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BOOK ONE


PART ONE

THE BLACK HOUSE


CHAPTER ONE

1

My aunt’s house stood at the corner of Hapsid Forum. It was thought unusual, and so it probably was, with its midnight walls, thick scarlet columns and shutters picked out in red. From the garden a gigantic pine thrust its way high over the roof, the branches becoming visible the moment one drove into East Avenue. And, “There is your aunt’s pine tree,” my mother would say briskly.

“There is your aunt’s pine tree.”

“Yes, mama.”

“The gales have not been kind to it,” remarked my mother, with slight malice.

I turned myself in the carriage to see what had happened to the pine.

“Don’t wriggle so, child. Did we bring you up to be a stoat?”

“I’d like that. Being a stoat.”

“No, you would not. What’s worse, you would be shedding your winter coat all over my carriage. That is, if I hadn’t already lost patience with you and had you made into a muff.”

But my mother, despite this interchange, was preoccupied. My father, a major of the White Lions, had been recalled to the mysterious and valiant war at some hour during the night. I had dimly heard the flurry in my sleep, but he did not come to say good-bye to me. This was a grievance. Also, I suspected that I was to be fobbed off for the day on my aunt, of whom I was not entirely certain. My mother I knew and loved, but she was only mine when she was not being my father’s, and the same might be said of him with her. My aunt, though my father’s sister, was no one’s. She belonged only to herself.

Our carriage turned the corner of the Avenue, was walked across the edge of the Forum, and drew up under a pair of black iron gates.

“Pansy,” said my mother to her maid, “get down and ring the bell. Must I tell you everything?”

Pansy, a girl of sixteen, only three years older than I, and looking, I thought, more frightened than was necessary, obeyed. The bell rang, the porter came and unlocked the gate.

The pine, bursting over the rooftop, seemed the same as ever as we went up the steps. The red shutters were wide on the polished windows. Vines crept over the pillars out of their lacquered urns.

“Dia,” said my mother, as we waited in the Red Salon, “it’s all been a great rush, and I suppose that I should have explained to you earlier. Darling, your father has to go back to Fort Hightower, as you know, and I—I’m to join him.”

It was unimaginably worse than I had feared. My mouth dropped open.

“Sweetheart, victory is sure, very soon. I’ll be home again with you—oh, long before winter.”

Before I properly realized why I should, I began to cry.

My mother held out her arms and I fled into them.

“Don’t go! Don’t go!”

“I must, I must. There now, is this the proper way for a sensible little stoat to behave?”

At that crucial, personal moment, my Aunt Elaieva entered the room.

Like guilty lovers my mother and I sprang apart. I wondered later if my mother and father had ever had to do so in front of her; there was a sense of repetition in it. But my mother had the wit to keep hold of my hand as, messed with tears, I turned.

I had not met Aunt Elaieva for several months, which interim seemed years to me. She appeared always a stranger. Unlike the fairness of my mother’s side, she was, like my father, olive-skinned and dark. Black hair smoothed itself back from her forehead, below which brows and eyes had been marked with such ebony decision. Her clothing was neither in the fashion nor out of it. Really, you could not say where it was exactly. But if her style was ambivalent, also it was bold: a viridian sash, a pair of silver earrings. My mother was like some busy flower before her, a hyacinth or sweetpea.

“Elaieva,” she said, in the brisk tone that invested all their dealings, even at the remove of a pine tree, “you’ll have heard, he was recalled last night.”

“The wide-open gape of war,” said Elaieva, in a beautiful, cold, unremembered voice.

“Well, there it is. And here, I’m afraid, are the child and I.”

“I received your message. You wish me to take your daughter off your hands.”

“To take her rather under your wing,” amended my mother, most civilly. “My husband has some claim on me. I believe you’ll have been told the strategy—”

“A singularly stupid one,” said Aunt Elaieva. She did not look angry, but she had interrupted.

“Dear sister,” said my mother, with every ounce of falseness she could summon, “I have only this one morning to arrange it. I’m to have an escort and must be ready to leave—”

“Dry your eyes,” Elaieva said to me, interrupting again. “It’s useless to cry. She’s going.”

I turned back and stared at my mother in anguish. To be informed of my defeat by the enemy was more than I could bear. But my mother only bent her hyacinth head to me and retracted me into her embrace. “Sweetest, your things are to come round before midday. Our rooms will be shut up and you are on no account to go there and bother the servants. Pansy is coming with me—” Oh, lucky hateful Pansy, might the earth swallow her—“And you, my dear, must be splendid and make your aunt, who is so kind as to take you in, not regret for a single second that she has done so. Now, have you listened? Do you understand?”

