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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.









In books lies the soul of the whole Past
Time; the articulate audible voice of the Past,
when the body and material substance of it
has altogether vanished like a dream.


Thomas Carlyle
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THE WHISPERERS


Pandaras entered the shadowy arena of the Basilica just as one half of the defence force charged at the other. Tamora led the point of the attacking wedge, screaming fearsomely; Yama ran up and down behind the double rank of the defending line, shouting at his thralls, telling them to stand firm.


The two sides met with a rattle of padded staves against round arm shields. Shadows shifted and swayed as fireflies clashed in a storm of sparks. For a moment it seemed that the attack must fail, but then one of the thralls in the defending line gave ground to Tamora’s remorseless blows. Instead of closing the gap as the man went down in the press, the first rank wavered and broke, stumbling backwards into the second. Yama shouted the order to regroup, but his thralls fell over each other or simply dropped their shields and staves and ran, and the wedge formation of the attacking force dissolved as thralls began to chase each other around the Basilica.


In the middle of the confusion, Tamora threw down her stave in disgust, and Yama blew on his whistle until everyone stopped running. Pandaras came towards them, trotting over the pattern of chalked lines that Tamora had drawn on the marble floor that morning. A matched pair of fireflies spun above his small sleek head. He said cheerfully, ‘I thought it was very energetic.’


‘You should be in the kitchen with the rest of the pot scourers,’ Tamora said, and went off to round up the thralls so that she could tell them exactly what they had done wrong. Her own fireflies seemed to have caught some of her anger; they flared with bright white light and whirled around her head like hornets defending their nest. Her long queue gleamed like a rope of fresh blood. She wore a plastic corselet, much scratched and scored, and a short skirt of overlapping strips of scuffed leather that left her powerfully muscled legs mostly bare.


Pandaras said to Yama, ‘They are armed with sticks, master. Is that part of your plan?’


‘We do not dare give them proper weapons yet,’ Yama told the boy.


Like the thralls, he wore only a breechclout. The floor was cold and gritty under his bare feet, but he was sweating in the chill air, and his blood sang. He could feel it thrilling under his skin. His vigorous black hair was bushed up by the bandage around his forehead. A ceramic disc, of the kind believed to have been used as coins in the Age of Enlightenment, hung from his neck on a leather thong. His knife, in its goatskin sheath, hung between his shoulders from a leather harness buckled across his chest.


‘We had them at drill most of the day,’ he said. ‘You should see how they keep in step!’


Pandaras looked up at his master, affecting concern. ‘How is your head? Is the wound making you feverish? You seem to think an army of polishers and floor sweepers armed only with sticks can frighten away the crack troops of the Department of Indigenous Affairs by putting on a marching display.’


Yama smiled. ‘Why are you here, Pandaras? Do you really have something to tell me, or have you come expressly to annoy Tamora? I hope not. She is doing the best she can.’


Pandaras looked to either side, then drew himself up until his sleek head was level with Yama’s chest. He said, ‘I have learnt something that you definitely need to know. Although you condemned us to hard labour and maximum discomfort in the bowels of this broken-backed, bankrupt and debauched department, I haven’t stinted in trying to help you.’


‘You chose to follow me, as I remember.’


Pandaras said, ‘And now you may thank me for my foresight. While you two have been playing soldiers with the hewers of wood and drawers of water, I’ve been risking my life in deadly games of intrigue.’


‘You have been spying again. What did you find?’


‘I chanced upon a clandestine meeting in the mausoleum they call the Hall of the Tranquil Mind,’ Pandaras said. ‘And overheard something that threatens to overthrow all your plans.’


The Hall of the Tranquil Mind was a black, windowless edifice carved out of the basalt wall of the big cavern which housed the Department of Vaticination. Yama had thought it locked and derelict, like so much of the department.


He said, ‘I suppose you went there to meet your sweetheart. Are you still chasing that scullion? You are dressed for the part.’


Pandaras had washed and mended his ragged clothes and polished his boots. He had found or stolen a red silk scarf which was knotted around his long, flexible neck with such casual elegance that he must have spent half the morning getting it just so. His fireflies spun above his head like a pair of living jewels.


He winked and said, ‘Chased, caught, wooed, won. I didn’t come to boast of my conquests, master. It’s an old tale oft told, and there isn’t time. We’re in mortal peril.’


Yama smiled. His self-appointed squire loved to elaborate fantasies from chance remarks and conjure drama from insignificant events.


Pandaras said, ‘There is a gallery that runs along one side of the Hall of the Tranquil Mind, under the rim of the dome. If you happen to be standing at the top of the stairs to the gallery, and if you place your ear close to the wall, then you can hear anything said by those below. A device much favoured by tyrants, I understand, who know that plotters often choose to meet in public buildings, for any gathering in a public place can be easily explained away. But fortune favours the brave, master. Today I was placed in the role of tyrant, and I overheard the whispered plotting of a pair of schemers.’


Pandaras paused. Yama had turned away to look across the shadowy Basilica. Tamora was marshalling the reluctant thralls into three ranks. Her voice raised echoes under the shabby grandeur of the vaulted dome.


‘I can see that you would rather be playing soldiers,’ Pandaras said, ‘but my news really is important.’


‘These exercises are also important. It is why we are here, to begin with, and besides, it is useful to stay in practice.’


It also helped to satisfy something in Yama that hungered for action. His sleep had been troubled by bloodthirsty dreams ever since he had entered the Palace of the Memory of the People, and sometimes an unfocused rage stirred up headaches that filled his sight with jagged red and black lightning, and left him weak and ill. He had been hard-used since he had reached Ys and escaped Prefect Corin, and he had been wounded in an ambush when they had first arrived outside the gates of the Department of Vaticination. He needed rest, but there was no time for it.


He said, ‘I must hear what Tamora has to say. Walk with me, Pandaras.’


‘The blow to the head has definitely given you delusions, master. You believe yourself a soldier.’


‘And you believe that you are my squire, so we are equally deluded. Hush, now. We will speak of what you heard when Tamora has finished with our poor warriors.’


Tamora had jumped onto a square stone plinth which had once supported a statue – only its feet remained, clad in daintily pointed slippers which still retained traces of yellow pigment. She looked at the six decads of thralls who had gathered around her, allowing scorn to darken her small, triangular face. It was a trick she had taught Yama. To be a teacher, she said, was to be an actor first. Unless it was delivered from the heart, no lesson could be truly convincing.


