs back into contact with the ground. He opened up a small notebook with a cheap cardboard cover, picked up a pen and dipped it in ink. “Did you get a name?” he asked.


Miss Elizabeth was momentarily confused. “From the bandit?”


“No, ma’am. That one’s a feller name of Alden Calendar. Holy John knows where he got them blamed Precursor guns from, but he was a terror even without them. Killed seven souls, that I know of. Probably as many more that I didn’t hear about yet, what with news tending to travel slow in these parts. No, I meant the dead man’s name. If you happened to have it.”


“State. James State.”


“And his race?”


“Deer. Mule-deer, I think.”


Tollgate scribbled with his pen.


Miss Elizabeth waited, but no further comments were forthcoming. “So what do you intend to do about it?” she asked at last.


“What do I intend?” the sheriff set down the pen and closed the book. He also shifted the wad of tobacco from his left cheek to his right before finally answering. “Not a great deal, to be honest with you. If old Alden was to come into town I guess I’d have to intend. But so long as he stays up in them hills someone else can do the intending. He ain’t any part of my job.”


“But he killed a man,” Miss Elizabeth said again. “A man who was unarmed. Just so he could steal his coat.”


“And that there is a wicked thing, no doubt about it,” the sheriff agreed. “But you see, ma’am, not to bang the same drum too many times, he did it far enough away that it’s none of my business. Professionally speaking, I mean.”


Miss Elizabeth found herself both amazed and disgusted. Surely a sheriff’s explicitly appointed task was to maintain order and to expunge crime. Yet this man was refusing to do anything of the kind.


“What about the Pugface woman outside?” she demanded. “What was her offence?”


“Roi Shakta?” The sheriff looked faintly surprised at this change of tack. “Why, she didn’t do anything. But she’s a Messolin and we don’t allow them inside the town limits. They’re known to be thieves.”


“So you refuse to track down and apprehend a murderer, but you’re happy to arrest an inoffensive woman on no evidence of criminality at all.”


“Oh, Roi Shakta ain’t arrested. She’s just what we call aitch-are-see, which is to say held, recorded and conveyed. Means I take her to the town limits and send her on her way with a warning and a mark on her record. The Pugface Bureau says we got to keep writ-down evidence for any dealings we have with the nations, good or bad.”


“Still, she falls within your remit while this outlaw doesn’t. Is that because she doesn’t have a Precursor rifle in her hands?”


The sheriff threw out his hands in a shrug. He seemed genuinely pained at that harsh summation. “Ma’am, I got to keep order here, and let me tell you that’s a job that’s got me busy from sunup to sundown and usually well beyond. Now you can paint my liver bright yellow if you like, but the township isn’t overly generous when it comes to paying me and my one and only deputy for the work we do here. I mean, it’s a wage and a man’s glad to have it, but it’s more a sufficiency than it is a fortune. Do you see what I mean? Maybe for a fortune I’d step outside my— What did you call it again?”


“Your remit.”


“—my remit, and go chase old Neck-Breaker Alden all across the Jerichos till I brought him down or more likely until he lit me on fire and pissed on the ashes. But I won’t do it on my current stipend. No, ma’am. And I’m sorry if that means I forfeit your good opinion, but your good opinion ain’t gonna pay for my funeral, now is it?”


Miss Elizabeth understood which way the wind was blowing and came away, without telling the sheriff what she thought of his philosophy or his job description. This isn’t your home, she told herself. Not yet. You can be loud later, if you’ve a mind to be, but you’d be best off staying quiet until you figure out what the rules are around here.


She made her way to the interim town hall, a set of three linked rooms above the saloon that had been requisitioned by the mayor and his staff. She told a bored clerk that she was here about the teaching position, handed in a letter of application and was sent through to a waiting room that was already full.


There were gophers, dogs, groundhogs, deer, possums, squirrels, cougars, bison and a whole slew of folk whose provenance was so mixed that Miss Elizabeth couldn’t hazard a guess. Everyone in that room had more or less pressing business with the civic administration, which they talked about in low murmurs or loud complaints. The civic administration didn’t seem in quite so much of a hurry to talk to them though. Through the long hot day they all just sat. Occasionally someone would be called into the inner office, and those who went through must have exited by some other means because they didn’t come back. Miss Elizabeth, slowly dehydrating in the horrible heat, began to wonder about that exit door and where it might lead. This was the very edge of civilisation, after all, and the soil way out here was much more dust than anything else. Perhaps if you had something to say that the civil administration didn’t like they just used you for compost. Still she hung on with fatalistic patience. She hadn’t yet formulated a project for what she would do if this current plan failed her. Until she did, she had nothing better to do than sit and wait.


The morning wore on into afternoon. The sweltering heat intensified, peaked and began to decline. At last, just shy of five o’clock, the clerk called out her name. Miss Elizabeth rose, feeling more than a little light-headed, and went through the inner door into the august presence.


Ottomankie’s mayor, the Honourable Eustace Defiance Wildwater, was a wolf. Down here in the Echelon heartlands that didn’t come as any kind of a surprise. He was grey furred, sleek and – like most wolves – handsome in a way that was just a little louche and dangerous. His secretary was a prairie dog in a paisley-patterned dress. Prim and respectable to a fault, she looked as if she had wandered into the mayor’s office by mistake, found a spare desk going begging and settled down in a corner hoping not to be noticed.


“Miss Elizabeth Indigo Sandpiper,” the secretary said, ticking off an item about three-quarters of the way down a very long list. “Application for the position of schoolmistress.”


“Ah yes,” the mayor said loftily. “I believe I recall.” He flashed Miss Elizabeth a smile that was three parts avuncular to two parts blow-your-house-down. He invited her to sit, keeping his eyes on her the whole time while she adjusted her skirts and lowered herself onto the only piece of furniture available. It was a bar stool, of the kind that can be rotated to raise and lower the seat. The stool had uneven legs and toggled between two equally precarious positions as Miss Elizabeth shifted her weight. Young as she was, she knew a power play when she saw one. Clearly this Wildwater liked to get the upper hand quickly and was not above using the furniture in order to attain it.


“Well now,” the mayor said, tapping Miss Elizabeth’s letter which was lying on the desk in front of him. “I admit I got my hopes up when I read this little screed of yours. You write yourself a damn fine epistle, no doubt about it. But now I get a look at you I’m somewhat fearful you’ve had a wasted journey. We need a woman with a little heft to her, not such a delicate creature as yourself. I don’t mean any disrespect when I say you’d probably be better off among your own kind.”


Miss Elizabeth considered this contemptuous dismissal in silence for a moment or two. She had come a long way, and she had had a very trying day with more than the average number of murders in it. She had expected at the very least a fair hearing, but given her recent experience in the sheriff’s office perhaps that had been a touch naive. A place that’s making itself, she thought again. Full of people that are trying to do the same. This chance wouldn’t come again, and it was a very long way back to Paxen where nothing awaited her but a share in her family’s ruin.


“Pardon me,” she said with brittle politeness. “My own kind? Would you mind elaborating on that just a little, Mr Mayor?”


The mayor spread his arms in an expansive shrug. “Well, anyone can tell, Miss Sandpiper, that you are what might be called a hothouse flower. Forgive me for my frankness. We homespun southerners might admire the lustre of such a bloom, but we’d hesitate to undertake the upkeep of it. Our manners wouldn’t be what you’re used to, I’m afraid.”


Miss Elizabeth was thankful now that she had paid attention to the conversations going on around her in the stagecoach, the train and the katy-wagon. They gave her somewhat in the way of ammunition. “I don’t give a rat’s tail-piece about your threadbare manners, Mister Mayor,” she said evenly. “Flowers and lustre be fucked. That is, if you’ll pardon my frankness. Do you want a schoolhouse or not? Because if not then I’d rather not sit here smelling your secretary’s perfumed farts while the best of the day goes by.”


There now, she thought. That ought to have put a little salt in the stew. Schoolhouse in particular was what’s known on a poker table as a double-raise. There had been nothing in the advertisement Miss Elizabeth had seen to indicate that Ottomankie had aspirations to set up any such permanent establishment, and now that she’d seen the town hall it seemed highly improbable. But you don’t double-raise on a two and a seven. She was offering the mayor a revised estimate of her potential worth.


And the mayor seemed at the very least to be gratifyingly surprised. The secretary blushed as red as a cranberry with heart disease and shot Miss Elizabeth a ferocious glare. She had in fact broken wind, not quite silently, a moment or two earlier. It was purely serendipitous, but Miss Elizabeth had no compunction in weaving it into her performance. She had no allies here, no advocates. She had chosen what felt like a solid strategy to win the attention of the room. The question now was what she could do with it.


