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“We found these,” he went on, opening his big fist under my nose, “in your pocket. They belonged to my father, you thieving little shit.”


He was scaring me. They do bad things to thieves. Odd that it should have slipped my mind before I embarked on this idiotic escapade.


“I’m sorry,” I mumbled. Not perhaps the smartest thing I ever said.


“But,” Nicephorus said, “in a funny sort of a way it’s all to the good. You see, we need you to do something for us, and there’s a remote chance you might not want to do it. And we’re not savages. If you’d turned us down, we couldn’t have forced you. But now, we can quite legally and legitimately make you an offer. You do what we want, or we’ll hang you.”


My mouth had gone horribly dry. “I’ll do it,” I said.


“You don’t know what it is yet.”
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Oh, the man who can rule a theatrical crew,


Each member a genius (and some of them two) […]


Can govern and rule, with a wave of his fin,


All Europe – with Ireland thrown in!


W. S. Gilbert, The Grand Duke














The history of how the City was saved, by Notker the professional liar, written down because eventually the truth always seeps through.
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It wasn’t going well. He was polite enough – he was always polite – but I was losing him.


“It’s a fantastic story,” I said. “There’s this man – Einhard would be amazing in it. It’s the part he was born for.”


A little ground regained. Einhard was hard to find parts for, and under contract. “Go on,” he said.


“There’s this man,” I went on. “He’s a nobleman by birth but fallen on hard times. He’s begging in the street.”


“That’s good,” he said cautiously. “People like that.”


“And one day he’s sitting outside the temple with his hat on the ground and his dog on a bit of string—”


“No dogs. We never work with dogs.”


“With his hat on the ground, when who should walk up but the lord high chamberlain and the grand vizier. In disguise, of course.”


“But we know it’s them.”


“Of course. And they point out that the man bears an uncanny resemblance to the king. Yes, the man says, he’s my umpteenth cousin umpteen times removed, that’s why I grew the beard, because it’s embarrassing sometimes, but what can you do? And then the grand vizier says, we need you to do a job for us, and you’ll be well paid. And it turns out that the king’s been abducted by traitors in the pay of the enemy, who want to start a war, so we need you to pretend to be him, just long enough so that—”


He raised his hand. “Let me stop you there,” he said.


Oh well, I thought.


“It’s a great story,” I said.


“I agree. It’s a fantastic story. Always has been. It was a great story a century ago in The Prisoner of Beloisa. It was even better in Carausio, and The Man in the Bronze Mask—”


“A hundred and sixteen consecutive performances,” I pointed out.


“Still a record,” he conceded. “It’s one of those stories – well, a bit like you,” he said with a smile. “Starts off really well a long time ago and just keeps on getting better and better, no matter how many times you see it, up to a point, but after a while—” He shrugged. “Best of luck with it,” he said, “but I don’t honestly think it’s for us, thanks all the same.”


“There’s a siege in it,” I told him. “And a love story.”


He hesitated. “Sieges are good,” he said. “Tell you what. Why don’t you go away and rewrite it with just the siege, and forget about the other stuff? Sieges are going down really well right now.”


Which is bizarre. Seven years into the great siege of the City; that’s real life, for crying out loud, surely the last thing you go to the theatre for is real life. But (he explained to me, when I objected) what the people want is something that looks at first sight like real life, but which actually turns out to be a fairy tale with virtue triumphant, evil utterly vanquished, a positive, uplifting message, a gutsy, kick-ass female lead and, if at all possible, unicorns. Also, I told him, what they want is something that looks new and completely original but is actually the same old story we’ve all known and loved since we were kids. Exactly, he said. But, knowing you, what you’d give them would be something genuinely new and original disguised as the same old same old; and if I were to put that on in my theatre, after a night or two the actors would start to feel terribly lonely.


So I went away. As it happens, I wrote him a positive, uplifting piece of shit about a siege where virtue triumphed, evil was vanquished and Andronica looked stunning in slinky black leather as she kicked enemy ass from one side of the proscenium to the other. It ran twenty-six nights and more or less broke even, so that was all right.


Virtue triumphant, evil utterly vanquished, a positive, uplifting message, a gutsy, kick-ass female lead and, if at all possible, unicorns. I have to confess I’m no scholar, so for all I know there may be unicorns, in Permia or somewhere like that, so maybe one component of that list does actually exist in real life. Wouldn’t like to bet the rent on it, though.
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I left the theatre and walked down Fishtrap Hill into Paradise. Curious thing about this man’s city. All the really horrible bits of it have absolutely charming names. Like the Old Flower Market, which at one time must have been a place where you could buy flowers, but not in my lifetime. It burned down in that big fire about five years ago and nobody’s missed it; the inhabitants moved out and separated strictly on Theme lines – all the Blues went to Old Stairs, all the Greens to Paradise – with the result that there’s no longer anywhere in town where Blues and Greens can be found living side by side. No great loss. Theme-related murders are down about ten per cent since the Flower Market went up in smoke. It’s so much easier to tolerate your deadly enemies if you never see them from one year’s end to the next.


