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He glared at me, like I was an itch he couldn’t quite get at to scratch. “Just so you know where you stand,” he said. “My niece reckons you saved her life, so we owe you. But the less I see of you the better, and the same goes for the rest of us. When we want you, we’ll send the boy for you. The rest of the time, be somewhere else. Got that?”


“Loud and clear,” I said.


“Grand. Never sit with us at prayers or meals or anything ever again.”


“Understood.”


“And polish your shoes occasionally, for crying out loud. We aren’t forking out for new ones.”


I nodded.


“That’s all right, then. What did you say your name was?”


“Felix. It’s Robur for lucky.”


He grinned. “Good name for you,” he said. “Now piss off.”
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Constantiae constanter









1


My name is Felix. It means lucky: there’s irony for you. This is the true history of the intended and unintended consequences of my life, the bad stuff I did on purpose, the good stuff that happened in spite of me.


It’s unfortunate that I’m the main character in this story. I can see why everybody would want to hear about what I’m going to tell you – the most amazing thing that’s happened in our lifetimes, quite possibly ever, the greatest story ever told – but me? I don’t think so. I’ve found that people quite like me at first and can put up with me for a little while after that, but it’s like they say in medicine, the dose makes the poison. Unfortunately, I come with the story. You want one, you’re going to have to put up with the other. Sorry about that.


I was dreaming about – well, that stuff – when someone shook me and I woke up.


I’m not at my best when I’ve just been dragged out of sleep. I saw three soldiers, in armour and uniform. I thought, oh God, they’ve come to arrest me, for my crime. Then I remembered, that was years ago and a very long way away, in another jurisdiction.


“You the translator?”


The sergeant spoke in barbarous Robur; in case he’d got the wrong man, presumably. “Yes, that’s me,” I replied in Echmen.


“Sorry to disturb you, sir,” he lied, “but you’re needed.”


Someone had lit the lamp. I glanced over the sergeant’s head at the window. “It’s the middle of the night,” I said. “Can’t it wait?”


“No, sir.”


The Echmen invented diplomatic immunity, so I guessed they probably wouldn’t kill me if I refused. Nor, I suspected, would they go away. “Fine,” I said. “Just give me a few minutes to get dressed, would you?”


“Sorry, sir. Our orders are, fetch you straight away.”


I felt that little twist in my stomach. “Yes, all right, but would you please wait outside?”


“Sorry, sir.”


I suppose he was used to arresting people, rather than escorting diplomats. I told myself it didn’t matter, then threw back the sheets and hopped out of bed. I thought I’d managed to keep my back to him as I hauled myself into my trousers, but a sharp intake of breath told me I hadn’t. I pulled on my shirt and turned to face him.


“What the hell happened to you?” he asked.


“Ready when you are,” I said.


The Echmen are a remarkable people, and one of the areas in which they excel is architecture. Everything they build is as big, complicated and ornate as they can possibly manage, and the Imperial palace is, quite properly, the supreme expression of Echmen aesthetics. They say that they build to impress the gods; seen from the Portals of the Sunrise, therefore, a hundred miles over our heads, the palace is a dazzling fusion of geometry and art. At ground level, it’s a rabbit warren. I know for a fact that from my garret in the lower west wing to the offices of the diplomatic service where I did most of my work was a hundred yards in a straight line, as measured by the divine dividers, but one thousand, eight hundred and forty-odd yards actual distance travelled; up stairs, along passages, down stairs, along more passages, through galleries, across cloisters, and every inch of the way decorated with the most bewilderingly lovely examples of abstract art. From my quarters to the cells underneath the Justice department is even shorter on paper and about twice as far on foot. Which gave me plenty of time to talk to my new friend the sergeant, something I really didn’t want to do.


“Are you a—?” he asked. “You know.”


Yes, I knew. But I deliberately misunderstood him. “Translator,” I said. “Yes. Who am I going to see?”


“Sorry, sir, classified.”


“I’m only asking,” I said, “because if it’s a language I don’t know, we’re all wasting our time.”


“Dejauzi, sir.”


Fine; I know Dejauzi, God only knows why. As far as anyone knows, Dejauzi speakers occupy about a third of the surface of the world, but since they’re peaceful, they don’t have anything anyone wants and they’re too fast moving, fly and vicious to be harvestable as manpower, they’re of very little interest to any of the three major governments. Actually, none of those three statements is true, but that’s what everybody believes. I learned Dejauzi when I was convalescing, because there happened to be a Dejauzi grammar lying about. It’s one of the easiest spoken languages in the world, with practically no irregular verbs.


Please note that I didn’t use the word dungeon. That would be utterly misleading. The cells, which I’d never been to before, turned out to be characteristically Echmen: graceful, symmetrical, exquisitely proportioned rooms which happened to be used for storing criminals. I think the only difference between the cell I was shown into and my own apartment was the steel door and the fact that only the ceiling was decorated, with stunningly lovely mosaic.


Inside the cell, an Echmen official, standing holding a document, and a teenage female in Echmen court dress but with the unmistakeable Dejauzi hair and makeup, sitting on a sort of stone bench. The official scowled at my sergeant. “You took your time,” he said.


“Sorry, sir.” He apologised a lot, that sergeant, though I don’t think he meant it.


“This him?”


“Sir.”


The official nodded, and the sergeant retreated, standing in front of the door.


“Sorry to drag you out of bed,” the official said. “But our man’s sick. You know Dejauzi.”


“Yes,” I said.


“Good man. Right, read this to her in Dejauzi, and then you can go.”


He handed me the document. It was written in that horrible Echmen law style they insist on using for official stuff, even though the characters are obsolete for everyday use; in effect, you have to know an additional eight thousand characters in order to make sense of it. Fortunately, I do.


I looked at the girl, who wasn’t looking at me. Then I read her the document, which was her death warrant. When I’d finished, she looked up and scowled at me.


“Ask her if she’s understood,” the official said.


“Do you understand?” I asked her.


“Fuck off.”


“She understands.”


The official nodded. “Ask her if she wishes to make any legal representations.”


So I did that. “Go fuck yourself,” she said.


“Not at this time,” I translated.


“And tell him to go fuck himself, too,” she added.


“But she reserves the right to make representations at a later date.”


The official grunted. “She’d better get a move on, then. Her head’s coming off at dawn.”


I turned back to her. “The arsehole says you’re—”


“Yes, I know. I heard him.”


“You can talk Echmen?”


“Better than you can, blueskin.”


“Do you want me to get you a lawyer?”


“Go fuck yourself.”


“Ah,” I said, “would that that were possible. I’m sorry. I hope—” I tried to remember what little I knew about Dejauzida religion. “May the Great-Great watch over you,” I said.


“Fuck the Great-Great. I’m Hus.”


I bowed politely, then turned back to the official. “Can I have a word with you outside?” I said.