The thralls were all of the same bloodline, lean and long-armed and bowlegged, with loose grey skin that hung in heavy folds from bony joints, untidy manes of coarse black or umber hair that tumbled down their bent backs, and muddy yellow or green eyes that peered out from beneath heavy brows. They were a stupid and frustratingly obdurate people. According to Syle, the Secretary of the Department of Vaticination, their families had served here for more than twenty thousand years. But although they were naturally servile, the unaccustomed drill had made them sullen and mutinous, and they took every opportunity to make it clear that Tamora and Yama had no real authority over them. They were glaring at Tamora now, sharp teeth pricking their thin black lips, as she told them how badly they had done.


She said, ‘You have all taken your turn at defence, and you have all taken your turn at attack. You should know that if you are to win through or stand firm, you must stay in formation. A defending rank is only as strong as its weakest member. If he falls, someone must immediately take his place. And if an attacking formation breaks through a line, it must stay together.’


One of the thralls said, ‘They ran and we chased ’em down, mistress. What’s wrong with that?’


Tamora stared at the man until he lowered his gaze.


She said, ‘There might be reserves waiting behind a turn in a corridor. If your disorganised rabble ran into them, it would be quickly slaughtered.’


‘But there wasn’t anyone else,’ the thrall mumbled, and those around him muttered in agreement.


Tamora raised her voice. ‘This is an exercise. When you fight for real, you can’t assume anything. That’s why you must fight as you’re told, not as you want. It’s very easy to kill one man on his own, much harder to kill him when he’s part of a formation. When you fight shoulder to shoulder, you defend those on either side of you, and they defend you. And you don’t have to worry about the enemy getting behind your back, because to do that they’d have to get around the line. And they won’t, not in the corridors. Elsewhere, in the open, you fight in squares, as you tried yesterday.’


When Tamora paused for breath, a thrall stepped out of the front rank and said, ‘We’d do better, mistress, if we had proper weapons.’


‘I won’t break open the armoury until you’ve mastered those sticks,’ Tamora said. ‘And from what I’ve just seen, I’ve a mind to take the sticks away.’


The thrall did not back down. He was taller than the rest, if only because he was straight-backed. There were streaks of grey in his mane. Most of the thralls possessed only one or two dim fireflies, but six hung in a neat cluster above his head, burning nearly as brightly as Tamora’s. He said, ‘We won’t be fighting with these sticks, so why do we practise with them?’


The thralls muttered and nudged each other, and Pandaras told Yama, ‘That’s what they’ve been complaining about, down in the kitchens.’


Yama felt a sudden hot anger. He strode forward and confronted the grey-maned thrall. ‘It is discipline, not weapons, that makes a fighting force,’ he said loudly. ‘Between all of you, there is not the discipline to attack a nest of rats.’


The thrall returned Yama’s glare. He said, ‘Beg your pardon, dominie, but we do know a bit about rat-catching.’


Some of the other thralls laughed and Yama lost the last of his temper – it was easily lost these days. ‘Come on then, rat-catcher! Show me how well you fight!’


The thrall looked around at his fellows, but none were willing to support him. He said uneasily, ‘It’s not you I want to fight, dominie.’


‘You cannot choose who to fight,’ Yama said. He asked Tamora to lend him her sword, and presented it hilt-first to the thrall. ‘Take this! Take it right now!’


The thrall dropped his stave and spread his empty hands. ‘Dominie …’


From above, Tamora said sharply, ‘Do as he commands or slink away like the cur you are.’


Yama thrust the hilt of the sword at the thrall until he had to take it or have it fall on his feet. ‘Good. Now hold it up. It is not a broom. It is a weapon. You can kill with the point or with the cutting edge. And if you do not have the taste for blood, you can render your enemy insensible with a blow to the head with the flat of the blade. However, I do not recommend that you try the last against anyone less skilled than you. The man who wounded me in that fashion lost most of his fingers when I countered his stroke. Hold it up. Keep the tip of the blade level with your eyes.’


Tamora said, ‘If you’re any kind of man, you must know that the higher the angle the better the thrust. Obey your master! Show him you’re a man!’


The other thralls had broken ranks and backed away, forming a rough circle around Yama and the grey-maned thrall. They laughed now, and Yama scowled at them and told them what Sergeant Rhodean had told him so many times.


‘Do not mock an armed man unless you wish to fight him.’ He pointed at the thrall and thumped himself just below the breastbone. ‘Now thrust at me. Aim here. If you miss the heart, you might get a lung. Either way you will have killed me. Come on!’


The thrall made a tentative jab that did not carry more than halfway. Yama batted the square point of the sword aside and leaned forward and shouted in the thrall’s face.


‘Come on! Kill me, or I will tear out your eyes to teach you a lesson! Do it!’


The thrall yelled and sprang forward, swiping wildly.


Yama stepped inside the swing and caught the thrall’s arm at the elbow, pivoted in a neat half-turn and threw him from his hip. The thrall let go of the sword when he fell; Yama caught it before it could ring on the marble floor and with a smooth swing laid the edge at the thrall’s throat. For a moment, he struggled against the urge to complete the motion.


The thrall looked up at him, yellow slitted eyes glaring behind the agitated orbits of his fireflies. In the moment of shocked silence, Yama looked around. None of the other thralls would meet his gaze. He smiled and reversed the sword and presented it to Tamora.


She sheathed it, jumped down from the pedestal, and helped the thrall to his feet. ‘Bravely tried. Better than anything anyone else has done,’ she said, and looked around at the others. ‘I don’t mind if you hate us, but I do mind if you can’t get angry. Without anger you’ll have only fear when it comes to a fight. We can’t teach you how to get angry, but if you can manage it we can teach you how to direct your anger. Tomorrow we begin again. Now get out of my sight. Go on! Run!’


Pandaras applauded languidly as the thralls dispersed around him. ‘A bold display, master. I had not thought you could play-act so well.’


Yama shrugged. Now it was over he felt self-conscious. His head wound throbbed. He said, ‘I was not play-acting. I lost my temper.’


Tamora said, ‘You’re sharpening your edge, Yama. That’s good. The thralls have been servants for hundreds of generations, and we’ve been treating them like volunteers. We have been too kind. They take up arms not because they want to, but because they have been told to. They will not do anything unless they are told, and then they do what they are told and no more. They can march in perfect formation all day long without losing step, but it’s clear that they don’t have the heart for a real fight. All we can do is make them more scared of us than of the enemy.’


She was angry with herself, and so all the more unforgiving. Nothing had gone right since they had been ambushed by hired ruffians when they had arrived at the Gate of Double Glory.


She added, ‘We’re just a couple of caterans. We’ll do our best with what we’ve been given, but in the end it won’t matter. Indigenous Affairs will march right in and slaughter the thralls and take this place inside a day. This is a poor diversion in your search, Yama. I’m sorry for it.’


‘Without this subterfuge, I would not have been able to enter the palace without being questioned. Besides,’ Yama said, ‘I enjoy these exercises.’


