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Praise the Lord, for He hath spoken;

Worlds His mighty voice obeyed.

Laws which never shall be broken

For their guidance He hath made.

Anon.
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THE WHITE BOAT

The Constable of Aeolis was a shrewd, pragmatic man who did not believe in miracles. In his opinion, everything must have an explanation, and simple explanations were best of all. ‘The sharpest knife cuts cleanest,’ he often told his sons. And: ‘The more a man talks, the more likely it is he’s lying.’

But to the end of his days, he could not explain the affair of the white boat.

It happened one midsummer night, when the huge black sky above the Great River was punctuated only by a scattering of dim halo stars and the dull red swirl of the Eye of the Preservers, no bigger than a man’s hand and outshone by the heaped lights of the little city of Aeolis and the lights of the carracks riding at anchor outside the harbour entrance.

The summer heat was oppressive to the people of Aeolis. For most of the day they slept in the relative cool of their seeps and wallows, rising to begin work when the Rim Mountains clawed the setting sun, and retiring again when the sun rose, renewed, above the devouring peaks. In summer, stores and taverns and workshops stayed open from dusk until dawn, fishing boats set out at midnight to trawl the black river for shrimp and noctilucent jellyfish, and the streets of Aeolis were crowded and bustling beneath the flare of cressets and the orange glow of sodium-vapour lamps. On summer nights, the lights of Aeolis burned like a beacon in the midst of the dark shore.

That particular night, the Constable and his two eldest sons were rowing back to Aeolis in their skiff with two vagrant river traders who had been arrested while trying to run bales of cigarettes to the hill tribes of the wild shore downstream of Aeolis. Part of the traders’ contraband cargo, soft bales sealed in plastic wrap and oiled cloth, was stacked in the forward well of the skiff; the traders lay in the stern, trussed like shoats for the slaughter. The skiff’s powerful motor had been shot out in the brief skirmish, and the Constable’s sons, already as big as their father, sat side by side on the centre thwart, rowing steadily against the current. The Constable was perched on a leather cushion in the skiff’s high stern, steering for the lights of Aeolis.

The Constable was drinking steadily from a cruse of wine. He was a large man with loose grey skin and gross features, like a figure hastily moulded from clay and abandoned before completion. A pair of tusks protruded like daggers from his meaty upper lip. One, broken when the Constable had fought and killed his father, was capped with silver: silver chinked against the neck of the cruse every time he took a swig of wine.

He was not in a good temper. He would make a fair profit from his half of the captured cargo (the other half would go to the Aedile, if he could spare an hour from his excavations to pronounce sentence on the traders), but the arrest had not gone smoothly. The river traders had hired a pentad of ruffians as an escort, and they had put up a desperate fight before the Constable and his sons had managed to despatch them. The Constable had taken a bad cut to his shoulder, cleaved through blubber to the muscle beneath, and his back had been scorched by reflection of the pistol bolt that had damaged the skiff’s motor. Fortunately, the weapon, which probably predated the foundation of Aeolis, had misfired on the second shot and killed the man using it, but the Constable knew that he could not rely on good luck forever. He was getting old, was ponderous and bumbling when once he had been quick and strong. He knew that sooner or later one of his sons would challenge him, and he was worried that this night’s botched episode was a harbinger of his decline. Like all strong men, he feared his own weakness more than death, for strength was how he measured the worth of his life.

Now and then he turned and looked back at the pyre of the smugglers’ boat. It had burned to the waterline, a flickering dash of light riding its own reflection far out across the river’s broad black plain. The Constable’s sons had run it aground on a mudbank so that it would not drift amongst the banyan islands which at this time of year spun in slow circles in the shallow sargasso of the Great River’s nearside shoals, tethered only by fine nets of feeder roots.

One of the river traders lay as still as a sated cayman, resigned to his fate, but his partner, a tall, skinny old man naked but for a breechclout and an unravelling turban, was trying to convince the Constable to let him go. Yoked hand to foot so that his knees were drawn up to his chest, he stared up at the Constable from the well, his insincere smile like a rictus, his eyes so wide with fear that white showed clear around their slitted irises. At first he had tried to gain the Constable’s attention with flattery; now he was turning to threats.

‘I have many friends, captain, who would be unhappy to see me in your jail,’ he said. ‘There are no walls strong enough to withstand the force of their friendship, for I am a generous man. I am known for my generosity across the breadth of the river.’

The Constable rapped the top of the trader’s turban with the stock of his whip, and for the fourth or fifth time advised him to be quiet. It was clear from the arrowhead tattoos on the man’s fingers that he belonged to one of the street gangs that roved the wharves of Ys. Any friends he might have were a hundred leagues upriver, and by dusk tomorrow he and his companion would be dead.

The skinny trader babbled, ‘Last year, captain, I took it upon myself to sponsor the wedding of the son of one of my dear friends, who had been struck down in the prime of life. Bad fortune had left his widow with little more than a rented room and nine children to feed. The son was besotted, his bride’s family impatient. This poor lady had no one to turn to but myself. And I, captain, remembering the good company of my friend, his wisdom and his friendly laughter, took it upon myself to organise everything. Four hundred people ate and drank at the celebration, and I counted them all as my friends. Quails’ tongues in aspic we had, captain, washed down with yellow wine a century old. And mounds of oysters and fish roe, and elvers in parsley broth, and carpaccio of wild duck served with blood sauce and pickled reed heads, and baby goats whose flesh was as soft as the saffron butter they’d been seethed in.’

Perhaps there was a grain of truth in the story. Perhaps the man had been one of the guests at such a wedding, but he could not have sponsored it. No one desperate enough to try to smuggle cigarettes to the hill tribes could afford to lavish that kind of money on an act of charity.

The Constable rapped the skinny trader on the head again, told him that he was a dead man, and dead men had no friends. ‘Compose yourself. Our city might be a small place, but it has a shrine, and it was one of the last places along all the river’s shore where avatars talked with men, before the Insurrectionists silenced them. Pilgrims still come here, believing that the shrine’s avatars are still able to listen to confessions and petitions. We’ll let you speak your piece before the shrine after you’ve been sentenced, so you’d be better off thinking of how to account for your miserable life rather than wasting your breath by pleading for mercy you don’t deserve and won’t get.’

‘I can be as generous to you as I am to my friends, captain,’ the trader said. ‘If you need money I can get you money. If you have enemies, I know people who can make them disappear. A single word from me, and it will be as if they were never born. Or I could help you win promotion. I have friends in every department. Why risk your life protecting the ungrateful citizens of your mudhole of a city when you could live like a potentate in Ys?’

The boat rocked when the Constable stood. He stuck his coiled whip in his belt and drew his knife. His sons cursed wearily, and shipped their oars. The Constable planted a foot on the trader’s neck, bore down with his considerable weight. The man gasped and choked; the Constable thrust two fingers into his mouth, caught his tongue and sliced it off, and tossed the scrap of flesh over the side of the skiff.

As the trader gargled blood and thrashed like a landed fish, one of the Constable’s sons cried out. ‘Boat ahead! Leastways, I think it’s a boat.’

This was Urthank, a dull-witted brute grown as heavy and muscular as his father. The Constable knew that it would not be long before Urthank roared his challenge, and also knew that the boy would lose. Urthank was too stupid to wait for the right moment: it was not in his nature to suppress an impulse. No, Urthank would not defeat him. It would be one of the others. But Urthank’s challenge would be the beginning of the end.

The Constable searched the darkness. For a moment he thought he glimpsed a fugitive glimmer, but it could have been a mote floating in his eye, or a dim star glinting at the edge of the world’s level horizon.

‘You’re dreaming,’ he said. ‘Set to rowing or the sun will be up before we get back.’

‘I saw it,’ Urthank insisted.

The other son, Unthank, laughed.

‘There!’ Urthank said. ‘There it is again! Dead ahead, just like I told you.’

This time the Constable saw the flicker of light. His first thought was that perhaps the trader had not been boasting after all. He said quietly, ‘Go forward. Feathered oars.’

As the skiff glided against the current, the Constable fumbled a clamshell case from the pouch hung on the belt of his white linen kilt. The skinny trader was making wet, choking sounds. The Constable kicked him into silence before opening the case and lifting out the spectacles. Shaped like bladeless scissors, with thick lenses of smart glass, they were the most valuable heirloom of his family, passed from defeated father to victorious son for more than a hundred generations.

The Constable carefully unfolded them and pinched them over his bulbous nose. At once, the hull of the skiff and the bales of contraband cigarettes stacked in the forward well seemed to gain a luminous sheen; the bent backs of the Constable’s sons and the bodies of the two prisoners glowed with furnace light. The Constable scanned the river, ignoring flaws in the ancient glass which warped or smudged the amplified light, and saw, half a league from the skiff, a knot of tiny, intensely brilliant specks turning above the river’s surface.

‘Machines,’ the Constable said, and stepped between the prisoners and pointed out the place to his sons.

As the skiff drew closer, he saw that there were hundreds of them, a busy cloud of tiny machines swirling around an invisible pivot. He was used to seeing one or two flitting through the air above Aeolis on their inscrutable business, but had never before seen so many in one place.

Something knocked against the side of the skiff, and Urthank cursed and feathered his oar. It was a waterlogged coffin. Every day, thousands were launched from Ys. For a moment, a woman’s face gazed up at the Constable through a glaze of water, glowing greenly amidst a halo of rotting flowers. Then the coffin turned end for end and was borne away.

The skiff had turned in the current, too. Now it was broadside to the cloud of machines, and for the first time the Constable saw what they attended.

A boat. A white boat riding high on the river’s slow current.

The Constable took off his spectacles, and discovered that the boat glimmered with its own spectral light. The water around it glowed too, as if it floated in the centre of one of the shoals of luminous plankton that sometimes rose to the surface of the river on a calm summer night. The glow spread around the skiff, and each stroke of the oars broke its pearly light into whirling interlocking spokes, as if the ghost of a gigantic machine hung just beneath the river’s skin.

The mutilated trader groaned and coughed; his partner raised himself up on his elbows to watch as the white boat turned on the river’s current, light as a leaf, a dancer barely touching the water.

The boat had a sharp, raised prow, and incurved sides that sealed it shut and swept back in a fan, like the tail of a dove. It made another turn, seemed to stretch like a cat, and then it was alongside the skiff, pressed right against it without even a bump, and the Constable and his sons were inside the cloud of machines. Each burned with ferocious white light; none were bigger than a rhinoceros beetle. Urthank tried to swat one that hung in front of his snout, and cursed when it stung him with a flare of red light and a crisp sizzle.

‘Steady,’ the Constable said, and someone else said hoarsely, ‘Flee.’

Astonished, the Constable turned from his inspection of the glimmering boat.

‘Flee,’ the second trader said again. ‘Flee, you fools!’

Both of the Constable’s sons were leaning on their oars, looking at their father. They were waiting for his lead. All right. He could not show that he was afraid. He put away his spectacles and reached through the whirling lights of the machines and touched the white boat.

Its hull was as light and close woven as feathers, moving under the Constable’s fingers as the incurved sides peeled back with a sticky, crackling sound. As a boy, the Constable had been given to wandering the wild shore downriver of Aeolis, and he had once come across a blood orchid growing in the cloven root of a kapok tree. The orchid had made precisely the same noise when, sensing his body heat, it had spread its fleshy lobes to reveal the lubricious curves of its creamy pistil. He had fled in terror before its perfume could overwhelm him, and the ghost of that fear crept over him now.

