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  ONE




  Essegui Harn — Winterstrike




  The coldest night of the year in Winterstrike is always the night on which the festival of Ombre is held, or Wintervale if you are young and disdain the older dialects. The

  Matriarchy knows how to predict these things, how to read the subtle signatures in snowdrift and the length of icicles, the messages formed by the freezing of the breath upon the air, the crackling

  of the icy skin of the great canals.




  In the centre of Winterstrike, Mars’s first city, in the middle of the meteorite crater that gave the city its name, stands the fortress: a mass of vitrified stone striped as white as a

  bone and as red as a still-beating heart. It has a shattered turret, from some long-forgotten war, in which verminous birds fight and nest and cry. And on one particular night, at the top of the

  fortress and on the eve of war, at the summit of another tower so high that from it one could see out across the basalt walls to the dim, shimmering slopes of Olympus, stood a woman. She was

  surrounded by four glass windows: crimson, white, black, and transparent. She stood before a brazier and beneath a bell. She wore triple gloves: a thin membrane of weedworm silk, then the tanned

  leather of vulpen skin, then a pair of woollen mittens knitted by a grandmother. In spite of this, and the spitting coals of the brazier, her hands were still cold.




  When the night froze below a certain point, and the signs were relayed to her by antiscribe, she turned, nearly overthrowing the brazier in her haste, and rushed to the windows. She threw them

  open, letting in a great gust of cold air which made the coals crackle, then struck the bell three times. It rang out, fracturing the chill. The woman ran down the stairs to the warm depths of the

  tower before the echo had even died. One by one, the coals hissed into silence as the bell note faded.




  This all took place shortly before dawn, in the blue light before the sun rose. The woman was myself, Essegui Harn. The day was that of Ombre. And all Winterstrike could hear the bell, except

  for one woman, and except for one woman, all Winterstrike answered. I knew that across the city, women were throwing aside their counterpanes, rushing to the basins to wash, and then, still dressed

  in their nightclothes, running upstairs to the attics of mansions, or to the cellars of community shacks, to retrieve costumes forgotten over the course of the previous year, all six hundred and

  eighty-seven days of it. From chests and boxes, they would pull masks depicting the creatures of the Age of Children and the Lost Epoch, the long muzzles of cenulae, or the narrow, inhuman faces of

  demotheas and gaezelles. They would try them on, laughing at one another, then fall silent as they stood, masked, their concealed faces suddenly foolish above the thick nightdresses.




  By Second Hour the robes, too, would have been retrieved: confections of lace and metal, leather and stiffened velvet, scarlet and ochre and amethyst, sea-green and indigo and pearl. Above

  these, the masks would no longer appear silly or sinister, but natural and full of grace. Then the women of Winterstrike would set them aside and, frantic throughout the short day, make sweet

  dumplings and fire-cakes for the night ahead, impatient for the fall of twilight.




  After my stint in the bell tower I was in equal haste, rushing back to the mansion of Calmaretto, which lay not far from the fortress. I hurried through the streets, pounding

  snow into ice under my boots and churning it into powder against the swing of the hem of my heavy coat. I was thinking of the festival, of my new friend Vanity, whom I was planning to seduce

  tonight (or be seduced by, even more hopefully), of my cousin Hestia, vanished from the city a week ago and rumoured to have gone to Caud.




  I didn’t like to think about that. Caud was gearing up for war, over yet another territorial matter of a disputed sacred site, and given Hestia’s occupation – a matter of some

  subtle conjecture – that city wasn’t a safe place for her to be.




  But thinking about Hestia was still easier than thinking about my sister. It was difficult not to think of her, especially when the walls of Calmaretto rose up before me: black weedwood,

  glittering with silver and frost. The tall arched windows were covered by heavy drapes, ostensibly to keep out the cold but in reality to conceal the house from the eyes of the peasantry, which, to

  my mothers Alleghetta and Thea, meant most people.




  When I reached the main entrance I did not hesitate but put my eye to the haunt-lock. The scanner glowed with blacklight, an eldritch sparkle, as the lock read my soul-engrams through the hollow

  of my eye. The door opened. I stepped through into a maelstrom of activity.




  Both my mothers were shouting at one another, at the servants, and then, without even a pause for breath, at me.




  ‘. . . there is not enough sugar and only a little haemomon? Why didn’t you order more?’




  ‘. . . Canteley’s best dress has a stain, she refuses to wear it even under her robes . . .’




  ‘And Jhule cannot find the tracing-spoon anywhere!’




  Thea started to wheeze and put a plump hand to her heart. Alleghetta’s proud face became even frostier with contempt. She’d had her hair done for Ombre and it laced her head in a

  series of small, tight curls as if she was wearing a helmet; Thea, on the other hand, had chosen a loose, piled-up style which did not do a great deal for a round countenance. Her hair was starting

  to descend.




  ‘Do stop fussing, Thea!’ Alleghetta snapped.




  Thea’s mouth turned down, heralding tears.




  It was always the same. My head started to pound. I said, ‘What about Shorn?’




  Immediate, tense silence. My mothers stared at me, then at one another.




  ‘What about her?’




  ‘You know very well,’ I said. I was speaking too loud, too fast, despite my best efforts, but I couldn’t help it. ‘You have to let her out. Tonight.’




  Upstairs, in the windowless heart of Calmaretto, my sister Shorn Harn sat alone. Her birth name was Leretui, but she had been told that this was no longer her name: she had

  been shorn of it, and this verb was the only name she could take from now on. She would not know that it was the day of Ombre, because the sound of the bell rung by her sister, myself, had not

  penetrated the walls of Calmaretto. Nor would she be able to witness the haste and bustle outside in the street, the skaters skimming up and down Canal-the-Less, because she was not allowed to set

  foot in a room which had windows. She was permitted books, but not writing materials or an antiscribe, in case she found a way to send a message.




  At this thought, my mouth gave a derisive twist. There would be little point in composing a message, since the one for whom it would be intended could not read, could not be taught to read, and

  was unlikely ever to communicate with someone literate. But my mothers would not countenance even the slightest possibility that a message might be sent, and thus Shorn was no longer allowed to see

  our little sister Canteley, as Canteley was young enough to view the scenario as romantic, no matter how many times our mothers had impressed upon her that Shorn was both transgressor and pervert.

  Shorn was occasionally permitted to see me, since I pretended to be of a similar mind to our mothers.




  I usually only put my head around the door once a week, though Shorn found it difficult to estimate the days. Even so, I think she was surprised when the door hissed open and I strode through,

  snow falling in flakes from my outdoor coat.




  ‘Essegui?’ Shorn turned her head away and did not rise. She looked older than she was: not a surprise, given what had befallen her. She could have been my own age, a full five years

  older. Her long dark hair, a clone-mark of Alleghetta and Calmaretto, streamed down her back and I could tell that she hadn’t bothered to brush it for several days; it had knotted into locks.