He looked surprised, but nodded. The sergeant stood aside to let us pass.


“What did she do?” I asked.


“Nothing. She’s a hostage.”


Ah. Hostage for good behaviour. The daughter of some chieftain, deposited with the Echmen as a guarantee on the signing of a treaty. If the treaty is broken, the hostage is killed. “So the Hus have broken—”


“The Dejauzida.”


“She’s not Dejauzida, she’s Hus.”


He stared at me. “Are you sure?”


“That’s what she says,” I told him. “Also, she’s got a blue lifelock in her hair, and the Dejauzida lifelock is green, and the tattoos on her face are the double peacock, which is Hus.”


“You’re sure about that.”


“Yes,” I said. “No Dejauzi would have the double peacock, it’s taboo.”


“Oh, for crying out loud. You’re sure.”


“I’ve got a book you can borrow, if it’d help.”


He didn’t tell me what I could do with my book. He didn’t have to. “You’re coming with me,” he said. “We’ve got to get this sorted out.”


“Just a moment,” I said. “I’m not an expert on tribal nomads, and I don’t think my ambassador would want me getting involved in Echmen foreign affairs.”


“Maybe you should have thought about that before you opened your big mouth,” he replied, reasonably enough. “Come on, we’ve got a lot of work to do.”


It was a long night. Half a dozen officials of escalating importance had to be hauled out of their beds, explained to and induced to sign and seal things, and all of them wanted to know what the blueskin had to do with anything; with just under an hour to go, the permanent assistant deputy something-or-other pulled a sad face and said it was a terrible shame but too late to do anything about it now; whereupon one of the other officials (by now we were trailing along a small army of sleep-deprived government officers, like someone driving geese to market) pointed out that if they executed a friendly hostage, they’d all be in the shit, and it turned out that there was just enough time after all. A stay of execution was drawn up and sealed, and they needed a translator to translate it …


“You again,” she said.


“It’s all right. There’s been a mistake. You’re not going to die after all.”


She gave me a look I’ll never forget. “Are you serious?”


“They thought you were the Dejauzi hostage. I explained that you’re Hus. You are Hus, aren’t you?”


“They made a mistake.”


“Yes, but it’s all sorted out now. You are Hus, aren’t you?”


“Of course I’m bloody Hus, what do you think these are, pimples? They threw me in here and told me they were going to kill me, and it’s all a mistake. Oh for—”


“But it’s all right now,” I said. “It’s all been—”


“No, it fucking isn’t all right. I’ve been scared shitless. I’ve been sitting here all night thinking this is it, I’m going to die, and all because some idiot—”


Tears had cut deep channels in her chalk-white makeup. “I’m sorry,” I said. “But it’s all been sorted out, they’re going to let you go. But first I’ve got to read this to you, or it won’t be legal.”


“You what?”


“Shut up,” I said, “and let me read you this. Then you can go.”


She took a long, deep breath. “Get on with it, then.”


So I read her the document. “Do you understand?” I said.


“Of course I understand, what do you think I am, simple?”


“I need you to say you understand, it’s a required formality.”


“Go fuck yourself.”


“You keep saying that,” I said. “Thank you for your patience. Goodbye.”


I turned to leave. “By the way,” I told the official – the first one, who’d shared the whole wonderful experience with me, “she can understand Echmen perfectly, so you didn’t need me after all.”


He looked mildly stunned. “She didn’t say.”


“Did you ask?” I replied, and walked out of the cell.


Needless to say I got hopelessly lost trying to find my way back to my room, so my grand gesture turned round and bit me, the way grand gestures generally do. Even so.


Easy mistake to make. The Dejauzida and the Hus look identical, speak the same language and come from the same ethnic stock, but otherwise they’re completely different. The Dejauzida worship the Great-Great, the Hus are fire-worshippers, like the Echmen (though I gather it’s sort of a different fire). They hate each other like poison, as do the other twenty or so entirely distinct and separate nations that look just like the Dejauzida and speak the same language. Which is just as well for us, according to the monumental Concerning the Savages, our standard reference in the diplomatic service; because if they didn’t, and they all got along like one big happy family instead of ripping each other’s throats out at the slightest provocation, they’d be unstoppable and a real and present danger to civilisation.


There are a hell of a lot of them, that’s for sure. Nobody knows quite how many; they certainly don’t. They live in the badlands that run across the northern top end of all the three great empires, an area so vast that you can’t really get your head around it. They don’t read or write – don’t rather than can’t, please note; there’s all sorts of things we do and they don’t, which is why we tend to write them off as half-human savages. But, according to them, they don’t do them because they don’t want to, and they point to us and say, look what reading and writing and living in cities have turned you into, and we want no part of that. Well, it’s a point of view.


But the practical upshot of that is, if you want to find out anything about them, you’re entirely reliant on the testimony of outsiders, most of whom have agendas of their own. The Dejauzida don’t come and visit us if they can possibly help it, so such evidence as there is derives from diplomatic missions – invariably unsuccessful – and the few half-witted traders who thought against all the evidence that it might be possible to sell things to them. Failure doesn’t tend to make people well disposed towards those who thwarted them, and it’s easy to explain your lack of success by saying that the people who didn’t want to know are ignorant barbarians.


Some people can manage perfectly well on next to no sleep; not me. Also, like money, sleep is something I find hard to come by. By the time I eventually got back to my garret (up no less than eighty-seven winding stone stairs) I knew it was pointless going back to bed. I only had a couple of hours before I was due back on duty (the Echmen have these wonderful water clocks), and a night spent trudging up and down had left me sweaty and undiplomatically bedraggled. I plodded down the stairs to the cistern, washed off the worst of the sweat, then back up again to put on some respectable clothes and drag a comb through my hair.


Since I had a bit of time in hand, I made a detour to the clerks’ office. It’s a huge place. Once upon a time, the north wing of the palace was a monastery, staffed by a thousand monks, all praying for the souls of dead emperors. What’s now the clerks’ room used to be the monks’ dormitory, and even so the clerks are cramped for space. The Echmen invented writing, and they’re very fond of written records.


One of the thousand-odd clerks working there – only one – was a Lystragonian, and how he came to end up working for the Imperial secretariat must be a fascinating story, though I’ve never been able to drag it out of him. But he and I were the only Robur-speakers, below senior administrative level, in the whole of that vast complex, so we’d got into the habit of talking to each other.


The work ethic in the clerks’ office isn’t unbearably intense, so nobody minds if friends drop in and share a bowl of tea. My friend was happy to see me, since none of the Echmen clerks was prepared to talk to him. I told him about the amusing mix-up that nearly cost an innocent woman her life. Just to be on the safe side, I asked him could he possibly check the records and confirm that there was a Hus hostage on the books? Because if not, I’d just caused a monumental bog-up, and I’d need to explain myself to my ambassador before he heard all about it from the Echmen.