The hull vibrated under his fingertips with a quick, eager pulse. Light poured out from the boat’s interior, rich and golden and filled with floating motes. A shadow lay deep inside this light, the shadow of a body, and at first the Constable thought that the boat was no more than a coffin set adrift on the river’s current. The coffin of some lord or lady no doubt, but in function no different from the shoddy cardboard coffins of the poor, or the painted wooden coffins of the artisans and traders.

And then a baby started to cry.

The Constable squinted through the light, leaned closer, reached out. For a moment he was at the incandescent heart of the machines’ intricate dance, and then they were gone, dispersing in flat trajectories into the darkness. The baby, a boy, pale and fat and hairless, squirmed in his hands.

The golden light was dying back inside the white boat. In moments, only traces remained, iridescent veins and dabs that fitfully illuminated the corpse on which the baby had been lying.

It was the corpse of a woman, naked, flat-breasted and starveling thin, and as hairless as the baby. She had been shot, once through the chest and once in the head, but there was no blood. One hand had three fingers of equal length, like the grabs of the cranes of Aeolis’s docks; the other was a monstrously swollen and bifurcate pincer, like a lobster’s claw. Her skin had a silvery-grey cast; her huge, blood-red eyes were divided into a honeycomb of cells, like the compound lenses of certain insects. Within each facet lived a flickering glint of golden light, and although the Constable knew that these were merely reflections of the white boat’s fading light, he had the strange feeling that something malevolent and watchful lived behind the dead woman’s strange eyes.

‘Heresy,’ the second trader said. He had got up on his knees somehow, and was staring wide-eyed at the white boat.

The Constable kicked the trader in the stomach and the man coughed and flopped back into the bilge water alongside his partner. He glared up at the Constable and said again, ‘Heresy. When they allowed the ship of the Ancients of Days to pass beyond Ys and sail downriver, our benevolent bureaucracies let heresy loose into the world.’

‘Let me kill him now,’ Urthank said.

‘He’s already a dead man,’ the Constable said.

‘Dead men don’t talk treason,’ Urthank said stubbornly. He was staring straight at his father.

‘Fools,’ the trader said. ‘You have all seen the argosies and carracks sailing downriver, towards the war. They are armed with cannons and siege engines, but there are more terrible weapons let loose in the world.’

‘Let me kill him,’ Urthank said again.

The baby caught at the Constable’s thumb and grimaced, as if trying to smile. The Constable gently disengaged the baby’s grip and set him on the button cushion at the stern. He moved carefully, as if through air packed with invisible boxes, aware of Urthank’s burning gaze at his back. ‘Let the man speak,’ he said. ‘He might know something.’

The trader said, ‘The bureaucrats are so frightened of heresy consuming our world that they will try anything to prevent it. Some say that they are even trying to wake the Hierarchs from their reveries.’

Unthank spat. ‘The Hierarchs are all ten thousand years dead. Everyone knows that. They were killed when the Insurrectionists threw down the temples and silenced the avatars.’

‘The Hierarchs tried to follow the Preservers,’ the trader said. ‘They rose higher than any other bloodline, but not so high that they cannot be called back.’

The Constable kicked the man and said, ‘Leave off the theology. What about the dead woman?’

‘Some say that the bureaucrats and mages are trying to create weapons using magic and forbidden science. Most likely she and the baby are fell creatures manufactured by some corrupt and unnatural process. You should destroy them both! Return the baby to the boat, and sink it!’

‘Why should I believe you?’

‘I’m a bad man. I admit it. I’d sell any one of my daughters if I could be sure of a good profit. But I studied for a clerkship when I was a boy, and I was taught well. I remember my lessons, and I know heresy when I see it.’

Unthank said slowly, ‘Heresy taints everyone it touches. Whatever these things are, we should leave them be. They aren’t any business of ours.’

‘All on the river within a day’s voyage upriver or down is my business,’ the Constable said.

‘You claim to know everything,’ Urthank said. ‘But you don’t.’

The Constable knew then that this was the moment poor Urthank had chosen. So did Unthank, who shifted on the thwart so that he was no longer shoulder to shoulder with his brother. The Constable put his hand on the stock of his whip and met Urthank’s stare and said, ‘Keep your place, boy.’

There was a moment when it seemed that Urthank would not attack. Then he inflated his chest and let out the air with a roar and, roaring, threw himself at his father.

The whip caught around Urthank’s neck with a sharp crack that echoed out across the black water. Urthank fell to his knees and grabbed hold of the whip as its loop tightened. The Constable gripped the whip with both hands and jerked it sideways as if he was holding a line which a huge fish had suddenly struck. The skiff tipped wildly and Urthank tumbled head first into the glowing water. But the boy did not let go of the whip. He was stupid, but he was also stubborn. The Constable staggered, dropped the whip – it hissed over the side like a snake – and fell overboard too.

The Constable shucked his loose, knee-high boots as he sank through the cold water, and kicked out towards the surface. Something grabbed the hem of his kilt, and then Urthank was trying to swarm up his body. Light exploded in the Constable’s eye as his son’s elbow struck his face. They thrashed through glowing water and burst into the air, separated by no more than an arm’s length.

The Constable spat out a mouthful of water. ‘You’re too quick to anger, son. That was always your weakness.’

He saw the shadow of Urthank’s arm sweep through the milky glow, countered the thrust with his own knife. The blades slid along each other, locking at their hilts. Urthank growled and pressed down. He was very strong. A terrific pain shot up the Constable’s arm as his knife was wrenched from his grasp and Urthank’s blade sliced his wrist. He kicked backwards in the water as Urthank slashed at his face: spray flew in a wide fan.

‘Old,’ Urthank said. ‘Old and slow.’

The Constable steadied himself with little circling kicks. He could feel his blood pulsing into the water. Urthank had caught a vein. There was a heaviness in his bones and the wound in his shoulder throbbed. He knew that Urthank was right, but he also knew that he was not prepared to die.

He said, ‘Come to me, son, and find out who is the strongest.’

Urthank’s grin freed his tusks from his lips. He threw himself forward, driving through the water with his knife held out straight, trying for a killing blow. But the water slowed him, and the Constable was able to kick sideways, always just out of reach, while Urthank stabbed wildly, sobbing curses and uselessly spending his strength. Father and son circled each other. In the periphery of his vision, the Constable was aware that the white boat had separated from the skiff, but could spare no thought for it as he avoided Urthank’s frantic onslaught.

At last, Urthank gave it up and kicked backwards, breathing hard. ‘You aren’t as strong as you thought, are you?’ the Constable said. ‘Surrender to me now and I’ll grant you a quick and honourable release.’

‘Surrender to me, old man, and I’ll give you an honourable burial on land. Or else I’ll kill you here and let the little fishes strip your bones.’

‘Your end will be neither quick nor honourable, then,’ the Constable said. ‘Because someone as weak and foolish as you can be no son of mine.’

Urthank lunged with sudden, desperate fury, and the Constable chopped at him with the side of his hand, striking his elbow at the point where the nerve travelled over bone. Urthank’s fingers opened in reflex; his knife fluttered down through the water. He dived for it without thinking, and the Constable bore down on him with all his strength and weight, enduring increasingly feeble blows to his chest and belly and legs. It took a long time, but at last he let go and Urthank’s body floated free, face down in the glowing water.

‘You were the strongest of my sons,’ the Constable said, when he had his breath back. ‘And you were faithful, after your fashion. But you never had a good thought in your head, and couldn’t see more than five minutes into the future. Even if you had managed to defeat me, someone else would have killed you inside a year.’

Unthank paddled the skiff over, helped his father clamber aboard. The white boat floated several oar-lengths off, glimmering against the dark. The skinny trader whose tongue the Constable had cut out lay face down in the well of the skiff, drowned in his own blood. His partner was gone; Unthank said that he must have slipped over the side in the middle of all the excitement.

‘You should have brought him back,’ the Constable said. ‘He was bound hand and foot. He wouldn’t have given a big boy like you any trouble.’

Unthank returned the Constable’s gaze and said, ‘I was watching your victory, father.’

‘Watching how I did it, eh? So you’ll know what to do when your turn comes. You’re a subtle one, Unthank. Not at all like your brother.’

Unthank shrugged. ‘The prisoner probably drowned. Like you said, he was bound hand and foot.’

‘Help me with your brother.’

Together, father and son hauled Urthank’s dead weight into the skiff. The milky glow was fading from the water. After the Constable had settled Urthank’s body, he looked up and saw that the white boat had vanished. The skiff was alone on the wide dark river, under the black sky and the smudged red whorl of the Eye of the Preservers. On the leather pad by the skiff’s tiller, the baby grabbed at black air with pale starfish hands, chuckling at unguessable thoughts.


2

THE ANCHORITE

One evening early in spring, with the wheel of the galaxy tilted waist-deep at the level horizon of the Great River, Yama eased open the shutters of his room’s arched window and climbed out. Any soldiers walking their beats in the great courtyard or the gardens might have seen, by the galaxy’s faint light, a sturdy boy of some seventeen years on the broad ledge beneath the eaves of the red tile roof, and recognised at once the pale sharp face and cap of black hair of the Aedile’s foundling son. But Yama knew that three of the regular garrison were standing guard over the labourers at the Aedile’s latest excavation, and Sergeant Rhodean was leading the rest on a patrol through the winding paths of the City of the Dead, searching for the heretics who last night had tried to firebomb a ship at anchor in the floating harbour, leaving only the pack of watchdogs and a pentad of callow youths under the command of old one-legged Rotwang, who by now would be snoring in his chair by the kitchen fireplace after finishing his usual glass of rice brandy. So there was little chance of being spotted by the night watch, and Yama knew that he could persuade the watchdogs to allow him to pass unreported.

It was an opportunity too good to be missed. Yama planned to hunt frogs with the chandler’s daughter, Derev, and Ananda, the sizar of Aeolis’s temple. They had agreed on it that afternoon, using mirror talk.

The original walls of the Aedile’s peel-house were built of smooth blocks of keelrock fitted together so cunningly that they presented a surface like polished ice, but at some point in the house’s history an extra floor had been added, with a wide gutter ledge and gargoyles projecting into the air at intervals to spout water clear of the walls. Yama walked along the ledge as easily as if on a pavement, hooked his rope around the ruff of a basilisk frozen in an agonised howl, and abseiled five storeys to the ground. He would have to leave the rope in place, but it was a small risk.

No one was about. He darted across the mossy lawn, jumped the ha-ha, and quickly and silently threaded his way through the dense stands of rhododendrons which had colonised the tumbled remnants of the peel-house’s outer defensive wall. Yama had played endless games of soldiers and heretics with the kitchen boys here, and knew every path, every outcrop of broken stone, all the holes and hollows which had once been guardrooms or stores, and the buried passages between them. He stopped beneath a mature cork-oak, looked all around, then lifted a mossy brick to reveal a scrape lined with stones and sealed with polymer spray. He pulled out a net bag and a slender trident from this hiding place, replaced the brick, and hung the bag on his belt and laid the trident across his shoulders.

