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			The moon was overhead, and Mary was on her back, staring up at its vast ivory seas.

			‘Do you think,’ she said idly, ‘do you think I could fly there?’

			‘No.’ Dalip, lying nearby, sounded definite, but she wasn’t so sure. She could see the shadows cast by the lunar mountains shift as they passed overhead, and if she reached up, she thought she might touch them.

			She raised her hand, extending her fingers, stretching out. But all she felt was cool air, not the dry granularity of another world. She traced the curves of the craters, the lines of the rilles, and wondered.

			‘Why not?’ She let her arm fall back and rested her wrist across her forehead.

			‘The atmosphere’s only, what, eighty kilometres thick, and for almost nine-tenths of that it’s too thin to sustain life. The moon’s further away from Down than that. A lot further.’ 

			‘Sure?’ 

			‘Positive. Our moon is four hundred thousand kilometres away.’ 

			‘Okay.’ She batted away a tiny flying thing that seemed intent on hovering between her nose and her top lip. ‘But what if it’s not like that here? What if, you know, magic?’ 

			‘This moon doesn’t have an atmosphere. If it did, it’d have weather, and we’d be able to see clouds. The shadows are too sharp, too. Light scatters in air – that’s why the sky’s blue – and there’s no evidence for that. So, yes. Magic. But you can’t fly to the moon. Not even here.’ 

			His voice grew increasingly exasperated, and she tutted. The silence between them dragged out.

			‘I …’ said Dalip finally. She heard him turn on his side to face her. ‘I’m worried.’ 

			There was a lot to be worried about. They had control of the biggest cache of maps that Down had ever seen – at least according to Crows, but he was an inveterate bullshitter – and that level of wealth was going to draw the wrong kind of attention. And in Down, almost all attention seemed to be the wrong kind.

			She twisted her head to see Dalip. She was on one side of the rough wooden trunk containing the maps, and he was the other. Though it wasn’t big, the size of a large suitcase, the trunk obscured him from shoulders to knees. She touched the planks to remind her of the riches and danger inside.

			‘So what are you worried about?’ she asked. ‘Apart from thieves, assassins, monsters, the weather, Crows, the portals, the journey and this city we’re supposed to be heading for? Tell me if I’ve left something out.’ 

			‘Tides,’ said Dalip.

			‘Fuck off.’

			‘No, I’m serious. A moon that huge should create tides higher than mountains, and that’s without thinking about the earthquakes it should be causing. It doesn’t make sense.’ 

			‘I can turn into a giant fucking eagle-thing, and you’re saying the tide doesn’t do what it should?’ 

			The pale light from above cast deep shadows on Dalip’s face. One eye was bright and glittering; the other, dark and hidden.

			‘Down has to follow rules, even if they’re different to what we’re used to.’ 

			‘Does it?’ 

			‘Yes. And we know most of them are similar, because if they weren’t, we wouldn’t even be able to exist here. Gravity—’ 

			‘Gravity?’ 

			‘– is an intrinsic property of mass. We don’t feel any heavier or lighter, so it must be about the same here, and yet the moon doesn’t behave like it is.’ 

			He was lecturing her, so she took her revenge and shook her fist at the sky. ‘Fuck you, moon,’ she called.

			He rolled back and drew his lips into a thin line. She’d offended him again, something she didn’t mean to do yet managed almost as often as he pissed her off by parading his education. To her, his quest for order amongst the chaos – a chaos as woven through Down as a silver thread through a banknote – seemed pointless. As far as she could tell, Down did as it pleased: it gave and took away, capricious as a gang leader. Sometimes it was generous, sometimes it was searingly violent, but it was never predictable.

			‘I’m sorry,’ she said, ‘that Down doesn’t do what you want it to do. It doesn’t do some of the things that I want it to. But unlike you, I don’t expect it to.’ 

			He groaned, ‘I know. It’s … I want it to be logical. And there are patterns. The thing with the portals, the lines of power, the villages and castles, the instruments Bell used – they had to be measuring something, or she wouldn’t have had so many of them. Down orbits its sun, and the moon goes round Down predictably. There are rules—’ 

			‘Even to magic?’ 

			‘Even that. If we can understand them, then we can start to predict events, and then maybe control them.’ 

			‘But what if it isn’t like that? Bell was batshit crazy. I’ve got scars on my back to prove that.’ 

			‘Then,’ he said, ‘this box of maps is worthless, and we may as well cut them up for toilet paper.’ 

			He had a point. Everyone, but especially Crows and Bell, whose opinions about this were the only ones that really counted, thought like Dalip: given enough information, an answer would fall out and give them control of the portals. That was pretty much what being a geomancer was all about. Mary had her doubts, though. Down was more like the kids’ homes she’d been brought up in than the schools that had tried to educate her. Lots of rules; almost all of them broken, almost all of the time.

			Mary put her hand in front of her face again and looked at the moon through the bars of her fingers. One side of them was silvered. The side closest to her were black shadow. She concentrated on that darkness and dragged it like ribbons through the air, five ragged lines whose edges trembled in time with her fingertips.

			She stared at what she’d done, at what she could do. It was simple enough now she knew how. Crows had showed her, and she’d practised. And yet, when the others – Dalip, Elena, Luiza, Mama – had tried, none of them could emulate her. It was a gift to her, and her alone. As far as she knew, science didn’t work like that. It didn’t prefer one person over another.

			So if there were patterns, they were fucking weird. Easier perhaps to believe that she was Down’s favourite: unlike poor, mad Stanislav, who had been blessed in an entirely different way. She could still see the eyes and the teeth in her dreams. So many eyes, so many teeth.

			She blinked the image away, or at least tried to, because it seemed to be burned on her retinas like a bright light.

			‘I remember toilet paper,’ she said to distract herself. ‘I remember the first fag of the day, and leaning out the window to blow the smoke away. I remember the traffic on the street below, and the people on the pavement. I miss the toilet paper.’ 

			‘Oh, come on. You were made for Down,’ said Dalip, and he sat up, leaf litter clinging to the back of his orange work overalls. He pushed himself up using the box until he was kneeling, hands on the lid. ‘But I don’t know about the rest of us.’ 

			The moon, still vast and close, passed with uncanny silence. In her mind, it rumbled and growled past like a huge truck. The trees, the ground, the air itself, should be shaking.