“Let’s pull back on the reins just a little, shall we?” the mayor said, his stump-circuit smile disintegrating into an expression that was slightly pained. “I don’t know that a schoolhouse, as in a physical structure, vis-à-vis a building constructed out of actual logs or boards or shingles, is high on our list of priorities at the moment.” He seemed to feel the need to offset that admission because he hurried right along. “In a few years, no doubt, we’ll be in a different situation. Ottomankie is growing at a fine old rate, growing like a weed in fact, and we’ve got a good smattering of families with young ’uns on the ground or on the way or both. A teacher is what we had in mind at this particular juncture, to reassure such people that the municipality has their best interests at heart. Such things make a difference to what you might call the communal spirit.”


“I understand,” Miss Elizabeth said.


“In the meantime it’s my fixed intention to—”


“And I decline.”


The mayor stumbled over his next word, paused, and licked his lips with a tongue that would have been long enough to lick his ears. “Beg pardon, ma’am?”


“Miss. Not ma’am. Miss Elizabeth Indigo Sandpiper. It’s right there on the paper in front of you. And you heard me clear as a bell. I refuse to take the appointment unless you give me your personal guarantee that a schoolhouse will be built within two years from the date of my hiring. It’s one thing to improvise when the proper facilities are not in place. It’s quite another to accept such inadequate workarounds as a permanent state of affairs.”


The mayor only stared. He had forgotten to reel his tongue back in so a few inches of it were still lolling out of one corner of his mouth. Miss Elizabeth’s sudden salvo seemed to have caught him at a disadvantage and he was temporarily unable to return fire. “That assurance given, though,” she went on, jumping headlong into the gap, “I’ll be willing to listen to your terms. But first you’ll probably be desirous of hearing what my qualifications are. As you’ll see from the certificates attached to my letter I’m a graduate of the Systemis Academy in Haut Paxen, where I completed my studies summa cum laude. Those studies included History, Literature, Modern Languages, Physical Science, Chemistry, Theology and Good Housekeeping, with Drama as an extra-curricular addition. Sadly, I did not excel at music, being tone deaf, so I omitted that from my résumé. As a Systemis alumna I am of course in the very highest demand, and my starting salary should reflect that fact.”


“No actual experience,” the secretary observed in an acid undertone.


“What’s that, sweetness?” Miss Elizabeth enquired politely. “It’s hard to hear you over the unholy racket that’s coming from your bloomers.”


“The lack of experience is a concerning factor,” the mayor allowed, while the secretary gave Miss Elizabeth another paint-stripping scowl and clutched her pencil so hard it almost broke.


“On first consideration, yes,” Miss Elizabeth said. “But it actually works in your favour. It’s only at this early point in my career that you could possibly afford me.”


This struck the mayor as a very convincing argument. And he was seriously impressed, besides, by this woman’s demonstrable ability to go from high sentiments to low blows in the space of a sentence. Any schoolmarm who had a hope of surviving in Ottomankie would need to be pretty damn nimble, and though this wisp of a girl didn’t look like much she did talk an excellent fight. She was also the only applicant so far, apart from a local celebrity named Two-Bits Harriet. Harriet’s experience was more extensive than Miss Elizabeth’s, but only when it came to the saloon and the lock-up in the jailhouse.


“I can start you on two dollars a week,” the mayor said.


“Two dollars and fifty cents,” Miss Elizabeth countered. “Rising to three dollars on the completion of my first year.”


“That’s a great deal of money, Miss Sandpiper.”


“That’s a great deal period, Mister Mayor. Take it or leave it.”


“I don’t like ultimatums.”


“I don’t like starving, or living on charity. As one of this township’s public servants I will represent its values and reflect its probity in every aspect of my appearance. I can hardly do that if I’m dressed in rags and living on the scraps from other people’s tables. Oh, and when the schoolhouse is built I will live above it. An apartment – of modest size, of course – will need to be included in the plans. Until then I will require a small stipend towards my rent.”


“That can come out of the two fifty,” the mayor declared forcefully, and since she had carried the larger point Miss Elizabeth acquiesced. Wildwater had the secretary draw up a contract right there and then, and the pain it caused her to do it was a poignant thing to see. Miss Elizabeth signed her name and went off in search of room and board. It was agreed that she would turn up for work on the second Monday following. The municipality would provide a schoolroom, not above the saloon but in back of the church, and as many students as could be rounded up. The students would be charged five cents per week or part thereof, which Miss Elizabeth would be expected to collect.


As she walked back down the stairs and out into the late afternoon sunlight, Miss Elizabeth felt very satisfied with how the encounter had gone. It seemed to exemplify the lesson she had taken to heart on first sight of this place, that she could do very well here so long as she was prepared to throw the refined Paxen version of herself into the furnace and smelt herself into a form that was a little closer to the present purpose.


She thought briefly about writing to her brothers and sisters in order to share this insight with them and suggest that some or all of them join her here. Perhaps they could reconstitute the Sandpiper family out in this wasteland that was as glorious and strange as it was rough-hewn and filthy.


Before she could interrogate that impulse any further she came upon a curious and disturbing sight. Three selves – a short, stocky dog who was mostly terrier, a muskrat and a mix with some bear in him – were coming up the street towards her, dragging a fourth along with them. This fourth self was a sight to see. He was a gopher, and going by the woollen suit and brown leather Oxford shoes he was wearing he was some kind of clerk. But that impression was very much at odds with the way the man was behaving. He was snarling and growling like an animal, teeth bared. His eyes, opened so wide they seemed to be in danger of falling out of his head, darted back and forth without seeming to take anything in. Two of his escorts, the dog and the bear-mix, were holding him in place with long poles that connected to chains around his neck and wrists. The muskrat went in front, ringing a bell to warn any gawkers they met to stay out of their path.


“What’s this?” Miss Elizabeth asked a bobcat woman who was lounging at the saloon door in half-skirts and a blouse with a startling décolleté. “Who is that man?”


“Well, he ain’t anybody,” the woman said. “What he might have been before I couldn’t say, but he’s sure as hell no one now.”


“He’s from Mickletide,” a second similarly dressed woman said. She was smoking a long-stemmed pipe, which she transferred from one corner of her mouth to the other as she spoke. “A gang of mindless come through there three days ago. This here feller must’ve got bit and taken the sickness.”


The mindless plague was a thing Miss Elizabeth had only ever read about in the daily news-sheets up to that point, and she had taken it for one more tall tale from the frontier, like the story of the Devil House that moved around the western prairies looking for people to eat, or the many tales about cursed tools or weapons that talked like selves and offered you wondrous rewards if only you would pick them up. Some pundits had suggested that mindlessness was only a more extreme manifestation of the same terrors that had caused an epidemic of nightmares among the elderly back in Paxen, or else of ordinary amnesia. The starkness of this undeniable reality took Miss Elizabeth by surprise and filled her with sick dismay.


“What will they do to him?” she asked, in a much more subdued tone.


At this point the strange procession had come level with them. The bear man gave them a cordial nod. “We’re gonna hang him, ma’am,” he said with satisfaction, beaming all around.


“Without a trial?”


“Trial would be a waste of time. It’s not like he’d have anything to say for himself. Mindless can’t talk, just like they can’t think. They ain’t people no more. If he was to slip these leashes he’d go for your throat before you could so much as spit. Taking him out of the world is a blessing to the rest of us and a mercy on him.”


The woman with the pipe shook her head. “That’s not true,” she said. “About him going for your throat. The mindless aren’t that dangerous, as a rule. Whatever it is that infects them, it puts them in a panic. They’ll bite you or claw at you if you put yourself in their way, but mostly they just run. Run for miles and miles, until they fall dead from exhaustion. It’s a terrible thing to see.”


“Well, Miss Lucy,” the dog man said, “all I can say is they made an unholy mess out of Mickletide. There’s nothing left of that place but sticks.”


“The hanging’s gonna go ahead right now if you want to come along, ladies,” the bear man said. “We got three of these bastards, pardoning your sensibilities, and we’re doing them all at once. Preacher’s gonna give a sermon first, but he’s promised it won’t be a long one.”


“You hear that?” the dog man said to their prisoner. He gave a tug on the pole he held, jerking the gopher’s wrists around and obliging him to turn. “We’re gonna stretch your neck for you, damned if we don’t.”


“Damned if we don’t!” the muskrat repeated with enthusiasm, grinning all around. The mindless gopher clashed his teeth together. His feet were still moving, scraping and sliding in the mud as the chains prevented him from going forward. Blood ran down his chin from where he had bitten his tongue, but he gave no sign of noticing this or of understanding what was said.