At the far edge of the rhododendrons, an overgrown demilune breastwork dropped away to a barrens of tussock grass and scrub. Beyond, bordered on either side by patchworks of flooded paeonin fields, the dark gleam of the Breas wound away through shadowy ranges of hills crowded with monuments and tombs, cairns and cists: league upon league of the City of the Dead stretching to the foothills of the Rim Mountains, its inhabitants outnumbering the living citizens of Aeolis by a thousand to one. The tombs glimmered in the cold light of the galaxy, as if the hills had been dusted with salt, and little lights flickered here and there, where memorial tablets had been triggered by wind or passing animals.

Yama stuck his trident in soft leaf-mould, took out a slim silver whistle twice the length of his forefinger and blew on it. It seemed to make no more than a breathy squeak. He blew twice more, then squatted on his heels and listened to the peeping chorus of the frogs that had emerged from their mucus cocoons just a week ago. They had been frantically feeding ever since, and now they were searching for mates, every male endeavouring to outdo his rivals with passionate froggy arias. Dopey with unrequited lust, they would be easy prey.

Behind Yama, the peel-house reared above black masses of rhododendrons, lifting its spiky freight of turrets against the galaxy’s blue-white wheel. A warm yellow light glowed near the top of the tallest turret, where the Aedile, who rarely slept since the news of Telmon’s death last summer, would be working on his endless measurements and calculations.

Presently, Yama heard what he had been waiting for: the steady padding tread and faint sibilant breath of a watchdog. He called softly, and the strong, ugly creature trotted out of the bushes and laid its heavy head in his lap. Yama crooned to it, stroking its cropped ears and scratching the ridged line where flesh met the metal of its skullplate, lulling the machine part of the watchdog and, through its link, the rest of the pack. When he was satisfied that it understood it was not to raise the alarm either now or when he returned, he stood and wiped the dog’s drool from his hands, plucked up his trident, and bounded away down the steep slope of the breastwork towards the barrens, and the flooded fields beyond.

Ananda and Derev were waiting at the edge of the barrens. Tall, graceful Derev jumped down from her perch halfway up a broken wall cloaked in morning glory, and half-floated, half-ran across overgrown flagstones towards Yama. Ananda kept his seat on a fallen stele, eating ghostberries he had picked along the way, pretending to ignore the lovers as they embraced and whispered endearments. He was a plump boy with dark skin and a bare scalp, wearing the orange robe of his office, saying as if to no one in particular, ‘I remembered to bring the lantern.’

It was a little brass signal lantern, with a slide and a lens to focus the light of its wick. The plan was to use it to mesmerise their prey. As Yama inspected it, Ananda said, ‘I saw your soldiers march out along the old road just after noon.’

‘They are chasing after the heretics who tried to burn that ship,’ Yama said.

‘Perhaps they’re still hiding close by,’ Derev said. Her neck seemed to elongate as she turned her head this way and that to peer into the darkness. Her feathery hair was brushed back from her shaven forehead and hung to the small of her back. She wore a belted shift that left her long, slim legs bare. A trident was slung over her left shoulder. ‘We might find them. Or they might find us.’

‘If they are stupid enough to remain close to a place they have just attacked, then there is nothing to fear,’ Yama said. ‘They would surrender as soon as we threatened them with our frog-stickers.’

‘My father says they force their women to lie with animals to create monstrous warriors,’ Derev said.

Ananda spat seeds. ‘He also promised to pay a good copper penny for every ten frogs we catch.’

‘He has a price for everything,’ Yama said, smiling.

Derev smiled, too. She looked very beautiful in the faint light, like an aspect of the heroine of an ancient saga. She said, ‘He also said I should be back before the galaxy sets. He only allowed me to come because I told him that one of the Aedile’s soldiers would be guarding us.’

Derev’s father was very tall and very thin, and walked with his head hunched into his shoulders and his pale hands clasped behind his back, like one of the night storks that picked over the city’s rubbish pits. He was invariably accompanied by his burly bodyservant: he was scared of footpads and the casual violence of sailors, and of kidnapping. The latter was a real threat: his family was the only one of its bloodline in Aeolis, and he was disliked within the tight-knit trading community because he bought favours rather than earned them. Yama knew that Derev was allowed to see him because her father believed it would forge a bond with the Aedile.

Ananda said, ‘The soldier would be guarding something more important than your life, although, like life, once taken it cannot be given back. But perhaps you no longer have it, which is why the soldier is not here.’

Yama punched Ananda on the shoulder and said, ‘You spend too much time thinking about that which you cannot have. Give me some berries as a penance.’

Ananda held out a handful. ‘You only had to ask,’ he said mildly.

Yama burst a ghostberry between his tongue and palate: the rough skin shockingly tart, the pulpy seed-rich flesh meltingly sweet. He told Derev, ‘We could stay out all night, then go fishing at dawn. I am sure your father would pay more for fresh fish than for frogs.’

‘He buys all the fish he needs from the fisher folk,’ Derev said. ‘And if I don’t get back before midnight he’ll forbid me to see you again. He really will. We will both pine away, like one of the old songs, and be buried side by side, and they’ll plant roses on our graves that will twine together in a true lovers’ knot.’

Yama smiled. ‘You know that is not true. Otherwise your father would never have let you out in the first place.’

‘I cannot stay out all night, either,’ Ananda said. ‘Father Quine rises an hour before sunrise, and I must sweep the naos and light the candles in the votary before he does.’

‘Even though no one will come,’ Yama said. ‘Few visit the shrine any more, except on high days.’

‘That’s not the point. The avatars may have been silenced, but the Preservers are still there.’

‘They will be there whether you light the candles or not. Stay with me, Ananda. Forget your duties for once.’

Ananda shrugged. ‘I happen to believe in my duties.’

Yama said, ‘And you are scared of the beating you will get from Father Quine.’

‘There’s that, too. For a holy man, he has a fearsome temper and a strong arm. You’re lucky, Yama. If my master was half as kindly and scholarly as the Aedile my life would be improved tenfold.’

‘If the Aedile is angry with me, he has Sergeant Rhodean beat me. And if he learns that I have left the peel-house at night, that is exactly what will happen. Which is why I did not bring a soldier with me.’

‘My father says that physical punishment is barbaric,’ Derev said.

‘It is not so bad,’ Yama said. ‘And at least you know when it is over.’

‘The Aedile came to talk with Father Quine three days ago,’ Ananda said. He crammed the last of the ghostberries into his mouth and got to his feet. Berry juice stained his lips; they looked black in the galaxy’s blue-white light. ‘I couldn’t quite hear what they discussed, but I suspect it was something to do with you. Afterwards, Father Quine asked me if I thought you were happy.’

‘And am I happy, in your opinion?’

‘I told him that you were stupidly happy.’

‘It would be easier if I was stupid,’ Yama said. ‘I would not care what my father wanted me to become. As it is, he has been talking about finding a clerkship for me in a safe corner of the department. I think that is why Dr Dismas went to Ys. But I do not want to be a clerk – I want to be a soldier. I would even prefer to be a priest than a clerk. At least I would get to see something of the world.’

‘You’re far too old,’ Ananda said. ‘My parents consecrated me to my holy duties a hundred days after my birth, while my innocence was still intact. And besides being too old, you are also too full of sin. You spy on your poor father, and steal.’

‘And you sneak out after dark,’ Derev said.

‘So has Ananda.’

‘But not to fornicate,’ Ananda said.

Derev laughed. ‘We really want to hunt for frogs. At least, I do.’

‘Also, I will confess my sin tomorrow,’ Ananda said.

‘As if the Preservers care about your small sins,’ Yama said.

‘That’s another thing. You’re too proud to be a priest,’ Ananda said. ‘Above all else, you’re too proud.’

Yama said, ‘I would rather be a priest than a clerk, but most of all I would rather be a soldier. I suppose that I will have to run away and enlist. I will train as an officer, and lead a company of myrmidons or command a corvette into battle against the heretics.’

Ananda said, ‘That’s exactly why your father wants you to be a clerk.’

Derev said, ‘Listen.’

The two boys turned to look at where she pointed. Far out across the flooded fields, a point of intense turquoise light was moving through the dark air towards the Great River.

‘A machine,’ Yama said.

‘So it is,’ Derev said, ‘but that isn’t what I meant. I heard someone crying out.’

‘Frogs fornicating,’ Ananda said.

Yama guessed that the machine was half a league off. It seemed to slide at an angle to everything else, twinkling as if stitching a path between the world and its own reality.

He said, ‘We should make a wish.’

‘You’ll break Zakiel’s heart with talk like that,’ Ananda said. ‘Hasn’t any of his education taken?’

Derev said, ‘Besides, you should never make a wish in case it is answered, like the story of the old man and the fox maiden. I know I heard something. It may be the heretics. Or bandits. Listen!’

Ananda cocked his head and after a moment said, ‘It was most likely a mouse caught by an owl. I may be the makings of a poor priest, Yama, but one thing I know is true. The Preservers see all. There is no need to invoke them by calling upon their servants.’

Yama knew that there was no point in debating such niceties with Ananda, who had been trained in every aspect of theology since early childhood and had memorised every word of the Puranas, but he thought that machines might hear the wishes of those they passed by, even if they did not act on them. Wishing was only an informal kind of prayer, after all, and prayers must be heard by the Preservers and the servants of the Preservers, and must sometimes be answered. For if praying did not bring reward, people would long ago have abandoned the habit of prayer, as farmers abandoned land that no longer yielded a crop. The priests taught that the Preservers heard and saw all, yet chose not to act because they did not wish to undermine the free will of their creations; but machines were as much a part of the world created by the Preservers as the Shaped bloodlines. Even if the Preservers had withdrawn their blessing from the world after the affront of the Age of Insurrection, as the divaricationists believed, it was still possible that machines, their epigones, might recognise the justice of answering a particular wish, and intercede. After all, the avatars of the Preservers which had survived the Age of Insurrection had spoken with men as recently as forty years ago, before the heretics had finally silenced them.

In any event, better the chance taken than that lost and later regretted. Yama closed his eyes and offered up the quick wish, hostage to the future, that he be made a soldier and not a clerk.

Ananda said, ‘You might as well wish upon a star.’

Derev said, ‘Quiet! I heard it again!’

Yama heard it too, faint but unmistakable above the unceasing chorus of the frogs. A man’s angry wordless yell, and then the sound of jeering voices and coarse laughter.

He led the others through the overgrown ruins. Ananda padded alongside him with his robe tucked into his girdle – the better to run away if there was trouble, he said, although Yama knew that he would not run. Derev would not run away either; she held her trident like a javelin.

One of the old roads ran beside the edge of the fields. Its ceramic surface had been stripped and smelted for the metals it had contained thousands of years ago, but the long straight track preserved its geometric ideal. At the crux between the old road and a footpath that led across the embankment between two of the flooded fields, by a simple shrine set on a wooden post, the Constable’s twin sons, Lud and Lob, had ambushed an anchorite.

The man stood with his back to the shrine, brandishing his staff. Its metal-shod point flicked back and forth like a watchful eye. Lud and Lob jeered and threw stones and clods of dirt at the anchorite, but stayed out of the staff’s striking range. The twins were swaggering bullies who believed that they ruled the children of their little city. Most especially, they picked on those few children of bloodlines not their own. Yama had been chased by them only a decad ago, when he had been returning to the peel-house after visiting Derev, but he had easily lost them in the ruins outside the town.