It was true. The sound of padded staves thumping on shields and the smell of chalk sweat brought back happy memories of all the afternoons he had spent training with Telmon and Sergeant Rhodean in the gymnasium of the peel-house, and the practice fights satisfied a fierceness he had not known he had possessed.


Tamora said, ‘I forget how young you are. We might make these poor fools believe they have the heart for a fight, but it’ll delay their deaths by no more than a minute. They know they’re going to die, and they know that their wives and children will be killed too, or put into slavery. We’ll be ransomed, but because our ransoms have already been paid into bond with the Department of Internal Harmony, we’ll be freed and given our wages, and that’ll be the end of that.’


‘I pray you are right. I think that Prefect Corin is still searching for me, and he is a high official in Indigenous Affairs.’


They had talked about this before. Tamora said with exaggerated patience, ‘Of course I am right. It is how it has always been, since the world was made. If it were not for the ancient protocols, there would be constant civil war here. I am certain that Indigenous Affairs sent those fools to ambush us, and perhaps Prefect Corin had a hand in it, but now we are inside the boundary of this department he will dare do nothing else.


‘Listen. Here is the problem. Not your Prefect, but the real problem. We fight because we’re paid. Once captured no harm will come to us. But the thralls fight because they’ve been told to fight, and they’ve been told to fight because the fat fool who rules this place and claims to see into the future has predicted victory. The thralls know in their guts that she is wrong. That is why they are so sullen.’


Yama said, ‘We do not know that Luria does not have the powers she claims.’


‘Grah. She knows that she doesn’t, and so does Syle, and so do the thralls. And the other pythoness is no more than a whey-faced wet-brained child stolen from her cradle. I have not heard her speak a single word since we came here.’


Pandaras said, ‘From what I hear, only Daphoene possesses any real talent for scrying the future. And that’s why she is forbidden to speak: Luria is afraid that one day innocent Daphoene will expose her fraud.’


Yama said, ‘Daphoene is very young. She may appear to keep her own counsel, but perhaps she does not speak because she has nothing useful to say.’


Tamora laughed. ‘Yama, you’re so innocent that you’re a danger to all around you. For once your pet rat has said something sensible. If Daphoene does have true foresight, then Luria has every reason to keep her quiet. Syle too, and that bloodless wife of his. For Daphoene will know how badly the defence of this place will go.’


Yama said, ‘Well, we will see her at work soon enough.’


In two days, the oracle would be opened for public inquisition, and the pythonesses would answer questions put to them by petitioners. It might be the last time the ceremony was held, for ten days after that the deadline for challenging the quit claim would run out. The Department of Indigenous Affairs would be allowed to march on the crumbling glory of the High Morning Court of the Department of Vaticination, and occupy the place where once Hierarchs had swum amongst star maps, ordering the voyages of ships that fell through holes in space and time.


Pandaras told Tamora, ‘My master has paid you to help him find his bloodline, and it is a better and more honourable task than this game of soldiers. As you will at once see, if you let me tell my tale.’


‘You run if you want to,’ Tamora said. ‘I’d like to see you run, rat-boy. It would prove what I’ve always thought about you.’


Pandaras said, with an air of affronted dignity, ‘I’ll ignore the slights on my character, except to say that those who attribute base motives to others do so because they expect no better of themselves. And also to note that while you have been playing at soldiers, I have been risking my life. Master, please. Let me tell you what I heard.’


‘If this is more kitchen gossip,’ Tamora said, ‘then hold your yap. You’d inflate the breaking of a glass into an epic tragedy.’


‘And why not? It’s a painful death for the glass concerned, leaves its fellows bereft of a good companion, and makes them aware of their own mortality.’


Yama said, ‘Pandaras claims to have overheard a conspiracy.’


‘She will not believe me, master. It is not worth telling her.’


‘Out with it, Pandaras,’ Yama said. ‘Forget your injured dignity.’


Pandaras drew himself up. ‘I came across the two of them whispering together in the Hall of the Tranquil Mind. They were clearly at the end of their rendezvous, but I heard enough to alarm me. One said, “Tomorrow, at dawn. Go straight away, and come straight back.” This was a woman. The other might have been a servant, for he simply made a noise of assent, and the first said, “If you succeed, the department will be saved. But if you fail, we may miss our chance to strike against her. And if she lives we all may die.” Then they both moved off, and I heard no more.’


Tamora said, ‘It might not be anything. These old departments are rats’ nests of poisonous intrigues and feuds over trifles.’


Yama said, ‘You have not told us who these plotters were.’


Pandaras wouldn’t meet their gazes. ‘I wasn’t able to get a good look at them.’


Tamora scowled. ‘Because you were too scared to peep out of your rat-hole.’


‘I was in the gallery above them. Had I leaned out over the rail, the game would have been up.’ Pandaras batted at the pair of fireflies which circled his head; they dipped away and circled back. ‘These cursed things we must use instead of candles would have given me away.’


‘As I said, you were scared.’


Yama said, ‘It does not matter. The gate is closed at night, and opens again at sunrise. Whoever leaves when it opens tomorrow will be our man. I will follow him, see who he meets, and learn what I can. Then we shall decide what to do next.’


Drilling the thralls was all very well, but Yama had done little else since they had arrived here. He was beginning to feel as if he was suffocating in the stale air of the Department of Vaticination, with its meaningless ceremonies and its constant reverent evocation of the dead days of its long-lost glory. He wanted to see more of the palace. He wanted to find the records of his bloodline, and use them to search for any of his family who might still be alive. He wanted to go downriver and plunge into the war at the midpoint of the world.


‘It’s obviously some plot against the fat bitch,’ Tamora said thoughtfully. ‘We’re here because of Luria’s refusal to bargain with the Department of Indigenous Affairs. Without her, there would be no dispute.’


‘ “If she lives we all may die,” ’ Pandaras said.


‘When your rat-boy agrees with me,’ Tamora told Yama, ‘then you know I must be right. It’s my opinion that we should not become involved in petty intrigues. We were ambushed at the gate, we have been misled about the kind of troops at our command, and now we discover that our employers plot against each other. It’s clear someone here has allied themselves to Indigenous Affairs, and hopes to strike a bargain after assassinating their rivals. Let them. However this falls out, we won’t cover ourselves in glory. If these plotters don’t sell out their department, our attempts to defend it are simply a matter of form before the inevitable surrender. Like all of Gorgo’s little jobs, this has nothing to commend it. Another reason to kill him, when we are done here.’


Gorgo was the broker who had given Tamora this contract. He had tried to kill Yama because Yama had cost him the commission on a previous job and because he suspected that, with Yama’s help, Tamora might free herself of her obligation to him. Yama had killed him instead, riddling him with a hundred tiny machines, but Tamora had not seen it, and did not or would not believe in what she called Yama’s magic tricks.


