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AN INTRODUCTION


I


With the close of day there comes an end to screaming


And a calmness in the dying of the fire.


Holding tight to breath has worn your fingers ragged


And the earth comes up to meet you in a kiss.


You will waken on another day of never;


There is nothing that can hear you, in the dark.


John M. Ford wrote that. It’s the last stanza of a sestina, a form of poem in which the words that end the six lines repeat through each of six verses. He wrote the entire thing, inspired by something I had once put into Sandman, a tossed-off jewel in an email about something else entirely.


II


John M. Ford was Mike to his friends, and I was fortunate enough to be able to count myself as one of his friends.


Mike Ford looked gentle and amused. As the years went by his eyebrows grew out, like insectile antennae, putting him in touch with the infinite. He was mild-mannered, a description that normally is only applied to reporters who are secretly Superman, which seems appropriate, as all of Mike’s friends suspected him of secretly being, well, if not a Superman, then a different kind of human, one vastly smarter and wiser than the normal manner of person.


Mike died alone, taken by a sudden heart attack, in 2006, and it was devastating. He was forty-nine when he died, and it felt like he was only getting started.


He had been giving me Aspects, a few chapters at a time, for years: whenever we saw each other he would have another section printed out, or he would apologise for his slowness (his excuses were valid: he had, for example, had a kidney transplant) and he would promise one next time.


Mike has been dead fourteen years, as I write this, and I would do anything to put off writing this introduction, because writing it means that I have to acknowledge two things that, on a very fundamental level, I do not wish to believe:


They are, that Mike is actually, really, irrevocably dead; and that Aspects, his final novel, will never quite be finished.


It’s magical thinking, I know, but it’s still real: the belief, amounting to a certainty, that as long as I don’t finish this introduction, as long as Aspects in this form is not published, it could all be a mistake.


I know, deep in my soul, with the same conviction with which I know that the sun will rise tomorrow, that pretty soon I’ll do a signing at DreamHaven Books in Dinkytown in Minneapolis, and Mike will casually turn up about half an hour before the end, browse the shelves, talk to people, and then, when it’s all done, I’ll drive us both somewhere for some food, probably sushi, and we will talk, and Mike will do most of the talking (for which I will be grateful) and at the end of the meal Mike will produce the final chapters of Aspects from deep inside a coat pocket and I will take them gratefully, and then I will drive him back to his place, an office that was a living space that was his life, with the model train set that runs all around the room.


During the meal I will learn things. I have learned always to ask questions, because when I do, Mike will explain something to me that I did not know. Mike’s conversation is always erudite, and travels smoothly from high culture to low. He can modulate from movie and TV trivia to Marlowe and Shakespeare with a side trip into quantum physics or obscure economics in the same thought. Perhaps during the meal Mike will let slip some unlikely jewel of personal history, and I will learn more about the intelligence communities’ attempts to recruit him as a boy genius …


He talks only about the parts of his life he felt comfortable letting you know about. Other bits are shadowed and brushed away.


But DreamHaven Books has moved away from Dinkytown, and I don’t really do those signings anymore, and as I type this COVID has closed the world down—which means I worry, irrationally, about Mike Ford, whose health was always precarious and would need to isolate (He’s dead, I remind myself, he doesn’t need to isolate himself, he won’t be catching anything from anyone … And still I persist in worrying.)


I’m honestly not that irrational about any of my other friends who have died. I’m sad, or resigned, or just used to it. I’m frustrated I can’t talk to them any longer, but they don’t feel so there. Mike feels like he stepped out of the room mid-sentence, and I will never stop expecting him to come back.


Physicist and writer Carlo Rovelli relates that Einstein wrote to the wife of a colleague who had recently died to reassure her that her husband had not ceased to be—her husband was still present and working, but in the past, a place she could not go. (The past is truly a foreign country, as L. P. Hartley told us. Just one to which we can no longer travel. The inhabitants aren’t dead—they are there, in their country, and they cannot leave and join us. The borders are closed.)


Sometimes I go back and read Mike’s emails to me. I don’t do that with anyone else. Then again, nobody else I knew was likely to take a typo in an invitation I’d written to come to a bonfire party and turn it into a small play in verse, and then, as an afterthought, round up a small bunch of talented people actually to perform it. Mike did.


There. I stopped writing this introduction to reread all the surviving emails from Mike, which sent me off on a small YouTube trip to watch the final two minutes of The Prisoner TV series, inspired by Mike’s commentary on it. He said something I wanted to reply to, and I needed to check my own memory …


And then I remembered, once again, as I always remember, that I couldn’t ever reply to him. I found a sestina, though, that he sent me, inspired by something I had once written in Sandman, and the final stanza felt like it fitted the beginning of this introduction. So there’s that.


III


When I was a teenager, I dreamed of being a Young Novelist. The kind who would write the first of a lifetime’s worth of great novels as they enter their twenties. I wasn’t one, which is, in retrospect, a good thing: I wouldn’t have had anything to say.


Mike was, and he did. He broke into print, with short stories and poems, when he was seventeen. His first novel was published when he was twenty-two. It’s called Web of Angels, and it’s a proto-cyberpunk novel, with an honest-to-goodness cyberspace Web in it, and it came out in 1980, four years before William Gibson’s Neuromancer.


I met Mike Ford—the M was for Milo, not Michael—in Birmingham in 1984, at a convention. He was funny in the way writers usually aren’t funny, in that he would come up with the perfect riposte, line, or comment at the perfect moment for it, and not (as is the case with me) two weeks later, but he would say it quietly, as an aside, never to put people down or to dominate the conversation, although his comedic delivery was world class. We became friends. He was just about to win the 1984 World Fantasy Award for his alternate history novel The Dragon Waiting. (It contains no dragons, or rather, the dragon of the title is Wales.)


Whenever he would come to the UK—he would come in August, sometimes, for the Fairport’s Cropredy Convention—we would get together and eat, and talk, and I would learn.


We became correspondents, too, back in those days when that involved typewriters and postage and airmail. Somewhere I have a letter from Mike written to teach me how to write a sestina. It was in the form of a sestina.


He wrote brilliantly for people who were, he assumed, as brilliant as he was.


Mike followed The Dragon Waiting with two Star Trek novels—one a First Contact novel about the Klingons, The Final Reflection, and the other, How Much for Just the Planet?, a slapstick musical comedy in science fictional form. I am there, under an anagrammatic pseudonym, and my character sings, I fancy, the finest of all of the songs in the book.


When I moved to the U.S., Mike’s being in Minneapolis was one of the deciding factors of where I went.


He was my best reader. Every writer has one, or hopes they will find one. The person you know will read your story and understand it for what it was, see what you were trying for, identify the places you fell short, and tell you, succinctly and correctly, how to remedy them.


IV


I first read Aspects, as I have mentioned, as Mike was writing it, in chunks. They were always handed over in person, in passing, with a comment from Mike about my not ever actually having to read it, and another comment about something obscurely wrong in the text that Mike hoped I wouldn’t find too alarming. I never noticed the wrong things, if they were indeed there.


I loved the book, though.


It began with a duel, and I thought myself, as I read the first chapter 150 years ago in Europe, in the kind of imaginary place and time that Avram Davidson had once written about, and then I realised, as I read, that it was something else entirely, not that at all.


It felt like he was building something quite new in Fantasy, a place where nothing is ever new: it was what A Game of Thrones might have been, if the author had been fascinated by trains, and set in a place that wasn’t nineteenth-century Europe, just as Westeros isn’t fifteenth-century Britain, and it was about—I thought—communication and politics, magic, redemption, and the forms that love can take. It was shaped only like itself, as Mark Antony said of the crocodile, and the tears of it were wet.


The world of Aspects feels like that of a classic movie—in black and white perhaps, shot by Howard Hawks or John Ford (Mike loved to begin his books with quotes from John Ford movies).


I had so many questions for him about what I was reading—about the characters, about the setting, about the way the people were and were not us. There is science fiction hidden here, alternate world-building aplenty, in this story about love and life, trains, government, and death.


I thought, back then, I’ll put off the questions until he gives me the final chapter, and I’ve read the whole thing.


I should have learned, I realised, when the final chapter never came, to have simply asked the questions when they occurred to me. He always took so much pleasure in answering them.


V


Mike died fourteen years ago. I originally agreed to write this introduction eleven years ago, and I should have given it to its editor a year ago.