  For a moment, I longed to sit behind her and comb it through, as we’d done when we were children. Her face, so like my own and those of Alleghetta, Hestia and Canteley, stretched white over

  its bones like snow on broken ground. Blue shadows had pooled in the hollows of her eyes.




  ‘What is it?’ Shorn said, dully.




  ‘Ombre falls today. I’ve told our mothers that you are to be allowed out, when the gongs ring for dusk.’




  Shorn’s mouth fell open to reveal her silver-latticed teeth, an affectation Alleghetta had insisted she adopt when our mothers were still trying to marry her off. She stared at me.




  ‘Outside? And they agreed?’




  ‘They hate it. But it is your last remaining legal right, ancient custom, and they have no choice.’




  Shorn said, slowly and disbelieving, ‘I am to be allowed out? In the mask-and-gown? Tonight? This is mockery.’




  I leaned forward, hands on either arm of the chair, and spoke clearly. ‘Mockery maybe. Understand this. If you use the mask-and-gown as a cover to flee the city, our mothers will go to the

  Matriarchy and ask for a squadron of scissor-women to hunt you down. The city will, of course, be closed from dusk onward, and they will know if anyone tries to leave. Or if anything tries

  to get in.’




  ‘I will not try to leave,’ Shorn whispered. ‘Where would I go?’




  ‘To that which brought you to this plight?’




  Shorn gave a small, hard laugh like a bark. ‘I repeat, where indeed?’




  ‘True enough. To the mountains, in winter? You would die of cold before you got halfway across the Demnotian Plain. And the mountains themselves, what then? Men-remnants would tear you to

  pieces and devour you before you had a chance to find it.’ I grimaced. ‘Perhaps it would even be one of them. I’ve heard that all women look alike to them. And that’s

  without taking into account factions from Caud. We could go to war very soon, you know. Everyone thinks so.’




  War with Caud?’ Shorn looked disdainful. ‘What is it this time?’




  ‘Some dispute over Mardian Hill. They were holding talks, but it just escalated. If war does break out, you’d be best off here in Winterstrike, in spite of—’ In spite

  of everything.




  Shorn lowered her gaze. There was a moment’s silence. ‘I should reassure you, then, that I will not try to escape.’




  There is a mask waiting for you,’ I told her, then turned on my heel and went through the door, leaving it open behind me.




  I did not expect her to leave the chamber immediately. She must have been dreaming about this day ever since the evening of her imprisonment, six hundred and eighty-seven days ago. Ombre then

  was like every other festival for her, a chance for fun and celebration. She did not expect to meet what stepped from under the bridge of the Curve.




  The mask was one that I remembered from our childhood: the round, bland face of a crater cat. It was a child’s mask: for the last few years, Canteley had been wearing it.

  Now, however, it was the only one left in the box. I watched as Shorn pulled the gown – a muted grey-and-black brocade – over her head and then, slowly, put the mask on. The cat beamed

  at her from the mirror; she looked like an overgrown child, no longer the woman they called the Malcontent. She twitched aside the fold of a sash, but the box was empty. There was no sign of the

  other mask: the long, narrow head, the colour of polished bone, mosaiced with cracks and fractures. She searched through the draperies.




  ‘You won’t find it,’ I told her. She did not reply.




  As we turned to go downstairs, a gaezelle danced in through the door.




  ‘Tui, is that you? Is it?’ The gaezelle flung her arms around Shorn and held on tight.




  ‘It’s me. But don’t call me Tui.’ It sounded as though she was spitting. ‘That’s not my name any more.’




  Canteley had grown over the last months: she was almost as tall as me now, though her voice was still as shrill as a water-whistle. I felt as though an icy mass had lodged deep in my throat.




  ‘Are you coming? Essegui said our mothers are letting you out for the Wintervale. Is it true? You should run away, Tui. You should try to find him.’ This last in a whisper.




  ‘I won’t be going away, Canteley,’ Shorn said, but as she said this she looked to me as though the walls were falling in on her.




  ‘Is it true what they say, that the vulpen steal your soul? That they put you in a trance so that you can’t think of anything else?’




  ‘No, that isn’t true,’ Shorn said. She took our little sister’s hand and led her through the door.




  I won’t be going away. But better the devouring mountains than the windowless room, I thought. Better the quick, clean cold. I should never have let our mothers shut her away, but

  Shorn herself had been too dazed, with grief and bewilderment and incomprehension, to protest. Now, she’d had time to think, to become as clear as ice, and I needed to know what she was

  planning.




  ‘Canteley, I’ll talk to you later.’ She gave our sister a swift hug. ‘Go downstairs. I’ll join you in a minute.’




  I lingered behind the door, watching through a crack. Once Canteley had gone, Shorn took a pair of skates from the wall and stood looking down at the long, curved blades. Then, holding the

  skates by their laces, she followed our sister down the stairs, and I followed her.




  They were all standing in the doorway, staring upward: Canteley and our mothers. Of the two, Thea was by far the shorter, and so it must have been Alleghetta behind the demothea’s mask,

  its white, pointed face wearing a simpering smile. Shorn looked from one to the other before descending. No one spoke. As Shorn reached the last step, our mothers turned and pushed open the double

  doors that led out onto the steps to the street. Blacklight crackled, a weir-ward shrieked, and winter filled the hallway. The gongs rang out in the twilight, filling the street and the house with

  sound. It must have seemed very loud to Shorn, used as she had become to the cushioned silence of the windowless room.




  The mothers grasped Canteley firmly by each hand and pulled her through the doors, so decisively that I was the only one who had time to turn and see a flickering twitch of Thea’s head in

  the direction of Shorn. As for myself, I was wearing a cenulae’s mask: a fragile countenance, painted in green. When I stepped out, I saw the bland cat face smiling back at me. Then Shorn

  ran, stumbling on unaccustomed feet across the black-and-white mosaic of the hall floor, through the scents of snow and fire-cake and polish, out through the doors and into the street to stand

  uncertainly in the snow.




  Canal-the-Less, on which Calmaretto stood, was frozen solid and filled with skaters bearing snow-lamps. They wove in and out of one another with insect skill. Shorn, breath coming in short gasps

  in the cold, was evidently tempted to take the round cat’s face from her own and fling it into the drifts, but she did not, though I saw her hands trembling around her face. She tied on the

  skates with quivering fingers and lowered herself over the bank of the canal onto the ice. Then she was off winging down Canal-the-Less towards the culvert that leads to the Great Canal. I

  followed.




  The Canal itself was thronged with skaters, milling about before the start of the procession. Shorn twisted this way and that, keeping to the side of the Canal at first, then moving out to where

  the light was less certain. The great houses that lined the Canal were blazing with snow-lamps and torches, mirrored in the ice so that Shorn and I glided across a glassy, shimmering expanse. She

  was heading for the Curve and the labyrinth of canals that led to the island of Midis and then the Great North Gate.