‘If we can find out more about this,’ Yama said, ‘we might be able to end the plot before it begins. And I think that would count towards defending the department.’


‘We are protected by law and custom only as long as we stay within the boundaries of the Department of Vaticination. If you try to follow this plotter, Yama, you might be assassinated.’


‘I can take care of myself.’


‘How is your wound? Does it trouble you?’


‘A headache now and then,’ Yama admitted.


He had the beginning of a headache now. He felt as if his skull was too small to contain his thoughts, as if his brain was a bladder pumped up by a growing anger. Red and black sparks crawled at the edge of his vision. He had to stifle an impulse to draw his knife and do some harm.


‘I will not make the same mistake again,’ he said. ‘And I will do as I will.’


Pandaras said, ‘If we’ve been misled as badly as you claim, doesn’t that invalidate our contract? Doesn’t it mean that my master can quit this place immediately, and begin the search for the records of his bloodline? Which is, after all, why he’s really here.’


Tamora whirled, and smashed her stave against the plinth with sudden fury, snapping it in two. She glared at the splintered stub in her hand, then threw it hard and fast down the length of the Basilica. ‘Go then! Both of you! Go, and accept what falls out. Death, most likely. Even if you dodge the hirelings of the Department of Indigenous Affairs, you know nothing about the palace, and it is a dangerous place.’


‘I’ll follow this plotter, and learn what I can, and come back,’ Yama said. ‘I promised that I would help you, and I will see it through to the end. And besides, I still hope that I might learn something about my bloodline and my family here. After all, many of those who petition the pythonesses hope that they can help them find long-lost relatives.’
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THE EYE OF THE PRESERVERS


It was the custom of the Department of Vaticination that everyone, from senior pythoness to apprentice collector of nightsoil, took their evening meal together in the refectory hall of the House of the Twelve Front Rooms. The pythonesses and their domestic staff – the secretary, the bursar, the chamberlain, the librarian, the sacristan, and a decad of holders of ancient offices which had dwindled to purely ceremonial functions or nothing more than empty titles – were raised up on a platform at one end of the refectory; the thralls were ranged around the other three sides. The refectory was not a convivial place. Yama guessed that tapestries had once decorated the bare stone walls – the hooks were still in place – and the broken tiers of chandeliers, stripped of gilt and crystal, still hung from the high vaults of the ceiling, but the gloomy hall was lit now only by the fireflies that danced above the heads of every man and woman. The thralls ate in silence while the praise-sayer, standing at his lectern in a corner of the refectory, recited suras from the Puranas in a high, clear voice. Alone amongst several hundred sullen servants, only Pandaras dared glance now and then at the dignitaries on the platform.


The Department of Vaticination was one of the oldest in the Palace of the Memory of the People. Although it had fallen on hard times, it did its best to keep up its traditions. The food served to the pythonesses and their staff was poor stuff, mostly rice and glutinous vegetable sauces eaten with wedges of unleavened bread (the thralls had it even worse, with only lentils and edible plastic), but it was served on fine, translucent porcelain by liveried thralls, and was accompanied by thin, bitter wine in fragile cups of blown glass veined with gold and silver.


Yama found the formal style of the meals comfortingly familiar; they reminded him of suppers at the long banqueting table in the Great Hall of the peel-house. He sprawled in a nest of silk cushions (their delicate embroidery tattered and stained) at a low square table he shared with Syle, the secretary of the Department of Vaticination, and Syle’s pregnant wife, Rega. The department’s officers and officials were grouped around other tables, all of them turned towards the couches on which the two pythonesses reclined.


Luria, the senior pythoness, overflowed her couch, looking, as Tamora liked to say, like a grampus stranded on a mudbank. Crowned by a tower of red and gold fireflies, she ate with surprising delicacy but ferocious appetite; usually, she had finished her portion and rung the bell to signal that the dishes should be taken away before the others on the platform were halfway done. Swags of flesh hung from her jowls and from her upper arms, and her eyes were half-hidden by the puffy cushions of her cheeks. They were large, her eyes, and a lustrous brown, with long, delicate lashes. Her black hair was greased and tied in numerous plaits with coloured silk ribbons, and she wore layers of gauze that floated and stirred on the faintest breeze. Whenever she chose to walk, she had to be supported by two thralls, but usually she was carried about on a chair. She had been pythoness for more than a century. She was the imperturbable centre of such power as remained in the faded glory of the Department of Vaticination, like a bloated spider brooding in a tattered web in a locked and lightless room. Yama knew that she did not miss a single nuance of the whispered conversations around her.


The junior pythoness, Daphoene, was Luria’s starveling shadow. Only a single wan firefly flickered above her pale, flat face, as if she were no better than the least of the kitchen thralls. She wore a long white shift girdled with a belt of gold wires, lumpy scars wormed across her shaven scalp, and she was blind. Her eyes, white as stones, turned towards the ceiling while her fine-boned hands moved amongst the bowls and cups on the tray that a servant held before her, questing independently like small, restless animals. She hardly ever spoke, and did not appear to pay any attention to the conversations around her.


Yama suspected that Daphoene was inhabited by more than one person. Lately, he had begun to sense that everyone had folded within themselves a small irreducible kernel of self, the soul grown by the invisibly small machines which infected all of the changed bloodlines. But Daphoene was a vessel for an uncountable number of kernels, a constant ferment of flickering fragments.


The formal evening meals were a trial to Tamora, and she guyed her unease by playing up the part of an uncouth cateran. That evening, after the argument in the Basilica, she had chosen to sit alone at a table at the far end of the platform, and was more restless than ever. But the more she played the barbarian, the more she endeared herself to Syle, who would incline his head towards Yama and comment in admiring, mock-scandalised whispers about the way Tamora tossed and caught her knife over and over, or yawned widely, or spat a bit of gristle onto the floor, or drank from the fingerbowl, or, as now, scratched herself with a cat’s lazy self-indulgence.


‘Quite wonderfully untamed,’ Syle murmured to Yama. ‘So thrillingly physical.’


‘She comes from a people not much given to formalities,’ Yama said.


‘Fortunately, we didn’t hire her for her manners,’ Syle’s wife, Rega, said. Rega was older than Syle, with a pointed wit and a sharp gaze that measured everyone it fell upon and usually found them wanting. She was tremendously pregnant. As round as an egg, as her husband fondly put it, and dressed in a shift of purple satin that stretched like a drumhead over her distended belly. She had twisted her feathery hair into a tall cone that sat like a shell on top of her small head.


‘She is tired, too,’ Yama said. ‘We have both been working hard.’


The praise-sayer had been reciting from the sura which described how the Preservers had altered the orbits of every star in the Home Galaxy, as a feoffer might replant a forest as a formal garden. A monument, a game, a work of art – who could say? Who could understand the minds of those who had become gods, so powerful that they had escaped this universe of things?