“I got work to do,” the woman with the pipe muttered, and she went back into the saloon, but her companion added herself to the group. Others were doing the same thing. Those that didn’t see fit to join the procession still called out taunts and obscene insults at the raving gopher as he passed by them. Someone threw a stone, which hit him in the chest. The gopher set up a deafening squall of grunts and barks in response, straining against his chains and casting his exophthalmic gaze around in search of his tormentor. The dog and the bear dragged him unceremoniously along, impatient of the delay.


Miss Elizabeth watched them out of sight. What she had seen filled her with unease and queasy disgust, but she found it hard to determine how much of that was for the brutality of the spectacle and how much for the creature at the centre of it – a self who had ceased to be a self and had devolved somehow into an unreasoning beast. Like understock, the creatures that resembled the Wise Peoples so closely but had no higher awareness.


She couldn’t erase from her mind the image of those empty eyes.


Ottomankie became Miss Elizabeth’s home for the next nine years. But she didn’t stay Miss Elizabeth for very long. She was Miss Bessie by the end of the first month. That was what her pupils had elected to call her, and the appellation spread by osmosis through the rest of the community.


The manners and protocols of the southern concession – homespun, in mayor Wildwater’s words – grew on her very quickly. So much of the discourse back east, whether public or private, consisted in saying something a million miles away from what you really intended and letting the listener make the journey to your true meaning in their own good time. It wasn’t that there were no rules here in the south. It was just that the rules allowed you to tell someone they were a two-faced, shit-brained child of a bastard whore if you sincerely believed that to be the case.


And there were certainly a fair few people in town to whom that description applied. The mayor was one, to be sure, and so was his waspish secretary Mrs Emilia Winsome (the paisley-patterned prairie dog Miss Bessie had met on her first day in Ottomankie). The preacher Dominic Fold, with his humourless sermons harping endlessly on the theme of thou shalt fucking not, was such another. Miss Bessie initially misidentified the sheriff as one, but she realised after a little while that Tollgate was not a bad man, only a bad sheriff. Cowardly he was, and idle, but he had the virtues of his vices and meant no harm to anyone. His incongruous passion was the cultivation of fruit trees. He had turned a small plot on the town’s outskirts into an orchard and had persuaded six pear trees to grow there despite the thin and depleted soil. He made periodic gifts of their fruit to the school as a gesture of goodwill, aware that he had got off on the wrong foot with Miss Elizabeth – now Miss Bessie – by not pursuing Alden Calendar for the crime of murder. Under the circumstances she found herself unable to keep a sharp edge on her resentment.


And as against the sons-of-bastards there were many people in Ottomankie for whom Miss Bessie had nothing but respect and whose friendship she cultivated. Clarissa Nugget who played the organ in church, the owner of the livery stable Mr Reed, the Timely brothers who were Ottomankie’s carpenters and builders, these struck her as good and admirable people all striving hard to bring the western wilderness under the aegis of civilisation. She aspired to do the same.


And it had to be said that she took to teaching like a katy to a corn field. She had the book learning of course, that had never been in doubt. But what she mostly had was will, and that was mostly what was needed. Ottomankie’s children – the sons and daughters of hard-scrabble farmers and frontier traders – were harder to herd than scorpillons with their stings still in. There was no vindictiveness in them (in most of them, anyway) but they were loud and boisterous and they strained against any kind of discipline. Miss Bessie roped them to it anyway, sometimes just with a look, other times with words whether hard or gentle, and just occasionally – if it was one of the bigger boys thinking his broad shoulders and big fists ought to count for something – with the heel of her hand. She used whatever worked, and she was surprised to find just how much fulfilment she derived from it.


As part of whatever worked, she first adulterated her refined east coast patterns of speech and then shed them altogether. She found it more convenient and more productive to talk to the children in language they understood. By the end of the first year she couldn’t have talked high society Paxen if she’d tried.


There was a small but useful truth to be gleaned from all this, and Miss Bessie – formerly Elizabeth Indigo Sandpiper, soon to be Dog-Bitch Bess – took it to heart: it doesn’t matter very much what work you do so long as you do it of your own choosing and do it well. She was to apply that lesson later to enterprises very far removed from teaching.


She had taken lodgings in a boarding house run by the widow Emma Charity. She found Mrs Charity’s mostly taciturn company very much to her taste, having little patience for the kind of talk that does nothing besides break a silence. The widow kept a spartan table, but Miss Bessie sometimes enlivened it with pears from the sheriff’s orchard or hens’ eggs offered by a parent in lieu of school fees.


On her off-day, which was Sunday, Miss Bessie went to church in the morning as was expected of her, in a blue chiffon dress that would have excited contempt in Paxen because it was three seasons out of date. In Ottomankie its half sleeves and embroidered hem were startling and had kicked off a trend. Miss Bessie invariably sat at the very back of the congregation so she could make a quick getaway at the end of the service. Returning to her room at the widow Charity’s she carefully laid out the chiffon on her lumpy ticking mattress, folded it between sheets of tissue paper and changed into what in Ottomankie were simply called work cottons. She packed herself a lunch of hardtack, sliced pear and sometimes an end of marrowbone retrieved from a soup and headed off into the hills.


Ottomankie nestled along the lower slopes of the Jericho range, which rose up to the north and west of the town in tier on tier. To the north, the road ran through a number of passes mostly marking the course of the Sweetling, and on into the southernmost reaches of Olbin, a Parity state. It was in one of those passes that Miss Bessie had encountered the bandit known as Alden Calendar, before she had ever set foot in Ottomankie. She still had nightmares about that day, her first experience of arrogantly exercised power and violent death. She felt no desire to return to the place where it had happened. Instead she headed west from the town into an area with no roads, no farms, no houses – no sign that any civilised self had ever set foot there, though of course there were a number of Pugface settlements. The Pugfaces seemed to live in every place that common sense said was uninhabitable.


The local Pugface clans were Ajuparo, Messolin and Lasque. They were tolerated this far east because none of those clans had ever risen up against the Union. There had been a fourth clan, the Geniull, but a dispute with cattle ranchers had reduced their numbers greatly, and these days they were thinner on the ground than snow in July. There were many stalwart citizens in Ottomankie who would happily have given the surviving clans the same treatment, whether because of supposed thefts, assaults on public decency or because most of them – the Ajuparos in particular – adhered to the cult of the twenty-three, which God-fearing Johannites saw as an abomination. Miss Bessie didn’t give a tinker’s cuss about abominations but she tended to give the Pugfaces’ bizarre earth-and-cured-hide dwelling places a wide berth out of an abundance of caution. A woman alone out on the prairie couldn’t be too careful. In any case it was the hills that drew her and the Pugfaces mostly lived on the open plains.


Here and there, as her way led ever upwards, were soaring mesas on whose flat tops, Miss Bessie imagined, some blacksmith god might have beaten out the plains and prairies of the world. Here and there also were dream-towers built by the Precursors long before. They were of varying heights, the tallest of them rising many hundreds of feet above the nearer peaks. There was one in particular, one of the very tallest, that was Miss Bessie’s goal on many of these Sunday hiking trips. It took a reliable two-and-a-half hours to reach and the pinnacle on which it stood offered breathtaking views of the valleys on either side. The tower was built from some substance with a high gloss to it like white ceramic, as all dream-towers were. Miss Bessie was chary of touching it but she would eat her lunch in its shadow, so far above Ottomankie that when she looked down she could blot out the town below by holding up the top joint of her thumb at arm’s length.


From this close up the hum of the tower was much louder, and the illusion of words – whether spoken or sung – underneath the skein of rising and falling notes was stronger than ever. The sound affected Miss Bessie strangely, sometimes lulling her and at others filling her with an inexplicable sense of urgency, as if there were some summons there meant for her alone. Sometimes she even sang along, inventing nonsense words that seemed to fit the hum’s varying cadence.


Once when she was sitting in this, her favourite spot, and singing or humming in counterpoint to the tower’s endless music, she felt a change occurring around her like a coldness in the air, so abrupt it was startling. The fur on the back of her neck stood up on end and a violent shudder went through her. Her thoughts felt all at once jumbled and jangling in her head and her heart beat faster as though with sudden fright.


This was nothing, she told herself sternly. A cloud had come that very moment across the face of the sun. Moreover the winds in the mountains were fickle, quick to rise and just as quick to wander. All that had happened was that they had changed their quarter and taken her unawares. She breathed deeply and slowly until her wayward heart was back under her control.


But in the silence that followed she heard from the far side of the tower a series of sounds: a rattling and a scraping, the scuffle of movement, and a series of melodic chirps like the calls that katies make in the evening as they’re settling to sleep. A moment later she heard actual words spoken, though she couldn’t make out what they were.