			‘I don’t know why I don’t miss those things. Okay, it was all a bit shit, and I was in a fuck-ton of trouble, but I was getting it together. I even had a job, for fuck’s sake, a crappy cleaning job, but I wasn’t going to do that for ever. I didn’t ask for London to burn down, and I didn’t ask to come here. But now we’re here …’

			‘… we have to decide what we’re going to do.’ Dalip leaned heavily on the trunk, making it creak, and when he got up, he did so carefully, stiffly.

			Mary had given him those injuries, nearly killing him in order to save him from smearing himself against the iron-hard surface of a lake. She still felt guilty. She watched him stretch, and squeeze a finger between his scalp and the band of cloth he wore instead of his turban. He scratched and sagged, and she looked up at him, looking down at her. Her red dress, long to her ankles, bare to her shoulders, was less vibrant than when she’d first worn it to go Stanislav-hunting, but it was still more than serviceable. She’d put on the mantle of the Red Queen. Maybe one day she’d actually be that person: she’d sit on a throne, and let all the responsibility that title brought settle on her proud head.

			The presumably airless moon had drifted in the direction of her feet, affording her an oblique look at the ring of mountains surrounding one crater. The sunward slopes were bright, those in the shade utterly dark. Beyond it, the sky was blank, like a wall of night. No stars, no other planets, nothing. Down, its moon and its sun, was all there was.

			‘What do you think happened?’ she asked. ‘To London.’ 

			‘There’s a thing called a firestorm.’ Dalip shrugged and sat down on the trunk. ‘Learnt about it in history. If enough stuff burns – and we’re talking about a city-sized amount of stuff – all the hot air rising causes a hurricane-force wind to suck in fresh air from all around. It feeds the fire with fresh oxygen, and it gets hotter and hotter until there’s nothing left to burn. We made it happen in the Second World War, dropping incendiaries on German cities. Killed tens of thousands of people. Not soldiers, either. Just civilians, hiding in their cellars from the bombing, roasted alive by the heat. Like we almost were.’ 

			‘Fucking hell,’ she said.

			But they’d escaped. They’d opened the door to the street, caught a fleeting glimpse of an inferno, then been in Down in all its baffling majesty.

			‘Nuclear bombs can do the same sort of thing. It doesn’t take a thousand bombers any more. Only one. But’ – and he clenched his teeth, showing them white in the darkness – ‘you’re right. That’s not what happened. We would have felt the bomb go off; it would have been like an earthquake. Unmistakable.’ 

			‘There were bangs and other noises first. Like thunder, in the distance sometimes, then closer. I thought it was actually thunder. Then I went underground, and I couldn’t hear it any more.’ 

			‘And an hour, an hour and a half later, the whole of London was burning down.’ Dalip stood again and raised himself up on tiptoe. ‘If it wasn’t a bomb, then I don’t know. London just caught fire, everywhere, all at once. If we made it out, then maybe other people did, if there are other portals attached to our time. They’d all be starting off at different points on Down, and they’d all be as clueless as us. And assuming we stay alive, we might bump into them one day.’ 

			‘That’d be weird.’ 

			‘No weirder than meeting a whole bunch of people from the sixties, or the thirties. When did Crows say he crossed over?’ 

			‘Thirty … six? They cut him. Badly. If he hadn’t found Down, they would have killed him.’ 

			‘That doesn’t make him a decent man. Or rather, it didn’t. Let’s face it, none of us deserved to be saved. None of us are wiser, smarter, stronger or prettier than all those we watched die. Whatever criteria Down uses, how worthy we are doesn’t come into it.’ 

			She climbed to her feet and brushed her skirts free of leaf litter. ‘So what if it was just luck? I didn’t want to die, and I still don’t. I wanted to live, which is what I can do now. Don’t tell me you don’t feel the same?’ 

			Dalip looked at the ground, then at the trees around the edge of the small clearing they’d co-opted for their camp.

			‘It’s not just the lack of tides that scares me,’ he finally said. ‘I’m not very … I just … Look, I have to face up to the fact that I’m comfortable being told what to do. I know where I am with that. I’m safe.’ 

			‘You were nails taking on Stanislav. Fucking nails, man. You threw us off a mountain to finish him off.’ 

			‘And where did that get me?’ 

			‘Here. Alive. What the fuck are you complaining about?’ 

			‘My own choices nearly killed me. When I sleep, I dream I’m falling. Sometimes I don’t wake up in time. Sometimes, you don’t catch me, and you know what? It hurts. I hit that water so hard, it’s bits of me that sink.’ 

			She regarded his shadow. ‘Why didn’t you say before?’ 

			‘Because you’re so obviously enjoying yourself, there didn’t seem any point in, you know. Raining on your parade.’ 

			‘I thought we were mates. Proper friends who told each other stuff.’ 

			‘I’m,’ he said quietly, ‘I’m not supposed to be weak. I’m supposed to be a lion. It’s even my name. One of our gaolers called me “Little lion man”, but not in a good way. He knew. He knew I was weak.’ 

			‘So what happened to him?’ she asked Dalip.

			‘Stanislav killed him. Stabbed him a dozen times in the guts.’ 

			He shrugged again, and she didn’t know what to say. She was used to the empty posturing of street kids, posing for shaky-cam videos while brandishing kitchen knives and ball-bearing catapults, where weakness was the one thing you didn’t dare show, let alone tell anyone else. It didn’t matter whether they were cowards, or too stupid to run when it all went down: it was the act, and that was the one thing that Dalip’s tightly controlled world had never taught him.

			If she wasn’t careful – if he wasn’t careful – Down would eat him alive. It might have already started, and she couldn’t tell.

			The others were on the opposite side of the fire; four still shapes, curled in various configurations on ground that, no matter how soft it started off, always ended up like concrete.

			‘That bloke’s gone, and you’re still here. And you know what? That’s what counts. You found it when you needed it, and when you need it again, you can always find it again. I don’t know what you think a man is, but I’ve put up with kids pretending that they’re all grown up, all big men, and they can fuck right off. You don’t want that any more than I do. We all know what you did, and none of us think you’re weak. Fucking hell, look at you. You were this stringy thing, and now you’ve got all the muscles and stuff.’ 

			He acknowledged his subtle transformation with a shrug. ‘My grandfather—’ 

			‘Fought the Japanese when he was still a kid, you told me, like a dozen times. And what a pain in the arse he was to live with.’ 

			For a moment, Dalip’s expression darkened and deepened, and he held himself tense and still. Then he let it go, and looked up at the receding moon. ‘You sound like my mum.’ 

			‘Maybe you should have listened to her.’ 

			‘I did. I do. I … I’m hanging on to the few certainties I have left.’ 

