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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.
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In the raucous Cathedral Square the crowd prepared to hang a pig.


A young man slowed his pace, staring.


The yellow wood of the gallows wept sap; hastily nailed together; the scent of pine reached him. Stronger: the stench of animal dung. Lucas reached for a kerchief to wipe his sweating face. Finding none, he distastefully used a corner of his sleeve. He thrust a way between the spectators, head ringing with their noise.


A man and a woman stood up on the platform. Between them, a great white sow snuffled, wrapped in a scarlet robe that her split feet fouled, jaws frothing. She shook her snout and head, troubled by the loose hemp rope around her neck. It went up white against the sky, to the knot on the gallows-tree.


Sun burned the moisture from the flagstones, leaving dust that took the imprint of the young man’s booted feet. The steps and entrances and columns of the cathedral towered over the square: a filigree of brown granite against a blazing early sky; carved leaves and round towers still wet with the night’s dew.


‘This beast has been duly tried in a court of law.’ The priest’s voice carried from the platform to the small crowd. ‘This she-pig belongs to Messire de Castries of Banning Lane, and has been found guilty of infanticide, most filthily and bestially consuming the child of the said Messire de Castries’ daughter. Sentence is passed. The animal must be hanged, according to the law and justice. Do your duty!’


The priest lumbered down the rickety steps from the gallows-platform, her leaf-embroidered robe tangling at her ankles. She elbowed Lucas aside just as he realized he should move, and he bristled despite himself.


The man remaining on the platform knelt down beside the sow. Lucas heard him say: ‘Forgive me that I am your executioner.’


‘Hang the monster!’ One fat woman in a velvet dress screeched beside his ear, and Lucas winced; a tall weather-beaten man cupped his hands and shouted through them: ‘Child-killer!’


The executioner stood up and kicked back the bolt holding up the trap.


The trapdoor banged down, gunshot-loud. The sow plunged, a crack! cut off the squealing, screeching – the groan of stretched rope sang in the air. In the silence, Lucas heard bone splintering. The sow’s legs kicked once, all four feet splayed. The scarlet robe (‘I’ for infanticide stitched roughly into the back) rode up as she struggled, baring rows of flopping dugs.


‘Baby-killer!’


‘May your soul rot!’


Lucas wrenched his way free of their rejoicing. He strode across the square, dizzy, sweating. The ammoniac stink of pig dung followed him. He stopped where a public fountain and basin stood against the cathedral wall, tugging at the buttons of his high collar, pulling his jacket open at the neck. Sweat slicked his skin. He bent and scooped a double handful of water to splash his face, uncertain at the novelty of it. Burning cold water soaked his hair, his neck; he shook it away.


Then he leaned both hands on the brown granite, head down. Sun burned the back of his neck. The water, feather-stirred by the fountain’s trickle, mirrored a face up at him: half-man and half-boy, against a blue sky. Springy black hair, expensively cropped; eyes deep-set under meeting brows. For all that his skin was tanned, it was not the chapped skin of an apprentice.


He shifted his padded black jacket that strained across his muscled shoulders; moved to go – and stopped.


The moon gleamed in the early morning sky. He saw it clearly reflected beside his face, bone-white; seas the same pale blue as the sky.


Across the moon’s reflected face, a line of blood appeared, thin as a cat’s scratch. Another scraped across it, curved; dotted and scored a third bloody weal across the almost-globe. A symbol, glistening red.


He spun round and jerked his head up to look at the western sky. The moon hung there, sinking over the city’s roofs. Pale as powder, flour-dust white. No unknown symbols …


A pink flush suffused the gibbous moon, now almost at its full; and the seas flooded a rich crimson.


He turned, grabbed the edges of the basin, staring at the clear water. The reflected moon bore a different symbol now. As he watched, that faded, and a third set of blood-lines curved across that pitted surface.


Men and women passed him, dispersing now that the pig’s execution was done. He searched their faces frantically for some sign they saw his bloody moon; they – in spruce city livery, open to the heat – talked one with another and didn’t glance above the rooftops.


When he looked back, and again to the sky, the moon was clean.


‘’Prentice, where’s your workshop?’


The man had obviously asked twice. Lucas came to himself and, seeing the man wearing the silk overalls of a carpenter, assumed the extreme politeness of one unfamiliar with such people.


‘I have no workshop, messire,’ he said. ‘I’m a student, and new to your city. Can you tell me, please, where I might find the University of Crime?’


Not far away, a gashed palm bleeds. The hand is cupped. Blood collects, trickles away into life-line and heart-line and between fingers, but enough pools to be used.


The moon’s face is reflected into a circular mirror, twelve hand-spans in width. This mirror, set an a spindle and in a half-hoop wooden frame, can be turned to face the room’s ceiling, or its east, or (as now) its west window.


Through the open window comes the scent of dust, heat, fur, and boiled cabbage. Through the open window comes in the last fading image of the morning moon.


With the tip of a white bird’s feather, dipped into the blood, she draws with rapid calligraphic strokes. She draws on the mirror glass: on the reflected image of the moon’s sea-spotted face.


She draws, urgently, a message that will be understood by those others who watch the moon with knowledge.


White sun fell into the great court, on to sandstone walls as brown as old wax. Sweeping staircases went up at eater-corners of the yard to the university’s interior, and Lucas thought of eyes behind the glazed, sharply pointed windows, and straightened. He stood with two dozen other cadets under the sun that would, by noon, be killing, and now was a test of endurance.


‘My name’, said the bearded man pacing slowly along the lines of young men and women, ‘is Candia.’


He spoke normally, but his voice carried to bounce off the sandstone masonry walls. His hair was ragged blond, tied back with a strip of scarlet cloth; he wore boots and loose buff-coloured breeches, and a jerkin slashed with scarlet. Lucas put him at thirty; upped the estimate when the man passed him.


‘Candia,’ the man repeated. Under the lank hair, his face was pale and his eyes dark; he had an air of permanent injured surprise. ‘I’m one of your tutors. You’ve each been invited to attend the University of Crime; I don’t expect you to be stupid. Since you’ve been in the university buildings for an hour, I don’t expect any one of you to have purses left.’


Candia paused, then pointed at three cadets in rapid succession. ‘You, you and you – fall out. You’ve just told a pickpocket where you keep your purse.’


Lucas blinked.


‘Right.’ The man put his fists on his hips. ‘How many of you now don’t know whether you have your purses or not? Tell the truth … Right. You four go and stand with them. You—’


He pointed back without looking; Lucas found himself targeted.


‘– Lucas.’ Candia turned. ‘You’ve got your purse? And you know that without feeling for it, and giving it away, like these sad cases? Tell me how.’


Surprised at how naturally he could answer the impertinent question, Lucas said: ‘Muscle-tension. It’s on a calf-strap.’


‘Good. Good.’ The blond man paused a calculated moment, and added: ‘As long as, now, you change it.’


He barely waited for the ripple of laughter; flicked his head so that hair and rag-band flopped back, and spoke to them all.


‘You’ll learn how to take a purse from a calf-strap so that the owner doesn’t know it’s gone missing. You’ll learn about marked cards, barred cater-trey dice, the mirror-trick, and the several ways of stopping someone without quite killing them.’


Candia’s gaze travelled along the rows of faces. ‘You’ll learn to conjure with coins – get them, breed them, lend them out and steal them back. There are no rules in the university. If you have anything still your own at the end of the first term, then well done. I didn’t.’


He allowed himself a brief, tailored grin; most of the cadets grinned back.


‘You’ll learn about scaling walls and breaking windows, about tunnels and fire-powder, and when to bribe a magistrate and when to stage a last-minute gallows-step confession. If you live to learn, you’ll learn it. Now …’


Heat shimmered the air over the flagstones. Lucas felt it beat up on his cheeks, dazzle his water-rimmed eyes. His new cotton shirt was rubbing his neck raw, and when the shadow crossed him he was conscious only of relief. He glanced up casually.


The blond man raised his head. Then he took his hands from his hips, and went down on one knee on the hot stone, his head still raised.


Lucas gazed upwards into the dazzling sky.


He glimpsed the lichen-covered brick chimneys, wondered why a bole of black ivy was allowed to twine around one stack, followed it up as it thickened – no, it should grow thicker downwards, towards the root – and then saw the clawed feet gripping the chimney’s cope, where that tail joined a body.


The sky ran like water, curdling a yellowish brown. Lucas felt flagstones crack against his knees as he fell forward, and a coldness that was somehow thick began to force its way down his throat. He gagged. The air rustled with dryness, potent and electric as the swarming of locusts.


Wings cracked like ship’s sails, leathery brown against the shadowed noon.


It clung to the brickwork, bristle-tail wrapped firmly round the chimney-stack, wings half-unfolded and flicked out for balance. The great haunches rose up to its shoulders as it crouched, and it brought the peaks of great ribbed wings together at its flaking breast, and Lucas saw that the bat-wings had fingers and thumb at their central joint.


All this was in a split second, reconstructed in later memory. Lucas clung to the other cadets, they to him, no shame amongst them: each of them having looked up once into the great scaled and toothed face of the daemon poised above them.


A fair-haired girl of no more than fifteen stood up from the group. She began to walk towards the iron gates. Candia’s gaze flicked from her to the roof-tops; when he saw no movement there, he relaxed. The girl paused, turned her thin face up to the sky and, as if she saw something in the gargoyle-face, slipped out of the side-gate and ran off into the city streets. Her footsteps echoed in the quiet.


The sky curdled.


That same gagging chill silenced Lucas’s voice. He coughed, spat; and then the heat of the sun took him like a slap. He winced with the feeling that something too vast had just passed above him.


The blond man rose to his feet, dusting the knees of his buff breeches.


‘Why did you let her go?’ Lucas demanded.


Candia’s chin went up. He looked down his nose at Lucas. ‘She was commanded. The city proverb is: We have strange masters.’