A respectable professional man like me has to have a reason for setting foot in Paradise; not something you’d do frivolously, or unless you absolutely had to. I walked down a couple of alleys, with that dreadful twitchy feeling you simply can’t help, like painfully sore eyes in the back of your head, then stopped at one of twenty or so identical anonymous soot-black doors, wrapped a bit of cloth round my knuckles and knocked three times. The door opened, and this woman stood there staring at me.


You wouldn’t put her on the stage. You wouldn’t dare to. Stereotypes and caricatures are all very well – our life’s blood, if the truth be told – but there’s such a thing as overdoing it. So, if you want an obnoxious old hag, you go for two or three out of the recognised iconography: wrinkles, hooked nose, wispy thin white hair like sheep’s wool caught in brambles, shrivelled hands like claws, all that. You don’t use them all, because it’s too much. Which is why you don’t get much real life on the stage. Nobody would believe it.


“Hello, Mother,” I said.


She gave me a sour look. “Oh,” she said, “it’s you.”


“Keeping well?”


“Like you give a damn.”


You don’t stand talking in doorways in Paradise. “Can I come in?” I asked.


“Why? What do you want?”


She loves me really, but I’m a great disappointment to her. “I haven’t been to see you for a while,” I said.


“Six months and four days. Not that I mind.”


“Can I come in, please?”


My mother owns her own spinning wheel, which in Paradise makes you aristocracy. She’s also the widow of a Green boss, so nobody’s stolen it yet. And that’s not all. She spins high-grade coloured yarns for the daughters of the gentry, who sit doing embroidery all day; the difference being, my mother gets paid. She’s practically blind, but she’s still very good at what she does, very quick and never any problems with the quality of the product. I once figured out that she’d spun enough silk thread to stretch from here to Atagene and back. I told her that. She has no idea where Atagene is, and couldn’t care less.


“Is it money?” she asked.


Hurtful. True, very occasionally I’ve been obliged to borrow trifling sums, but not recently. Not for at least six months. “Certainly not,” I said. “I just wanted to see you, that’s all. You’re my mother, for crying out loud.”


She sat down on that ridiculous looking low chair, put her foot on the treadle and picked up her clawful of yellow frizz, all hairy, like a fruit with mould. The wheel started to hum, as it’s done all my life. I told her what I’d been doing, or an artistic version thereof, in which virtue was triumphant and evil utterly vanquished. She pretended she couldn’t hear me over the noise of the wheel. Like I said, I’m a disappointment to her. She wanted me to be a murderer and an extortionist, like my father.


A man can take only so much of the bosom of his family, so I steered my narrative to an aesthetically pleasing conclusion, told her to take care and left.


Back up the hill, and fortunately the wind was from the sea, so by the time I emerged into Buttergate I’d left the smell of home behind me. There was a line in a play I was in once: home clings close. Which is true, but only if you let it.


From Buttergate I headed uptown. I had a paying job; private after-dinner entertainment in a fashionable house in the Crescent. Impersonations of leading figures of the day, needless to say, and as I turned the corner into that magnificent example of early Mannerist architecture I was desperately trying to remember which side my hosts were on. I hoped they were Optimates, because I can do Nicephorus and Artavasdus standing on my head (literally, for two thalers extra; goes down very well, but makes me dizzy), whereas the Populars are a bit too nondescript for easy mimicry. The house I was looking for was the third from the south (more fashionable) end, with a blue door.


I heard this whirring noise. It was just like the whir of my mother’s wheel, but it couldn’t be, could it, in context. I listened to it for maybe three heartbeats, and a shadow passed over my head and put me in the shade for just a split second, and then there was that impossibly loud thump and a big cloud of dust where the house with the blue door used to be.


There’s almost always a moment of dead silence, before all hell breaks loose. When you’ve been around as long as I have, you know what that moment is for. It’s the Invincible Sun giving you just enough time to choose: do I charge in and help and get involved, or do I discreetly turn round and walk away?


When the bombardment first started, about eighteen months ago, nobody thought about choosing. Didn’t matter who you were, when one of those colossal slabs of rock fell out of the sky and flattened something, you didn’t walk, you ran to help, do whatever you could; even me, once or twice. I remember the dust blinding me and coating the inside of my mouth with cement, and ripping off two fingernails scrabbling at a chunk of stone with a man half under it – his eyes had been squeezed out of his head by the pressure, but he was still alive. I remember my fellow citizens jostling me out of the way in the rush to get there first.


But that was eighteen months ago. Since then, we’ve settled down into a sort of a pattern. The enemy secretly builds a new super-trebuchet, capable of reaching over the walls; they haul it up to within range at first light, spend the day setting it up and loose their first ranging shot around dusk. It takes them six hours to wind it up again; only by then, our intrepid commandos have darted out through a sally port, punched through the lines, smashed up the trebuchet beyond repair and rushed back to the safety of the walls, sometimes with fewer than sixty per cent losses. So the enemy go away and build a new one, and so it goes on, pointlessly and catastrophically, like the siege; and once or twice a month, a house near the wall gets smashed (because you can’t lob a stone over the eastern end of the wall and not hit something) and that’s just life. Occasionally, there are dire personal consequences to ordinary people like me, who would have been paid good money for performing to a select audience in what’s now a mess of smashed bones and rubble. That’s real life, in this man’s town. You can see why nobody wants any more of it than they can possibly help.


I used my moment of absolute quiet sensibly. I turned round and walked back the way I came, quickly but without breaking into a run.