  Behind us, the crowds of skaters fell away. Ahead, I could see a mass of red gowns, the start of the procession, led by the Matriarchs. Our mothers, not quite so elevated, would be just behind,

  amongst their peers. A pair of scissor-women sped by, the raw mouths of holographic wounds displayed across the surface of their armour. They were unmasked. Their faces were as sharp as their

  blades and I flinched behind the mask, until I realized that to them, Shorn was nothing more than a tall child, and not the Malcontent of Calmaretto. But I watched them go all the same, then slunk

  behind my sister from the Great Canal and into the maze.




  It was much quieter here. The houses along the waterways had already emptied and there were only a few stray women lingering beneath the lamps or the bridges, waiting no doubt for assignations.

  Shorn skated on, though the long months of forced inactivity must have taken their toll. Even my own calves were burning. I did not want to think of what would befall Shorn if she made it past the

  North Gate: the vast expanse of snow-covered plain, the mountains beyond. I hoped only that it would be a swift death and that she made it out of Winterstrike. It would be her revenge on the city

  and on Calmaretto, to die beyond its walls. I knew that this was not rational, but Shorn and I had left reason by a canal bank, a year before.




  In summer, the Curve is lined with cafés and weedwood trees, black-branched, with the yellow flower balls spilling pollen into the water until it lies there as heavy as oil, perfuming the

  air with a subtle musk. Now, the cafés were cold and closed – all the trade would have moved down the Canal for the night.




  My heart pounded with exertion and memory. It was here, a year ago, on this stretch of the Curve beneath the thin-arched bridge, that something – someone, I corrected myself, angry

  at my own use of our mothers’ term – had drifted from the darkness to stand as still as snow.




  Shorn glided to a halt. I’d been out on the canal that night, but not with Shorn. I had replayed this scene over and over in my mind ever since I’d first learned what had happened:

  the figure outlined against the black wall and pale ice, the long head swivelling to meet Shorn’s gaze, the frame shifting under the layers of robes and the sudden realization that this was

  not just another reveller, but real: the mild dark eyes set deep in the hollow of the skull, the ivory barbs of its teeth. What she had taken for the curve of skate blades beneath the hem of the

  robe was its feet. One of the Changed, a vulpen, from the mountains: the genetically altered remnant of ancient man.




  They were said to tear women limb from limb in vengeance for old woes: the phasing out of the male by Matriarch geneticists. But this one merely looked at her, she told me, and held out its

  hand. She should have fled; instead, she took its long fingers in her own. It led her along the Curve, skating alongside with inhuman skill. Nothing else befell her. The vulpen gazed at her as they

  moved, blinking its mild eyes. It said: I have been waiting for you.




  And as it spoke, they turned the bend and ran into a squadron of scissor-women. Unlike Shorn, the warriors took only a moment to realize what was before them. They skated forward, scissors

  snicking. One of them seized Shorn, who cried ‘No!’ and struggled in the warrior’s grasp. The other three surrounded the vulpen, who suddenly was springing upward to land on the

  bank on all fours, blade-feet skidding, casting the disguising robes away to reveal a pale, narrow form, the vertebral tail whipping around. Its erection resembled a bone, and when they saw it the

  scissor-women shrieked in fury. Then it was gone, into the snowy night.




  They took Shorn back to Calmaretto on a chain, and sat with her until her family returned, laughing and exhausted, at dawn.




  Remembering this now, I was moved to wonder if any of it was even real. It seemed long ago and far away – and then it was as though I had stepped sideways into Shorn’s own memory,

  for the figure of a vulpen once more skated from beneath the arch. I think I cried out, but whether in hope or dismay, I could not have said. It held out its hands, but did not attempt to touch

  her. Shorn skated with it, back along the Curve in a haze and a dream, myself following behind, flying through the winter dark, until we were once more out onto the Great Canal, passing the Long

  Reach that led down to the Winter Palace of the Matriarchy, then the curving wall of the Matriarchy parliament itself.




  The procession had passed. Circling, whirling, Shorn and the vulpen danced out to the middle of the Great Canal, and now I was beginning to understand that this was, after all, nothing more than

  a woman in a mask. Thoughts of Shorn’s flight, of dying beyond Winterstrike, skated through my head and were gone.




  She let the woman in the vulpen’s mask lead her back to Calmaretto. As they stepped through the door, the woman pulled off the mask and I saw that it was not a woman after all, but a girl.

  It was Canteley




  ‘I could not let you go,’ Canteley said, and Shorn, exhausted, merely nodded. Together, Canteley and I led her up the stairs to the windowless room and closed the door behind

  her.




  In the morning, Winterstrike was quiet. Ribbons littered the ice and the snow was trodden into filth. I woke late, my head ringing with explanations that I would later have to

  make to Vanity. I went to the heart of the house and opened the door of the windowless room.




  Shorn sat where we had left her, upright, the cat’s face beaming.




  ‘Shorn?’ There was no reply. I went haltingly forward and touched my sister’s shoulder, thinking that she slept. But the brocade gown was stiff and unyielding, moulded in the

  form of a woman’s figure. I tugged at the cat’s mask, but it would not budge. It remained fixed, staring sightlessly across the windowless room, and slowly I stepped away, and once more

  closed the door.




  
 





  TWO




  Hestia Mar — Caud




  I was in a tea-house in Caud when the ghost warrior walked in. I turned, hoping to see everyone staring at her, tea glasses suspended halfway to gaping mouths, eyes wide. But

  the only person they were staring at was me, responding to my sudden movement. I couldn’t afford to attract attention. I looked back down at my place and the glances slid away. Conversation

  resumed about normal subjects: the depth of last night’s snow, the day’s horoscopes, the prospect of war.




  Under my lashes, I watched the warrior. I was alone in Caud, knowing no one, trying to be unobtrusive. The tea-house was close to the principal gate of the city and was thus filled with

  travellers, mostly from the Martian north, but some from the more southerly parts of the Crater Plain, Ardent, perhaps, or Ord. I saw no one who looked as though they might be from Winterstrike. I

  had taken pains to disguise myself: bleaching my hair to the paleness of a northern woman, lightening my skin a shade or so with pigmentation pills. All my family looked the same, the result of

  snobbish and conservative selection in the breeding tanks, and all of us were typical of old Winterstrike: sheaves of straight black hair, grey eyes, sallow faces. Even our mothers had found it

  hard to tell my cousin Essegui and me apart, growing up.




  So disguise was essential. And I had been careful to come anonymously to Caud, travelling in a rented vehicle across the Crater Plain at night, hiring a room in a slum tenement and staying away

  from any haunt-locks and blacklight devices that might scan my soul-engrams and reveal me for what I was: Hestia Mar, a woman of Winterstrike, an enemy, a spy.