His gaze lingered on the gate. Then, with a final flick at buff-coloured cloth, Candia said: ‘You’ll all attend lectures, you’ll attend seminars; most of all you’ll attend the practical classes. Punishments for absence vary from stocks to whipping. We’re not here to waste your time. Don’t waste mine.’


Lucas rubbed his bare arms, shuddering despite the morning heat.


‘First class is at matins. That’s now, so move … You four,’ the blond man said, as an afterthought. ‘Garin, Sophonisba, Rafi and Lucas. Accommodation can’t fit you in. Here’s addresses for lodgings.’


Lucas paused over his slip of paper. The other three cadets wandered away slowly, comparing notes.


As Candia was about to go, Lucas said amiably: ‘I don’t care to live out of the university. Fetch the Proctor.’


Candia shot a glance over Lucas’s shoulder, Lucas turned his head, and the man cuffed him hard enough across the face to send him cannoning into the sandstone wall.


‘You address tutors as “Reverend Master”,’ the man said loudly, bent to grab his arm and pull him up; winked at Lucas, and added: ‘Do you want everyone to know who you are?’


Lucas watched him walk away, the cat-spring step of the man; opened his mouth to call – and thought better of it. He read the printed slip of paper:


Mstrss Evelian by the signe of the Clock upon Carver streete neare Clocke-mill. Students warned, never to leave the Nineteenth District between the University and the Cathedral. And then, after the print, in a scrawling hand: Unless commanded by those greater than they.


Candia pushed the cathedral door open and moved rapidly inside, shutting the heavy wood smoothly behind him. He stopped to quieten his breathing, and to adjust to the dimness. Light the colour of honey and new leaves fell on to the smooth flagstones, from the green-and-gold stained-glass windows.


The blond man’s nostrils flared at the incense-smell: musky as leaf-mould and fungus. He padded slowly down between the pillars towards the altar, and his boots, practised, made no sound. He saw no-one in all that towering interior space. The pillars that were carved of a silver-grey stone to resemble tall beeches concealed no novices.


Once he froze, reached out to a pillar to catch his balance and remain utterly still. The stone was carved into a semblance of roots, with here and there a carved beetle or caterpillar, as above where the carved branches met together there were stone birds. The sound (if there had been a sound) was not repeated.


Coming to the altar, Candia settled one hip up on it, resting against the great polished and swirl-veined block of oak. He listened. Then he drew out his dagger, and began to clean casually and delicately under his fingernails.


He swore; stuck his finger in his mouth and sucked it.


‘Master Candia?’


A man stood up in the shadow of a pillar. White hair caught a dapple of green-gold light. He dropped a scrubbing-brush back into a galvanized-iron bucket; the noise echoed through all the cathedral’s arches.


Candia straightened up off the altar. ‘My lord Bishop,’ he acknowledged.


The Bishop of the Trees came forward, wringing water from one sleeve of his robe. The robe was full-length, dark green, embroidered with a golden tree whose roots circled the hem and whose branches reached out along each arm. The embroidery showed threadbare; the cloth much worn and darned.


‘The most recent intake – is there anyone?’ He paused to touch the wooden altar with thin strong fingers, mutter a word.


‘No. No-one. Four from Nineteenth District, nine from docklands and the factories; the rest from Third, Eighth and Thirty-First Districts. Three princes from the eastern continent incognito – two of whom have the nerve to assume I won’t know that.’


‘None disguised? Scholar-Soldiers travel disguised; one might be waiting to test you.’


Now Candia laughed. ‘One of the acolytes came and took a girl. Just an acolyte terrified all of them. No, there’s no Scholar-Soldier amongst them.’


‘And this was our last hope of it. We can’t wait for the Invisible College’s help indefinitely.’


White hair curled down over the Bishop’s collar. Seven decades left his face not so much lined as creased, folds of skin running from his beaked nose to the corners of his mouth. His eyes were clear as a younger man’s, grey and mobile, catching the cathedral’s dim light.


‘Are you willing to risk waiting now, young Candia, with no assurance our messages have even reached them?’


Candia glanced at the washed flagstones (where the traces of scrawled graffiti were visible despite the Bishop’s work) and then back at the man. ‘So events force us.’


‘To go to The Spagyrus.’


‘Yes. I think we must.’ Candia put the knife back into its sheath at his belt, fumbling it. He drew a breath, looked at his shaking hands, half-smiled. ‘Go before me and I’ll join you – if the faculty see me with a Tree-priest, that’s my lectureship lost.’


He followed the Bishop back down the central aisle, through green light and stone. Dust drifted. The man picked up a broad-brimmed hat from a pew. Then he opened the great arched doors to the noon sun, which had been triple-locked before Candia chose to pass through.


‘You and your students’, he said, ‘make a deal too free with us—’


‘I send them here, Theo. It’s good practice.’


‘I was a fool ever to advise you to apprentice yourself to that place!’


‘So my family say to this day.’


The Bishop snorted. He wiped a lock of white hair back with the sleeve of his robe, and clapped the hat onto his head. ‘I had word from the Night Council.’


‘And there was a waste of words and breath!’


‘Oh, truly; but what would you?’ The Bishop shrugged.


Candia smelt the dank cellar-smell of the cathedral’s incense, all the fine hairs on his neck hackling. He shook himself, scratched, and moved to stand where he would not be visible when the door opened.


‘You take underground ways. I’ll follow above. We’re late, if we’re to get there by noon.’


Lucas put the address-slip in his pocket and strode across the yard, the side of his cuffed face burning.


A last student waited, leaning up against the flaking iron gate, hands thrust deep into the pockets of a brown greatcoat two sizes too large, and too heavy for the heat.


Either a young man or a young woman: the student had straight black hair falling to the coat’s upturned collar and flopping into dark eyes. A Katayan, the student’s thin wiry tail curved under the flap of the brown coat, tufted tip sketching circles in the dust.


‘I can take you to Carver Street.’ The voice was light and sharp.


‘And take my purse on the way?’ Lucas came up to the gate.


The student shifted herself upright with a push of one shoulder, and the coat fell open to show a bony young woman’s body in a black dress. Patches of sweat darkened the underarms. Her thin fine-furred tail was mostly black, but dappled with white. Her feet were bare.


‘I lodge there, too. By Clock-mill. The woman in charge – um.’ The young woman kissed the tip of a dirty finger and sketched on the air. ‘Beautiful! Forty if she’s a day. Those little wrinkles at the corners of her eyes?’


The smell of boiled cabbage and newly laundered cloth permeated the narrow street; voices through open windows sounded from midday meals. Lucas fell into step beside the young woman. She had an erratic loping stride. He judged her seventeen or eighteen; a year or so younger than his calendar age.


‘That’s Mistress Evelian?’


‘I’ve been there a week and I’m in love.’ She kept her hands in her pockets as she walked, and threw her head back as she laughed, short fine hair flopping about her ears.


‘And you’re a student?’


At that she stopped, swung round, head cocked a little to one side as she looked him up and down.


‘No, you don’t. I’m not to be collected – not a specimen. You take your superior amusement and shove it up your anus sideways!’


‘Watch who you’re speaking to!’ Lucas snarled.


‘Now, that’s a question: who am I speaking to?’


Lucas shrugged. ‘You heard the Reverend Master read the roll. Lucas is the name.’


‘Yes, and I heard him afterwards.’


‘That’s my business—’


‘This is a short-cut,’ the student said. She dived down a narrow passage, between high stone houses. Lucas put one boot in the kennel’s filth as he followed. He called ahead. Her coat and tail were just visible, whipping round the far corner of the alley.


The light voice came back: ‘Down here!’


As Lucas left the alley she stopped, halfway over a low brick wall, to beckon him, and then slid down the far side. Lucas heard her grunt. He leaned his arms on the wall. The young woman was sitting in the dust, legs sprawled, coat spread around her, wiry tail twitching.


‘Damn coat.’ She stood up, beating at the dust. ‘It’s the only thing that makes this filthy climate bearable, but it gets in my way!’


‘You’re cold?’


‘Where I come from, this is midwinter.’ She offered him her hand to shake, across the wall. ‘Zar-bettu-zekigal, of South Katay. No-one here seems to manage a civilized language. I’ll consent to Zaribet; not Zari. That’s vomitable.’


Lucas grinned evilly. ‘Honoured, Zari.’


Zar-bettu-zekigal gave a huff of exasperation that sent her fine hair flying. She crossed the small yard to a building and pushed open a studded iron door. It was cold inside, and dank. Wide steps wound down, illuminated by brass lamps. The gas-jets hissed in yellow glass casings, giving a warm light.


The side-walls were packed with bones.


Niches and galleries had been left in the masonry – and cut into natural stone, Lucas saw as they descended. The gas-jet light shone on walls spidered white with nitre, and on black-brown bones packed in close together: thigh and femur and rib-bones woven into a mass, and skulls set solidly into the gaps. Shadows danced in the ragged circles of their eyes.


When the steps opened out into a vast low-vaulted gallery, Lucas saw that all the walls were stacked with human bones; each partition wall had its own brick-built niche. The gas-lights hissed in the silence.


‘Takes us under Nineteenth District’s Aust quarter. Too far, going round.’ Zar-bettu-zekigal’s voice rang, no quieter than before. The tuft of her black tail whisked at her bare ankles. She pushed the fine hair out of her eyes. ‘I like it here.’


Lucas reached out and brushed her black hair. It felt surprisingly coarse under his fingers. His knuckles rubbed her cheek, close to her long fine lashes. Her skin was warmly white. Practised, he let his hand slide along her jaw-line to cup the back of her neck and tilt her head up; his other hand slid into her coat and cupped one of her small breasts.


She linked both hands over his wrist, so that she was resting her chin on her hands and looking up at him. One side of her mouth quirked up. ‘What I like, you haven’t got.’