I sobbed that I did. My tears had stained her silk bodice dark as blood. As she left me, I felt bereft beyond words, or thoughts. I seemed to have lost my mind. But I choked down my weeping before my dreadful aunt, not to please her, but because she was an alien.

She allowed me, as if to try to break me nevertheless, a last view of my mother and Pansy being driven away from me across the Forum. My heart strained and cracked within me, but I cannot say it was a premonition. I had no idea at that time I would never see my mother again.
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During the next two weeks I settled sullenly into the new temporary life. I had only one flash of respite, when I decided, as my birthday fell in early autumn, and as it was unthinkable my mother should miss it, she was sure to have returned by then. Even so, ultimately, this only made things worse, for autumn was an age away. We had never seriously been parted before. Indeed, I was born in a village in the hills on a long-ago campaign when she had, against advice, gone visiting my father, then a mere lieutenant. Afterward she had had to leave him and bring me home to cheap lodgings in the City. We were poor in those days.

My aunt was very far from poverty. Her black house was filled by efficient and nearly invisible servants, some of whom, when seen, alarmed me, for they acted as if scarcely human, more like ensorcelled dolls. It was these beings who tidied my bed, brought my breakfast, and water for my bath. The midday meal was served for me alone in a small pleasant purposeless chamber on the first floor. This had become for me a sort of playroom, where I might do very much as I wanted. I was also allowed the garden, but to roam the house was discouraged. For my aunt’s bedroom, library, study and chapel, they were forbidden and in fact kept locked against the world. I saw my aunt rarely during the day, but at night we would normally eat together in the Sphynx Salon. Elaieva did not bother to keep me to a child’s hours of dining, or retiring, which until then I had had fairly rigidly observed on my behalf. At home my supper was presented to me at the fifth hour of the evening, and Pansy would have packed me into my bed by the time the old cracked bell of the Pantheon gave tongue for ten. But in Elaieva’s house we took dinner between seven and eight at night, reclining on the scrolled couches of the Sphynx Salon in the classical way my family seldom troubled with. After dinner Elaieva might offer a scatter of sentences to me. My education had been rather random. I was taught to read and thereafter what I learned was largely dependent on what books I chose to put in front of my eyes. Those tutors I had had never properly succeeded in convincing me of the true reality of anything beyond my home life. This had been so happy and comforting, and just strict enough, and just eccentric enough to content me to the exclusion of most other matters. My aunt detected my shortcomings. I could not follow her most ordinary flights. For example, she spoke of the East and at once I saw—and vocalized—golden domes rising from a magician’s mist and princesses riding upon flying carpets. She raised her brows, and the conversation closed. I seemed to bore her. And even the treat of falling asleep on the carpet of the first floor room, my head on a game of Temples, at midnight, did not make up for the loss of love and happiness.

There had been, in the apartment below that of my parents, another girl, of fourteen, with whom I had sometimes played, and gone walking in the public gardens. One morning, finding my aunt in a corridor, I suggested I should go to call on this other girl. To add weight, I virtuously murmured she and I might put flowers before the shrine of Vulmartis, at the Pantheon.

“No,” said Elaieva, her black eyes already moving by me and the rest of her about to.

“But Litty and I have often done it. My mother always lets me go. Litty will take her maid—”

“I mean,” said my aunt, “that your friend’s family have left the city.”

I was amazed, outraged. Had my and Litty’s mother taken her away to the fortress in my stead? Something of this dashed from me.

“Not everyone rushes into the cannon’s mouth,” said my aunt. “The people you refer to have escaped in another direction.”

I could not fathom this. My aunt did not say another word.

That afternoon, sitting under the pine tree in the spring sunshine, I heard male voices very near. Two pairs of army boots came around a lilac hedge with two beautiful uniformed officers in them. I was overcome, and my face caught fire, not being used to sudden meetings alone with exotic unknown young men. Even so, I recognized the insignia instantly. They were captains, and their regiment was the Eagles.

They seemed very much at home in Aunt Elaieva’s garden, and had been chatting about gambling, not that I really knew what gambling was. Now they stood above me and exclaimed.

“It’s a child.”

“Origos! Can it be hers?”