			Mary walked the few steps to him, and landed a slow, deliberate punch on his shoulder. ‘We need you, not your grandfather. The war veteran we had turned into a soup of eyes and teeth, and I don’t want you going the same way.’ 

			He nodded, but she could see that he was scared of that, too.

			‘You’re not, are you?’ she asked. If he was, there’d be very little she could do, except ask him to leave. Stanislav had hidden his transformation so well that by the time it had taken him completely, he’d been almost impossible to kill. Almost.

			‘No, that’s not happening,’ said Dalip. ‘At least, not that I know of. Keep an eye, or three, on me.’ 

			‘That’s not a good joke.’ 

			He shrugged, and the glimmer of his smile shone in the moonlight. ‘I was never any good at telling them. Always the serious kid in the corner. I thought I might lighten up a bit.’ 

			‘All work and no play, right?’ 

			He shrugged again. ‘Something like that. I’m not actually dull, just … people tell me what to do, and I do it. It’s a habit.’ 

			‘No one’s going to tell you what to do here. Not now you’re free of Bell and her Wolfman.’ 

			‘There’ll be others. Once they find out what’s in the box, it’ll be everybody.’ Dalip looked at the ground, then at her. ‘If we pull this off, we’ll be the luckiest people ever.’ 

			‘What if that’s it? We don’t have to be the smartest or the strongest. Just the luckiest. What, if out of all of London, we were the luckiest?’ 

			‘Then,’ he said, ‘everything we ever knew, everyone we ever knew, is ash. My family, Mama’s babies: they’re all gone, and it doesn’t matter what we learn or if we can open the portals: there’s nothing to go back to. Perhaps it’d be better to hope we’re not lucky at all.’ 

			Mary had forgotten that her escape was his captivity. She burned, and started to walk away.

			‘It’s all a bit academic, though, isn’t it?’ he said at her retreating form. ‘We don’t know, we won’t until we try to find out. And I’d rather know than not.’ 

			‘I’m sorry,’ she said. She was, too.

			‘I’ll wake Mama and Luiza. It’s time.’ His bare feet brushed through the grass of the clearing, leaving her with the crate of maps.

			She knelt next to it and undogged the hasps that held it closed. She creaked the lid open, just a little way, so she could glimpse the jumble of paper inside. There was so much of it, and they’d barely looked through any of the sheets, let alone tried to work out how, and if, they might fit together.

			She lowered the lid again. Crows seemed to be fast asleep, but a single black bird perched on the tree above him, staring down at her, its eyes bright with reflected fire. Mary scowled at it and, with a flutter of dark wings, it was gone.
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			The sea stretched out ahead of them. A couple of green-topped islands sat some miles offshore, indistinct with haze, and the distance precluded seeing any further out. However far it actually was, it was going to be a long way.

			‘The choice we face is to either go around or go across,’ said Crows, looking down at Dalip from the higher branch of the tree where they’d climbed. ‘But boats are rare on Down, and good sailors rarer. So we may not have a choice at all.’ 

			Dalip, on the branch below, could see nothing of the other side of the bay. He was assured it was there, but it couldn’t be proved. It looked, as with all horizons, like the edge of the world.

			‘But if you’ve been to the White City once, you’ve gone this way before,’ he said. ‘What did you find then?’ 

			‘That the sea has its own dangers. The same boat can be used for fishing or piracy, and sometimes they are used for both. Catching fish is little different from catching men.’ Crows stared back out across the stretch of rolling green forest they had yet to navigate. ‘You must consider the merits of walking.’ 

			‘Can’t you magic up a boat?’ 

			‘No,’ he said. ‘That is not how it works. And even if it was, you would not trust one made by me.’ 

			‘There’s always Mary.’ 

			‘You may ask her yourself. She will give you the same answer.’ 

			‘So what did you do? You didn’t walk to the White City, did you?’ 

			‘I swam,’ said Crows. ‘I walked into the sea and changed.’ 

			‘You wouldn’t be able to carry us, or the trunk. Mary couldn’t either.’ Dalip reached up to brace his hand to steady himself against Crows’ branch. He’d wanted to see for himself, but now that he had, it added very little to Crows’ initial report. And the only reason Crows was up there was because Dalip was: he had his flock of black birds to do his seeing for him.

			If they couldn’t find a boat large enough for them and the trunk, and someone with the skill and the inclination to take them across, that would be that. They’d have to trudge along the shoreline, dodging inland when they reached estuaries – he, Mama, Luiza and Elena at least – and who knew how long that would take?

			Or how much time they had.

			‘There’s no sign of any smoke,’ Dalip said.

			‘Some do not light daytime fires, for fear of attracting rogues.’ 

			‘It doesn’t make it easy for us to find them, though.’ 

			‘That is the point. We are the rogues they fear.’ 

			Dalip looked up sharply. ‘They’ve no reason—’ 

			‘This is Down, not London. They have every reason to fear us, just as we have every reason to fear them.’ 

			‘If we act decently towards them …’

			Crows was limber and lithe. He lowered himself down level with Dalip and looked him in the eye. ‘We might have hundreds of miles and weeks of travel on land, across hills and valleys. Who knows what lies between us and the White City, and what we might encounter. Another Bell, another Stanislav? I wish it was otherwise, but your honour will not shorten the journey by a single step.’ 

			‘Well, what alternatives are there?’ 

			‘We take the first suitable boat we find. It is simpler, and we are many. They will be few.’ 

			Dalip pulled himself closer to Crows. He was aware of his own scent, of freshly dug earth and sharp sweat. Crows always seemed sweeter, somehow: clean and slightly spiced.

			‘I don’t know how long it takes to build a boat, but it has to be months, if not the better part of a year. We can’t steal someone’s boat. That’s …’ and he tried and failed to think of a word other than just plain wrong.

			‘Our need is great, my friend.’ Crows touched Dalip on the shoulder, barely holding on to the trunk with his other hand. A few weeks ago, Dalip would have felt physically ill just watching the man capering high in a tree, let alone climbing up himself.

			Let alone throwing himself off a cliff.

			‘I know what we need, but that’s no excuse.’ 

			‘Oh, I know it is no excuse. But it is expedient. What if Mama cannot walk all the way to the White City? We would, at some point, be faced with another choice: whether to leave her and carry on without her, or all stop and make the best of it, wherever we might be. Perhaps she would be agreeable to that, because we are very accidental travelling companions, and there is no reason we have to stay together.’ 

			‘We can’t leave Mama behind.’ 