My friend pulled a face. “What’s her name?”


“You know better than that.”


“No, I don’t. And I can’t pull the file if I don’t know the name.”


I explained. The Dejauzida (including, in this instance, the Hus) have all sorts of weird taboos about names. You can’t, for example, say the name of someone who’s died; you have to use an elaborate periphrasis. Nor can you ask someone their name; nor can you tell someone yours. If you really want to know, you have to ask a member of the family (and not just any member; there’s a rigid protocol, governed by family status and the name owner’s position in the family hierarchy). Asking a princess her name would constitute an insult that could only be avenged in blood. “So I didn’t ask.”


“Fine,” said my friend. “Only, like I said, that could make it difficult.”


“Do you really think there’s more than one Hus hostage in here at the moment?”


He scowled at me. “The list isn’t cross-referenced by nationality,” he said. “No name, I can’t help you. Sorry.”


Another apology for my collection. I shrugged. “Never mind,” I said. “If I got it wrong, I’ll find out soon enough when they throw me out of the service. Of course, I’ll have to walk home, because they’ll revoke my pass for the mail, but it’s only a couple of thousand miles, and there’s plenty of wear left in these sandals.”


He rolled his eyes. “I’ll see what I can do,” he said.


“Just as well you don’t have any real work to do.”


“Drop dead, blueskin.”


I glanced up at the water clock; I was on duty. I gave him my big smile and hurried up to our department, on the fifth floor of the North tower.


Our department consisted of the ambassador, his airhead nephew, someone else’s airhead nephew and me; just as well there was never anything for us to do, or it wouldn’t have got done. Usually the ambassador didn’t put in an appearance until the middle of the afternoon, so I was a bit taken aback to find him sitting behind the desk (we only had one) with a roll of parchment in his hands.


“Sorry I’m late,” I said, and started telling him about my recent adventure. He wasn’t listening. “Read this,” he said, and handed me the parchment.


It was in Sashan; later, the ambassador told me his Sashan opposite number had given it to him to read, although strictly speaking it was classified, et cetera. It was a copy of a report from the Sashan embassy in Aelia – one of the milkface republics on the bottom edge of the Middle Sea that we never got round to conquering. It described how an army, so far unidentified, had lured the City garrison out into some forest and annihilated it, leaving the City itself completely defenceless; by the time you read this, the report said, the City will have fallen. Furthermore, the Sashan ambassador had heard reports, so far unconfirmed but from absolutely reliable sources, of an unknown but extremely powerful and well-equipped confederacy against the Robur, which was conquering and absorbing the provinces of our overseas empire at an extraordinary rate. Their declared intention was to exterminate the Robur down to the last man. If they continued their progress, said the report, it could only be a matter of weeks before the Robur empire and incidentally the Robur nation ceased to exist.


I glanced at the date on the top. The report was two months old.


I looked at the ambassador. His face was expressionless.


“It can’t be true,” I said.


He looked up at me. “When was the last time we heard from home?” he said.


“About two months. But that doesn’t mean anything.”


“I get a despatch every week,” he said. “Or I’m supposed to. I’ve been writing home every day for the last month, asking what the hell’s going on.”


“The City can’t fall,” I said.


“It can if there’s no one to defend it.”


I looked at the report, but I couldn’t make out the words; something in my eye. “It can’t be true.”


“You already said that.”


“What are we going to do?”


He laughed. “I’m claiming political asylum,” he said. “If that thing’s true, I don’t suppose I’ll get it. If I were you, I’d make myself scarce. Get as far away as you can, and stay there.” He jerked his head towards the door that connected the outer office to the cubbyhole where the nephews worked. “They’re long gone,” he said. “Don’t tell me where you’re going, I told them, that way I can’t tell anyone else.”


I stared at him. “Who are these people?”


He shrugged. “You know as much as I do,” he said. “The Sashan don’t know anything either. But they believe it. That’s their man’s idea of sportsmanship. Giving us a head start.”


I put the parchment on the desk. “Who hates us that much?”


That got me a big grin. “Everybody,” he said. “Don’t you follow current affairs?”


I ran down the stairs and along the passages to the clerks’ room. My friend the Lystragonian was at his desk, with his feet up, reading The Mirror of Earthly Passion.


“Her name,” he yawned, “is She Stamps Them Flat. And, yes, she’s Hus all right. You owe me.”


I told him what I’d just heard. He stared at me. “That’s not possible,” he said.


“You haven’t heard anything?”


He closed the book and put it down. “No, but I wouldn’t have.”


“Can you ask around?”


“Nobody talks to me, you know that. Still,” he added, looking at me, “I’ll see what I can do. Where will you be?”


Good question. Like I said, the Echmen are red hot on diplomatic immunity. Query, though; if a nation no longer exists, can it have diplomats? “The White Garden,” I said. “They like me there.”


So I went to the White Garden, though I didn’t sit at my usual table. I chose a dark corner, next to the fire. There I spent possibly the worst hour of my life. And then the soldiers came for me.


“Nothing personal,” the sergeant said, as he tied my hands behind my back. Not the same sergeant, probably just as well. “Try and hold still, we don’t want any broken bones.”


The Echmen have this wooden collar for putting round prisoners’ necks. It’s about the size of an infantry shield, with a hole in the middle for your neck, and hinges, and a padlock. It presses directly on your collarbone, and when you’re wearing it you can’t see your own feet. Wonderfully practical design, like everything the Echmen make. The sergeant wasn’t inclined to chat, for which I was grateful.


The Echmen official I eventually got to see was an elderly man with a sad face. Yes, he said, as far as anyone knew the report was true. An Echmen agent had personally seen the ruins of five Robur cities on the east coast of the Friendly Sea, which was as far west as the Echmen were prepared to go, and his sources confirmed the Sashan account in every detail. As far as the Echmen were concerned, the Robur no longer existed.


“Apart from you,” he added.


I looked at him.


“Your ambassador,” he said, “applied for political asylum, which we felt unable to grant. He took his own life. Your two colleagues in the Robur mission are also dead. They made the mistake of letting themselves be seen in the streets. I gather that news of what happened has reached the public at large, and the Robur—” He gave me a sad smile. “They were never very popular with our people at the best of times.”


I opened my mouth but nothing came out.


“I have received,” he went on, “an official application from one of the other embassies, asking for you to be transferred to their staff as a translator. If you accept the post, you will of course enjoy full diplomatic privileges. I have absolutely no idea why they would want to do this. However, I should point out that if your diplomatic status lapses, you will class as an unregistered alien, and you will no longer enjoy the protection of the law.” He paused and gave me the sort of look you really don’t want, ever. “Do you want the job or not?”


“Yes.”


He nodded to the sergeant, who came forward and unlocked that horrible collar and untied my hands. “In that case,” he said, “I suggest you report to your new masters, before they change their minds.”