  But now the warrior was here, sitting down in the empty seat opposite mine, a flayed ghost. And it seemed that no one else could see her except me.




  She moved stiffly beneath the confines of her rust-red armour: without the covering of skin, I could see the interplay of muscles. The flesh looked old and dry, as though the warrior had spent a

  long time out in the cold. The armour she wore was antique, covered with symbols that I did not recognize. I thought that she must be from the very long ago: the Rune Memory Wars, perhaps, or the

  Age of Children, though she could be more recent – the time when the Memnos Matriarchy had ruled not only the Crater Plain but Earth itself. But that Matriarchy had fallen long ago, and only

  a few clan warriors now remained in the hills. I did not think she was one of these.




  Her eyes were the wan green of winter ice, staring at me from the ruin of her face. Her mouth moved, but no sound emerged. I knew better than to speak to a ghost. I turned away. People were

  still shooting covert glances at me. This red, raw visitation was the last way I wanted to draw attention to myself. I rose, abruptly, and went through the door without looking back. At the end of

  the street I risked a glance over my shoulder, fearing that the thing had followed me, but the only folk to be seen were a few hooded figures hurrying home before curfew. Hastening around the

  corner, I jumped onto a crowded rider that was heading in the direction of my slum. I resolved not to return to the tea-house: it was too much of a risk.




  Thus far, I’d been successful in staying out of sight. My days were spent in the ruin of the great library of Caud, hunting through what was left of the archives. I was not the only

  searcher, sidling through the fire-blackened racks under the shattered shell of the roof, but we left one another well alone and the Matriarchy of Caud had other things to deal with. Their

  scissor-women did not come to the ruins, though a less distracted government might have regarded us as looters. Even so, I was as careful as possible, heading out in the dead hours of the afternoon

  and returning well before twilight and the fall of curfew.




  My thoughts dwelt on the warrior as the rider trundled along. I did not know who she was, what she might represent, nor why she had chosen to manifest herself to me. I tried to tell myself that

  it was an unfortunate coincidence, nothing more. Caud must be full of ghosts these days, and I’d always been able to see them: it was, after all, why I’d been picked by the Matriarchy

  to do what I did. Soul stealer, weir reader. Sensitive. Spy.




  Halfway along Gaudy Street the rider broke down, spilling passengers out in a discontented mass. We had to wait for the next available service and the schedule was disrupted. I was near the back

  of the crowd and though I pushed and shoved, I couldn’t get on the next vehicle and had to wait for the one after that. I stood shivering in the snow for almost an hour, looking up at the

  shuttered faces of the weedwood mansions that lined Gaudy Street. Many of them were derelict, or filled with squatters. I saw the gleam of a lamp within one of them: it looked deceptively

  welcoming. Above Caud, the stars blazed, and I could see the eldritch glitter of the Chain, dotted with the specks of haunt-ships departing for Earth and beyond.




  By the time I reached the tenement, varying my route from the rider stop through the filthy alleys in case of pursuit, it was close to the gongs for curfew. I hurried up the grimy stairs and

  triple-bolted the steel door behind me. I half expected the flayed warrior to be waiting for me – sitting on the pallet bed, perhaps – but there was no one there. The power was off

  again, so I lit the lamp and sat down at the antiscribe, hoping that the battery had enough juice to sustain a call to Winterstrike.




  Gennera’s voice crackled into the air and a moment later her face appeared on the little screen, pasty and familiar. Her bone earrings swung as she leaned forward and one snagged on the

  black lace of her ruffled collar. Her small eyes were even chillier than usual.




  ‘Anything?’




  ‘No, not yet. I’m still looking.’ I did not want to tell her about the warrior.




  ‘You have to find it,’ Gennera said. ‘And quickly. The situation’s degenerating, we’re on the brink. The Caud Matriarchy is out of control.’ Her mouth pursed

  primly, as if commenting on a particularly inferior dinner party.




  ‘You’re telling me. The city’s a mess. Public transport’s breaking down, there are scissor-women everywhere. They seek distraction, to blame all their economic problems

  on us rather than on their own incompetence. The news-views whip up the population, night after night. There are posters everywhere saying we’ve desecrated Mardian Hill, that the shrine

  belongs to Caud.’




  ‘Nonsense. The shrine was built by the Matriarchy of Winterstrike, it’s documented, no matter what fantasies Caud likes to tell.’




  ‘Caud’s constructed on fantasies. Dangerous ones.’




  And that’s why we must have a deterrent. Even if we don’t go to war, they’ll find some other excuse in a year or so’s time.’




  ‘If a deterrent is to be found, it will be found in the library. What’s left of it.’




  They’ve delivered an ultimatum. Hand over the shrine, or they’ll declare war. You saw that?’




  ‘I saw. I have three days.’ There was a growing pressure in my head and I massaged my temples as I spoke into the antiscribe. ‘Gennera, this isn’t realistic. You know

  that.’




  ‘Find what you can.’




  A fool’s errand. I’d said so when the news of the mission first came up, and I hadn’t changed my mind. I’d have added that it was me risking my life, not Gennera, but

  that was part of the deal and always had been: I was indentured and I didn’t have a choice. It was pointless to think I could argue the toss.




  ‘I have to go. The battery’s running down.’ It could have been true.




  Gennera frowned. ‘Then call me when you can.’ And be careful, look after yourself, I waited for her to say, but it didn’t come. The antiscribe sizzled into closure as I

  reached out and turned the dial.




  I put a pan of dried noodles over the lamp to warm up, then drew out the results of the day’s research. There was little of use. Schematics for ships that had ceased to fly a hundred years

  before, maps of mines that had long since caved in, old philosophical rants that could have been either empirical or theoretical, impossible to say which. I could find nothing resembling the

  fragile rumour that had sent me here: the story of ancient weapons.




  ‘If we had something that could be deployed as an edge over Caud, it would be enough,’ Gennera said. ‘We’d never need to use it. It would be enough that we had it, to

  keep our enemies in check.’




  If I believed that, I’d believe anything.




  The Matriarchy remember what you did in Tharsis,’ Gennera said. ‘You have a reputation for accomplishing the impossible.’




  ‘Tharsis was not impossible, by definition. Only hard. And that was nine years ago, Gennera. I’m not as young as I was.’ That sounded pathetic. I was in my late twenties, and

  making out that I was middle-aged. I certainly felt middle-aged. But I wasn’t surprised when she gave a snort of derision.




  That should benefit you all the more,’ Gennera said.




  ‘If I meet a man-remnant on the Plain, maybe not. My fighting skills aren’t what they were, either.’




  Even over the antiscribe, I could tell that she was smiling her frozen little smile. ‘You’d probably end up selling it something, Hestia.’