“Don’t be a fool,” said the shorter of the two. He looked vexed, but then laughed. He had a mane of light-colored hair and unnerving odd-shaped humorous eyes. “Madam,” he said to me gravely, “it is a delight to find you so prettily here on the grass. Pray tell us to whom you belong.”

Old training not to speak to strangers set in. I held my tongue and gazed at the flowers I had been plaiting.

My aunt spoke from over the hedge. She had come up soundlessly as was her wont. “This is my brother’s daughter, gentlemen. Her name is Aradia.”

I glanced up proudly at my proper title, and so saw the light-haired young man going as red in the face for my aunt as I had done for him. But he carried it better, seeming amused to blush, and bowing to her soldier-fashion as she moved around the hedge. She gave both men her cold slim hand to kiss. It was not that I had thought her elderly especially, she was only on the timeless plateau of the adult. But it had certainly never occurred to me that, like one of our flighty maids, my aunt received admirers.

She allowed them to walk with her across the lawn to the sundial, and the pond where the marble swan with a woman’s head sat stilly in the water.

Curious, nostalgic for the elements of my father’s army, I trailed after.

“Finished by the winter?” the second, taller, young man was saying. “High summer should see it out. Half their troops are sick with dysentery. The other half are rebelling and clamoring to go home. I tell you, Elaieva, for us it’s just a little holiday. And, as you see, eternal leaves.”

“Your brother, of course, the major, is distinguishing himself in all directions,” said Fair-Hair, laughing again.

Elaieva seemed not to notice. But I wanted more.

“What is he doing?” I inquired.

Fair-Hair turned round and looked at me intently.

“Why, madam, riding at the head of the charge, making gallant sorties, taking prisoners. And at night, in full dress uniform, he dances with your lovely mother between banquet tables groaning with game and cakes.”

This only bewildered me, but since he had been good enough to offer it, I tried to seem enlightened.

“They go to bed,” added the tall captain, not to be left out, “at four in the morning, and rise at six to bombard the enemy positions.”

“And may we stay to dine with you?” asked the other, gazing at my aunt.

Her assent was indifferent. Yet he sat down at her feet, and they all began to talk of the entire universe I did not know, in forms I could not follow. Presently I left them, having crowned the swan-woman with my flowers.

I went to playdream under the pine. Where my remorseful mother was soon hurrying home and finding me pale and sad, and my father was leading a charge, flying through the air on a horse with wings.

Fair-Hair’s name was Thenser, as I found out that evening.

He and his companion lounged elegantly on the scrolled couches and red and yellow wine was served in glass kraters. Otherwise nothing seemed any different. We ate from the Sphynx service, to match the salon, as always, only more of it. There were, as usual, no flowers on the table, and Thenser’s companion—whose name I heard but forgot—offered to have some sent my aunt from the hothouses.

“You’re very kind, but I prefer not,” she said.

“Isn’t there anything,” said Thenser playfully, “a man can be allowed to give you?”

She sent him one icy stare, and he flushed again.

Greedily intent on my dinner, I did wonder why he should want to visit when she was so unfriendly, or why she let him when she disliked him so much.

After dinner, they played cards, and I joined them for one or two sets of expurgated Red-and-White, but I was not clever at cards, nor very interested. Forgotten Name became rather irritated with me, so I declined another game, though Thenser tried to call me back. My aunt then said that I would probably prefer to go downstairs and draw or read, and this had the effect of propelling me away altogether.

About midnight, still wide awake with my crayons in the first floor room, I thought I heard them leaving, and stole out to catch a last glimpse of Thenser and the army.

Only the lamp in the foyer was burning before the house-god, but by its glow I saw Forgotten Name, sworded, cloaked and helmed, vanishing through the black door, which one of the servants shut behind him. As the servant withdrew, the door of the Sphynx Salon opened wide above and yellow light fanned down the stair.

“There is no point at all,” I heard Aunt Elaieva say, “in your remaining to tell me that.”

“Perhaps. You knew already,” said Thenser. His voice was soft and blurred.

“You should leave now,” Elaieva replied.

I could not see them, but abruptly both their shadows appeared in lieu of them, thrown on the damask wall. He was the same height in his boots as she was in her high-heeled slippers, and this did not fit with my notions: The hero should always be some inches taller than the heroine.

No one had told him, presumably, he was disqualified from the role.

