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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







“This is a really intriguing book, a fantastic city, a wacked out and interesting culture. Its beautifully written, and the characters are defined and interesting.”


— Elizabeth Bear, author of Hammered and Blood and Iron


“Welcome to the teradome: an eternal, but decidedly unholy, city with a lavishly rendered cast of freaks, a decadent ‘City Imperishable’ haunted by ‘slobbering monsters from the noumenal world’ and threatened with barbarians at the gate.”


— Richard Calder, author of Dead Boys/Girb/Things and The Twist


“The pacing is terrific, the imagery sharp, clear, and very, very weird.”


— SF Site


“Jay Lake is hot… one of the bright new voices in the field.”


— Paul Di Filippo, SciFi.com


“Lake is an up-and-coming sf writer to watch.”


— Library Journal


“…a top-flight talent.”


— Booklist
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I


AUTUMN OF THE CITY IMPERISHABLE


JASON THE FACTOR


The lindens along Pondwater Avenue burned, making light and shadows of their own in the moonless night. One by one the trees exploded as the sap within passed the boiling point, the noise spurring the scream of panicked horses in back alley stables. Sharp-scented smoke stung Jason’s eyes as bark and woodpunk swirled burning into the dark autumn sky.


No hand had set the fire, no angry curse had driven the blaze. The trees had burst into flame of their own accord. Jason knew he should have been moved to fear by the sight, but the noumenal, or at least the passing strange, had become too commonplace of late.


As the explosions died away, servants and laborers moving in to douse the embers. There was nothing to be learned here. No one knew any more than he did. Jason turned his face back toward the river and home.


Recently everyone had studied caution. Even he, barely thirty, felt the weight of the city on his shoulders. His father had left no legacy save struggle, pain and the soul bottles long scattered throughout the City Imperishable. Instead, Jason had found purpose in committing himself to his master’s work of keeping the City Imperishable secured from the secret wars of the noumenal world. This season the task threatened to overwhelm him.


As he walked Jason slipped a silver obol from his pocket and worried it between his fingers. The familiar face his touch found on the coin resembled his master—Ignatius of Redtower, Second Counselor to the Inner Chamber of the Assemblage of Burgesses. While Jason himself was mainly a tradesman, Ignatius was a true initiate of the mysteries of the noumenal world, a philosophick doctor of the Hermetic Orders. The connections between the two of them were deep and tangled, rooted in the fall of Jason’s father.


A dwarf awaited Jason where Pondwater Avenue crossed Silver Alley. Lips scarred with old thread holes, fever-eyed, his heavy square body tottered on the stunted legs of his kind. Thousands of dwarfs dwelled, or had dwelt, within the City Imperishable. Raised in confined boxes to shape their legs and torsos, dwarfs were well educated as a result of being a captive audience in the most literal sense. Traditionally they worked as civil servants or in commerce throughout the city.


Jason understood this all too well. After the disastrous collapse of the family fortunes, he had spent the final, most difficult years of his childhood in the care of his father’s business manager, one Bijaz the dwarf. Strange times, during which he had learned many of the ways and rituals of the city dwarfs, including fingertalk. He’d paid a high price for his tutelage. Bijaz had sewn Jason’s lips shut in a perverse echo of dwarf custom. Somewhere in the endless nights with needle and candle, Jason had discovered a taste for pain in himself, and eventually in others.


In the end he and his father’s business manager had parted without the encumbrance of friendship. Jason had gone on his way, weathering the strange affair of the soul bottles that had in turn led him into Ignatius’ service and toward a higher sense of purpose than mere finance or dissolute vice. The old dwarf had moved on as well, and now stood high in the councils of his kind, speaking for the Sewn faction to the Inner Chamber and the Burgesses.


Onesiphorous, the dwarf now waiting for him, was a leader opposed to Bijaz and the Sewn. The Slashed were a “free dwarf” movement that had seeped into the city’s cobbled streets during the wet, hot days of the recent summer. As that season turned to autumn, the Slashed leader had sought Jason out. Jason felt disposed to favor his cause, just for the sake of the thing.


“Factor,” said the dwarf. No fingertalk for the Slashed. It was a point of pride among the rebellious. His voice was different, too, lacking the whistling undertones of a traditional dwarf. The lips of the Sewn were stitched tight around a little opening pursed for nutrition and speech, always as if poised for some pain-barbed kiss.


“Onesiphorous.” Jason nodded, drifting to a halt beneath the black iron pole of the gas lamp where the dwarf awaited him. “Out enjoying the arboreal autos-da-fé?”


The dwarf snorted. “No concern of mine what the rich folk up the hills do with their landscaping.”


“I suppose not. So what brings you out to the quality districts?” The Slashed had been moving dwarfs and dwarfesses south to Port Defiance and beyond by the bargeload since the end of summer. Fleeing, much like the ruby-coated parrots of Imperatrix Park had fled.


The City was in trouble. Even the dead knew that.


“Have you had word from Ignatius this last day or two?”


Jason was surprised. The Slashed agitator usually wanted to harangue him regarding city policy or pass word about what was taking place below stairs and behind doors. It was a game of information, rumor traded for wishful thinking. For one, Jason had warned the Slashed about the Fixed Youth Edict. Most of the boxing rooms had been empty when the Provost’s bailiffs had shattered their doors.


That had earned Jason the gratitude of many dwarfs both in and out of the movement. In return Onesiphorous kept him well-informed.


But Ignatius was Jason’s concern, no matter for the Slashed.


Caution, thought Jason. More was burning here than trees. “Ignatius is at his own works.”


“As may be. Still, I would seek him out were I you.”


“Indeed, sir dwarf.”


Onesiphorous turned and stumped downhill, heading toward the River Saltus. The lights of the gas lamps stitched the darkness ahead. Jason matched the dwarf’s pace, waiting to see what else his interlocutor might have to say. His thoughts were awhirl over what might be transpiring with Ignatius.


“This place is still our home,” the dwarf muttered. “Even as we’re leaving.”


“You know the Burgesses have promised to protect your people.” Ignatius had extracted that concession from the First Counselor in the wake of the botched Fixed Youth Edict.


Onesiphorous spat. “As if. Too much coming. Everyone knows there’s armies on the march, looking to burn us all out. There’s been blood in the shadows since long before the Bladed Throne fell empty. That’s the way of life here. But now…there’ll be snow in the Great Hall of the Assemblage before we see greenleaf on the lindens once more. The protection of the Burgesses doesn’t mean a fart in the river.”


“The City will stand.” Jason wished he believed that himself. Tradition said that the City Imperishable had never been conquered by an outside enemy.


“Walls will stand, maybe. Guarding smoke and ashes.” Onesiphorous stopped again, glanced up, catching Jason’s eye. “Why are you staying?”


“It’s still my home.” Ghosts, memories, the only place he knew. His father had died here, Jason lived here. For all that Jason managed a shipping warehouse down along the docks at Sturgeon Quay—when he wasn’t skulking about Ignatius’ errands—he’d never even passed outside the city walls. “There is nowhere else.”


“That’s the difference between you and me. I can see somewhere else.” The dwarf shook his head and waddled away down an alley.