  But I had not come to Caud to sell, and I was running out of time. Not just my time in Caud, either. When I looked at my life, the years seemed to be slipping away, lost in Gennera’s

  bidding. I’d been indentured to her for a decade now, still knew little about her. I’d had reservations at the start, but she offered a way out from under my mother’s Matriarchal

  thumb, a life that promised adventure. Powerful in her own right, she’d protected me against my mother’s temper and my aunt’s bids for authority.




  And all I’d really done had been to exchange one kind of dependence for another.




  In the morning, I returned to the library. I had to dodge down a series of alleyways to avoid a squadron of scissor-women, bearing heavy weaponry. These morning excissiere patrols were becoming

  increasingly frequent and there were few people on the streets. I hid in the shadows, waiting until they had passed by. Occasionally, there was the whirring roar of orthocopters overhead: Caud was

  so clearly preparing for conflict. My words to Gennera rose up and choked me.




  I reached the ruin of the library much later than I’d hoped. The spars of the blasted roof arched up over the twisted remains of the foremost stacks. The ground was littered with books,

  still in their round casings. It was like walking along the shores of the Small Sea, when the sand-clams crawl out onto the beaches to mate. I could not help wondering whether the information I

  sought was even now crunching beneath my boot heel, but these books were surely too recent. If there had been anything among them, the Matriarchy of Caud would be making use of it.




  No one knew who had attacked the library. The Matriarchy blamed Winterstrike, which was absurd. My government had far too great a respect for information. Paranoid talk among the tenements

  suggested that it had been men-remnants from the mountains, an equally ridiculous claim. Awts and hyenae fought with bone clubs and rocks, not missiles, though who knew what weaponry the enigmatic

  vulpen possessed: they were said to have intelligence, whereas awts and hyenae did not. The most probable explanation was that insurgents had been responsible: Caud had been cracking down on

  political dissent over the last few years, a dissent spawned by its economic woes, and this was the likely result. I suspected that the library had not been the primary target. If you studied a

  map, the Matriarchy buildings were on the same trajectory and I was of the opinion that the missile had simply fallen short. But I volunteered this view to no one. I spoke to no one, after all.




  Even though this was not my city, however, I could not stem a sense of loss whenever I laid eyes on the library. Caud, like Winterstrike, Tharsis and the other cities of the Plain, went back

  thousands of years, and the library was said to contain data from very early days, from the time when humans had first come from Earth, to settle Mars. There were folk – the Caud Matriarchy

  among them – who considered that to be heresy; I considered it to be historical fact. There had been a time when all Mars, dominated by the Memnos Matriarchy, had believed ourselves to be the

  world on which human life had originated; we were more enlightened these days.




  Civilized. Or so it was said.




  I made my way as carefully as I could through the wreckage into the archives. No one else was there and it struck me that this might be a bad sign, a result of the increased presence of the

  scissor-women on the streets. I began to sift through fire-hazed data scrolls, running the short antenna of the antiscribe up each one. In the early days, they had written bottom-to-top and

  left-to-right, but somewhere around the Age of Children this had changed. I was not sure how much difference, if any, this would make to the antiscribe’s pattern-recognition capabilities:

  hopefully, little enough. I tried to keep an ear out for any interference, but gradually I became absorbed in what I was doing and the world around me receded.




  The sound penetrated my consciousness like a beetle in the wall: an insect clicking. Instantly, my awareness snapped back. I was crouched behind one of the stacks, a filmy fragment of

  documentation in my hand, and there were two scissor-women only a few feet away.




  It was impossible to tell if they had seen me, or if they were communicating. Among themselves, the excissieres, as they call themselves, do not use speech if they are within sight of one

  another, but converse by means of the patterns of holographic wounds that play across their flesh and armour, a language that is impossible for any not of their ranks to comprehend. I could see the

  images flickering up and down their legs through the gaps in the stack – raw scratches and gaping mouths, mimicking injuries too severe not to be fatal, fading into scars and then blankness,

  in endless permutation. A cold wind blew across my skin and involuntarily I shivered, causing the scattered documents to rustle. The play of wounds became more agitated. Alarmed, I looked up, to

  see the ghost of the flayed warrior beckoning at me towards the end of the stack. I hesitated for a moment, weighing risks, then rose silently, muscles aching in protest, and crept towards it,

  setting the antiscribe to closure as I did so in case of scanning devices.




  The ghost led me along a further row, into the shadows. There we waited, while the scissor-women presumably conversed and finally left, heading into the eastern wing of the library. I turned to

  the ghost to thank it, but it had disappeared.




  A moment later, however, it was back. It stood over a small tangle of data cases and it was pointing downwards. I smiled. I didn’t see how it could possibly know what I was looking for,

  but I knew a hint when I saw one. I sidled over to it and crouched down, scooping the data cases into my pack. They didn’t look anything special and a couple of them were scorched.




  ‘Well?’ I whispered, looking up at the warrior. ‘Do you approve?’ But the warrior’s face did not change. ‘I don’t think I should even be trusting

  you,’ I added. The warrior’s only reply was to fade. Typical.




  I debated whether to leave, but the situation was too urgent. Keeping a watch out for the scissor-women, I collected a further assortment of documents, switching on the antiscribe at infrequent

  intervals to avoid detection. I did not see the ghost again. Eventually, the sky above the ruined shell grew darker and I had to depart, stowing the handfuls of documentation away in my coat as I

  did so. They rustled like dried leaves. Then I hurried back to the tenement to examine them more closely.




  The ghost might have given me a helping hand, but it wasn’t much of one. The data cases themselves were damaged beyond repair, unreadable, and if they’d once contained vital

  information, it had been lost. Among the cases, however, I found something strange: a small round object like a vitrified egg, gleaming black as coal. The same size as my finger joint, it had a

  hole through the centre. A memento of Caud, I thought, a souvenir. I considered stringing it on the chain around my neck that held my fake identity chips, but in the end I tied it onto a loose

  thread in an inner pocket instead and forgetting about it, sought sleep.




  The knock on the door came in the early hours of the morning. I sat up in bed, heart pounding. No one good ever knocks at that time of night. The window led nowhere, and in any case was bolted

  shut behind a grille. I switched on the antiscribe and broadcast the emergency code, just as there was a flash of ire-palm from the door lock and the door fell forward, blasted off its hinges. The

  room filled with acrid smoke as the lock quickly began to melt. I held little hope of fighting my way out, but I swept one of the scissor-women off her feet and tackled the next. The razor-edged

  scissors were at my throat within a second and I knew she wouldn’t hesitate to kill me. Wounds flickered across her face in a ghastly display of silent communication.




  ‘I’ll come quietly,’ I said. I raised my hands.




  They said nothing, but picked up the antiscribe and stashed it in a hold-all, then made a thorough search of the room. The woman who held the scissors at my throat looked into my face all the

  while, unblinking. At last, she gestured. ‘Come.’ They bound my wrists and led me, stumbling, down the stairs.