Lucas stood back, and ruffled the young woman’s hair as if she had been a child. ‘Really?’


‘Really.’ Her solemnity danced.


‘This really is a short-cut?’


‘Oh, right.’ She stepped back, hands in pockets again, swirling the coat round herself, breath misting the cold air. ‘Oh, right. You’re a king’s son. Used to stable-girls and servants; poor tykes!’


Lucas opened his mouth to put her in her place, remembered his chosen anonymity, and then jumped as the black-tipped tail curved up to tap his bare arm.


‘I recognize it,’ Zar-bettu-zekigal said ruefully. ‘I’m a king’s daughter. The King of South Katay. Last time we were counted, there were nine hundred and seventy-three of us. Mother is Autumn Wife Eighty-One. I don’t believe I’ve ever seen Father close to. They sent me here’, she added, ‘to train as a Kings’ Memory.’


Lucas took her chin between his thumb and finger, tipping her face up to his, and his facetious remark was never spoken, seeing those brown eyes turned sepia with an intensity of concentration. He took his hand away quickly.


‘Damn,’ Lucas said, ears burning, ‘damn, so you are; you are a Memory. We brought one in, once, for the Great Treaty. Damn. Honour and respect to you, lady.’


‘Ah, will you look at him! He’s pissing his britches at the very thought. Do you wonder why I don’t shout about it—?’


Her ringing voice cut off; the silence startled Lucas. Zar-bettu-zekigal’s eyes widened.


Lucas, turning, saw a cloaked figure at one of the wall-niches, and a beast’s hand halted midway in reaching to pick up a femur.


Zar-bettu-zekigal’s last words echoed, breaking the stranger’s concentration. A hood was pushed back from a sharp black-furred muzzle. Gleaming black eyes summed up the young man and woman, and one of the delicate ears twitched.


The Rat was lean-bodied and sleek, standing taller than Lucas by several inches. He wore a plain sword-belt and rapier, and his free hand (bony, clawed; longer-fingered than a human’s) rested on the hilt. In the other hand he carried a small sack.


‘What are you doing here?’ he demanded.


Steam and bitter coal-dust fouled the air. The slatted wooden floor of the carriage let in the chill as well as the stink, city air cold at this depth; and the Bishop of the Trees gathered the taste on his tongue and spat.


Spittle shot between his booted feet, hit the tunnel-floor that dazzled under the carriage’s passing brilliance.


The wooden seat was hard, polished by years of use, and he slipped from side to side as the carriage jolted, rocking uphill after the engine, straining at the incline. The Bishop of the Trees stared out through the window. Up ahead, light from another carriage danced in the vaulted tunnel. Coal-sparks spat.


The window-glass shone black with the darkness of the tunnel beyond it; and silver-paint graffiti curlicued across the surface. Theodoret’s gaze was sardonic, unsacramental.


A handful of young men banged their feet on the benches at the far end of the carriage. The Bishop of the Trees caught one youth’s gaze. He heard another of them yell.


First two, then all of them clattered down the length of the empty carriage.


‘Ahhh …’ A long exhale of disgust. A short-haired boy in expensive linen overalls, the carpenters’ Rule embroidered in gold thread on the front. He grinned. Over his shoulder, to a boy enough like him to be his brother, he said: ‘It’s only a Tree-priest. Ei, priest, cleaned up the shit in your place yet?’


‘No, fuck, won’t do him no good,’ the other boy put in. ‘The other guilds’ll come calling, do more of the same.’


Theodoret loosened the buckle of his thick leather belt, prepared to slide it free and whip the metal across the boy’s hands; but neither youth drew their belt-knives – they just leaned heavily over the back of his seat to either side of him.


‘Ei, you learned yet?’


Tear your fuckin’ place down round you!’


‘Tear it down!’ Spittle flew from the lips of the short-haired boy, spotting his silk overalls. ‘You didn’t build it. Fuck, when did any of you parasite Tree-priests build? You too good to work for our masters!’


‘You make our quarter look sick,’ a brown-skinned boy said. The last of the four, a gangling youth in overalls and silk shirt, grinned aimlessly, and hacked his heel against the wooden slats. The rocking car sent him flying against the dark boy; both sparred and collapsed in raucous laughter.


‘Fuck, don’t bother him. Ei! He’s praying!’


The Bishop of the Trees looked steadily past each of the youths, focusing on a spot some indeterminate space away. Anger flicked him. Theodoret stretched hand and fingers in an automatic sign of the Branches.


‘If you knew’, he said, ‘what I pray for—’


He tensed, having broken the cardinal rule, having admitted his existence; but the gangling youth laughed, with a hollow hooting that made the other three stagger.


‘Aw, say you, he’s not worth bothering – fuck, we’re here, aren’t we?’


The four of them scrambled for the carriage-door, shoving, deliberately blocking each other; the youngest and the gangling one leaping between the slowing car and the platform. The door slammed closed in Theodoret’s face. He opened it and stepped down after them on to the cobbled platform.


He grunted, head down, bullish. Briefly, he centred the anger in himself: let it coalesce, and then flow out through the branching channels of vital energy … His breathing slowed and came under control. The colours of his inner vision returned to green and gold.


He walked through the great vaulted cavern. Sound thundered from stationary engines, pistons driving. The hiss of steam shattered the air. Vast walls went up to either side: millions of small bricks stained black with soot, and overgrown here and there with white lichen.


Water dripped from the walls, and the air was sweatily warm.


Somewhere at the end of the platform, voices yelped; and he quickened his steps, but saw nothing at the exit. He stomped up the stairs to ground-level. A vaulted roof arched, scaled and glittering, that might once have been steel and glass but now was too soot-darkened to let in light. Torches burned smokily in wall-cressets.


‘Lord Bishop?’


Candia leaned indolently up against the iron stair-rail.


‘I was delayed. The lower lines are closed off,’ Theodoret said.


‘Already?’


‘I’ve always said that would be the first signal. Have you asked to see …?’


Candia flashed him a knowingly insouciant grin. ‘As we agreed. The Twelfth Decan – The Spagyrus. I’ve had dealings with him.’


Theodoret grunted.


As the Bishop of the Trees followed Candia out of the station hall, he passed the group of young men. Three crowded round the fourth, the youngest, whose nose streamed blood. The gangling youth swore at the blond man. Candia smiled serenely.


Outside the brick-and-glass cupola heat streamed down. Theodoret sweated. Pilings stood up out of the tepid sluggish water all along the canal-bank. The tide was far out, and the mud stank. Blue and grey, all hardly touched by the sun’s rise to noon.


The Bishop knelt, resting his hand on the canal-path.


‘It remembers the footprints of daemons.’


He reached, caught Candia’s proffered hand, pulled himself upright.


‘They’ – Candia’s head jerked towards the city – ‘they’re like children teasing a jaguar with a stick. When it claws their faces off, then they remember to be afraid.’


‘Still, this will be a difficult medicine for them to swallow. For them and for us.’


The Bishop turned away from the canal, treading carefully across a long plank that crossed a ditch. Half-dug foundations pitted the earth, and the teams of diggers crouched in the meagre shadows in the ditches, eating the midday meal.


Broken obelisks towered on the skyline.


Candia picked his way fastidiously across the mud. His gaze went to the structures ahead. He thumbed hair back under his ragged scarlet headband. ‘The Decans don’t care. What’s another millennium to them?’


Blocks of half-dressed masonry lay on the earth. Jutting up among them were narrow pyramids of black brick. Theodoret and Candia followed a well-trodden path. Half-built halls rose at either side, festooned with wooden scaffolding. The place was loud with shouts of builders, carpenters, bricklayers, carvers, site-foremen.


With every step the sunlight weakens, the sky turns ashen.


Theodoret favoured his weak leg as he strode, passing teams of men and women who (ropes taut across chests and shoulders, straining; silk and satin work-clothes filthy) heaved carts loaded with masonry towards the area of new building. All were dwarfed by what rose around them.


Staining the air, blocking every city horizon to east, west, north, south and aust; heart of the world: the temple-fortress called the Fane.


Sacrilege tasted bitter in Theodoret’s mouth. The granite buildings, the marble, porphyry and black onyx; it grew as a tree grows, out in rings from the heart of divinity. Accumulating over centuries, this receding mountain of roofs, towers, battlements, domes and pyramids. The nearest and most massive outcrop drew his eyes skyward with perpendicular arches.


‘Candia …’


Black as sepulchres, windowless as monuments. It flung storey upon storey, spire upon tower, straining towards the heavens. Walkways and balconies hung from slanting walls. Finials and carved pinnacles jutted dark against the noon sky.


The nearer they drew, the quieter it became. Silence sang in the dust that tanged on the Bishop’s tongue. The paving that he trod on now was old. The flights of steps that went up to the entrances, wide enough to ride a horse up, were hoary with age and lichen.


Theodoret smoothed down his worn green robe. He and Candia stood out now, among the servants all in tightly buttoned black, lost in the silent crowds at the arched entrances.


Candia snapped his fingers at the nearest man.


‘Tell The Spagyrus I am here.’


The Bishop glanced back once. The city sprawled out like a multi-coloured patchwork to the five quarters of the earth.


Noon is midnight: midnight noon.


The two pivots of the day meet and lock, and in that moment men are enabled to pass over this threshold. There is a tension in the filth-starred stone, receiving their footprints.


There are guides. They do not speak. They climb narrow flights of stairs that wind up and around. The stairways are not lit. Their fingers against the slick stone guide them.


Theodoret and Candia climb, ensnared in that mirrored moment of midnight and midday.


‘What are you doing here?’ the black Rat demanded.


‘My lord.’ Zar-bettu-zekigal bowed, the dignity of this impaired by her hands being tucked up into her armpits for warmth. ‘We’re students, passing through to the other side of the Nineteenth’s Aust quarter.’