“Then why are you still here?” Jason asked the empty shadows. Somewhere blocks behind him, a tardy linden exploded with a crack like wooden thunder.


The city is.


Those were the city’s words, a motto found on even the oldest coins grubbed from forgotten wood-walled barrows split open during excavations. The same phrase was carved on the lintels of the River Gate and the Sudgate. It was sewn in silk and jeweled banners hanging in the Assemblage of Burgesses, that those worthies might look up from their hard-won graft and consider for a moment whose fortunes they held in their hands.


Jason had recently been considering the merits of “the city was.” This morning he walked the eastern wall, where the shift from “is” to “was” seemed all too easy to see. This expanse of ramified and crumbling stonework was the farthest point in the City Imperishable from his usual riverfront haunts. He was here seeing to the city’s defenses in lieu of Ignatius of Redtower, who as Onesiphorous had pointed out the preceding night, remained obstinately absent—no response to Jason’s letters or increasingly urgent inquiries. Just continued silence.


Or a vanishing.


He would just as soon not have the Slashed dwarf looking after his master’s whereabouts. Jason indulged himself in a swell of sweet anger. Since taking up Ignatius’ service, Jason had mostly neglected the secret playroom hidden below his warehouse, with its whipping frames and branding braziers. Even so, those arts were never too far from his mind, almost the only remnant of his high birth yet available to him. He still had both the skill and pleasure of pain, at least within the rooms of imagination.


“I will kill that dwarf,” he whispered.


His breath puffed into tiny clouds like the ghosts of his words. It was cold, cold far out of season when the fruit of the fall gardens should be setting, and the leaves on the city’s trees first veining to silver, red and brown.


It did not help matters that Jason knew no more about military science than he did about transforming gallstones into gemstones. Each artifice had its masters. Jason was skilled at factoring trade, finding profit in the delay of goods upon a dock or the fee split between a bargeman and a port inspector. There were no bills of lading for him this morning, just walls, stones and emplacements. Problems for masons and artillery commanders.


This part of the eastern wall was the highest elevation in the city. To the riverward the City Imperishable stretched to wakefulness. At his feet Wall Street ran amid its rows of ruined houses. Golden corn, ripe for harvest, grew within many of the ancient foundations. Beyond that, spread out across the old Parade Grounds in a confusion of tents and sheds and tailgates, the Green Market was already in chattering session.


Sweeping his gaze west and south Jason could see down Upper Melisande Avenue as it ran through the Temple District to Delator Square. He turned away from memories of his father’s bitter end on the punishment platform there, looking farther north across the Little Bull River, where Cork Street rose up from the banks to the crest of Nannyback Hill. The Rugmaker’s Cupola loomed with its spiral of red and yellow stonework. It was the tallest building in that end of town and the only structure that rose above the level of his vantage. From there he followed the lines of the city back south past Delator Square and along the slope of the New Hill to the flatlands near the River Saltus where the Limerock Palace glowered in dawn’s light. In between and among the landmarks rose a wide forest of towers, rooftops and battlements, chimneys, steam plants and water works, treetops, tentpoles and prayer platforms.


Somewhere out of sight a brass band tootled its way into tune. He heard the laughter of women, the whistles and shouts of the drovers in the market. His nose was assaulted by the smell of cookfires, coal furnaces, horses, oxen, sewage, sweat, even a bit of woodsmoke from the night before, bounded and defined by the inescapable and endless reek of the River Saltus.


This was the City Imperishable.


Home.


Up here it was obvious how the metropolis had over time contracted inward from its defending walls. Crowded and busy as the city was down by the River Saltus, fields of green and gold and brown grew hard by the ancient battlements.


Amid the ruins in the shadow of the eastern wall, “the city is” had already become “the city was.”


Jason turned east to look out across the struggling, straggling country that lay beneath the dominion of the City Imperishable and its nonexistent armies. The Rose Downs climbed toward the bright-limned clouds of morning. The lands were divided by the Little Bull River as it meandered from the grasslands beyond the horizon. An invading horde could have followed the watercourse across the ragged farmland, over the tangled woodlots and dark acres of wild rose, along the winding roads and wandering streams. No one would have stood to oppose such a force save for Jason himself and those latecoming farmers still bringing wagonloads of eggs and potatoes and fresh-slaughtered hogs into the city.


“How are these walls to be standing against anything at all without experienced men to be topping them?” asked a soft voice in a strange accent from somewhere along the Sunward Sea.


Jason startled, sliding on crumbled gravel from the wall’s eroding top as he stepped. He turned, annoyed at his own surprise. “You are the mercenary?” he snapped. This was not an errand he would have sought, save for the need created by his master’s absence.


“Please,” said the man. “To be known as a freerider.” He was small, smaller even than Jason, who had never attained great height himself. Pale eyes, almost the color of ice chips, set in a pale, clean-shaven face topped with silvered hair more blonde than Jason’s own. The freerider wore a nicely tailored frock coat and trousers in a very light blue that set off his eyes. No weapons were in evidence.


“Freerider, then,” said Jason. “Of Winter’s Company. Your name?”


“I am to be Enero. The Winter Boys, we are to call ourselves. But you are not being Ignatius.”


Jason had no great brief for this small man who thought himself so dangerous and smart. An hour or two in his old playroom and Jason would have the soldier dancing a different measure altogether. Nonetheless, his master had intended to meet the man here this morning. “I am Jason the Factor. His agent. You are most clever to notice.’


“Indeed. I am being paid for cleverness. Cleverness or deadness. You are here to be speaking with Ignatius’ voice?”


“Yes.” It was a lie, bald-faced as beardless Enero himself, but Ignatius had not made contact for three days. Last night’s messages after the conversation with Onesiphorous had met with no more success than Jason’s previous efforts. Which was poor news indeed. His master held great influence in the city, and was perhaps heir as well to the Imperatorial throne so long lost in shadow and dust that most had forgotten its existence.


The man for these times, in other words, when danger threatened on all fronts. The governance of the city was spiraling in on itself like a hawk with a broken wing. The Burgesses paid no mind to anything save who should fall first so that others in power might dance on their bones.


In short, a disaster if Ignatius were well and truly gone. That he would have left without telling Jason or anyone else of his departure—inconceivable. Yet he must have known something might be in the offing, or he would not have arranged for Jason to come out in his stead at this unnatural hour.


So, a lie: “I speak for him.” Then, bad bargaining: “He needed you. We need you.” Ignatius was convinced, Jason knew, that the rumored armies riding from the Yellow Mountains and the Sand Sea were all too real.


The captain of the Winter Boys scratched his naked chin and stared thoughtfully at Jason. “We were to being given quarters for two seasons, for a gross of men and horses, provisioned and victualed, with the services of a good gunsmith and a decent ostler. To be two silver obols per day per man, plus to be a fifty-obol bonus per day for the officers to share.”


That would run almost four hundred silver obols per day with expenses, thought Jason. He had no idea what arrangements Ignatius might actually have intended. Armed toughs set to watch dockside cargo of a moonless night cost no more than a silver obol per blade, not accounting for expenses.


