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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




 


 


Either for honour or for expectation of profit, or from that unconscious necessity by which a great people, like a great man, will do what is right, and must do it at the right time, whoever had the means to furnish a ship, and whoever had the talent to command one, laid their abilities together and went out to pioneer, and to conquer, and to take possession, in the name of the Queen of the Sea.


James Anthony Froude, ‘England’s Forgotten Worthies’




And this shall be my dream to-night:


I’ll think the heaven of glorious spheres


Is rolling on its course of light


In endless bliss through endless years.





Emily Brontë, ‘How Clear She Shines’




So many worlds, so much to do,


So little done, such things to be.





Alfred, Lord Tennyson, In Memoriam A.H.H.




PROLOGUE


Rain. Rain on a foul, chill, smoky day at the thin end of November. It rains at a quarter before ten o’clock, sullen and steady as it has rained all morning. It rains as though it has never done anything but rain; as though it means never to do anything else ever again.


By Divine Order, it rains, and like the Mercy of Heaven, dropping on the Cathedral of St Paul; the great grey dome of Sir Christopher’s monument shines with rain. Below in the City, like the bounty of all the worlds, it rains, on the pinnacle of the Exchange where Urania stands, arms wide to gather it in. Water runs from her marble elbows. Down the spires of many a lesser church it courses, and cascades down the lofty windows of Garlick Hill where the telescopes stand idle. There will be nothing to view today: no stars; no ships, though the entire Fleet under full sail should pass by overhead; nothing but the rain, which abides no man his entertainments, and goes tumbling heartlessly on, down towards the little and low streets, that are all barnacled with cock-eyed roofs and squinting casements. Even-handedly it pours on both the cab that comes jolting into view and the beggars tagging along behind, a mixed gaggle of urchins elbowing with a tattered brood of Cæruleans, blue as forget-me-nots.


The cab stops by the corner. The alien beggars jump up on the mudguards and paw the door, squealing and whining for alms.


‘Get out of it!’ The cabman curses the whole pack in a growl. The urchins take this as a signal to jostle harder, with jeers and cuffs. ‘Holloa the Blue Boys!’ they shout, and whistle, stretching with their filthy fingers the corners of their mouths.


Nothing happens. The door of the cab does not open. The cabman shoulders his whip and ignores them. He ignores everything. He sits hunched in his greatcoat, oblivious, impervious to the rain.


The rain pelts the cabman’s hat. It pools in the upturned brim and streams down behind his back onto the roof of his cab; spills over onto the hindquarters of his long-suffering horse; trickles thence, as by a process of natural justice, down the necks of the struggling beggars; and sinks, like all things at last, into the mud.


Hunched under a single umbrella and holding an empty shopping basket between them, two women come splashing hastily around the corner. Though it is a filthy day when none but dogs and desperate men would be out of doors, yet there are mouths to feed. The women take no notice of the cab as they go by, though one of them turns and shouts something angry and admonitory at one of the urchins.


No sooner have the women run past and disappeared into the rain than the cab door opens finally and a man leans out. He seems to be an ordinary human man, in a pea-coat and muffler and so forth, though he has come out without his hat and wears his coat collar turned up against the vileness of the day. He takes out a couple of ha’pence and throws them back up the street, scattering the beggars, who run after them. Descending, he does not look up at his stoical charioteer but knocks with his knuckles on the side of the vehicle; and we see that neither has he any gloves. The cabman clicks his tongue and the cab jolts away along the street.


Reconvening around the erstwhile passenger in hope – for those who have nothing must always have hope – the beggars look up. Between the wings of the collar they see the white wedge of a man’s face, a man of perhaps five-and-thirty years, clean-shaven. He is a short man with a broad head and brown curly hair. With his cab and his practised handful of coppers, and a gold signet ring which the sharp eyes of the little blue men were quick to spot on his finger, he might almost be a gentleman; but his trousers are plain dun worsted and his boots are ungaitered and dull. For certain he is no one who belongs to these poor streets; nor does he look like one who might have business here – not a tradesman; not a bailiff’s man; nor a policeman either. He looks very much like no one in particular. He may be some kind of sailor, in that coat. He has the sailor’s air of being equal to all places, beneath this grim sky or any other. The way he thrusts his hands into his coat pockets and walks briskly off between the beggars, with his head up and heedless of mud and puddles, declares him for a man of purpose; and one who will never in his life lose his way, even here in the lowest and most entwining entrails of the mother of cities.


A deep bell tolls the hour as he rounds the corner and enters the dismal back-street from which the women came. A sign on the wall above his head reads: Turkey Passage. The visitor passes it without inspection. The rain continues.


The beggars have already dispersed, vanishing back into their murky dens. Perhaps the speed of their departure was not unconnected with the two tall, powerful silhouettes that have come hurrying through the rain, across the street and around the corner after the unparticular man. Two huge, high-shouldered figures they seem to be, in greatcoats and with what look like enormous Scotch bonnets on their heads. They move through the clinging mud with an easy lope that speaks of origins on a world of fiercer gravity than this. Whether the man knows he has acquired these menacing adherents, there is no way to tell. His back is most uncommunicative.


The two shadows sidle into deeper shadows in low adjoining doorways. Though the thoroughfare is so narrow, they are lost to view. Perhaps a keen ear might hear them breathing, harsh and deep as aged bulldogs. Or perhaps that is the hissing of the rain.


The unparticular man walks directly down Turkey Passage to a particular door, quite as though he had been there before. He knocks, and waits. While he stands there a rat runs over his boot. He kicks at it, and is rewarded by a shrill squeal. He does not smile. Nor does he look over his shoulder at the deep shadows of the doorways behind him. He waits, and thinks of nothing at all.


A young girl, thin and pale with some twelve starveling city summers, cracks the door to look at him. She looks at him doubtfully. She does not know him, and it is early yet for customers.


‘Molly,’ the man says in a low tone; and the doorkeeper stands back without a word to let him in.


As he crosses the threshold, the unparticular man gives the girl a single, searching look. A future apprentice in the trade, no doubt. Too old to concern him, her thin young face already grave with ancient cares. He dismisses her from his attention.


The hallway of the house is narrow and black as a coalmine. In the open door of the front room a man stands leaning against the wall. He does not greet the visitor, though he inspects him. He is a large hulk of a man like a hulk of timber. His sleeves are rolled up, and the arms crossed across his bulwark of a chest are blue with old tattoos. The grip of a bludgeon protrudes an inch from his belt.


The visitor is not offended. He likes things to be clear. He ignores the bully as he ignores the girl.


The hallway reeks of damp, and boiled vegetables. There is the thin, piteous sound of a baby crying in a room somewhere at the back of the premises.


‘Take your coat sir?’ says the girl.


The visitor does not respond. Perhaps he is a foreign gentleman, and understands no English.


The girl is supposed to take their hats, if they have ‘em, and their coats, if they will, as a surety; but if they won’t, there’s an end of it. Moreover, she is supposed to quiz any customer she doesn’t know to make sure he has money; but there is something about this one’s very impassivity that checks her. She glances at the bully, but he does not move or speak.