I’m not a writer (as you’ll agree, if you read this book). I only reach for the pen when times are hard, business is slow and nobody wants me. Then I write a part for myself – a flashy cameo, usually – and a play to go with it, and tout it round the managers until one of them is gullible enough to accept it. Because I’m better at writing for other people than for myself, my fellow actors generally like my stuff; and what the big names in the profession like, the managers like, and what the managers like, the bit players and the small fry like. In fact, everybody likes my stuff, except for me (and the public, but they don’t like anything) and as often as not we break even. Since three out of five plays in this man’s city close inside of a week and make a loss, that makes me a bankable proposition. But I’m not a writer, and I don’t want to be one.


Nor do I want to do what I mostly do for a living, which is impersonations. However, Destiny or the Invincible Sun or someone like that doesn’t really give a damn about what I want, which is why I was born and grew up looking totally, absolutely nondescript, and why I have this uncanny knack of imitating other people. Protective mimicry, possibly; or the basic actor’s urge, taken to extremes.


Not that I’ll ever be a proper actor, let alone a great one – for which I’m profoundly grateful. There’s an immutable rule that only jerks and bastards can be really fine actors. Take Psammetichus, or Deuseric, or Andronica – loathsome, arrogant, self-centred as a drill bit, and the rest. It’s easy to explain. If you spend most of your life being Psammetichus or Andronica, think how wonderful it must be to be someone else, for three hours every evening. I can imagine no greater incentive for mastering and perfecting your craft. And doing matinees.


It’s not quite like that for me. Mostly the people I impersonate are serious public figures: politicians, generals, the occasional actor, athlete or gladiator. Most of them are profoundly unpleasant people, and on balance I’d rather be me than them. Actually, there’s a remarkable paradox here. Nobody in his right mind would pay good money to see me, when I’m out of character. And nearly everybody in the City would pay very good money for a guarantee that the First Minister or the Leader of the Opposition would never been seen or heard of again. But when it’s me pretending to be the First Minister or the Leader of the Opposition – well, there aren’t exactly queues stretching down the street, but a steady trickle each night, enough to pay the rent and a very modest profit. Make of that what you can. I regard it as rather more curious than interesting.


Brick dust all down my sleeve and in my hair, and an unexpected, unwanted, free evening. I put my hand in my pocket and dredged up what at first sight looked like a promising catch of shiny silver coins; but half of them turned out to be that week’s rent, a quarter were what I owed to various friends with an unhappy knack of being able to find me, and the residue was food and a new pair of second-hand boots – not a luxury, in my line. You go and see a manager, first thing he looks at is your feet. If you’ve been walking around a lot lately, you’re probably unemployable.


I tried the other pocket, because you never know, and to my great surprise and joy I found a silk handkerchief, which I remembered picking up off the floor at a rehearsal about three weeks earlier. At the time I was in the money and had every intention of finding out whose it was and giving it back – very virtuous of me, and now my virtue was about to be rewarded. I took it to the place I usually go to, in Rose Walk, and they gave me about a quarter of what it was worth, which if you ask me was downright dishonest.


Since I was in Rose Walk, I figured I might as well go the extra fifty yards and show my face in the Sun in Splendour. I hadn’t been in there for a while, on account of not wanting to meet certain people who’d been kind and understanding when I was down on my luck, but for all its faults it’s a useful place; and I reckoned I’d be safe, since my golden-hearted creditors were both appearing in a revival of the Two Witches at the Golden Star, and therefore would be on stage at that time of day. I deliberately trod in a muddy rut in the road before I went in. Caked mud can happen to anyone, no matter how well shod, and hides cracks and splits. Attention to detail is everything.


The Sun never changes. They’ll tell you that’s because those are the exact same rushes on the floor that Huibert would have stood on when he was rehearsing the King in Dolcemara, and it would be sacrilege to replace them; likewise, that’s the very same soot on the back wall that Saloninus scraped a bit of to mix the ink with which he wrote Dream of Fair Ladies, sitting in that very corner, on the chair that wobbles a bit, next to the table that it doesn’t do to lean on too hard if you don’t want your drink all over the floor. Steeped in tradition, like the Empire itself.


The usual crowd, too; mildly surprised to see me, after so long. They knew I’d been pitching to a manager – everybody knows everything – so I didn’t have to buy my own drink. Various good friends brushed the dust off me and I made a bit of a stir explaining where it had come from, though their interest in current affairs waned considerably once they were reassured that none of the theatres had been hit. They were more interested in what I’d be writing for the Rose, with particular reference to any small but lively roles for which they might just possibly be available. I promised something nice to everyone who asked me, the way everyone always does. It’s remarkable how hope breeds in this city, like rats.


“Someone was in here looking for you,” someone told me.


Note the grammar. If the subject of the sentence had been a proper noun, nothing out of the ordinary; A, a manager with a part for me, good; B, a creditor, bad; the two sides of life’s endlessly spinning coin. But somebody meant somebody we don’t know (and in the Sun we know everybody). My wings tensed, ready to launch me into flight, like a pigeon in a tree.


“And?”


My friend grinned. “Not in the business,” she said. “Wouldn’t last five minutes if they were.”


“Ah.” I picked up the bottle and held it over her glass without actually tilting it.