  As we left the tenement and stepped out into the icy night, I saw the flayed warrior standing in the shadows. The scissor-woman who held the chain at my wrists shoved me forward.




  ‘What are you looking at?’ Her voice was harsh and guttural. I wondered how often she actually spoke aloud.




  ‘Nothing.’




  She grunted and pushed me on, but as they took me towards the vehicle I stole a glance back and saw that the ghost was gone. It occurred to me that it might have led the scissor-women to me, but

  then in the library, it had helped me, or had seemed to. I did not understand why it should do either.




  They took me to the Mote, the Matriarchy’s own prison, rather than the city catacombs. This suggested they might have identified me, if not as Hestia Mar, then as a

  citizen of Winterstrike. That they suspected me of something major was evident by the location, and the immediacy and nature of the questioning. Even Caud had abandoned the art of direct torture,

  but they had other means of persuasion: haunt-tech and drugs. They tried the haunt-tech on me first.




  ‘You’ll be placed in this room,’ the doctor on duty explained to me. At first, with a shock, I thought I was looking at Gennera. This woman looked more like a majike than a

  proper doctor: the tell-tale symbols hanging from her pierced ear lobes, the faded mark of a tattoo visible underneath her greying hairline. Black science, for a world in which what had once been

  superstition was now fact, and much of that illegal. Even Caud had standards, however often they’d violated them. But then again, Winterstrike was supposed to have standards, too.




  ‘The blacklight matrix covers the walls. There is no way out. When you are ready to talk, which will be soon, squeeze this alarm.’ She handed me a small soft black cube and the

  scissor-women pushed me through the door.




  The Matriarchies keep a tight hold on the more esoteric uses of haunt-tech, but all will be familiar with the everyday manifestations: the locks and soul-scans, the weir-wards which guard so

  many public buildings and private mansions. This chamber was like a magnified version of those wards, conjuring spirits from the psycho-geographical strata of the city’s consciousness,

  bringing them out of the walls and up through the floor. I saw dreadful things: a woman with thorns that pierced every inch of her flesh, a procession of bloated drowned children, vulpen and awts

  from the high hills with glistening eyes and splinter teeth. But the Matriarchy of Caud was accustomed to breaking peasants. Quite apart from my natural abilities and the training I’d had to

  develop them, I’d grown up in a weir-warded house, filled with things that swam through the air of my chamber at night. I was used to the nauseous burn that accompanied their presence, the

  sick shiver of the skin. This was worse, but it was only a question of degree. Fighting the urge to vomit, I knelt in a corner, in a meditational control posture, placed the alarm cube in front of

  me, and looked only at it.




  After an hour, my keepers evidently grew tired of waiting. The blacklight matrix sizzled off with a fierce electric odour, like the air after a thunderstorm. From the corner of my eye, I saw

  things wink out of sight. I was taken from the chamber and placed in a cell. Next, they tried the drugs.




  From their point of view, this may have been more successful. I can’t say, since I remember little of what I may or may not have said. That aspect of haunt-tech is supposed to terrify the

  credulous into speaking the truth. The mind-drugs of the Matriarchies are crude and bludgeon one into confession, but those confessions are all too frequently unreliable, built on fantasies

  conjured from the psyche’s depths. When the drug they had given me began to ebb, I found my captors staring at me, their expressions unreadable. Two were clearly Matriarchy personnel, wearing

  the jade-and-black of Caud. The scissor-women hovered by the door.




  ‘Put her under,’ one of the Matriarchs said. She sounded disgusted. I started to protest, more for the form of it than anything else, and they touched a sleep-pen to my throat. The

  room fell away around me.




  When I came to my senses again, everything was quiet and the lights had been dimmed. I rose, stiffly. My wrists were still bound and the chains had chafed the skin into a raw burn. I peered

  through the little window set into the door of the cell. One of the scissor-women sat outside. Her armour, and the few inches of exposed skin, were silent, but her eyes were open. She was awake,

  but not speaking. There was no sign of the majike and I was grateful for that: she’d probably have been able to tell what I was up to. I knocked on the window. I needed the guard’s

  undivided attention for a few minutes and the only way I could think of to do that was by making a full confession.




  ‘I’ll talk,’ I said, when she came across. ‘But only to you.’




  I could see indecision in her face. It was never really a question of how intelligent the scissor-women were; they operated on agendas that were partially programmed, and partly opaque to the

  rest of us. Her voice came through the grille.




  ‘I am activating the recording device,’ she said. ‘Speak.’




  ‘My name is Aletheria Stole. I am from Tharsis. I assumed another identity, which was implanted. I came here looking for my sister, who married a woman from Caud many years ago




  I continued to speak, taking care to modulate the rhythm of my voice so that it became semi-hypnotic. The scissor-women had programming to avoid mind control, but this was something else

  entirely. As I spoke, I looked into her pale eyes and glimpsed her soul. I drew it out, as I had done so many years before, when I was a child and playing with my cousins Essegui and Leretui.

  Leretui had been the harder of the two, I remembered, and I remembered wondering why, since of the sisters she was the weaker-willed. Odd, to think of that now in the depths of the Mote, but I

  needed something to distract my conscious attention while my preternatural abilities operated, and nostalgia was preoccupying enough.




  The excissiere’s soul spun across the air between us, a darkling glitter . . . Leretui on the lawn of Calmaretto, her soul halfway out of her body, and I recalled that it had a peculiar

  taste, bitter as aloes and stinging inside my head, so that I’d dropped it like a fumbled ball and Leretui had sunk back into the grass, staring at me with an oddly malicious triumph. Essegui

  had been much easier and I’d got into trouble for that. You’re supposed to give stolen souls back; I’d kept hers for a while, watching her walk jerkily around the lawn with no one

  behind her eyes. Eventually a dawning conscience had prompted me to return it, but by then my aunt Alleghetta had noticed something amiss and swooped . . .




  Here came the scissor-woman’s soul, like something crawling out of a burrow. The door was no barrier. I opened my mouth and sucked the soul in. It lay in my cheek like a lump of intangible

  ice.




  The excissiere’s face grew slack and blank, just as Essegui’s had done so many years ago, but this time there was no conscience to trouble me.




  ‘Step away from the door,’ I said. My voice was thick, but she did as I told her. I bent my head to the haunt-lock and spat her soul into it, or that is what it felt like. It fled

  into the lock, tracing its engrams through the circuit mechanisms, grateful to be free of me. The door swung open; I stepped through and struck the scissor-woman at the base of the skull. She

  crumpled without a sound. My antiscribe was nowhere to be seen. I had not expected it to be, but there was a small communications array sitting on a shelf, a standard model, activated. I snatched

  it up.