“Of course,” I said. “Who —?”


He told me. One damn thing after another.


*


“We have this really stupid tradition,” she told me. “If someone saves your life, your soul belongs to them for nine consecutive reincarnations, unless you can save them back. Personally I think it’s bullshit, but I guess you never know.”


At least I knew her name, though it was more than my life was worth to say it. “Thank you,” I said.


“Don’t mention it. I think I’ll give you to my uncle,” she went on, “he collects rare and unique objects. Right now, from what I gather, a Robur’s about as rare and unique as it’s possible to get.”


Rather than live in a world without Robur, my ambassador had killed himself – by drinking poison, I later found out; not just any poison, real connoisseur stuff. It’s distilled from some incredibly scarce and valuable exotic flower, and you die entranced with the most gorgeous and wonderful visions, so that you feel yourself ascending bodily to heaven to the sound of harps and trumpets. On a translator’s salary, however, it’d take me ten years saving up to buy enough to kill a chicken.


“I thought you wanted me as a translator,” I said.


She nodded. “How many languages do you know?”


“I’m fluent in twelve,” I said, “and I can get by in nine more.”


Her eyes widened. “How many are there, for God’s sake?”


“The official figure is seventy-six,” I said, “but I think there’s a lot more than that.”


“And you know twenty-one of them. That’s—”


“Twenty now, of course. I don’t suppose Robur counts any more.”


That just sort of slipped out. It got me a scowl.


She was short, even by Dejauzi standards; not fat exactly, more squat and stocky, with a square face and a flat, wide nose. She had big hands, almost like a man’s. Like all Dejauzi, she’d plastered every square inch of exposed skin with brilliant white stuff (basically chalk dust and lard, with other bits and pieces in it to keep it from cracking and flaking); she wore her hair in a bun on top of her head, and it was dyed a purply blue, almost lavender. The peacocks reached from just under her eyes down to the line of her jaw; we call them tattoos but really they’re scars, carved with a flake of sharp flint around the age of twelve. The scar tissue is picked out in five different colours of greasepaint and has to be done from scratch every morning, using a basin of water as a mirror. Incidentally, there are fourteen synonyms for handsome in Dejauzi, but no word meaning pretty. She was somewhere between twelve and fifteen; I’m hopeless at women’s ages.


“We’re a bit pushed for space,” she said, “so you’ll have to sleep in here. You won’t mind that.” Statement of fact, not a query. “I know it’s not what you’re used to, but I can’t help that.”


No chair in the room; nomads sit on the ground. The floor was covered in stupendous Echmen tiles, all the colours of the rainbow and harder than granite. “It’ll be fine,” I said.


I didn’t sleep much that night. Partly because Her Majesty was in the room next door and she snored like someone killing pigs; partly because I had things on my mind. There was no window in the room, and just one little clay lamp, which soon burned out. It stank to high heaven of some kind of fat, so I didn’t mind that.


I’ll spare you a report of my mental turmoil and emotional anguish, though to be honest with you I was still in that just-been-kicked-in-the-head phase when you can’t feel anything at all. I tried to make a list of all the things I’d been planning to do when I finished my tour of duty and went home, which I wouldn’t be doing now – some bad, some good, I’ll never do that or see them again versus I won’t have to do that or see them, at any rate. I remember getting up off the floor and standing upright, shoulders back, head up, chin in, like the drill sergeant taught us; I thought, I’m still the same but from now on everything else is going to be completely different. It occurred to me that this universal-except-for-me change was bound to cause me problems; the logical thing, therefore, would be for me to change, too. How, exactly? Insufficient data for an informed decision. The ambassador had killed himself rather than face the humiliation of being someone else, and I could see a certain degree of merit in that approach. On the other hand, death isn’t like the last ship east in autumn; if you miss it, you’re stuck where you are for at least three months until the weather improves. Death is prepared to wait. It’s always there for you, like your mother.


I am by nature a relatively cheerful person. I’m inherently frivolous. I like to find the humour in everything, like a mine-owner grinding up a whole mountain to extract one ounce of pure copper. In Blemya, so they tell me, there are little tiny birds which make their living picking fibres of meat out of the yawning jaws of crocodiles, and I think I’m probably one of them; the crocodiles being Life. I’m prepared to engage with the world – at any moment my head might get bitten off by it, but that’s the risk you have to take – in order to extract a minuscule shred of something worth having. The alternative would be to curl up in a ball and never speak. That has its attractions, believe me, but I’m not quite ready for it yet. Tomorrow, maybe.


And what a laugh, what an absolute blast, life is, to be sure. Which is to say, life is a rock in which the veins of humour run deep. I’m talking about the sort of humour where somebody falls over or gets hit by something or finds a scorpion in his dish of noodles, the kind of stuff we all find hilarious. The humour-bearing quartz is the bedrock of our experience, on which we build our houses and cities, knowing full well that the ground beneath our feet is shot through with side-splitting possibilities for other people’s mirth, like a ship’s hull riddled with teredo worms. Comedy to observers, tragedy to participants; I consider myself an observer. I fly over my life like a migrating bird, and I only ever play for beans or counters, never for real money. I’m an accredited diplomat assigned to my own country, reporting back to Infinity; my embassy is a tiny patch of home soil in the middle of the alien nation where I happen to have been born and spent my entire life.


The hell with it. They can’t hurt you unless you care, and I don’t.


Fine words, which according to my mother butter no parsnips. In one pan of the scale, everything I’d ever known had been lost and destroyed, and I was quite possibly the only brown-skinned human being left on the face of the earth. In the other pan, a new life, scintillating new opportunities, a job (nobody had said anything about pay, but let’s not push our luck) and a powerful friend at the royal court of what would presumably henceforth be my country. If you can meet with triumph and disaster, says Saloninus in the Ballads, and treat those two imposters just the same – disaster in one pan, triumph in the other, and the bit of cord from which the scale dangles is gripped between the podgy fingers of a fourteen-year-old with peacocks tattooed all over her face. Enough, surely, to make a cat laugh.


I don’t say what I think. I translate what other people say. That’s my job. Just as well, sometimes.
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The Echmen, bless them, are a nation of early risers. They start the day off with the cheerful hammering of gongs and the raucous laughter of enormous bells, calling the faithful to prayer. At least, that’s what they do in the cities. In the rural districts, I guess it’s probably different; the head of the family staggers out of bed in the pitch dark and feebly rattles a cowbell or whacks a tin plate, I don’t know. But anywhere with more than a dozen houses, the day starts with the most appalling racket, enough to make your teeth hurt.