“Not very good at acting,” she explained. “We’re old friends of his, haven’t seen him in ages, got the impression he hangs out here. Like hell they were.”


She’d earned an inch, which I duly poured. “In what sense?”


She frowned. “Enter the Duke and his courtiers, disguised as vagabonds. Shoes and jewellery all wrong. Not a clue.”


Unsettling. I wasn’t always an actor, believe it or not, and not everyone I’ve ever known was in the trade. “What did you tell them?”


“Haven’t seen you for ever such a long time, no idea where you might be, thought you were dead, never heard of you.” She smiled at me. “Of course, I wasn’t the only one they asked.”


“When was this?”


“About an hour ago.”


So they’d left very shortly after I arrived. Without being too obvious about it, I glanced round. Everyone who’d been in when I arrived was still there; no, I tell a lie. One face was missing. I slid the bottle – still a third full – across to her, picked up my hat and slipped out through the side door.


I walked back up Crowngate, where I was nearly trampled to death by a half-company of heavy infantry. I stepped back into a doorway and let them pass. No prizes for guessing where they were off to in such a hurry. If I was a soldier on a mission from which I wasn’t likely to come back, I don’t think I’d stomp along quite so briskly. There you go. Presumably they all reckoned they’d be the lucky ones, or one. See above, under hope.


It’s awkward keeping your head down and staying clear of people who are looking for you if you’re an actor, so I decided it was a stroke of luck that I didn’t have anything on at present. Correction: I had a play to write for the Rose, something I could do anywhere. It irked me that I wouldn’t be able to go back home but I’d still have to pay the rent, which would eat horribly into my capital. I resolved to channel my righteous indignation at the unfairness of it all into my writing, which I’m sure is what Saloninus or Aimo would have done in my shoes.


If you want to lie low in this man’s town, the closer you can get to the docks the better. Ever since the siege began, and we won back control of the sea even though the whole of the land empire had gone down the drain, there’s been an awful lot of foreigners living in and around the docks, where rents are cheap. Nobody knows them, they don’t belong to a Theme, and their money is as good as anybody else’s. They’re traders, factors, agents, sailors discharged from foreign ships, and a lot of them can’t even speak Robur; and you know what we’re like with anyone we can’t understand. I figured that if I pretended I was foreign and replied in gibberish, if anyone spoke to me I’d be left blissfully alone. I could write my play, get paid for it and stay out of sight until whoever was looking for me decided I must be dead or overseas, and all that at a price I could afford. Magic.


So I wandered around for a bit – it was dark as a bag by then – until I reckoned I’d found somewhere suitably anonymous, but where I could bear to live for a week or so, and knocked on the door. Long wait; then a panel in the door shot back and a little round bloodshot eye glared at me.


“Room,” I said, with my very best Aelian accent. I’d wrapped my scarf round my head to hide the colour of my skin.


The panel snapped shut and the door opened. The man with the eye saw what he expected to see. “Forty trachy a night,” he said. “Meals not included.”


I held out my gloved hand palm upward, with a silver quarter-thaler gleaming in the middle of it. “Room,” I said.


“Sure.” He stood aside to let me pass. “Heard you the first time.”


The skin-colour thing would be a problem, of course. As it happens, I have a genius for makeup, but all my stuff, goes without saying, was back home, and I couldn’t afford to go out and buy any more. Just as well I know how to improvise. I learned how to do a really effective whiteface with chalk, brick dust and goose fat back when I was in the chorus of The Girl with the Red Umbrella. For chalk, substitute flour, and I was able to find the whole caboodle later that night in somebody’s kitchen.


The room wasn’t bad. It had four walls, a tiny, tiny window and a door that shut if you slammed it.
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My business requires me to keep fully abreast of current events. Talking of which, I’d like to protest in the strongest possible terms about the public’s – that means you – deplorable lack of loyalty and patience. Just because the minister for this or the secretary of state for that is no bloody good and couldn’t find his own arse with both hands, that’s no valid reason for turning him out of office and replacing him with someone else, almost certainly with an entirely forgettable face, a squeaky little voice that won’t carry to the back of the hall and no known mannerisms. It’s bad enough when a general gets killed leading from the front; desperate waste of my time and trouble learning him like a book, but I do understand, these things happen in war. But getting shot of a perfectly good politician just because he’s useless strikes me as downright perverse.


It wasn’t like that in the old days, of course, before the siege. High officials were appointed, not elected, and you knew you could spend the necessary time and trouble on them with a reasonable prospect of seeing a return on your investment. But when the emergency government deposed the last emperor, sidelined the House and set up direct elections – I don’t suppose they deliberately set out to make my life hell. The unfortunate consequences to me personally probably never crossed their minds; which makes it worse somehow, in my opinion.


Following the news when you’re effectively confined to a fifth-storey saltbox isn’t the easiest thing in the world, particularly if you’re playing the part of an ignorant foreigner who knows nothing about City politics and cares less. Some news, however, gets everywhere, the way sand gets under your collar on the beach.