I begin to write it, but then shy, like a skittish pony, and I back away, do something else. Often the something else I do has to do with Aspects—I reread old emails from Mike Ford, or I reread the book. We have almost all of it, after all. Endings, and the books that would have followed, can be imagined …


Perhaps what delays me is the conviction that if I can only write this introduction well enough, it won’t be needed. We’ll jump the rails, find ourselves clattering along on another track, one in which Mike finished this book and wrote the other Aspects books he planned.


But no. I write it as best I can, and Mike stays dead, and remains in his own country, which is the past, and this book is what he left us.


Neil Gaiman


April 2021





I



AUTUMN GAMES


Leaves fall, and lie forgotten on the ground,


Until a footstep rustles them again:


A letter brought my thought once more around,


Crisp deckled pages, fine-veined from your pen.


Most loves choose other seasons. Many hold


Forever fogblind spring, or summer’s sweat,


Or silent winter’s deep respectful cold;


Most chase them all, and have not caught them yet.


But we keep to our thoughts, and letters sent:


We play our autumn games, and are content.


I entertained an autumn thought of you,


An unexpected warmth with summer gone;


It colored deep, as leaves in autumn do,


And I allowed the wind to blow it on





CHAPTER 1



THE CITY AND SOLITUDE


It has been said that, if a person is going to die, he should do it in the morning: when the day is new and clean and full of unanswerable questions, when the sun has just risen to cast an afterglow on the things that have been done by night. It has also been said that, if a person is going to die, the circumstances are irrelevant.


On this Paleday morning in Lystourel, capital city of the Republic of Lescoray, the twenty-fifth day of Shepherd’s month, three days before the Equinoctial holiday and six until the autumn Equinox itself, a legal duel was scheduled for seven o’clock in the morning: by seven thirty at the latest, a man whose beliefs ran one way about death and morning was going to kill one of the other persuasion.


It was a foul morning anyway, cold a month too early, the wind off the Grand Estuary hard as a slap across the cheek. The sky was lumpy and curdled, and sooty as well, because the weather had forced fires lit before the flues had been properly cleaned: there was creosote in the air, there would be chimney fires tonight, and the price of dusted coal on the City Exchange was over two gold marks the wagonload for the first time in years.


The gilded dome of the Lystourel Cathedral looked dull and sullen as old copper; the copper dome of the National Gallery looked green and moldy; the glass sheds of the Grand Ironway Terminus were clouded, vapors thick beneath them, like infected blisters. It was the kind of day that made people in the streets long for a King over Lescoray, to heal the aerial sickness, blow away miasma with a royal word. None of the people in the streets was old enough to remember when Lescoray actually had a King over it, which made the longings perfect.


The time was now twelve minimi before seven, and the duel was organizing itself in Willowpark Square, in the western part of Lystourel, just south of the fashionable Silverthread District. The square was four rows of high houses, including the Consulate of a tiny island republic, facing on a small green plot surrounded by an iron fence. There were drooping willow trees, just turning yellow, miscellaneous bushes and benches, a neglected rose arbor. On the outside of the fence were the uninvited spectators: some coatless boys with schoolbooks, some curious tradesmen. The residents were discreetly in their upstairs windows. Inside the fence was the crowd for the matter at hand.


It took rather a lot of people to conduct a legal duel. There were the two duelists’ seconds, young women with their hair tucked under their tall hats and long winter capes over their morning coats; one was in blue, one in green. They were looking rather sadly at one another, but did not speak. The one in the blue coat carried a long, narrow leather case and had a black cheroot between her teeth, chewing more than smoking it. The dueling proctor wore a dark green belted coat, with a silver chain of office crookedly over his shoulders, and a white weeper tied around his silk hat. It fluttered dismally in the wet wind. He tapped an ivory-hilted cane on the ground, looking bored, or impatient, or both. At his side was a boy in a jacket and cap, with a badge pinned to his chest and a wooden box under his arm.


Behind the proctor was a bailiff in the uniform red-and-silver livery, silver buttons on his jacket and black leather cap and boots, silver rope over one shoulder balancing the sling of the magazine carbine on the other. Everyone looked with distaste at the bailiff’s rifle, and the bailiff returned the looks in kind.


A little distance away, leaning against a tree, was the surgeon, in a wine-red, swallow-tailed morning coat and crimson cravat, a white fur hat rakishly on her head. Dangling from her waistcoat pocket was a golden sunburst watch fob, indicating that she was also an accredited sorcerer. It had become fashionable for the observing magicians at affairs like this to fade into the background. The sorcerers’ guild had created the fashion, trying to discourage the idea that a sorcerer would help anyone cheat in the first place.


There were two reporters, rather less well dressed than the rest, one in a short wool coat, cotton cravat, and round-crowned hat, the other in a leather engine driver’s jacket and cap, a soiled silk scarf around his neck, and no cravat at all. One was from the Evening Observer, the one in the jacket from the Northern Star. The Star man would be hitching a ride on the next freight train home with his story as soon as the duel was over, saving the cost of magnostyle and the indignity of having his words rewritten at the office. He had a hip flask of whisky out and open, and was sharing it with his comrade of the press. This was not the usual duel, which they could write up beforehand and insert the names in the appropriate spots after; one of the parties was a Coron in Parliament, and if he died, it would be actual news, at least in the North where his Coronage was.


The duelists were the last to arrive, as was customary. One, a young cavalry officer named Chase, was crossing the square, whirling his cloak off as he shoved through the gate; he tossed the cloak to his second and stretched, his tied-back brown hair bouncing as he moved. The wind fluttered the linen ruffles of his white shirt.


The other man, the Coron Varic, took a step away from one of the willows. He was rather tall, dark haired, severely thin, in a steel-blue frock coat and gray trousers. He took off the coat, folding it lengthwise and over, and handed it to his second; he adjusted his braces slightly, loosened his dark blue cravat but did not remove it.


The breeze rose slightly, shaking the willow trees. The Goddess Coris, it was said, must have been in a terrible melancholy when She made willows. From a few blocks away, a tower clock began striking seven.


The dueling proctor said, “There is still time, honoreds, to conclude these differences without violence, or to lessen their extremity. I remind you both that the insult has been deemed mortal, yet lesser strokes have satisfied greater men. Will you accede?” The law required that the proctor say the words; it could not demand any feeling or concern in them.


Lieutenant Chase said, “The insult remains, honored: no pretense that it is less can make it any less. I do not accede.”


Varic nodded without speaking.


The proctor said, “Then I am required to remind you that the matter, being so begun, may only be so concluded.” He waved to his assistant. The boy held up the wooden case, and the proctor took from it a large, heavy pistol, an antique, firing a single shot with a cap and hand-tamped powder. There was no legal requirement that he use such a thing. “I am the instrument of conclusion,” he said, as prescribed.


The duelists looked at the proctor, then at each other. Varic said suddenly, “How many people have you killed, Lieutenant? I’ve killed two, under just these circumstances. A young man in Trumpeters’ Park, and a very pretty young woman by the Estuary. She was a cavalry lieutenant as well.”


“Then I have more honor than my own to redeem,” Chase said.


“She’s dead,” Varic said, “and won’t ever notice.”


“You don’t begin to frighten me,” Chase said, thin patches showing in his voice. “I don’t care how red your lance may be.” He looked, expectantly, into Varic’s face.


The Coron’s expression did not change at all. “Frightening you was not my intention. I just thought you should know that this is an old business with me. I have no particular interest in killing you, Lieutenant.”


“Then you, honored, are at the disadvantage.” It was not a challenge, just a flat statement.


Varic said, “Just so. As the … injured party, you have choice of weapons.” He motioned toward his second, who rolled the cigar to a corner of her mouth and opened the long leather case. Four swords gleamed dully on velvet inside. “Sabers or rapiers, Lieutenant?” There was no mention of pistols. They were all gentlefolk here, except possibly for the reporters, and the well aspected did not shoot one another over honorable disputes. The proctor’s gun was another business entirely.


Chase inspected the swords. “These are excellent weapons, Coron.” Varic nodded meaninglessly. “Rapiers, then,” Chase said, and selected a sword, with a straight thin blade and a plain cross hilt, not ornamented at all. Chase tested the sword’s balance, then stepped back as Varic took out the matching weapon.


Varic said to his second, “If it goes against, you’re to report directly to Brook.” The woman nodded, closed the case, dropped the stub of her cigar, and ground it under her boot.