Yama knew these suras by heart, and had been paying little attention to the praise-singer. But now the man paused, and began to recite a sura from the last pages of the Puranas.




The world first showed itself as a golden embryo of sound. As soon as the thoughts of the Preservers turned to the creation of the world, the long vowel which described the form of the world vibrated in the pure realm of thought, and re-echoed on itself. From the knots in the play of vibrations, the crude matter of the world curdled. In the beginning, it was no more than a sphere of air and water with a little mud at the centre.


And the Preservers raised up a man and set on his brow their mark, and raised up a woman of the same kind, and set on her brow the same mark. From the white clay of the middle region did they shape this race, and quickened them with their marks. And those of this race were the servants of the Preservers. And in their myriads this race shaped the world after the ideas of the Preservers.





Yama’s blood quickened. He had read that very passage just before entering the Palace of the Memory of the People. It was a description of how the Preservers had created the first bloodline of Confluence: the Builders, his own bloodline, long thought to have vanished with their masters into the black hole at the heart of the Eye of the Preservers. He saw that Syle was watching him, and knew that Syle knew. Knew what he was. Knew why he was here. The sura had been chosen deliberately.


Luria rang her little bell. The attendants cleared away the bowls of rice and the dishes of sauces, and sprinkled the diners with water perfumed with rose petals.


‘You will watch the exercises tomorrow,’ Luria told Syle. ‘I want to know how the training of our defence force is proceeding.’


Syle winked at Yama and said, ‘I am sure that it is in capable hands, pythoness.’


Yes, Syle knew. But what was he planning to do with that knowledge?


Tamora said loudly, ‘Well, we didn’t kill anyone today, and I believe my friend’s wound is healing.’


She had spoken out of turn. Luria took no more notice than if she had belched.


Syle said, ‘The exercises are very diverting, pythoness. You should see how well the thralls march.’


‘It’s a pity they can’t fight,’ Tamora said.


‘I have had a presentiment,’ Luria told Syle. ‘You will see to it that all is well.’


Tamora said, ‘If you’ve seen something with your cards or dice, perhaps you could share it with us. It could help our plans.’


There was a silence. At last, Luria said in a soft croak, ‘Not dice, dear. Dice and cards are for street performers who take your money and promise anything they think will make you happy. I deal in the truth.’


Syle said, ‘True divination is hard, difficult and dangerous. It not only requires a special talent, but dedication and courage. As you will see in two days, at the public inquisition.’


‘Syle likes to explain things,’ Luria said. ‘Tomorrow, you will show him the progress you have made. He will then explain it to me.’


The last course, iced fruits and sweet wine, was served. Luria ate a token mouthful, then rang her bell. The praise-sayer fell silent. The meal was over. Luria was helped into her chair by two tall strong attendants, and carried away. Another attendant took Daphoene’s arm, and she followed him with the child-like trust of a sleepwalker. Her mouth hung open and there was a slick of drool on her chin.


As the thralls began to file out of the hall, followed by flocks of faint fireflies, Rega told her husband, ‘You are kinder to Luria than she deserves. Certainly kinder to her than she is to you, who works so hard for her.’


‘The pythoness worries all the time about the quit claim, and of course about the public inquisition,’ Syle said. ‘We are all a little short of patience, these days.’


Rega smiled sweetly at Tamora and said, ‘You’re doing your best, I’m sure, but you must wish for proper soldiers.’


‘We only have what we have,’ Syle said, again gazing at Yama. ‘I’m sure the thralls will fight to the death.’


‘I’m sure they will,’ Rega said. She held out her hand, and her husband helped her to her feet. Her round belly swayed, stretching the panels of her satin dress. She added, ‘A very quick death it will be, too. Yama, Tamora, I don’t blame either of you. Our pythoness has foreseen victory, and is so certain that she is right that she has not provided the means to ensure it.’


Tamora drew herself up. She was very angry. She showed her sharp white teeth and said, ‘If anything I have done does not satisfy the department, then I will resign at once.’


Syle made a fluttering motion with his hands. ‘Please. Nothing of the sort is intended. I myself have seen how well you have drilled our thralls. A thrilling sight, to see them march!’


‘Try getting some of that enthusiasm into your reports for people who can’t be bothered to see the drills for themselves,’ Tamora said. ‘Excuse me. I have work to do.’


Syle whispered something to his wife, who gave her husband a cold look but allowed him to kiss her on her forehead before she took her leave. ‘Walk with me, if you will,’ Syle said to Yama, and caught hold of his arm.


Yama looked towards Tamora, but she was already halfway across the refectory, the crowd of thralls parting before her as rice plants part before the scythe. ‘I would be happy to,’ he said to Syle.


He liked Syle too much to be afraid of him. The tall, slightly built man, with his delicate bones, fine features, and white, feathery hair, was of the same bloodline as his sweetheart, Derev, and possessed a genuine enthusiasm for imparting arcane knowledge that reminded him of Zakiel, the librarian who had provided him with much of his education.


Syle had taught him much about the history of the Department of Vaticination, and its trade. There were very many ways of gaining foresight, Syle said, but almost all of them were false, and those that remained could be divided into no more than three types. The least of these was sortilege, the drawing of lots, or astragalomancy, the use of dice or huckle-bones or sticks, neither of which, as Luria had pointed out, were practised in the department, although they were much abused by charlatans. Of more merit were those methods classed as divination, in which signs were scried in the client’s physiognomy, as in metascopy or chiromancy, or in the landscape, or in dust cast on a mirror (Syle said that gold was best, but the finings of any metal were better than the husks of rice grains used by village witches). The form most often performed by the department was rhabdomancy, or dowsing, used to find lost property or to find the best place for the site of a house or to locate a hidden spring. Finally, there was true foresight obtained through visions, either in dreams or in waking trances. It was the most difficult and most powerful method of all, and would be attempted by the pythonesses at the public inquisition, although these days most clients wanted answers to trivial questions, to find things that were lost or hidden (wills were a perennial favourite, for many slighted by the posthumous wishes of rich relatives believed that they had been cheated by a fake will got up by scheming rivals, and hoped to find the original), to speak with the dead, or to gain assurance of the success of a new business or a marriage.


The problem was that, as Syle put it, the Department of Vaticination no longer owned the future. Mountebanks claimed exclusive knowledge about the outcome of the war or the imminence of the eschaton. Most of the ordinary citizens of Ys believed that the predictions of roadside cartomancers were as valid as those of the pythonesses of the Department of Vaticination; the other departments no longer called upon its services when planning their affairs.


Now Syle steered Yama towards the broad stair at the far end of the hall. Thralls made way for them. Pandaras had disappeared, no doubt in pursuit of another amatory conquest.