In such a remote place Miss Bessie had good reason to be apprehensive, but the voice seemed to be that of a child. And it was just the one voice, murmuring to itself. In the gaps where someone might have answered no answers came. Her curiosity overmastered her. She rose up very quietly and walked around the side of the tower, one carefully placed step at a time.


When she had gone a little more than a quarter of the way she saw a small figure kneeling on the wind-scoured rock beside the tower’s base. It was a child, as she had thought – a Pugface girl who looked to be no more than six or seven years old. She was brown-skinned, and the strange, tufted mass of hair on top of her otherwise furless head was black and tightly curled. She wore a white garment that it would have been overly generous to call a dress. It was more of a blanket into which holes had been cut for her head and arms, cinched at the waist with a thin belt of red leather. Her feet were bare.


The girl had not seen Miss Bessie approach, being deeply immersed in some unfathomable act. From a green and gold carpet bag beside her she had drawn out a rope fashioned – as far as Miss Bessie could make out – from braided gold and silver wires. This rope was twined around the girl’s left forearm, its open end pinched between the base of thumb and forefinger, and her left arm moved in circles across the tower’s smooth white surface, not quite touching it.


“Seventeen, sixty-three, one-one-nine. No abnormal response,” the girl said. Like the Pugface woman Miss Bessie had encountered outside the sheriff’s office she spoke in States’ Common, her enunciation strange but perfectly clear.


Miss Bessie stayed stock-still where she was. Her gaze had gone to the bag, into which the other end of the girl’s silver rope still trailed or dangled. It was from the bag that the strange chirping sounds were coming, and they were accompanied by pulsing waves of coloured light. In the shadow of a stray mass of cumulus overhead the lights seemed vivid enough to be solid things, like a cluster of hard-faceted gems.


The dream-tower’s song rose in pitch and volume, then fell away again just as abruptly.


“Twenty-two,” the girl recited, “seventy-four, one-eight-five. Transitory response.”


Miss Bessie stifled a gasp. Was it just coincidence, or had the girl’s action been connected in some inexplicable way with the modulations in the dream-tower’s song? That seemed absurd. The towers weren’t things you interacted with, they were just there. You stared at them either in awe or in dull incomprehension, depending on how much poetry there was in your soul, and then you went on your way.


Just then the tower’s song changed again. For a moment or two its polyphonic hum had become a single sustained note. The sound was neither loud nor piercing, but a lance of pain went through Miss Bessie’s head just the same, so that it was hard for her not to cry out aloud. A few seconds later the note faded and the pain went with it. The normal humming of the dream-tower resumed.


From the girl, now, came a single sullen huff of breath. “Got it!” she exclaimed. “Twenty-six, eighty-one, two-hundred-twelve.” She clenched her free hand into a fist and then opened it again three times over in time with the chanted numbers. “That was big. One of the biggest yet. And it held for a slow count of—”


The pause was sudden and pregnant, and Miss Bessie wasn’t slow to see the reason for it. The cloud had rolled by. In the restored sunlight Miss Bessie’s shadow was laid out plain to see on the rock just beside the girl’s feet. The girl stood up and turned in a single moment. She let go of the silver rope, which was drawn back all the way into the bag with a sudden snap. From her belt, where it had hung all this while occulted by her body, the girl drew a hand-axe, a wedge of grey slate tied to a slender wooden shaft.


Miss Bessie threw up her empty hands to show she meant no harm. She wasn’t especially afraid, having seen children bearing weapons often. It wasn’t unusual for the boys in her class to have a knife tucked in their belt, and the girls when they fought the boys during recess would sometimes fix the blunted iron caltrops used in the game of jacks between their knuckles so their punches would leave more of a mark. Miss Bessie did her best to discourage these skirmishes, but she had found no penalty that would eradicate them. They seemed to follow their own seasons.


“I didn’t mean to disturb you,” she told the girl calmly. “Please don’t be frightened.”


The girl said nothing, but seemed to consider her unexpected visitor in silence. After a moment she pointed with the hand-axe, indicating that Miss Bessie should keep her distance or perhaps that she should go back the way she’d come.


“Could I ask what you’re doing?” Miss Bessie asked. “And what that strange instrument was? It reminded me a little of a doctor’s stethoscope. Where on Earth did you come by it?”


This question was met only by further silence. The girl kneeled again, this time on one knee, closed the bag – it shut with a solid click – and snatched it up. She did all this one-handed, with the axe still raised en garde in her hand. Then she backed away around the tower’s curved side without once taking her eyes off Miss Bessie. When Miss Bessie followed – cautiously, because she didn’t want that axe to be swung or thrown at her – the girl was already scrambling down the crags on the far side of the escarpment, going much more quickly than Miss Bessie would have dared to. She was not looking back.


Miss Bessie stood irresolute. The mystery of what the girl had been doing piqued her. And what of that odd, one-sided conversation? Most likely the girl’s interlocutor was some Pugface hero or demi-god, and the silver rope a religious adornment, but it irked her not to know. She had an impulse to follow, but the girl had not spoken a word to her and there was no reason to believe she would be more forthcoming – or less hostile – if pressed.


Behind Miss Bessie a new sound joined the dream-tower’s hum. It was a harsh whine like the squeaking of a rusty hinge but a great deal louder. When she turned to see what had made it she all but staggered back, which would have been a bad idea this close to the edge of the crag. The dream-tower was rotating. There would have been no way to tell this if it hadn’t been for the patches of moss that clung to its surface down close to the ground. They were turning slowly now, seeming to swim across the tower’s gleaming white face.


Miss Bessie hastily gathered up the remains of her frugal lunch and went straight down the mountain on her own side – the side opposite to the one the girl had taken. Like the girl she did not stop to look over her shoulder. The tower was there. She knew it was there, and she was suddenly afraid it was equally aware of her presence. Had the girl damaged the tower? Angered it? Opened it like some gigantic puzzle box? Whatever the explanation, Miss Bessie very definitely did not want to stay and see what happened next.


She didn’t stop until she was on level ground again, the dream-tower hidden behind the mountain’s shoulder. And after that she made sure her Sunday walks took her elsewhere.


In other respects things moved forward very gratifyingly. Miss Bessie’s class grew from a dozen to forty and then fissioned into two classes, the Beginners’ Company and the Veterans’ Regiment. She still didn’t get her schoolhouse, Mayor Wildwater having prioritised the building of a town hall to house his own august personage. Instead he had Jake and Jethro Timely, the town’s carpenters, throw up a fake wall of lath and plaster in order to turn the one room into two. He did however put out an advertisement for a second schoolmistress, acquiescing to the argument that Miss Bessie couldn’t be on both sides of the wall at the same time.


In answer to this new notice Miss Martha Good arrived.


Miss Martha was an otter from Jilhaysen and a seasoned educator whose curriculum vitae put Miss Bessie’s to shame. She had taught in two neighbouring townships and carried glowing reports from both. Miss Bessie was almost embarrassed to be counted the senior teacher, for besides this greater breadth of experience Miss Martha was four years older than her. But Miss Martha insisted with calm dignity that a subordinate role suited her temperament well. She never had been one to put herself forward, she said. Besides which Miss Bessie had something she called tenure, which seemed to mean that the first one to the trough got to drink the deepest.


Martha Good was a preacher’s daughter, but beyond that bare statement she had nothing at all to say about her father. Her mother, she said, exemplified the old saw that behind every great man there was a strong woman. Privately she added an extra clause to that proverb: sometimes it’s only thanks to the woman’s efforts that the man seems great in the first place.


Her calm ran deeper than Bessie’s, but it was not the whole of her. The truth was that Miss Martha had left Jilhaysen after a bitter falling-out with her parents. Her father, Walter Damask Good, was a weak and vain man plagued by self-doubts. He required a lot of shoring up from day to day to enable him to carry out his ministerial duties, and for this service he looked to his wife Elaine. He also blamed her for his own errors, reproached her for his own backsliding, forgave her for his own transgressions. It was an odd relationship, and a pretty poisonous one for all concerned. Being forced to observe it throughout her childhood had soured Martha on her father, on men in general and on the Johannist religion. Even before she reached her teens she had begun to take an interest in the spiritual beliefs and myth cycles of the Pugface peoples, an open defiance that drove Walter Good to extremes of rage and finally led to his putting his errant daughter out on the street.


Martha had managed to thrive without her father’s blessing, working as housekeeper, nursemaid, governess and farmhand before finally finding her vocation as a teacher. She had never seen either of her parents again, though she had exchanged letters with her mother until the latter’s death from a consumption at the age of forty-nine. Martha did not attend the funeral because it was in her father’s church and under his jurisdiction. She had no wish to hear his thoughts on the subject.