Foreign diplomats aren’t required to attend morning service, in the same way as there’s no law explicitly forbidding you to fart when you’re saying grace at a state banquet. Every quite-some-time-before-dawn for three years, I’d dragged myself into my clothes and stumbled out of the door towards the chapel. The ambassador, rest his soul, was always in his pew when I got there, immaculately turned out, sitting bolt upright and fast asleep with his eyes open. I could never quite summon up that much class. The nephews, on the other hand, slumped in their seats like piles of dirty washing from which someone had neglected to remove the contents. I nearly headed for what used to be our pew, and then I remembered. It also occurred to me that I didn’t know where the Hus pew was. Still, I figured, a row of people with chalk-white faces tattooed with peacocks would be hard to miss. I was right.


There were nine of them, all sitting perfectly still with their eyes tight shut. Later I discovered that this was to avoid spiritual contamination. If they couldn’t see the disgusting idols and the abominable priests in their loathsome vestments, they couldn’t be defiled by them. I dropped in at the end of the row, next to a fat man. If he knew I was there, he gave no sign of it.


I rather like the Echmen liturgy. The music is slow and soothing. The chanted prayers are actually rather fine if you stop and listen to the words, and the actual theology is so mild and wishy-washy that you’d be hard put to it to be offended, even if you were a raving zealot. You don’t join in except to mutter “So be it” at the ends of paragraphs. The artwork on the walls is, of course, bewilderingly beautiful. Morning prayers last two and a bit hours. If you have nothing urgent you ought to be doing, and no low-level diplomatic attaché ever has, it’s a pleasant enough way to pass the time.


My neighbours (my new fellow countrymen, God help me) didn’t seem to be enjoying it at all. It’s really bad manners to look round during the service – you’re supposed to sit there with your eyes fixed on either the altar flame or the priest’s face from the moment you arrive until it’s time to go – so I couldn’t see what they were doing, but as soon as the priest started to recite the introductory prayer, the fat man next to me began to hum. I don’t think it was a tune or even an attempt at one. It was just a noise designed to stop him hearing what the priest was saying. When there was a pause in the service, he stopped. When the priest started again, so did he.


Not good, I thought. The Echmen are refined, artistic, intellectual, spiritual, courteous to a fault and a whole bunch of other good things. Easy-going they are not. Yes, diplomatic immunity, they invented it and they abide by the spirit as well as the letter whenever conveniently possible, but there are limits. A fat, chalk-faced foreigner deliberately blotting out the Divine Word with off-key bee imitations had to be pretty close to those limits, and I was sitting next to him. For two pins I’d have got up and sat somewhere else, if not for the uncomfortable knowledge that these people – these clowns – were all that stood between me and death in a hail of stones and half-bricks. I got hit on the head by a stone once, as it happens. I was walking down the street and a carriage horse happened to flick up a loose cobble with its hooves, right between my eyes. I remember the pain to this day, an intolerable ache deep in the bone. Death by stoning would probably be even worse than that. I stayed where I was and tried to be invisible.


Two of the principal tenets of the Echmen faith are: love your neighbour and forgive your enemy. They’re realistic enough to admit that these are things you should aspire to rather than actually do, but it’s a noble ambition and one which, at that precise moment, I found absolutely impossible. I had no idea who my enemy was, only that he’d wiped out my entire race and left me dependent on the charity of my neighbour, who nobody could possibly love, not ever. I tried thinking about other things – summer meadows, horse racing, the Nine Basic Assumptions in Saloninus’ Ethics, sheep jumping over a low wall – but I couldn’t. My mind was completely occupied with the weird hybrid of Echmen plainsong and the fat man’s humming. It was worse than barley straw down the back of your neck, and all I could do was sit there and suffer.


Finally, quite some time after I could tolerate no more, the priest recited the grace and led the minor clergy in procession into the nave, and we were free to go. I jumped up. A hand grabbed my wrist and dragged me down again as though I was gossamer. The fat man had opened his eyes and was looking at me.


I don’t think he liked what he saw. “You the translator?”


“Yes.”


“Oh, for crying out loud.”


He carried on scowling at me, and his grip on my wrist was turning my fingers numb. I opened my mouth, then closed it again.


“Come on,” he said. “I haven’t got all day.”


I call him the fat man because he was fat. Seriously fat. Huge.


The enlightened, sophisticated societies of the far north, where they seem to spend all their time writing snotty commentaries on each other’s books, have recently started taking the view that if someone’s fat, you shouldn’t say so. Most definitely, you shouldn’t frame any reference to a person’s fatness in terms that might be construed as critical or disapproving. I have no quarrel with that. Sneering at people and making fun of the way they look may be a fundamental human instinct, but so are lust and smashing bones. We should aspire to be better than we were made. Fine.


The fat man, though, would’ve been livid if I were to try and play down his immense bulk. Among the Dejauzi, a race who often don’t have quite enough to eat, being fat marks you out as superior. If so and so looks like a sixty-gallon barrel, he clearly knows where his next meal is coming from, therefore he must be rich and powerful, so be sure to do as he says and not piss him off. You can tell at a glance, and so unfortunate mistakes are pre-empted and don’t happen. Affluent Dejauzi accordingly stuff themselves like geese in autumn, and those who aspire but lack the necessary means wear padded clothes and wrap sacking round their stomachs under their coats. Lots of the women and some of the men stuff their cheeks with pads of felt to get that pigs’ chaps look, and they have these artfully designed collars worn under a scarf that give you an instant double chin. The doorposts of Dejauzi tents are set much wider apart than they need to be, to create a subliminal impression of the owner’s girth, and their chairs are massive, to support their owners’ notional weight. Like the supercilious northerners, like all of us, the Dejauzi aspire to be better than they were made. In their case, quality is directly equated with quantity. There’s a sort of logic, I suppose.


As a translator, I don’t make judgements. They get in the way of the translation, leading to inaccuracy and error. For me, it’s a matter of equivalences of meaning. If, in their mental language, the word for beautiful is fat, that’s not something to pass judgement on. I just take note of it for future reference. My own opinion on the matter, if I have one, is of no use to anyone, particularly me, so screw it.


“My niece,” said the fat man, “has given you to me.”


“Ah.”


He scowled at me. “Eat much?”


“Excuse me?”


“Do you eat much?”


“No, not really.”


He nodded. I’d given the correct answer. He peered at me. “Those clothes ought to last a good while longer, if you take care of them. What do you do, hang them up at night?”


“Actually, I put them under the mattress.”


He was staring at my shoes. “Years of wear left in those,” he said. “Show me the soles.”


I showed him. “Excuse me,” I said.


“We don’t use coined money,” he said, ignoring me, “so you won’t get paid. Daily allowance is a bowl of rice, two wheat flatbreads, two ounces of cheese and either grapes or an apple.” He hesitated. “There’s beer if you want it, but I don’t think you’d like it. Probably not to your taste. You can sleep on the floor in the little round room we don’t use. Got a blanket?”


“Yes.”


He nodded again, more slowly this time. “We all speak Echmen,” he said. “I speak Sashan and Rosinholet, and one of the others knows Vesani, so we don’t actually need you for anything.”