I’d ventured out, well wrapped up and in full whiteface, to buy a loaf and a bit of cheese – which I didn’t actually need straight away, but when you’ve been banged up for three days with nobody but characters of your own creation for company, any excuse will do. The stallholders in the little market in the square opposite the dock gates are used to foreigners, though they tend not to look at them when they’re taking their money; all to the good, as far as I was concerned. Anyway, there was this fat woman, and she was talking to the woman on the next stall down, who I couldn’t see. I wasn’t really listening, but then I caught: “All lies, of course.”


“That’s not what I heard,” offstage, behind me.


“Lies,” the fat woman repeated, inadvertently spraying my cheese with spit. “They’ll say anything, the damned Opties.”


“It’s true,” asserted the voice off. “They were talking about it in the King of Beasts last night, my brother heard them. They were saying, he’s dead.”


“Bullshit,” said the fat woman.


“It’s true. Lysimachus is dead. He was at a party and a stone fell on him. Squashed flat, like a beetle.”


That got my attention. It’s a cliché, but icy fingers touched my heart. It’s only when it happens to you that you realise just what a top-flight metaphor it actually is.


Let me make one thing clear up front. I don’t care. I couldn’t give a damn. I don’t regard myself as involved.


Accordingly, the death of Lysimachus – if true – was a devastating blow to me personally, purely because imitating him accounted for something like forty per cent of my income. Sure, you can still imitate people after they’re dead, but there just isn’t the same demand. Also, in bread-and-butter burlesque work, once someone’s dead he’s only ever going to be a supporting character, not the lead, a cameo at best: and even if you stop the show every night you don’t generally get paid extra.


On the other hand – so my train of thought ran as I wandered back to my room, devastated, hardly aware of where I was or what I was doing – on the other hand, Lysimachus isn’t, sorry, wasn’t just anybody. He was the man. At the darkest hour in the City’s history – five hundred thousand bloodthirsty milkfaces camped outside the walls, the regular army all dead or scattered and the Fleet still trapped on the far side of the Ocean; with a garrison of a few hundred untrained men, he held the line against the darkness; his determination, his dauntless courage, et cetera. If he hadn’t been there, we’d all be dead. Not opinion, fact. Therefore – I consoled myself – there’s always going to be a demand for a really first-class Lysimachus impersonator, and more so now he’s dead (if he’s dead), because he’ll become the ultimate symbol of hope, and what’s the theatre about if not peddling hope to people who ought to know better? In fact – all false modesty aside, by the time I got back to my room I already had a plot and rough outlines of acts one and three, in which the Invincible Sun sends the spirit of Lysimachus back from the Elysian Fields to save the City in its darkest hour. And there’d be a siege in it, you bet, and surely someone with my incredibly fertile imagination ought to be able to figure out a way to shoehorn in a strong female lead –


Turning it over in my mind as I ground my way through the last scene of Act 2 of the Rose piece, I tried to think about it logically. What had actually happened? I’d overheard two market women sharing a rumour; and one of them swore blind that it wasn’t true, just a pack of lies put about by the Optimates. Hardly proof beyond reasonable doubt. I felt an urge to go out and listen some more, maybe in places where they might be even better informed than my two current witnesses. But then I thought, what the hell. If Lysimachus was dead, he’d still be dead tomorrow, possibly even the next day. Death is like real estate; it’s different from everything else in its category because of its permanence. Meanwhile, I had work to finish, and people I didn’t know were looking for me. Perspective is everything.


Act 2 is always a grind. With the exception of Acts 1 and 3, it’s the hardest part of your standard three-act play. So I tend to write fat – scribble down any old thing, just so long as it moves the action forward and gets you to the bits you know and give a damn about; edit and rewrite later if you absolutely have to. That way you don’t have to think too hard, which was just as well in this case, because my mind kept wandering. He was at a party and a stone fell on him. Indeed. Common knowledge by now that a trebuchet shot flattened a house in the Crescent the other day; and rumour is the ultimate oyster, building layer upon layer of glittering shiny stuff round a tiny speck of fact. Cue the venerable rumour-monger’s syllogism; somebody got killed that night; Lysimachus is somebody; therefore Lysimachus got killed.


All right, now let’s try using a tiny bit of intelligence. I was hired to perform at that party. Lysimachus is one of my best characters. Would the host have hired a Lysimachus specialist to perform at a party where Lysimachus was going to be a guest? At the very least, I’d have been told – don’t do Lysimachus, for crying out loud, unless you want to get us all hanged. Exactly. Therefore, Lysimachus wasn’t a guest at the party, therefore he wasn’t flattened by a rock, therefore he must still be alive.


I reckoned I was on fairly solid ground there. Yes, the host might have come up to me just before I went on and murmured: by the way, don’t do Lysimachus, there’s a good fellow, he’s in the front row. People do that to me more often than I care to think, and suddenly your entire plan for the evening is lying in more pieces than a broken pot. But think about it. It’s hardly a secret that Lysimachus is my best thing. I’m very good at him, though I do say so myself. Presumably Lysimachus knows this; from what I’ve heard about him and the nature and quality of his sense of humour, he’s not likely to be amused. So, if you’ve managed to lure the most famous and important man in the City to your dinner party, are you really going to risk mortally offending him by bringing on the world’s most celebrated Lysimachus-baiter as an after-dinner turn? No, of course not. Therefore, see above, the rumour isn’t true. Worrying yourself to death over nothing at all. Pull yourself together, for crying out loud and get on with some work.