Even now, so many years later, she tended to see a shade of her father in the face of every man she met. It made her reserved in mixed company, a reserve that was taken for shyness when in fact it was something harder and darker.


But Miss Martha took none of these tangled thoughts and feelings into the classroom with her. She shone there, purely and simply, making hard things seem easy and drawing everyone into the shared adventure of figuring out what was what.


She and Miss Bessie were a good fit for each other. At the end of each day’s work they would stay behind in the church hall after the pupils had been released back into the wild and plan the lessons for the following day. These sessions were cordial in the extreme. The two women had nothing but affection and respect for one another. Miss Bessie was greatly struck by Miss Martha’s serenity and gentleness. Miss Martha was equally impressed by Miss Bessie’s strength and iron-hard self-belief. Within the schooling context they complemented each other wonderfully, effortlessly becoming a team.


They carried that same frictionless collaboration out into their dealings with the municipality. Eager to expand their offering to Ottomankie’s children they pressed the mayor as hard as they could to put his money where his snaggle-toothed mouth was. In the first six months after Miss Martha’s arrival they raised three petitions for a new schoolhouse, collecting more signatures each time. It got so Wildwater turned and walked the other way when he saw them coming, much to their amusement.


In one respect, though, Miss Bessie was obliged to temper her colleague’s enthusiasm. Miss Martha was keen to admit Pugface children into the school, and there was no way the good people of Ottomankie were going to sit still for that. “As far as anyone here is concerned,” Miss Bessie told her as tactfully as she could, “they’re just plain uncivilised. A little better than understock, but not much.”


“That’s absurd, though!” Miss Martha protested. “They have their own culture, Bess, every bit as rich and varied as ours. And it’s an ancient culture. You know they were here when the first settlers came here from the Old Countries. They may even have been here while the Precursors were still alive. Isn’t that an astonishing thought?”


Miss Bessie said nothing to this but her face must have told its own story because Miss Martha repeated her assertions even more emphatically. She went on to outline in detail some of the Pugface myth cycles – the journey of the twenty-three, the ghost war, the Engine Everlasting – until, by and by, Miss Bessie (though not particularly convinced) was obliged to surrender the point for the sake of keeping the peace. But she put her foot down on the matter of taking Pugface children into the school, both because she knew it was a lost cause and because she found the hairless indigenes – whenever she came close to them, which was seldom – unlovely and unsettling. If they had their own culture she was happy to let them keep it.


She took a similarly hard line when Miss Martha suggested they waive the five-cent fee in the case of children whose families couldn’t raise it. “Do that once,” she said, “and they’ll all start thinking learning is free.”


“Perhaps it should be,” Miss Martha countered. “Perhaps all things whose value is too high to be counted should be offered at no charge.”


“That’s a touching sentiment, Martha. But that there toll pays for four things that don’t come freely, which is slates and chalk and you and me. The mayor won’t make up the shortfall if we come running to him with our pockets empty. And then the school will close and there won’t be anyone getting educated. Plus we’ll be begging in the street or kicking our heels up for nickels at the saloon.”


Miss Martha offered no further arguments and the matter was dropped. But on more than one occasion Miss Bessie, out of the corner of her eye, saw her colleague transfer coins from her own purse into the contributions bucket, presumably when one of the children had come up short and the alternative was to send them away.


It was only in these few small matters that there was ever any hint of friction between the two of them. Their joint overhauling of the school curriculum was pure pleasure. Miss Martha played the pianoforte, so music lessons became a real possibility for the first time. These were offered as a voluntary session on Saturday mornings, using an instrument rented by the month from the neighbouring township of Trestle, and they were wildly popular from the outset. Miss Bessie, unwilling to let her friend’s working week be longer or more arduous than her own, started a debating society in the same time slot. Many of her students were woefully poor at spelling and grammar: now she taught them how to marshal an argument in spoken words, which she felt to be at least as important a skill as writing. All of this, the two women knew, was a drop in the ocean compared to what they could do if they got their schoolhouse and took on a full-time assistant, but the empire-building was very pleasant in prospect and the winds seemed fair.


“So is this better or worse than the other places where you’ve worked?” Miss Bessie asked Miss Martha during one of their after-hours strategy sessions in the tiny supply room that was also the church’s presbytery. She was genuinely curious, having no standard of comparison in her own meagre experience.


“Better,” Miss Martha answered without hesitation.


“Why? What’s Ottomankie got that those other towns don’t?”


Miss Martha only looked at her colleague for a little while, then shook her head. “It’s very hard to put it into words.”


It never got any easier as far as words went, but sometimes words aren’t what’s most germane to the matter in hand. One evening at the end of such a session of useful work and even-handed admiration Miss Martha put her hand on top of Miss Bessie’s hand and held it there. Miss Bessie felt a momentary frisson of surprise, but it never occurred to her to pull away. To her own considerable astonishment she found herself very willing to see where this might lead. They spent that night in Miss Bessie’s bed at the rooming house and did very little there besides lie in each other’s arms and occasionally kiss.


Miss Bessie had never had a lover. Her sense of herself was solid and precise but she had failed to fill in that particular part of it, had in fact skirted around it with a certain deftness. Her body’s needs had been opaque to her right up to the moment when Miss Martha first touched her. After that point she knew exactly what she wanted, but there was still a gap of a finger’s width or so separ-ating what was said between them from what was done. Miss Martha’s reticence was a part of her nature. Miss Bessie’s arose out of a refusal to tip up an apple cart whose contents she didn’t want to examine. Whatever this new thing might be, she knew she liked it but she didn’t entirely understand it. Not as a part of herself, anyway. It felt as though someone else’s happiness had come to her by mistake.


And for all that it was happiness, it seemed to Miss Bessie to be a thing that had to end. “It’s not as though there’s anything we can do about it,” she told Miss Martha once, on one of the very rare occasions when the matter was raised at all. “We can’t get married. Can’t have children. Hellfire, we can’t so much as walk down the street arm in arm. It doesn’t …” She rummaged through possible words, found none that really fit. “It doesn’t go anywhere,” she said at last.


“Where should it go, though?” Miss Martha asked. “Why does it have to go somewhere, Bess? Can’t we just enjoy it for what it is?”


Miss Bessie suspected that this was a question that always got two answers, the first right away and the second some time after. But as she herself was wont to say, if we were always thinking about where things were going to end we’d never start out at all. She moved out of her lodgings. With the help of the Timely brothers she and Miss Martha built themselves a shotgun shack at the top of the hill behind the church hall – three rooms all standing in a line, with the kitchen first and then the living quarters and last the bedroom with its two beds, one for use and one for show. The outhouse stood off by itself, its door marked with a crescent moon as though in discreet acknowledgement of the world’s unlooked-for changes.


Certainly this was a transformation Miss Bessie had never imagined, and it took her a while to get used to it. She was accustomed to her own company. The solitary life suited her temperament and she had had no expectation of ever abandoning it, or of it abandoning her. Little by little, as she relaxed into this very different situation, she came to see Miss Martha’s love for what it was – a miracle dropped into her lap more or less against her natural inclin-ations.


It was no scandal for two unmarried ladies to share lodgings. It was even approved of, since each could be the other’s chaperone. With no breath of rumour or contumely, Miss Bessie and Miss Martha found themselves keeping house together, a source at once of strange awkwardness and soaring joy. Learning to live with each other was like learning a new language, or inventing one. But loving each other was the easiest part, and the rest sort of fell into place around that. For a while they were so happy they sometimes forgot the world was even there.


And if Miss Martha’s compassion was so wide that on occasions it overrode her common sense, well then Miss Bessie was there to throw in a counterweight and bring her back from what was desirable to what was possible. And if Miss Bessie woke up whimpering and moaning from time to time, rising up out of a cloying dream of violet lightning and burning flesh and bright red blood staining a sky-blue coat, Miss Martha was there to fold her in her arms and shush her back to sleep again.


All of which is better than what most people get, when you come right down to it.


Around about this time the mindless plague struck in three different places in the same month. It was impossible to tell afterwards where the infection had come from. There was no obvious trail to follow, no smoking gun as they say. The three incidents had nothing in common. A cluster of farms in the Poplar Valley, a small township out in New John and a wagon train of some three hundred selves heading west to claim some grub-stake land parcels in one of the further territories. There was a great fear for a while that the sickness would spread across the whole country. Some of the people who had upped sticks and fled the affected areas were mistaken for mindless and shot dead before any kind of order was restored. But each outbreak petered out as suddenly as it had started. After a while people ventured back into the places where the plague had struck to reclaim possessions or resume their lives. They found ruin and desolation, along with the torn remains of mindless who had flung themselves on each other like understock and died senseless understock deaths. They cleaned up the mess and carried on, because if there’s one law that always holds out on the frontier it’s that life is life for as long as it’s given to you.


