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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.


      




 


Aux enfants terribles


This must be the jumping-off place.


Wolfgang Press


Things from the forest the here


But I don’t.


Elizabeth Fraser




1


A Sign of Unresolved Ambition


Arethusa Guille, whom everyone called Serin, was the daughter of Dr Tarven Guille, the taxidermist. Her first home was a small dark room on Montesin Alley. Serin’s mother, Amber Marchan, had formerly been a great beauty, a montano, desperately shy in the pursuit, but on more intimate acquaintance fierce and demanding. Dr Tarven Guille was not a doctor, but had been a medical student when they met, doing his military service in the borderlands. It had been as a consequence of their affair that Tarven had left college without a licence, driven into apprenticeship to support his new wife.


Their firstborn, Tomasina, had never opened her eyes. A second, Sybilla Kay, ‘was long in the coming and quick in the going’, as Amber would say. The bowel cough had her before she was two. Serin knew about her sisters, but that she was not allowed to play with them.


She had got her name Serin while she was quite a little baby. Her mother, having dozed as she often did in the afternoon, came to and thought there was a bird in the room. It was Arethusa, sitting up in her cradle. She had spontaneously discovered how to whistle. She turned to her mother and gurgled, then lifted her arms and whistled more, frowning with the effort.


Amber snatched her up crowing. Lost for any other way to express her pleasure, she flung open the window. It had just stopped raining. The alley was full of cold, damp air. Snails were about. A blackbird settled briefly on the wall. The baby whistled; the bird flew off.


‘You’re too little to be a blackbird!’ Amber told her daughter. She thought of the tiny yellow singing bird she had seen; on the peregrinage, far south, never here. ‘Are you a serin? Is that it?’


Her one child was the whole joy of Amber Guille’s disappointed life. She was never happy in Calcionne, even once the old man died and the Guilles came to live above the shop, among all its unsold treasures. Fox snarled by beaver; pied cat gazed impassively past bent-necked goose. They were Serin’s first companions, after her mother. She would clamber on to the little shelf above the stairs and crouch in an enclave of stiff feathers, tarnished scales and dusty fur. She stared into the baffled eyes and felt their minds, dim, feral, accusatory.


‘Have I not told you to come down from there?’ her mother would want to know.


The child never took any notice. On the shelf she sat so still she was in no danger of falling; so her mother would leave her there, for hours on end.


Favoured customers would be invited upstairs for a cup of beer. They would exclaim at Serin and her ‘pets’.


‘Do they all have names?’ they would ask her.


‘Yes, of course,’ she would say.


Then the more persistent ones would ask, ‘What are they?’


‘I’m not going to tell you,’ said Serin.


Indeed she herself did not know what the animals’ names were. She knew they had them, but they were secret. She also knew that this was not something grown-ups would understand.


For a while Amber Guille went around polishing everything. Imagine, she, whose parents had been hill people, having her own house in the city! But its gloom conspired with her fatigue. As the years went by, with no sign of an end to the war, she would grow listless and sit by the hearth, staring rapt at nothing visible. Then she would rouse herself, shriek at the fire and send Serin out for coal.


It was always one basketful, never more. The girl could carry that, to save the charge for delivery. Serin hated doing it, hated the weight of it, but she liked to be out of the house alone. She had no one to play with. At school, where she went infrequently, the boys made up stories about her dealings with dead animals. The girls passed comments in an undertone, and sucked knowingly at the ends of their hair. Serin wanted to shout at them but was tongue-tied. She would gaze at the book, pretending not to hear.


Serin had not inherited her mother’s arch good looks. At nine she was sallow and skinny, her hair an unparticular shade of brown. Her best dress was yellow, with a bodice, but today she was wearing one of the plain ones, which was green and faded and did not suit her. Her boots were brown. Her breath steamed in the darkening air.


She had to wait at the coal-yard while the dame served an old man who trailed a small, hairy dog at the end of a rope.


‘I’m not complaining,’ he kept saying. ‘Why should I complain?’


The dog stared at Serin. Then it nosed at something smeared on the cobbles. Serin pictured the dog as it would be dead, and stuffed. She liked the idea, and wondered how she might steal it, and kill it. Not that she would have attempted such a theft, not at nine, but she enjoyed thinking about it. The things she had stolen so far had been small ones, things easily overlooked, a hand-lens, a lace scarf from the back of a cupboard.