Getting Act 3 out and down on paper was like having a tooth pulled, but I managed it somehow. By that point I was sick to death of that horrible little room and the smell of cardamoms and lavender from the warehouse three doors down subtly blended with the open drain under my window, so I slapped on my whiteface, rolled up what I’d written and crept out into the street. I felt as bad as I must have looked. For ten days, all I’d had to wash in was the piss-pot, and the nearest water was the pump, five flights of narrow, winding steps down, and loneliness had been the least of my problems, if you count tiny things that bite as company. I’m not the most fastidious of men, but I don’t like it when I turn into the sort of creature I’d cross the street to avoid.


I’d written the bloody thing, but how was I supposed to deliver it and get paid? If the men I didn’t know were serious about finding me, they’d have found out by now that I was writing something for the Rose, so I couldn’t go there myself; therefore I had to get someone to go for me. One of those utterly depressing times when you find out who your true friends are.


To get from the docks to the Gallery of Illustration you have to walk right across the City, not something I really wanted to do in broad daylight, in homemade whiteface. For a start, the stuff melts, which isn’t a problem you get with proper greasepaint. I muffled myself up as best I could, which only made me more conspicuous on a hot day, and everybody knows milkfaces don’t like the heat, so which was more likely to attract attention, a walking cocoon in a heatwave or a normally dressed milkface with brown streaks? I decided to go with the muffled look, and it must have worked, because people looked away rather than stared.


The Gallery of Illustration started off as a theatre for people who don’t like to be seen going to a theatre, of whom there are quite a few in this incurably stage-struck town. Instead of plays, therefore, the Gallery put on illustrated lectures on uplifting themes, and even though the writers and the cast were basically the same people as you’d find in the dens of iniquity ten minutes away down the hill, the high-minded types reckoned it was all right and the Gallery did a roaring trade for many years. I played there myself quite a few times on and off. Then a new manager took it over and changed it into just another second-rate playhouse, and for various reasons my face didn’t fit any more. That was the manager I was going to see.


Her real name’s Hodda and she’s been specialising in pure unsullied girlhood for about fifteen years. She gets abducted by slavers in Act 1 and rescued just in time by her childhood sweetheart in Act 3, which is exactly what they want to see north of the river; and when she isn’t doing that, she runs a painfully tight ship and drives the hardest bargain in the City. She’s also an exceptional dancer, in spite of a stiff left leg where someone kicked her over a business disagreement ten years ago; when she’s not on stage, she walks with a stick. She is, come to think of it, the nearest thing you’re likely to find in real life to a strong kick-ass female lead, a dignity to which she’s been able to aspire by virtue of her doll face and simpering skills. She can’t sing worth spit, though.


“What the hell do you look like?” she said.


I looked over my shoulder. “Keep your voice down, for God’s sake.”


She rolled her eyes. “You’re in trouble again.”


“Yes.”


“How much?”


“Actually,” I said, without thinking, “it’s not money.”


I had her attention. “What have you done?”


“Can we go inside, please?”


“You look absolutely ridiculous, do you know that?”


The Gallery of Illustration used to be a warehouse, with a high roof and a loft for storing bales of cloth or whatever. The loft was perfect for a gallery, with an outside staircase going up to it. Backstage is one poky little room, with hampers of old costumes, two or three tables where you can make up, a big old trunk with three padlocks where she keeps her money and a couple of rickety old chairs. “Well?” she said.


“Has anyone we don’t know been here asking after me?”


She knows I don’t drink during the day so she didn’t offer me one, but her hand shook slightly as she poured her own. “No. Why?”


“People I don’t know are asking after me,” I said.


She raised her eyebrows. “Why would anybody want to do that?” she said.


“Don’t ask me.”


“You’re not in the habit of pissing off strangers,” she said. “Only your friends and colleagues.”


“Exactly.”


She drank her wine, looking at me over the rim of the glass. It’s a mannerism that has made her very popular with men over the years, and I guess it’s like the violin: you have to keep practising even when you’re not performing to an audience. “What’s any of that got to do with me?”


“I need a favour.”


“Of course you do, why else are you here? Not to see me, bet your life.”


Well, yes, we were sort of good friends once, and then we weren’t friends at all. “I’ve got a play for the Rose.”


“So I heard. Any good?”


“Garbage,” I said. “Good part for Einhard, and Andronica fighting a sword duel in skin-tight chainmail. Anyway, it’s finished, and I need someone to deliver it for me.”


“And collect the money.”


“Quite.”


She nodded. “Ten per cent.”


I gazed at her. “Are you out of your mind?”


“It’s you I’m thinking of,” she said, butter wouldn’t melt. “I go into a manager’s office, hand him a manuscript, fine, I’m just the messenger. But he’s not going to hand over cash money to me unless I’m your duly accredited agent. And the going rate—”


“Hodda, I need that money. I may have to be invisible for quite some time.”


“Take it or leave it.”


“Fine.” I stood up and grabbed my hat. That’s all I did.


“Well?”


I sat down again. “Hodda,” I said, “In the past I may not have been strictly honest with you.”


“You can say that again.”


“About – well, things that happened long ago and far away.”


She has this nasty sceptical streak. “Don’t tell me,” she said. “Really you’re the crown prince of Olbia in disguise.”