Lucas noted the black Rat’s plain cloak and sword-belt, without distinguishing marks. A plain metal circlet ringed above one ear and under the other; from it depended a black feather plume. The black Rat, despite being unattended, had an air that Lucas associated with rank, if not necessarily military rank.


‘You’re out of your lawful quarter.’


The Rat swept the last fragments of bone from the niche into the sack, and pulled the drawstrings tight. His muzzle went up: that lean wolfish face regarding Lucas first, and then the young Katayan.


‘A trainee Kings’ Memory?’ he recalled her last words. ‘How good are you, child?’


The young woman lifted her chin slightly, screwed up her eyes, and paused with tail hooked onto empty air. ‘Me: What I like, you haven’t got; Lucas: Really? Me: Really; Lucas: This really is a short-cut? Me: Oh, right. Oh, right. You’re a king’s son. Used to stable-girls and servants—’


The Rat cut her off with a wave of one be-ringed hand. ‘Either you’re new and excellent, or near the end of your training.’


‘New this summer.’ Zar-bettu-zekigal shrugged. ‘Got three months in the university now, learning practical self-protection.’


‘I’ll speak further with you. Come with me.’


‘Messire—’


The Rat cut off Lucas’s belated attempt at servility. ‘Follow.’


They walked on into vaulted cellars, where the loudest noise was the hissing of the gas-lamps. Soft echoes ran back from Lucas’s footsteps; Zar-bettu-zekigal and the Rat walked silently.


A distant thrumming grew to a rumble, which vibrated in the stone walls and floor. Bone-dust sifted down. The Rat carried his ringed tail higher, cleaning it with a fastidious flick. His hand fell to the small sack at his belt.


‘Zari.’ Lucas dropped back a step to whisper. ‘Do they practise necromancy here?’


‘I’m a stranger here myself!’ The young woman’s waspishness faded. ‘The only good use for bones is fertilizer. Who cares about fringe heresies anyway?’


‘But it’s blasphemy!’


The Rat’s almost-transparent ears moved. He stopped abruptly, and swung round. ‘Necromancy?’


Lucas said: ‘Not a fit subject for the location, messire, true. Does it disturb you?’


The black Rat’s snout lifted, sniffing the air. Lucas saw it register the sweat of fear, and cursed himself.


‘Even were it a fit subject for our discussion, necromancy – using the basest materials, as it does – is the least and most feeble of the disciplines of magia, and so no cause for concern at all.’


The Rat drew himself up, balanced on clawed hind feet, and the tip of his naked tail twitched thoughtfully. Metal clashed: sword-harness and rapier.


‘Who sent you here to spy?’


‘No-one,’ Zar-bettu-zekigal said.


‘And that is, one supposes, possible. However—’


‘Plessiez?’


The black Rat’s mouth twitched. He lifted his head and called: ‘Down here, Charnay.’


Lucas and Zar-bettu-zekigal halted with the black Rat, where steps came down from street-level. The bone-packed vaults stretched away into the distance. In far corners there was shadow, where the gas-lighting failed. Dry bone-dust caught in the back of Lucas’s throat; and there was a scent, sweet and subtle, of decay.


Zar-bettu-zekigal huffed on her hands to warm them. The Katayan student appeared sanguine, but her tail coiled limply about her feet.


A heavily built Rat swept down the steps and ducked under the stone archway. Lucas stared. She was a brown Rat, easily six and a half feet tall; and the leather straps of her sword-harness stretched between furred dugs across a broad chest. She carried a rapier and dagger at her belt, both had jewelled hilts; her headband was gold, the feather-plume scarlet, and her cloak was azure.


‘Messire Plessiez.’ She sketched a bow to the black Rat. ‘I became worried; you were so long. Who are they?’


She half-drew the long rapier; the black Rat put his hand over hers.


‘Students, Charnay; but of a particular talent. The young woman is a Kings’ Memory.’


The brown Rat looked Zar-bettu-zekigal up and down, and her blunt snout twitched. ‘Plessiez, man, if you don’t have all the luck, just when you need it!’


‘The young man is also from’ – the black Rat looked up from tucking the canvas bag more securely under his sword-belt – ‘the University of Crime?’


‘Yes,’ Lucas muttered.


The Rat swung back, as he was about to mount the stairs, and looked for a long moment at Zar-bettu-zekigal.


‘You’re young,’ he said, ‘all but trained, as I take it, and without a patron? My name is Plessiez. In the next few hours I – we – will badly need a trusted record of events. Trusted by both parties. If I put that proposition to you?’


Zari’s face lit up. Impulsive, joyous; cocky as the flirt of her tail-tuft, brushing dust from her sleeves. She nodded. ‘Oh, say you, yes!’


‘Zari …’ Lucas warned.


The black Rat sleeked down a whisker with one ruby-ringed hand. His left hand did not leave the hilt of his sword; and his black eyes were brightly alert.


‘Messire,’ Plessiez said, ‘since when was youth cautious?’


Lucas saw the silver collar almost buried under the black Rat’s neck-fur, and at last recognized the ankh dependant from it. A priest, then; not a soldier.


Unconsciously he straightened, looked the Rat in the face; speaking as to an equal. ‘You have no right to make her do this – yeep!’


His legs clamped together, automatic and undignified, just too late to trap the Katayan’s stinging tail. Zari grinned, flicking her tail back, and slid one hand inside her coat to cup her breast.


I’ll be your Kings’ Memory. I’ve wanted a genuine chance to practise for months now,’ she said. ‘Lucas here could practise his university training for you!’


‘Me?’ Her humour sparked outrage in him.


‘You heard Reverend Master Candia. There are no rules in the University of Crime. Think of it as research. Think of it as a thesis!’


Frustration broke Lucas’s reserve. ‘Girl, do you know who my father is? All the Candovers have been Masters of the Interior Temple. The Emperor of the East and the Emperor of the West come to meet in his court! I came here to learn, not to get involved in petty intrigues!’


‘Thank you, messire.’ Plessiez hid a smile. He murmured an aside to the brown Rat, and Charnay nodded her head seriously, scarlet plume bobbing against her brown-grey pelt.


‘You’ll guest at the palace for two or three days,’ Plessiez went on. ‘I regret that it could not be under better circumstances, heir of Candover. Oh – your uncle the Ambassador is an old acquaintance. Present my regards to him, when you see him.’


Zar-bettu-zekigal nodded to Lucas, thrust her hands deep in her greatcoat pockets and walked jauntily up the steps at the side of the black Rat.


‘When you’re ready, messire.’


Charnay’s heavy hand fell on Lucas’s shoulder.


As always, the height of the enclosed space jolted him. Candia reached to grip the brass rail as they were ushered out onto a balcony. The sheer walls curved away and around. Twilight rustled, shifted. The darkness behind his eyelids turned scarlet, gold, black. A stink of hot oil and rotten flesh caught in the back of his throat.


One of the servants clapped his hands together twice, slowly. Sharp echoes skittered across the distant walls.


A kind of unlight began to grow, shadowless, peripheral. Candia’s eyes smarted. In a sight that was not sight, he began to see darkness: the midnight tracery of black marble, pillars and arches and domes. Vaulting hung like dark stalactites. A rustling and a movement haunted the interiors of the ceiling-vaults. The gazes of the acolytes that roosted there prickled across his skin.


Pain flushed and faded along nerve-endings as a greater gaze opened and took him in.


Hulking to engage all space between the down-distant floor and the arcing vaults, the god-daemon lay. Black basalt flanks and shoulders embodied darkness. Behind the Decan the halls opened to vaster spaces, themselves only the beginning of the way into the true heart of the Fane, and the basalt-feathered wings of the god-daemon soared up to shade mortal sight from any vision of that interior.


Between the Decan’s outstretched paws, and on platforms and balconies and loggias, servants worked to His orders: sifting, firing, tending liquids in glass bains-marie, alembics and stills; hauling trolleys between the glowing mouths of ovens. Molten metal ran between vats.


‘My honour to you, Divine One.’ Candia’s voice fell flatly into the air.


‘Little Candia …’ A sound from huge delicate lips: deep enough to vibrate the tiled floor of the balcony, carried on carrion breath.


Lids of living rock slid up. Eyes molten-black with the unlight of the Fane shone, in chthonic humour, upon Candia and the Bishop. The grotesque head lifted slightly.


A bulging pointed muzzle overhung The Spagyrus’ lower jaw. Pointed tusks jutted up, nestling against the muzzle beside nostrils that were crusted yellow and twitched continually. Jagged tusks hung down from the upper jaw, half-hidden by flowing bristles.


‘Purification, sublimation, calcination, conjunction … and no nearer the prima materia, the First Matter.’


Down at cell-level, the voice vibrated in Candia’s head. He stared up into the face of the god-daemon.


The narrow muzzle flared to a wide head. Cheek-bones glinted, scale-covered; and bristle-tendrils swept back, surrounding the eyes, to two small pointed and naked ears.


Theodoret leaned his head back. ‘Decans practising the Great Art? Dangerous, my lord, dangerous. What if you should discover the true alchemical Elixir that, being perfect in itself, induces perfection in all it touches? Perhaps, being gods, it would transmute you to a perfect evil. Or perfect virtue.’


The great head lowered. Candia saw his image and the Bishop’s as absences of unlight on the obsidian surfaces of those eyes.


‘We are such incarnations of perfection already.’ Amusement in the Decan’s resonant tones. ‘It is not that alchemical transformation that I seek, but something quite other. Candia, whom have you brought me?’


‘Theodoret, my lord, Bishop of the Trees.’


‘A Tree-priest?’