“We should take in an orphan,” Miss Martha said to Miss Bessie. “There are so many of them, Bess. It would be a mercy to the child and a blessing to us.”


Miss Bessie didn’t see it. There was, on the one hand, the danger that any orphan coming out of a place that was plague-stricken might carry the sickness with them all unseen. And then there was the other hand, which was that Miss Bessie (having come from a chaotic and overcrowded home hemmed in by older siblings) had no great desire to share her quarters now with anybody besides her lover. Even with just the two of them she sometimes chafed, when she wanted to be alone with her thoughts and alone wasn’t a place she could find. The thought of adding a third wasn’t one that appealed. Whenever Miss Martha raised the subject Bessie only nodded as if in serious thought and offered nothing back. For the most part she was hoping this mismatch in their expectations was a problem that would just go away all by itself if she weathered it out.


Sometimes we get what we wish for, and sometimes that’s what ruins us. But then on other occasions we’re apt to take up arms against our own good fortune as if to prove we’re not deserving of it. Martha and Bessie’s relationship had its share of both these entanglements, but there’s nothing unusual in that. It’s just the common run of things.


Miss Martha redirected her unspent energies. As well as the Saturday morning piano lessons she now gave lectures on a Tuesday evening in the church hall. The theme was always some aspect of Pugface history or culture. Miss Martha’s aim, barely hidden, was to convince Ottomankie’s great and good that the Pugface were to be respected and their songs and stories treasured. She tried to do this by letting the songs and stories speak for themselves, at least to begin with, but her audience’s indifference would goad her more often than not into providing earnest and extended footnotes of her own.


“The myth of the Engine Everlasting,” she would declaim, “reveals that the Pugface have their own cosmology, radically different from our own. Did you know they see time not as a straight line but as a circle? They believe most people live out the same life again and again, repeating their actions endlessly. To travel in a straight line is the goal of a strong, virtuous man or woman – but the circle is always there and it always tries to draw you back against your wishes into eternal repetition.”


“Sounds like a pretty bleak philosophy to me,” Miss Bessie commented when they came home after one of these lectures. She knew what Martha was trying to do and she respected it, but she saw it as a lost cause. Nobody was likely to mistake the wild misapprehensions of the Pugface clans for profundity, or to be brought to a deeper appreciation of their world view by having it laid out for them in more detail. Her own dislike of the Pugfaces, which had not abated, no doubt coloured her judgement and put an edge on her voice.


“It’s not,” Miss Martha insisted. “Quite the opposite, Bess. It’s aspirational. The circle is … oh, it’s everything that’s expected of us. Everything that’s always been done the same way, for years or centuries or forever. And the moral of the story, if you like, is that those things don’t have to constrain us. We can break free, if we only try hard enough.”


“Says who? The Engine Everlasting?”


Miss Bessie hadn’t meant her tone to sound quite so dismissive, but Martha read her right and shot her a look of mild reproach that made her ashamed. “The Engine didn’t leave a gospel behind him, Bess. Only a prophecy. I thought you knew that.”


Miss Bessie didn’t, and she was stung both by having to admit her ignorance and by Miss Martha’s gentleness. It put her own graceless sulks into high relief. “I don’t know anything about him,” she said. “I don’t even know how a man and an engine get to be the same thing.”


“Well, nobody does. There was only ever the one.”


“If that.”


“If that, yes. He’s primarily a mythical hero. A hunter and killer of monsters. But his message was clear even if his name wasn’t. Everything runs in a circle unless you make it stop. And you make it stop by finding your own truth and keeping to it.”


Miss Bessie rolled her eyes. “As prophecies go, my love, that one’s roomy enough to fit pretty much anyone.”


“That’s not the prophecy. The prophecy is that the Engine will return when the world is about to end, come back to lead his people into a new and better place. I believe I’ll retire now, Bess. Tomorrow is a school day and I’m exhausted from not quarrelling with you. Put out the candle when you’re done.”


Miss Bessie, contrite after the fact, did her best over the days that followed to make amends for being so contentious and hurtful. She asked Miss Martha to tell her the Pugface legend of the Engine and the twenty-three and the doomed struggle against the giants. It had about as much sense in it as she’d expected, which was none at all, but it was replete with incident and at least made a halfway decent bedtime story.


The twenty-three were heroes in First World, which was the one that had existed before this one came along. They were monster-killers of good pedigree, so skilled at their work that they had cleared out every monster First World had to offer. So Mother-of-Lightning and Father-of-Grass told them to go ply their trade somewhere that had more need of it.


Whereupon they came out of First World into this present one – in one step, according to the legend. They found the whole place overrun with giants who had enslaved all the people, and they went to war against them. But the giants were a whole lot less biddable than First World’s monsters. They killed the twenty-three, one after another, until only their chief, the Engine Everlasting, was left alive.


The Engine was the strongest of the twenty-three, but he wasn’t strong enough to kill all the giants. Moreover his heart was sick with grief for his dead brothers and sisters. The fight had gone out of him. But he saw how the giants’ evil cast a shadow on the whole world and he saw a way to do something about it. He went to the place called Edge of Everything, the place where the mountains weep until their tears make a lake with no further shore. He took his great stone knife and laid open his own veins, so that his blood fell on his spear and his bow and his shield and on the great stone-headed axe he carried, that was called Storm of Heaven. “Go,” he told them. “Go and hide yourselves, until the time comes. Until the knowing of the time comes. A piece of me goes with each of you. Spear, you take my courage. Bow, take the sharpness of my eye. Shield, take my strength. Storm of Heaven, take my cleverness and my cunning and the secrets of my heart. And when it’s time, come together again all of you in this place. I’ll rise up out of the ground as if I had never died, with war ribbons tied around my arms and a song of war in my heart. I’ll pick you all up again. We’ll fight the last battle then, and we’ll drive the giants out of the land, so everyone can at last be free.”


“I like it,” Miss Bessie said, curled up in bed next to Miss Martha with her head on Miss Martha’s breast. “How does it end?”


Martha stroked her hair, and Bessie closed her eyes to hold in the pleasure of it. “Nobody knows, my love. The moment hasn’t come yet. Perhaps the story is all the better for that. We can see for ourselves there are still monsters in the world. We need to believe that we’ll have the power to beat them some day. That the tools for building a better world are already out there. We may even be lucky enough to be a part of that building, if we live long enough.”


Miss Bessie said amen, which seemed to be the expected response, but what she thought was: nobody lives that long.


Around this time, too, the jockeying for power between the so-called Parity in the north and the south’s Echelon was getting worse, not better. There were some that wanted it to come to a boiling, and others that wanted peace at any price. But despite what any of them said or did to make trouble or to avoid it, trouble seemed to be coming on at its own even pace.


The issue along which the two sides drew their battle lines was that of equality under the law. The Parity said that this was a good thing to have and a solid principle to stick to. The Echelon said equality was a gaudy banner raised on top of a pile of shit. Were the dumb creatures known collectively as understock equal to raised and rational selves? Of course they weren’t. There were some beings that God had blessed, giving them speech and sense and the ability to know themselves for what they were. And then there were others that showed a kinship to reasoning selves – bled the same rose-red, were cloaked in the same fur, had the same quick-pumping hearts wrapped in the same muscles and sinews – but had no spark of intellect, no quickening of the mind within the body’s shell.


And then there were the Pugfaces, who had some kind of intelligence or at least some brute cunning but still were heathens who resisted the embrace of civilisation. Unless you were a damn fool you could see there was inequality everywhere. The ignorant weren’t equal to the wise, the poor weren’t equal to the wealthy, and the ignoble races weren’t equal to the greater. It was only fair and proper, then, for the state to recognise in law what the eyes in people’s heads recognised by pure common sense. After all, it was written down right there in the scriptures. He made the bear to roar, the mouse to run. Each in its place and for all time He set them.


In practice the gulf between the two sides was never as wide as the politicians tried to make out. The Parity’s trumpeting of equal rights didn’t stop them from breaking treaties with the Pugfaces and taking away their land. And mouse-kin and squirrel-kin in the north by and large didn’t do all that well or garner that much respect. It was just that there were laws against, say, killing them on a whim or expropriating their labour without payment. Sometimes the laws were even enforced.