‘I promise not to keep you long,’ Syle said. He had the tentative touch of an old man, although he was not much more than twice Yama’s age, and much younger than his wife. ‘Is your wound healing, by the way? Do you still have headaches?’


‘Now and then.’


‘You should let Brother Apothecary examine it.’


‘Tamora said that the dressing should not be disturbed,’ Yama said. ‘Besides, it is mostly bruising.’


He had been embarrassed in the brief fight. The ruffians had rushed up from behind as Tamora, Pandaras and Yama had climbed the long stair towards the Gate of Double Glory. One had struck Yama with the flat of a blade; dazed and half-blinded by blood, Yama had saved himself with a lucky swipe that had hit his opponent’s sword hand, severing two fingers and causing the man to drop his weapon. By the time Yama had wiped blood from his eyes, Tamora had killed three of the ruffians and the other two had fled, with Pandaras chasing after them and screaming insults.


‘We have lodged a protest with the Department of Internal Harmony over the incident,’ Syle said. ‘If it is successful, then we may move on to a formal hearing. Unfortunately, the petition of protest must be read and approved by a clerk of the court in the first instance, and then a committee will be deputised to discuss it. That may take no more than fifty or sixty days if the business is rushed, but little is ever rushed in the palace. As is only proper, of course. These are serious matters, and must be taken seriously. After that, well, the process of establishing a hearing usually takes at least two years.’


‘And in twelve days the ultimatum delivered by the Department of Indigenous Affairs will expire.’


Syle said, ‘Indeed. But I have every expectation that you will surprise them, Yama.’


Yama wanted to know what the man had discovered about his bloodline, but he had learnt a little of the art of diplomacy from the man who had adopted him, the Aedile of Aeolis, and knew that he would lose the advantage if he asked a direct question.


He made a show of looking around, and said, ‘I have never been in this part of the department before.’


‘This was the main entrance, once upon a time. Now hardly anyone uses it.’


They reached the top of the stairway and went down a long corridor. Its walls were panelled in dark, heavily carved wood and hung with big square paintings whose pigments were so blackened by time that it was impossible to discern what scenes or persons they might once have depicted. A rat fled from their footsteps, pursued by a single wan firefly. It disappeared into a hole in the panelling and rolled the end of a broken bottle across the hole to stop it. The feeble light of the firefly flickered behind the thick glass as the rat lay still and watched the two men pass.


The corridor ended at a pair of round metal doors, with a metal-walled antechamber sandwiched between them. The inner door was open, the outer door dogged shut. Syle shut the inner door behind them and talked to the lock of the outer door – Yama felt its dim intelligence briefly waken – then instructed Yama to spin a wheel and pull the door open. It moved sweetly on its counterbalanced track, and Yama followed Syle over the high sill.


They had emerged onto the flat roof, lapped with metal plates that fitted together like the scales of a fish, of the House of the Twelve Front Rooms. On one side was the huge hollow of the cavern, with the other buildings of the Department of Vaticination – the Basilica, the Hall of the Tranquil Mind, the Hall of Great Achievements and the Gate of Double Glory – set symmetrically around its edge, shadowy shapes sunk deep in darkness; on the other was the looming arch of the cavern’s mouth, and the night sky.


A cold wind blew past the skeletal towers that jutted from the outer edge of the roof. Syle told Yama that in times long past drugged pythonesses lashed to platforms on top of these towers had searched for intimations of the future in the patterns of clouds and the flight of birds, and led him to a narrow walkway that projected from a corner of the roof into the windy night. It creaked under their weight, and Yama held tight to its flimsy rail as Syle led him along it.


‘Don’t worry,’ Syle said. ‘This walkway has stood for longer than the department. It was built long before Confluence entered its present orbit.’


The cold wind buffeted Yama; the walkway hummed like a plucked wire. All he could see of it was that part of its mesh floor at his feet, illuminated by the intense light of the single firefly above his head. He could lose his grip on the slender rail and fall like a stone through someone’s roof. Slip, or perhaps be pushed.


Directly below, a long steep slope of scrub and bare rock fell away towards the spurs and spires and towers which had accreted around the ragged hem of the palace, covering it as corals will cover a wreck in the warm lower reaches of the Great River. Beyond, the lights of Ys were spread along the edge of the broad river; Yama could see, across leagues of water, the long edge of the world ruled against the empty darkness of the night sky. Downriver, where the world narrowed to its vanishing point, was a dim red glow, as if a fire had been kindled beneath the horizon of the world’s edge.


In the windy dark, his mild face illuminated by his crown of fireflies, Syle said, ‘In a few hours the Preservers will look upon us for the first time this year, and the rabble of the city will begin their celebrations. We will have a good view of their fireworks and bonfires from here. And later, perhaps, the fires of riots, and then the flashes of the weapons of the magistrates as they restore order.’


‘Ys is a strange and terrible city.’


‘It is a very large city, and order can only be maintained by suppressing any disorder at once, by whatever force is necessary. The Department of Indigenous Affairs has raised an army to fight the heretics and greatly expanded its bureaucracy; that is why they claim new territory. But the magistrates are a greater army, and constantly strive against a greater enemy. The people war amongst themselves with more hatred and more energy than is expended against the heretics. How far have we fallen from grace!’


Yama remembered Pandaras’s story of how his uncle had been trapped when magistrates had laid siege to a block of the city which had refused to pay an increase in taxes. He said, ‘In the city where I grew up, the people celebrate the setting of the Eye of the Preservers, not its rising. They sail across the river to the farside shore and hold a winter festival. They polish and repair the settings of the shrines, and renew the flags of the prayer strings. They light bonfires, and feast and dance, and lay flowers and other offerings at the shrines.’


‘The ordinary people of Ys celebrate the rising of the Eye because they think that once more they are beneath the beneficent gaze of the Preservers, and all evil must flee away,’ Syle said. ‘And so they bang gongs, rattle their pots and pans, and light firecrackers to drive evil into the open. I am not familiar with your city, Yama, but I wonder why your people are glad to believe that they are free of the Preservers’ scrutiny.’


‘They dislike the summer’s heat, and celebrate the beginning of winter,’ Yama said. ‘But I have always preferred summer to winter, and am glad to see the Eye return. Thank you for bringing me here to see it.’


Syle inclined his head. ‘As I’m sure you’ve guessed, I also brought you here so that we could talk in private. You are a singular young man, Yama. Take your firefly, for instance. You should have allowed them to choose you, and not taken the brightest anyone has ever seen.’


‘But it did choose me,’ Yama said.


He had kept others from joining it because he feared that he would be blinded inside their ardent orbits.