Hired swords did not come with a company of their fellows, armed and armored.


“The arrangements are not mine,” Jason said, trying to hide his ignorance. “I’ll sign a chitty for the provisions and the craftsmen. The good Doctor Ignatius will see to your cash.”


Enero seemed unmoved. “To be riding onward into the Jade Coast is a fine thing in the autumn of the year. Our mother the North Wind is to be plucking at our backs.”


Damn Ignatius, thought Jason, to leave him so uninformed. A man who did not know the value of what he bought had no way to set the price. “Your demands shall be met for a week, then. When Ignatius returns, you will have to answer to him if you have cozened me.” Not that the Inner Chamber was going to be interested in any requests Jason might tender for funds. His loyalty was to Ignatius, not the Assemblage of Burgesses, and that lack of commitment ran in both directions.


Where was Ignatius?


He glanced up to see the Winter Boy studying him closely.


“What are you being in fear of besides the wind?”


So many answers to that, Jason thought. Fires in the night. People dying with words in unknown tongues upon their lips. Panic. These things he did not say. Instead: “You name it. We’re going to have a divine autumn here.”


“Bullets are not to be stopping nightwalkers, but they are to be working wonders against men on horseback.”


“Right.”


“To be giving me my chitty?”


“Of course.” Jason reached inside his overcoat for his own drafts. He would have to cover the first week’s cash out of the company accounts.


Somehow, even with the noumenal attacks and the disappearance of his master, that was the most irritating insult of all.


IMAGO OF LOCKWOOD


“Funds, by the sweet fig of Dorgau, a man needs funds the way a bird needs air!” Imago stalked the low-beamed barroom in the light of stinking oil lamps. His progress was witnessed only by a handful of drooling drunkards and a hulking one-armed Tokhari—a vast brute with the copper skin, autumn brown eyes and black hair of his desert-dwelling folk—who showed no signs of understanding any language he might speak.


Or possibly any language spoken by anyone at all.


Imago wasn’t a tall man, but his boot heels were high. The soles within built up higher. He wasn’t a large man, but the shoulders of his evening coat were padded. The crown of his hat reached somewhat farther than the norm. His dark curly hair he kept oiled and brushed to stand large and frame his face as if he were a bigger man. In short, Imago took care of his appearance, and always seemed more than he was.


At this moment he was infused with the twin fires of wine and penury. He owed money to the Tribade thanks to his run of ill luck in the gaming parlors of Cork Street, and his latest legal ventures had as yet brought him no coin at all.


“You!” he shouted, whirling to point at the Tokhari. “Would you not have heard the case of three sisters beggared by the wrongful acts of the servants of a great trading house?”


“Em zhakkal,” muttered the Tokhari.


“Exactly! He was a jackal.” Imago turned to stamp through another circuit of the low room. Each pass got him a bit closer to the door without alerting the watchful barman, who wanted paying, as barmen always did. Small-minded bastards. “What kind of world is it when a judge can’t stay bought from kippers to chambers?”


Spin and stalk. One more pass and he could step out on the hop.


“I would have paid him,” Imago added, “if the judgment had come through.”


Stride and stride and turn by the empty gun rack at the far end of the room.


The big tribesman glowered. “Izh-al madir.”


“My dear?” said Imago on his last pass by the Tokhari. “A thought not to be borne.” His hand was on the handle, the door was open and he was out into the cold rain, stepping twice as fast as the outraged shout behind him.


He had two more suits coming before the bench this week, being heard by a different judge from the thieving coxcomb who’d refused to remain properly dishonest. All he needed to do now was find some way to eat, sleep and remain properly dressed on his remaining assets: a copper orichalk and three stringy carrots.


Well, he always had his sharp looks and his sharper wit.


Meanwhile, the rain was soaking into the padding of his jacket, and neither looks nor wit would keep the drops away.


The fortunes of House Lockwood were brought low indeed, Imago thought. He had awoken painfully stiff, his back and legs a prescient echo of the years of his older age yet to come. His brother Humphrey lived with their Mater in a moldering hovel on the banks of the Eeljaw deep in the dread-infested jungles of the Jade Coast, attended by a few retainers, miserable City dwarfs who had lacked the pride to remain within the purview of civilized life.


Not he. Imago and his pride had spent the night sleeping in a farmer’s cart that had recently contained a large quantity of onions. The small scraps that had not been unloaded at market yet stung Imago’s belly, but by the same marker, the waxed canvas tarpaulin sheltered him from night’s cold rain.


And now to judge by the bright steam that filled his vision, the sun had returned with some modicum of warmth.


Imago rolled off the tailgate before the wagon’s owner came to help him on his way. It was a new day, ripe with possibilities for coin, for honor, for a revolution of the soul. The greatest gift the gods had given him was a true appreciation for the potential of each sunrise.


He hit the cobbles to see the potential realized in the form of two Assemblage bailiffs in their red wool tunics, staffs in hand.


“There he is!” shouted one of them.


Imago of Lockwood was off running once more.


It was a hard dodge into the alley at the back of the Root Market, Little Loach Close, then a wild, leaping run through the stacks of baskets stinking with washed horseradish and ginger, around the piles of potatoes and turnips, a drop and scuttle beneath the belly of a draft horse smoking with morning sweat, past the startled shouts of tradesmen and bearers and market idlers.


From the sounds of things behind him, the bailiffs were making slower progress. Imago spun out of the alley mouth onto Upper Filigree Avenue, shrugged free of his dark coat covered with shreds of onion and stepped with purpose into a group of jeweler’s boys hurrying riverward from breaking their night’s fast.


By the time the bailiffs spilled from the alley in pursuit, cursing and bruised amid one last angry flight of tubers, Imago was just another dark-haired man in a pale, stain-mottled shirt.


Once again a day had dawned with promise. Though whatever writ or warrant the Burgesses had laid against him would make it difficult for him to see to his cases later in the week.


It was time to rethink his approach. Numerous curiosities were buried in the laws of the City Imperishable. With luck and skill, he could leverage one or another of those.


Belisare the dwarf was the Claviger Familias of House Lockwood, steward and holder of the keys to the family’s wealth, though that worthy was long fled to the swamps of the Eeljaw with the rest of Imago’s cowardly family. Belisare, as it happened, had a brother who remained in the City Imperishable, one Ducôte. Imago felt it was past time to pay his respects to that good dwarf, and call on the last familial connection that had not yet cast him out.


He hurried toward the docks, where Ducôte operated a scriptorium near Softwood Quay. It wouldn’t do to be loitering on the streets with the bailiffs out searching for him. That of course would be a point in his favor with Ducôte, who was widely known to work with the Slashed.


Filigree Avenue would take him almost all the way down to the water, debouching into the Spice Market. Following the street along the shoulder of Nannyback Hill and riverward, Imago made sure to stay close to groups of men, never walking alone where he might be spotted. There were only so many bailiffs, and they were preoccupied keeping the restless and the angry away from the walls of the Limerock Palace, yet still someone had seen fit to dispatch the men in red for him.