			‘Then,’ said Crows, ‘we must consider matters plainly. This is all I suggest: if we are fortunate enough to find a boat then a long journey, full of uncertainty, might be avoided.’ 

			His logic was impeccable, up to the point where theft was involved. ‘Crows. We can’t—’ 

			‘If it was put to a vote, which way would it fall? Mama with her sore feet, and Luiza – there is something of the night about her. Quiet Elena might not be swayed, but Mary is no stranger to a little light-fingeredness.’ 

			Dalip glanced down. Though it wasn’t far to the ground, the others were out of earshot. It was just him and Crows.

			‘This is a test of character,’ he said. ‘Just because we can do something, doesn’t mean we should.’ 

			‘I am not suggesting it for mere devilry.’ Crows pressed his lean fingers against his own chest. ‘Our situation is such that it outweighs the obligations of decency.’ 

			‘That’s very convenient. It’s only a short step from there to putting me in the pit to fight animals.’ Dalip felt his blood start to rise. ‘I won’t start down that road because I know where it ends. Honour actually means something to some of us.’ 

			Crows swung back, and pursed his lips. ‘I will leave you to explain your decision to the others. But consider this, Dalip Singh: your honour did not kill your friend Stanislav. Your cunning did.’ 

			He slipped down the tree trunk, sure with his handholds even where his feet were left dangling. He landed lightly on the leaf litter, his black cloak momentarily rising about him like wings, then he was looking up at Dalip, his high cheeks and broad smile nothing but an invitation to trust.

			Dalip looked away, out over the land, over the ocean. There was nothing but the natural landscape. No sails cracking in the wind, no white foam breaking around a wooden hull, no tell-tale finger of grey smoke. He traced the line around the bay as far as he could see. It was, granted, a very long way, and he’d have to walk every single step of it, and then further into the unknown.

			Crows was right: Down was dangerous and unpredictable. But it was also wide and glorious and empty, and it was people like Crows that made it difficult. That, and the occasional storms that seemed to demand a sacrifice as they passed by. Was that going to make being here nothing but a series of seemingly reasonable compromises until he became as wicked as Bell or as sly as Crows?

			He growled at his own equivocation. He knew what he should – and more importantly, shouldn’t – do, no matter the personal consequences. While the decisions would have to be made by all of them, it was up to him how strongly he objected to the choices made.

			There was nothing to stop him from walking away, but then he’d be on his own. He always imagined, living vicariously through books, that he could survive in a situation like this. The reality was, he didn’t know. He guessed he could probably cope, at least for a while, with the vagaries of Down: it was the way Down altered people, mentally and spiritually, not physically, that caused the biggest problems.

			And if he thought like that, then other people rescued by Down would too. So again, Crows was right, and he felt grubby acknowledging that. But if there was nothing stopping him from becoming the worst of himself, then there was nothing stopping him from being the best of himself either.

			‘Dalip? Are you coming down?’ 

			He blinked, and there was Luiza, orange overalls half-lowered and tied around her waist by the arms, staring up at him.

			‘Just a second.’ 

			He took another long look at the coastline. There was nothing; nothing to indicate that they weren’t the first to ever pass that way, even though Crows assured them that the way to the White City was well trod.

			That gave him the inkling of an idea, and before he reached the bottom of the tree, it was fully formed.

			‘How far?’ Luiza asked him.

			‘A couple of hours before we hit the coast. After that, who knows?’ Dalip was already looking about him differently, searching for signs that other feet, naked and shod, had passed their way. ‘Crows says there might be a boat, but that we might have to steal it. He says he can’t make one.’ 

			‘Crows is full of shit, yes?’ 

			‘Yes, but he nearly always tells the truth, even while he’s betraying you.’ 

			They walked back towards the trunk, where Mama was sitting on its flat wooden lid.

			‘If there is a boat to steal, well. We can do that. There are six of us, and we have two – whatever you want to call them – with us.’ Luiza pulled at her ponytail. ‘What will that gain us? Can any of us sail? Or do we put a collar on Crows so he can pull us?’ 

			‘I don’t know. I’ve done some sailing. But when I say some, I mean a week in a little dinghy on a reservoir. I could probably not drown us in a light breeze. Anything more than that?’ He shrugged.

			‘There is another problem. Would you trust Crows on water?’ she asked.

			‘I don’t trust Crows on land.’ 

			‘Here,’ and she stamped her foot against the soft ground, ‘he is a man who can do magic and send birds to look for him. We are barely his equals. Out there, at sea, he is a master and we are nothing. I will not get in a boat with him, or near him.’ 

			‘He wouldn’t risk the maps.’ 

			‘He could pick us out of a boat, one by one. He would eat us before we could throw the trunk over the side. Mama knows this. Even my silly cousin knows this. You know this, too.’ She stepped back and regarded Dalip from his bare brown feet to his covered hair. ‘Only Mary thinks she can tame him.’ 

			‘I can’t do anything about that.’ 

			Luiza sniffed. ‘If she leaves us for him, they will take the maps. There will be nothing we can do to stop them.’ 

			‘She’s not going to leave us.’ 

			‘She will, if he makes her choose.’ 

			‘She won’t.’ Dalip turned away. ‘She’s better than that.’ 

			‘Who’s better than that?’ asked Mama, raising her head from her chest.

			‘Mary,’ he said.

			‘That child is headstrong and wayward. But she has a good heart.’ Mama stretched her legs out in front of her, and twisted her ankles until the bones clicked. ‘Is it time to move on already?’ 

			‘Dalip says the sea is not far.’ 

			‘Not far? And where’s this White City? Can you see it yet?’ 

			‘It’s further, Mama. Further than I can see.’ 

			She frowned at the news: more than that, because she turned her face away and ran a fingertip firmly down the side of her nose, drying it with a wipe of her thumb before anyone could see the single tear that had leaked out.

			This. This was the complicating factor: Mama hated walking. How much simpler to find a boat and try to sail across the wide bay. If they took precautions, if they made sure Crows couldn’t just get rid of the inconvenience of them and seize the maps? Then what? Did that make stealing a boat more palatable?

			Mama would say that it wouldn’t, even as she imagined herself being carried over the waves.

			‘What else could you see, Dalip?’ 

			‘Just … Down. More Down. There’s a couple of islands out in the bay, but there’s nothing really. We’re quite low here, this close to the sea. Mary will scout ahead and tell us what’s on our route.’ 

			‘No sign of anyone?’ 

			‘No. I want to get the maps out when we reach the coast, see if we can work out where the villages and castles are going to be.’ 