  Discovery was soon made. I heard a cry behind me, feet drumming on the ceiling above. I headed downward, reasoning that in these old buildings the best chance of escape lay in the catacombs

  below. When I reached what I judged to be the lowest level, I ducked into a chamber. I found the warrior’s ghost before me. Her flayed face wore a grim smile. My guardian spirit, I

  thought.




  ‘Where, then?’ I said aloud, not expecting her to respond, but once more the ghost beckoned. I followed the rust-red figure through the labyrinth, through tunnels swimming with

  unknown forms: women with the heads of coyu and aspiths, creatures that might have been men. I ignored the weir-wards, careful not to touch them. Sometimes the ghost grew faint before me and I was

  beginning to suspect why this should be. I could hear no signs of pursuit, but that did not mean that none were following. The scissor-women could be deadly in their silence.




  At last we came to a door and the warrior halted. In experiment, I closed down the array and she was no longer there. I put it on again, and she reappeared.




  ‘You’re no ghost,’ I said. She was speaking. There was still no sound, but the words flickered across the screen.




  She was not conversing. The words were lists of archived data: skeins of information scrolling down. ‘What are you doing?’ I asked. ‘What are you?’




  As I watched, I realized that I had not been entirely correct. She was not a ghost of a warrior at all. She was the ghost of the library itself, the cached archives that we had believed to be

  destroyed, and that the Caud Matriarchy, in their ignorance, had not managed to find. And intuition told me that she hadn’t been pointing to the ruined data cases at all, but to the little

  round sphere amongst them that still sat in my pocket.




  I knew what I had to do. I hastened past the warrior and pushed open the door, kicking and shoving until the ancient hinges gave way. I stumbled out into a frosty courtyard, by a frozen

  fountain. The mansion before me was dark, but something shrieked out of the shadows: a weir-form, activated, of a woman with long teeth and trailing hair. She shot past my shoulder and disappeared.

  I heard an alarm sounding inside the house. But the array had a broadcasting signal and that was all that mattered. I called through to Winterstrike, where it was already mid-morning, and

  downloaded everything into the Matriarchy’s data store, along with a message. The warrior’s face did not change as she slowly vanished. When she was completely gone, I shut down the

  array, hid it behind a piece of broken stone, and waited. The scissor-women were not long in finding me. They took me back to the Mote, to a different, smaller cell, and there I remained.




  
 





  THREE




  Essegui Harn — Winterstrike




  My mother Alleghetta turned the colour of ice when I told her what I’d found, there in Shorn’s chamber on the morning after Ombre.




  ‘Gone? What do you mean, “gone”?’




  ‘Missing. Absent. Not there.’




  Tui’s missing?’ That was Canteley, wide-eyed from the doorway. Alleghetta spun like a serpent coiling, hissed, ‘Go away.’




  Canteley did as she was told; I heard her panicky footsteps pattering down the passage. If she’d overheard, then I doubted the news of my sister’s disappearance would remain a secret

  for long among the servants: they had their own way of finding out about things, information channelled through the weir-wards and whispered along corridors. Secrets permeated the air of Calmaretto

  like incense.




  ‘How?’ Alleghetta didn’t care about Shorn’s well-being, that much was plain. Bad enough my sister’s name had been taken away from her, bad enough she had to be

  confined, but worse yet that she might have vanished somewhere into Winterstrike and then, I could see it in my mother’s face, there would be no controlling the situation.




  Next moment, Alleghetta confirmed these thoughts. ‘I’m to assume a position in the Matriarchy in less than two weeks! This could jeopardize everything.’ Her face was contorted.

  It had been bad enough when Shorn had first been disgraced: Alleghetta had been expecting a call to the Matriarchy council then, and they’d not unnaturally postponed it. She’d spent the

  last year worming her way back in, and now this had happened. I could almost sympathize with her. Almost. ‘How?’ she asked again.




  ‘I don’t know, Mother. I have no idea.’ I sank down onto the tapestry-covered seat that formed the central point of the parlour and looked down at my ungloved hands.

  Against the folds of my long leather skirt, the rough nubs of bone buttons, my hands looked very smooth and pale, almost unreal. Almost inhuman. I thought of clawed fingers reaching out to take

  Leretui’s hands, snatching her life and her name. I wished Hestia were here: Hestia would know what to do.




  Alleghetta evidently thought that I was ashamed, for she said, the words as grudging as if they’d been dragged up out of a well, ‘No one is blaming you, Essegui.’




  Not yet, anyway. Alleghetta couldn’t keep the sharpness out of her tone and I knew where that was heading. But in truth, I was not ashamed, simply furious – with Alleghetta and Thea

  for the former’s continual grasping at crumbs of status and the latter’s weakness, with Canteley for wearing the vulpen mask and bringing the past year so painfully back, and most of

  all with Shorn, for putting us all in this position in the first place, aligning us like pieces on a game board. It reminded me exactly of that, some strange ancient game where the most significant

  piece is captured, throwing everything else into shadowy relief.




  I did not want to tell my mother how angry I was. I kept my head bowed, my gaze tracing out the lines of the folded leather, then the buttons and straps of my boots, then the muted colours of

  the faded rug. I’d sat here as a child, also scolded.




  ‘No one is blaming you,’ Alleghetta repeated, with even less conviction than before. ‘However, Shorn must be found, as quickly as possible before the news spreads. Thea has to

  look after Canteley and I have my civic duties. You must be the one to find her, Essegui.’




  As if from a long distance away, I hear myself saying, ‘I won’t do it.’ I looked up at last. Alleghetta was frozen in astonishment, and I couldn’t say I blamed her. In

  fact, I’d surprised myself. I’d often been intransigent in minor matters, and on more major occasions had either acquiesced, or worked around my mothers’ wishes so that a

  satisfactory compromise was effected: to me, at least. But I couldn’t remember a time when I’d directly disobeyed an order and it seemed that Alleghetta could not, either. She gaped,

  and then she said, as if to herself, ‘Very well, then.’




  It was my turn to stare. Alleghetta turned her back on me and left the room. I thought, ‘I have to get out of here.’ But before I did so, I forced myself up the stairs and back to

  Shorn’s chamber.




  I half expected, even then, to find her still there, as if the last hour had been a bad dream. But the chamber was empty. The cracked glaze of the mask stared up at me in mute mockery, crumpled

  up in the folds of the robe. I turned my back on it and went over to the walls, examining them for any traces of exit or ingress. Nothing. I stooped, picked up the corner of the rug, and rolled it

  up to reveal the worn floorboards. I don’t know what I was thinking. I had some nebulous idea, perhaps, that Shorn had somehow over the course of her year’s confinement managed to

  tunnel her way out. In the cold light of day, this was a ridiculous proposition – and yet, people had managed to escape from locked rooms before, histories’ worth of it, and it was said

  that Calmaretto was one of the oldest houses in Winterstrike, built after that ancient terraforming called the Alchemy was complete and the first merchants had come to Mars. Perhaps men had once

  even lived in the place on which Calmaretto now stood: human men, the antiques, before the Matriarchies had taken over control of the birthing processes and phased them out into what had now

  stolen Shorn’s heart. A strange idea, to love something that was male, and not human – for like my little sister Canteley, I had no proof and yet I also had no doubt that Shorn did

  love.