‘Some say that fireflies multiply in dark places hidden from our sight, but I think not,’ Syle said. ‘Every year there are fewer and fewer people in the palace proper – by which I mean the corridors and chambers and cells, and not the newer buildings built over the lower floors. Once, even the least of bloodlines were crowned with twenty or thirty fireflies, and the palace blazed with their light. Now many fireflies are so feeble that they have become fixed on members of the indigenous tribes which infest the roof, or on rats and other vermin. I doubt that there is another firefly as bright as the one you wear, except perhaps within the chambers of the Hierarchs. It will attract much attention, but it is fixed now, and will not leave you until you leave the palace.’


‘I hope that it does not put me in danger.’


Yama supposed that he could order the firefly to leave, and then choose others more ordinary – but that might be worse than having selected it in the first place.


Syle did not answer at once. At last he said, ‘You know that I find the cateran is very amusing, but I do not think that she will be able to marshal a successful defence of the department.’


Yama remembered what Rega had said. ‘If you gave us more men—’


‘How would you train them? Indigenous Affairs will send an army of its best troops to enforce the quit claim.’


‘That is what Tamora thinks, too.’


‘Then at least she has some sense. But she is no more than an ordinary cateran. I believe that you are capable of greater things.’


‘You flatter me,’ Yama said cautiously.


His wise but unworldly foster-father had not known what he was. The Aedile had sent the apothecary, Dr Dismas, to the Palace of the Memory of the People to discover what he could about Yama’s bloodline, but Dr Dismas had lied to the old man and claimed to have found nothing, and tried to kidnap Yama for his own purposes. After Yama had escaped the apothecary, the curators of the City of the Dead had shown him that he was of the bloodline which had built the world according to the will of the Preservers; now he wondered if Syle, kin to his sweetheart and one of the curators, was part of their conspiracy, and he felt a quickening anticipation.


Syle said, ‘I will try to speak plainly, but I am out of the habit. Luria has been pythoness for more than a century, and loyalty to the department has become inextricably entangled with loyalty to her person. And in a department as old as this, every word raises echoes from history. A casual remark can easily be mistaken for an allusion to some weakness or betrayal of the deep past. So we choose our words carefully, and do not always mean what we say, or say what we mean.’


‘No one can overhear us here,’ Yama said


‘Except the Preservers. And we must always speak truthfully under their gaze.’ Syle gripped the rail and stared into the night, towards the first light of the Eye of the Preservers. His feathery white hair fluttered in the wind. ‘The truth, then. I know what you are, Yama. You are one of the Builders. Your bloodline was the first of all the bloodlines the Preservers raised up to populate Confluence, and the machines which maintain this world have not forgotten your kind. All machines obey you, even those that follow the orders of other men. Even those that will not obey anyone else.’


He laughed. ‘There. I have said it. Rega thought I could not, but I have. And the world has not ended.’


Yama said, ‘How did you discover what I am?’


‘In a rare and ancient book I discovered in our library.’


Yama’s heart turned over. Perhaps his quest was already over, before he had hardly begun. He said, ‘I would very much like to see that book.’


‘Alas, the library is closed to all but the pythonesses and the highest officers of the domestic staff,’ Syle said. ‘And I fear I am at present more in need of help than you. It is possible, is it not, that the Preservers act through you. If that’s true, then whatever you do cannot be evil. You cannot help but do good, and should not deny the powers you possess. I know, for instance, that the Temple of the Black Well burned down on the day you entered the palace. It seemed that someone woke the thing in the well and then destroyed it. As far as I am concerned, a lesser miracle would suffice.’


Yama had encountered two feral machines since he had arrived in Ys. In a desperate moment, he had called down the first without knowing what he was doing. The second had fallen in the wars of the Age of Insurrection, and men had later built a temple over the hole it had melted into the keel of the world. The machine had lain brooding within a tomb of congealed lava for an age, until it had been woken by the same call that had brought down the first. With the help of the ancient guardians of the temple, Yama had reburied it. Machines like it had destroyed half the world in the Age of Insurrection, and although their time was long past, and their powers had faded as the lights of the fireflies had faded, they were still powerful. Some still shadowed the world from which they had been expelled, waiting for the return of the Preservers and the final battle when the just, living and dead, would be raised up, and the damned thrown aside.


After dismissing the fireflies which had eagerly flocked to him when he had first entered the palace, Yama had not attempted to influence a machine. He was scared that he might inadvertently wake more monsters from the past. He told Syle, ‘I signed as a cateran, for a cateran’s wages. That is the duty I will discharge to you, dominie, nothing more and nothing less. What you have learned from your library is your own affair. I would guess that you have not shared it with the pythonesses, or you would not have brought me here to talk in secret. Perhaps I should ask them about this book you claim to have found.’


Syle turned to look at Yama and said, ‘Why involve them, when we can as easily help each other?’


‘You said that you wanted to speak plainly,’ Yama said. ‘Perhaps you can answer this question. If I help you, will you tell me everything you have found about my bloodline?’


‘I will show you the book.’


‘What would you have me do?’


‘That is not so simple.’


‘Try your best.’


‘It is said that the Preservers could travel from the future into the past as easily as voidships slip from star to star,’ Syle said. ‘But they could not travel into the future because from the point of view of the past the future does not yet exist. The road to the past is straight, because the world has travelled along it to reach the present. But as we travel along the road from the present into the future, every footstep creates a million new destinations, shaped by all the directions we could have taken. When looking into the future, a true pythoness must encompass all these possible states and choose the most likely, which is to say the one which is most common. It is not an easy task. Sometimes our pythonesses are unable to find the way. And then, instead of telling people which path into the future is the most likely, they tell people what they want to hear, or what they most need to hear, which is not always the same thing.’


‘Is this what you do now?’


Syle nodded. ‘Luria’s ability is … uncertain. Many years ago, she would find fault in some detail of the ceremony when her predictions failed, or she would claim that something more powerful intervened to turn events from the course she had divined. At last, she gave up on her powers. Ever since, the department’s energies and resources have been squandered on collecting intelligence about our clients, so that we can attempt to satisfy their enquiries. In short, we have lost our way. But Daphoene has the true sight. She can lead us back to the right path.’


‘You are very candid.’


‘If you will not help us, then what I tell you will do no harm, for the department will cease to exist. If you do help us, then you will need to know these things. Some say that we practise magic, but in truth ours is a rational science.’


Yama thought of the buzzing confusion in Daphoene’s head, and wondered if she was able to scry a clear path through the sheaves of possible futures because many versions of her self inhabited a single mind, and her predictions were the sum of their consensus.