His shadow leaned precipitously toward hers, his shadow had got hold of hers, so that they blended and were monstrously one. Save for a very slight flickering, this shadow-beast did not thereafter move for some while.

Then, as quickly as it had joined, it fell away, became again her shadow, and his. And now his shadow was violently agitated, all of it shuddered, gesticulated. Hers did not alter.

“Now will you let me stay?” he said breathlessly.

“No,” she said.

At that, his shadow again converged on hers, but now there was an explosion of movement, the monster unable to reform and wildly opening into diamonds and squares, ovals and oblongs of light, before breaking apart.

“No, is what I said.”

“Then I’m never to trouble you again.” He had got his breath back. His voice was leaden.

“It might save you some annoyance.”

“And you. Since apparently I do annoy you, Elaieva.”

There was a silence. (Fascinated, I had naturally realized I should not be watching, and was ready to dart into cover.)

“In fact,” he said, “my leave’s canceled. I’m to go out again tomorrow. These things are minimized, you understand, in case the citizens grow uneasy. But I think you know our danger.”

“Of course,” she said, “but if you mean I should invite you into my bed because tomorrow you may die, or the day after the enemy may be at the City gate—you’d be very foolish, Thenser.”

“Yes, I’m a fool, a fool for you. But I don’t expect that. Either you’ll have me or you won’t.”

“Give me up,” she said with a brittle lightness I had never heard in her voice before.

“If you tell me to.”

“I do tell you.”

“Then, I give you up,” he said. His voice was suddenly theatrical, eloquent, full of the relish of pain. “And I can die and be damned now. Good night, priestess.”

Behind my door, astonished, I heard him run like a cat down the stair and out of the house.
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There was a letter from my mother. Dia, dearest stoat, it began. It made me cry and I slept with it under my pillow, carrying it about with me by day. At least twice an hour I reread it. But the letter told me very little. Only that she was with my father. That (she said) she missed me. That my father sent me kisses. She described snow on a far-off mountain, and a spring-savage river that clashed through a green gorge. For it seemed they went to picnic there, as the business of the fort was so easy. She mentioned dinners and dances, too, as Captain Thenser had done. My mother appeared to find fort life dull, and some of the other ladies laughable. By night, Hightower was seven cones of lamplit, torch-girt stone grinning down at the pathetic foe, who slummocked in rainy bivouacs beneath the slopes, unable to get up, and, poor things, refused permission by their commanders to get down.

Our war was with the North, as it had often been. The lands of the Saz-Kronians, one more meaningless name in my hapless, unheeded history and geography lessons.

In turn, I wrote to my mother. I included complaints, and did mention that two captains of the Eagles had called on Aunt Elaieva, but nothing about shadows or dramatic demands and refusals on the stair. I did not even inquire as to why my aunt should be called “priestess.” My father had mentioned she once meant to be a nun. I censored what I said, as I am fairly sure my mother, in the interests of fort security, had also been obliged to do. My urge, however, was not the City’s safety, or even tact. The stair-scene had disturbed me.

The spring weather broke unseasonably. It snowed. Only for half a day, but sufficient to kill the flowers in the garden. After the thaw, I was taken for my occasional healthful drive in Elaieva’s carriage, accompanied by a woman servant, chosen presumably because she was dumb.

The City, it seemed to me, was in a peculiar mood. Many of the shops were shut on the broad Avenues circling Hapsid Forum, and on Wintoclas Street. More than anything I saw, I felt a kind of echo. People promenaded in the gardens, bells rang, and carts and private chariots rumbled over the roads. Yet there was something which had gone away—or another thing, which in the absence of the first, was drifting down like a second snow.

I said nothing about this intuition to my aunt. We sat at dinner that night in customary silence. Since the pair of captains, she had had no guests. It was now the third week, and I was heartily tired of the place and my prospects. I spent hours on end staring from the window of the first floor “playroom,” which, like the bedroom above, faced over the garden wall into the street behind the house. Very little went on there. Only once I saw a couple of fine carriages, driven very fast, bolt between the hedges, and wondered where they were off to and, some days later, if they had ever come back.
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“And I told madam, there isn’t a joint of beef, sheep, or venison to be got in the whole City. As for flour and sugar—well, it’s a crime. These hoarders. No sooner is there any sort of rumor than everything’s bought up.”

“Yes, but it’s more than a rumor. My sister is making arrangements already to go to our grandmother in the provinces. I suppose I shall have to see it out. Madam would dismiss me if I asked her.”