He needed to find a way out from under whatever paper the Assemblage had issued against him. That alone was sufficient to be disaster to his plans. Even setting aside the suits he had been prosecuting—barratry was less and less a useful profession in these suspicious days—he could scarcely garner coin or place his bets on Cork Street without freedom of movement.


That Ducôte might recommend a trip downriver to Belisare and the exile of House Lockwood was a possibility Imago resolutely discarded from his thoughts. No city-dwelling dwarf who was numbered among the Slashed could possibly be so conventional or narrow in his thinking.


It was not conceivable.


BIJAZ THE DWARF


The dwarf was sweating in the heat and smoke of a brazier set before him. Someone in the shadows above and behind him pounded a drum heartbeat-slow. The traditional muslin wrappings of his station clung to his body like winding sheets on a drowned man. His pulse pounded. The stinking surge of desire rising from his crotch, his armpits, the skin at the yoke of his neck, was almost enough to drive him to rub himself against the nearest doorpost.


Instead, he practiced restraint.


He knew that the fire burned with herbs and resin. It was part of why he came here. Bijaz did not partake directly of the myriad of vices so freely available in the City Imperishable. He mortally feared crawling inside a waterpipe and not coming out until he was carried on a board to a pit in the Potter’s Field. All the same, he was not at fault if the very air throbbed with intoxicants. No sin or temptation was appended to the act of breathing itself.


Other furtive shapes sat near him, facing the pit below. Four were obviously boxed dwarfs—all of them Sewn with lips properly sealed. One was perhaps from among the rare cut dwarfs, adult victims trimmed to size by the chirurgeon amid an excess of zeal and funds. There was even a full-man crouched to make himself small in this space where the tall were meant only to be on display. A born dwarfess, almost as rare as a cut dwarf in this city of dwarfs, silently moved from man to man—it was always men who came to these places—offering wine and rainwater in narrow beakers shaped to fit the pursed opening between sewn lips.


Bijaz fingered his own knots. His lips, ever clamped together, were hot to the touch. He would no more have cut them open and joined the Slashed than he would have cut off his pizzle. At that thought, his other hand slipped within the sweat-soaked muslin of his wraps to add to the violent pressure at his groin.


The boy chained in the center of the pit writhed in the blinding glare of a trio of limelights that hissed and flared with the stench of burnt vapor.


Bijaz’s hand began to slowly stroke his cock within his robes. The boy below him was tall, a full-man nearly grown, long-limbed and beautiful. The three dwarfesses with their leather straps and their canvas needles had just withdrawn. Blood twitched upon the boy’s lips in bright ruby beads. He was now one of the Sewn. For a little while. Promised the gods only knew what and doubtless drugged besides, the boy continued to slide his hips back and forth, his body slicked with rubbed-on oils and the tongue tracings of his recent tormentors.


The boy’s moans caught at Bijaz’s ears as the lips of a lover would. His hand moved a little faster within his robes, the sweat flowed from him like mist on the riverbanks of the Jade Coast. To be a dwarf was to spend the years of youth boxed in agony, while the full-men walked laughing and free in the sunlight. To be a dwarf was to have your head stuffed with numbers and letters and facts until wax ran from your ears and your eyes bled, while the full-men drank and gambled and whored in the taverns and gaming parlors of the City Imperishable. To be a dwarf was to be sworn to service and a life of staring at cobblestones and twice-counted coins, while the full-men knelt for honors before the high folk of the city and rode fine horses through the bright streets.


Sometimes a dwarf needed to get back something of his own. Sometimes a dwarf needed to see a full-man brought low. Sometimes a dwarf needed to find his pride in blood and sweat. He had once plucked both pleasure and that missing pride from his old master’s son Jason when that full-man was young and in dire need, but those days were long past. Those moments of trembling passion and blinding light within his head were long gone.


He could rebuild his pride on another’s suffering, for a night or a week or a moon’s passing. Ten gold obols and favors owed the Tribade to enter the doorway, with bare swords at his back ready to strike him down even while he brought himself to climax, should his words or deeds pass beyond the rules of this secret place.


A naked dwarf, masked by a rotting horse’s head, entered the pit. His distended cock was painted bright blue and he carried three slim rapiers on a belt slung over one shoulder. Bijaz felt the hot rush in his groin at the sight of the blades. His thigh sticky and warm, he slumped a bit in his chair and signaled for more wine.


If the horseman were able to stretch the death out for several hours, as the best of them could with good boys and luck, Bijaz might come twice, even three times more this night, and walk out feeling as if he were a real man.


At least for a while.


What he feared was how often he needed to return. How much the Tribade would ask of him for his secret shaming lust.


What he feared was everything. Bijaz wanted the old days back, as badly as he wanted to walk tall and win the love of bright-thighed women who would tower over him in summer fields.


Bijaz was led into a closed carriage and driven awhile through city streets before being discharged to find his own way—a precaution against him ever revealing the location of the dwarf pit. For his part, Bijaz made no attempt to recognize the turns or the particular pattern in the clatter of the cobbles over which the carriage drove.


He found himself on Melisande Avenue, and began waddling home. The moon was missing, hidden behind clouds barely visible above the rooftops of the City Imperishable. Every shadow was deeper, darker, grimmer.


The evening had been a disappointment. The boy had died long, which was to be desired, but behaved poorly, sobbing and begging for his life. Half-done well, as it were. Bijaz tried not to think who the full-man might have been. Child of a great house, from the look of his nose, sold into darkness to settle a hidden debt or defer a murder already bought and paid for. As for Bijaz, he had only a much lighter purse to show for his night. That and the semen crusted upon his thighs.


Someone screamed a block or two distant. Not an uncommon occurrence of late in the night’s small hours in the City Imperishable. Bijaz paid no attention. He knew he would be watched carefully all the way home. He was no safer than now, after an evening in the pit. The Tribade did not like informers.


Another scream, from somewhere above him this time. The rooftops?


A pattering rain began. Bijaz looked up in time to see a pair of legs drop to the street in front of him. Nothing else—shattered, shorn bone gleamed white in hissing light from a gas lamp at the corner ahead, though no blood ran from them.


The blood, in fact, was what was raining down.


A noumenal attack! Like the burning trees, the monster worms tunneling out of wellheads, along with all the other horrors that had bedeviled the city recently.


He began to run, searching for cover. Bijaz would bet brass against gold the legs belonged to one of his Tribade watchers. Whatever rampaged out here would have no brief for him or the dwarf pit, but that would make no difference either way if it caught him. As he raced past the gas lamp, his boots slipping on blood-slicked cobbles, Bijaz glanced up to see ghostly teeth leering down at him from a mouth big as a beer wagon.


He lost his footing, careening into the gutter on his belly in a wave of slops and shit before his chin struck the kerbstone and stars found him.


Morning found him far too slowly. Bijaz opened his eyes to an oddly filtered light, and the pain-wrapped ache that came from spending time unconscious rather than sleeping. Something was wrong with his mouth, and he lay under burlap.


That last was easily remedied. Pushing it aside, Bijaz found himself staring upward at a gas lamp, clouds pearling the sky above. His tongue was reporting in, failing to find certain familiar teeth. His lips were crusted shut.