When Edward Erudite Feather was voted into the office of First Minister, the tensions between Echelon and Parity states erupted into open confrontation. In the Tiered Hall where the national parliament met, southern delegates demanded assurances that “the drab grey bulldog” would not pass a Racial Equality bill. Feather refused to be drawn, and some of his supporters gloated openly that the bill was already being drawn up. The south had been too proud for too long, they said. It was time to take their Great Chain of Being, wrap it around their collective necks and give it a good hard yank.


The eighteen state-halls of the southern concession declared independence – in separate votes – between April and August of 2976. In the September of that year they elected a president, Ottavio Remorse, and renamed themselves the Republic of the Echelon States.


On the first of October, Feather stood up in the Tiered Hall and made a speech. The gist of it was that the south having unlawfully seceded from a web of mutual commitments into which it had voluntarily entered, its legislatures and assemblies were by that token rendered invalid and their decisions and judgements set aside. This included their recent declarations of independence, and therefore they still belonged to the union of equals from which they wrongly believed they had seceded. If they refused to acknowledge this of their own free will then it would be necessary to compel them.


It was meant as a declaration of war. And that was how it was taken.


Way down south in Ottomankie, First Minister Feather’s speech, carried in full in every newspaper, was received with contempt and derision. So the south wasn’t competent to make its own rules or decide its own destiny? Well, let the damned Parity come and argue that out over the barrel of a rifle. They’d see who was invalid and who got to be set aside, by John and Jingo!


This red-raw defiance was only words to start with, and mostly they were the words of angry men with hard liquor running in their veins, but things were changing and everyone could feel it. The engines of industry that had transformed the north and east of the country had yet to make a deep impact on the Echelon states. The Echelon’s wealth lay in the land and the harvesting of the land’s bounty, a process in which the slave labour of certain well-defined groups was widely considered to be an essential element. There were fears that the slave races, the ignobles, would pack their bags in the night and head for the north where they could pretend they were better than they were and not get called out for it.


There were exactly seventeen slaves in Ottomankie. Fourteen were squirrel selves who worked on Lyle Brandy’s chafer farm, tending the thoroughbred beasts and leading them to pasture. The other three were personal servants, two belonging to mayor Wildwater and the third to Dominic Fold, the preacher. The situation was complicated though by the existence of a second, larger cohort of what were called contractees. These were slaves owned by the municipality rather than by individuals. The mayor’s office held title on the contractees and rented them out to local families and businesses where they were wanted, usually on a monthly or annual lease.


Nobody had ever thought about these people very much before. The contractees in particular were virtually invisible. Now that they were being thought about you might have expected a little fellow feeling from folk living the hardscrabble frontier life and barely getting by. But Orselian was a slave state and most of Ottomankie’s citizens were solidly inclined to keep it that way. It was a matter of their fundamental rights, people said. It was a matter of not letting those dandified northern bastards tell everyone else what was up and what was down. On Mayor Wildwater’s instructions the sheriff put up signs around the edges of town to reinforce what was taken to be the core message.
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This met with general approval, but people began to talk of more interventionist measures, corrals and shackles and brands and such. For the moment the mayor maintained a dignified reserve on these matters, waiting to see which way the wind would blow, but there were plenty of loudmouths willing to fill the gap at public meetings in the church hall.


One of the loudest mouths belonged to Miss Martha. She had never had a word to say for herself at such meetings in the past, only attending at all when the town was due to vote on some measure that related to the school. Now she was suddenly voluble.


“When you talk about putting chains on someone,” she said, her arms folded across her chest and her voice dead level, “you should think about who it is you mean. Mr Reed at the livery stable? Miss Frost at the telegraph office? John Miles who sweeps the floor at Deepdelve’s General Goods? They’re all ignobles. They all belong to the township. But they’re also your neighbours. Your friends. People you pass on the street every day and tip your hat to. Their children sit with your children in my classroom or Miss Bessie’s. You rub elbows with them in the saloon. Why would you want to shackle or bind someone who’s a part of your life in that way? Why would you want to put them in a cage or put a mark on their skin? You don’t. You don’t want that. You just need to take a breath and think it out and you’ll know it’s nonsense.”


These well-intentioned speeches were mostly met with stony silence. The only tangible result was that the good citizens of Ottomankie were alerted to the fact that there was no segregation in their children’s schooling. Complaints were made on this head. The mayor stepped aside as adroitly as ever, making sure the issue landed in Miss Bessie’s lap rather than his own. And Miss Bessie took it up with Miss Martha the following evening after school was out.


“It wouldn’t be that hard to do,” she pointed out. “We just need to make an aisle space, with the contractees’ children all on one side of it. Mark it with a length of string or yarn or something. Got to be worth it, surely, just to shut these people the hell up.”


“And then what do we teach?” Miss Martha countered.


Miss Bessie raised an eyebrow. “Same things we’ve always taught.”


Miss Martha shook her head. “No, Bess. We’re adding a new topic to the curriculum, aren’t we? We’re teaching these children that they’re different from each other and that the differences matter. We’re teaching them to accept the idea that some of them are less and some are more. We’re making that measurement visible for them, making it absolutely clear for them to see, in case they didn’t understand before.”


“I take it you’re against the idea,” Miss Bessie observed drily.


“Yes! Of course I am! When you make someone a slave you steal away a piece of their soul. I thought you were against it too, Bess. When Harriet Aspen called a vote on whether the contractees and their families should be moved into a corral and kept under guard at night, you voted against.”


“It seemed like a great deal of hurt for not much gain. Martha, I’m not saying I approve of this. I’m only saying—”


“That you want to build a corral inside our classroom.”


Miss Bessie spread her hands. “If it will let us keep on doing what we do, then yes. Because what we do is good, and it’s good for everyone.”


“It was never good for everyone, Bess. You wouldn’t let me open our doors to native children.”


“Everyone besides the Pugface, then. And it wouldn’t be a corral, dear one. Just a line down the middle of the room.”


“The one thing leads to the other, Bess. Surely you can see that. There are some roads that don’t have any turnings on them. Once you start you don’t have any choice but to keep on going, even if the sky up ahead of you is red with Hell’s own fires.”


This seemed melodramatic to Miss Bessie, but she was not used to seeing such passion or such distress in the face of the woman she loved. She took Miss Martha into an embrace and assured her there would be no segregation in their schoolrooms.


She would be tested on that promise, and she would fail. But it would be folded into a bigger, much more terrible failure and all but forgotten.


The cross-border raids came out of nowhere. They weren’t anyone’s stated policy. First Minister Feather initially affected not to know a thing about them, then loudly deplored them, but he didn’t do anything to stop them happening. That was primarily a matter of military discipline, he said, and he wouldn’t presume to second-guess his trusted generals.


It was all those newly fledged Parity officers, young, dumb and full of patriotic fervour. They wanted to prove themselves, and with no pitched battles in the offing they took the shortest way. Lieutenant Paulus Rondeau, aged twenty-two and a few odd days, was the first. Rondeau was a red-brown mink from an old, well-to-do family with a history of military service. His fur was as sleek as glass; his manners had a glass-like polish and his temper a glass-sharp edge. He took charge of a troop of fifty light cavalry and led them over the border into the seceded southern territory of Temmenesset. There was a small town there that was just getting started, pioneers from Argeno and Pathos Point who’d spent their life savings on a small stake west of the Sweetling. Rondeau and his Reapers went through there like a hot wind, and what they didn’t shoot they burned. There were very few townsfolk left alive by the time they turned for home, and there sure as hell wasn’t any town.


After that the incursions became bolder, the raiding parties bigger and inclined to go further afield. Settlements twenty and thirty miles into the Echelon were hit, and hit hard. The raiders didn’t always have things their own way, though. Now that folk knew what was coming the townships that counted themselves at risk raised up citizen militias and made sure they were armed. Sometimes the Parity’s green-coated marauders were driven off before they could do much harm. Sometimes. It was still a bad time to be anywhere close to the border and to see a dust cloud on the horizon. That dust could be the sum and count of you, right there.


From the border to Ottomankie was a journey of thirty-five miles on dirt tracks with no waymarkers. To most people that felt like far enough, but as the encroachments came closer and closer they revised their expectations. A vote was taken, and the decision was near-as-nothing unanimous. The township would raise up a militia, thirty strong, drawing first on men and women who had no dependants (slaves and contractees were of course excluded from applying). Those who were chosen would receive a daily stipend of twenty cents with an allowance of ten cents on top of that for their meals. Guns and ammunition would be at the charge of the municipality.


“We need more than that, though,” Mrs Emerald Steep said, wagging a stern finger at the mayor who was presiding. “What about those of us as aren’t called on to serve? We need guns too!”