The proctor held up his cane. Varic and Chase took up positions to either side, crossing their points above the stick.


The cane fell. The swords, the duelists, the whole square held still in the cold, bad air for a few instanti, half a heartbeat, and then steel flashed down like a thunderclap.


They stayed close for the first minima or so, Lieutenant Chase parrying brilliantly, thrusting very near his opponent, stepping lightly from side to side. Varic stood nearly still, moving his blade in simple straight lines, easy for the eye to follow, for the hand to predict. Click, ring, step, scrape, the two of them matching moves as if this were an open-air production of King Zargo. Wherever Varic put his sword, Chase’s blade was there first.


And then, suddenly, it was not. The very tip of Varic’s sword was in the meat of Chase’s upper left arm, and there was blood on the white linen. Varic pulled out, held his sword at high guard. Chase did the same. They fell to again, both walking now, stepping off the narrow garden path as they circled one another, steel whipping across the space between. The lieutenant was not content to fence now, he was fighting, trying to find an opening in his enemy’s guard, cut a way into Varic’s flesh. He leaped to the top of a stone bench, slashed, leaped down again.


Varic recoiled, executed a circular disengaging parry, seemed to stumble. Chase lunged into the gap, with a perfect deadly geometry. Steel cut air, whistling.


And then there was a sharp, bright note as Chase’s rapier hit the pavement. There was a gash the width of his right arm, a sheet of blood running from it. Varic was standing entirely away from Chase; if not for the blood dripping from his sword, he might have had nothing at all to do with the wound.


Chase looked at Varic, at Varic’s sword, at his own on the ground. He took an uncertain step, his boot squeaking in his own blood. Varic simply waited.


The lieutenant turned and ran.


The dueling proctor leveled his pistol at the fleeing man’s back. Varic took a long step, and his sword flicked out, knocking the barrel of the gun upward even as it snapped and fired; the bullet rustled the boughs of a willow, and there was an explosion of sparrows.


“Your pardon, honored,” Varic said softly. “I’ve spoiled your aim.”


“No matter,” the proctor said, examining his pistol for damage. “I believe the affair is now concluded?”


“To my satisfaction, certainly.”


“Indeed.” The proctor’s assistant held out the gun case; the proctor put away the weapon, adjusted his cloak and white-sashed hat. “You will of course excuse me, ladies, gentlemen. I have another of these matters to attend at eight. Find Goddess in your ways.”


“In your way,” the others said—though Varic only nodded, and the leather-jacketed reporter was already running to find his train—and the proctor left Willowpark Square, his assistant and the bailiff following behind him. The surgeon stood still for a moment more, then tipped her hat and departed after them.


Varic was sitting on a park bench, cleaning the sword blades with a lemon and a cloth. Lieutenant Chase’s second said to him, “Well and fairly done, honored.” Her face was a bit flushed, perhaps with the cold. Varic said, “Thank you,” and the woman went away.


The Observer man came up, his notebook and fountain pen out. “That was quite a fight, milord, quite a fight. Tell me, Coron, were you ever in the army?”


“No,” Varic said, wiping a rapier and replacing it in the case. “I’ve spent most of my career in Parliament.” He looked at the reporter, smiled faintly. “That’s a sort of fencing practice, you know.”


It took the man a moment to get the joke. Then he laughed, said, “Oh, yes! Very good, milord, very good indeed. Thank you.” He scribbled in his book and departed.


Varic’s second had lit a fresh cigar. She said, “Why did you say that, milord Varic?”


Varic put the other sword away, closed the case. The woman was only an acquaintance of his, a retired foot soldier; Brook had suggested her for this morning’s duty. “Because he’s a reporter,” Varic said pleasantly, “and he wanted something to report. I gave him a line he can use, and now he won’t have to make something up.” He sat back, feeling the sweat on his shirt go cold, and looked at the park fence: the spectators, perhaps twenty of them, were starting to drift away from the iron bars. A small blond boy kept staring. Varic gave him a small salute, and the boy turned and ran away. “What’s the time?”


The woman checked her pocket watch. “Twenty-five past seven.”


“Ninety-five minimi to the session bell. … Best see if you can find a cab for me. And, Rose?”


“Milord Coron?”


“If I ever have to do this again, I’d be pleased to have you as second. But I hope we never have to.”


“Of course, honored,” she said, sounding somewhat puzzled.


Varic thought, though there was no way to explain it to Rose, that this probably would be his last duel. Those responsible had now failed three times; time to try something new.


Rose had probably been in duels, at least seconded often, since Brook had recommended her. But she was a soldier of Lescoray and therefore had no personal experience of war.


She hailed a two-wheeler with military authority. Carrying his coat over his arm, Varic thanked her again; she would take the swords back to Varic’s house in Healstone Court. After that, barring a fourth duel, they would meet only at sociable functions, Infantry Balls, and charity teas. They would smile at one another, and say, “Yes, we’ve met,” sharing the secret: and let the world confound itself trying to guess at it.


“Parliament House,” Varic told the cab driver as he stepped aboard. He sat down, added through the trapdoor, “West entrance.” The driver nodded, snapped his whip once smartly, and they were off through the gray and hazy streets.


They turned south, out of the residence blocks, and soon were in the heavy morning traffic along the Fresh, the smaller river that branched to the west from the Grand. A bit of Varic’s mind registered the route, making sure the cabby stayed direct, while his main thoughts ticked over the schedule of motions before the Lords today. There were seven on the calendar. Things had piled up, as they always did before a recess. It had the small advantage of shortening the debates.


Four days to the Equinox, he thought. Four days and he would be forty marches away from the City, a guest at Strange House surrounded by friends and fellow guests, a long way from Parliaments and political duels and polluted air. They would play games and argue philosophy and take tea in the autumn twilight—and Varic would spend the whole time with one ear listening for the click of the magnostyle, and when finally the train brought him back to the Grand Terminus, he would feel an inexplicable relief.


The cab turned right, crossing the Fresh on the New Castle Bridge, an ironwork only a few years old; its bright green paint was beginning to turn dingy, and Varic supposed that next spring there would be a motion to repaint it. He filed a thought to check the price for red lead. Just to the right was the Old Bridge, now closed to all but foot traffic. On it, people were strolling or admiring the view, poor as it was today. A coal barge was passing under the central stone arch. The arches were sound after five hundred years. The pilings had been laid by the Quercians, six centuries earlier still. Varic wondered if the New Bridge would be anything more than rust in a century. Even with the red lead.


He looked out the left-side window. Receding behind them, on the point of land where the Fresh branched from the Grand River, was the Castle, a confused but certainly impressive jumble of towers, subfortresses, arches, and buttresses, ringed by the remnants of three different wall systems. Its foundations were Quercian, too, as was the innermost wall. Every ruler since the Empire departed had considered it a personal duty to build something onto the Castle, and usually to tear something else down. Quercia was like that: dismantled, overbuilt, plowed up, quarried, exploded, still the Luminous Empire ended up under your feet, in the walls around you.


The cab reached the South Corner, a fringe of parkland and middle-cost houses around the water, holding back the sprawl of industries farther south. They turned smartly east around Greengage Circle and crossed the Grand River on a stone-and-iron bridge high enough to pass a sloop’s topmast. The haze was lifting a bit, and away to the south a forest of masts and rigging was just visible, lining the Estuary. The road came down again into the measured and formal street grid of the East Bank.


Measured and formal when it was laid out, at least. Now the streets were full of flower carts, beer wagons, two-wheel cabs, and four-wheel coaches—Varic heard his driver snort, and saw where some idiot had tried to take a four-horse rig down a side street, blocking it hopelessly—vendors of groundnuts and fresh fish and sausage rolls and eel pies, jaunty signboard-men and tired prostitutes, doctors on rounds and fiddlers playing for copper aces, dawn-service priests tipping their hats to highday-service priests, those who had worked all night passing those who would work all day passing those who were too wealthy to work at all and were exhausted with their efforts. The streets smelled of starch and urine, mountain flowers and fried pork and cheap beer; they sounded of trade calls and children’s verses, outraged horses and human pain. They were all walled in with many-windowed building fronts, roofed over with coal smoke and magnostyle wires, and packed so solid you could cut slices from the mass.


How could human beings live in this place, Varic thought; how could anyone feel entirely alive until he had lived here?