‘Upstairs at the front,’ the girl says. She leaves the hall while the caller starts to mount the stairs. He is a man, and of no more account than other men. The girl returns to her other chores; to the kitchen, and the crying child.


The door to Molly’s room is ajar. She opens it to his knock. There she stands in the doorway, a grubby dressing gown of some worn shiny stuff in powder blue and pink pulled around her ample frame. She smiles at him as if she has known him for years. It is a smile of the lips and teeth that does not much concern the eyes. A bitter smell escapes from the room behind her, composite of powder and sea-coal and gin, and the reek of tired, coarse flesh.


Molly’s visitor spends a moment considering her, dispassionately, as if through the eyes of another man. Her figure is plump, bosomy: the motherly kind, who tends to men’s woes. Her head of bright orange curls she owes to a bottle. Even at this hour her face is powdered and painted, her mouth a broad, succulent bow of carmine lipstick. Above it, her black-lined eyes are tired, creased at the corners by her life, though there is life in them yet. She looks like forty pretending to be twenty, is perhaps halfway in between, as far as the calendar is concerned. She does not look diseased.


The unparticular man makes an unconscious gesture, running the tip of his finger down his cheek.


‘Come in, sir, don’t stand out there in the cold.’


Her voice. Her voice is melodious. That would have had a lot to do with it.


He reaches once again in his pocket and puts money on the table by the bed. He handles it vaguely, casually, as if it has no value to him, as if he has too much of it to give it any attention.


Molly Clare too is now wondering if perhaps he is a foreign gentleman. ‘Lord bless you, sir,’ she says. By the gratitude in her voice it is apparent to him he has given her plenty, not that it matters.


He glances around her boudoir. It is not as grim as its setting. There are even lace curtains at the narrow window, and a fussy green plant in a pot. A coal fire burns in a small grate. Between that and the bed stands a wicker chair, its arms and seat bowed from the weight of Molly’s body. On the mantelpiece are a few knick-knacks or ornaments – gifts, conceivably, from gratified patrons, for there are pieces that seem to be bronze and jade rather than the gimcrack and painted plaster one might expect in the room of such a woman. In fact, for all the foulness of its purpose, the whole room has a cosiness to it that seems to set at naught the world of mud and rats and cold November rain.


Her bed is of iron, and her wash-basin enamel. Her visitor sees that beneath the bed her chamber-pot has a cloth over it. Meanwhile Molly has cast off her dressing gown and poured water, and has started washing under her arms and under her shift. She talks to him all the while, in cheerful, complimentary, automatic tones, like a barber. ‘I know you gentlemen like a girl fresh,’ she is saying. She has noticed his ring, plain gold with no insignia, and the buttons on his waistcoat, mica from one of the moons of Mars.


He is not listening to what she is saying, and neither is she. He undresses, putting his clothes on the chair. He has decided to have her, a small, secret gesture of defiance, because he was not told not to, and because the implied insult amuses him.


Molly is puzzled. Once, not long ago, it was different; but these days, in this room, there are none but common men, and two kinds only of them: those who are lustful and urgent, and those who are guilty and contemptuous. This one is neither. He remains distant as the stars. As much as he’s paying, he says nothing of any special needs or fancies. His prick is hard, but his face is smooth, closed.


He seems like an inspector of women. Molly has heard of men who do that, who travel from port to port, sampling women of every race and kind, like collecting butterflies. Or it may be there is something on his mind. After they spend, some men like to confess to her, to pillow their heads on her soft breasts and tell her all their troubles. Not this one. He is as secret as the grave. She feels obscurely pleased, and kisses his chestnut curls.


He lies with his head on her shoulder, not objecting to the sweat of her stubbled armpit. ‘You are a good girl, Molly,’ he tells her, as familiar as you please, and she wonders if perhaps he has been before; but it does not do to let them know you don’t remember them, so she lets it go, listening to the sound of the rain on the window, and wondering when the other girls will be back from the shops, and what they will bring for supper.


Her visitor sits up and swings his legs out of bed. He sits with his back to Molly, looking at her bits and pieces on the mantel. He picks one up. It is a photograph in a frame of dark green metal. It shows a woman with corkscrew ringlets, wearing a low-waisted dress, high-sided boots and a Toriodero cap and bolero. She stands against the corner of an Italianate loggia, with a shiny plain and a black sky beyond. There are other people in the background, but they are only incidental, he judges, because it was taken in a populous place. They seem to be ladies and gentlemen of quality, such a crowd as one might see on any night, leaving the opera or ballet. Their figures are blurred with movement, and none of them is looking at the camera.


The woman is Molly Clare. She is holding a bouquet of white flowers with long, slack petals and smiling a bold smile. The picture is quite recent, no more than two or three years old. It has been curiously cropped, perhaps to fit into the frame: part of her left shoulder is missing.


‘What’s this picture, Molly?’


She lifts her head to look. ‘That? That’s a holiday souvenir. That’s me at the Sea of Tranquillity.’ She speaks proudly, rolling the long word off her tongue, enjoying the feel of saying it; though there is sadness too in her tone. ‘D’you know it?’ she says.


He does not speak, and it is hard to tell from his uncommunicative back whether he does or no. He merely returns the picture to the mantelpiece, as if it has no interest for him. Molly is not offended. She is at ease now, he has paid for the rest of the day and all night too, if he fancies, for all he was so quick. He is reaching into his clothes on the bedside chair, she supposes for a cigar case. She thinks about a pot of tea.


When he turns back to her, he is holding something out towards her, something slim and black. She thinks it is a cigar and he is offering it to her, fancy that! And she starts to laugh, but stops at once because with his other hand he has taken hold of her hair, pulling her head sharply back. Out of the corner of her eye Molly sees the thing in his hand flash out a light too bright to look at. She hears a low sharp buzz and smells the tang of ozone. She gasps, her red lips framing words that will not come. She sees the damp place on the ceiling whose shape always reminds her of the head of a donkey braying. And then she sees no more.


The blade of his knife is made of light, cold buzzing light. It has poked a tiny slit in her neck, and cauterized the flesh on its way in, so there is very little blood. While Molly Clare’s plump hand came up to the place and her tired eyes bulged with shock, trying to focus for the last time, the unparticular man saw a vigour, an anger in her gaze, as of a fighter taken off guard. As though she understood, but was not expecting it, not this morning, not suspecting him. Now, as those eyes fade and fall still, they seem to have filled with a strange exultation, almost with relief. The man is skilled at reading faces, the expressions that come and go in them; yet this expression he cannot interpret. He dismisses it, and lets go of her.