“I see.”


He frowned. “But,” he said, “we think it’s not a bad idea to pretend we can’t understand what the fuckers are saying, even though we can, so we’ll have you along to sit in on meetings and do your stuff. At the moment, they provide the translators, so we can say we don’t trust their translators any more, so we’ve got one of our own. Scores a point, you see. It’s all about scoring points with these arseholes.”


“Got you.”


He sighed. “I never did like the Robur much,” he said, “and now you’re all dead it doesn’t bother me at all. The world’s a better place without you, in my opinion.”


“Noted,” I said.


He glared at me, like I was an itch he couldn’t quite get at to scratch. “Just so you know where you stand,” he said. “My niece reckons you saved her life, so we owe you. But the less I see of you the better, and the same goes for the rest of us. When we want you, we’ll send the boy for you. The rest of the time, be somewhere else. Got that?”


“Loud and clear,” I said.


“Grand. Never sit with us at prayers or meals or anything ever again.”


“Understood.”


“And polish your shoes occasionally, for crying out loud. We aren’t forking out for new ones.”


I nodded.


“That’s all right, then. What did you say your name was?”


“Felix. It’s Robur for lucky.”


He grinned. “Good name for you,” he said. “Now piss off.”


I went back to my room – my old room – and found it empty.


A bit upsetting. All my books had been there, not to mention my clothes and the few but precious bits and pieces I’d brought from home, including the thing I loved most in all the world, my bow.


I could understand the logic; Echmen logic, the finest in the world, naturally. Since the Robur nation no longer existed, it couldn’t have diplomatic representatives, just as you can’t have a shadow of something that isn’t there. Accordingly, the room I used to occupy was an unoccupied room, and anything it contained belonged to nobody. All ownerless property in the empire belongs to the emperor. In practice, since his divine majesty can only cope with so much stuff, surplus property is sold at auction and the proceeds accrue to the Treasury. I went to see Oio, my Lystragonian pal, who wasn’t pleased to see me.


“Go away,” he said.


“As soon as you’ve told me something.”


He pulled a face. “You just don’t get it, do you? You’re a non-person. I really don’t need to be seen with you.”


“Fine,” I said. “The sooner you get rid of me the better.”


I felt sorry for him. “What?” he said.


“All my stuff’s gone into the next auction,” I said. “If you get it back for me, I’ll never speak to you again.”


“I can’t do that.”


“Fine,” I said. “In that case, tell me when the auction’s going to be, and I’ll go and buy it back. Only I haven’t got any money, so you’ll have to lend me some.”


He closed his eyes. He hadn’t done anything wrong, and everything was turning out to be his fault. “I know where they keep the list of confiscated property,” he said. “I’ll see what I can do. But that’s it. If you show up here ever again, I’ll call the guards.”


I smiled at him. “It was a pleasure knowing you,” I said.


“Piss off and die.”


The bow was worth it, though. I don’t suppose you’re remotely interested, so I won’t bore you with the details. No, actually, I will. However, I won’t be offended if you skip the next inch or so. Cast your eye down the page and start reading again at after that I went below …


My bow is a one hundred and fifteen-pound draw weight composite with a maple core, gazelle-horn belly and wild ass backstrap sinew back. The ears are sharply reflexed sugar maple, with bone bridges. The string is twenty plies of silk, pre-stretched, with linen serving at the nock and loops. At fifty-six inches nock to nock it’s longer than is strictly fashionable these days, but I like the extra length for accuracy, stability and docility of release; it sends a six hundred grain arrow two hundred yards plus, but without shaking you to bits in the process, and I can actually hit things with it. It’ll draw thirty-one inches without complaining, and once you’ve got the knack it’s no bother to string. If you haven’t got the knack it’ll jump up and knock your eye out, but that means people aren’t keen to borrow it, which in my opinion is a bonus. Unstrung, it bends back so much the other way that the ears touch – practically a perfect circle. I had it made for me by the third best bowyer in the City, after I got an unexpected legacy when I was nineteen. He told me when I went to pick it up that he’d never had a more demanding, irritating, nit-picking customer in thirty years in the trade. I took that as a compliment.


I could tell you loads more about it if I wanted to – the smoothness of its draw, the complete absence of stack, its superior cast, which I attribute to the ear geometry – but I won’t. Why should I? You’ve never done me any harm. Suffice to say, it’s the only nice thing I’ve ever owned, my only encounter with Perfection. My family were furious with me for spending all that money on what was basically a toy, but I didn’t care. As far as I was concerned, they’d missed the point. I caused that utterly perfect object to be brought into existence, it was joined to me by a love that can’t be crammed into mere words, and I wanted it back. Enough, I think, said.


After that, I went and found the room the fat man had told me about, where I’d be sleeping. I knew what to look for and where I’d find it as soon as he told me the room was round and they didn’t use it. The Hus had their quarters at the far end of the North wing of the palace, just underneath the watchtower, so the floor above their room would inevitably be round. And they didn’t use it because it’s the garderobe. In case you’re not familiar with Echmen military architecture, a garderobe is where you go to pee. There’s a channel in the floor that leads to a pipe through the wall.


The first thing I saw was my bow. It was on the garderobe floor, in a silk bag, with a note pinned to it; a release docket from the Treasurer’s Office, explaining that the enclosed item had been confiscated in error by the Treasurer’s bailiff under the impression that it was the personal property of a member of the now disaccredited Robur delegation. The truth having emerged – that it had been intended as a diplomatic gift from the Robur emperor to the Hus, but had subsequently been misappropriated by a junior member of the Robur mission – the Treasurer was pleased to return it to its intended recipients, with apologies for any inconvenience. The docket was beautifully inscribed in authentic civil service calligraphy and sealed with what was almost certainly the Treasury seal, except that some fool had pressed it into the hot wax twice, so some of the details were a bit smudged. The rest of my stuff was nowhere to be seen, but you can’t have everything. Having just one thing is enough, if it’s something perfect.


Oio is short for Oionoisi de’Pasi. I believe the de’Pasi clan are a big noise in southern Lystragonia. If so, it was unfortunate for Oio, since the Lystragonians are firm believers in noblesse oblige. Lystragonia is a horrible place where it’s always blisteringly hot. The humidity is murder. For a third of the year it rains incessantly, and for two-thirds it doesn’t rain at all. Lystragonia is mostly heavily forested mountains. In most of the country you can’t grow crops or herd animals, so the Lystragonians live by trade. They have only two exports. One of them is the tailfeathers of certain huge, incredibly colourful birds, once plentiful but now for some reason getting scarce and fiendishly hard to catch. The other export of Lystragonia is Lystragonians. Twice a year, they round up about a thousand of their best and brightest young men and women and exchange them for seven thousand fifty-gallon jars of barley flour. This, as far as they’re concerned, is a good deal, since the alternative is mass starvation. They’ve been doing it for quite some time and they’ve got it organised down to the last detail. There’s no dodging the draft, no matter how noble and influential your clan happens to be; but better-off families educate their first-born so they’ll end up as clerks and scribes rather than fieldhands or coalminers. An educated Lystragonian is therefore very educated indeed, and Oio was smart and erudite, even for a Lystragonian. As a result, he ended up at the Echmen Imperial court, where he’s spent the last five years making himself indispensable. He’s a year younger than me; a big man, almost as tall and broad as a Robur, with sand-coloured skin, curly red hair, blue eyes and freckles.