The streets broadened. Trees appeared, and geometric plots of grass, unbelievably green against the gray City. The cab passed the Park of the Clarity Kings, still hung with fog that made its monuments look sepulchral. To the other side, fronting on Vineyard Avenue (where the last live grape had grown six hundred years ago; now there were iron vines climbing the streetlamps) was Parliament House, twenty columns on its south face, forty broad marble steps down to the avenue. When there was sun, it was very white, and quite beautiful.


The cab passed it by, as instructed, and stopped at the western side, where there was a small walled courtyard and a modest door.


“Fare?” Varic said, gathering his coat and his thoughts.


“Three plates four, honored.”


Varic gave him four silver plates, said, “No change.” The cabby saluted with his whip and drove on. Varic went through the garden, which was empty, pulled the bell cord at the door. The porter admitted him, with only a slight off glance at his shirt and undone cravat. The foyer within was simply decorated, the walls painted a cool pastel green meant to be soothing to red-rimmed eyes. The glass-cased clock showed six minima to eight. He should have given the cabby a larger tip, Varic thought, or at least taken his license number. He went two floors up the oak stairway, to the floor of offices one below his own. From behind the other doors along the corridor there were small sounds, of teacups rattling, newspapers rustling, the crunch of toasted muffins.


He knocked on a door. “Yes,” came the answer. Varic went in.


The Chief Parliamentarian’s office was large, three ordinary members’ offices combined, but crowded. The walls of the front room were completely covered with plaques, scrolls, awards, an enormous globe standing next to an enormous desk. The library was visible through a door at the rear, and the door to the conference room. They had spent a lot of time in the conference room, around the green table, taking apart Lescoray’s wheezing patchwork Constitution like surgeons over a dying patient, trying to stitch together something that would heal, be strong, stand on its own. Surgeons, of course, could summon, or themselves be, sorcerers, thought-work a raddled blood stew back into organs and whole bones. Laws and articles broke more easily and mended harder.


Brook was sitting on a green plush davenport by the window, in the pale north light, reading a book. A cart with the remnants of a breakfast and all the morning papers stood a little way from him.


Brook’s hair was gray with a touch of silver, swept immaculately from his high forehead and temples; he had long and feathery mustaches and a neatly pointed beard. Steel-rimmed reading glasses sat low on his broad nose. His morning coat was of a gray just less than black, his trousers dove gray. A linen napkin rested on one knee, and half a buttered muffin on the napkin.


He closed the book and considered the muffin. “You look like you’ve spent the evening in a joy house.”


“It would have been pleasanter,” Varic said.


“So you killed the lieutenant?”


“No. I cut him, and he ran.”


“Then the proctor …”


“Missed. I must change my shirt.”


“There’s time. Have some tea. And one of those.” He ate some more of his own muffin.


Varic looked at the breakfast service and was instantly hungry; he had drunk a cup of strong black tea before the fight, but that was all. He poured tea, not commenting that there was a second clean cup, and lifted a silver cover. There were two kippers underneath it. Brook hated kippers. But he knew about duels; he had fought his share once.


Brook said, “You never told me why this young man wanted so particularly to kill you.”


The salt fish stung Varic’s mouth; he swallowed some tea, said, “The speech I gave on the eighteenth, about the value of cavalry. Civilian idler impugning the honor of the service, and so on.”


“Ah. Of course. Honor of the service.”


Varic raised an eyebrow. Surely Brook didn’t believe that.


Brook said, “Your friend Winterhill brought me a copy of a letter last night, concerning Lieutenant Chase and a large gambling debt. Honor of the service, you know.” He looked over his glasses at Varic. “I’d ask you how Winterhill comes by such things, but I’m afraid you’d tell me.”


“Just as well Chase is a cavalryman,” Varic said. “I doubt he’d ever seen so much blood in one place before. If he’d been a real fencer, like the others, I’d have had to kill him.”


Brook said, “I have not known many souls who could keep weighing the need to kill a man after the swordplay had begun.” He finished the muffin, put the book aside, stood up. Brook was a large man, taller than Varic and half again as broad. “And I know this is useless, but you might be more careful in public speaking of the Lescorial Forces of Defense.”


“I’ve shown you the papers on Sarmanjai; you were there when I spoke,” Varic said. “The Imperial Horse were the equal of anyone’s—certainly ours, who haven’t seen a fight in ninety years—and in one charge against a rather ordinary bunch of emplaced riflemen, they lost seven in ten dead and the rest too badly hit to reach the enemy.” He put his cup down. “It’s nothing to do with bravery. War isn’t, not these days. I can’t help it if the word hasn’t reached here.”


“Well, hurrah for peace,” Brook said quietly.


Varic paused and chuckled.


Brook said, “So your humor lived through it as well. Good. Good.”


Varic said, “I don’t suppose the gambling letter mentions any interesting names.”


“No. Did you expect it to?”


“Chase made a joke about ‘reddening my lance.’ I don’t think it was original with him.”


“Ah,” Brook said thoughtfully. Two centuries earlier, when the Parliament was new, the Coron Redlance had been the driving wheel within it. Brook was occasionally called the second Redlance, a title he detested. Whoever had bought Lieutenant Chase’s debts had probably given him the comment to deliver as well. But of course there was nothing provable in that, and Brook said so.


Then he said, “Speaking of the letter, Winterhill brought it to me because you were out last night. Were you in Cold Street?”


“No. I was at home. But I’d sent Midden home early, and I must not have heard the bell.”


“Winterhill thought you’d gone to Cold Street.”


“Winterhill has a fascination with Cold Street. Something to do with his name, I imagine.”


“When were you there last?”


“Some weeks, I think.”


Brook said, “Some months, I think.”


“As you say. I must change my shirt before the session.”


“They ask about you. They like you, Varic.”


“I pay my bills on time.”


“I said,” Brook said, very softly and firmly, “they like you.”


“I’m pleased. I haven’t felt the need.”


“Congratulations.”


“Brook, as you very well know, we’ve had six major votes in that time, a seventh today, and another in three weeks. Are you suggesting that my intimate activities are an essential part of our strategy?” He smiled again. “If you are, I shan’t disagree, of course.”


“We are a long way from completing the Revision,” Brook said. “We have a battle today, and then a hundred more, small and great. And you will be no use at all if you’re so intent on the battles that you forget to breathe.”


“One doesn’t go to Cold Street to breathe. At least, I don’t.”


Brook said, “You are going to Strange House for the Equinoctial?”


“Certainly. My train is tomorrow.”


“Very well.” He sorted papers on his desk. “And you’d better get to your office. You really do need a clean shirt.”


Varic went out and up a flight to his own floor. They had not spoken of the day’s schedule. It was not necessary.


He went into his office: one room with a large closet and a lavatory alcove. He rang for the porter, pulled off his cravat and shirt, poured water into the basin, and began washing up, untying, smoothing, and retying his hair at the back, pausing to soak his eyes. He took a fresh white shirt from the closet drawer, had it on but unbuttoned when the knock came.


Leyva, the third-floor day porter (since the Quercians, the saying went), was there with her brass cart and her long white coat. She didn’t even blink to see him with his braces down and his undershirt showing. “Good day, milord.”


“Good morning, Leyva.” He handed her the used shirt. “Wash and light starch, please?” One could get meals here, washing and mending, have a bed rolled in, bathe or shower down the hall. The office wing was everything a hotel was, except comfortable.


“Of course, milord.”


There was a firm click of heels from down the hall. “Porter, what’s the time?” a woman’s voice said. “How long until the Assembly?” The voice had a touch of Western throatiness. It was vaguely familiar.


Varic leaned out the door. The woman was wearing a black velvet tunic brocaded with silver, a sword-and-sunset emblem on the left breast, riding trousers tucked into boots. There was early white in her black hair, which was held back with a silver mesh band. The costume was only, Varic guessed, a hundred and twenty years behind City fashion. Her face was a bit flat, her nose a bit broken, but quite pleasing, he thought. “Nine minimi,” he said. “There’s a single bell at three before. Plenty of time to reach the Chamber.”


She looked hard at him, at his open shirt, then said, “Thank you.”


“Of course. You’re Lady Longlight, correct? From the Far West.”


“I’m glad to see someone here knows me.”


“Now, you’ll hurt Leyva’s feelings,” Varic said, buttoning up. “I’m sure she recalls you.”