When he squeezes the hilt of the knife, the blade vanishes. He slips the device back into the pocket of his jacket where it hangs on the back of the chair, then retrieves his shirt and underthings, and puts them on. He feels chilly after his exertions. He takes the poker from the stand in the hearth and stirs up the tiny fire. There is a smell of warm wet wool in the room. Pulling on his trousers and settling the braces on his shoulders, the man steps over to the window and opens it. The frame is warped, and squeaks as he pushes it up. Rain splashes on the window-sill and spatters into the cosy room.


The unparticular man does not lean out of the window, but bends down to the gap and puts a whistle to his lips. He blows. No sound comes from the little instrument that human ears can hear; but a shadow stirs in the black mouth of a doorway on the other side of Turkey Passage.


Molly’s visitor puts the whistle back in his pocket and closes the window. He makes a cursory search of the cupboards and drawers in her room, such as they are. He finds nothing but feminine fripperies, underclothes, sexual accoutrements and articles of hygiene; no letters or papers. He seems to be looking for some particular thing, but without finding it. He looks beside the wash-basin. Nothing. Now he takes Molly Clare’s hands, one, then the other. He looks at her fingers, which are bare. She was a discreet woman. She would not have lasted so long had it been otherwise. Now she lies on the bed, staring fixedly at the ceiling. Since her soul has flown, an indefinable sadness has come into the room. The curly-headed man with the unparticular face sits beside her pulling on his stockings. He hears an indistinct thumping sound from downstairs.


While he fastens his muddied boots he looks again at the picture standing on the mantelpiece. He recognizes no one in it. He destroys it anyway, crumpling it as he pulls it out of the frame and throwing it on the fire.


The stairs creak under a weighty tread. The door of Molly’s room opens, and in comes one of the tall figures who followed her visitor up the street. His appearance is quite alarming. He is taller than the door, almost too tall for the room, and his head inside the over-sized Scotch bonnet is shaped like the head of a hammer, with a large globular eye at each of the ends. His head continues down without the benefit of a neck into his chest, where his shirt has been cut away to accommodate two goitrous organs that continuously swell and flatten like bladders beside his mouth, which is oblong. His skin is a chalky greyish-blue colour, perhaps from poisoning by this alien air. With his greatcoat open, the smell of him is something between strong cheese and rotting leaves, overcoming the taint of burnt flesh that hangs in the room.


The hands of the intruder are like the paws of a mole, but their hard shiny skin is more like the carapace of a lobster. There is blood on these hands, red human blood. The newcomer gapes at the man sitting on the bed: a bovine, lugubrious expression. The man nods. His accomplice breathes hoarsely, but does not speak. He bends over the bed to attend to Molly with a knife of his own, a perfectly commonplace mild steel skewering knife, such as is used every day by every butcher in the land. There is a vile unnecessary thing to be done with the entrails, for the sake of Scotland Yard.


Through the open door Molly’s visitor can hear that the baby is no longer crying. Indeed, there is no sound at all from the rest of the house. The man goes downstairs while the brute is about his work, leaving the money on the table beside the bed. He finds another brute at the bottom of the stairs, with another knife. The tattooed bully of the house lies beside him on his back on the floor, his eyes stark and staring with fear he no longer feels, wherever he is. His little club never left his belt. The curly-headed man cocks an eyebrow; ponderously the brute nods. They are Hrad, from the planet Jupiter, or a moon of it. Pushing past, the visitor looks swiftly into the kitchen, and the rest of the rooms downstairs. His assistants have been thorough, in obedience to their instructions. None who lived here does so any longer.


The curly-headed man runs a finger down his face, his unparticular face, and steps out of the back door, pulling up the collar of his pea-coat. A puddle reflects him an instant while he pauses, getting his bearings; then he is gone. In a minute more the Hrad have finished their work and leave too, crossing a malodorous yard and loping away along the maze of alleys.


It continues to rain, the foul, chill, smoky rain of old Earth.




I


A most exclusive spot


From the steps of the Aeyrie the visitor can see the ships that come and go from the Port. Today, among the nine o’clock departures we might have marked the frigate Leventelá with her Boston rig, and the fearsomely blackened Criollo of Aparicio Sarmiento, Admiral of the Argentine. One by one they climb, nosing into the hazy sky, while around and about flock the giant blue dragonflies of the region. With their metallic lustre and glinting, faceted eyes these resemble masterpieces of ornamental crystalry, creations of Fabergé animated by clockwork. From this height you would not guess they are the size of eagles. Now they hover high over our heads; now, at the boom and clatter of the opening of the Aeyrie’s great doors, they flicker and dart, vanishing away into the diamanté groves far below. Their wings blur like oval slivers of pale light.


The Aeyrie is a very private institution, and not easy of access. These portals of darkly gleaming local mahogany are removed from all but the men best qualified to reach them: those who come out of the sky; by means of the abstruse conductivity of space itself. For the Aeyrie is the Headquarters of the Most Worshipful Guild and Exalted Hierarchy of Pilots of the Aether. It is their college, their club, their Livery Hall. Here each man comes, first as a cadet reporting for training; then as a freeman, to check the postings and catch up on the news; and finally as a master of the craft, to relax between jaunts and quaff a bumper or two, to loosen his belt and collar and let the cares of his calling slide from his shoulders. In the saloon and in the private dining rooms he may entertain his fellows and associates; a good deal of business is done around the bar and on the verandah. The fair sex is not admitted, to the guild or to its sanctum: neither women nor conversations about women, though that old rule is dishonoured daily.


Thus every pilot in the system has occasion to put in an appearance at the Aeyrie. Some of them practically live here. In the cool and spacious foyer, out of the sun, are generously proportioned ottomans where a member has only to sit and wait, and anyone he wants to see will eventually come strolling across the yellow carpet. That is where we find Captain Arthur Thrace of the Unco Stratagem, sitting and looking about him.


Today there is a larger group than usual of idlers, reading the papers and gossiping around the notice-boards. Last night Habbakuk of the Low North-West received the Master’s Silver Medal, and there was much jollity in the commons. Mr Habbakuk failed at the sconce and the Master’s portrait was drenched with a soda siphon; even now the slaves are still cleaning up. The Master himself, Lord Lychworthy, twenty-eighth Earl of Io, was not present for the ceremony, which was performed by his emissary, Mr Cox. His Lordship is rarely here, but Captain Thrace can see a good sample of the exalted and worshipful: Commodore Delauney having a word with the porter, no doubt asking him to keep an eye on his son; the Sarkar of New Borneo nodding respectfully as he passes the old hands, grim-faced and gaunt, who occupy the best seats in the bar. It is obvious just from looking at them that these scarred old men know every inch of the flux; their very bones are hollow from the blowing of the solar wind.


Around them slump pale specimens in neckscarves, habitual inhabitants of the fug of the inner commons. Inert and uncommunicative, they lounge all day in low armchairs drinking scotch and soda, wearing their purple glasses but never seeing the sun. See where the Ophiq steward appears, duplicate book in his large fist, to confer with one of them in the matter of an outstanding account. And there, in the hallway by the stairs, did you catch that glimpse of a white satin cloak? It is a starman, on his way up to pray. The east wing of the Aeyrie contains a whole floor of meditation rooms, each with its single white chrysanthemum or small bowl of beaten brass. Starmen are ascetics to a man, devotees of the inner arcana of the mystery. They are the pure-hearted knights of space, and disapprove of the lack of spiritual refinement in their lowlier brethren. It is his devotion to the physical world, the starmen believe, that keeps the subsolar pilot paddling in the shallows of space.