The unlight blazed, and imprinted like a magnesium flare on Candia’s eyes the gargoyle-conclave of the Decan’s acolytes: bristle-spined tails lashed around pillars and arches and fine stone tracery; claws gripping, great wings beating. Their scaled and furred bodies crowded together, and their prick-eared and tendrilled heads rose to bay in a conclave of sound, and the unlight died to fireglow.


[image: image]


‘Purification, sublimation, calcination, conjunction … and no nearer the prima materia …’


Reconstructed from an illustration in Apocrypha Mundus Subterranus by Miriam Sophia, pub. Maximillian of Prague, 1589 (now lost)


‘I will see to you in a moment. This is a most crucial stage …’


On the filthy floor below, servants worked ceaselessly.


The platform jutted out fifteen yards, overhanging a section of the floor (man-deep in filth) where abandoned furnaces and shattered glass lay. Here, the heat of the ovens built into the wall was pungent.


‘Take that from the furnace,’ the low voice rumbled.


One of the black-doubleted servants on the balcony called another, and both between them began to lift, with tongs, a glowing-hot metal casing from the furnace. Sweat ran down their faces.


‘Set it there.’


Chittering echoed in the vaults. A darkness of firelight shaded the great head, limning with black the foothill-immensity of flanks and arching wings. One vast paw flexed.


‘We reach the Head of the Crow, but not the Dragon. As for the Phoenix’ – unlight-filled eyes dipped to stare into the alembic – ‘nothing!’


Candia said: ‘My lord, this business is important—’


‘The projection continues,’ the bass voice rumbled. ‘Matter refined into spirit, spirit distilled into base matter, and yet … nothing. Why are you here?’


Candia planted his fists on his hips and craned his neck, looking through the vast spaces to The Spagyrus. The bruised darkness of his eyes was accentuated by the pallor of fear, but determination held him there, taut, before the god-daemon.


‘It happens’, he said, ‘that we’re traitors. The Bishop here, and I. We’ve come to betray our own kind to you.’


A shifting of movement, tenuous as the first tremors of earthquake, folded His wings of darkness. The body of the god-daemon moved, elbow-joints above shoulders, until He threatened emergence from unlight-shadows. Lids slid up to narrow His eyes to slits.


‘Master Candia, you always amuse me,’ He rumbled. ‘I welcome that. It’s a relief from my failures here.’


Candia made a gesture of exasperation. He paced back and forth, a few strides each way, as if movement could keep him from seeing where he stood. He directed no more looks at The Spagyrus, his stamina for that exhausted.


The Bishop of the Trees reached to rest a hand on Candia’s shoulder, stilling him. ‘Even the worst shepherd looks to his flock. Doesn’t the Lord Decan know what’s happening in our part of the city?’


‘Do the stock in the farmyard murmur?’ A bifurcated tongue licked out and stroked a lower fang. The Spagyrus gazed down at Candia and Theodoret. ‘What I do here leaves me no time for such petty concerns. The great work must be finished, and I am no nearer to completion. If it comes to rioting in the city, I shall put it down with severity – I, my Kin, or your lesser masters the Rat-Lords. You know this. Why bother me?’


Theodoret walked forward. His lined creased face, under the shock of dusty-white hair, showed sternness.


‘Lord Spagyrus!’


‘Harrhummm?’


‘Our lesser masters are what you should look to.’ Theodoret’s grey eyes swam with light; mobile, blinking. ‘The Rat-Lords are meeting now with the Guildmasters – the human Guildmasters, that is. Meeting in secrecy, as I thought.’ Incredulity sharpened his voice. ‘And I see we’re right, Lord Spagyrus. You don’t know of it.’


The Decan roared.


Candia slid to one knee, head bowed, ragged hair falling forward; and his white-knuckled fist gripped the Bishop’s robe. A thin green-gold radiance limned him. He smelt the blossom of hawthorn and meadowsweet. The tiles beneath his knee gave slightly, as if with the texture of moss.


The Bishop of the Trees said softly: ‘We were here before you ever were, Lord Spagyrus.’


The tendrilled muzzle rose, gaped, fangs shining in unlight and the furnace’s red darkness, and a great cry echoed down through the chambers and galleries and crypts of the Fane.


Candia raised his head to see the acolytes already dropping from the ceiling vaults, soaring on black ribbed wings.


In a room that has more books than furniture, the magus stares out at a blinding blue sky.


Her mirror is shrouded with a patchwork cloth.


The day’s air smells sleepy, smells sweet, and she sniffs for the scent of rain or thunder and there is nothing.


Suddenly there is a tickle that runs the length of her forearm. She holds up her hand. The gashed palm, half-healed by her arts, is aching now; and, as she watches, another bead of blood trickles down her arms. She frowns.


She waits.


Charnay paused on the landing, examining herself in the full-length mirror there. She took a small brush and sleeked down the fur on her jaw; tugged her head-band into place, and tweaked the crimson feather to a more jaunty angle.


‘Messire Plessiez has a superlative mind,’ she said. ‘I conjecture that, by the time you leave us, in a day or two, he’ll have found some advantage even in you.’


Lucas, aware of tension making him petty, needled her. ‘Big words. Been taking lessons from your priest friend?’


‘In!’


She leaned over and pushed open a heavy iron-studded door. Lucas walked into the cell. Afternoon sunlight fell through the bars, striping the walls. Dirt and cobwebs starred the floor, and the remnants of previous occupations – tin dishes, a bucket, two ragged blankets – lay on a horsehair mattress in one corner.


‘You have no right to put me here!’


Charnay laughed. ‘And who are you going to complain to?’


She swung the door to effortlessly. It clanged. Lucas heard locks click, and then her departing footsteps, padding away down the corridor. In the distance men and Rats shouted, hoofs clattered: the palace garrison.


Lucas remained standing quite still. The sky beyond the bars shone brilliantly blue; and light reflected off the white walls and the four storeys of windows on the opposite side of the inner courtyard, mirror to his.


He slammed the flat of his hand against the door. ‘Bitch!’


Four floors below, the brown Rat Charnay had stopped in the courtyard to talk and to preen herself in the company of other Rats. Her ears moved, and she glanced up, grinning, as she left.


The shadows on the wall slid slowly eastwards.


‘Rot you!’


Lucas moved decisively. He unbuttoned his shirt, folding it up into a neat pad. Goosepimples starred his chest, feeling the stone cell’s chill. He rubbed his arms. With one eye on the door, he unbuttoned his knee-breeches, slid them down, and turned them so that the grey lining was outermost.


‘If you’re going to study at the university, start acting like it!’


His fingers worked at the stitching. A thin metal strip protruded from the knee-seam, and he tugged it free; and then stood up rapidly and hopped about on one foot, thrusting the other into his breeches-leg, listening to check if that had been a noise in the corridor … No. Nothing.


His dark-brown meeting brows dipped in concentration. The metal prong plumbed the depths of the lock, and then his mouth quirked: there was a click, and he tested the handle, and the heavy door swung open.


Clearer: the noise of the garrison below.


Lucas buttoned his breeches. He took a step towards the open door. One hand made a fist, and there was a faint pink flush to his cheeks. Caught between reluctance and fear of recognition, he stood still for several minutes.


Coming in, they had passed no human above the rank of servant.


He bent to remove stockings and shoes, wrapping them in his shirt. Then he knelt, shivering, to rub his hands in the dirt; washing arms, face and chest in the cobwebs and dust.


A black Rat passed him on the second floor. She didn’t spare a glance for this kitchen-servant. With the bundle under his arm, and an old leather bucket balanced on his shoulder, Lucas of Candover walked free of the palace.


Zar-bettu-zekigal leaned out of the carriage window, regardless of the dust and flying clots of dung the team’s hoofs threw up.


‘See you, we’re out of Nineteenth District’s Aust quarter already – oof!’


Plessiez’s hand grabbed her coat between the shoulder-blades and yanked her back on to the carriage seat. ‘Is it necessary to advertise your presence to the entire city?’


‘Oh, we’re not even out of a Mixed District, messire, what’s to worry?’


She leaned her arms on the jolting sill, and her chin on her arms, and grinned out at the street. The carriage rattled through squares where washing hung like pale flags and fountains dripped. The sun beat down from a blazing afternoon sky. Humans and Rats crowded the cobbled streets – a dozen or so of the palace guard, in silks and satins and polished rapiers, drank raucously outside a tavern, and sketched salutes of varying sobriety as Plessiez’s coach and horses passed them.


Zar-bettu-zekigal drew a deep breath, contentedly sniffing as they passed a may-hedge and a city garden.


‘You have no Katayan accent,’ the black Rat said. The dimness inside the coach hid all but the glitter of his black eyes, and the jet embellishment of his rapier’s pommel.


‘Messire’ – reproach in her tone, and humour – ‘Kings’ Memories remember inflections exactly – we have to. What would I be doing, with an accent?’


‘I beg your pardon, lady,’ Plessiez said, sardonically humble, and the Katayan grinned companionably at him.


The coachman called from above, sparks showered as the brakes cut the metal wheel-rims, and the carriage rattled down a steep lane. Plessiez caught hold of the door-strap with a ring-fingered hand.


‘Mistress Zekegial … Zare-bethu …’ He stumbled over the syllables.


‘Oh, “Zari” will do, messire, to you.’ She waved an airy gesture. Then, leaning out of the window again as the carriage squealed to a halt, she said: ‘You’re holding this important meeting in a builders’ yard?’


Plessiez hid what might have been a smile. The black Rat said smoothly: ‘That is one of the Masons’ Halls, little one. Show the proper respect.’


Zari pushed the carriage door open and sprang down into the yard. Two other coaches were already drawn up in the entrance, horses standing with creamed flanks and drooping heads. Plessiez stepped down into the sunlight. It became apparent that the black Rat had changed uniform: he now wore a sleeveless crimson jacket, with the neat silver neck-band of a priest. His crimson cloak was also edged with silver.