			She nodded, and slowly, wearily, stood up.

			‘This is taking too long,’ she said. ‘I should be back, taking care of my babies. We’ve been gone for weeks.’ 

			‘We don’t know,’ he started, but Luiza tossed her head back with a grunt of frustration.

			‘London has gone, Mama. The door was destroyed. It does not matter if it was two minutes or two months ago.’ 

			‘I will not believe that. My babies are waiting for me to come back, and don’t you dare say otherwise.’ 

			They squared up to each other, Luiza pale and pinched, Mama flushed and folded-arms angry. Dalip pressed his hand to his forehead. He’d never been a peacemaker; normally he hid when family members turned, always temporarily, on each other.

			‘It’s academic anyway,’ he said. ‘We don’t know what’s happening in London, and we don’t know how fast time is moving here, relative to home.’ 

			‘What are you saying?’ Mama was suddenly reminded of his presence.

			He chose his words carefully. ‘When we get back,’ he said, avoiding the word ‘if’, ‘it might be that five minutes has passed, and no one will know we’ve been gone.’ He stared at Luiza, daring her to undo his good work.

			She opened her mouth, then closed it again, pursing her lips.

			Mama snorted. ‘You wishing it won’t make it so.’ But she bent down to pick up her boots and stalked off into the trees.

			‘She is lying to herself,’ said Luiza, ‘and you are encouraging her.’ 

			‘What else am I supposed to say? That her babies are dead, and long burned to piles of unrecognisable ash?’ 

			‘It is not kind to pretend there is hope,’ she hissed.

			He took a deep breath. ‘I’m not pretending. Sometimes I think you’re right, that London has gone, and everyone in it. Sometimes I think she’s right. But we’re not going to know until we can check for ourselves. Until then, speculation is useless, and it only causes trouble. I … It’s even more complicated than that. I don’t think we have to worry about how long we spend here.’ 

			‘Because?’ 

			‘Down is a time machine.’ 

			Luiza’s face froze.

			‘Should I explain?’ 

			She nodded.

			‘If we can get the portals to open from this side, and assuming it still exists, we can go back to London, yes?’ 

			She nodded again.

			‘What if we didn’t go back to twenty twelve? What if we used the door that Bell found? We’d be in nineteen sixty-whatever. Or the one that Crows used, from the thirties? If we can find – or make – a door that’s last week, last month, last year, however long it takes, then it doesn’t matter how long we’re here. We could go back before we’d even left.’ 

			Luiza worked her jaw, slowly becoming more animated.

			‘And you think this would work?’ 

			‘I have no idea. But there’s no reason why not. If the portals let people from different times come here to the same time, then they might let us back to whenever we want.’ 

			‘Into the past? That is crazy. That is dangerous,’ said Luiza. ‘What if we make a mistake? Do you know what might happen?’ She grabbed hold of his overalls at the shoulders and shook him. ‘What if this has already happened? What if this is why we are here?’ 

			‘Yes: yes, of course.’ He tried to free himself, but she maintained her strong grip. ‘We could also go into the future.’ 

			‘This is what the geomancers lust for,’ she said. She let go, pressing her hands against him and pushing him gently away. ‘Control. Not just of Down, but of London too.’ 

			‘All of the Londons.’ Dalip blinked. ‘We’re going to have to think very carefully about this.’ 

			The sky flickered. A great bird-shape blinked over the clearing. Both of them glanced up, and when they looked back at each other, the tension had broken and was dribbling away.

			‘Hungry?’ she asked. She put a hand in the outsized pockets of her overalls and proffered several glossy brown hazelnuts.

			Dalip took one, and then two when urged. Each was as big as his thumb up to the first joint, big enough to bite in half and show the white flesh inside. He wasn’t hungry as such, because Down seemed to yield just enough, just when it was required.

			Then he pressed his hand to his forehead again. ‘How could I have missed that?’ 

			‘What?’ 

			He chewed and swallowed, and still had to chase pieces of hazelnut around his mouth with his tongue.

			‘Down. It never fails to surprise.’ 
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			Mary flew in over the beach, over the heads of the others, checking one last time that they were alone and nothing was going to sneak up on them. There was no sign of anyone, just their own filling footprints in the soft white sands of the dunes.

			She turned back, feathered her wings, and touched down just below the still-wet strand line. The seagulls, scarce and scared, wheeled around to mob her – but she changed and left them without a target, just a young woman in a red dress, toes flexing and digging into the cold, gritty sand beneath her. She walked up the beach, stopping to collect a long length of driftwood in each hand to add to the already-smouldering fire.

			‘Does anyone know what a coffee plant looks like?’ She cast the wood across the burning pile, and sat down with a thump. ‘I suddenly miss it.’ 

			‘I thought … ?’ said Dalip, sitting cross-legged to her left. He stopped, and inspected the soles of his feet.

			‘I just fancied a cup, okay?’ She knew what she’d said, that night in the dark of Bell’s broken castle, how she didn’t want drink or cigarettes any more. And she didn’t, but her habits had a tendency to creep up on her when she wasn’t looking and mug her with need. ‘Anyone?’ 

			‘The coffee of my homeland was the finest in the world,’ said Crows. ‘Rich and flavoursome, dark and strong. Once roasted to perfection over an open fire, the beans would be worth more than gold.’ He stared into the heart of the fire. ‘If there is coffee, then it lies far to the south. It is too cold here.’ 

			‘I guess that goes for tea, too.’ Mama tutted. ‘I do like a nice cup of tea.’ 

			‘We do not even have cups,’ said Luiza, ‘and Dalip has more important things to say.’ 

			‘Do you?’ Mary felt aggrieved. He should be telling her his ideas first. Luiza had Elena.

			‘I don’t know,’ he said, and carried on picking debris from the deep, leathery creases in his feet. ‘It’s a bit of a long shot.’ 

			Mary glanced again at Luiza. ‘You going to share it with the rest of us, or … ?’ 

			Dalip got up and dragged the map trunk across the sand until it took his place in the circle.

			‘It seems – Crows tells me, at least – that magic has its limits, and we can’t just wish ourselves across the bay. Magic, however, also has its rules: the most important one being that power, for the want of a better word, leaks out of portals. If you draw a line between portals, the power flows down that line, and if you stop on one, a house grows. Where the lines between pairs of portals cross, you get a castle. If you’ve a big enough map, you can predict where all these things are: portals, castles, villages. With me so far?’ 

			Mary knew that maps were like bank notes, and what was in the trunk made them rich. She’d never been rich before, but now she was, she had nothing to spend it on. She fingered the tattered hem of her dress and waited for him to continue.