The porter said, “The lady Coron was last here on the tenth day of the Spear, just after the last Evenday. She had number 319 then, as well, and salt beef and eggs for breakfast, as she did this morning.” Leyva smiled fit to break one’s heart.


“You see,” Varic said, “The Coron of the Third Floor remembers you very well. You’re here with a private motion, I believe. Number seven on the calendar.”


Longlight said coolly, “I’m here with the same motion you’ve ignored five times now, thank you very much.”


That turned the page in Varic’s memory. “Longlight, daughter of the Palion Chesdonay, Coron of the Great Rogue Hills. You have an outlaw problem.”


“Ay—yes,” she said, startled. Far Western dialect, yes, Varic thought. She said, “And you are—”


“Varic, Coron of Corvaric.” He bowed slightly as he fastened his cuffs. He was weighing the situation. She had inherited the Coronage three years ago. The Assembly had voted down her motion for assistance against the outlaws five times since then. There was no more support for it today. And he had Motion Five to deal with.


Longlight said, not too harshly, “If you know I have a problem, do you propose to do anything about it?”


Perhaps Motion Five was already safely dealt with—was on rails, as Winterhill liked to say. Well. He would know by highday. “There’s no time to discuss it now, if I’m to make Assembly fully clothed. Would you—tentatively—be pleased to talk it over at lunch?”


“Certainly,” she said.


“Then I’ll speak with you at the highday break. Good morning, Coron.”


“Good morning … Coron.”


Varic shut the door and began tying on a cravat. He had just buttoned his waistcoat and was shrugging into his blue coat when the first bell rang.


He made it, as he had said, in plenty of time and was pleased to see as he looked around the Chamber that Longlight had as well.


The Chamber of Lords had four hundred seats in eight tiers, forming slightly more than half a circle around the speaker’s platform and the President’s bench. High at the back was a visitors’ gallery, with two bailiffs in red and silver at the corners. They carried maces and had never in memory had to use them for more than traffic control. At least the House had managed to keep the Justiciar from giving them guns.


The room had light-colored, golden-veined marble walls, only a little sooted from the two gas chandeliers; the tier seats were of dark oak and wrought iron, and around the walls were armorial banners, from the wonderful old days when Palions on horseback beat each other’s brains out for glory’s sake, and the national flag of West Mountain silver quartered with Grand River blue. It had taken twenty years after the Abdication to move the royal banner from the Chamber to the National Gallery, where every day, Varic knew, people went to sigh their hearts out over its lonely exile.


The nine o’clock bell rang. The chaplain asked Goddess in all Her aspects to bless the Assembly, and the President—this year it was Saltworthy, one of the Lords Sorcerous—proclaimed the session begun. Then it fell to Brook, as Chief Parliamentarian, to read the calendar of motions.


The Chamber was nearly half full, Varic saw. That was an excellent attendance. There were, according to the roster, two hundred seventy-eight Coronage seats (the Lords Temporal), another eighty for the Lords Sorcerous, and thirty-six Lords Spiritual. Of that, only about a third were usually present. That is, someone was present: the Corons and magicians were allowed to send proxies to observe, argue, and vote for them, and most did. Not that the proxies always troubled to appear for sessions.


Over the years, the size of a voting quorum had been steadily reduced, until now it stood at seventy Corons, twenty sorcerers, and no priests at all. Even that number were only required for binding votes. There had been a memorable session, just after the winter recess two years ago, that had opened with Brook, Varic, the current President, six other Corons, two sorcerers, and a priest present at the bell. They thought for a bit about what to do, and then decided to work.


The following morning, a quorum was seated, unsteadily, and found that fifty-three motions were through debate and ready to be voted on. Attendance had been poor on occasions since then, but never again so destitute.


Varic’s count was just over two hundred fifty present. There were only a dozen priests; there had been a Church election two days ago, and they would be returning from the four Imageries. Varic knew the new Archimage well. He would be seeing him at Strange House in two days more.


And all but a dozen of the magicians or their proxies were here. The news of Motion Five had spread. Well.


Varic looked for the Coron Bowenshield. Present. That could only mean one thing. Varic looked at the visitors’ balcony. There, seated behind one of the bailiffs, with an extra next to him for good measure, sat Cable, Chief Justiciar of Lescoray, in a bloodred coat with a silver shoulder sash. Cable was a little past forty, still hawkishly handsome, though the hawk had eaten a few too many mice for his figure.


The Constitution, in one of its rare clear articles, forbade the Justiciar from speaking or presenting motions before Parliament. So Cable could not, but Bowenshield could. Together they had gotten through the motion allowing Cable to give his bailiffs rifles. After all, the bailiffs were provided for explicitly in the Constitution, Article Twelve, Section Three. The army itself had no such mandate to exist. And the town bosses and merchants in the Commons thought it was a wonderful idea.


Cable was smiling today. So was Bowenshield. Something about Bowenshield’s face made a smile look ugly there. And seven-eighths of the Lords Sorcerous were present and voting.


Motion Five might be on rails, Varic thought, but trains did jump the tracks. He looked at Brook, who was composed as always in the Chamber. Brook would have registered the situation, would have seen Bowenshield, the crowd of magicians, could hardly help but see Cable in the front of the gallery.


The first motion came up, presented by one of the priests. It was a request for an official day of recognition for the retiring Archimage of Capel Storrow, one of the four principal priests of the country, the one Shadowday’s election was replacing. There was no debate; it was immediately seconded and passed unopposed by acclamation vote. A messenger ran it to the Commons Chamber for approval.


Motions Two and Three had come up from Commons. They were both requests from the town of Coombe Strait to demolish historical structures. The first was a five-century-old bridge that was a crumbling menace to navigation, but the other was a Quercian building, a noble’s house above the town. Varic suspected that the house’s “wreckage”—ornamental stonework, pottery, and iron, perhaps even some sculpture or frescoes or an inlaid floor—was worth considerably more than the property it was so rudely occupying. But there really wasn’t anything to be done. If the motion failed, the town would present it again, less politely. Or there would be a terrible incident of vandalism that would never be solved.


Parliament could Preserve property for the state. They did it with forests, and parks, and the Ironway trackbeds. But Preserved land produced no taxes. And it was seizure, no matter how lawful. Motions to Preserve were to be kept for the most important cases. At least, Varic thought, they did have the law requiring approval to demolish.


Both motions passed, the bridge by acclamation, the house by a voice vote, three to one.


It was ten thirty. The President called a quarter-hour recess. Varic went into the hall; the Chamberlain had tea and biscuits out. Varic gathered two cups and returned to the Chamber, handing one of the teas to Brook.


“I just had a word with Whetstone,” Brook said. “He said he would like to meet you. You’ve not met?”


Lord Sorcerer Whetstone was returning to his seat in the front tier of the sorcerers’ section, a hairless, heavyset, wrinkled man, wearing a dark blue suit and an ascot with a sunburst stickpin. He had an addled look, which was illusory. Whetstone was the best-respected sorcerer in Lescoray, six times Master of the National Guild. He was rarely in Parliament, and erratically so: his presence did not of itself mean that something important was on the calendar. Though today it did.


“No, that’s true, never formally,” Varic said. “Of course I’d be delighted to meet the Guildmaster. But at some more appropriate time, don’t you think?”


Pitched so that to anyone else it would sound like idle conversation, Brook said, “What in the name of dear Mother Wolf have you done, my lord Coron?”


“I hope I haven’t done anything at all,” Varic said. “As you haven’t done anything but put a motion on the calendar.” He looked up at the gallery; Cable and his personal guard had gone out. “It’s all up to what other people do, and when they do it.”


“Yes,” Brook said distantly. “Thank you for the tea.”


Varic went back to his seat. There was no difficulty—at least, none with Brook. They could not work together on every detail of every plan; for many details it was much better that they did not.


Last night, Varic had spent an interesting and somewhat tense evening with three society sorcerers. Midway through he developed a headache, which he ignored until he was fairly certain the thoughts he wanted to communicate were gotten across. Then he went home, dismissed his butler, and stared at the wall, so intent that he hadn’t heard Winterhill’s ring.


But the headache was gone, Whetstone was here, and Brook had spoken to him in front of two hundred members. It was on rails.