He paused to adjust rapier and belt, and Zari saw him straighten a richly gemmed pectoral ankh. A flurry of black and brown Rats from the other coaches rushed to meet him, those with priests’ collars particularly obsequious.


‘Mauriac, make sure the guards are placed unobtrusively; Brennan, you – and you – get these carriages taken away.’ The black Rat’s snout twitched.


A heavily-built brown Rat swaggered out from the back of the group. Pulling her aside by a corner of her cloak, Plessiez said sharply: ‘My idea of a secret meeting does not consist merely of arriving in a coach without a crest on it! Yours does, apparently. Get rid of this crowd. I’ll take you only in with me.’


Charnay laughed and slapped Plessiez on the back. The black Rat staggered slightly.


‘Don’t worry, messire! They’ll just think you’ve come for a plan for the new wing.’


‘Perhaps. But do it.’


Zar-bettu-zekigal’s bare feet printed the yellow yard-dust. The air shimmered in the heat. She wrapped her greatcoat firmly round her, and squinted up at the stacked clay bricks, timber put out to weather, and piles of wooden scaffolding that surrounded this Masons’ Hall. Tiles and wooden crates blocked the view to the nearer houses.


She cocked her head, and her dappled black-and-white tail coiled around her ankles. With a nod at the weathered-plank structure – half hall, half warehouse – she said over the noise of departing coaches: ‘Well, messire, have I begun yet?’


‘As soon as we enter the hall.’


Leisurely, hands folded at his breast, the black Rat paced forward. Charnay fell in beside him. Two men pushed the hall doors open from the inside, and Zari gave a half-skip up the steps, catching up, as they went in.


‘Messire Falke!’ Plessiez called.


In a patch of sunlight from the clerestory windows, a man raised his bandaged face. His short silver-white hair caught the light, pressed down by the strips of cotton.


‘Honour to you, priest.’ The man faced Plessiez with a wry, somewhat perfunctory grin. His black silk overalls shone at collar, cuffs and seams; sewn with silver thread. A heavy silver pin in the shape of compasses fastened the black lace at his throat. Diamond and onyx rings shone on his left hand.


‘Oh, what …?’


The merest whisper. Charnay nudged the Katayan heavily in her ribs, and Zari bowed. She continued to stare at the fine linen bandaging the man’s eyes.


The men and women with Falke drew back, bowing respectfully to the black Rat, and the sleek priest strode down the passage that opened in the crowd and seated himself on a chair at the head of a trestle table. This gave signs – like the eight or nine others in the room – of having been rapidly cleared of site- and ground-plans, measurements, calculations and scale models.


Charnay ostentatiously drew her long rapier and laid it down on the plank table before her.


‘Zari,’ the black Rat prompted.


The young woman was standing on tiptoe, and leaning over to stare into a tank-model of a sewer system. She straightened. Hands in pockets, she marched across the bright room and hitched herself up to sit on the trestle table.


‘Kings’ Memory,’ she announced. ‘You have an auditor, messires: you are heard: this is the warning.’


Some of the expensively dressed men and women began to speak. Falke held up a hand, and they ceased.


‘What is your oath?’


She took her hands out of her greatcoat pockets. ‘To speak what I hear, as I heard it, whenever asked; to add nothing, to omit nothing, to alter nothing.’


Falke passed her on his way to sit down, close enough for her to see dark brows and lashes behind the cloth shield. A lined face, and silver-fine hair: a man on the down side of thirty-five.


‘And the penalty’, he said, ‘if otherwise?’


‘Death, of course.’ She slid down on to a collapsible chair, positioning herself exactly halfway between Falke’s people and the Rats.


The light of late noon fell in through clerestory windows, shining on the plans, diagrams and calculations pinned around the walls. Falke, without apparent difficulty, indicated the half-dozen men and women who abandoned compasses, straight-edge and fine quill pens for the cleared trestle table, as they sat down. Silk and satins rustled; white lace blazed at cuffs and collars.


‘The master stonemason. Master bricklayer. Foreman of the carriage teams. Master tiler.’


Plessiez, who sat with his lean black muzzle resting on his steepled fingers, said: ‘You may give them their proper titles, Master Falke. If we’re to talk honestly, we must have no secrecy.’


‘“Honestly”? You forget I’ve dealt with Rat-Lords before.’ Falke sat, pointing with economical gestures. ‘Very well, have your way. Shanna is a Fellowcraft, so is Jenebret.’ He indicated an older man. ‘Thomas is an Apprentice. Awdrey is the Mistress Royal of the Children of the Widow. I’m Master of the Hall.’


Zar-bettu-zekigal leaned forward on the wooden table, brushing the black hair from her eyes.


‘“Children of the Widow” … “Master of the Hall” …’ she murmured happily. She caught Plessiez’s warning stare and grinned, professional, her own eyes enthusiastic with Memory.


Falke began. ‘We—’


The doors at the end of the hall slammed open. Plessiez stood up, his chair scraping back.


Two Rats and three or four men struggled to hold back a middle-aged man, himself in the forefront of a group. ‘Falke!’


Falke peered towards the bright end of the hall through his cloth bandage.


Charnay glanced to the black Rat for a cue, one hand reaching for her sword. Plessiez shook his head. ‘I know the man, I think. East quarter. East quarter’s Mayor?’


‘Certainly I am!’


The man shook himself free of the brown Rats’ restraining grip. He was in his fifties, and stout; raggedly cut yellow hair framing a moon-face. Confronting Falke, he tugged his greasy breeches up about his belly, and straightened a verdigris-stained chain of copper links that hung across his frayed jerkin.


‘Mayor Tannakin Spatchet,’ he rumbled, and pointed a beefy finger at Master Falke. ‘What do you mean by holding this meeting without me? At the very least, some of the East quarter Council should be here!’


‘Tan, get out of here.’ Falke waved a dismissive hand. ‘You’ll bring the dregs in with you. A rabble of bureaucrats, shopkeepers, lawyers and teachers!’


The five or six men who had come in with Tannakin Spatchet shuffled and looked embarrassed.


‘We have every right to be represented! If you’re talking to the Rat-Lords, that concerns everyone in the quarter.’


Falke shook his head. ‘No. You’re not admitted to the mysteries here, not even to the outer hall. Thomas, take these people outside.’


‘Damn your hall! Just because you won’t admit us …’


Plessiez pushed Charnay in the direction of the hall door, and turned to Falke. ‘Pardon me, messire, but it might not be amiss if other trades were represented here.’


A fair-haired woman leaned forward, looking down the table to the black Rat. ‘Then we can’t speak freely. Craft mysteries aren’t to be disclosed to outsiders. You know that.’


Plessiez shrugged. ‘Then, I must go. I don’t belong to any Craft hall.’


‘We can’t have this scum here!’ The Fellowcraft, Shanna, pointed at the Mayor, who bridled. ‘You’ll have us inviting councillors next.’


Falke’s cupped palms slammed down on the table. The crack! echoed. In sudden silence, his bandaged head cocked to one side, he spoke.


‘Our quarrels are meat and drink to our masters. Aren’t they, messire priest?’


‘I don’t understand you, Master Falke.’


‘You do. You think no more of using us than of saddling a horse to ride. You’d no more think of a man’s name than a dog’s name in the street if you kick it!’


His hand went up behind his head, pulling the knotted cloth bandage down. Prematurely white hair slid free. His fingers immediately clamped across his eyes, features blasted by the sudden light. Zari glimpsed wide eyes: no injury, no scar; only immensely dilated black pupils.


He said: ‘Because my name is on file, you can find and use me.’


As if prompted, the Fellowcraft Shanna spread her hands, turning to the other men and women around the table. ‘The Rat-Lord’s obliged to tell us nothing more than pleases him. We must tell him all. For all his alliance with us, he can sell us out any time that it should please him, and walk away unharmed. Remember that, when we come to trust him!’


Zar-bettu-zekigal’s gaze darted from Falke to Plessiez. Her tail coiled up, lying across her arm, tense and twitching. Hearing and all senses acute – her smile widened suddenly.


Charnay marched back from the hall door, whisking her cloak past the seated Fellows, and leaned over to speak in the black Rat’s ear. The Katayan heard: ‘Desaguliers is coming!’


Falke froze.


The black Rat’s whiskers quivered. His bright eyes fixed on Charnay, and the brown Rat stumbled back a pace.


‘This was your idea of secrecy, was it, Charnay!’


Before she could do more than mumble, voices were raised, and the group of men at the door were pushed aside. Five sleek black Rats, with black-plumed headbands and drawn rapiers, shoved them aside; and a taller black Rat stepped in from the sunny yard to the white hall.


‘Was it necessary’, Plessiez murmured silkily, ‘to bring the Cadets in such strength, Messire Desaguliers?’


The watermills turned slowly, dripping water catching the sun. Lucas gazed at the water running past the building’s stone wall (some part of a concealed stream uncovered?), and then up at the watermills’ tower.


A twelve-foot gold-and-blue dial gleamed in the sun. The clock’s hands twitched once, to a metallic click inside the tower, and a bell chimed the quarter. Lucas stood watching as a silver knight, some two feet tall, slid out on rails from one side of the tower, to meet an approaching bronze knight on a similar curve. Their swords lifted jerkily; they struck a clang! that echoed the length of the cobbled street. A pause, and both began to retreat.


Lucas rubbed his sweating neck, took his hand away filthy, and glanced speculatively at the running water. He still carried shirt and stockings. His bare feet were chafing in his boots, and his filthy chest and arms were beginning to sting from the sun.


A first-floor window opened further down the street, and a woman shook out a quilt and laid it on the sill.


‘Lady,’ Lucas called, ‘is this Clock-mill?’


She leaned one bare forearm on the sill, her other hand supporting her as she leaned out, so that her elbow jutted up and her thick yellow hair fell about her shoulders. She wore a blue-and-yellow satin dress slashed with white, with puffed sleeves and a low full bodice. Lucas moved a few steps down the street towards her.