I scowled at her. “Something like that. The point being, for all I know these people might be very unpleasant indeed, and obviously while they’re on the scene I can’t work, so I really do need that money. All of it.”


She pursed her lips. “I could do with a two-handed curtain raiser,” she said.


“I could do with a hundred per cent of what I’m owed.”


She smiled. “Deal,” she said. “You write me fifteen minutes of cheerful froth, I’ll go and get your money for you.”


Like I said, I’m not a writer. “Usual terms?”


“We can discuss that later,” she said. “And I tell you what. I’ll throw in a stick of whiteface absolutely free. Just to show there’s no hard feelings.”


I hung around just long enough to patch up the worst of the damage to my codbelly complexion, then stomped off in a huff back to the docks. I really didn’t fancy another three days or so cooped up in that loathsome smelly room, writing light comedy for free, but that’s what happens when your oldest and dearest friends help you out.
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While I was gouging myself inside out trying to be amusing in my dockside hutch, things were happening in the outside world, although nobody saw fit to tell me about them. There was another trebuchet bombardment, which hit a dancing academy for daughters of the nobility; no survivors. There was a riot – not Blues against Greens but Blues and Greens against the government, and some clown sent in the cavalry and there was a horrible mess. I very much doubted that the two were related, since the Themes don’t tend to send their kids to learn the pas de deux, but it all went to add to my general sense of gloom and unease. I like a quiet life, with money and things to spend it on, and clean clothes, and soap.


No point trying to find out what the riot was supposed to be about, since a foreigner wouldn’t be interested; couldn’t really eavesdrop effectively because people have that tendency to clam up if they think a milkface is listening. All I gathered was that there were now soldiers on the streets as well as on the wall – oh, and all the theatres were closed until further notice. That made me grin, until it occurred to me that Hodda might not have been round to the Rose yet; in which case I was screwed. So, I reflected a moment later, was she, not to mention the whole profession, but probably not nearly as screwed as I was.


Trouble was, I had no idea where to find her. Presumably she lived somewhere, in the sense of an enclosed space containing a bed, as and when she needed one of her own, but under normal circumstances that would be none of my business. Nobody knows where anyone lives when they’re not at, in or fluttering moth-like around the theatre; it’s not relevant. The Gallery would be locked up, and I daren’t show my face in any of the usual places, not even covered in pink grease. I couldn’t even stay where I was for more than a day or so, unless I wanted to exhaust my tiny treasury. I counted my blessings and found that I had a hundred and six trachy, nowhere to sleep, a two-handed curtain raiser with original songs to popular melodies that I couldn’t sell, boots with holes in them and strange men looking for me, and all because a bunch of idiots felt like tearing up the pavement and throwing things. I do wish people would have more consideration.


I can imagine what you’re thinking – not telepathy, just a process of logical deduction. For a start, you’re reading this, so you can read, so obviously you’re educated, therefore you belong to the better sort – and I know you people like the back of my hand. You’re thinking: if he’s starving it’s his own stupid fault, because there’s always work in this man’s town; not the sort he’s used to, maybe, drooping around theatres and rich men’s drawing rooms for a few hours in the evening parroting someone else’s words (he doesn’t even have to make up what he says, for pity’s sake: a writer does that for him). No, proper hard work, toting barges, shifting bales, fetching, carrying, digging holes in the ground and filling them up again. But that wouldn’t occur to him; he’s too proud. Nobody to blame, therefore, except himself.


Couldn’t agree with you more, except for one thing. Not pride, because someone who spends day after day trudging from one audition to another, to be politely told he’s no good nohow, doesn’t have much of that commodity left. Not mortal terror of breaking into a sweat – try rehearsing a dance number, full costume in midsummer heat for five hours straight, because we open tomorrow and it’s still not right; and show me the bricklayer who could do that without passing out and being carted off in a wheelbarrow; and bear in mind, you’ve got to smile nicely the whole time, and be graceful – no, it’s not that. It’s simply that if you want to do casual work in this city, you need to be paid up with a Theme; and I’m not, and never have been, and won’t ever be if I can possibly help it. And before you ask, it’s none of your business. Family stuff. Private. So, you see, my options were somewhat circumscribed; jump off a bridge or starve. Or—
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Actually, it sort of follows on from my earlier rant, because if I hadn’t spent my entire adult life in the profession, I doubt very much whether I’d have had the necessary skillset and physique for burgling houses. Years of song and dance have made me fit and agile; I can run from Cornmarket to Eastgate non-stop, and arm-wrestle stonemasons. And what’s the very essence of the burglar’s craft? Not being seen or heard. That’s something I know all about. There are times on the stage when you want everyone to look at you – your big speech; and other times (her big speech) when you’re actively deflecting the audience’s attention, unless you want her down on you like a ton of bricks the moment the curtain falls. Or when you’re waiting in the wings to come on, or when you’re lying dead; you don’t last five minutes in the trade unless you can keep perfectly still and quiet for a very long time, and be practically invisible.


Translate all that into mundane accomplishments, such as shinning up drainpipes and walking quietly across dark rooms. You’ll realise, if you think about it for a moment, that I left something out.