Pain was an old friend to any boxed dwarf. Bijaz put one hand on the kerbstone and pulled himself to his knees. The burlap fell away—it was the cheap matting used by the bailiffs and the various private night patrols to mark and cover bodies for the morning corpse wagon. Someone either had an unfortunate sense of humor, or had taken him for dead in the night.


He was still where he had fallen, along Melisande Avenue. Down here closer to the river was a neighborhood of tall, narrow homes with stained-glass windows, gilded gargoyles at the cornices, window boxes dotted with the colors of autumn flowers drowned and cold-bitten by the unseasonal weather. Linden trees already were losing their leaves, bare branches pointing like prayers to the sky.


Melisande was not his neighborhood riverward of Delator Square, not at all. Dwarfs here were expected to use alleyways or side entrances, not be staggering bloody-faced, clothed in filth, past lacquered front doors and iron hitching posts. The people who lived here were great and beautiful, factors and even minor syndics, full-men one and all.


At that thought, Bijaz’s memory flashed on an image of last night’s boy, eyes bulging as he tried to vomit blood through tight-sewn lips. Some of it had leaked along the blade puncturing both cheeks and the tongue within, but most of it was clearly running down into his lungs. The young full-man had been near the end by then. In that moment Bijaz’s sense of his own filth was enough to make him wish for a blade for himself, to slice away his own member as the boy’s had been cut free by the horse-headed dwarf.


That was someone’s boy. Dead now, for vanity and evil, trembling desire.


Filth. He was filth.


On his feet, Bijaz staggered a moment and nearly lurched into a baker’s apprentice with a cart of warm, fresh loaves. The scent of yeast and butter drove the shame and blood-lust from him. The guilt remained, an old, familiar friend.


The Assemblage. He was supposed to appear before the Inner Chamber of the Assemblage this morning. The Provost and the Counselors would not take his tardiness well. He could do nothing about the missing teeth save suffer, and avoid foods with salt in them. However, he had no choice but to discard the bloodied, gutter-soaked muslin that wrapped his body.


And here was him without a purse.


Bijaz stalked down the sidewalk, unsteady of stride but firm of purpose, looking for another dwarf, any dwarf, that might yet be loyal to the City Imperishable. He needed one of the Sewn, with their lips still properly shut, not one of those Slashed bastards. He needed help right away, or his months of work on behalf of them all, Sewn and ungrateful Slashed alike, might well come to nothing.


The godmonger that Bijaz found had led him to washing water, then had given him fresh wrappings. Well, mostly fresh, and certainly devoid of the unfortunate stains of the previous night. His benefactor had also supplied him with distilled spirits of uncertain provenance to dull the pain in his teeth and upper jaw.


All good, as far as it went.


Not so good was the damned dwarf’s sticking to Bijaz like river muck to a dock ladder. They were past the Sepia Wing, walking down Maldoror Street along the south wall of the Limerock Palace, almost to the Costard Gate. Bijaz had thought to lose the godmonger along Margolin Avenue amid the crowds of clerks and deliveries, but he had not had the luck.


Maybe the little buggerer’s tutelary spirits had whispered to him the significance of Bijaz’s errands.


Or perhaps, Bijaz had to admit, his own tutelary spirits were speaking. Who or whatever they might be. He wasn’t in a mood to listen. Pain from his broken teeth was leaching his patience, and his fears for what might be coming next in the City Imperishable seemed closer to the surface than ever.


He must stop going to the dwarf pits. Someone would find him out. He would be disgraced. Boys aplenty could be hired in the Sudgate, that he might beat bloody for days on end for less than a single silver obol. But Bijaz knew that the clean-limbed young men in the pits would die with or without his presence. They were not killed for him personally. That rationale had kept him returning through the years. He was not responsible.


Still, he wished he could find a different ritual.


“So seek,” said the godmonger. He was boxed and Sewn to be sure, dressed in muslin wrappings as the best and most respectful of dwarfs would be. Even so, his skin spoke of a heritage strange to the City Imperishable—a deeper shade of brown than ordinarily seen so far north, with a certain cast to eyes the color of polished oak. The godmonger’s fingers flickered with a strange cast as well, making the sign for LILIES ON THE RIVER with an accented motion. That meant to accept one’s fate, ride with the current of events rather than fight.


“I did not mean to make my thoughts so plain,” muttered Bijaz. “Though I am grateful beyond measure for your assistance, I must soon pass on to errands of my own.”


More fingertalk: THE WIND SPEAKS FROM ALL QUARTERS. Meaning there is always more than one voice giving advice. “Open your ears, man, as well as your eyes,” the godmonger said. “I found you slicked in filth and heart’s blood. This is not how life should be lived in any city. Do you think this is right? Those crowds in the plazas? Our people fleeing for the Jade Coast?”


“No. It’s not right. I know that. That’s what my work is about. Moreover, I need to be on my way.”


“You’re not listening.” The slanted eyes seemed sad, distant. The godmonger’s fingers began a motion, the radical for MOUNTAIN, then dropped away without finishing the thought.


“I don’t have time to listen,” said Bijaz. “Come to my offices on Bentpin Alley in the Temple District; I shall repay you tenfold for your services.”


The godmonger gave one last try as they trailed to a halt before the red-coated bailiffs guarding the Costard Gate. “No coin is as great as the full measure of your attention.”


“As may be,” said Bijaz. With his fingers: THE STORM TRAMPLES THE GRAIN.


“Indeed.” Giving a grave nod to the scowling bailiffs, the godmonger drifted away.


Bijaz turned to face them. “I am summoned before the Inner Chamber.”


“Yes, sir,” said the youngest, one Federico known to Bijaz. “We been expecting you. Not like the rest of the trash been begging entry this morning.” He handed his staff to one of the other bailiffs, but kept his pepperbox pistol in his hand. “Come with me, please.”


JASON THE FACTOR


Jason took a fiacre from his warehouse quarters at Sturgeon Quay to the Limerock Palace. He was done sending messages and lodging inquiries with the liveried bailiffs and black-suited clerks of the Assemblage. They were polite enough, but they answered to different masters from his, and their purposes were their own.


Ignatius of Redtower had been very clear: Jason was never to visit him at the palace. Their association was no great secret—Jason would hardly have been an effective agent of Ignatius’ interests if it were—but the Assemblage followed its own protocols and etiquettes, which Ignatius navigated with the purposeful efficiency of a fish seeking its spawning stream.


It was the case that Jason came and went from the Assemblage in pursuit of his business, his nominal employment and true source of funds being warehousing and factoring on the part of an owner long since retired to a Jade Coast plantation. Despite his presence in the halls of government, Jason took pains to meet Ignatius in the tiny, steam-filled cafés of Filigree Avenue, or the waterfront bars, or of an evening walking the iron-bound cobbles of the Metal Districts.


Never in Ignatius’ own apartments and offices within the Limerock Palace. Not until now.


Even the trip in the little carriage was difficult. The streets teemed with people. Not refugees—for where was there to flee, except the foetid jungles downriver?—but the dispossessed, the frightened, the unruly. Tokhari drovers wrestled their suspicious camels through herds of children, flocks of goats butted past men carrying their households on their backs, farmers selling illegally on the street called their wares in voices as loud as the godmongers who had thriven uncommon thick of late. The jehu whipped his lithe, skittish horse, but that proved fruitless, for the animal had little choice in the matter, and the wide-axled fiacre even less.