‘We’ll find you later, little fish,’ they had shouted cheerfully. They had been drinking, and one of them had slapped his head with the empty bladder and cut a clumsy little dance. ‘We always finish our business,’ he had shouted. ‘Little fish, little fish, come out now. Be like a man.’

Yama had chosen to stay hidden. Lud and Lob had scrawled their sign on a crumbling wall and pissed at its base, but after beating about the bushes in a desultory fashion they had grown bored and wandered off.

Now, crouching with Derev and Ananda in a thicket of chayote vine, Yama wondered what he should do. The anchorite was a tall man with a wild black mane and wilder beard. He was barefoot, and dressed in a crudely stitched robe of metallic-looking cloth. He dodged most of the stones thrown at him, but one had struck him on the head: blood ran down his forehead and he mechanically wiped it from his eyes with his wrist. Sooner or later, he would falter, and Lud and Lob would pounce.

Derev whispered, ‘We should fetch the militia.’

At that moment, a stone clipped the anchorite’s elbow and the point of his staff dipped. Roaring with glee, Lob and Lud ran in from either side and knocked him to the ground. The anchorite surged up, throwing one of the twins aside, but the other clung to his back and the second knocked the anchorite down again.

Yama said, ‘Ananda, stay hidden until I call your name. Derev, you set up a diversion.’ And before he could think better of it he stepped out onto the road and shouted to the twins.

Lob turned. He held the staff in both hands, as if about to break it. Lud sat on the anchorite’s back, grinning as he absorbed the man’s blows to his flanks.

Yama said, ‘What is this, Lob? Are you and your brother footpads now?’

‘Just a bit of fun, little fish,’ Lob said. He whirled the staff above his head. It whistled in the dark air.

‘I think you should leave him alone,’ Yama said.

‘Maybe we’ll have our fun with you instead, little fish,’ Lob said.

‘We’ll have him, all right,’ Lud said. ‘Remember why we’re here?’

‘I clean forgot, thanks to him,’ Lob said, and kicked at the anchorite.

‘We’ll grab the kid and tie him up,’ Lud said. ‘Then we can finish our bit of fun with this culler, and be on our way.’

‘I would like to see you try,’ Yama said. ‘Especially with Ananda at my side.’

He did not look around, but by the shift in Lob’s gaze knew that Ananda had stepped out onto the road behind him.

‘The priest’s runt?’ Lob laughed, and farted tremendously.

‘Gaw,’ his brother said, giggling so hard his triple chins quivered. He flapped a hand in front of his face. ‘You been at those preserved eggs again.’

Yama flung his flimsy trident then, but it bounced uselessly off Lob’s hide. Lob yawned, showing his stout, sharp tusks, and swept the staff broadside. Yama jumped back; the staff’s metal tip cut the air a finger’s width from his belly. Lob came on, stepping heavily and deliberately and sweeping the staff back and forth, but Yama easily dodged his clumsily aimed blows.

‘Fight fair,’ Lob said, stopping at last. He was panting heavily. ‘Stand and fight fair.’

Ananda had managed to slip behind Lob; now he struck at his legs with his trident. Enraged, Lob turned and swung the staff at Ananda, and Yama stepped forward and kicked him in the kneecap, and then in the wrist. Lob howled and dropped the staff; Yama swept it up and jabbed Lob hard in the gut.

Lob fell to his knees in stages. ‘Fight fair,’ he gasped again.

‘Fight fair? Where’s the fun in that?’ Lud said, and pulled a knife from his belt. It was as black as obsidian, with a narrow, crooked blade. He claimed to have stolen it from a drunken sailor, and said that it was from the first days of the Age of Enlightenment and almost as old as the world. Lud kissed its blade and grinned at Yama and Ananda. ‘Which one of you wants to be stuck first?’

Yama held the staff close, ready to strike at Lud when he moved forward. Lud tossed the knife from hand to hand, and told Yama how much it would sting, going in, and Lob threw himself forward. Yama saw the movement in the corner of his vision and swiped at Lob and struck his back, and then Lob wrapped his arms around Yama’s thighs and Yama lost his balance and tumbled over backwards, his legs pinned beneath Lob’s weight. Ananda stepped forward and swung his clenched fist: the stone he held struck the side of Lob’s skull with the sound of an axe sinking into wet wood. Lob roared with pain and sprang to his feet and swiped at Ananda, who barely managed to dance out of his way. Lud roared too, and stepped forward, brandishing his knife. Behind him, a tree burst into flame.

[image: Image]

‘It was all I could think of,’ Derev said. She was trembling, and breathless.

Ananda ran a little way down the road and shouted after the fleeing twins, a high wordless shriek of triumph.

‘I think you saved my life,’ Yama told Derev, and stepped forward and kissed her.

The burning tree shed sparks upwards into the night, brighter than the galaxy. Its trunk was a shadow inside a roaring pillar of hot blue flame. Heat and light beat out across the road. It was a young sweetgum tree. Derev had soaked its trunk with kerosene from the lantern’s reservoir, and ignited it with the lantern’s flint when Lob had fallen on Yama.

‘Even Lob and Lud won’t forget this,’ Ananda said, walking back to Yama and Derev. ‘Frightened by a tree. It’s too funny, Yama.’

‘They’ll leave us alone from now on,’ Derev said.

‘I hope so,’ Yama said, and helped the anchorite to sit up.

The man dabbed at the blood crusted under his nose, cautiously bent and unbent his knees, then scrambled to his feet. Yama held out the staff, and the man took it and briefly bowed his head in thanks. Something had sliced and seared the left side of his face: a web of silvery scar tissue pulled down his eye and lifted the corner of his mouth. He was so dirty that his skin looked like embossed leather. The metallic cloth of his robe was equally filthy, his hair was tangled in ropes around his face, and bits of twig were caught in his forked beard. He smelt powerfully of sweat and urine. He fixed Yama with an intense gaze, then made shapes with the fingers of his right hand against the palm of his left.

Yama felt a little shock, realising that the man was about his height, that his hands and his fingers were much like his. But so were Ananda’s and those of many bloodlines …

Ananda said, ‘He wants you to know that he has been searching for you.’

‘You can understand him?’

‘We used hand speech like this in the seminary, to talk to each other during breakfast and supper when we were supposed to be listening to one of the brothers read from the Puranas. Some anchorites were once priests, and perhaps this is such a one.’

The man made more shapes with his fingers.

Ananda said uncertainly, ‘He says that he is glad that he remembered all this. I think he must mean that he will always remember this.’

‘Well,’ Derev said, ‘so he should. We saved his life.’

The anchorite reached inside his robe and pulled out a small disc attached to a thong looped around his neck. He lifted the thong over his head and thrust the disc towards Yama. It was one of the ceramic discs that could be dug up anywhere in the City of the Dead, so common they were virtually worthless. The children of Aeolis called them Preservers’ pennies.

The anchorite, staring at Yama, twisted and bent his fingers against his palm.

‘You are the one who is to come,’ Ananda translated.

The anchorite shook his head and signed furiously.

‘You will come here again,’ Ananda said. ‘Yama, do you know what he means?’

And Derev said, ‘Listen!’

Far off, whistles sounded, calling and answering in the darkness.

The anchorite thrust the ceramic disc into Yama’s hand, and then he was running out along the footpath between the flooded fields, a shadow dwindling against cold blue light reflected from the water, gone.

The whistles sounded again.

‘The militia,’ Ananda said, and turned and scampered off down the old road.

Derev and Yama chased after him, but he soon outpaced them, and Yama had to stop to catch his breath before they reached the city wall.

Derev said, ‘Ananda won’t stop running until he’s thrown himself into his bed. And even then he’ll run in his dreams until morning.’

Yama was bent over, clasping his knees. He had a cramp in his side. He said, ‘We will have to watch out for each other. I think Lob and Lud will neither forgive nor forget this night. How can you run so fast and so far without getting out of breath?’

Derev’s pale face glimmered in the galaxy’s light. She gave him a sly look. ‘Flying is harder work than running.’

‘If you can fly, I would love to see it. But you are teasing me again.’

‘This is the wrong place for flying. One day, perhaps, I’ll show you the right place, but it’s a long way from here.’

‘Do you mean the edge of the world? I used to dream that my people lived on the floating islands. I saw one—’

Derev grabbed Yama and pulled him into the long grass beside the track. He fell on top of her, laughing, but she put her hand over his mouth. He was aware of the heat of Derev’s slim body pressing against his. He kissed her fingers and said, ‘I think the militia have given up their search.’

‘No. They’re coming this way.’

Yama rolled over and parted the long grass so that he could watch the track. Presently a pentad of men went past in single file. None of them were of the bloodline of the citizens of Aeolis. They were armed with rifles and arbalests, and wore tight pantaloons and baggy shirts.

‘The heretics,’ Derev said, after they had passed. ‘I told you they were still here.’

‘I do not think so,’ Yama said. ‘Sergeant Rhodean and his soldiers would have found them before they found us. And they were dressed like sailors.’

‘Heretics disguised as sailors, then.’

‘Possibly. I wonder if they are looking for us, or for the anchorite.’

‘We did the right thing by him, didn’t we? Or you did. I could not have stepped out and challenged those two.’

‘I did it knowing you were at my back.’

‘I’d be nowhere else.’ After a moment, Derev added thoughtfully, ‘He looked a little like you.’

‘He looked like he had been walking the roads of all the world for the past hundred years.’

‘I mean in the proportions of his limbs, and the shape of his head.’

‘I saw that too. But he was so much thinner, and his skin was darker, and the way he moved … No. I do not think so. The Aedile has been looking for my parents, and for others of my bloodline, ever since he took me in. Do you really think it is likely that we would stumble over one of my cousins scarcely a league from my home?’

Several years ago, Yama had started visiting the floating docks, watching the traders, the sailors and soldiers, talking to them, asking them questions about the different peoples in Ys and elsewhere. He had learned that a few bloodlines had skin as pale as his, and one or two of those bore a passing resemblance, but no one he talked to knew of any quite like him. One obvious rogue had offered to take him to the quarter in Ys where his people lived, but Yama had guessed that the man had been planning to kidnap and ransom him, and had reported him to Sergeant Rhodean. The trader had been arrested and flogged for possession of contraband cargo, and that had been the end of Yama’s visits to the docks.

He had not much minded. One day he would become a soldier so famous that his parents would learn about him and find him. Or he would find them in Ys or while travelling the length of the Great River … He had lived with the mystery of his origin all his life. He knew that solving it would not be easy, and would involve grand adventures.

‘Well, he did look like you, just a little,’ Derev said. ‘And he seemed to know you.’

‘He was touched by the Preservers. It is cruel to tease me like this, Derev.’

‘I did not mean to.’ Derev kissed him, and said, ‘You aren’t alone in the world, Yama.’

‘I know,’ he said, and kissed her back.

They kissed and rekissed with growing urgency, until at last Derev pushed away a little and sat up, brushing dry grass from her shift.

Yama sat up too, and leaned against her. ‘I suppose he is halfway to Ys by now,’ he said. ‘Still, I should like to find him again, and ask him why he gave me this.’

He pulled the ceramic disc from the pocket of his tunic. It seemed no different from the discs that the Aedile’s workmen turned up by the hundred during their excavations: slick, white, slightly too large to fit comfortably in his palm. He held it up so that it faintly reflected the chill light of the galaxy and saw, far off, a small, solitary star shining off to one side of the crowded lights of Aeolis, and realised that it was a lighted window in the tall, thin tower that stood without the city wall.