The recess ended. Motion Four was a petition, read by one of the middle-plains Corons, for a grant of Household to one of the merchants in his holding. It was an old form, older than Coronage. A Householder could fortify his property and arm his servants. Since there had been no new Coronages created in a hundred and fifty years (and under the Revised Constitution, there never would be any more), it was a popular petition among the newly wealthy. And since the Householder paid taxes on the fortifications, guards, and weapons, it was popular in Parliament as well.


The Coron spoke for a few minimi about what a nice, unwarlike chap this fellow who wanted guns and revetments was, and the motion passed by acclamation. The Commons might well kill it, Varic thought. They had a rather clearer idea than the Lords about potential Householders’ character, and those who had grants of their own didn’t want to see the honor handed to just any Smith or Midwife with a friend in Lystourel.


It was eight minimi past eleven. Brook passed the calendar to the President, who made the announcement of Motion Five, since Brook would be presenting it.


Motion Five was a test case. In Brook’s Revised Constitution, it would be a full Article. It said that “as Sorcery is given to be an Art practiced by Willing Artisans, knowing its Limits and Risks, so shall all fruits of that Art be considered Willful Acts of the Artisan, and subject to all the Rights and Liabilities as shall appertain to such Acts under the Law.”


It meant that if a sorcerer made it rain on your dry fields, you could not deny payment by claiming that the rain fell by Goddess’s will. The Lords Sorcerous could be expected to like that. It also meant that if the rain drowned livestock or washed the crops away—and the nature of magic made that entirely likely—the magician could be dragged into court for damages, and the sorcerers could be expected not to like that at all.


No, they did not. They murmured until the President tapped his rod, and then one of them stood to request the floor. The man’s name was Deriano. He was a thin man of middling height, with thin dark mustaches and a neat square beard. His long coat was black, plain but of expensive stuff, his waistcoat embroidered with golden sunbursts, and there were matching thumbnail-sized rubies on his watch chain and his ring. He was, down to his assumed Quercian name, the perfect newspaper-engraving image of a society sorcerer. He was a little pale this morning, a little gray below the eyes; he would have been up late last night.


Varic knew he had been up late, because it had been late when Varic left Deriano’s assistant and his companions, and it would have taken the assistant at least half an hour by cab to reach his master and tell him what the sick-drunk Coron had said.


Brook yielded the floor to Deriano. The magician thanked him, giving him a look somewhat sad and somewhat malicious, and faced the Assembly.


Deriano said, “I begin by saying that I appreciate, I admire, the Coron Brook’s impulse toward justice. Are there any of us here who do not share that impulse? I think not.” He looked up, at Cable in the gallery. Cable smiled.


Varic didn’t smile, but he was pleased. Acknowledging Cable in front of the House was a bad move. It implied that the Justiciar had some kind of authority here, which would offend even Bowenshield (perhaps especially Bowenshield). And everyone with any experience of Cable knew that his impulse, his passion, was for the law. Cable didn’t give a rat’s turd for justice. Deriano, an absentee member, didn’t know any of that. He had only heard that Cable was opposed to Motion Five, and to Brook. So he played to Cable and Cable’s faction.


“But justice,” Deriano went on, completely unaware of what he was doing, “is not simply a matter of drawing a line and measuring all humanity against it. Some of us grow up tall, and some of us grow up short. And some of us grow up with the sorcerer’s talent.


“You are all intelligent, educated people. You know that we do not choose to have the talent; it chooses us. And, just as with any other art, it does not always do what we wish it to do. But do we prosecute a singer for being off-key? Do we fine a painter for an ugly picture?”


Cable was interested now, the hawk looking hungry. That was, Varic knew, exactly what the Justiciar wanted to do. It was why he opposed Brook’s law: it put sorcery’s effects into a legal framework; it was not a system for regulating the act of magic itself.


Deriano went on in that vein for a little longer. He was an easy, informal speaker, well rehearsed, the centerpiece of any social event. His Archanum, the method that organized his magic, was in the cut stones he wore, and he glittered. Winding down, he gave a direct look to Bowenshield, who adjusted his coat to rise for the floor.


Whetstone stood up.


“Will the Lord Deriano yield to the Lord Whetstone?” the President said with a note in his voice that said he knew it was a silly question.


Brook looked carefully at several people, including Whetstone, Varic, and the President. Varic did not move. He knew entirely well that people were watching, noting, where Brook’s gaze went and what happened there. No one was looking at Deriano.


“Gladly,” Deriano said, and took his seat.


Whetstone walked to the podium. “I thank my colleague for yielding,” he said, “and I will not speak long. I merely wish to raise my voice in approval of this intelligent, important, and, may I say it, long-overdue measure.”


The other sorcerers were silent, of course, but some of them looked startled, some angry, some quite pleased. The proxy voters just stared at Whetstone blankly, as apprentices ought to look on masters. Deriano pressed his fingertips together and looked rapt.


Whetstone took no formal notice of any of them. He continued, “For entirely too many years, this nation has treated the practitioners of my ancient Art as children, less than responsible for our actions. Perhaps worse, a few less-than-competent, less-than-scrupulous workers have hidden their own faults behind this legal convenience.”


After that, it was on rails, greased, downhill, with the wind at its back. Bowenshield rose after all, to say something elaborate and meaningless about justice and freedom and self-control, fulsome as a month-old bouquet. There were only thirteen votes against, though more than forty abstentions. A passage was, however, a passage.


The President called the highday recess. Longlight came over to Varic’s seat. Varic looked at Brook: the Parliamentarian was giving him an intense look, difficult for even Varic to interpret. Then Brook turned away. Varic and Longlight left the Chamber.


They went to lunch at the Golden Sconce, a small restaurant a block from Parliament. The sky had lifted slightly, but the outdoor terrace was closed against the cold; they sat near a high arched window with a view of Clarity Park. Varic had chicken and thin pancakes, with cream and mushroom sauce; Longlight had a large rare steak.


“What does Varic mean?” she said.


“‘A difficult place to land.’ My home country has a very inhospitable coast.”


“Alch mine,” she said, delight bringing the West back into her voice. “We call it the Rogue’s Teeth.”


There was a pause, and they ate. She looked around at the other diners, most of them in frock coats and trousers, said, “I dress oddly, don’t I? I don’t think about Lystourel when I’m not here, and we never hear about your fashions.”


“By the time you had, they would have changed. They know you’re from the frontiers, and they may look a bit long at you, but it’s only curiosity. The City doesn’t think about the rest of the country, either.”


“You seem to do so.”


“As I say, I’m from the edges myself.” Which was literally true, though he had not entered his Coronage in years. She was trying to make social conversation, not understanding that the essence of City social conversation was that it should mean nothing.


Varic said, “You know that you have the last motion scheduled for today.”


“Yes.”


“I wonder if you’d consider postponing it until tomorrow. It doesn’t require a formal vote, only a request, a second, and an acclamation vote. I can assure you of a second, and almost assure you of the acclamation. After six motions today, a postponement will probably be unanimous.”


“That would put me first tomorrow?”


“No, last again. But there are only three motions on tomorrow’s calendar. Four, with yours. It’s the last day of sessions before the holiday, and there’ll probably be an early adjournment as soon as they’re read and voted.”


“I had planned to start for home tomorrow.”


“There’s an evening train west. I’ll be on it myself.” She gave him the hard look again, and he added, “With friends. We’re holidaying together.” He knew that the sleeping cars would probably be booked full by now, but this wasn’t the moment to offer her his compartment.


“I have a very long trip home. Eighty hours on the train, and then another twenty on horseback. The Ironways don’t reach very far into my country.”


“Then would you consider giving your motion today for a vote tomorrow? You don’t have to be present. We could magnostyle the results ahead of your train.”


“Why? Do I genuinely have a better chance of winning a vote tomorrow than today?”


“I believe you might. Certainly no worse chance.”


“Would you tell me why?”


“Because most of the members will be gone. Just as you plan to be. There will be fewer votes to balance against votes. There will probably be barely a quorum.”


“What if there isn’t a quorum?”


“Then there will be no vote,” he said automatically. There was no use in fencing with her: if she wanted to be direct, he could be direct. “That would not, however, necessarily be a bad thing. Look. You have no faction. No support. It takes time and effort to assemble those things.”


“I’m not interested in City politics.”


“I know that,” he said evenly. “But what if those politics are the only way to get the votes you want?”


“Allsen the Demons gobble the Parliament whole-breathed,” she said, and slashed a piece from her bleeding steak.