  Shorn’s chamber provided me with no clues as to where she had gone, however. Her original, windowed room had grown up with Shorn, but the aristocracies of Winterstrike are conservative,

  traditionalist, and they cleave strangely to childhood, perhaps because adult life can be so rigid. Nor did I know why we all seemed to have escaped this process to some degree: Shorn disastrously,

  myself quietly, my cousin Hestia secretly, and Canteley with a worrying romanticism that might or might not diminish with age. But my mothers had, perhaps in a semblance of pity, allowed Shorn to

  take some of the fittings of her old bedroom into the windowless room with her. Now, I crouched in front of a bookcase, running my gaze along a young girl’s books: Growing Up in Tharsis, A

  Cure for Contemplation, Beyond the Crater Plain. Books about history, carefully doctored to conceal inconvenient truths for the young; books about animals, about flowers and stars. A

  picture-book of Earth, showing the Nine Wonders: the arthropod festivals of Malay, the cities of Altai and Thibet, their towers rising above the waves of the Himalayan Sea, the bird-rich marshlands

  of Ropa with ruined spires gleaming dully above the waters.




  I’d never been to Earth. I’d never been anywhere. I’d like to visit our sister world someday, and maybe I would, I told myself defiantly, once this whole thing was

  settled. I had dreams that went far beyond Winterstrike. But I had the sense of walls closing in, all the same.




  I put the picture-book back in the bookcase and stood. My leather skirt rustled as I walked across the room: I remember thinking how quiet it was. I thought, again, that I needed to get out of

  Calmaretto, find a tea-house somewhere and sit down. I’d always liked the day after Ombre itself. No one was working, and a pallidly festive atmosphere still remained without the need for

  preparation. We’d always had the traditional post-Ombre meal of fricasseed carp, but the servants had leftovers and I envied them that – I had no idea why all this was going through my

  mind as I shut the door of Shorn’s chamber behind me and locked it (force of habit), then descended the long staircase to the hall. Maybe I had some inkling of what was to come, intuition

  starting to jangle like the Ombre bell.




  I hoped to avoid both my mothers and creep out of the house. For a moment, this seemed possible. I’d felt guilty about leaving Canteley to face Alleghetta, but as I came down the stairs I

  heard her light voice calmly reciting the Litanies and realized that she had been put in the schoolroom as usual with her governess and that lessons were in progress: not a normal occurrence for a

  festival period, but I could see why my mothers might have insisted upon it. I doubted that the governess was pleased, though.




  Then, as I stepped onto the black and red tiles of the hallway, Thea came out of the parlour. Her plump face looked tight and strained, which under the circumstances, was hardly surprising.




  ‘Essegui, dear,’ she said, and I was immediately on guard. ‘Would you step in here for a moment? There’s something we need to talk about.’




  I sighed. So Alleghetta, having unexpectedly failed, had set Thea on me. I’d always been able to talk my way round Thea, to some extent, but Thea had always been better at making me feel

  guilty. She did disappointment rather well, also helplessness. ‘All right.’ I could hardly plead some other engagement.




  I followed her into the parlour and the world caved in. My memories of what followed are jumbled and fragmented, but what I do recall is this:




  A small woman rising from the overstuffed chair to the right of the doorway. A crimson veil billowed down from her coil of hair, her eyes were like black pebbles in a waxy face. I saw a necklace

  of bones around her neck, polished until they gleamed in the firelight, bracelets of bone around her wrists. Her ears were pierced and a tattoo the colour of iron spiralled out over her forehead.

  She raised a metal rattle and shook it in my face. Thea gasped. I saw letters streaming out from the rattle, glowing scarlet against the panelled walls of the parlour, and at once my whole

  attention was engaged in trying to read what they said. Then my vision went dark and there were only the letters, congealing into what I thought were words, but not in any language that I could

  understand. There was a dreadful sense of wrongness about it: this was haunt-tech of some kind, I knew that from the burning-juniper smell and the electric tingle up the back of my neck, as though

  I’d walked into hostile weir-wards, but much worse. Weir-wards are designed to disable, not to suck your soul out through your eyes – and that made me think of Hestia. Not all of my

  soul, only a fragment, but I saw it go, a thin finger of light blasting past and coiling down like quick smoke into a small metal box.




  The box closed with a snap. I caught a glimpse of the parlour, of Thea’s horrified face and Alleghetta’s triumphant one. Then, hollowed, my sight pinpointing down into a black

  tunnel, I slid to the floor.




  A thousand stars sparkled against a painted ceiling, and by degrees, I realized where I was: lying on the divan in the parlour. My head was pounding like a drum. Thea was

  sitting on a stool by my side, with a cloth and a bowl of water. There was the faint smell of vomit over the perfumed wood of the fire, but no trace of it when I squinted down at myself; one good

  thing about wearing leather, I suppose, is that it makes you easy to clean off. The movement, however, sent a spear of pain through my head and I collapsed back, groaning.




  The majike says that it shouldn’t last long,’ Thea assured me, anxiously. She leaned forward and I could smell alcohol on her breath, the cheap sherry that was supposed to be

  odourless, but wasn’t.




  The majike? You hired someone who does black science?’ I couldn’t believe they’d gone this far from respectability. I think it was really only then that I realized that

  Alleghetta was actually mad. ‘Why?’ But I already knew. Something was missing, some piece of me. Some piece of my soul, snatched out and now trapped in the majike’s

  box.




  ‘It was Alleghetta’s idea, not mine.’ Thea had always been quick to blame her spouse; it did not make for peace. Or respect. ‘She told me that you’d refused to help

  – surely you understand the seriousness of this? We could lose all manner of positions, it’s been bad enough already. Alleghetta is to join the council in a fortnight’s time

  – surely you’d thought about that? She said that if you would not help, you must be made to.’




  ‘So you’ve done – what? Put me under a geise? A compulsion?’




  I didn’t need to ask. I could feel it, a nagging insistence, lodged deep inside my head. A geise. An ancient word for a hyper-hypnotic suggestion, exchanged for a fraction of my essential

  being.




  I could find another practitioner, get it removed. But even if I managed to find one, I’d have to pay and I did not have the money. I wondered how much it had cost my mothers to have this

  done, in all manner of ways.




  ‘It was Alleghetta’s idea,’ Thea said again. But now that I seemed to be on the mend – with the pain ebbing, I was able to sit up – I thought I detected a trace of

  smugness in her face. Alleghetta’s idea,’ I said bitterly, ‘but your agreement. You pair of canal-side bitches.’
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