Dr Dismas had at last returned from Ys.
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DR DISMAS

Dr Dismas, bent-backed, black-clad, came up the stony hillside with a bustling, crabbed gait. The sun was at the height of its daily leap into the sky; like an aspect, he cast no shadow.

The Aedile, standing at the top of the slope, near the spoil heap of his latest excavation site, watched the apothecary draw near with swelling expectation. The Aedile was tall and stooped and greying, with a diplomat’s air of courteous reticence which many mistook for absent-mindedness, and was dressed after the fashion of the citizens of Aeolis, in a loose-fitting white tunic and a linen kilt. His knees were swollen and stiff from the hours he had spent kneeling on a leather pad brushing hairfine layer after hairfine layer of dirt from finds, freeing them from the cerements of a hundred thousand years of burial. The excavation was not going well and the Aedile had grown bored with it before it was halfway done. Despite the insistence of his geomancer, he was convinced that nothing of interest would be found. The crew of trained diggers – convicts reprieved from army service – had caught their master’s mood and worked at a desultory pace amongst the neatly dug trenches and pits, dragging their chains through white dust as they carried baskets of soil and limestone chippings to the conical spoil heap. A drill rig taking a core through the reef of land coral that had overgrown the hilltop raised a plume of dust that feathered off into the blue sky.

So far, the excavation had uncovered only a few potsherds, the corroded traces of what might have been the footings of a watchtower, and the inevitable hoard of ceramic discs. Although the Aedile had no idea what the discs were (most scholars of Confluence’s early history believed that they were some form of currency, but the Aedile thought that this was too obvious an explanation), he assiduously catalogued every one, and spent hours measuring the faint grooves and pits with which they were decorated. The Aedile believed in measurement. In small things were the gauge of the larger world, and of worlds without end. He believed that all measurements and constants might be arithmetically derived from a single number. The cypher of the Preservers, which could unlock the secrets of the world they had made, and much else.

But here was Dr Dismas, with news that would determine the fate of the Aedile’s foundling son. The pinnace on which the apothecary had returned to Ys had anchored off the mouth of the bay two nights before (and was anchored there still), but it seemed that Dr Dismas had been taken ill, and had only returned to his tower last night. Meanwhile, the Aedile had chosen to spend his time at the excavation site while waiting for the apothecary to get around to paying a visit. He hoped that Dr Dismas had discovered the truth about Yama’s bloodline, but he did not want to press the matter because it would acknowledge that he was beholden to the apothecary. It was Dr Dismas, after all, who had proposed that he take the opportunity offered by his summons to Ys to undertake research into the matter of Yama’s lineage. That this trip had been forced upon him by his department, and had been underwritten by the Aedile’s purse, would not reduce by one iota the obligation that he would no doubt expect the Aedile to repay in some fashion, when it suited him.

Dr Dismas disappeared behind the tilted white cube of one of the empty tombs which were scattered beneath the brow of the hill like beads flung from a broken necklace – tombs dating from the dissolute era after the Age of Insurrection, and the last to be built in the City of the Dead, simple boxes set at the edge of low, rolling hills crowded with monuments, mausoleums, crypts, and statues. Presently, Dr Dismas reappeared almost directly below the Aedile and laboured up the last hundred paces of the steep, rough path. He was breathing hard. His narrow face, propped between the high wings of his black coat’s collar and shaded by a black, broad-brimmed hat, was sprinkled with beads of sweat in which the plaques of his addiction stood like islands in the shrinking river.

‘A warm day,’ the Aedile said, by way of greeting.

Dr Dismas pulled a lace handkerchief from his sleeve and fastidiously dabbed sweat from his forehead. ‘It is hotter than an overpressured alembic. Perhaps Confluence tires of circling the sun and is falling into it, like a girl tumbling into the arms of her lover. Perhaps we’ll be consumed by the fire of their passion.’

Usually, Dr Dismas’ wordplay amused the Aedile, but now it intensified his sense of foreboding. He said, ‘I trust your business was successful.’

Dr Dismas dismissed this with a flick of his handkerchief. ‘With my department? It was nothing. The miserable termagants who nest amongst the dusty ledgers of my department do nothing but transform rumour into fact, but I was able to set them straight, and have returned to serve with renewed vigour.’

‘I am pleased to hear it, my dear doctor. I heard a rumour that you were laid up with a fever.’

Dr Dismas did not reply at once. He had turned to gaze, like a conqueror, across the dry slope of the hill and its scattering of tombs, the flooded fields along the Breas and the little city at the river’s mouth and the long finger of the new quay pointing across banks of greenish mud towards the Great River, which stretched away, shining like polished silver, to a misty union of water and air. He screwed a cigarette into his holder (carved, he liked to say, from the finger-bone of a multiple murderer), lit it, and drew deeply, holding his breath for a count of ten before blowing a riffle of smoke through his nostrils with a satisfied sigh.

The apothecary, hired two years ago by the city’s Council for Night and Shrines, had been summoned to Ys to account for several lapses after he had taken up his position. He was said to have substituted glass powder for the expensive suspensions of tiny machines which cured river blindness – and there had certainly been more cases of river blindness the previous summer, although Dr Dismas attributed this to the greater numbers of biting flies that bred in the algae choking the muddy basin of the former harbour. He was said to have peddled his treatments amongst the fisher folk and the hill tribes, making extravagant claims that he could cure cankers, the blood cough, and mental illness, and halt or even reverse ageing. And there were rumours that he had made or grown chimeras of children and beasts, and that he had kidnapped a child from one of the hill tribes and used its blood and perfusions of its organs to treat one of the members of the Council for Night and Shrines.

At first, the Aedile and most of the members of the Council had dismissed these allegations as fantasies, but then a boy had died after a blood-letting, and the parents, mid-caste chandlers, had lodged a formal protest. A field investigator of the Department of Apothecaries and Chirurgeons had arrived thirty days ago, but had quickly left in some confusion: it seemed that Dr Dismas had threatened to kill the man when he had attempted to search the apothecary’s tower. And then the formal summons had arrived, which the Aedile had to read out to Dr Dismas in front of the Council for Night and Shrines. The doctor had been commanded to return to Ys for formal admonishment, both for his drug habit and (as the document delicately put it) for certain professional lapses. The Aedile had been informed that Dr Dismas had been placed on probation, although the doctor’s manner suggested that he had won a considerable victory rather than a reprieve.

The apothecary drew on his cigarette and said, ‘The river voyage was a trial in itself. It made me so febrile I was confined to my bunk aboard the ship for a day and a night after it dropped anchor. I am still not quite recovered, but came as soon as I could.’

‘Quite, quite,’ the Aedile said. ‘I am sure that you came as soon as you could.’

But he did not believe it for a moment. Dr Dismas was up to something: no doubt about it.

‘You have been working alongside those convicts of yours again,’ the apothecary said. ‘Don’t deny it. I see dirt under your nails.’

‘I wore my hat, and coated my skin with the unguent you prescribed.’

The sticky stuff smelled strongly of menthol and raised the fine hairs of the Aedile’s pelt into stiff peaks, but it seemed uncharitable to complain.

‘You should also wear glasses with tinted lenses,’ Dr Dismas said. ‘Cumulative ultraviolet exposure could permanently damage your corneas. I believe I can see some inflammation, in fact. You should not risk your health on work that will proceed perfectly well without your help.’

‘I do not think I will learn anything here,’ the Aedile said. ‘There are the footings of a tower, but the structure itself must have been dismantled long ago. A tall tower, it was – the foundations are deep, although quite rusted away. It was made of metal, at least in part. Fabulously costly even in the Age of Enlightenment. The geomancer may have been misled by the remains into thinking that a larger structure once stood here. It has happened before. Or perhaps there is something buried deeper. We shall see.’

The geomancer had been from one of the hill tribes, a man half the Aedile’s age but rendered wizened and toothless by his nomadic life, one eye milky with a cataract which Dr Dismas had removed. This had been in winter, with hoar frost mantling the ground each morning, but the geomancer had gone about barefoot, and naked under his red wool cloak. He had fasted three days on the hilltop before scrying the site with a thread weighted by a sliver of loadstone.

Dr Dismas said, ‘In Ys there are buildings which are said to have once been entirely clad in metal.’

‘Quite, quite. If it can be found anywhere in Confluence, then it can be found in Ys,’ the Aedile said, beginning to work his way around to the subject that had been on his mind ever since Dr Dismas had left for the great and terrible city.

‘So they say,’ the apothecary said. ‘But who would know where to begin to look?’

‘If there is any one person who could find something in Ys, then that would be you, my dear Dr Dismas.’

‘It wasn’t easy,’ Dr Dismas said.

‘I did not think it would be. The libraries are much debased these days. Since the librarians fell silent, there is a general feeling that there is no longer any need to maintain anything but the most recent records. And so everything more than a thousand years old is considerably compromised.’

The Aedile realised that he had said too much. He was nervous, standing at the threshold of a revelation that might change Yama’s life, and his.

Dr Dismas did not answer at once. With the thumb and forefinger of his left hand, so badly affected by the side effects of the drug that they were as stiffly bent as the claw of a crayfish, he plucked the stub of his cigarette from the bone holder and crushed its coal, then fitted another cigarette into the holder, and lit and drew on it. He was an inveterate gossip, and knew how to pace his revelations, how to string out a story and tease his audience. There was something about his manner that reminded the Aedile of a sly, sleek nocturnal animal, secretive in its habits, quick to pounce on some tasty scrap or tidbit.

He blew twin streams of smoke through his nostrils and said, ‘Yes, it was far from easy. Not only are the libraries, as you put it, compromised, but there is also the confusion brought about by the current political situation.’

‘Well, we are at war.’

‘I mean the confusion in the Palace of the Memory of the People. Something for which your department, my dear Aedile, must take a considerable part of the blame. It is trying to forget or even erase the past, as the Committee for Public Safety teaches we all should.’

The Aedile was stung by this remark, as Dr Dismas had no doubt intended. The Aedile had been at the edge of a rebellion against the destruction of the records of ages past. Others in his faction had fallen in a long siege after they had stormed and taken control of the archives; the Aedile, to his everlasting regret and shame, had not joined them. Instead, he had tried to raise a petition against the destruction, and when the rebellion was over his life had been spared and he had been permanently exiled to this backwater city. And now his wife was dead. And his son was dead. Only the Aedile was left, a revenant of a political squabble mostly long forgotten.

He said with some asperity, ‘The past is not as easily lost as you might think. We have only to look up at the night sky to be reminded of it. In winter, we see the Home Galaxy, sculpted by unimaginable forces in ages past, and in summer we see the Eye of the Preservers. And here in Aeolis, the past is more important than the present. The tombs will endure long after the mudbrick houses down by the bay have crumbled to dust. All that lived in Ys during the Golden Age came to rest here, and much remains to be discovered.’

Dr Dismas waved this away with another flick of his handkerchief. ‘Despite the current difficulties, the library of my department is still well-ordered. Several of the archive units are still completely functional, albeit only under manual control, and they are amongst some of the oldest on Confluence. As I told you before I left, if records of the boy’s bloodline could be found anywhere, it would be found there. But I regret to say that although I searched long and hard, I could find no trace of it.’