Yet that slender white-caped figure sailing lightly upstairs has more than he imagines in common with the japesters and sluggards here below. Both world-hoppers and starmen are Romantics. All pilots are Romantics. These men with their Canopan cigars or their zen contemplations, they will be all gone in three days’ time. Look for them then beyond Ceres, out on the open way. Then you will see them in very truth, in full array upon the bridge of some six-master, then when they place the circlet of gold about their brows and open their mind’s eye to the current of the flood – that is their purpose and their joy. To stand on deck, your foot braced on a spar, and look out in the hard glare of space at the sails, yards of sheer white-black nothing, gossamer-thin, spread out across leagues of nothing blacker yet – to see them spread and swell in the aether wind – to raise your hand and point the way of fresh tides and high streams where the ship can run – what greater glory has life to offer? There they go, the stars in their eyes, and in their ears the pure high song of the void. God speed them! Without them the worlds would scarcely turn – shops and larders could not be filled – the explorers of the great empires of Earth could not go forth to shake hands with their brothers under other suns.


Mr Cox, Lord Lychworthy’s emissary, is already aboard his master’s yacht the Unco Stratagem, ready and waiting to leave. The pilot for the Earthbound run is late, as usual. That is why the captain has been obliged to come down in person to fetch him. And of course, he is nowhere to be found. He is not in the commons; nor in the garden; nor yet on the roof, where his kind like to gather. That is why Captain Thrace has fetched up here, on the ottoman nearest the door; on the very edge of the ottoman. One or two men nod civilly as they pass, seeing the crest on his uniform, but nobody else sits on his ottoman, though there is plenty of room. Captain Thrace is not a member of the Pilots’ Guild.


Spotting a gentleman in need of service, the steward toddles up and stands directly in front of the captain. Their eyes are on a level. ‘Sir?’ says the steward in his fluting voice.


‘Oh. Ah,’ says Captain Thrace. He clears his throat. ‘I – ah, ahem – don’t suppose you’ve seen Mr Crii today, have you, steward?’


‘What you suppose is true, sir,’ toots the steward. The captain flinches from the earnestness of his tone. He looks away, then back at him, doubtfully.


‘Beauregard Crii,’ says the captain. ‘You do know him?’


‘I do, sir.’ The steward remembers Mr Crii perfectly, and his father. He remembers Mr Habbakuk’s father, and Lord Lychworthy’s father, and all their fathers, for the talent runs that way, and the Ophiq are a race of marked longevity.


The steward is greatly vexed by the outrage done to the Master’s portrait. He is afraid that this man, whom he knows by sight, will mention the incident to Mr Cox, who will be obliged to report it to the Master himself. Clapping his huge hands he summons a page, and sends him about the halls to call for Mr Crii.


Meanwhile Captain Thrace looks around the foyer, over the bald brown dome of the steward’s head. He takes out a perpetuatum-stained handkerchief and blows his nose. The acidity of the air is annoying him. ‘I imagine he’s not in yet,’ he says gruffly.


‘To imagine is free,’ says the steward.


‘What?’ exclaims the captain.


‘Truth is not to be denied, sir.’


‘Ah. Hm. H’mm-hm.’ The captain folds his hands and glumly considers the unreliability of angels. Mr Crii, confound him, will turn up when it pleases him and not apologize for being late. It would no more occur to an angel to apologize for anything than it would to a cat.


The Ophiq, having no waist, cannot bow, but he gives his customary bob, and toots, ‘May I enquire after his lordship’s health, sir?’ He asked the same question of Mr Cox, of course, but he is helpless to convey his concern without alerting the captain to the state of the painting.


‘What?’ replies Thrace again, bewildered. ‘My health? Perfectly fine, h’rrumph, thank ye kindly.’


The Ophiq goes light blue. ‘His lordship’s health,’ he says.


Captain Thrace realizes he means Lord Lychworthy. ‘How the devil would I know?’ he says, irritably.


The steward is afraid of Lord Lychworthy. He is one of the most powerful men in the universe, and one of the most private. His father had a temper, as did his grandfather, but this one’s displeasure is dangerous to incur. He disposes of inadequate staff as other men dispose of gnats. His relatives have a nasty knack of disappearing on odd jaunts to obscure corners of the solar system. With his snout the steward twitches the corner of a dishevelled Telegraph into line.


Though he has no doubt of the time, Captain Thrace looks up once more at the array of clocks on the wall.


‘Nine and thirty-nine, sir,’ says the steward; and now he tidies abandoned cups onto a tray.


‘Thank you,’ says Captain Thrace stiffly. He continues craning his neck hopelessly around.


Hopefully, the steward pats the captain’s boot with his big mitt. The captain jumps. ‘A pot of tea, sir?’ suggests the steward.


‘No. H’rrumph. No, thank you, steward.’ The cleaning slaves have brought a robot to help them. One of the wags is painting a comical face on it with ink. Gouts of steam puff uneasily from its joints.


The steward goes white and rolls the lips of his snout in distress. ‘A bacon sandwich?’ he proposes.


‘Nothing, thank you,’ says the captain, more forcefully than he intends. He is unhappy. Glances are being directed at him over newspapers.


Still the steward lingers. Now his warty hide is starting to blush a dingy yellow, like an unripe satsuma. To breakfast is sound, sir,’ he points out.


The captain shuts his eyes. ‘Yes, humph, harrumph, thank you, I have already eaten,’ he says. How the devil else can he put it?


It isn’t, thinks Captain Thrace, as the little man stumps away at last, that Ophiq are servile. Far from it: they tend to get in and run things while you aren’t looking. It’s simply their nature to console and advise. It’s their way. They like to make each other feel comfortable, and everyone else too.


Captain Thrace is not comfortable. He is not a comfortable man. His job, for one thing, brings him little comfort. What it does bring him is sight and taint of more unpleasantness than he ever dreamed of in the Merchant. And he is never comfortable in the Aeyrie.


Arthur Thrace is not one of those spacemen who hate all pilots on principle. He’s known some fine men among them, men he admires, with no nonsense about them. You can’t tar them all with the same brush. But since no one can sail far without one, they have become a law unto themselves, especially since the present Master came in. They give themselves airs – seem to think they own the aether, some of them. Those chaps over there in the corner, smoking a hookah and telling lewd stories with their hands. And now here comes one, a Frenchman with a body slave, a dark-eyed little Martian boy in a suit of silk, on the end of a lead. Captain Thrace averts his eyes. The Aeyrie is not for the likes of him.