“They say ten days, don’t they,” cut in the boastful baritone of the under-steward.

“Vulmartis merciful. Is it true?”

“That’s what they’re saying, over at the City Hall. There are placards up all along the Avenues. The terms the Sazos want, and his Majesty’s answer. Well, our wise King is off on his island; that’s safe enough.”

“Ten days before they get here.”

“It can’t be so.”

“Even if it’s twenty days, thirty days, get here they will,” said the under-steward. The maids hung there on his utterance, as I did up above them in the window. The notes of their voices, so infrequently did any of them chatter about the black house, had startled me to attention. The subject of their dialogue I couldn’t make out. Only tremors of fear and gloomy resignation.

“But the forts are all in the way,” said the younger of the maids. “The Gunnery, and Hightower, and Oncharin—”

“Oncharin went down yesterday. Mined and blown to bits. The others are pounding away and calling for reinforcements. Which they won’t get.”

As if I swung in space, I strained now from my cliff. A wonder I never fell on them, but they caught the roar of my heart anyway.

“Hush, don’t let that child hear, or madam’ll be wild.”

The child, though, had heard enough. She dropped back and looked around her like a lunatic at a waste of colored drawings and games and books, which were meaningless.

Someone must be asked, but none of the servants would be any use. They had failed at all other moments—inquiries on a noise of muffled drums, feet and wheels, crossing the Forum in the dead of last night, for example, had elicited only, “Did you hear that? Well. Drink your honey-water.”

Now that unseen reverberation took on horrible importance.

Panic arrived. Panic awful but only an order of awful panic I had already once or twice experienced—losing my mother on the street at the age of five, my first attendance at a Vulmartia—childish, limitable—

I rushed out of the room and up through the house to the top floor, my aunt’s locked sanctum. With my fists I beat on the carved door, where wreathed naiads gazed impervious and hurt my knuckles.

There was no answer. Perhaps she was not there. In confusion I raised my voice and out came a scream, further upsetting me, for it was more barbaric than I could have dreamed.

“Aunt! Aunt! Let me in—let me in!”

Still, no response.

Then I went mad, hammering and howling.

Not one servant, though surely I rocked the house with my cries, approached. I had climbed beyond their jurisdiction. Only Elaieva the priestess could help me now.

Suddenly, a key turned in a lock. The carved door opened, and there she stood. She looked down on me from her pale face, miles away, as if from a turret of olive ivory.

“What is the matter with you?”

I blurted what the matter was.

“Yes,” she said. I smothered my moans to hear what she would say next. She said: “Your mother has been foolish.” (Thenser had been foolish, too; they were all fools, it seemed, to my aunt.) “She should have warned you. Naturally, she did not.”

“What is it?” I wailed. And, going completely to pieces, “I want mama—”

At that she put her hand on my shoulder. Though slight, she was strong. She brought me into the sitting room of her suite. Shutting the door, she pushed me slowly down into a chair. Admitted to one of the forbidden chambers, I saw nothing of it.

“Listen to me, Aradia. This vaunting City has engaged itself in a war it will never win. The fortresses are falling and very shortly the City itself, unless prepared to surrender instantly, will be besieged. Do you understand?”

I did, in the manner of understanding a nightmare, in sleep. Sieges and surrenders were more of the stuff of unlearned history.

“Mama—” I said.

“Hightower will probably have the sense to give in. I regret your father will be taken prisoner. Your mother, conceivably, you may get back.”

This was so bleak, so appalling, spoken in her cool and expressionless way, that I gaped at her in silence.

“You can do nothing,” said Elaieva. “I can do nothing. We’re powerless. You must accept that.”

This was the bare meek teaching of the inner sects of Vulmartis. I beheld my aunt, a virgin nun of a virgin goddess. For me, acceptance was no comfort.

“I don’t believe you,” I said.

She shrugged. She gave a little smile, which might well have been ironical. To me, it seemed cruel and inhuman.

Leaving her hated chair, the unseen holy room, I ran out and away through her house. In the mirror outside the Red Salon I caught a glimpse of myself. Colorless white skin, hair my father called “sunshine,” but which was only a light soft brown, and wide eyes my mother called “gray-as-glass.” My young girl’s body had already formed into full curves. All totally unlike the woman I fled from. Even my father, though he had her sable tone, was not like her in the least.