Jason finally gave the driver three copper chalkies for his trouble, and dismounted to push through the crowd, heading up Short Street on his own two feet.


The mass of people had a convection of their own, carrying with them the scents of their native spices, the sour spew of babies, the wet-corn smell of dogs, the fresh-dirt odor of mushrooms. They pushed together in the swirl that had blocked his fiacre, colors and fabrics and sweating, muscled arms in the rising light of the morning. He was no more than a chip tossed into the spin and turn of this river of muddled flesh.


Close in, Jason could tell the overriding emotion was fear. People whispered and chattered and called out to one another, gathered round the godmongers, bet each other lengths of rope and handfuls of ten-to-a-chalkie nails.


He wondered what pushed them out like this, to share a slow-moving panic. Surely not the lindens burning on Pondwater Avenue the night before. There must have been more deaths that he hadn’t heard about in his early morning hike up to the eastern wall.


As Ignatius had taught him, Jason opened his ears and listened. Not to any one voice or thread, but letting certain words find him out of the litany of complaints and commerce and the comforting of children. If he tried, he knew how to hear the voice of the many chattering from each of a thousand mouths.


…dead by morning…my sister screamed…bigger than a draft horse, with teeth as long…nothing but water and bones…take my chances with those madmen…dog barked ’til it drowned in blood…


It was of course rumor that he listened to—that captain of more armies than any commander of men ever led, now running roughshod through these people’s lives. Something big and hairy brushed his face, taking his thoughts with it. Jason saw only a great, pale knee with a red-brown blotch. He looked up at a man in mummer’s motley riding a canted saddle on the back of a camelopard. The animal’s neck craned and it stared down at him with eyes the liquid brown of roaches’ wings, two stubby horns of hair above its long, narrow face. The mummer also stared, the mouth painted large and bright upon his visage disguising his true expression. Upon the reins, his hands flickered in the fingertalk sign for WATER UPON THE STEPS, which meant a danger in familiar guise.


Even before Jason could frame an answer, the ridiculous mount and its more ridiculous rider turned away, high-stepping past a brewer’s wagon stalled in the press of foot traffic. The drover idled on his bench, not even bothering with the whip, as a gang of children fed oats to his draft horses.


Oats laced, no doubt, with fish oil to make them shit rivers later. That was what children did.


Eventually Jason reached the Limerock Palace. The gateways contained no gates as such—some prior Provost had sold them off long ago for scrap. The city’s seat of government, inasmuch as the City Imperishable could be said to have a government, still lurked behind walls. Half a dozen Assemblage bailiffs armed with iron-shod staves and pepperbox pistols stood in the open arch of the Riverward Gate. The crowd was thinner here, once Short Street had opened into Terminus Plaza. With the unspoken good sense the poor and purposeful had left a good-sized lacuna around the bailiffs.


Jason had already decided on the forward approach. “I require admittance in order to wait on Ignatius of Redtower,” he said.


The biggest bailiff, a man with a face intelligent as any ox, shifted his weight against his staff and brought his pistol to port arms against the maroon-dyed leather across his chest. “Let’s see your silver flower.”


Persons with free access to the Limerock Palace carried or wore a small silver nettle as a token. Ignatius had never secured a flower for Jason, as they had kept their business away from the palace.


“I don’t have a flower. I need to see Ignatius. He is Second Counselor of the Inner Chamber of the Assemblage of Burgesses.”


The ox laughed. “Of course he is. Any idiot knows that.” Leaning forward: “Any idiot should know the Provost closed the palace two nights ago. Only them with a flower or a summons dated since the closure is allowed to pass the gates.”


Jason’s temper slipped away. “I don’t have a flower. I don’t have a summons. I do have an urgent need to see Ignatius, on the business of the defense of the city. Can you send to him, at the least?”


“Don’t see why I should.”


“Because when he finds out you kept me out here, and him ignorant in there, he’ll make you wish you had.” Oh, for a razor and a few moments alone with this buffoon, Jason thought. He could make the man sing a completely different tune.


“Imre,” said the ox, jerking his chin without taking his eyes off Jason. “Go send to the Second Counselor’s steward and tell him that the Honorable has a little birdie singing at the gate.”


As one of the other bailiffs trotted off, Jason marked the lead bailiff for future trouble. He wasn’t spending his morning talking to mercenaries on crumbling walls just so the servants of the Assemblage could treat him like a half-witted beggar boy.


He also wasn’t in a position to stare down or force his way past six of the Provost’s finest sworn men. He reminded himself that this insult was properly laid at the door of the Provost, and through the Provost, the Assemblage of Burgesses. The City Imperishable was one thing, bustling with wealth but essentially ungoverned; the Burgesses quite another, governing an empire that no longer existed save for the City Imperishable itself.


Sometimes Jason thought it might have been simpler if the Imperator Terminus had come back from the wars. One sword, one law, one word. Not like the vacant offices and corrupt inefficiencies of today. Regardless, he would be damned if he was going to give way to these ignorant bastards, so he stood his ground, waiting for Imre to return with a response.


The lead bailiff caressed his pistol, rubbing sausage fingers up and down the angles where the barrels joined, watching Jason as a dog watches a dying cat. Jason gave him the razor-eye right back, mapping the holds and pain points he might use to subdue the man if he found him alone. The other four uniformed thugs divided their time between scanning the uneasy crowd that ebbed and flowed through Terminus Plaza and keeping their focus on Jason, the only bona fide threat in sight.


The stink of anger had long mixed with the salt reek of sweat in the bailiff’s red woolen coats, Jason and the ox reduced to an interlocked, twitching stare, when Imre returned. The junior bailiff looked pale.


“Respects, sir,” he said to his detail commander. “Second Counselor’s steward wants to see this man right away.”


Good, thought Jason. He and Green Kelly had never held much regard for one another, but they both served Ignatius. He would make it his business to find out why his messages were going astray. It wouldn’t do to come to blows with the steward, so he must be certain to hold his temper.


The oxlike bailiff favored Jason with one last stare, then nodded. “Take him in, then. As for you,” he added, “it’s no matter to me they want you within. You’re still trouble. If I catch you again, one of us will be sorry.”


“You may take that as read, my good man,” Jason replied. He stalked off after Imre. Though he did not visit Ignatius in the Limerock Palace, Jason knew that the philosophick doctor resided in the Acanthus Wing where his master had a gabled turret from which to read the signs in the heavens. At least when he was not conspiring at government.


Jason followed Imre as they passed through the Pilean Gardens, the plaza that lies between the Riverward Gate and the Laurel Wing. The Pilean Gardens were planted with hedge mazes growing only about four feet high, originally designed for dwarf races and tourneys during the rule of the Imperator Marten Blackeyes. Most of the trails and pathways between the hedges had long since been planted with miniature roses and dwarf camellias, so that when seen from the upper levels of the Limerock Palace a river of colors chased itself through the ancient mazes.