“There is a possibility,” Varic said. “Not secure at all, but here it is. Did you notice the reactions while milord Brook’s motion was being debated? When they discussed law and justice?”


“Yes. And the ferrety Coron got the last word.”


Varic couldn’t help grinning. “Bowenshield. Yes. May it do him good. All right. The Assembly is thinking about law and order. The ferrety one in particular. You have to get your problem across to them in those terms, that these are outlaws, criminals, not a lot of noble Blackwood Jacks defending the oppressed, or romantics in lace who kiss all the pretty boys and never shoot anybody for real. Understand?”


“You’re telling me they’re ignorant fools,” she said, staring at him.


We should stand you for President of the House, Varic came to within a hairsbreadth of saying aloud. What he did say was, “It’s not the worst strategy to treat them that way. But without letting on, please.” He checked his pocket watch. “We just have time for tea, if you’d like.”


“If you won’t think it rude, I would like to go back to my office. Think for a few minutes before the Assembly begins again.”


“Of course. I believe I’ll stay for a cup. Will you allow me to pay?”


“No. I feel I should pay you, for your advice.”


“My colleague Brook has a saying: advice only costs after it’s taken.”


She laughed and bowed, left him her share of the bill, and went out. He ordered his tea with Northern whisky, watched Longlight through the arched window, framed against the Park.


There were three things a Coron could do in the modern world. One could stay on the holding and send a proxy to Parliament, as more than half of them did. One could leave the holding in the hands of a manager and move to Lystourel, as Brook and Varic had. Or one could pretend that nothing had changed in two hundred years: live at home and rule as one pleased, and when times were dire, ride to the Royal Court with one’s petition to the Crown.


Two hundred years ago, Redlance had built a Parliament; eighty years ago Queen Beryl the Fourteenth had abdicated; but the word just did not seem to have reached everyone.


The Assembly resumed, exactly as before except that Cable was gone from the Gallery and Deriano from the floor.


The sixth motion, from one of the priests, was to borrow a moderate quantity of coal from the Naval Reserve to heat the National Hospitals. It was an easy pass, with the recommendation added from the floor that a committee study the allocation of state coal stockpiles.


It had been, of course, more complicated than that. The original thought had been to force the emergency purchase of commercial coal at an artificial low rate. The mine-owning Corons threatened to tie such a motion up forever. The Superintendent of Hospitals (who told Brook he was “breathing fog in his office of mornings”) was aimed toward Coron Deerleap, the strongest advocate for rails in the House, with the suggestion that the coal would have to be borrowed from the Ironways. Deerleap’s interests were too well known for him to propose the navy transfer, but he had no difficulty persuading the Reverend Intercessor Essence to move the idea.


Brook introduced the seventh and last motion of the day. Longlight came down to the platform.


“You all know who I am, I think, unless your memories are very short. And you should all remember why I’m here, since I was here for it six months ago, and six before that, and in all five times in the last three years for the same reason. Well, here I am again.


“My Coronage, in case you’ve forgotten, is on the west coast, in the mountains. We have a bandit problem. Going to sleep already?” She was looking at the Reverend Mother Orchard, which was unfair, since Orchard always looked seven-eighths asleep, and poorly done, since Orchard had no enemies in the Chamber.


Longlight said, “Well, yes, this is old news, old before I was born. The Great Rogue Hills, as their name implies, have always had bandits, and up to now we’ve managed them ourselves. But up to now they haven’t had repeating rifles or Ironway coaches to attack.”


That got Coron Deerleap’s interest, Varic noticed. Deerleap took attacks on the Ironways personally. That would be useful.


“We’re not large, I grant you. We don’t have any great cities, or trade roads, and only the one Ironway.” Deerleap still looked interested. “But we’re as much a part of Lescoray as this city is, and I’m telling you that without some kind of help we’re not going to be a part of it much longer—we’re going to be a bandit kingdom.”


Stop now, Varic thought. Don’t say anything more, this isn’t a feudal court any longer.


But she did go on, exactly as he was afraid she would. “And if that’s what my family’s land is going to become, then I suppose I’ll have to go along with it.”


There was a ripple of talk from the Corons. Deerleap looked bewildered, Bowenshield appalled. At least Cable was gone.


The President tapped his baton for quiet. Longlight looked around the Chamber. She seemed to understand, now, what she had done. It was no shortage of intelligence, Varic thought; she couldn’t help believing what all her ancestors had believed.


He weighed the possibilities. Deerleap was not going to speak. This was of no importance to the magicians, and the priests wouldn’t enter the debate. There had been no time to win over the frontier Corons’ representatives, and even those that might sympathize could hardly be expected to second a threat of rebellion.


What Varic could do was move for a delay of vote, until tomorrow—if they were lucky, there would be no quorum tomorrow, and the vote would come after the holiday. With a little time, the case could be made that the bandits were the real rebels against the state. That was a magnet for a coalition. The hopeless cavalry might even be sent on an expedition, and they would forget all about their grudge with Varic.


He stood up. Bowenshield was standing as well.


The President said, “Milady, other members are requesting the floor. To whom will you pass it?”


Varic could read Longlight’s thoughts. Assuming that she trusted Varic, should she let him speak next? Or would it be better to let him have the last word? In her position, he wouldn’t know the answer either. What Longlight didn’t know was that the debate was already over.


What she did was what Varic supposed he might have done, not knowing better. She turned to the Parliamentarian and spoke to him directly, too quietly for the Chamber to hear.


She was, Varic knew perfectly well, only asking him the correct procedure. To prevent what was about to happen, Brook should have announced that to the House: though he did not have the floor, no one would have protested the technicality. But Brook, the master proceduralist, would of course not do that.


And—as Brook would know—if she went from a private conference with Brook to pass the platform to Brook’s chief associate, the whole thing would stink of collusion, and she was finished. There was only one thing to do. Varic sat down, leaving Bowenshield uncontested for the floor.


Bowenshield got it. He asked for an immediate vote on Motion Seven. He got that.


Longlight’s Motion was defeated one hundred sixty-two votes to one hundred two, which was far from a disaster. But still a defeat.


All calendar business being completed, President Saltworthy asked for opposition to adjournment. There was none, and the session officially ended at twenty-two minimi past fifteen. The Lords began leaving the Chamber. Varic watched as Longlight went down the tiers to Brook’s seat. Brook was talking to her, making calm gestures. Then Brook turned to look at Varic, waved his hand. Varic went down.


Longlight said, “Milord Brook has been explaining things to me. I seem to have done almost everything wrong.”


“No, no,” Brook said kindly, “you didn’t do anything wrong. It’s simply the nature of politics that they tend to become about politics, rather than issues. Varic, the Coron says she’s leaving tomorrow. We ought to give her some pleasant experience of the City. You’re not yet accompanied for the Embassy cotillion tonight, are you?”


Longlight said, “Which Embassy?”


Brook said lightly, “Oh, never ask which Embassy. People might think it made a difference to you. It could lead to war.”


Varic said, “It’s at the Ferangarder Embassy. Their new Ambassador has just arrived. And of course I’d be delighted to accompany you.”


Longlight said, “But this will be formal dress, won’t it?” She swept her hands down her tunic. “Whatever formal is in Lystourel, I’m sure this isn’t it.”


Brook said, “Varic. Have the porter find you a cab, and get the lady to Ivory’s, before the evening traffic starts. And for Shyira’s sake, have them fit you, too: you’ve worn that blue coat to the last four parties. Go on now, and I’ll see you there.”


As they left the Chamber, Longlight said, “I have some things in my office. …”


“Papers? The porter will have them sent along. If Leyva can’t be trusted with it, none of humanity can. And if they’re clothes, forget them. We’re going to Ivory’s.”


Ivory, Ivory & Co. was in Watercourse Street, some twenty blocks south of Parliament House. It was too near the Estuary Docks to still be an exclusive address; the clothiers did not care and would not move. As the eldest living Ivory put it, “Anyone who says that Ivory’s is unfashionably located knows neither Ivory’s nor fashion.”


The company covered three glass-and-iron shop fronts. On the right was the Accessories Shop, selling cravats, collars, stockings, and other ready-mades. (Not that they could and did not make such things to order, but that was considered a bit above and beyond.) On the left was the Seamstry Hall; through the high front windows strollers could watch twenty or more employees cutting, pinning, stitching. One could touch fingertips to the glass and sense the whir of the sewing machines, or raise a hand and feel the draft of exhausted air.