Syle said, ‘Daphoene only ever tells the truth, and tells it accurately, without regard for the wants and needs of our clients. Luria believes that it will drive them away, and ruin the department – as if it is not already close to ruin. And she is frightened of Daphoene, too. Frightened that Daphoene sees her for what she is; frightened that Daphoene will one day predict a fate that she will be unable to escape. I brought Daphoene here, Yama. I am responsible for her. I hoped that she would be a true pythoness, and would restore the department to its former glory. And because she is so much more than I ever hoped she would be, Luria plans to destroy her. I would rather die than see that.’


It seemed to be a straightforward bargain: a miracle in exchange for revelation. But Yama thought of the plot that Pandaras had uncovered, and Tamora’s harsh words – These old departments are rats’ nests of poisonous intrigues and feuds over trifles – and wondered if Syle hoped to use his powers for his own ends.


He said, ‘If Daphoene can see into the future, then what does she say about the department? Will it be saved?’


‘Do not think I have not asked, but she has set her heart against revealing what she knows. She says that if she speaks, then the future may be changed, and the fate of the world with it. All she will say is that it will not be saved by force of arms. I understand that to mean that you must intervene in some other way.’


‘Would she speak plainly of my fate? Could she look into the future and see where I might meet my people?’


‘She has already said something. And that is why you must help us, Yama. If you do not, then yours will be a tragic fate.’


There, in the windy dark high above the oldest city in the world, Yama knew that Syle had baited a hook to set in his heart. But he had to ask.


‘Tell me what she said, and then I may know whether I should help you.’


Syle turned to regard the panorama spread far below. The darkling plain of Ys, the wide ribbon of the Great River stretching towards the vanishing point, where the Eye of the Preservers had risen a finger-breadth above the edge of the world. He inclined his head, and said, ‘There are two parts. The first is that you will either save the world or destroy it. Daphoene said that both possible futures are deeply entangled. Do not ask me what she meant – she would not explain it to me.’


Yama said, ‘Perhaps the first is more likely than the second. The world will continue as before, but those who have more faith in me than I have in myself might say that I am responsible.’


‘Then it’s time you learned to trust yourself,’ Syle said. ‘The second part is this: if you do not help me, then you will be betrayed to those you have already escaped. Again, I know no more about it than that.’


Yama felt a chill of presentiment. The Aedile had sent him to Ys to work in the Department of Indigenous Affairs, the very department he was now contracted to fight against. Although he had escaped Prefect Corin, the man to whom the Aedile had entrusted him, he feared that the Prefect would find him again.


He said, ‘That seems more like a threat than a prediction.’


‘It’s plain that serving as a mere cateran will not be enough to save you and the department,’ Syle said. ‘As a friend, I beg you to help us. And by helping us, you will help yourself. I cannot be responsible for what will happen to you if you do not.’


Yama would have asked him what he meant, but Syle suddenly pointed towards the city below. ‘Look there! How brightly they burn!’


Near and far, rockets were shooting up above the streets and houses and squares of the endless city, red and green and gold lights streaking high into the night air and bursting in fiery flowers that drifted down in clouds of fading sparks even as more rockets rose through them. The noise of their explosions came moments later, like the popping of kernels of corn in a hot pan.


Yama thought again of Daphoene. Her mind full of sparks constantly flowering and fading.


Rising faintly on the cold wind came the small sound of trumpets and drums, of people singing and cheering. A flight of rockets terminated their brief arc in a shower of golden sparks a few chains beneath the walkway on which Yama and Syle stood. Bats took wing from crevices in the rock face below, a cloud of black flakes that blew out into the night and swept across the crimson swirl of the Eye of the Preservers.
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THE DAY MARKET


The inner door of the Gate of Double Glory sank into its slot in the roadway, and the thrall waiting in front of it walked through the round portal into the darkness of the tunnel beyond. Yama stepped out of the doorway of the Basilica, crossed the plaza with Pandaras trotting at his heels, and asked the gatekeeper about the man who had just gone through.


‘You mean Brabant?’ the gatekeeper said. ‘What would you want with him, dominie? He done something wrong?’


Yama hid a yawn behind his hand. It was a little after dawn and for most of the night he had lain sleeplessly on the narrow bunk in his little cell, thinking about everything Syle had told him. It was as if his mind had split in two factions, and their armies had gone to war inside his skull.


After he had inadvertently called down one feral machine and woken and defeated another, after he had murdered Gorgo in a fit of anger, he had sworn not to use his powers again until he fully understood them. And as yet he did not know if he could do what Syle wanted him to do. He did not know if he could successfully defend the Department of Vaticination by warping the minds of machines to serve his own ends. Besides, if his powers came from the Preservers, then it was obvious that he should not use them for his own gain.


But in exchange for defending the Department of Vaticination he might learn much more about his bloodline. And if he knew where he came from, he might better understand his powers and what the Preservers wanted of him.


With this thought came a tumble of images. Yama flying on the back of a metal dragon, driving hordes of defeated heretics into the Glass Desert beyond the midpoint of the world. Yama clad in a buzzing weave of bright motes, preaching to a multitude on some high place, with the whole long world spread beyond. Yama on a doffing ship, waking ancient machines in the depths of the Great River. Yama striking with a golden staff a rock in the icy wastes at the head of the Great River, and calling forth new waters to renew the world. And many more images, bright and compelling, as if his mind was trying to master all the futures in which he might walk. The visions possessed him, wonderful and terrifying. When he was woken by Pandaras it seemed that he had not rested at all.


And now, not half an hour later, he stood beneath the intricately carved portal of the Gate of Double Glory. The tunnel beyond it slanted downwards, curving as it descended. The thrall, Brabant, had already passed out of sight.


‘Brabant never did anything bad I heard about,’ the gatekeeper said. ‘And I know all about what comes and goes.’


Yama said, ‘Did he tell you what his business might be?’


The gatekeeper was an ancient thrall, with a humped back and a white mane. He looked at Yama slyly. ‘It would be his usual business,’ he said.


‘And what’s that?’ Pandaras said. ‘Speak civilly to my master, fellow. He has the safety of your department in his hands.’


The thrall said, ‘Why, it’s well known that Brabant has the keys of the kitchens of the household of the House of the Twelve Front Rooms. He’s often out this early. The day markets open when the main gates open, and bidding is fierce these days. Things aren’t what they were. There are shortages because of the war. Are you here to protect Brabant, dominie? Is that it? Is he in danger?’


‘It is a matter of security,’ Pandaras told the old thrall.


This seemed to satisfy the gatekeeper. ‘Aye, I suppose we’re in danger even now. They’re not to start fighting the quit claim for more than a decad, but you can’t trust Indigenous Affairs. It’s a grower, see. Wants to get control wherever it can, however it can. But I do a good job. Don’t worry about the gate. Nothing has ever passed me by without proper authority.’


For once, this was no idle boast. Tamora had surveyed the Department of Vaticination on the first day, and said that once the triple doors were lowered the gate could not be forced without destroying most of the cavern.
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