‘Clock-mill and Carver Street,’ she called.


Lucas gazed up at the window. The quilt hung down, half-covering a frieze carved in the black wood: hourglasses, scythes, spades and skulls. Seen closer, the woman’s face was lined. Lucas judged her forty at least. Some twinge of memory caught him.


‘Is there … are you Mistress Evelian?’


‘You’re not one of my lodgers?’ The woman’s china-blue eyes narrowed, studying the filthy ragged young man. ‘Good God. What does Candia think he’s sending me these days? Come in: don’t stand there. Third door down will take you through into the courtyard. I’ll let you in.’


Lucas had only taken a few steps before she stuck her head out of the window again.


‘Have you met the other students yet? Have you seen anything of that Katayan child, Zaribeth?’


Zar-bettu-zekigal sat with her grubby hands in front of her on the table. Her dappled tail flicked sawdust on the hall floor. A smell of cut wood, pitch, and long-boiled tea filled the heavy afternoon air.


Her eyes moved from the white-haired Falke, poised at rest in his chair, to Tannakin Spatchet (stiffly upright), and the well-dressed builders and ill-dressed councillors; to Plessiez and Charnay, and to the black Rat Desaguliers, standing and glaring at each other across the table.


‘I think the King might be interested in this meeting,’ Desaguliers challenged. He was a lean black Rat, tall, with the plain leather harness and silver cuirass of a soldier; the hairs on his thin snout grizzled.


‘The Captain-General is aware, of course, that the King has full knowledge of—’


Desaguliers bluntly interrupted Plessiez: ‘Horse-dung! I’m aware of nothing of the sort.’


‘How very remiss of you.’


‘Gentle lords. Please.’ Falke spoke with a sardonic gravity. He sat with his hand shading his uncovered eyes against the hall’s whitewashed brilliance. Tears ran down his cheeks; he rapidly blinked. ‘You know how your honour suffers, to be seen quarrelling by we underlings.’


‘Master Falke!’ Plessiez snapped.


‘I apologize. Most humbly. I hazard my guess, also, that this terminates our discussion. And that we shall be the ones to suffer for your plotting.’ He smoothed the cloth bandage between his fingers, and bent his head to tie it back over his eyes.


Zari’s gaze darted back to Plessiez and the black Rat Desaguliers.


‘No.’ Plessiez, sleek in scarlet. ‘I put this hall under Guiry’s protection. Let Messire Desaguliers hear our talk. Since I perceive his spies will have it sooner or later, let it be now. I have nothing to hide.’


Desaguliers snorted. ‘A miracle, that!’


Welcome heat touched her with the room’s shifting patches of sun. Zari coughed, and stuck her tail up above head-height, twitching it. ‘If you talk through me, messires, it’ll be easier for the record.’


Desaguliers peered down the table. ‘What is that?’


Plessiez, seating himself, and draping his scarlet cloak over the back of the chair, murmured: ‘Zari, of South Katay. A Kings’ Memory.’


‘A Kings’ Memory.’ The taller Rat shook his head in reluctant admiration, and slumped back into a chair on his side of the table. The sun glinted off his cuirass. He kicked his rapier-scabbard back with a bare heel. ‘Plessiez, you miss few tricks. Let’s hear what you have to say, then.’


Plessiez rested one slender clawed finger across his mouth for a few seconds, leaning back, thin whiskers still. His eyes narrowed to obsidian slits. The hand fell to caress his pectoral ankh.


‘I don’t think I need to do more than say what I said when we last met. Master Falke, we, your masters, confine humans to certain ghetto areas within the city—’


‘As you are yourselves confined, by those Divine ones who are masters of us all.’ The white-haired man sat back with his arms along the arms of the chair, cloth-blinded eyes accurately finding Plessiez’s face. ‘It may gall you, Messire Plessiez, but there are Human Districts forbidden even to you. The Decans decree it.’


‘If I spoke sharply, Master Mason, you must pardon me. There is much at stake here.’


‘You apologize to this scum?’ Desaguliers guffawed loudly; broke off as Zari glared at him. He glanced around at black Rat cadets positioned on guard about the hall. She resumed the concentration of listening, head cocked bird-like to one side.


‘We need your help, Falke,’ the black Rat Plessiez said, in a tone of plain-dealing, ‘and you, you say, need ours. Both of us for the same reason: that one can go where the other cannot.’


Falke inclined his head.


‘If, therefore, we agree an exchange of mutual help—’


Tannakin Spatchet rose to his feet. He mopped his face, reddened by the airless heat. ‘We don’t enter into blank contracts. As local Mayor, I must know what you intend, messire priest.’


‘You “must” nothing.’ Plessiez’s rapier-hilt knocked against the chair as he shifted position. ‘However, I am prepared to discuss a little of the situation.’


The black Rat glanced towards Zari. She grinned and tapped her freckled ear-lobe with one finger.


Plessiez said: ‘There are a number of locations within the city, at which, for purposes of our own, we intend to place certain … “articles”. Packages. Three of them are within quarters humans may enter and we may not. Therefore—’


Desaguliers snorted. ‘Purposes of your own, yes, messire, surely!’


‘I see no need to discuss it with you.’


‘It may endanger the King.’


‘It will not. But if his Majesty is ever to be King in more than name only, then some of us must act; and you and your cadets will oblige me by keeping silent while we do!’


‘Is this treason, messire!’


Zar-bettu-zekigal reached, sprawling halfway across the wooden table, and slapped her hand down over the hilt of Charnay’s discarded sword as the Captain-General grabbed for it. Plessiez slowly relaxed his hands that gripped the arms of his chair.


Still sprawled across the sun-warmed wood, the Katayan said: ‘You wouldn’t be here if you didn’t want to know what was going on, Messire Desaguliers, so why don’t you shut up and listen?’


Plessiez threw his head back and laughed.


Zar-bettu-zekigal slid back into her chair. ‘I don’t have all day. If I miss this afternoon’s lectures, I’m dead. So could we get on, please?’


The white-haired Mason, Falke, watched the armed Rat-Lords. ‘Our part of the bargain is this. There are ancient buildings of this city that we may not enter, because of where they are situated. There are records and inscriptions in those buildings that we need. If Messire Plessiez and his people can gain us that, we’ll run his errands.’


‘No!’ Tannakin Spatchet’s fist hit the table. ‘Who knows what retribution we’d bring into our quarter if we did? As Mayor—’


‘Tan, be quiet,’ Falke ordered.


Desaguliers leaned forward. ‘The peasant’s right. I want to know what and why, messire priest. Some scheme to open up every district to us, is it? That would be foolhardy, but of use. But, if you say to me certain “articles” needing to be put in certain places, that sounds like magia. Which one might expect from the damned Order of Guiry priests!’


Falke, head sunk to his chest, seemed by the turning of his chin to direct quick glances at both armed Rat-Lords. The corners of his mouth moved. ‘Will you tell him, Messire Plessiez?’


The black Rat’s eyes darted to Desaguliers and back to Falke. ‘Would you speak of what it is you need, and why?’


Zar-bettu-zekigal held out her hand to Falke. Prompting.


‘If I must. If it will make you speak, after.’ Falke reached up with grazed and cut fingers. A few strands of black still ran from his temples into his curling white hair. He pulled the cloth bandage free of his eyes again.


‘You and I’, he said, ‘are ruled by the Thirty-Six.’


His long fine lashes blinked over eyes without irises. Midnight-black pupils, vastly expanded, unnaturally dilated, swallowed all the colour that might have been.


He rubbed water from his left eye, blinking again, and shot a glance at Desaguliers.


‘I don’t want to make a display of this, but I will. I hide my eyes, because all light’s too strong for me now, and because I don’t want to think about them, being like this, what they are.’


‘How …?’ Zari clapped her hand over her mouth.


Falke wound the cloth around his knuckles; his hand lifted to shade his eyes.


‘You come to me, a Master Mason. I, and my hall brethren, all of us are builders for our strange masters. We build still, as we have built for generations uncounted. What we build – the Fane – is a cold stone shell. Nothing human has been into the heart of the Fane since building finished there.’


Sun and silence filled the hall.


‘Except, once, myself. I saw …


‘I was fool enough to find my way in. In to the centre. There’s a cold cancer eating away, spreading out, stone by stone, year by year. We build it for them, and then they make it theirs. We build for God and They transform it. We only see shadows of what They seem. Inside, in the heart of the Fane, you see what They really are.’


His strong fingers began to smooth out the bandage; shifted to knuckle the sepia lids of his eyes.


‘Only, having once seen that, you never truly cease to see it.’


The lean Rat, Desaguliers, grunted. ‘All of which is no doubt true, and was true in our fathers’ fathers’ time, so why should we concern ourselves with it?’


Falke, very quietly, said: ‘Because we are still building. We are compelled. Not even their servants – their slaves.’


‘I can’t see the importance of that. It’s always been so. You …’ The Captain-General’s gesture took in the men and women who sat around the trestle table. Scepticism was plain on his wolfish face. ‘You think you’ll do what, exactly, against the Decans our masters?’


The fair-haired woman next to Zari sighed. ‘Tell them, Falke.’


Falke stared at his hands.


‘This hall is searching for the lost Word. The Word that the Builder died to conceal when this city was invaded, and the Temple of Salomon abandoned. The Word of Seshat – that has been lost for millennia. And for that long our own Temple has remained unfinished, while we’re forced to build in slavery for strange masters.’


Tannakin Spatchet slowly sat down, pale blue eyes dazed.