The doorman tipped his high hat and ushered Varic and Longlight through the center door, into a long high-ceilinged hall lined with boxes, bolts of fabric, mirrors, valet racks, and hatstands. In an alcove were the armorial patents of the last six monarchs of Lescoray. Longlight paused at the display. “My grandmother was created Palion by the last Beryl,” she said, “and my great-grandfather by Lionstone.”


“Indeed?” said a voice from behind them. It was March, the youngest working Ivory, in shirt and pockets-vest stuffed with scissors, pincushions, tapes and notions. “Milord Coron. It’s been some time.”


“So I’ve been told,” Varic said pleasantly. He introduced Longlight and explained the situation. “The difficulty is that the ball starts at nineteen tonight. A little less than three hours.”


“One hour is a difficulty,” March Ivory said, the tape already in her hands. “Three is merely a challenge. And we’ll be dressing yourself as well, Lord Varic? Please say yourself as well.”


“Myself as well.”


Longlight and Ivory began a discussion of styles—they would be fitting an existing outfit for her, as even Ivory’s could not do a full custom construction in three hours—and disappeared into a consultation room. Another fitter checked Varic’s measurements against those on file, asking if his habits had changed since the last record: Did he carry a stick now? That called for adjustments to the sleeve length. Or should they cut room for a revolver? Varic demurred with a little unease, and asked if that was becoming popular. The fitter smiled and said, “I wouldn’t know that, honored,” which meant that it was not. Ivorys never gossiped, but they would not deny a fashion, either.


Varic was shown the book of garments available for alteration. He selected a tailcoat in blue-gray broadcloth with black satin facings, a shirt of silver-shot silk. The fitter approved. Varic knew very well that, while unfailingly polite, Ivory’s employees would not do work they did not approve of. The coat was brought out, and Varic put it on, standing entirely still while the fitter chalked it for alterations.


The marked coat went to Seamstry Hall. Varic followed. All twenty machines were in use: the holiday rush was on, celebratory clothes due tomorrow for the Equinoctials. The workers, in shirtsleeves and canvas aprons, hair netted or tied back, all with the silver or golden scissors badge of the Needlecrafters’ Guild, were slashing and stitching their way through stretch after stretch of silks and satins and velvets in pale greens and golds and mad autumn reds.


From each machine, a leather belt half a span wide went up to the ceiling, where two drive shafts ran the length of the hall. Wooden fans mounted on the shafts pulled hot air out to the street. The ceiling was skylighted, but dim with the persistent clouds; the workspaces below were brightly lit by flickerless gasmantles.


At the back of the hall, behind a wall with double glass windows, was the stationary steam engine that spun the drive shafts. Brass fittings and gauges gleamed in half darkness, and an iron flywheel twice a man’s height interrupted the light from beyond. There was a muffled squeal and a rain of sparks as the machinist ground needles and scissors back to sharpness.


As Varic walked along the double rank of machines, he could hear that most of them were humming, none loud enough to be heard by the next in line, all different tunes but all in the rhythm of the driveshafts, “Love’s a Labor” merging into “Whisky, No Water” into “Silver Over Gold.”


“Milord Coron,” said the fitter, and led him out again to try the coat pinned into shape before stitching it. It fit perfectly, at least as far as Varic could tell.


When the coat had gone again into the hall for work, Longlight reappeared. With a promise to Ivory to be back by eighteen exactly, they went a few doors up the street for a light supper. “Don’t stint,” Varic said. “For embassy banquets, you’re best off not eating for two days beforehand, but for cotillions there seems to be an attempt to produce the smallest savories possible. And Ferangarder punches—”


“Ferangarder punches have a reputation even on my coast,” Longlight said. “But do they actually serve Beast-Slayer or Old Skull Blast? At an Embassy ball?”


“Yes,” Varic said, lightly but meaning it. “And when the War Government is in power, they even use those names.” He turned to the puzzled-looking waiter and ordered an omelet with spin-ach and bacon. Longlight asked about the rabbit stew, but caught Varic’s look and asked instead for braised lamb kidneys. When the waiter had gone, Varic said, “Never order rabbit stew in the City unless you’ve seen the rabbit. And made sure that it is a rabbit.”


“Oh, you’re joking.”


“Mind you, I’ve seen rabbits in Clarity Park. But these days most of them are carrying revolvers.”


“You are joking.”


“Always, just a little, I hope,” Varic said, and wished at once he had not said it, and that he had some excuse to look somewhere, anywhere, but at Longlight. She looked back, questioning. He didn’t have any answer. And it had been a horribly long day.


Why had Brook done this to him?


“We mustn’t be late,” he said, to shift her mind, and his own, from conversation to food. “Or at eighteen and five instanti, Ivory will be at the door to drag us back.”


They ate, and did not talk, and returned on time. Ivory sent them to their separate fitting rooms.


Varic was met by his fitter and an apprentice, and a large mustached fellow with little hands who brushed and retied Varic’s hair, and did what little he could with Varic’s chewed nails. Varic put on his shirt and narrow cravat, a black waistcoat with his watch chain correctly hung, then the tailcoat; the fitter adjusted the silk ruffs at Varic’s chest and cuffs. March Ivory came in: she was comfortable with the look, and Varic was comfortable with the fit—“So that’s that, I think,” Varic said.


“Well, then,” Ivory said, and Longlight came out of the back.


Ivory had dressed her in a long, narrow-waisted coat of lozenge-quilted black velvet, sewn with little white crystals at the intersections. The collar was deeply cut, the lapels very broad, and a wide black cravat wrapped her bare throat. They had buffed the silver headband, and shone her boots to black glass, and done something with makeup that made her planar face seem gentler but no less strong. Varic wanted very much to know how they had done that.


“One minima,” Ivory said, and went into the Accessories Shop. Longlight looked at Varic with an expression of radiant bewilderment.


Ivory returned with a black kidskin sabretache on a fine silver chain. She displayed the bag to Longlight: it had her Coronage armorial, a horizontal sword above a setting sun. Ivory hung it on Longlight’s shoulder, adjusting it like someone hanging a picture.


“Yes,” Ivory said finally, “I think that is that. And you have twenty-four minimi yet. I love challenges.” She turned to Varic. “Milord will, I suppose, want his old clothes sent home?”


“Milord will,” Varic said. “And would you have the runner tell my butler that he won’t be needed any further tonight, and the best of the holiday?” He took out a five-plate coin. “And the same to the runner.”


Ivory accepted the coin with a nod. “And the lady Coron?”


“My hotel is the Bronze Door,” Longlight said, rather hurriedly.


“Of course,” Ivory said, and stepped back to survey her work again. “Oh, dear, the chill, I’d forgotten,” she said, and had cloaks brought out, draping Longlight’s herself.


The doorman summoned a cab, and Longlight and Varic headed north and west.


As they crossed the Grand River, the sun was going down behind the Castle, turning it amber and gold, rippling down one side with light bounced from the Fresh. Longlight watched the beautiful, confused building from the cab window, her face warm in the light, her eyes golden, like opals.


Or agates, Varic thought, for a variety of reasons, not all pleasant. He did not want to think about Agate just now; he would see her in just a few days, but she was not here. She would never be here. Not in the City. “Have you ever been in the Castle?” he asked Longlight, who was here, in the City, now.


“No. My grandmother told me stories. She was the Palion Moraine, have I said?” She turned toward him. “Your holding is … Corvaric?”


“On the north coast. Beyond Bryna Kóly.”


“And your family …”


“We never dwelt much on history. I think one of my grandfathers was a sorcerer, and died of it. My parents were killed when I was sixteen. In a bandit attack.”


“Oh,” she said. “And I’ve talked about nothing but bandits since I met you. As if no one else knew anything about them.”


“We only met this morning,” he said, and that suddenly seemed a very meaningful statement. “And as for knowledge, that’s a perfectly correct attitude, for what you came here to do. I can’t really say I ‘know’ anything. I was half the country away when it happened, visiting … friends.” He hoped she would let it lie there. There had never been any good explanation of what had happened on the Coast Road. Suspicions—hinderknowns aplenty, as they would say in the North—but no answers. He supposed, when he thought about it at all, that such an answer would require that he take some kind of action, some sort of revenge. Varic understood that vengeance, like religion, could give a life shape and direction. He had to pay attention to anything that powerful. But his life already had a shape and a direction.
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