Captain Thrace looks once more at the clocks. The pressure of time is suddenly palpable to him, like the pressure of this poisonous brew of an atmosphere. Then the page returns, shaking his head. ‘Tch’ah!’ snorts the captain loudly, occasioning a rustle of newspapers. Unable to sit still a moment longer he takes up his cap and puts it on, pulling the visor down over the peak and fastening it at the back. With a curt impatient nod to the steward, he marches through the saloon and out on the verandah.


Outside fierce sunlight blazes down, flooding every corner of the verandah, but revealing no sign of Mr Crii. Captain Thrace strides past tables empty and occupied alike, to the railing, which is made of foot-thick bamboo the colour of honey and rises four feet from the deck. The captain braces his arms on it and stands frowning down into the jungle.


The morning haze has dispersed. From up here on the plateau it is like looking down upon a vast confusion of shaggy green lace and spiders’ webs. From the narrow ledges of the pearl-coloured cliff calendulas straggle and spill, frothing around the spires of campanilea that break the cobweb canopy. Their spindles of white florescence look as if they had been carved just this minute, out of wet white soap. Beyond, ten thousand pedestals of red onyx sweep down to the winking turquoise river, bearing urn flowers, majolica cradles, encrustations of giant periwinkle and false amethyst. Giant fawn tulips lie open to the penetrating sun, their throats a glistening yellow-white like the meat of a banana.


To Captain Thrace, of course, at this moment everything is purple: purple trees, purple crystals, purple tulips. The beauty of the prospect, which made Rossetti weep, is lost to him through the metallic glass of the visor that shields his eyes from the bruising, razing glare. None but the Pilots would choose to congregate here, high in the Venusian Andes.


The air, pure and fine at this altitude, smells corrosively of arsenical gases and salts of molybdenum; it can inflame the lungs of a novice in minutes. The captain’s trade has turned his membranes to leather, yet he feels his nostrils prickle. From this world it was, he reflects, that fifty years ago the Fever came which stormed through the civilized capitals of Earth. He snuffles in his handkerchief.


At that moment the captain hears the sound of his own name. He is being hailed. Wiping his nose, he turns himself about, and there at a table not ten yards distant, his back to the celestial view, sits a guild member he knew in the old days. ‘Dixon!’ he cries, and stowing his handkerchief goes towards him along the railing.


Capless, perspiring in the sun, Captain Dixon grins up at his old shipmate. ‘What brings you here?’ he asks, in a jovial tone.


‘Looking for my pilot,’ grumbles Captain Thrace.


‘Inbound?’ asks the other. ‘You’ve missed the tide.’


Captain Thrace is well aware of that. He thinks of Mr Cox, the sarcastic rebukes that will be visited upon him when he gets back up: as though it were his fault. He bangs his hands on the railing, grunts: ‘H’rrumph,’ and spits violently out over the shimmering jungle.


Dixon casts an idle eye around the company on the verandah. An Indian waiter walks along the line of crippled veterans in their bath-chairs. Montmorency of the Procyon Corridor, his elbows on the table, stares through his visor at a blob of translucent jelly swimming in a glass tank. There is a chessboard on the table between them. ‘Who’s your man?’ asks Dixon.


‘Mr Crii,’ says Thrace.


‘Ah.’ Dixon pulls a face, a mournful smirk. ‘The Albatross of the Asteroids,’ he says unkindly. Beneath the table he kicks the vacant chair. ‘Sit down, old man,’ he says. ‘Have a cup of tea.’


Without waiting for Thrace to reply he signals a waiter for more hot water and a second cup. Gloomily Captain Thrace accepts the unwanted invitation and takes the seat. Across his companion’s shoulder he can see a section of the jewelled valley. If he had a telescope, he could follow the shrouded course of the turquoise river that meanders away beneath the lacy greenery. A flock of dragonflies rises up, alarmed by something. Dixon is saying: ‘You fly for the Master now, I see,’


For the Master’s man,’ says Thrace. He knows that Dixon knew that perfectly well. ‘On the Unco Stratagem,’ he says; and recalls that Dixon, like many freemen these days, runs his own boat, the Lory, a tidy brig. He envies him slightly.


‘Congratulations,’ says Dixon smoothly, swirling the tea around in the pot. ‘I expect they keep you pretty busy, eh?’


Captain Thrace overlooks the insinuating tone. He is used to people fishing for unsavoury gossip. His duties may have altered over the years, but he is proud of his commission and loyal to the last. In any case, even in the seclusion of his estates on Io, Lord Lychworthy hears all, and is swift to deal with anything that smacks of disaffection. He has spies. This man might even be one. ‘H’rmm,’ Thrace rumbles, and answers stoutly: ‘Mr Cox is bound for London, to give the House his Lordship’s opinion on the Ganymede Secession.’ He fishes a pillbox from his waistcoat pocket and takes out a Nitrox pastille.


Suddenly a pair of angels fly up from beneath the verandah and land with a thump on the rail. They squat there, unnervingly, grooming themselves in the vicious light. Their movements are bestial and strange. In broken French they call for the steward, their hoarse, moaning voices tuneless as the voices of the deaf. They have caught a bird on the wing: it hangs, limp and broken-necked, from a horny fist.


The pair are seven feet tall if they are an inch. They wear white kilts of woven leather, without insignia; their chests are bare beneath the vast collarbone, the thickened shoulders that power those huge white outgrowths, so like a swan’s. Their faces have something feline about them, more like a panther than a man. Unprotected, the yellow eyes blink lazily. There are several in the guild, and Venus agrees with them: they look sleeker here than in their native habitat, the bloom of their feathers more lustrous, their taut skin brown as any tanner’s.


The steward bustles up, looking blotchy and pained. The angels are demanding to have their catch roasted and brought t o them. Their palate is unsuited to the consonants of human speech: they stretch their jaws as though to free the alien sounds from their larynx.


One of the angels catches sight of Captain Thrace. He dips one wing slightly, and smiles. Thrace knows it for a smile, this baring of carnivorous teeth, the thick, sensual lips drawn up and back. He puts away his pillbox and rises from the table, wiping his hands on one another.


‘Mr Crii.’




II


In which I introduce myself


Dear Sir or Madam, whoever you are – permit me to introduce myself. My name is Sophie Farthing. That was the name I used to hear when I was a little girl: the name shouted out by my papa, who was but is no more, whenever he needed food or drink or an audience for his groans.


There, that much is right, at any rate – to begin there, on the High Haven, and recall my life in the house of my papa, and try to tell you it all in order, setting forth everything as it came upon me. Yet even to decide so little I have sat until the ink has dried in the nib of my pen, and I must huff on it to make it flow again. I, who have written so much news, so many greetings and wishes and pleas on behalf of others – ask me for my own story, and I sit staring at the paper.