“Well, most of you have got them already, Mrs Steep,” Wildwater pointed out. “I believe that you personally own a Mill & Churchman twin-barrel with a break action that’s as smooth as your own cheeks.” He smiled around the room, highly pleased to have displayed such a degree of familiarity with local ballistics.


Emerald Steep sighted down her nose at Wildwater and gave him a withering glare. She had a lot of nose available for this, being of tamandua stock. “A shotgun is fine for egg-snatchers and such, Mr Mayor. Parity vermin are of a different order. I don’t want something that’ll give their backsides a little seasoning. I want something that’ll put them down so they don’t get back up again.”


A general murmur of agreement went around the room. Wildwater – who could judge the volume of such murmurs to a nicety – threw in his hand and agreed to a more general programme of training and supply. The militia would still be raised as advertised, but in addition the town would buy a crate or two of Lumiss Ironhand eight-shooter revolvers, and furthermore would undertake to school any of the good citizens of Ottomankie in their proper use where such schooling was required.


Miss Bessie and Miss Martha found themselves once more on either side of a divide, the former being very much inclined to take advantage of this offer and the latter equally determined to refuse it. “I don’t mean to pick up one of those things,” Miss Martha said.


“Well, though,” Miss Bessie countered, “it’s not such a bad idea to be able to defend yourself.”


“I don’t have it in me to put holes in another breathing soul, Bess.”


“Dear one, if that soul is attached to a body, and the body has a gun and a trigger finger, and they’re intending to put a hole in you, I’ll shoot them down without a thought.”


“Without a thought is how it’s usually done,” Miss Martha said. “That’s the most part of the problem.”


They didn’t argue the matter any further right then. The issue of adoption had reared itself up between them again, this time with a little more of forcefulness on each side, and there were bruises still healing. When the day came, Miss Bessie excused herself without explanation, though Miss Martha knew well enough what her errand was. She went out to Emerald Steep’s paddock, generously loaned out for the purpose by its owner, picked up a Lumiss Ironhand and took her place on the makeshift shooting range.


Along with the guns, Mayor Wildwater had hired a Lumiss & Co. representative to deliver a day’s instruction. The representative was a man named Clarence Purview, and he began by talking the assembled citizens through the working parts of an eight-shooter – the cylinder with its indented flutes, the hammer, the barrel, the top sight, the trigger with its lock and guard. Then he introduced them to the bullets the Ironhand fired and explained how they worked: how the hammer struck against a primer at the base of the bullet, igniting the gunpowder that was packed inside the case and launching the lead slug at the bullet’s tip towards its target. “That’s a whole lot of things happening in there, do you see?” he said. “And they’re happening very, very quickly. That’s why you’ve got to keep your hand real steady when you fire. If you twitch, if you move, you’re going to send that slug out of the end of the barrel on the wrong line and it’s not going to go anywhere near where you want it to. So let’s try that now, shall we? Let’s see how close we can get to a real target.”


Not very close at all, in Miss Bessie’s case. The target was a plank stood on its end with a crude bullseye scrawled in red paint at head height. She not only missed the bullseye, she didn’t even manage a hit elsewhere on the plank. She emptied the gun, eight shots in all, and for all she knew her bullets might just as well have sublimed away into the atmosphere or hitched a ride out west to the Pugface nations. Certainly they didn’t trouble that damn plank at all.


But there were whole boxes full of ammunition laid on, courtesy of the mayor’s re-election campaign, so Bessie emptied out her spent cases, reloaded and started all over again. And again. And again. And again.


At the end of two hours she had nothing more to show for her efforts than a sore shoulder and a few nicks in the edges of the board. She was the only self still standing at the range by then, the others having mostly come for the free firearms. The Lumiss rep was still there though, and he came up to watch her. He was impressed by Miss Bessie’s perseverance, and since he didn’t have anyone else to deal with he told her all the things she was doing wrong. Her firing hand was too low on the revolver’s grip, which made it harder to manage the gun’s kick on firing. Her stance was wrong too: she was leaning back as if she was afraid of the gun, instead of putting her body’s strength behind it. She needed to use the top sight for what it was, a way to guide the bullet’s path, and she needed to put a more even pressure on the Lumiss’s exquisitely balanced trigger. “Firing a gun, ma’am, it ain’t like beating butter in a churn …”


Miss Bessie had never beaten butter in her life, but she knew sensible advice when she heard it and she didn’t argue. She kept right on going, and by the end of the day she was hitting the plank six or seven times out of eight, with two or three shots in or close to the bull. The Lumiss rep was genuinely pleased with her progress, and by extension with his own skills as an instructor. He allowed that Miss Bessie had the makings of a solid shooter if she just kept at it, and to that end he made her a gift of two boxes of ammunition so she could continue to practise. He also showed her how to clean the gun’s barrel and chambers once she was done, since nobody could expect to get a clean shot out of a dirty weapon.


Miss Bessie kept at it, very much to Miss Martha’s disgust. She set up her own target in the form of a baulk of timber nailed to the post behind their little shack that held up the wash line, and she devoted an hour each evening to shooting practice. Since she was not firing blindly but doing her best to follow the sage advice Mr Clarence Purview had given her, she made great strides. It was rare now that her shots ranged too far from the bullseye, and they never missed the board.


Miss Martha mostly stayed away from these activities but sometimes she would come and watch, arms folded in disapproval. “I’m sure you’ve heard that saying about those who live by the sword,” she remarked on one such occasion, in a voice very like the one she used with wayward boys and girls in the classroom.


“Yes, but I don’t mean to live by this here gun, dear one,” Miss Bessie countered. “Only to wield it in your defence if any northern hoorahs come adventuring in our vicinity.” Wield and adventuring were hifalutin words, words from her old life back east, and she spoke them in the trimmed and manicured accents of Paxen high society – a joke between them. Miss Martha should have responded with a parodic droopy-britches drawl, and then the two of them would have laughed long and hearty about the way words are bent into the service of ignorance and prejudice. But Miss Martha refused to play her part. She was genuinely unhappy to see her lover handling a deadly weapon with such address – and worse still, with such enthusiasm. But least said is sometimes easiest mended. She didn’t see any likelihood of Miss Bessie joining the army of the Echelon, and sleepy Ottomankie was not (in her mind at least) a place where gun play was likely to occur.


Nor was it at that time, unless a body went out of their way to look for it. Which was what Miss Bessie did next.


Miss Bessie had never left off the practice of taking a constitutional on Sundays after church (apart from a very brief hiatus after her encounter with the strange, silent Pugface girl). Sometimes Miss Martha would accompany her on these walks, but this depended both on the length of the proposed itinerary and on the season of the year. If the weather was hot and Miss Bessie was in the mood to stretch herself then Miss Martha generally chose indolence over exertion. On such occasions she would wave Miss Bessie off at the door and make sure there was a cool glass of lemonade waiting for her when she got back.


On a warm day in May Miss Bessie declared her intention of going up into the western mountains, as far as the dream-tower that had been her sea mark on some of her earliest rambles. Miss Martha allowed that she would sit this one out. Miss Bessie filled a water-skin at the pump, the two of them kissed, and she went her way.


But she didn’t go west. She went north. And whatever she did, she was away a good long time. She didn’t come back to town until the sun was almost touching the horizon. Miss Martha, anxious by this time, ran to meet her. “What happened?” she asked, hugging Miss Bessie tightly. “Are you all right?”


Miss Bessie only laughed. “Nothing happened,” she said. “Don’t worry yourself, dear one. I wanted to be alone with my thoughts awhile, that’s all.”


But she did the same thing every Sunday from then on, making it as clear as she could without saying it out loud that she preferred her own company on these outings. Miss Martha was troubled, but she knew her partner well enough not to feel insecure on her own account. Whatever this was, it wasn’t a betrayal. All the signs suggested that it was exactly what Miss Bessie said it was – something that she needed to work out by herself. So Martha resolved to leave her the room in which to do it. She asked no questions.


What Bessie was doing, in fact, was conducting a kind of manhunt. And she wasn’t doing it on foot. She was renting a chafer from Lucius Reed, the contractee at the livery stable, and riding as far north as she could get, following the line of the Sweetling up into the mountains. She was hoping to be noticed, and at last she was.


It wasn’t May by this time but early June. Bessie’s chafer picked its long-legged way along riverbanks lush with yellow arrowleaf and the dazzling red carpets of the flower called Pugface Paintbrush, their scent hanging thick and heavy in the still air. A shimmering heat haze made the world seem like something seen from the inside of a bottle. The river’s music accompanied her, growing fainter all the time until she was up among the ancient peaks of the Jerichos and the only sound was the scratching of her mount’s sharp claws on the solid rock.
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