			Dalip continued. ‘Okay. Now, given that all the portals from all the past Londons—’ 

			‘And future ones too,’ said Luiza.

			‘Wait.’ Mary held up her hand. ‘What?’ 

			‘We’re from Crows’ future. We’re from Bell’s future. We have to assume that there are people here from our future too.’ Dalip laid his hands on the lid of the trunk, fingers splayed wide. ‘All of the Londons connect to now. So, even though the numbers coming are low for each portal, the overall count has to be the sum of all the portals, and therefore not insignificant.’ 

			It took Mary a moment to work out what he was saying. ‘So where are all these people, then?’ 

			‘The attrition rate’s high. We’ve lost Grace, and Stanislav. If seven of us hadn’t came through at once, we’d have been carved up and spat out by Bell. However safe Down is, people make it dangerous. Despite that, we can and will survive here. So where did everyone else go?’ 

			‘Wherever they wanted?’ 

			‘And where do they want to go?’ 

			Mary stared at Dalip, and he stared back.

			‘The White City,’ said Crows. ‘At some point, everyone goes to the White City.’ 

			‘Is that actually true?’ 

			Dalip shrugged. ‘Let’s say it is. Everyone goes, or tries to go, to the White City while they’re here. They learn that there aren’t any answers there and they go away disappointed. Maybe some people go more than once, just to make sure. Whichever it is, if you have enough people going to one place, across a natural landscape like this, where there are routes that are easier to walk than others, what are you going to get?’ 

			‘Fuck, I don’t know.’ 

			‘Roads,’ said Mama. ‘He’s talking about roads.’ 

			‘More well-trodden paths, but yes. Roads.’ 

			‘We’ve been walking for weeks, Dalip,’ said Mama. ‘There are no roads hereabouts.’ 

			‘No. Which means something else, for us, here, specifically.’ 

			‘Does it? Lord, but I’m tired.’ 

			Mary stole a look at Crows. He’d never mentioned roads. She wondered why not.

			‘We know that if you stop on a line, you get a house. We also know that houses are no use under the sea. So I’m willing to bet that at the point where a line crosses the coast, you don’t get a house.’ 

			‘You get a boat?’ 

			Dalip nodded, and Mama’s weariness suddenly left her.

			‘Where then?’ 

			‘We have absolutely no idea. But,’ and he tapped the trunk, ‘we might be able to work it out.’ 

			‘What are we waiting for? Get them out and we can start putting them together.’ She lumbered to her feet and worked her way around the circle.

			‘There is a problem,’ said Luiza. She pointed at Crows. ‘Him.’ 

			Crows pressed his hand against his chest. ‘Me?’ 

			‘Yes. Water is where you are strongest, and we are weakest. I do not believe you when you say you will guide us to the White City. You say that to make us think we need you. But I say we can find our own way, with the maps.’ 

			Luiza fixed Crows with a glare that would have sent most recipients scurrying, but he sat there with a subtle smile on his face.

			‘This is true. Water is my element, where I can manifest my most obvious power. And yes, with the maps, you ought to be able to find the White City on your own.’ He rubbed his palms together, sand trickling out like rain, and said nothing else.

			Mary wanted to trust Crows. She didn’t, but she wanted to. She’d known a lot of people like that. She was probably one herself.

			‘We’ve already agreed,’ she said. ‘Crows comes with us, and he gets the maps once we’ve copied them.’ 

			‘He gets a free ride,’ said Luiza.

			‘He helps protect us from Down.’ 

			‘And who will protect us from him?’ 

			‘Oh you two, hush.’ Mama glowered at them. Elena was looking into her lap, and Dalip was pressing his fingers into his temples, trying to massage the stress away. ‘How much time will crossing the sea save us?’ 

			Crows was quick with the answer. ‘Many months of travel and hundreds of miles walking.’ 

			‘That’s settled, then. If Down can magic us up a boat, that’s what we’ll do.’ 

			Mary looked around the circle. ‘Dalip?’ 

			‘Out on the open sea, in a boat none of us is familiar with, let alone able to steer, with a massive sea serpent for company? If we get into difficulty, and we probably will, Crows could be the only one who could save us. Or he could dispose of us as he saw fit, and keep the maps. Which is what he was doing when he left us to face Bell.’ He sighed and let his head fall forward. ‘On the other hand, it’s a very long way across the bay, if that’s where the White City really is.’ 

			Crows had never mentioned boats, or the sea, when he’d promised to behave himself. Mary’s eyes narrowed as she pulled at a spiral of hair. ‘You only said it was a long way. You didn’t tell us what we had to do to get there.’ 

			‘I can do nothing about the distance, Mary.’ Crows looked up at Mama, standing right behind him, over him almost. ‘And it is your choice how you cover it. If you wish to walk, I will walk with you. If you wish to sail, then I will sail with you. I have some modest experience that might help.’ 

			He settled himself into the sand, leaning forward to rest his forearms on his long, folded legs.

			‘So?’ said Mary. ‘We don’t even know if this boat thing will work.’ 

			Mama flicked her fingers at Dalip. ‘Get the maps out. Let’s see.’ 

			Dalip waited for a moment, and when no objections came, he undid the clasps on the lid. ‘We’ll need to find some stones to weigh the maps down, hold them in place.’ 

			Luiza looked mutinous, but she nudged Elena with her foot, and they went off together down the beach.

			‘She doesn’t like you,’ said Mary.

			‘Sometimes even I do not like myself,’ said Crows.

			Mary took the first map from Dalip – the one that she’d drawn herself, and the one they were going to use to orientate all the other maps. She’d made those scratches, marked in the coast, the river, the island with its closed portal.

			‘Are these going to be, you know …’ 

			‘Accurate?’ said Dalip. He lifted another grubby piece of parchment out into the light of day and squinted at it. ‘No. They might even be deliberately misleading. We have no way of knowing. But it’s all we have.’ 

			‘It’s a jigsaw,’ said Mama. ‘And I’m good at them. Why don’t we look for the edges first?’ 

			‘Good lady, Down has no edges.’ Crows was bowed over the open trunk, seemingly inhaling the aroma rising from it.

			‘It has a coastline, though, and that’s what we need to look for.’ 

			There’d been jigsaws in the homes Mary had grown up in, and out of sheer boredom, she’d joined in completing them. But they’d always had the picture on the box to go by. It had always seemed like a massive cheat to her: where was the challenge in mere recreation?