For nothing ever happened to me on High Haven. I did nothing there but sweep and sew and wash and fetch and carry and drudge. I was nobody, and I knew nobody, save Percy the cat and Kappi. When ladies and gentlemen of quality came by me in the street, riding down through Jericho to the Prince Edward Dock, I went aside, like a good girl, and did not stand gawking but hurried on about my business. Nobody greeted me, for I was nobody’s daughter. A tar-mucker’s apprentice could push in front of me at the cistern, and tread on my toe, and the women would do nothing but tut and pass remarks, as if it was my fault for being in the way.


Papa, now: he was your man for stories. ‘The Nègre Baguido Bago went by last night,’ he would tell me, ‘with her bare yards like the bones of a skellington, and all her rigging in tatters. I saw Lady Archimand herself, Sophie,’ he would say, while I sat shivering at his knee. ‘Sitting right on deck, she was, with her fishing line out, fishing for stars! You remember Lady Archimand, Sophie. The one with the cobwebs all over her suit.’


Do you know the High Haven, Dear Reader? When you look up from Lambeth Bridge, on a clear night in autumn, to watch some great ship go by, I know you have sometimes seen a glint of light – there, north by north-west when the Moon is waning. That fleck of polished tin, that is High Haven, the flying island, where the men labour in the shipyards and the women of the sail-shed cut and sew the precious cloth that bellies in the winds of space. My papa was Mr Jacob Farthing, night-watchman of the Eastern Dock, and our house was the night-watchman’s cottage on St Radigund’s Wharf, in between a timber merchant’s office and a warehouse full of beans and grain.


You think High Haven is a dreary place; a place of trade and confusion, of nuisance and noise. You have only seen the docks, where you have quarrelled with some slow official, been given a wrong quay number or discovered your luggage has gone by mistake to the Moon. It is not all like that. The Haven has its share of gentry, like anywhere else, in their glass-roofed houses on Hanover Heights.


‘You stay away from there, Sophie! They see you there, they’ll call a constable!’


‘Why?’ I said.


Papa leaned forward in his chair as if to give me a clip around the ear, and I shrank back. ‘You do as you’re told, my girl!’ he shouted.


So I stayed in my poor corner; and I think it was indeed the meanest corner in the whole Haven. The cottage was dark, and always dirty. It was hard to keep anything clean there, you may imagine, with the water always to fetch, and bits of dirty straw drifting in from the wharf. And papa was not able to help me. When he was not asleep he would sit in his chair, talking: giving me orders, warning me of the dangers of the worlds, complaining of his hard life, while I toiled at the stove, making our poor meals out of scraps and scrapings.


Some of papa’s tales were grand. When I was little he used to tell me about the blind harbour-master that could read the flux as well as any pilot, and name each ship by her bow-wave; or about the golden caravel of Don Caldero, with her Hottentot bosun that whistled up the starwind on his pipes. I believed him then. I understood nothing of the power of the black gum I had to fetch, once a week, in a screw of paper from the apothecary. Papa sucked it up in spoonfuls of gin – in a minute he would be describing the gryphons of Uranus for me. Their beaks can shear plate steel! Their feet char the ground where they walk!’ And I would cower on the rug and hug his shins, sure at any moment the fearsome beasts would come walking through the wall. Oh, papa told me stories – so many stories – but never the one that mattered: never the truth. Never, until the last.


Papa and his stories were all I knew, then, of ships and travel, and all I wished to know. I hated waking up to see a ship that had docked by night, like a dark tower over the cottage. I hated all ships. It was a ship had taken away my mama. When I had to go out I would always keep my face turned down; and then how I dreaded any errand that took me over the Jericho Bridge, where space lies beneath the gaps in the roadway, like a deep black lake brimming with silver stars.


Benny Stropes and his gang would always be about too, brawling in the gutter or clambering out beneath the piers with one another’s shoes. If they caught me they would try to steal my bonnet. I used to squeeze through the railings and creep along under the stairs – but Benny’s little brother Tib, always at his elbow, would see me and give a piercing yell. Then they would all shout – ‘Sophie’s a bastard! Sophie’s a bastard!’ Then I would run, and they would run after, throwing things. They were boys, and could do what they liked. They had no cares, as I had. Boys have no care for anything, except for their esteem in each other’s eyes. ‘Wharf rats,’ papa called them, and bade me take no notice of them – though they would chase him too, if ever they caught him about by daylight. How miserable I let them make me.


I should have counted my blessings, you say – Dear Reader, you are right. Unlike others, I had a roof over my head, a father living, beans in the pot. There was a wage coming in, if papa had not lost it on the way home. Being young, and un-Christian, sometimes I forgot to be grateful.


It was not until later that I was to hear about the consolations of religion. I had never seen a Bible, papa would not have one in the house. Bibles were for the Methodists, and the Salvation Army who kept the Kingdom Hall on Marley Street and every Sunday came marching about the docks with their bugles and tambourines. Papa had an oath for them and every ha’penny fools gave them. Mors est certa, his text was, and mortal peril wherever you went in the whole wide universe.


I have seen pictures of the gods of the Hindoo, with their thousand hands and a sword in every hand. I think it was one of them that ruled me, when I was a little girl. I had a thousand pricking fears. Oh, I was afraid not only of Benny Stropes, but of everything and everyone – the gruff wharfingers chewing their tobacco – the clerk that winked at me from the window of the timber merchant’s – the ne’er-do-wells lounging in the door of the Cormorant, making comments on all who passed by – the port women, with their hair yellow as custard and their faces white as floating ice. Every other poor child in High Haven was out as soon as he could walk. You only had to look out of the window to see them, girls as well as boys, in patched old suits and helmets spotted with pitch, scrambling among the ratlins of the harbour boats. But you know that I did not make a habit of looking out of the window.


The only time I ever set foot on a ship was when I had to go with the parish outing over to Mare Sanctorum, the Sea of Saints. I knew I should fall overboard unnoticed and go spinning off into the dark. Sailors often found the bodies of little children, papa had said, abandoned in orbit, frozen cold. I was sick from fear and lightness, and had to spend the whole day strapped in a hammock. Would you believe it? Would any one of you believe that, now? What a dormouse you will think me. One day I shall have a ship of my own, and call her the Golden Dormouse, and she shall take me wherever I choose.


Papa, you know, had never been a sailor; never sailed even to the Moon. What had ships brought him, he would say, but bad luck and harm? Yet he had a tattoo on his arm, like a sailor. A woman with wings, it was – an angel, only with a nightdress on. When papa flexed his muscles he could make her flap her wings. Below her feet there was a scroll, and her name written on it, Estelle.


Benny Stropes and his gang followed me down from St George Street and cornered me in the alley behind the Customs and Excise. ‘Why ain’t you got no mother, Sophie Farthing?’ Kipper Morgan asked me, with a sneer.


I pressed myself against the wall, trying to squeeze myself flat. ‘My mother’s an angel,’ I said.


They smirked and crowed. ‘Ow, Sophie’s ma’s an angel!’


‘Where is she, then?’ Kipper wanted to know.


‘She’s dead,’ I said.