Imre led Jason across the Freeway, the marble-slabbed path that ran straight through the Pilean Gardens. Each side of the path was guttered for the blood that was spilled when dwarfs had ridden at the lists on shaggy little ponies from beyond the Yellow Mountains. Today it was simply a walkway with good drainage, used by those who came through the Riverward Gate—servants and residents and officials of the Assemblage. Petitioners and those on formal business called at the Costard Gate, around the south side of the Limerock Palace.


The West Doors led them into the Grand Promenade of the Laurel Wing. From there it was a walk of six or seven minutes to the Acanthus Wing and up to Ignatius’ apartments. Fuming in his anger, and worried about Ignatius, Jason stalked past mirrors the size of wagon beds, portrait galleries lined with paintings with a worth beyond price, displays of antique lances and swords and firearms, vases from past the Sunward Sea, the armored skeletons of the Six Chieftains struck down in single combat by the Imperator Maldoror, along with Maldoror himself, slain by the seventh who became in turn the Imperator Septime, first of the Imperators Orogene.


The wealth of nations and the history of an empire: Jason would have set fire to it all with his own hand if that would enable him to find answers to the plagues and nightmares that stalked the City Imperishable, and turn aside whatever force of arms might be coming on the winter wind.


Rumor was an army that could not be defeated, but other armies were on the move just as dangerous, riding with long-barreled jezails and horsetail banners. That and the burning lindens were much on his mind.


Finally Imre brought Jason before the doors to the Second Counselor’s apartments. Green Kelly stood there, a small man with a twisted shoulder and mismatched eyes. Eyes favoring Jason with a glare that had blades in it.


“He’s yours,” said Imre gruffly to the steward. “Anything happens, Serjeant Robichande will have both our heads.”


Green Kelly brightened slightly. “Robichande don’t like Jason the Factor?”


Imre grunted, then walked away.


“Might be a point in your favor,” Green Kelly conceded to Jason. “You’d be looking for Himself, being one of his specials. Ain’t you supposed to call elsewhere?”


“Three runners I’ve sent,” Jason said. “I’ve also left messages via the telelocutor at the palace switchboard. All of which costs money. He’s missed appointments, including one this morning I know he had no intention of missing. I need him. The city needs him.”


Green Kelly spat on the tiled floor, the gob landing on the upturned fist of some long-dead warrior memorialized in mosaic. “Need. Hah. Mice needs cats to teach ’em the error of their ways, but they’ll still not be thanking them for the instruction.”


“I am not a mouse.”


“Nah. None of you specials are.”


The stared each other down a few moments, Jason breaking first out of sheer frustration at the time wasted. “So where is he?”


Green Kelly nodded over his shoulder. “Locked himself in three days ago with word he was not to be disturbed for nothing, not even the return of Imperator Terminus.”


“He’s been in there this whole time? What about food? What has he been doing?”


“Nothing,” said Green Kelly. “Never rang my bell, h’ain’t asked for nothing.”


“Have you checked on him?”


“Seen the Imperator Terminus just lately, have you?”


Jason could have slapped the twisted man down. “I’ve seen burning trees and frightened people and a mercenary who dressed like a Cork Street dandy. I don’t need to see Terminus. I need to see Ignatius.”


Green Kelly shrugged. “Have a seat. Wait for the bell.”


“No.”


“Listen.” The steward leaned close. “It ain’t just propriety, if you take my meaning. The master has strange snares within.”


“I know that.” Their initial meeting years earlier at Jason’s quarters on Sturgeon Quay, before he and Ignatius had laid down their hatreds and called their enmity over, had skirted the boundaries of those snares. Jason and his master began in hatred only to find their grudging friendship amid the strange magics of his father’s soul bottles. “How long will he repair within?”


“He has never gone this long without food.” It took great and obvious effort for Green Kelly to admit even this to Jason.


Jason stared at Ignatius’ door. It was little different from other doors on this hallway, seven feet tall with three panels, gilded frame with careful paintings of flowers, birds and butterflies on the inner portion of each panel. The door to the master’s apartments featured fritillaries among plum blossoms, a close study of rose apples and summer clover painted brilliant green as if seen in the light of a strong sun.


Nothing that hinted at binding spells or hidden blades or something dark that drank men’s blood and set trees aflame in the night.


“I will enter,” said Jason. “The responsibility is mine.”


“He will take badly to you for it.” Relief tinged in Green Kelly’s voice.


“Sobeit.” Jason set one hand on the gilded lever that was the door handle. “Stand here and wait for me.”


“Oh, I wouldn’t miss this for the world.”


IMAGO OF LOCKWOOD


“If you had the sense nature gave a gannet, you’d take ship for the coast,” the dwarf muttered. His lips were scarred with old needle holes—he had been masterless or Slashed for a long time.


Imago stood up from before the painfully low desk—dwarf height, of course. “My pardons, I have obviously come to the wrong place.”


“Sit, sit.” Ducôte waved a knob-knuckled hand, flickering through some fingertalk message that Imago could not interpret. “I’ll hear you out. Great fires, man, if I had the sense of a seabird I’d have gone a month or more past. Yet here I sit.”


Ducôte’s scriptorium was a bankrupted brewery just at the foot of Softwood Quay, where barges from upriver had once offloaded hops and grains to feed the vats. The building was three stories tall on the outside, with windows and ornamentation of a commercial sort. Inside were no intermediate floors, only a ceiling warehouse-high and the remains of the scaffolds and walkways that had served the previous owners’ needs.


Within were two dozen tall copy desks, peopled by assorted men, women, dwarfs and dwarfesses working at letters with classic quill pens, or the new ball-calligraphs—round-topped mechanisms like brass mushrooms bristling with metal tabs, which impressed characters one at a time on paper like tiny printing engines. Imago wondered if they could be used for divination. A real press, a cast iron beast embedded in belts and springs and massive levers, lurked at the back of the scriptorium. It was currently idle but surrounded by type cases and great stacks of paper that spoke of a volume of work.


All in all, a palace of business already humming at the manufacture of lucre on behalf of its proprietor.


Imago turned from his admiring appraisal to meet the smoked-glass gaze of the dwarf, gray eyes gleaming behind wire-framed lenses. “And well-sat you are, my good sir.”


“I am not your good sir,” said Ducôte. “I am no friend to my brother either, but for his sake I am seeing you. I would just as soon see you on a boat south.”


“The fortunes of House Lockwood were ever the fortunes of the City Imperishable.”


“Then pity the city.” Ducôte tugged his lenses from his nose and rubbed his eyes. Like all boxed dwarfs and dwarfesses, his head and arms were sized for the man he should have been—a lank gangrel from the look of him, save for the meaty, stubby hands which resembled paws affixed to his wrists. “You have the look of a dandy, and not even an effective one at that judging from the distress of your clothing and the state of your hair. What will you have of me, scion of Lockwood? A few obols to see you on your way? You will forgive me if I do not take your paper.”


Imago smiled and made a show of stretching casually. “Do not mistake good looks for poor resolve. I am not a weak man, Ducôte. My father was. He went south seeking fortune and found fever. Mater and my worthless brother hide in the great house he tried to build, holding common cause and petty spite alike with your worthless brother. I am here, to make better my name and more. But I have fallen on distress, and thought that you with your work among the Slashed would have at least pity, if not wise counsel for me. I admit that my plans have failed.”