Oio is my friend. He didn’t want to be. He doesn’t like my name – Felix, meaning lucky.


Lystragonians have strong views about luck. They figure that lucky people crash through a basically unlucky world like the bows of a ship, drenching bystanders with a wake of corrosive misfortune, and are therefore best shunned as sources of danger and grief. I point out that I’m incredibly unlucky; if I wasn’t, I wouldn’t be here in this mess. He says that in order to have encountered all the bad luck I’ve run into and sliced through and still be alive, I must be the luckiest man going, and therefore a clear and present danger to all those around me. Accordingly, he’d have preferred to avoid me like the plague. Circumstances conspired, however, to make us true friends, grappled to each other’s souls with hoops of steel, whether either of us liked it or not (tell you about that some time). Circumstances conspired is, of course, just another way of saying luck, so I guess he and the Lystragonians are probably right. Like it matters.


“You promised me,” he said. “You promised me I’d never see you again, in this world or the next. You lied to me.”


I like Oio. “Just one little favour,” I said, “and then I’ll leave you alone. Really.”


“What?”


“I need a library pass.”


He gazed at me with something approaching awe. “I’ll say this for you,” he said, “you’re no piker. You’re sure you wouldn’t settle for the crown jewels instead. Or the hand of the Princess Royal in marriage.”


The Echmen palace library is the biggest and best in the world. Access to it, however, is rigidly controlled. To get a pass – a jade badge in the shape of a heron, so intricately carved it’s impossible to fake, why a heron I have no idea – you have to show your credentials, from the precentor of your home monastery or university, to the Chief Proctor of the Imperial chapel, who decides whether or not to forward your application to the supreme conclave of the House of Cardinals, who meet twice a year to issue passes; generally speaking, about one application in fifty actually gets approved. Alternatively, you can have a friend in the clerks’ office who’ll steal you one.


“Please?” I said.


“All right,” Oio said wearily, “let’s just suppose for one minute that I owe you some incredible debt of gratitude, because you saved me from being eaten by bears or rescued my entire family from headhunters. What makes you think I could get my paws on one of those things, even if I was minded to? I don’t even work in the same building—”


“Because you’re wonderfully intelligent and resourceful and everybody likes you.”


The look he gave me was designed to shrivel my skin and strip the enamel off my teeth, but I’m used to people looking at me like that. “What in God’s name do you want it for, anyway?”


“I’d like something to read.”


He considered me as though I was one of those riddles in fairy stories; get me right and he’d win the princess, get me wrong and they’d throw him in the snake pit. “You’re something else, you know that?”


“Thank you.”


“No promises,” he said. “Now go away. Please.”


Something to read; some way of passing the time. Being alive is clearly the most important thing, but it’s not everything. I was alive, thanks to the Hus, but they had absolutely no use for me, except as an accessory for their long-standing practical joke. Once every ten days or so, the boy – seven years old, at a guess, disturbingly thin and whip-scarred – would materialise out of nowhere and beckon me to follow. Then I’d sit in a stunningly elegant anteroom and do my job, translating Echmen and Sashan and Rosinholet into Dejauzi for the benefit of men who knew those languages just as well as I did. Then the foreigners would stand up, bow and leave. The Hus would wait for a count of twelve and then leave, too, never once having looked at me or acknowledged that I was there.


The promised food rations never materialised, but that didn’t matter. Inside the palace, food isn’t a problem. There’s mountains of it, at all times of the day and night. Someone’s always holding a banquet or a reception, and even when they aren’t, you just hang around the corridors and someone will come along with food, on silver trays, in baskets, on their way to gorge some treble-chinned diplomat who can’t be bothered to waddle to the dining hall. The leftovers go to the Imperial pigs, who live short but amazingly decadent lives in surgically clean glazed brick sties out the back of the New Wing. Position yourself by the kitchen gate and you can help yourself from the wheelbarrows as they go past; a thousand rich and rare delicacies from fifty different countries, together costing more than a master stonemason gets paid in a lifetime, all jumbled in on top of each other in a coagulating heap. You could die of obesity or a surfeit of truffles in the corridors of the Imperial palace, but not starvation. So I wasn’t costing my new masters anything. Maybe if I had, they’d have noticed me.


Now, you could spend a long lifetime in the palace, sleeping four hours a night and skipping lunch, and still not have time to see all the world-class works of art and masterpieces of architecture, but only if you had all the necessary passes, and a wheelbarrow to move them around in. I had no passes at all, and the bits of the palace I was authorised to see were all very well in their way but not really enough to substitute for a life. But the library – just the one pass, and using up my time would no longer be a problem. Furthermore (a small but nevertheless valid consideration), I was pretty sure the starved, brutalised boy couldn’t get inside the library, so I’d never have to set eyes on the Hus ever again, nor they – I like to spread happiness and joy wherever I go – on me. Being a ghost is a pretty miserable existence, but a ghost with the Echmen Imperial library at his disposal would probably resent the time he’d wasted on being alive.


Oio got me my pass. It appeared one night on the floor of my toilet home, wrapped in the inevitable silk bag, and it changed my view of the world completely. A few moments before, the world was a lonely, hostile place and life was sour wine in a leaky jar, slowly but surely dripping away, but I didn’t really care because it was horrible. One little jade heron changed all that.


It was a beautiful object, the sort of thing the Echmen do exquisitely. If I close my eyes I can picture it. The stance, the way it was poised a split second before striking down with its beak, was so real it was practically alive, but the shape, the lines and proportions, were nature corrected and improved by impeccable Echmen taste. It was no heron that ever hatched from anything as crude as an egg. It was the original blueprint for a heron that formed in the mind of God, but which His subordinates were too ignorant to interpret correctly when they tried to put it into flesh, bone and feather. The workshop that makes the things for the government has been in business for three hundred years. They make a hundred and twenty of them a year, all identical to within ten-thousandths of an inch and a tenth of a grain, all marked with a security code and a serial number in characters so small you need a magnifying lens (there are ten in the whole of the empire) to read them.


The hell with how it looked. What mattered was that, with my little green heron on a ribbon round my neck, I could walk straight past the two seven-foot-tall eunuchs who guard the library door as though they weren’t there and take down any book I liked and read it, and nobody would take any notice.