Boys always know better. They all crowded in on me. ‘Your pappy never married no angel, Sophie Farthing,’ said Benny Stropes. Little Tib was picking his nose with glee. ‘If he married an angel,’ Benny pronounced, ‘he’d be dead, not her.’


My voice was tight in my windpipe. ‘What do you mean?’


The gang nudged each other – this was fine sport – as Benny thrust his grinning face into my face. ‘She’d’ve had him!’ Benny said. ‘She’d’ve had him and had him and had him till his brains ran out of his ears!’


I didn’t understand. My head was full of their filth, and I was desperate to get away from them. I lashed out with my foot and caught Benny Stropes on the kneecap. He howled in pain and surprise and toppled over, crashing on top of Tib. I made a dash between them and tore down the alley into Toomey Street, and hid in the smelly cavern behind the water-pipes until they went away.


Why indeed could I not have a real mama, instead of just a picture? How had Benny come by Mrs Stropes? I knew nothing of birth, though papa told me much about death. She would have been my mama, his Estelle, but she went down in the wreck of the Hippolyta. The finest woman that ever lived,’ papa would state, his poor face so sour and grim. They say she is with God,’ He banged his fist on the arm of his chair. Then I say God is a thief and a bully – and no gentleman …’


It was when things were blackest papa would speak of her. He drank till he sweated and shivered, then he cursed me because I was not her. Or he wept, and commanded me to pay attention and repeat his words back to him, as though between us we might conjure her into being, and rescue her at last.


Estelle was not an angel when she lived, but a human woman who came of a good family. She was beautiful and sweet-tempered. She had long, fair hair, pretty hands and nimble feet. She was modest, and knew when to hold her tongue – unlike his miserable wretch of a daughter, who was idle and deceitful and did nothing all day but ask questions to spite him and try his patience.


Oh, I think he did not truly hate me – but papa had grown bitter and ill with the years, and there was no one else but us two. Even the cat shunned him. When it went hard with him, papa would come stumbling from his bed at teatime, and Percy would flee the room at once, while papa stood there swaying on his feet, cursing me for an imp and claiming I had stolen his poppy juice. He would shout at me to bring it at once, and I would, fumbling with the gin bottle and the spoon, and get a cuff about the head for my pains. Then he slumped in his corner by the hearth casting black looks at me, while I had to fetch his tea and fill his lantern and shine his boots, quick as I could, and try every way there was to get him out the door and off to work.


I was saved when Kappi knocked to call for him, which he did more and more. Kappi would be on his way to bed, dog-tired, poor creature, because our days are longer than theirs, not natural to him. Still he would make time to come by our door and coax and cajole my father out to the watchman’s tower. When at last he left, I would wash the dishes, then crawl to my own cold bed and lie there alone, while the shadows of the evening sailings went up across the wall.


‘Kappi,’ I said, ‘what do they do, up in Hanover?’


Kappi rubbed his cap and shook his heavy head. ‘Great business, not to be disturbed by the small,’ he said. ‘Wise of the daughter to obey the father.’


Kappi, will you read my story? It was you, you know, induced me to write it. I know you will read it, and blush mauve as lavender to find yourself in it, which you will deplore and say you do not deserve, though you are the noblest creature in the book. Certainly you did not deserve the shameful lot they gave you in High Haven, to make you sweep the streets and bridges – and light the lamps, teetering on the top of a wooden ladder! Was there ever a creature less suited by nature to his work? Kappi, you should have been a teacher, as you were to me; not a plodder of the streets, a struggler with shovels and brushes, a scavenger of refuse and dung. But you were the wrong size, I suppose, for philosophy, and the wrong shape.


Sometimes I think the universe is a gigantic jig-saw puzzle, and we are all the pieces, all jumbled up and out of our fit places; and however we voyage, veering and tacking all our lives, the puzzle will never be done.


Kappi is an Ophiq, the only one of his kind on High Haven. When I was seven, Kappi was eighty-two of his own years. He knew all the stars and named them for me, over and over, while Percy wound in and out of his little legs. ‘Which one do you come from, Kappi?’ I asked, sitting on his barrow and gazing up into the black sky.


He spoke then in his own tongue, a name like water running over stones. ‘No, Kappi, no!’ I cried, and I slapped him in my frustration, though his tough hide hurt my hand.


‘To seek the brightness,’ he said, after his manner. ‘There,’ he said, and pointed with his snout.


The Ophiq is a pachydermatous biped, it says in Strake’s Register, from Arcturus IV, a heavy world. There is an engraved picture, and it is Kappi to the life: four feet tall, and shaped like a bell. Kappi was our only visitor – a perfect associate for papa, despite their working different ends of the clock. It was like papa to choose company he could lord it over: the humble and lonely who would not oppose or offend him. There sat I at the table, cleaning papa’s boots with a rag, while Kappi, taking off his ancient hat, sat on the rug like a second child, carefully holding a mug of tea and listening to papa’s conversation.


Rumours were afoot again about the station the Dutch were planning to build, or perhaps it was the Austrians, to be connected to High Haven with a railway running between them. Papa was against it. He was against most things. ‘The engines will run off the rails. It happens every day down below.’ He struggled in his chair, as though the very cushions were conspiring against his comfort, and pulled his blankets tighter. A coal clinked, settling in the stove, and reminded him of another theme. ‘Railways bring nothing but filth and pollution,’ he maintained. ‘While you sleep, cinders creep into your lungs. You wake up coughing up black.’


‘To breathe without ease is pain, very much,’ said Kappi, no doubt thinking of his own world, far away. I wish I could write his voice for you – you must imagine how he coos, soft and high like a pigeon, always sounding so sympathetic.


‘Oh, you’ll be all right, you’re not so much in the air as I am,’ said papa to his guest, ungraciously and not very logically. ‘You’re closer to the ground.’


Kappi took no offence but turned brown with solemnity and said to me: ‘Fortune to us small ones, Miss Sophie, not to suffer like Mr Farthing,’


Papa ignored me when he talked to Kappi, and ignored Kappi when Kappi talked to me, and that was that. That was how it was. But Kappi never ignored me.


‘Have you ever seen a railway engine, Kappi?’


‘To say true, Miss Sophie,’ he fluted. ‘In London, at the Hampstead Harbour, engines to come and go in all directions!’


‘Did they blow up?’


‘Don’t talk poppycock, girl,’ growled papa, though I had learnt this from him, that railway engines were always exploding and killing everyone for miles around.


Kappi pouched the lips of his snout, as he did when he was thinking about something. These lectures gave him great difficulty. He was too polite to contradict papa, even in private to me, afterwards, when papa had forgotten all about whatever it was. ‘If danger flies, a virtue to be small,’ he concluded.


‘Here, papa,’ I said, giving him his boots, for I was tired of cleaning them; and fetching my ABC, I sat down beside Kappi on the floor. Kappi was teaching me to read and write – none too soon, for I was already ten years old. Kappi it was who taught me to spell my own proper name, which is Sophrona, and not Sophia as everyone always thinks – but that was not yet, we were only recently embarked on the alphabet, and had got no farther in our journey than C.