			This, though: they didn’t even know if they had enough, let alone all, of the pieces to reveal a clear picture.

			‘Okay, let’s do it.’ 

			The four of them sifted through the trunk, looking for maps that showed, or conceivably could show, the coastline. It didn’t matter where on the map it might be, because very few of them had north marked, and they were all different scales. It was a jumble of inaccuracies and wishful thinking.

			After a while, Mama raised her eyes. ‘This isn’t working.’ 

			‘It has to,’ said Dalip. ‘We’re just not doing it right.’ 

			‘Well, now. If you’ve any suggestions, don’t keep them to yourself.’ 

			He pursed his lips and scratched under his hair cover.

			‘Crows,’ said Mary, ‘how’s this supposed to fit together? We’ve got all these maps, and some of them have to join on to each other. It’s like we’ve got too many. How would a geomancer make sense of all this?’ 

			Luiza and Elena returned, pockets full of stones, which they turned out on to the sand.

			‘Where are we?’ Luiza asked.

			‘Lost,’ said Mama, frowning. ‘We could be anywhere on any of these.’ 

			‘That is not true. We might be on none of them.’ 

			Mary wound a curl of hair up and down again. ‘No, hang on. Crows. You’ve been this way before, right?’ 

			‘Yes, of course.’ 

			‘How did you get to the White City?’ 

			‘I swam.’ 

			‘Of course you did. So where’s the map that shows where you swam from? Where’s the map that shows your route from your portal, to the sea?’ 

			Crows was silent for a moment, then held out his hands for the sorted pile of maps. He leafed through them one by one until he grunted.

			‘This one, I think.’ 

			‘You think?’ 

			‘It was a very long time ago, Mary. Would you recognise your own hand from even five years ago?’ He passed her a long strip of paper, marked with tiny, indistinct scratches along its length.

			‘You know what, Crows? This is crap.’ 

			‘I was young when I made the journey, and older when I made the map. This is what I could remember, imperfectly.’ He shrugged theatrically. ‘If I had known how important it was, I would have paid more attention.’ 

			She handed the strip to Dalip, who knelt on the soft sand and laid the map in front of him, weighing it down against the breeze with a stone.

			‘Put it the right way,’ said Mama.

			‘It … doesn’t matter?’ he said, looking up at her stern face.

			‘Just like a man.’ 

			Dalip lifted the stone, turned the fragment until the coast part of it pointed towards the coast. Then he took Mary’s map when proffered and placed it below, again orientated to fit with the landscape. He squinted at it and saw that Bell’s castle was a fixed point on both.

			‘Okay.’ He dabbed his finger at the Down Street portal, and traced it up the river, through where they’d found the abandoned houses, to Bell’s castle. ‘Another portal has to lie on this line, to the north.’ 

			‘And another so it makes a line with Crows’ castle,’ said Mary. ‘But if you draw a line from the nineteen thirties’ portal, does that go through Crows’ or Bell’s?’ 

			‘It could go through both. You said yourself that some of this is crap.’ 

			Mary looked up and down the coast. The beach sloped towards the sea, and all she could see of the land were the lines of marching dunes. But if she stood at the top – or if she took off and gained height, because she was an idiot and still not used to thinking like that when she was in human form – she’d be able to see the distinctive twin mountain peaks.

			‘The line should cross the coast just up from here.’ She pointed around the bay. ‘Or even here. Actually here.’ 

			Her eyes narrowed at Crows.

			The man seemed unperturbed. ‘Without the maps, without your insight, we would never have guessed.’ 

			‘Says you.’ 

			Dalip held out his hands for the collection of maps that Crows still held. He gave them up with only the merest hint of reluctance.

			Mary watched as the boy slowly leafed through them one by one. He was looking at them with his eyes almost closed.

			‘Are you all right?’ 

			‘Just,’ he said, and then nothing more as he continued his search. He looked down at two maps already positioned, then back at the one in his hands. ‘It’s not here.’ 

			‘What isn’t?’ 

			‘If Crows made this one, then he made another one, from where he made landfall to the White City. But we don’t have it. Or if we do, I don’t recognise it.’ 

			Luiza went to the trunk and seized the larger pile of discards and gave half to Elena. ‘We can check through all these, or you can tell us the truth.’ 

			Mary clenched her jaw and felt her temper begin to rise. Visions of the Red Queen started to blot out rational thought and she had to turn away, stamping her way down to the wash of the waves. When she was ankle-deep and the biting water tugged this way and that at her, she let out a noise that started as a moan and ended up a shriek.

			When she stopped, and was resting herself, leaning forward, hands on her knees, she heard someone else wade up behind her.

			‘He’s never been to the White City, has he? Not even close.’ Her throat was raw, and her voice hoarse. ‘We don’t even know if it fucking exists. He could have heard someone say it, and he believed it. Or thought that we’d believe it.’ 

			‘It could be a myth, like Shangri-La or R’Lyeh.’ Dalip had waded next to her, staring out to sea. ‘I don’t know if anything he’s ever told us can be trusted.’ 

			‘Of course it fucking can’t. But he does tell the truth. Sometimes. Mostly. Fucking chancer.’ 

			She kicked at the water, and found the effect unsatisfying. She wanted it to be Crows’ head. Or his balls. 

			‘We still have the maps.’ 

			‘They might be lying too. We’ve no way of telling.’ She subsided. ‘Is this better than being burned to death?’ 

			‘On balance?’ He wiped spray off his face with his lean fingers. ‘Yes.’ 
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			Dalip made the most of the light, going through the maps one by one, discussing them with Mama, finding it more effective to talk about the features that each showed, than to simply stare blankly at the lines and scratches and then put them to one side. The few words written on them were mostly in English, but sometimes not: the French, Italian, German or perhaps Dutch or Danish he could pronounce even if he couldn’t understand it. There were others in alphabets that weren’t Latin, and one beautiful and enigmatic sheet that was not so much drawn as painted, calligraphic characters of either Chinese or Japanese adorning the side. No Punjabi: he could be Down’s first Sikh.

			Sitting there, on the beach, with pieces of paper riffling about them in the late afternoon breeze as it swept on shore, they made a small but significant discovery.

			‘We’re right, aren’t we?’ 

			Mama flexed her bare toes in the sand. ‘Well, it looks that way to me. I don’t know what it means, but let’s say we are.’ 

			‘It might mean that we can put the maps together more easily, now we know what to look for. It might mean that it’s impossible, because none of them overlap.’ 