The old man left at last, with the dog after, and Serin stepped forward. The dame looked up from under her broad hat.


‘Good evening, Serin. How’s your mother?’


‘She’s quite well,’ said Serin. She put the basket on the trestle.


‘What’s she doing today?’


‘She’s sitting looking in the hearth.’


The coal-dame grunted and picked up a shovel. ‘And you say she’s well.’


‘She is. She smiles sometimes.’


Coal-dust had drifted to the corners of the yard, like black snow.


‘Did she give you money?’


Serin handed over the coins and dragged the basket to her.


‘And for the last time?’


Serin stared, saying nothing.


The dame sighed, and folded her arms. She looked over Serin’s head. ‘Next week will do,’ she said, bitterly.


Bracing herself against the weight of the basket, Serin walked stiffly out of the yard and down the hill. The mountains were tinted pink and lilac in the last of the watery light. They looked insubstantial, as though some fanciful hand had painted them on the sky to make up for the bleak streets and grey-faced houses.


At the far end of the alley behind the Bunch of Chives she saw Marta, Pig Rosse and Otto Meringer. They were looking furtively round the corner, hiding from someone. Serin approached cautiously, uncertain of the reception she might get; but Marta saw her and beckoned.


Serin set down the basket and joined them.


‘Who is it?’


‘It’s an orange man,’ said Marta.


None of them had ever seen an orange man before. He was walking along the deserted Brinkway as bold as you please, in a most peculiar coat that seemed to be all folds, and leather leggings. His hair stood up at the front in a bush, and when he came under a lamp Serin could see that it went on growing all the way down his neck, like the mane of a pony. He had large rings of black metal stuck through his ears and pieces of it clipped here and there all over him. Wound over his head and under his chin he wore a white scarf, like a bandage for the toothache.


His skin was, for want of a better word, orange.


‘Is it a man?’ asked Serin.


‘It’s an Eschalan,’ said Otto Meringer. ‘Don’t you know nothing?’


Serin believed him. It was Eschalans the soldiers were fighting. They had been fighting since before she was born. Otto Meringer’s big sister had been a soldier, now she was dead.


‘Is that an Eschalan? What’s he doing here?’


Otto picked up a stone. Pig Rosse copied eagerly, though Marta tugged his hand.


‘He’ll be wishing he wasn’t in a minute,’ said Otto, and threw the stone.


It went wide, startling the Eschalan. He gazed about.


‘People of Luscany,’ he cried in a strange, squeaky voice. ‘Lay down your arms! Welcome your new lords!’ He did not seem to have any weapons himself. He waved a short stick, with a piece of cloth tied to it.


Pig Rosse threw his stone. It went no distance, but the noise attracted the man’s attention. He came towards them.


‘Run!’ gasped Marta, pulling Pig with her. But Otto stepped out into the street and flung another stone. It hit the man on the forehead. He clutched his head.


Otto and Serin went nearer.


Between his fingers the Eschalan’s blood was ordinary red.


‘People of Luscany!’ he shouted at them. ‘Lay down your arms!’


‘He can’t even talk proper,’ said Otto. ‘Hark at him.’


They pelted the Eschalan with refuse from the gutter. They chased him down the alley and into the backyard of the Bunch of Chives.


‘Welcome your new lords!’ he besought them, waggling his stick. Otto and Serin had him at bay. Marta and Pig Rosse were still hanging around, watching from a safe distance. For a moment it seemed there were no grown-ups anywhere in the whole world; then the back door of the inn crashed open and Mad Polly the potwoman came out with a tub of slops.


Mad Polly too had been a soldier once. One of her arms was missing below the elbow, and there was a great scar where someone had cut her face in two and the two pieces had never fitted back together properly. Perhaps it had also sundered her wits. They were all afraid of her, even Otto and the older ones.


Polly took one look at the Eschalan and hurled her tub at him. Then she disappeared back inside, only to emerge again at once clutching the meat-knife.


‘People of Luscany lay down your arms!’ he piped.


‘Let me have him!’ she howled.


The madwoman’s hand was huge, and so was the knife. Ranting she lurched past them so close Serin could feel the spray of her spittle. Her blade waved wildly.


The Eschalan gave a desperate cry and flourished his stick. It caught the woman on the wrist. She staggered aside, her hobnails striking sparks from the flagstones, but did not drop the knife. He tried to back off, almost fell over the tub, and thrust his stick at her head.