The Aedile thought that he had misheard. ‘What do you mean? Are the records missing?’

‘The records are complete. But there was no match.’

‘This is— I mean to say, it is unexpected. Quite unexpected.’

‘I was surprised myself,’ Dr Dismas said.

‘There was no match at all?’

‘None. Absolutely none. And that is the most amazing thing. All Shaped bloodlines possess a universal sequence of genes inserted by the Preservers at the time of the remaking of their ancestors. Despite the many and various ways in which the codes of the genetic inheritances of the bloodlines are written, the expression of those inserted sequences is the same. Tests of the boy’s self-awareness and rationality show that he is not an indigen, but like them he lacks that which marks the Shaped as the chosen children of the Preservers. And more than that, the boy’s genome is quite different from anything on Confluence.’

‘But apart from the mark of the Preservers, we all differ from each other, doctor. We are all remade in the image of the Preservers in our various ways.’

‘Indeed. But each bloodline shares a genetic inheritance with certain beasts and plants and microbes of Confluence. Even the various races of simple indigens, which were not marked by the Preservers and which cannot evolve towards transcendence, have genetic relatives amongst the flora and fauna. The ancestors of the ten thousand bloodlines were not brought to Confluence on their own; the Preservers also brought something of the home worlds of each of them. But it seems that Yamamanama is more truly a foundling than we first believed, for there is nothing on record, no bloodline, no plant, no beast, not even any microbe, which has anything in common with him.’

Only Dr Dismas called the boy by his full name. It had been given to him by the wives of the old Constable, Thaw. In their language, the language of the harems, it meant Child of the River. The Council for Night and Shrines had met in secret after the baby had been found on the river by Constable Thaw, and it had been decided that he should be killed by exposure, in case he was a creature of the heretics, or some other kind of demon. But the boy had survived for ten days amongst the tombs on the hillside above Aeolis, and the women who had finally rescued him, defying their husbands, said that bees had brought him pollen and water, proving that he was under the protection of the Preservers. Even so, no family in Aeolis would take in the baby, and so he had come to live in the peel-house, son to the Aedile, brother to poor Telmon.

The Aedile thought of this as he tried to fathom the implications of Dr Dismas’s discovery. Insects chirred all around in the dry weeds, insects and plants that might have come from the same long-lost world as the beasts which the Preservers had shaped into the ancestors of his own bloodline. There was a comfort, a continuity, in knowing that you were a part of the intricate tapestry of the world. Imagine what it must be like to grow up all alone, with no knowledge of your bloodline, and no hope of finding one … The Aedile thought of his wife, dead more than twenty years now. It had been a day as hot as this when she had died, yet how cold her hands had been. His eyes pricked with the beginnings of tears, but he controlled himself. It would not do to show emotion in front of Dr Dismas, who preyed on weakness like a wolf that follows a herd of antelope, and marks the gait of each.

‘All alone,’ the Aedile said. ‘Is that possible?’

‘If he were a plant or animal, perhaps.’ Dr Dismas pinched out the coal of his second cigarette, dropped the stub, and ground it under the heel of his boot. His black, calf-length boots were new, the Aedile noted: hand-tooled leather as soft as butter.

‘He could be a stowaway,’ the apothecary said. ‘A few ships still ply their old courses between Confluence and the mine worlds. One could imagine something stowing away on one of them. Perhaps the boy is an animal, able to mimic the attributes of intelligence in the same way that certain insects are able to mimic a leaf, or a twig. But if so, we must ask ourselves this – what is the difference between the thoughts of a real person, and a mimic?’

The Aedile was repulsed by this notion. He could not bear to think that his own dear adopted son was some kind of beast disguised as a human being, mindlessly parroting people’s speech and thoughts.

He said, ‘Anyone trying to pluck an insect disguised as a leaf would know it was not really a leaf. They cling to the plant, but they are not part of it. They do not make sugars from sunlight, and so on. The same with animals imitating people. We would know the difference.’

‘Ah, but suppose an animal was so perfect a mimic that it would not only look like the thing it wished to imitate, it would become it. It would even lose the ability to dissemble, to appear to become something it is not.’

‘Then the difference is merely one of philosophy,’ the Aedile said.

‘And of origin. Which brings us back to the boy.’

‘Who resembles no one else in Confluence, according to you. Why imitate something that is unique, and draw attention to yourself? No,’ the Aedile said, with a confidence he didn’t quite feel, ‘whatever he is, the boy is as human as any bloodline. But the question of his origin remains unanswered. If he is not part of this world, then where is he from? Not from a mine world, I think. They are uninhabited.’

Dr Dismas looked around. Although the nearest workers were a hundred paces away, chipping in a desultory manner at the edge of the neat square of the excavated pit, he stepped closer to the Aedile and said, ‘You overlook one possibility. In the millennia since the Preservers abandoned Confluence, just one new bloodline has appeared, albeit briefly.’

The Aedile smiled. ‘You scoff at my theory, doctor, but at least it is supported by what is known. Whereas you make a wild leap into thin air. The ship of the Ancients of Days passed downriver twenty years before Yama was found floating in his cradle, and no members of its crew remained on Confluence.’

‘Their heresies live on. We are at war with them. And the Ancients of Days were the ancestors of the Preservers: we cannot begin to guess at the nature and extent of their powers. I believe,’ Dr Dismas said, ‘that there have been certain portents, certain signs … Perhaps you know more. Perhaps it would help me to help you if you told me all you know.’

‘I trust you have spoken to no one else,’ the Aedile said. ‘Such wild talk could put Yama in great danger.’

‘Have you not ever thought that he may be dangerous? Consider how he was found. In the arms of a dead woman, in a frail craft on the flood of the river.’

The Aedile remembered old Constable Thaw’s story. The man had confessed, with some shame, after his wives had delivered the foundling to the peel-house. The Constable had been a coarse and cunning man, but he had taken his duties seriously, and believed that he had failed the boy by failing to protect him from the Committee of Night and Shrines.

‘But my dear doctor, you cannot believe that Yama killed the woman. He was just a baby.’

‘Someone got rid of him,’ Dr Dismas said. ‘Someone who could not bear to kill him. Or was not able to kill him.’

‘I have always thought that the woman was his mother. She was fleeing from scandal or her family’s condemnation, and she gave birth to him there, on the river, and died.’

‘We do not know all the facts of the case,’ Dr Dismas said. ‘However, I did examine the records left by my predecessor. She performed several neurological tests on Yamamanama soon after he had been brought to your house, and continued to perform them for several years afterwards. We are all marked by our intelligence. Unlike the beasts of the field, we must continue our development outside the womb, because the womb does not supply sufficient sensory input to stimulate growth of neural pathways. It appears to be a universal law for all known bloodlines. Counting backwards, and allowing for a good margin of error, I formed the opinion that the tests show that it was no newborn child that Constable Thaw rescued. Yamamanama had been born at least fifty days before he was cast adrift on the river.

‘I understand why you have not discussed Yamamanama’s troublesome origin before – even with those from your own department. But you cannot keep him hidden forever. His strange origin, his uniqueness, his powers. Oh yes, I know something about his powers. The signs are there, for those who know how to look. The increasing numbers of machines seen around Aeolis, for instance.’

The Aedile felt a chill touch of dismay. Dr Dismas was cleverer than he’d thought. And it wasn’t just the machines presently buzzing around Aeolis. There were the machines that had accompanied the white boat, too. The woman in the shrine. Yama’s silly tricks with the watchdogs. And the ‘bees’ which had kept him alive when he’d been abandoned on the hillside as a baby, they had probably been machines, too.

He said, ‘We should not talk of such things here.’

Dr Dismas laid a stiff hand on the Aedile’s arm. ‘I am a friend to you, and to Yamamanama. And I am, and shall continue to be, the very embodiment of discretion.’

‘I mean it, Dismas,’ the Aedile said. ‘You will say nothing of what you found, and keep your speculations to yourself. And you will be good enough to show me the records of your searches. Perhaps there is something you have missed.’

He should not have involved Dr Dismas. The man presumed too much, and he could not be trusted.

‘I should like to rest, first. I have not quite recovered from my journey. I will bring them tonight, and you will see that I am right in every particular. We stand at the threshold of a great mystery.’

After Dr Dismas had left, the Aedile began to compose in his head the letter he needed to write. It must undermine Dr Dismas’s already blemished reputation, and devalue any claims he might make about Yama, but it should not condemn him outright. Best to suggest a suspicion that the apothecary, because of his drug habit, might be involved with the heretics who had recently tried to set fire to the floating docks, but it must be the most delicate of hints, hedged around with equivocation, because if Dr Dismas was ever arrested he would most likely confess all he knew. The Aedile realised then that the two of them were linked by a cat’s cradle of secrets tangled around the soul of the foundling boy, the stranger, the gift, the child of the river.
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YAMAMANAMA

Aeolis, named for the winter wind that sang through the passes of the hills above the broad valley of the river Breas, was the only home Yama had ever known, and he knew it as intimately as only a child can – especially a child who, because of his adoption by the city’s Aedile, wore innocently and unknowingly the badge of privilege. In its glory, before the Age of Insurrection, it had been the disembarkation point for the City of the Dead. Ys had extended far downriver in those days, and then as now it was the law that no one could be buried inside its boundaries. Instead, mourners had accompanied their dead to Aeolis, where funeral pyres for the lesser castes burned day and night, temples rang with prayers and songs for the preserved bodies of the rich, and constellations of butter lamps shimmered on altars heaped with flowers and strung with prayer flags. The ashes of the poor had been cast on the waters of the Great River; the preserved bodies of the ruling and mercantile classes, and of scholars and dynasts, had been interred in tombs whose ruined, empty shells still littered the dry hills beyond the town. The Breas, which then had been navigable almost to its source in the foothills of the Rim Mountains, had been crowded with barges bringing slabs of land coral, porphyry, granite, marble, and all kinds of precious stones for the construction of tombs and shrines and memorials.

An age later, after half the world had been turned to desert during the rebellion of the feral machines, as the Preservers had withdrawn their blessing from Confluence, and Ys had retreated upriver, contracting around its irreducible heart, funeral barges no longer ferried the dead to Aeolis. Instead, bodies were launched from the docks and piers of Ys onto the full flood of the Great River, given up to caymans and fish, lammergeyers and carrion crows. As these creatures consumed the dead, so Aeolis consumed its glorious past. Tombs were looted of treasures; decorative panels and frescoes were pried from walls; preserved bodies were stripped of their clothes and jewellery; the hammered bronze facings of doors and tomb furniture were melted down – the old pits of wind-powered smelters could still be found in the hills of the City of the Dead.