			‘Whether we can do it at all depends on finding somewhere to do it.’ Mama regarded her surroundings. ‘We can’t do this here, taking everything apart and putting it back together again every day, worried about the wind and weather. Pack it away, Dalip. Pack it all away, while I go and soak my poor feet.’ 

			She rolled upright and walked wearily down to the sea’s edge, while Dalip started to tidy the maps away, blowing them free of sand and placing them back in the trunk.

			‘Done?’ 

			Mary dropped more driftwood on the pile next to the fire.

			‘Every single map shows a portal,’ said Dalip. ‘As far as we can tell, none of them show two.’ 

			‘Is that … ?’ 

			‘Significant?’ He put the only two maps they had convincingly put together on top, then heaved the lid closed. ‘Yes. It has to be, but I don’t know how.’ 

			‘Oh.’ 

			‘Where’s Crows hiding?’ 

			She turned around slowly, trying to locate him. ‘He said he’d fuck off until we decided what to do with him.’ 

			‘He may never come back,’ said Dalip. He refixed the hasps and pushed the locking pegs into place. ‘Are you ready for that?’ 

			‘What do you mean?’ 

			He didn’t honestly know; his comment had just popped out. ‘You seem to like him. Despite—’ 

			‘Everything?’ 

			‘Yes.’ 

			‘Fuck. I don’t know. You’d think there’d be something about safety in numbers, running with a gang, that’d mean he’d not try to shaft us at every available opportunity. He’s on his own otherwise.’ She raised her gaze to the sky. ‘Maybe we should cut him free, if that’s what suits him best.’ 

			‘He’ll always come back for these.’ Dalip thumped the lid of the trunk. ‘If we let him.’ 

			‘We can’t …’

			‘We can’t stop him unless we either kill him or cripple him.’ 

			‘And you’re going to do that? You?’ 

			‘Of course not.’ Dalip twisted away. He had a knife, a kitchen knife that was his kirpan, bound to him with a strip of cloth around his waist, under his overalls. He’d probably be no match for Crows’ magic in open combat, but a stealthy first cut to the back of one of his legs would bring him down without killing him.

			Of course, stabbing someone with a dirty blade was a double death sentence on Down. If infection didn’t get him, the weirdness of the landscape would.

			He was too squeamish. Stanislav had been right all along.

			Could he do it? He knew how to. If getting rid of Crows was the only way to protect himself and his friends, was that enough of a moral imperative for him to act pre-emptively?

			‘Would you let me?’ he asked.

			‘What? Crows? I … We’re just kids, Dalip. How the fuck did we end up like this?’ 

			Dalip watched Mama standing in the sea, her trouser legs neatly turned up to her knees as the waves broke around her generous calves.

			‘We ran,’ he said. ‘We did what we needed to survive. And we kept doing it. You got away from the Wolfman, we broke out of the pit, we fought Bell, we fought Stanislav. We chased Crows, we captured the maps.’ 

			‘Do you ever wonder what happened to Grace?’ 

			‘Maybe she escaped. Maybe she died. Whichever, we’ve seen no sign of her since, and we wouldn’t know where to start looking.’ His shoulders shifted, stretching back against his natural tendency to stoop. ‘But, yes. Every day. I try and picture how I’d be coping on my own, against all this.’ 

			‘Down gives,’ said Mary.

			‘And half the time the gifts could kill you.’ 

			He had another thought, a terrible, world-changing thought, and the only way to see if he was right was to look.

			He opened the trunk again in slow, deliberate moves, lifting the lid and lowering it on the hinge side, then lifting out each map in turn until he was sure he was right.

			And when he was, he tilted his head back and yelled. ‘Crows? Crows? Get back here and tell me how you did it.’ 

			He hadn’t gone far. Barely had the cry died away that a familiar thin black shadow crested a dune and started to lope down towards the beach.

			When he arrived, they were all assembled.

			‘Every single one of them, right? Every single map was made by some poor sod emerging from a portal.’ 

			‘That is correct,’ said Crows. His gaze darted from one to another, as he tried to judge their mood.

			‘And almost each and every journey ended at a castle.’ 

			Crows didn’t speak, just nodded.

			‘Tell me why. Tell us all why.’ 

			The breeze ruffled Crows’ cloak of night for a moment. ‘Because the geomancers do not permit people to travel further. New arrivals have information that would be valuable to others, so they are either kept as slaves, or are, well … There are exceptions. But that relies on knowing to evade the geomancers and their slavers from the very first moment of arrival in Down. Most are so affected by the circumstances of their escape from London that they do not escape a second time.’ 

			‘You did. You even stole Bell’s maps.’ 

			‘It is unusual to find two castles little more than a day apart. I had previously enquired of the maps before I left her and, by taking them with me, ensured that she would not be able to find me.’ 

			‘You rescued Mary from the Wolfman.’ 

			‘It was my duty to do so. It was not my duty to tell her, or you, everything. Or anything.’ He spread his fingers wide. ‘Trust is hard to come by. Betrayal is everywhere. I do not trust you. You do not trust me.’ 

			Dalip worried at his sparse beard. ‘What happened when you first stepped out of your portal?’ 

			‘Most geomancers keep a careful watch over the portal closest to their castle. I arrived at an opportune moment, when the guards were distracted. To my mind, they did not look like the kind of people to show me mercy. I hid, almost in plain sight, and waited for nightfall. I bled into the ground from the cuts that still scar me, and I did not move. When their eyes were blinded by their night fire, I crept away, and while I was still close by, the portal opened again. I saw what happened, and was glad I trusted my instincts.’ 

			‘Crows, just how many free people are there?’ 

			‘A few. A very few. Listen: Down is not exactly paradise but, inshallah, it will not kill you.’ He ticked his tongue behind his teeth. ‘How this iniquitous rule of slavers and enslaved started, I do not know. But it strangles any chance of a righteous life here.’ 

			‘You were taken eventually, though?’ 

			‘By the Wolfman, and I was brought before Bell. I made myself useful. Then I made myself necessary. In the end, I made myself indispensable. All the while, I learnt my magic, and I scoured the maps for somewhere to go where I could escape my captors. Being a prisoner is not in my nature, though many become accustomed to it if they believe there is no alternative.’ 

			Mary balled her fists. ‘Why the fuck didn’t you tell me any of this?’ 

			‘Trust, Mary. I took advantage of you, yes. I sheltered you and fed you and taught you as well. I did not hold you against your will, neither did I require any service from you. I asked nothing of you but your map. You were free to go, even to your death. As exchanges go, ours was quite equal.’ 
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