‘Tripe and chitterlings!’ whooped the potwoman.


‘She’s mad!’ shrieked Marta, thrilled.


‘They’re both mad,’ said Serin.


‘They’ll kill each other,’ pronounced Otto.


The children began to scatter; all but Serin, who was fascinated. There was blood on the Eschalan’s scarf. His ear-rings shook. He grimaced as he kicked at the potwoman’s shin. Serin caught a glimpse of crooked, rotting teeth.


Polly dodged the kick. ‘A pound of tripe and a pound of chitterlings!’ she hooted. ‘Hot off the bone!’


The Eschalan was remarkably nimble now he had room to move. Mad Polly carved the air.


They closed, stick locked with knife.


‘Give ’im a ’aircut, Poll!’ yelled Otto from the alley.


‘Orange juice! Orange juice!’ jeered Marta and Pig Rosse.


Faces watched from the scullery window. There were urgent shouts in the street, a whistle blown.


Serin was enthralled. The fight swayed towards her again. The meat-knife twisted this way and that. The man whined and panted, shoving at Polly’s forearm with his stick.


‘Serin?’ shouted someone inside the inn.


Serin took a step closer.


Then there were running feet in the alley. The constables arrived, barging past the children at the gate. They grabbed the combatants, dragging them apart. Serin ducked, watching Polly aim a last chop at the man’s neck as they overwhelmed her. She saw her jab the stump of her arm in a constable’s throat; then, as the Eschalan tried to parry, saw the blade bounce off his stick and slice away his left ear as neatly as a wing of chicken.


Blood spouted black in the gloom. It splashed Serin in the eye as hands grabbed her under the armpits from behind. Alarmed, she jerked forward, throwing herself down among the jostling legs. But the hands were large and forceful and they had her still, and hoisted her clear.


‘Serin, you little cat, come out of it!’


It was her Uncle Banner. He held her in a firm embrace of fur.


As they turned from the mêlée towards the stables, Serin wiped her face on his shoulder. He smelt of beer, and trees. She craned back for a last sight of the excitement. Mad Polly was being marched off. The constables were having trouble dissuading other patrons of the Bunch of Chives from attacking the battered orange man, who even now still cried:


‘People of Luscany lay down your arms welcome your new lords!’


Then Serin was being wrapped in fur and set before Uncle Banner on his horse, to be jolted briskly into the shadows, away from the gathering crowd, and down the hill towards home.


‘Uncle, why –’


‘Hush.’


He caressed her head.


As they turned into Threadpole Street, all at once he asked, ‘What did you want to do, uh? Get yourself a pretty wound?’


Serin didn’t answer. Then, thinking of the woman from the inn and the seam across her face, she said: ‘Mad Polly’s not pretty.’


‘She is not,’ he agreed. ‘You want to be a soldier? No, no.’


They went in the back way, leaving the horse in the yard licking stolidly at the damp cobbles.


Serin’s mother came out of the kitchen and shrieked at the stains of blood on her daughter’s dress. Her brother smiled broadly, and patted her on the shoulder cheerfully enough; but she flung herself at him and hugged him no less fiercely than if her child had been killed indeed.


‘It’s nothing,’ he kept saying, in montano. ‘Sh, it’s nothing. She’s not hurt.’


‘There was an orange man, ma.’


‘Where have you been?’


‘At the Bunch of Chives.’


‘What were you doing at the Bunch of Chives?’


‘Watching the man.’


‘What man, what are you talking about, what is this man?’


‘It was an Eschalan, ma.’


Serin’s mother gasped. ‘Primary protect us.’


Her brother put his arm around her shoulders. She stiffened suddenly.


‘Where is the coal?’


‘In the alley,’ said Serin. ‘At the Bunch of Chives.’


‘And what good will it do there?’ demanded her mother, seizing Serin and driving her upstairs, to confront her with the grey remnants in the grate.


Serin looked at the worms of fire blinking and wriggling among the embers.


‘I’ll fetch it in the morning.’


‘Stupid girl, don’t you know someone will take it by then?’ cried Amber Guille indignantly. ‘Some beggar, some old drunk?’ she added, as though the social status of the imagined thief made a difference to her loss. She shook her errant daughter by the arm, then wrapped her own arms about her and broke into sobbing.


‘The Eschalans! They will kill us all!’


A moment later she sniffed heavily, then gestured at Serin’s smock. ‘What is this blood?’