‘Yes, I’m speaking of Craft mysteries.’ Falke’s wide-set eyes met Zari’s gaze, dark lashes blinking rapidly over pupils clear as polished black glass. ‘We search for the lost Degree, and the lost Mark. And the lost Mystery: we know who built the South side of our Temple, and what their wages were; but until we know the secrets of the Aust side, and what the black-and-white pillars support, we remain as we are – slaves. When we know, when our New Temple can be begun—’


‘We’ll build it and make the heart of the world the New Jerusalem,’ the fair-haired woman completed.


Falke lifted his shoulders in a weary shrug. ‘We must have our own power, you see. Build for ourselves again, and not for our masters.’


The Captain-General stood, scaly tail lashing. ‘And this is what you’ve got yourself mixed up in? Plessiez, you fool! Will you listen to him talk against the Thirty-Six and not protest? They’ll eat him alive, man!’


Plessiez smiled. ‘If I were afraid of the Decans our masters, I would not have begun this.’


Tannakin Spatchet stared at the ankh on the black Rat’s breast. ‘You’re a priest, my lord! How can you talk against Them? They’re the very breath and soul of your Church—’


Plessiez reached down and ran a thumb along the ankh’s heavy emeralds. Whimsical, he said: ‘It is a little oppressive for any church, you must admit, to have God incarnate on earth; and not only on earth, but also, as it were, down the next street, and the next …’


Scandalized, the plump Mayor protested. ‘Messire!’


‘That They are god is true, that They are with us on this earth is true; and some say, also,’ Plessiez added, ‘that we would be better off were They to abandon Their incarnations here and resume their Celestial habitations.’


Desaguliers’ tone of incredulity cut the hot white hall like acid: ‘And you hope to affect the Thirty-Six?’


The black Rat smoothed down his scarlet jacket, a slightly dazed expression on his face. ‘Ah, perhaps my ambitions are not so high. Perhaps I only seek to move Them by affecting Their creations. I will say no more on this, messire; it is not part of our bargain.’


Desaguliers swore, and Zari motioned him to silence. She swung round in her chair, drawing one leg up under her, staring at Plessiez.


‘Then, I’ll speak for you.’ Falke stood, both empty hands resting palm-down on the table. ‘Knowledge was the price of my consent to the bargain. If our plans are betrayed to the King, then so will yours be!’


He faced Desaguliers. ‘As to magia – yes. What Messire Plessiez will do might be called necromancy, being that sort of poor magia that can be done using the cast-off shells of souls, that is, mortal bodies.


‘I know that Messire Plessiez plans the invoking of a plague-magia. A great plague indeed, but not a contamination that will kill my kind, or yours, Messire Desaguliers; instead a plague of such dimensions that it will touch the Decans Themselves.’


Desaguliers stroked the grizzled fur at his jaw-line. His slender fingers moved unsteadily. ‘Plessiez, man, you are mad. The Fane knows all the pox-rotted arts of magia. This is lunacy.’


Plessiez rose from his chair. ‘I will see his Majesty made a true King, Desaguliers, and that can’t be done while there are masters ruling over us!’


Desaguliers snapped his fingers. Metal scraped as three more of the lithe black Rat Cadets drew their swords.


‘Lunacy – and treason. I’m having you arrested—’


Zari felt the wood of the table shake under her spread palms.


The fat Mayor sprang back, swatting an armed cadet aside like a child; seized the arm of one of his companions and pulled her towards the door. ‘What did I tell you? I told them so!’


A copper taste invaded her tongue, familiar from that morning in the university courtyard.


‘Run!’


She got one foot on the chair, launched herself off it as dust and splintered wood thundered down across the table, blinded by sudden hot brilliance; missed her footing and sprawled into the warm brown fur of Charnay. She sat up, head ringing.


Falke stared up and flung an arm across his lined worn face.


The Katayan grabbed, missed, then got her hands to Plessiez’s ankle where he gazed up, transfixed, and brought him crashing down on top of her; coiled her tail around Falke’s leg and pulled. The man fell to his knees.


A searing chill passed overhead.


Zari gazed up at the open sky: brown now, and blackening, like paper in a fire.


Dust skirled up from the hall’s collapsed roof. The far wall teetered, groaned, and with a wrench and scream of tearing wood fell into the yard.


Feet trampled her, human and Rat, running in all directions. She saw some men, fleeing, almost at the yard-gate, duck as they ran; and something chill and shadowed passed above her.


‘Look—’


She caught Falke’s arm, but the man was too busy scrabbling at the planks they sprawled on for his eye-bandage. Charnay grabbed her discarded rapier and pushed Plessiez down, half-crouching over him, snarling up at the sky.


A woman in red satin overalls threw up her arms and screamed. Coils of black bristle-tail lapped her body, biting deep into her stomach, blood dulling the satin. Ribbed wings beat, closing about her as tooth and beak dipped for her face.


Fire burst from the wooden hall walls in hollow concussive plops, burning blue and green in the noon-twilight. Rapidly spreading, consuming even the earth and the yard’s timber outside, it formed a circling wall of flames. One of Desaguliers’ Cadets thrust at it with his sword. A thin scream pierced the air: the Rat fell back on to the hall floor, fur blazing.


The sun burned with a searing storm-light.


Out of that sky, stinking of wildfire and blood, wings beating the stench of carrion earthwards, by dozens and hundreds, the Fane’s acolytes fell down to feed.
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Evelian bent over the washtub in the courtyard. The young man locked his apartment door and began walking towards the exit-passage. She looked up, red-faced, wiped her forehead with a soapy wrist, and called to him.


‘Lucas, wait. Is Zaribeth there?’


The dark-haired young man shook his head. Despite the misty heat he was buttoned to the throat, in a black doublet with a small neck-ruff, and his breeches and stockings were spotless.


‘Her bed hasn’t been slept in.’


‘Her bed!’ Evelian snorted. Lucas paused.


A granular mist fogged the air, blurring the roofs of the two-storey timber-framed apartments overlooking the yard. Intermittent watery sun shone down on washing, limp on the cherry trees, and the scent of drying linen filled the air.


Evelian slapped a shirt against the washboard. She wore her yellow hair pinned up in a tangle, and an apron over the blue-and-yellow satin dress. ‘Brass nerve, that child! Do you know, one night, I found her in my bed? Yesterday. No; night before last.’


She put a hand in the small of her back and stretched. ‘I came up to my room and there she was, under the sheet in my bed, naked as an egg! Looked at me with those big brown eyes, and asked did I really want her to go, and didn’t I need keeping warm of nights?’


Lucas coloured. Outside the yard, Clock-mill struck the half-hour.


‘I told her we’re in the middle of a heatwave as it is,’ Evelian added, ‘and up she got, all pale and freckled, little tits and fanny, with that fool tail of hers whisking up the dust. I turned her round and smacked her one that’ll have left a mark! Told her not to be an idiot; I don’t sleep with my lodgers. Oh, now, see you; I’ve made you blush.’


‘Not at all.’ Lucas shifted awkwardly. ‘It’s just a warm morning.’


‘I wish’ – a vicious slap at wet cloth – ‘that I knew where she was.’


Lucas felt the mist prickle warmly against his face. Looking at the cloud that clung to the roof-trees put the black timber frieze in his line of vision; bas-relief spades, crossed femurs, hour-glasses, money-sacks and skulls.


He snapped: ‘I don’t know where she is. I don’t care! If you knew what I had to go through yesterday, to get out of what that little bitch got me into …’


Evelian flipped shirts into the soapy water, and plunged her arms in, scrubbing hard. The shadowless light eased lines from her face. She could have been twenty rather than forty.


‘I’m not getting mixed up in whatever’s biting you, boy. I swore last time that I’d have nothing to do with organizing against the Rat-Lords. The only good thing I ever got out of that was my Sharlevian. But, there, I live in the city; there isn’t any escape from it.’ Evelian stepped into the cherry tree, into cool green leaves and damp linen. ‘The little Katayan’s hardly older than Sharlevian. I like the girl. I worry about her.’


Another door opened across the yard, and a student scuttled towards the exit-passage, calling: ‘Luke, see you there. Don’t be late!’ Evelian saw him bristle at Luke.


On the point of going, he turned back.


‘Yesterday afternoon. I tasted … could taste blood. Coppery.’ He went on quickly. ‘Others, here, they did, too. Like yesterday morning, when one of the … one of them came to the university. As if something watched …’


She wiped her hands on her apron, and her blue eyes went vague for a long minute.


‘Mistress Evelian?’


‘Get someone to read the cards or dice for you,’ she said.


‘Yes! But is there anyone, here?’


Evelian nodded. A coil of fair hair escaped a clip and fell down across her full bodice.


‘The White Crow. That’s who you want. Do you dice, cards, palms – anything you can think of. The only practising Hermetic philosopher in this quarter, as far as I can make out.’


‘I can’t be late; it’s my first day—’ Lucas shut his mouth with a snap. ‘Yes, I can. To quote Reverend Master Candia, there are no rules at the University of Crime. Where is this White Crow?’


‘Right across the yard here. Those top apartments on the left-hand side.’ Evelian pointed to the rickety wooden steps leading to the first floor. ‘Just knock and go in. All my lodgers are … unique in some way.’


He took a few steps, and her voice came back from behind him: ‘Ask about Zaribeth!’


The wooden hand-rail felt hot, damp in the swirling mist. Lucas glanced up at the windows and open skylight as he mounted the steps. The diamond-panes fractured thin sunlight into splinters. Children yelped in the street beyond the passage; somewhere there was a smell of boiled cabbage.


He rapped on the door, and it swung open, outwards. Calling loudly, ‘Hello in there!’ Lucas walked in.


The first room was light, airy, and piled high with volumes of leather-bound books. Books stood on chairs, shelves, leaned on the window-sill, slid off a couch. Only the round table, with its patchwork cloth, was clear.


‘Mistress White Crow?’


‘Here.’ The far door opened. A woman in a white cotton shirt and cut-off brown knee-breeches came in. A white dog followed at her bare heels.
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