Oh, come on, you’re saying. Sitting in a library all day reading; this is your idea of a life? Really?


Well, yes. Not perhaps the perfect life, everything I could possibly wish for, but close enough for government work, in the circumstances.


My father was easy-going and rarely there, but my mother was a strong-minded woman with traditional views, and she maintained that too much reading damaged your eyesight. So, like other things reputed to make you go blind, I wasn’t supposed to do it. My tutor objected that if I didn’t read books I wouldn’t get educated. My mother pointed out that he could read the stupid books to me out loud – since he was a servant his eyesight was of no value, going blind was what he was paid for, and other things in a similar vein. My tutor was, in hindsight, a good, wise man, but he had a voice like an orphan lamb bleating for its dead mother, and even the Precepts of Saloninus lose their bite when read out in an unwavering monotone by a voice like that. In consequence, I read alone, furtively and insatiably.


Lots of things, according to my mother, ruined your health. Staying indoors gave you consumption, the fresh air gave you pneumonia. Wearing too many clothes stunted your growth, too few and you’d catch a chill and die. Carrots, she maintained to her dying day, addle your brains, and pork causes rabies. If you went barefoot, worms would get inside you through the soles of your feet, wrap themselves round your spine and paralyse you; tight-fitting shoes restricted the flow of blood and made you stupid. Music, even hymns, inflamed the passions and was responsible for most murders and all rapes. Writing gave you rheumatism, archery warped your bones and would turn you into a shambling, knuckle-dragging ape by the age of thirty. Country walks involved fresh air (see above) and you shouldn’t go out in the city streets without a scarf over your face in case you breathed in a demon and went mad. Wheat flour was just a synonym for poison, running on a full stomach was so inherently lethal that nobody had ever done it and lived to tell the tale, toothache was almost certainly imaginary, the result of a guilty conscience, and washing your hands more than once a day leached all the protective oils out of your skin and left you prey to malaria and leprosy. It wasn’t all negative, though. If you coated yourself with sheep’s wool grease morning and evening you were safe from nearly everything, and eating beetroot until your pee goes the colour of blood would guarantee that you live practically for ever.


My mother died when I was fifteen of a particularly horrible disease that shrivelled her up like a leaf but didn’t kill her for a very long time. Her voice – loud, clear as a bell and a better curdler of milk than any rennet – went quiet, so I had to lean very close to hear her, and being close to that horrible withered skin made me feel sick. She never once complained about the pain, which the doctors assured me was constant and excruciating, but she complained about everything else, the servants, my father and me in particular. I could see what a terrible effort it was for her to speak, like lifting an impossibly heavy weight, but she simply wouldn’t shut up; words of advice, admonishment and reproof ground out in a rasping whisper, hour after hour. I stayed by her bedside for seven months, and when she died I felt like a bird let out of a cage.


Her death broke my father’s heart, but he hadn’t been there. He was on active service, fighting the Nunes Mai on the north-east frontier. On the day she died, he sacked a castle he’d been besieging for the best part of a year and gave orders for every living thing in it, human and animal, to be killed. That was, of course, government policy; if they’d surrendered, they’d have been allowed to go wherever they wanted and take everything they could carry with them, but, no, they had to be stubborn, and we can’t have that. The sight of the emaciated garrison dangling from gibbets didn’t bother him much, he told me later, but when he saw a heap of slaughtered chickens he burst into tears.


He missed the funeral, so I was chief mourner, but he got back shortly after, and we had a week together before it was time for me to go and join my regiment. He’d called in all his favours and secured me a commission in the Lancers, a really plum first posting for a kid just shy of his sixteenth birthday. We spent nearly the whole week in the home paddock, shooting at the mark, the popinjay and the long sheet. My father had been a champion archer, won the Divisional three years in a row; it was the thing he was proudest of. When you’re older, he’d promised me for as long as I could remember, I’ll show you how to use a bow; but, of course, he was never there, so I started without him, every moment I could scrounge when my mother wasn’t looking. It came as a shock to both of us, I think, when it turned out that I was better than him, significantly better. His first six at thirty yards were all in the gold, but mine were in there and touching. I remember the astonished look on his face. Fluke, he didn’t say. Do it again, he said, and I did, because as far as I was concerned it was no big deal, I could put six in at thirty with my eyes shut. He had a go and he was trying way too hard, so he dropped one into the inner, which made him livid. We moved back to fifty yards. I’m better at fifty than thirty; in fact, the further back I go, the better I get. He, on the other hand, rarely shot beyond fifty because his form went all to pieces at the longer ranges. After an hour or so I had a very bad feeling. Any minute, he was going to explode and he’d probably never talk to me again. Screw this, he said, let’s set up the popinjay, I’m good at that. And so he was, but not as good as me. Of course, it never occurred to me to miss deliberately. I’m not sure I could, actually. I know I’ve never tried.


After my sixteenth consecutive hit on the popinjay, he turned and looked at me. “You’re good at this,” he said.


“Am I?”


“Yes.”


That thought had never occurred to me, either. “It’s a fact of life,” he went on. “Everyone, everybody in the world, is good at something. I’m guessing this is your something.”


I was lost for words. Nobody had ever even suggested I might be good at anything before. Up till then, all people had ever done was urge me to try and do better at everything, with the implication that the room for improvement was a vast desert or steppe, stretching away into the distance as far as the eye could see.


After that, my father and I got on like a house on fire. He accepted that although he was very, very good, I was even better; this, furthermore, was a good thing. He’d never imagined, all the time he’d known me, that he’d ever be in a position to be proud of me, so after the initial shock it came as a pleasant surprise. “Your technique is all wrong,” he told me. “You know that?”


“Sorry.”


“Actually, I wouldn’t worry about it,” he said with a grin. “You really figured it all out for yourself?”


“I read a book,” I confessed.


“You figured it out from a book. On your own.”


“Yes.”


He shrugged. “There’s a saying in our family,” he said, “the self-taught man has a fool for a tutor. Only goes to show. What book?”


“It’s called The Archer’s Mirror. I’ve got it indoors.” Under a floorboard, I didn’t tell him.


“Oh, that. It’s rubbish. Tell you what,” he said, “don’t bother with books, or lessons. Just carry on as you are. You’ll be fine.”


“Really?”


He rolled his eyes. “Really.”


The last day of the week we shot on the long sheet; flight shooting, in which the object isn’t to hit anything in particular, just to send the arrow as far as it’ll go. He was much better than me at that, because he was stronger and his bow drew a hundred and twenty pounds, as against my seventy-five. When you’re older, he promised me, I’ll teach you how to shoot flight. And then he went back to the frontier, and I joined my regiment at Scoira Limen. I never saw him again.


Is there a point to all this, you’re asking? Not really. I’m just trying to explain why reading books and teaching myself things from them is more of a pleasure to me than you might think.
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