‘They had a fight, ma. Him and Mad Polly. I’m all right,’ said Serin, trying to placate her.


But Amber couldn’t take it in. ‘The Eschalans come,’ she moaned. ‘We are dead. We are all dead.’ She clung to her impassive daughter.


At times like this, when her mother was wild and unreasonable, Serin would withdraw into infancy, ceasing to care or make any effort. Nothing ever did any good anyway. From the cupboards and the shelves the sad old beasts called to her.


As soon as she could she disencumbered herself from her mother’s embrace and climbed on to the shelf above the stairs. She was too big now to get right in between the cases, into their cave, but it made a good place to crouch while she took carefully out of her pocket what she had been clutching inside it all the way home.


Downstairs she heard Uncle Banner go into her father’s workshop.


‘Banner. What is all this noise?’


‘Good afternoon, Tarven. I’ve brought Serin home. It’s nothing. She got herself a little – dirty.’


‘Dirty? Please explain.’


‘A little blood. It’s nothing.’


‘Blood? Is she injured?’


‘No, no.’


‘Then what is all the noise about?’


‘Some people were fighting. Serin was splashed with blood.’


‘Where was this? I had no idea she was out.’


‘At the inn. The Bunch of Chives.’


Serin sat motionless on the shelf as her father came snorting up the stairs. He stopped to glare at her, but shouted to her mother.


‘Can’t you even look after her properly? Must I do everything for you?’


Amber came rapidly to the head of the stairs and shouted at him, ‘She lost the coal-basket and all the coal!’ as though Serin were not there, within arm’s reach, all the time.


‘What have you been doing?’ her father demanded.


‘There was a fight,’ she said again. ‘Uncle Banner brought me home.’


‘And what happened to the coal?’


Mute, Serin looked to Uncle Banner, lingering sullenly at the foot of the stairs.


‘I didn’t see it,’ he said. ‘I never heard of it.’ A flicker of impatience crossed his face. ‘I’ll go and find it.’


‘Don’t bother, Banner,’ said his brother-in-law, bitterly. ‘We’ll manage.’ He turned again on his wife. ‘Don’t just stand there. Take her and clean her up. Give her some work to do. If you won’t I will.’


Amber’s bosom was heaving. In a soft and passionate vibrato she appealed to her husband.


‘Be kind to me now, Tarven. We must not quarrel. We have so little time.’


Leaning on the banister she took his hand and pressed it to her lips.


He turned his face away, retrieved his hand, and started downstairs.


‘Nervous hysteria,’ he said, to no one in particular. ‘That’s all it is.’


‘Tarven,’ said Banner, claiming him and walking him back towards the workshop door, ‘one of them was an Eschalan.’


Tarven stopped.


‘An Eschalan?’


‘Orange as a carrot.’


‘Are you sure?’


Banner scowled. Tarven returned to the stairs, to confront his daughter. His wife had gone to lie down.


‘Is this true?’


She nodded, once.


‘What was he doing?’


She shrugged.


Her father made an exasperated noise with his tongue, and went back down the hall, Banner following. ‘An Eschalan? How on earth did he get there?’


‘He was saying, Luscans, surrender,’ said Banner.


‘Who was it he attacked?’


‘The cracked woman.’


‘Mad Poll? Why her?’ He exhaled, explosively. ‘Why do I ask? Why does an Eschalan do anything? Vicious creatures. I tell you, Banner, I should like to have the dissecting of one of their crania. When I was in the army –’


Serin had no intention of listening to her father talk about himself. Fortunately, neither did her uncle. What he said by way of interruption made her attend.


‘Tarven. Listen. What if it was an announcement? Maybe they are ready to invade.’


‘Invade? Twelve years they’ve harried us. They’ve never got past Carphale. If they couldn’t in ’98, they never will now. Not with the new guns this Brylander’s making.’


Banner had not heard anything about new guns. He was eager to learn. Dr Guille told him all he had heard about the new guns that would dispel once and for all the threat of invasion by Eschaly.


Serin pressed her nose against yellow glass. From the other side two ferrets grinned greedily.


Uncle Banner came upstairs and looked in at her.


‘Little rat,’ he said. ‘Little thief. What do you have there?’


Serin liked her uncle. She wished she could live with him and his family in the forest, and go skimming across the snowbound meadows in winter. She opened her hand and showed him the orange ear, curled on her palm like some strange little animal from beneath the sea, its blind head still pierced by the ring of black iron.