After most of the tombs had been stripped, Aeolis had become little more than a way station, a place where ships put in to replenish their supplies of fresh food on their voyages downriver from Ys. This was the city that Yama knew. There was the new quay, which ran across the mudflats and stands of zebra grass of the old, silted harbour to the retreating edge of the Great River, where the fisher folk of the floating islands gathered in their little coracles to sell strings of oysters, spongy parcels of red river-moss, bundles of river-weed stipes, and shrimp and crabs and fresh fish. There were always people swimming off the new quay or puttering about in coracles and small boats, and men working at the fish traps and the shoals at the mouth of the Breas where mussels were cultivated, and divers hunting for urchins and abalone amongst the holdfasts of stands of giant kelp whose long blades formed vast brown slicks on the surface of the river. There were the ruined steps of the old waterfront, where tribesmen from the hills of the wild shore downriver of Aeolis squatted at blanket stalls to sell fruit and fresh meat, and dried mushrooms and manna lichen, and scraps of lapis lazuli and marble from the decayed facings of ancient tombs. There were ten taverns and two brothels; the chandlers’ godowns and the farmers’ cooperative; straggling streets of mudbrick houses which leaned towards each other over narrow canals; the one surviving temple, its walls white as salt, the gilt of its dome recently renewed by public subscription. And then the ruins of the ancient mortuaries, more extensive than the town, and fields of yams and raffia and yellow peas, and flooded paddies where rice and paeonin were grown. One of the last of Aeolis’s mayors had established the paeonin industry in an attempt to revitalise the little city, but when the heretics had silenced the shrines at the beginning of the war there had been a sudden shrinkage in the priesthood and a decline in trade of the pigment used to dye their robes. These days, the mill, built at the downriver point of the bay so that its effluent would not contaminate the silty harbour, worked only one day in ten.

Most of the population of Aeolis were of the same bloodline. They called themselves the Amnan, which meant simply the human beings; their enemies called them the Mud People. They had bulky but well-muscled bodies and baggy grey or brown skin. Clumsy on land, they were strong swimmers and adept aquatic predators, and had hunted giant otters and manatees almost to extinction along that part of the Great River. They had preyed upon the indigenous fisher folk, too, before the Aedile had put a stop to it. More women were born than men, and sons fought their fathers for control of the harem; if they won, they killed their younger brothers or drove them out. The people of Aeolis still talked about the fight between old Constable Thaw and his son, Unthank. It had lasted two days, and had ranged up and down the waterfront and through the network of canals between the houses until Thaw, his legs paralysed, had been drowned by Unthank in the Breas.

Patricide was a barbaric custom, the Aedile said, a sign that the Amnan were reverting to their bestial nature. He went into the city as little as possible – rarely more than once every hundred days, and then only to the temple to attend the high-day service, with Yama and Telmon sitting to the right and left side of him on hard, ornately carved chairs, facing the audience throughout the three or four hours of obeisance and offerings, prayer and praise-songs. Yama loved the sturdy square temple, with its clean high spaces, the black disc of its shrine in its ornate gilded frame, and walls glowing with mosaics picturing scenes of the end times, in which the Preservers (shown as clouds of light) ushered the recreated dead into perfect worlds of parklands and immaculate gardens. He loved the pomp and circumstance of the ceremonies, too, although he thought that it was unnecessary. The Preservers, who watched all, did not need ritual praise; to walk and work and play in the world they had made was praise enough. He was happier worshipping at the shrines which stood near the edge of the world on the far side of the Great River, visited every year during the winter festival when the triple spiral of the galaxy first rose in its full glory above the Great River and most of the people of Aeolis migrated to the farside shore in a swarm of boats, and set up camps and bonfires, and greeted the onset of winter with fireworks, and danced and prayed and drank and feasted for a whole decad.

The Aedile had taken Yama into his household, but he was a remote, scholarly figure, busy with his official duties and otherwise preoccupied with his excavations and endless measurements and calculations. His work left him with little in the way of small talk. Like many unworldly, learned men, the Aedile treated children as miniature adults; thanks to his benign neglect, Yama and Telmon spent much of their childhood being passed from one to another of the household servants, or running free amongst the tombs of the City of the Dead. In summer, the Aedile often left the peel-house for a month at a time, taking most of his household to one or another of his excavation sites. When they were not helping with the slow, painstaking work, Yama and Telmon went hunting and exploring amongst desert suburbs of the tombs, Telmon searching for unusual insects for his collection, Yama interrogating aspects – he had a knack for awakening them, and for tormenting and teasing them into revealing details of the lives of the people on whom they were based, and for whom they were both guardians and advocates.

Telmon was the natural leader of the two, five years older, tall and solemn and patient and endlessly inquisitive, with a fine black pelt shot through with chestnut highlights. He was a natural horseman and an excellent shot with bow, arbalest and rifle, and often went off by himself for days at a time, hunting in the foothills where the Breas ran white and fast through the locks and ponds of the old canal system. He loved Yama like a true brother, and Yama loved him in turn, and had been as devastated as the Aedile by news of his death.

Formal education resumed in winter. For four days each decad Yama and Telmon were taught fencing, wrestling and horsemanship by Sergeant Rhodean; for the rest, their education was entrusted to the librarian, Zakiel. Zakiel was a slave, the only one in the peel-house; he had once been an archivist, but had committed an unspeakable heresy. He did not seem to mind being a slave. Before he had been branded, he had worked in the vast stacks of the library of the Palace of the Memory of the People, and now he worked in the library of the peel-house. He ate his simple meals amongst dusty tiers of books and scrolls, and slept in a cot in a dark corner under a cliff of ledgers whose thin metal covers, spotted with corrosion, had not been disturbed for centuries. All knowledge could be found in books, Zakiel declared, and if he had a passion (apart from his mysterious heresy, which he had never renounced) it was this. He was perhaps the happiest man in the Aedile’s household, for he needed nothing but his work.

‘Since the Preservers fully understand the universe, and hold it whole in their minds, then it follows that all texts, which flow from minds forged by the Preservers, are reflections of their immanence,’ Zakiel told Yama and Telmon more than once. ‘It is not the world itself we should measure, but the observations of the world set down in these books. Of course, boys, you must never tell the Aedile that I said this. He is happy in his pursuit of the ineffable, and who am I to interfere with that?’

Yama and Telmon were supposed to be taught the Summalae Logicales, the Puranas, and the Protocols of the Department, but mostly they listened to Zakiel read passages from selected works of natural philosophy before engaging in long, formal discussions. Yama first learned to read upside-down by watching Zakiel’s ink-stained forefinger track glyphs from right to left while the librarian recited the text in a sing-song voice, and later had to learn to read all over again, this time the right way up, to be able to recite in his turn. Yama and Telmon had most of the major verses of the Puranas by heart, and were guided by Zakiel to read extensively in chrestomathies and incunabula, but while Telmon dutifully followed the programme Zakiel set out, Yama preferred to idle time away dreaming over bestiaries, prosopographies and maps – most especially maps.

Yama stole many books from the library. Taking them was a way of possessing the ideas and wonders they contained, as if he might, piece by piece, seize the whole world. Zakiel retrieved most of his prizes from various hiding places in the house or the ruins in its grounds, using a craft more subtle than the tracking skills of either Telmon or Sergeant Rhodean, but one thing Yama managed to retain was a map of the inhabited half of the world. Its scroll was the width of his hand and almost twice the length of his body, a material finer than silk and stronger than steel wound on a resin spindle decorated with tiny figures of a hundred bloodlines, frozen in representative poses. Along one edge were the purple and brown and white ridges of the Rim Mountains; along the other was the blue ribbon of the Great River, with a narrow unmarked margin at its far shore. Yama knew that there were many shrines and monuments to pillar saints on the farside shore – he visited some of them each year, when the whole city crossed the Great River to celebrate with fireworks and feasting the rise of the galaxy at the beginning of winter – and he wondered why the map did not show them. For there was so much detail crammed into the map elsewhere. Between the Great River and the Rim Mountains was the long strip of inhabited land, marked with green plains and lesser mountain ranges and chains of lakes and ochre deserts. Most cities were scattered along the Great River’s nearside shore, a thousand or more which lit up with their names when Yama touched them.

The greatest of them all stood below the head of the Great River: Ys, a vast blot spread beyond the braided delta where the river gathered its strength from the glaciers and icefields which buried all but the peaks of the Terminal Mountains. When the map had been made, Ys had been at the height of its glory, and its intricate grids of streets and parks and temples stretched from the shore of the Great River to the foothills and canyons at the edge of the Rim Mountains. A disc of plain glass, attached to the spindle of the map by a reel of wire, revealed details of these streets. By squeezing the edges of the disc, the magnification could be adjusted to show individual buildings, and Yama spent long hours gazing at the crowded rooftops, imagining himself smaller than a speck of dust and able to wander the ancient streets of a more innocent age.

Yama was growing ever more restless as he came into manhood, ever more preoccupied with fantasies of searching for his bloodline. Perhaps they were a high-born and fabulously wealthy clan, or a crew of fierce adventurers who had sailed their ships downstream to the midpoint of the world and the end of the Great River, and had fallen from the edge and gone adventuring amongst the floating islands; or perhaps they belonged to a coven of mages with secret powers, and those same powers lay slumbering within him, waiting to be awakened. Yama elaborated enormously complicated stories around his origin, and Telmon listened patiently to them in the watches of the night whenever they camped amongst the tombs of the City of the Dead.

‘Never lose your imagination, Yama,’ Telmon told him. ‘Whatever you are, wherever you come from, that is your most important gift. But you must observe the world, too, learn how to read and remember its every detail, celebrate its hills and forests and deserts and mountains, the Great River and the thousands of rivers that run into it, the thousand cities and the ten thousand bloodlines. I know how much you love that old map, but you must live in the world as it is to really know it. Do that, and think how rich and wild and strange your stories will become. They will make you famous, I know it.’

This was at the end of the last winter Telmon had spent at home, a few days before he took his muster to war. He and Yama were on the high moors two days’ ride inland, chasing the rumour of a dragon. Low clouds raced towards the Great River ahead of a cold wind, and a freezing rain gritty with flecks of ice blew in their faces as they walked at point with a straggling line of beaters on either side. The moors stretched away under the racing clouds, hummocky and drenched, grown over with dense stands of waist-high bracken and purple islands of springy heather, slashed with fast-running peaty streams and dotted with stands of juniper and cypress and bright green domes of bog moss. Yama and Telmon were on foot because horses were driven mad by the mere scent of a dragon. They wore canvas trousers and long oilcloth slickers over down-lined jackets, and carried heavy carbon-fibre bows which stuck up behind their heads, and quivers of long arrows with sharply tapered and cruelly hooked ceramic heads. They were soaked and windblasted and utterly exhilarated.

‘I will go with you,’ Yama said. ‘I will go to war, and fight by your side, and write an epic about our adventures that will ring down the ages!’

Telmon laughed. ‘Why not? Although I doubt that I will see any fighting at all.’

‘Your muster will do the town honour, Tel. I am sure of it.’

‘They can drill well enough, I suppose. I hope that is all they will need to do.’

After the Aedile had received the order to supply a hundred troops to contribute to the war effort, Telmon had chosen the men himself, mostly younger sons who had little chance of establishing a harem. With the help of Sergeant Rhodean, Telmon had drilled them for sixty days; in three more, the ship would arrive to take them downriver to the war.

Telmon said, ‘I want to bring them back safely, Yama. I will lead them into the fighting if I am ordered, but they are set down for working on the supply lines, and I will be content with that. For every man or woman fighting the heretics face to face, there are ten who bring up supplies, and build defences, or tend the wounded or bury the dead. That is why the muster has been raised in every village and town and city. The war needs support troops as desperately as it needs fighting men.’

‘I will go as an irregular. We can fight together, Tel.’

‘You will look after our father, first of all. And then there is Derev.’

‘She would not mind. And it is not as if—’

Telmon understood. He said, ‘There are plenty of metic marriages, if she is as serious about you as you are about her.’

‘I will not get married before you return, Tel. Or before I have had my chance to fight in the war.’