Something I happen to have, in fairly good measure, because of my theatrical training; but maybe not quite enough. It definitely takes nerve to walk out onto a stage in front of a hundred or so strangers; chills your blood, catches your breath, crimps your guts, see above under hearts and icy fingers. But there’s fear and there’s fear. Climbing up the side of a house, you can so easily get into trouble. Your foot can slip, or the drainpipe can come away in your hand. Then you reach the window, only to find the shutters are locked, so you try and go back down; only going down is a hell of a lot harder than going up, you’re scrabbling for your footholds in the dark and you wrenched the retaining nails half out of the wall on your way up, you felt them go. Or maybe the shutter’s not locked, in which case you have to hang by one hand while you fool about with it with the other (and by now your fingers are mortally weary, and maybe you sprained one or two of them, so they really can’t be relied on) and then arch your back to wriggle over the parapet before sliding on your gut with nothing to hang on to – and then suppose you actually make it inside, whereupon someone smashes your head with a hammer or a huge great dog tears your throat out. But the worst an audience can do is not like you.


Which is why I chose the theatre, I guess. But there you go. I chose – well, remembered, a house; I’d entertained a select gathering of the best people there with impressions of leading personalities from politics and the arts, only a few weeks earlier. They’d shunted me off into a sort of scullery on the ground floor to get changed and made up, and I distinctly remembered noticing that the shutter didn’t close properly, and from the scullery to the drawing room you only had to walk down one corridor and open one unlocked door. No climbing up walls like a crane fly, no floundering about in the dark in unfamiliar surroundings, and I knew there was something worth having, and where to lay my hand on it.


I didn’t bother with the whiteface. It makes your hands slippery. I went to bed, hoping to get an hour or two’s sleep, but that wasn’t going to happen, so I stared at the ceiling until I reckoned it was about time; then I muffled myself up, crept quietly down the stairs (good practice for the main event) and slipped out into the street. I hadn’t heard any footsteps while I’d been lying awake, and the street was empty. I made myself inconspicuous all the way down Fish Lane to the wall, then turned right and took the back alleys, eventually coming out at the foot of Hill Street. My house was one of the big villas clustered at the bottom, where the new money lives.


The house was easy to recognise, because some clown with an unfortunate money-to-taste ratio had thought twin gateposts in the form of winged horses was a good idea. I traced round the western edge of the garden wall until I reached the house proper, then started counting windows. There wasn’t a glimmer of light to be seen.


The shutter practically flung itself open as soon as I got the point of my knife into the crack. I stopped, kneeling under the sill, and counted to fifty, just in case I’d woken anyone up with my tiny mouse-like scratching, but no sound and no movement; everything was perfect. I hopped up over the sill, felt the flagstones under my feet, crouched down and waited some more, almost as if I was hoping something would go wrong. But it didn’t, so I stood up, walked delicately on the sides of my feet (the quietest way and you keep your balance; tiptoe is asking for trouble in the dark) until my fingertips connected with the door latch. Now latches sometimes rattle like hell, but this one didn’t, bless it, and I was out in the corridor, lined with rush matting (because nobody likes to hear servants clattering about when they’re trying to have a civilised conversation). By rights I should have stopped and listened some more, but it was obvious there wasn’t any point; you can feel when a house is alive, and this one wasn’t. Fifteen paces took me to the drawing-room door, which didn’t creak, so I needn’t have bothered with the pat of lard in my coat pocket. Directly opposite that door, unless some thoughtless idiot had moved it, was a cabinet, and in that cabinet was a collection of antique rings, cameos and brooches – I knew that, because they’d been stupid enough to have it open when I was there entertaining.


I found the cabinet by walking into it, very slowly and softly; I felt one of the brass handles against my kneecap. The top drawer squeaked ever so softly, but I took my time and I knew the sound wouldn’t carry outside the room. I filled my left pocket with small, cold things. Job done. There were at least five more drawers, but greed isn’t one of my many faults. The pocketful would tide me over for a good long time. Taking more than I needed would be the act of a criminal. Then back the way I came; careful not to rush, which is the classic beginner’s mistake.


Nobody in the pantry. I opened the shutter, poked my head out, nobody in the alley; climbed through, taking care to close the shutter behind me. Deep breath, then I walked briskly down the alley, each step severing the connection between me and any crime that may have been committed. At the end of the alley I turned left into Hill Mews, where someone stepped out of the shadows in front of me and hit me with a shovel.
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I think I may have mentioned in passing that my father was a Theme boss, and you may have got the impression that I’m not proud of that fact. I’m not.


He came to the City (God knows how often I’ve heard this) with fifty trachy in his pocket, from a mining camp in the Paralia. He was fourteen years old and he’d already killed three grown men; one in self-defence (he asserted) and two for money. Not a great deal of money, because life was cheap in the mining camps though everything else was extortionately expensive. The idea was, nobody would suspect a child of being a paid assassin, but a kid can slip something nasty in a grown man’s soup or cut his throat while he’s asleep, just as well as anyone else. Which was true for a while, but then the authorities (such as they were) got wise, and another good idea bit the dust; rough on my father, because he nearly got caught – standing over the foreman’s bed with a knife in his hand, hard to explain your way out of that. He didn’t try. He ran, and he was as slippery as an eel, and he stowed away on an ore barge and arrived in the City, one more scrap of human trash to add to an already formidable accumulation.
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