As it happened, the Eschalan invasion was coming faster than anyone but Amber Guille suspected. Historians will never agree on the importance of the Luscan over-commitment at Carphale, or the precise movement of Eschalan troops in the final push, but no one would deny that Calcionne was largely unprepared. After the incident with the herald at the Bunch of Chives the Citizens’ Defence Association enjoyed a brief revival, drilling with broomsticks in the park. There was much talk of evacuation; elaborate fortification of the whole northern outskirts was planned and, in some parts, actually begun. Clearly, it was not enough. Perhaps, like Tarven Guille, everyone was depending too much on the Brylander’s guns, which failed to materialise. The fighting in the streets was bitter, brief, and hand-to-hand. The army was already in tatters; civilian resistance was swiftly routed and took to the hills. In no time at all, it seemed, the orange were in the royal palace, and an oppressive silence descended, relieved only by public executions. Amber would not let Serin go to them. She threw a tantrum when Tarven once tried to declare their educational value.


In a cell at the constabulary the Eschalans found the one-armed potwoman, and set her head on the end of a pike. It stood outside the gaol much of the winter. Though she had died for rage, Mad Polly’s expression in death was of a dull kind of resentment. The birds had her eyes, first of all, then her lips and parts of her ears. Next she went black. The rest was a testament to the savagery of frost at that altitude.


The Luscan aristocracy, both civil and military, decamped in disarray. Some fled south; others took refuge across the border in Ducros. No one had seen Princess Nette for weeks, though a single bill had gone out over her name, requiring all loyal subjects of Luscany to submit to their conquerors and do nothing to endanger themselves.


The Eschalans strutted and wheeled in the Aspenpleyn, parading, their lurid banners. Once in a while they performed some sort of ceremony with bowls of sand and burning cloths. Incomprehensible decrees were issued. They required every cobbler to begin making shoes to a specified pattern, and any who would not were run through. They commandeered all the carriages and exhibited a great passion for clocks. The gun foundry occupied them intensely.


Things did not begin to settle down until the beginning of the following year, when the prefect of the new administration arrived with much pomp and ceremony and set up quarters not in the palace itself but in the adjoining museum, to embark at once on a programme of pacification. Princess Nette appeared on her balcony, looking thin and pale but smiling. Several military divisions marched away, to be replaced by innumerable ‘proctors’ and ‘overseers’. The Aveneda was reopened, and worship of the Primary permitted once more.


Despite their traditional loyalty to the crown, the hillfolk could only be angered by these palliatives. They became refractory. On Greylag’s Eve the body of the head proctor’s daughter was fished out of Payot Beck.


The prefect, not yet fully advised that the interests of the mountain communities could be distinct from those of Calcionne, responded inappropriately. The Greylag Masque, for the first time in fifty years, did not take place. A large number of the town sat around all afternoon, looking disconsolately into the empty streets and drinking more than was wise, as if attending the wake of all joy. This event, better call it a lapse, was the more poignant because Diaz Jonal happened to be making one of his infrequent trips into Calcionne. Madder than ever, the professor insisted on wandering about the Brinkway with a whore on each arm. His manservant, ridiculously mounted on the donkey, trailed after. It was the one bright incident of a disappointing day.


Next morning it snowed. Clouds the colour of pigeon feathers hid the mountains. Serin sat on her high stool behind the shop counter and wondered if the snow would settle, but it did not. Her mother had a headache; her father was occupied with something that smelled very strongly of tar. No one was speaking to anyone else.


Serin was dutifully dusting a glass-topped drawer faintly labelled THEWS OF THE MAMMALS COMPARED when the door opened and Diaz Jonal’s diminutive companion came in.


Serin had never seen him before. She knew he was a servant by his cap. He had curly yellow hair, and funny pointed shoes. His coat had a big picture of a flower on it: Serin did not know what to make of that, nor of the fact that he was no taller than she, though his face was the face of a grown man.


‘I know what you’re thinking, little girl,’ he said at once, as he brushed the snow from his sleeves. ‘I’ve grown up as much as I’m ever going to grow up.’ He grinned bleakly at her, then pointed to an ochre spaniel with green glass eyes. ‘Who does this, your father?’


Serin nodded.


He stared at her, then rudely sucked his thumb; or perhaps he had a splinter in it, she supposed.


‘Well? Go on; go and get him.’


Serin slithered off her stool and ran to the workshop.