“It would perhaps be redundant of me to point out that you yourself are not a dwarf boxed and raised, and thus of little interest to the Slashed.”


Imago snorted. “I am no idiot. I know that since the Fixed Youth Edict, the Slashed count the Burgesses among their greatest enemies. Rest assured, having just fled the bailiffs myself to reach you, I count them no less against me than you do. We have common cause.”


That actually made Ducôte smile. It wasn’t a pleasant expression on his face. “It may be that you have common cause with me. I perceive no return consideration on my part for a penurious idler already at odds with the law.”


Imago knew he had the dwarf’s interest in that moment, for if Ducôte truly saw no value in his association, the dwarf would have had him thrown out already. Now to parlay that interest into something he could use to advance his own concerns. “My good Ducôte, consider this: I am a free agent, unencumbered by loyalties to fortune, faction or family. I am somewhat trained in the law, literate to a fault, generous of spirit and can argue a soldier out of his steel socks if given the chance to spin my words awhile. No one will look at me and think of the Slashed, or the declining luck of the City Imperishable. In short, I offer you a chance to have eyes and ears and hands and sharp, clever thoughts at your service, that few will recognize as such or remark upon.”


“And in return for your generous donation of time and attention, all that falls to me is to resolve your misdeeds before the Burgesses. Not to mention provide you with funds to repair your wardrobe and wine cellar, no doubt?”


“Oh, no.” Imago leaned close, laying the palms of his hands on Ducôte’s desk. This was the moment to show the strength of his hand. As always, forward momentum would carry the day. “I want much more of you than that. I want you to help make me Lord Mayor of the City Imperishable.”


Ducôte made a burbling snort. His chest shuddered, until Imago feared the dwarf might be set to spew, but instead the fit passed into laughter. Nasty, derisive laughter, but laughter all the same.


“Mock if you want,” Imago said softly, “but such an agent your folk have never had as the man who holds the reins of power in the city.”


The dwarf made as if to wave him away. “Idiot. There hasn’t been a Lord Mayor since, well…”


“Since the Imperator Arnulf the Dyspeptic had the last one torn apart by wild dogs in Delator Square and abolished elections some seven centuries past.”


“Well, yes. What you do propose to do about it all these years later? I do not see where this leads.” The dwarf was fascinated. Imago could see the gleam in Ducôte’s eyes. His host had the scent of opportunity.


Imago hurled into the breach with all the persuasion his tongue could summon. “I am a barrator, and sometime champertor. One does not make one’s living at such trades in ignorance of the statutes of one’s chosen venue.”


“Living, hah! You don’t have enough orichalks to cover a dead man’s eyes.”


While that was quite literally—and unfortunately—true, Imago would scarcely allow such a remark to slow him down. “Be that as it may, my good Ducôte, I have read much of the law in this city. Imperator Arnulf abolished elections, but he did not abolish the office of Lord Mayor. You are a man of commerce. How is the City Imperishable governed?”


The dwarf gave Imago a lengthy, narrow-eyed stare. Ducôte was clearly aware of the hook and looking hard for it before he got caught himself. “By the Assemblage of Burgesses, of course,” he said slowly. “They appoint the portmaster and the counselors who oversee the necessary functions of the city.”


“Law is about nothing if not nuance, my good dwarf. Consider this: the Assemblage has sat sua sponte in perpetual session since the Imperator Terminus marched to war six hundred years ago. The Imperator was sovereign ruler of our empire. There is no empire anymore, save leagues of empty, broken lands along the River Saltus and its vassal streams, and the farmlands of the Rose Downs stretching east. Those remnants the Assemblage governs in its own right, as executor for the powers of the vacant throne. But even after Arnulf, the Imperator was executive of the City Imperishable only by proxy for the vacant office of Lord Mayor. The Assemblage governs the city merely as a courtesy of custom, not by statute.”


Ducôte laughed, more softly this time. “If the elections were abolished, how do you propose to assume this vacant office? Presuming the Assemblage were disposed to do anything other than have your throat cut before you were fed screaming to the freshwater sharks.”


“Ah.” Imago grinned. “Codex Civitas, 8 Imperator Chela II has a ruling from the Assizes Bench on the elevation of one Proppolio the Baker to the office of Lord Mayor by acclamation, endorsed by the Imperator himself. The judges stated that non-elective accession to office was legitimate, and suggested specifically the Trial of Flowers as a means of that ascent. That’s precedent, Ducôte. Based on the rule of Lord Mayor Margolin the Cooper. Those old fustybuggers in the Burgesses don’t shit without precedent.”


The dwarf studied Imago carefully. “Making another assumption, which is to say that you didn’t just invent all of that, what in the name of the five devils of il-Tokh is the Trial of Flowers?”


“That’s the beauty of it. There is no definition in the law. All we have to do is make a declaration, call for a Trial of Flowers in some manner sure to engender public enthusiasm, and we shall carry the day. Once I am installed as Lord Mayor, well, things will be very different.”


“Do you seriously expect this to succeed?”


“That I cannot tell you. I can only try.” Of course, thought Imago, it wouldn’t hurt at all that by long-established precedent, if he was contending for the office of Lord Mayor, he would also be immune from prosecution or civil suit. The Burgesses were most careful to keep those protections strong for their own benefit.


“You place great faith in the shield of the law,” Ducôte said mildly. “I for one find you utterly mad. It is of little wonder that Humphrey and my fool of a brother cut you off from the family fortunes.” As Imago opened his mouth to protest, the dwarf went on forcefully: “That being said, it is obvious to anyone with eyes and ears that the City Imperishable is on the verge of terrible times. The Burgesses are fools and worse, venal and purblind to a man, ignoring eldritch portents, bad harvests and distant armies on the march with equal indifference. I am not certain you could be worse in the role of Lord Mayor. But, if we mount this scheme, and if somehow you succeed in your madness, I will own you. Your attention, your priority, your very words and deeds will belong to me. Take that as given now, or go forth and dodge bailiffs til you tire of the game or they split your head.”


He would in truth be agent for the Slashed, Imago realized. But then, as Lord Mayor he would have power of his own, eventually enough to shake off the problems if the dwarf proved too restless.


“I will take your terms, my good Ducôte. I have a plan for power, but lack resources. You have resources, but lack a plan for power. It is a fair enough match.”


“Possibly.” The dwarf stood, extended one blunt hand in order to shake on the bargain. “Do not think you will be shaking me off like a dog with fleas when you wear the gold chain of office. By taking my coin, you put us in this thing together. I have eyes and ears, and sharp blades in silent hands, should I need them.”


“Indeed.” They shook, mutual distaste set aside for the sake of the prize.


Ducôte stepped to a sideboard, securing a bottle of some southern vintage and two crystal stems from which to drink. “Have you thought on how to bring your plan to the ears of the public without incurring fatal penalties?” he asked, returning to the desk. His lenses flashed opaque in the glare of the lamp over his desk.
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