‘The Cat sat on the Mat,’ I read. There was a picture of it, looking much like our own Percy, who was curled up asleep beside the hearth, as far as he could get from papa’s chair.


‘Good, Miss Sophie,’ said Kappi.


I was already turning over the page to find out what the Cat did next – woke up, perhaps, and went looking for his tea – but the Cat was not there, only a Dog worrying a bone, and opposite him an Empress in her Ermines, balancing on top of a globe of the Earth like a circus seal on a ball. ‘Where’s the Cat?’ I asked.


Kappi regarded me soberly with one eye at a time. He had gone a sort of sandy yellow. To read is to discover, Miss Sophie,’ he said, hopefully – so on we went. We reached I the Ink, where I squirmed and complained there was still no news of the Cat. My teacher hinted we might find it further on, at M the Mouse perhaps. And when we finally achieved that enormous distance, limping and fatigued from wanderings off in all directions, only to discover M was a Martian, stiff and proud in his great sun-bonnet, I was cross. ‘M isn’t for Mouse,’ I said.


‘Yes,’ said Kappi. ‘To watch the pencil.’ And taking it in his paw he wrote, with infinite pains and great delicacy, the word MOUSE.


One letter might do for two words, then – or even three. I pushed back through the pages of our book. ‘Look, Kappi: Mat is M too.’


Thus was I schooled in the letters of our tongue, by a poor patient creature who did not own it. Papa permitted it, though reading made you weak, he said, in the powers of eyesight and memory. For a girl, he could allow the case, since our powers were slight by nature and needed artificial aids; and reading could occupy me when I had nothing useful to do. For all his great fund of knowledge, papa understood nothing of letters, no more than were in his own name and mine, and Estelle on his arm. Semaphore he could read, and the lights of ships in the offing, the red and green lanterns winking amid the stars. In any event, if he needed something read, there was always Kappi.


‘Most good, Miss Sophie,’ hooted Kappi at my announcement, satisfaction blossoming in orange blotches through the yellow. He pulled his street-sweeper’s pouch round in front of his big belly and started digging in it. He had brought me something. A present. A reward.


It was a foreign coin, for my collection.


Papa disliked Kappi giving us anything. ‘I suppose we are beggars now,’ he would grumble, ‘taking charity from a dustman’ – so I kept my treasures out of sight, in a mustard tin: my League of Hope pin – my crested brass button off a sailor’s uniform – precious things, that had sifted down from higher realms to turn up among the dust in Kappi’s shovel. Doubtfully he would offer them: ‘This you may consider is to keep, Miss Sophie.’ How purple he turned, at first, when I accepted them from his great mitt! Discarded ferry tokens – a commemorative thimble from the Calliope Landing, with a chip out of it – and a curious ring I had had so long I could not remember a time when I had not. It was made of golden-coloured metal, but never seemed to go dull or green like the button, and it had a little oval of crystal engraved with an emblem of a compass arrow and a human eye. I have it still. It is on my finger as I write.


Papa said the pictures on my ring were a kind of writing, which showed it was Chinese. When he said that, Kappi went green and doubtful, and he said perhaps Mr Farthing was thinking of Ancient Egypt – at which papa made a fuss. He always made a fuss when he saw me playing with my ring, and told me to put it away; but I thought it was pretty. ‘Did you give it to me, Kappi?’ I asked.


Kappi said, ‘No, Miss Sophie –’


Then papa interrupted, commanding me to tie his bootlaces for him. ‘Don Caldero came back from Betelgeuse, you know,’ he said, as I struggled with the knot. ‘No one could make out his colours in the glass but I.’ I ignored him. His stories had come round again and again, each time more bald and ragged, while Kappi and I were beyond the ABC now, into books which did have stories about cats, and about caterpillars and camels and Cinderellas, none of which was ever to be seen in the Haven.


I think the first whole book we read was Mr Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe. It was full of surprises. I knew the blue patches beneath the white shrouds of Earth were seas, like the seas of the Moon – but were they full of water? That made my eyes wide – and Mr Defoe’s ships sat in the water, and did not rise up and fly away but even fell down into it – this was a powerful novelty to me, scarcely to be believed. I sank down under the flood of Mr Defoe’s marvels like Mr Crusoe’s ship under the sea – and I kept returning to the book as he to the wreck, to prise some other astonishing thing from it. How I wished I could live like Robinson Crusoe, on an island with no other soul there but me – and Kappi to be my slave, like Mr Crusoe’s Man Friday.


It is a childish thing, I believe, wanting a slave. To be followed around and looked after everywhere and have your food and drink brought by someone who you pay not a penny wage for it – what is that but the state of childhood? But this is by the by. Time was passing, and I had begun not to be a child any longer; and my father was coming to approve of my reading as a profitable accomplishment. ‘It will stand you in good stead, Sophie,’ he said, ‘when the time comes. There will be a good position for you as a secretary or apprentice to a scribe. Or even a teacher in your turn, think of that!’


He spoke so highly of teaching who had never let me have any but his own, not even what the old wives taught at the sail-shed. I said nothing, but in my heart I knew, and I am sure Kappi knew, that this notion of a position for Sophie was nothing but another opium dream. My position was to look after him, and keep his house. Low and cramped as it was, there were always chores to be done. No matter how hard I worked nothing was ever clean or decent.


Perhaps I did not work hard. Perhaps I sat for hours and twisted my hair between my fingers, or scraped out the grain of the table with my fingernail. Sometimes, for sure, when the wharf had grown still and the kitchen was shining with moonlight, I would stand bolt upright shuddering with the scrubbing board in my hand, gripped by a sudden panic. I was fifteen and folk looked at me in the street with pity. If my mother had lived, I would think, things would be different. And then I would weep into the sink, and curse the Hippolyta, in words I had learned from my papa.


One morning I stepped out as usual, on my way to market. A pair of blackened pigeons fluttered up out of the road, and I wondered how they could manage in the poor, thin air that was all we got down at the Eastern Docks. I looked out and saw the shadows of the ferries sailing back and forth across the blue face of Earth like shuttles across a loom. There was some kind of grand yacht berthed nearby, a three-master yellow as butter that had got in by mistake with all our luggers and tramps. I thought she was Cinderella’s coach among all those scaly hulls. But I was not interested in ships. I turned away quickly up Toomey Street, following the cries to the greengrocer’s stall.


As I stood there, crushed among the crowd, trying to find a small cabbage neither yellow nor worm-eaten, I saw behind the next stall, selling cheap crocks and Brummagem ware, Benny Stropes’s crony Kipper Morgan, and his brother Lew. Kipper had a scarlet kerchief around his neck and a cloth cap jammed down over his bristly red hair. They were talking about the yacht I had seen on my way. Lew said her name, the Unco Stratagem – she belonged to the lord of some guild or other. ‘I saw her master,’ Lew said to a gaggle of customers. ‘Proper peeved, he looked.’
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