‘There’s a customer,’ she said. ‘He’s not very tall.’


Her father muttered imprecations, doused a flame and came out, wiping his hands irritably on a stained towel. Serin, who had not been told not to, followed.


‘Are you the one who does this?’ asked the dwarf.


‘I am,’ said Tarven Guille.


‘My master is Diaz Jonal, whose name you know and respect, like the good citizen you are. He needs your skill. Our donkey is dead, alas. We left him outside all night and the Primary pinched him. His long ears are full of frost. Poor brute,’ he said, and suddenly laughed. ‘Ha! Now we must needs have him stuffed, would you credit it.’


Serin’s father flapped his hands. ‘How far is it? The pelt must be perishing even as we speak!’


He pushed past Serin and ran to seize his coat. She had never seen him move so smartly.


‘This is work for a month,’ he told the lounging dwarf. ‘Your master is, I presume, wealthy?’


‘You’ll be lucky if you can get anything out of him. I never can.’


Dr Guille stopped; turned.


‘Is this, then, some kind of joke? I thought the Greylag revels had been cancelled.’


‘Don’t look at me. He gives me these messages, I deliver them. What more can any of us do?’


The dwarf seemed altogether sober for an instant; then tired of the whole business.


‘Look, I’m sorry. I apologise. All right? Don’t worry about it. He’ll probably have forgotten by the time I get home anyway. He’s not that bad, really, it’s me, I exaggerate. Tell them we’ll send someone for the donkey.’


A thought seemed to strike him. I don’t suppose you know where I can get a donkey, one for hire?’


‘At the Cat and Canfrey,’ said the taxidermist coolly. ‘The third turning to your right.’ He whisked off his cape.


The professor’s manservant looked a bit red, Serin thought.


‘Look. I’ll take that, all right?’ He chose the smallest item he could see, a canary in a tiny cage of brass. ‘How much is the bird?’


‘It’s not for sale,’ said Serin. ‘It’s mine.’


Her father noticed her presence for the first time. ‘Serin, go and play,’ he said; then to the dwarf, ‘Wait. Put that down. I have something else that will interest you. Something you must tell your master about. Follow me.’


Serin ran ahead up to her room. Lying prone with her eye to the crack of the door, she could see her father usher the little man into the bedroom, where her mother was in bed again. Through the wall she heard her mother scream and her father say: ‘I have been doing some work with separate ether, tell him. The process enables one to preserve the vital essence of the very youngest unfortunate. Amber, be silent.’


There came the sound of a drawer being pulled open, and Serin heard her mother wail with outrage and the dwarf say: ‘Primary –’ and stop, just like that.


Serin had kicked off her pattens. She crept out in her stockinged feet and stood in her parents’ bedroom door. Her father was showing the man Tomasina and Sybilla Kay. Her mother was sobbing loudly now and clutching the blankets to her chest.


‘Their bodies are dead, but their spirits are caught halfway,’ said Serin’s father. ‘I believe this is the case.’


The dwarf moved his head in a very queer way. ‘Dead,’ he replied, in a tight little voice. ‘Dead, and embalmed. Look.’


‘Tell your master I believe the astral portal to be at the site of the pineal gland, here, do you see?’ continued Dr Guille, prodding Tomasina. ‘With further funds, and his knowledge –’


‘No!’ yelled Serin’s mother, and flung a tin candlestick against the wall.


Her husband turned in anger.


‘Amber, don’t be foolish! This is our chance, you stupid woman. Diaz Jonal has audiences with the prefect.’


‘Dead,’ said the dwarf again, and sniffed. ‘They look like wax.’ He reached into the drawer.


The children’s father pulled him back. ‘No! Their eyes! See –!’


The dwarf uttered one of the six obscenities that Serin knew, and was sure her parents did not. Her mother saw her then, as if intuitively alerted to innocence in danger. ‘Get out!’ screamed Amber, and threw a shoe at her.


Serin ducked. Her father steered his customer quickly out of the room, though not out of the range of Amber’s anguish.


‘Sentiment and religious claptrap will not impede us,’ he promised as they went downstairs. ‘Do you think Jonal will agree? He must do.’


‘It’ll take his mind off the donkey, anyway,’ said the mad professor’s man. ‘What are you asking for those two?’


‘Do you think I would sell them? They are beyond price!’


‘I hope I can bring him to have a look. If it’s not inconvenient to your wife.’