‘I’m sure you will get your chance, if that is what you want. But be sure that you really want it.’

‘Do you think the heretics really fight with magic?’

‘They have technology given to them by the Ancients of Days. It might seem like magic, but that is only because we do not understand it. But we have right on our side, Yama. We are fighting with the will of the Preservers in our hearts. It is better than any magic.’

Telmon sprang onto a hummock of sedge and looked left and right to check the progress of the beaters, but it was Yama, staring straight ahead with the rain driving into his face, who saw a little spark of light suddenly blossom far out across the sweep of the moors. He cried out and pointed, and Telmon blew and blew on his silver whistle, and raised both arms above his head to signal that the beaters at the ends of the line should begin to walk towards each other and close the circle. Other whistles sounded as the signal was passed down the line, and Yama and Telmon broke into a run against the wind and rain, leaping a stream and running on towards the scrap of light, which flickered and grew brighter in the midst of the darkening plain.

It was a juniper set on fire. It was burning so fiercely that it had scorched the grass all around it, snapping and crackling as its branches tossed yellow flame and fragrant smoke into the wind and rain. Telmon and Yama gazed at it with wonder, then hugged and pounded each other on the back.

‘It is here!’ Telmon shouted. ‘I know it is here!’

They cast around, and almost at once Telmon found the long scar in a stand of heather. It was thirty paces wide and more than five hundred long, burnt down to the earth and layered with wet black ashes.

It was a lek, Telmon said. ‘The male makes it to attract females. The size and regularity of it shows that he is strong and fit.’

‘This one must have been very big,’ Yama said. The excitement he had felt while running towards the burning tree was gone; he felt a queer kind of relief now. He would not have to face the dragon. Not yet. He paced out the length of the lek while Telmon squatted with the blazing tree at his back and poked through the char.

‘Four hundred and twenty-eight,’ Yama said, when he came back. ‘How big would the dragon be, Tel?’

‘Pretty big. I think he was successful, too. Look at the claw marks here. There are two kinds.’

They quartered the area around the lek, moving quickly because the light was going. The tree had mostly burned out when the beaters arrived and helped widen the search. But the dragon was gone.

Nine days later, Telmon and the muster from Aeolis boarded a carrack that had put in at the floating harbour on its way from Ys to the war at the midpoint of the world. Yama did not go to see Telmon off, but stood on the bluff above the Great River and raised his fighting kite into the wind as the little flotilla of skiffs, each with a decad of men, rowed out to the great ship. Yama had painted the kite with a red dragon, its tail curled around its long body and flames pouring from its crocodile jaws, and he flew it high into the snapping wind and then lit the fuses and cut the string. The kite sailed out high above the Great River, and the chain of firecrackers exploded in flame and smoke until the last and biggest of all set fire to the kite’s wide diamond, and it fell from the sky.

After the news of Telmon’s death, Yama had begun to feel an unfocused restlessness. He spent long hours studying the map or sweeping the horizons with the telescope in the tower which housed the heliograph, most often pointing it upriver, where there was always the sense of the teeming vast city, like a thunderstorm, looming beyond the vanishing point.

Ys! When the air was exceptionally clear, Yama could glimpse the slender towers rooted at the heart of the city. So tall that they rose beyond the limit of visibility, higher than the bare peaks of the Rim Mountains, punching through the atmosphere whose haze hid Ys itself. Ys was three days’ journey by river and four times that by road, but even so the ancient city dominated the landscape, and Yama’s dreams.

He began to plan his escape with meticulous care, although at first he did not think of it as escape at all, but merely an extension of the expeditions he had made, first with Telmon, and latterly with Ananda and Derev, in the City of the Dead. Sergeant Rhodean was fond of saying that most unsuccessful campaigns failed not because of the action of the enemy but because of lack of crucial supplies or through unforeseeable circumstances, and so Yama made caches of stolen supplies in several hiding places amongst the ruins in the garden of the peel-house. But he did not seriously think of carrying out his plans until the night after the encounter with Lud and Lob, and Dr Dismas’s audience with the Aedile.

Dr Dismas arrived at the end of the evening meal. The Aedile and Yama customarily ate together in the Great Hall, sitting at one end of the long, polished table under the high ceiling and its freight of hanging banners, most so ancient that all traces of the devices they had once borne had faded, leaving only a kind of insubstantial, tattered gauze. They were the sigils of the Aedile’s ancestors. He had saved them from the great bonfires of the vanities when, after coming to power, the present administration of the Department of Indigenous Affairs had sought to eradicate its past.

Ghosts. Ghosts above, and a ghost unremarked in the empty chair at the Aedile’s right hand.

Servants came and went with silent precision, bringing lentil soup, slivers of mango dusted with ginger, and a roast marmot dismembered on a bed of watercress. The Aedile said little except to ask after Yama’s day.

Yama had spent the morning watching the pinnace which had anchored downriver of the bay three days ago, and now he remarked that he would like to take a boat out to have a closer look at it.

‘I have been wondering why it does not anchor at the new quay,’ the Aedile said. ‘It is small enough to enter the mouth of the bay, but has chosen to keep its distance. I do not think it would be good for you to go out to it, Yama. As well as good, brave men, all sorts of ruffians are recruited to fight the heretics.’

For a moment, they both thought of Telmon.

Ghosts, invisibly packing the air.

The Aedile changed the subject. ‘When I first arrived here, ships of all sizes could anchor in the bay, and when the river level began to fall I had the new quay built. But now the bigger ships must use the floating harbour, and in a year or two that will have to be moved further out to accommodate the largest of the argosies. From its present rate of shrinkage I have calculated that in less than five hundred years the river will be completely dry. Aeolis will be a port stranded in a desert plain.’

‘There is the Breas.’

‘Quite, quite, but where does the water of the Breas come from, except from the snows of the Rim Mountains? Snows that have fallen from air pregnant with water evaporated from the Great River. I have sometimes thought that it would be good for the town to have the old locks rebuilt. There is still good marble to be quarried in the hills.’

Yama mentioned that Dr Dismas was returned from Ys, but the Aedile only said again, ‘Quite, quite.’

‘I suppose he has arranged some filthy little clerkship for me.’

‘This is not the time to discuss your future,’ the Aedile said, and retreated, as was increasingly his habit, into a book. He made occasional notes in the margins of its pages with one hand while he ate with the other at a slow, deliberate pace that was maddening to Yama. He wanted to go down to the armoury and question Sergeant Rhodean, who had returned from his patrol just before darkness.

The servants had cleared away the great silver salver bearing the marmot’s carcass and were bringing in a dish of iced sherbet when the major domo paced down the long hall and announced the arrival of Dr Dismas.

‘Bring him directly.’ The Aedile shut his book, took off his spectacles, and told Yama, ‘Run along, my boy. I know you want to quiz Sergeant Rhodean.’

Yama had used the telescope to spy on the Aedile and Dr Dismas that afternoon, when they had met and talked on the dusty hillside at the edge of the City of the Dead. He was convinced that Dr Dismas had been to Ys to arrange an apprenticeship in some dusty corner of the Aedile’s department, and wanted to know everything. And so, although he set off towards the armoury, he quickly doubled back and crept into the gallery just beneath the Great Hall’s high ceiling, where, on feast days, musicians hidden from view serenaded the Aedile’s guests. Yama thrust his head between the stays of two dusty banners and found that he was looking straight down at the Aedile and Dr Dismas.

The two men were drinking port wine, and Dr Dismas had lit one of his cigarettes. Yama could smell its clove-scented smoke. The apothecary sat stiffly in a carved chair, his white hands moving over the polished surface of the table like independently questing animals. Papers were scattered in front of him, and patterns of blue dots and dashes glowed in the air. Yama badly wanted a spyglass just then, to find out what was written on the papers, and cursed himself for his lack of forethought.

He had expected to hear Dr Dismas and the Aedile discuss his apprenticeship, but instead the Aedile was making a speech about trust. ‘When I took Yama into my household, I also took upon myself the responsibility of a parent. I have brought him up as best I could, and I have tried to make a decision about his future with his best interests in my heart. You ask me to overthrow that in an instant, to gamble my duty to the boy against some vague promise.’

‘It is more than that,’ Dr Dismas said. ‘The boy’s bloodline—’

Yama’s heart beat more quickly, but the Aedile angrily interrupted Dr Dismas. ‘That is of no consequence. I know what you told me. It only convinces me that I must see to the boy’s future.’

‘I understand. But, with respect, you may not be able to protect him from those who might be interested to learn of him, and might believe that they have a use for him. I speak of higher concerns than those of the Department of Indigenous Affairs. I speak of great forces, forces which your few decads of soldiers could not withstand for an instant. You should not put yourself between those powers and that which they may desire.’

The Aedile stood so suddenly that he knocked over his glass of port. High above, Yama thought for a moment that his stepfather might strike Dr Dismas, but then he turned his back on the table and closed his fist under his chin and said, ‘Who did you tell, doctor?’

‘As yet, only you.’

Yama knew that Dr Dismas was lying, because the answer sprang so readily to his lips. He wondered if the Aedile knew, too.

‘I notice that the pinnace which brought you back from Ys is still anchored off the point of the bay. I wonder why that might be.’

‘I suppose I could ask its commander. He is an acquaintance of mine.’

The Aedile turned around. ‘I see,’ he said coldly. ‘Then you threaten—’

‘My dear Aedile, I do not come to your house to threaten you. I have better manners than that, I hope. I make no threats, only predictions. You have heard my thoughts about the boy’s bloodline. There is only one explanation. I believe that any other man, with the same evidence, would come to the same conclusion as I have, but it does not matter if I am right. One need only raise the possibility to understand what danger the boy might be in. We are at war, and you have been concealing him from your own department. You would not wish to have your loyalty put to the question. Not again.’

‘Be careful, doctor. I could have you arrested. You are said to be a necromancer, and it is well known that you indulge in drugs.’

Dr Dismas said calmly, ‘The first accusation is a baseless rumour I have just now refuted. And while the second may be true, you have recently demonstrated your faith in me, and your letter is lodged with my department. As, I might add, is a copy of my findings. You could arrest me, but you could not keep me imprisoned for long without appearing foolish or corrupt. But why do we argue? We both have the same interest. We both wish no harm to come to the boy. We merely disagree on how to protect him.’

The Aedile sat down and ran his fingers through the grey pelt which covered his cheeks. He said, ‘How much money do you want?’

Dr Dismas’s laugh was like the creaking of old wood giving beneath a weight. ‘In one pan of the scales is the golden ingot of the boy; in the other the feather of your wealth. I will not even pretend to be insulted.’ He stood and plucked his cigarette from the holder and extinguished it in the pool of port spilled from the Aedile’s glass, then reached into the glowing patterns. There was a click: the patterns vanished. Dr Dismas tossed the projector cube into the air and made it vanish into one of the pockets of his long black coat.

‘If you do not make arrangements, then I must,’ he said. ‘And believe me, you’ll get the poorer part of the bargain if you do.’

When Dr Dismas had gone, the Aedile raked up the papers and clutched them to his chest. His shoulders shook. High above, Yama thought that his father might be crying, but surely he was mistaken, for never before, even at the news of Telmon’s death, had the Aedile shown any sign of grief.

OEBPS/images/9780575119567.jpg





OEBPS/images/star.jpg