‘We should be honoured. Bring him this afternoon, tomorrow, at his pleasure. And here –’ He held out the tiny cage. ‘Take him the canary. With my compliments.’


Dr Tarven Guille watched the man disappear along the glistening street, the dead bird in his pudgy hand. ‘Serin,’ he said, not turning, ‘you may watch the shop.’


In the months ahead Diaz Jonal was to become a collaborator with Dr Guille. He would arrive at odd hours, often late at night. In the darkened yard the shed flickered with a green glow. The pair were rumoured to be able to reanimate dead matter; and in fact they had some modest success at first, notably with mice and bats.


When he heard of their experiments, the Prefect of Luscany marvelled. ‘Not to die! To continue! What would we not be able to do?’ he expostulated ardently to his moonshee, Charan du, who inclined his head.
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Ceremony


It was a morning of thaw, but cruelly cold, and the sky still black. Princess Nette of Luscany was on her way to visit the Garden of Eternal Regret. She bid good morning to the Eschalan guard at the conservatory door and stepped out on to the terrace. From a frozen birdbath a hopeful bird inspected her as she passed, but her hands were empty.


Down in the grove that divided precinct and palace, lumps of frozen snow lingered amid the shrunken grass. The iron gate creaked; there was mud among the gravel, which sorely needed replenishing.


During the long, slow years of the occupation the cemetery of the elect had gone into a sad decline. Too many of the monuments represented the families of vanished dukes and exiled generals, with no one to keep them up; besides, it was no longer correct to continue honouring the dead. Unhindered, furry fingers of lichen had obliterated exhortative memoranda to generations that now had other demands upon their time.


The princess, however, was at liberty. Beneath her father’s portrait in stone she stopped, her hands crossed on her breast; but she was not truly praying. She did not feel the Primary was attending; had not, really, for years.


She was remembering the dancing at her father’s funeral. Nervous and clumsy she had been then, only a girl. Afterwards she had been taken sailing through the city on the Capreole, up the frozen river by the light of soda Hares. They had lined the banks, caps in hand. No one had cheered.


Ten years later Prince Dolo looked blankly down on his daughter. There was a woodlouse on his left eyelid. That apart, she thought once again how noble he looked: much more than he had ever done in life, she was sure. And his nose had been bigger than that too.


It was here at the royal mausoleum, as she picked ice off the moulding, that the bishop came upon her.


‘Good morning, Your Highness. You look a little wan. I hope you did not sleep badly?’


‘The mines are haunted by dead miners, so they say,’ replied Princess Nette. ‘On windy nights their voices are heard across the east range all the way to what’s-it-called. Begins with P.’


‘Peirruich,’ supplied the bishop, smiling. ‘Surely, Your Highness, as the temporal ruler of us all, you could not forget the name even of so lowly a region?’


‘I do forget things, Yvonne, you know I do. I used to get around rather more than I do now. I’ve walked the streets of Peirruich –’


‘Really, madam?’


‘Oh, very well! I rode the streets of Peirruich, was driven through the streets of Peirruich, probably, to be quite precise.’ She fingered the hem of her sleeve. ‘I probably could go there again, you know. With mother, Crespian Vittore, a couple of secretaries, an armed escort and a carriage full of astrologers. And Charan du. Not forgetting Charan du. He would tell everyone I was going out of concern for my people, to urge them to stop sulking and return to work.’


The bishop considered. ‘Some might. Enough, perhaps. Will you put this to the prefect?’


‘No,’ replied the princess at once. ‘And Primary forbid he thinks of it himself.’


‘It could be useful,’ the bishop advanced cautiously.


‘Oh well then, it won’t be allowed,’ said Princess Nette conclusively. ‘I may not do anything useful. I may only amuse myself with this ball and that breakfast. In between, there are simple private pursuits, like this walk to my father’s tomb, and my bath. In future I shall take many more baths.’


She brushed flecks of ice from her gloves, examining them. They were already rather grubby.


‘This machinery will be a great boon to us all, Highness,’ observed the bishop.


‘Let us hope Enginer Jessup is a little more handy with water than he has ever been with firearms,’ replied the princess. She did not sound as if she expected he would be.


The women talked briefly of what the afternoon would bring; then Princess Nette bid the bishop good day and left the cemetery. She followed the path back to the gardens. Among the empty flowerbeds she saw Brant Carver, the head gardener, and smiled at him. He smiled in return; and tipped his hat.
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