Somehow I was outside on the front steps. Then, in the large expanse of Hapsid Forum.

My mother had forbidden me to return to our rooms on Pantheon Mile. But my mother was in Hightower, dancing with my father the prisoner, and I might not get her back—No. That was impossible.

Already there was a stitch in my side, brought on mostly by distress.

The Forum, with the stately houses and the law courts making its tall stone and stucco border, was deserted. Only the statue of a king balanced on its pedestal, and a few sparrows whirred about the horse trough.

For a second, I had an image of the City wholly vacant. In nightmares, such a thing could happen.

But there were flickers of motion in an upper window. And I heard the murmur of the City’s life, and flew across the corner of the Forum and down the tree-lined pavement of East Avenue.

Spring was bright in those trees, the brief snow had not quenched its flame. Surely, while the City growled and the treetops blossomed, there could not be such entities as siege, or loss.

Having ignored history because I was running, I collided with it, in Pantheon Square.

An enormous crowd, a reassurance at first after the whiff of desertion, was packed across the space.

I suppose I had run straight by the purple placards in the Avenues, but here men were waving them in their hands. There was a lot of shouting. Huge male bodies in rough clothes, and the clink of bottles passing, and the glitter of sunlight on bottles tilting to lips, this was what I became aware of. And a frightening electricity was in the air.

A blowsy woman in front of me, finding me pressing against her by accident, said, “You won’t get a good view here, girlie.”

A wall of flesh impeded me indeed, and I could not see over it. Only the highest white columns and the three gilded domes of the Pantheon were visible above the crowd, burning on the clear sky.

Another ghastly shout went up, stinking of bad teeth and wine, sweat and rage.

I struggled from the tangle of living things, and as I went, saw some well-dressed women standing on the roof of a carriage, a promontory in the surge. Warrior plumes blazed in their curled hair. The wine they were drinking sparkled. They laughed, and one called out, “Death to the damned bloody Sazos!”

Never had I heard a woman swear, save for the silly little oaths of Pansy who, pricking her finger, would squeal, “Oh, pickle!”

Getting into a side street I hurried down it. Most of the shops were boarded up. A bakery, where I had now and then gone to be bought pastries, yawned on a glum queue. Some more men slouched in a doorway. They grimaced at me, making me oddly ashamed.

When I emerged on the Mile, I could still catch the row of the crowd in the Square, but again, here, a curious quiet had come down. Pantheon Mile had never been quiet. By day, processions filled it, soldiers marching from Origos Field, with trumpets and burnished brass, and the war god with red hair born on a golden staff; these I had watched avidly from our lodgings, and Pansy with me. Otherwise, the milk carts clattered to and fro, or hawkers with fish and ribbons. By night singers and poets from the taverns passed, and once there had been a duel, two men with swords under our very windows, until the City Guard came to separate them.

Now Pantheon Mile shone in the sun of noon, empty it seemed to me as a desert in a story.

The street door of the Briary, the building where we lodged, was open. On a chair in the foyer sat, not the comfortable elderly housekeeper I had known, but a sharp-chinned skivvy in a dirty apron.

“What do you want?” said she to me.

“I—” lost for an explanation, trained to be polite, I stammered, “Madam, where is—”

“If you’re looking for the old biddy, she’s off. But you,” she squinted at me, “aren’t you the young major’s daughter?”

At recognition I felt some relief.

“Yes. We live on the upper floor.”

“Do you? No. The rooms are shut up. Why aren’t you with your mother?”

Pushed again into unreality, I was about to tell her where my mother was. Something restrained me.

The woman looked me up and down, and said, “I dare say you’ll be all right. Living with some relation, are you? It’ll be hard on the rest of us. They’re recruiting now, in the Square. My man’s gore, and my boy. Either go, or get taken. One silver penny a day, but they’ll spend it on drink.”

She had begun to talk the same incomprehensible language as the others.

The building did not even smell as it had. It had been clean and busy, but now there was the tang of cats’ urine, and a withered cabbage leaf lay on the stair.

“Come back,” she said as I went out. Perhaps she meant to be kind. But I was in the nightmare, truly meshed. There was nowhere to run to, nowhere to stay still.

I wandered into a slender street that led to the Peacock Gardens. Here Litty and I had thrown a ball and chased each other last summer. How quiet now, no one on the pruned walks. Not a parasol, none of the tame monkeys which had so delighted us, ambling on leather leads. By the gate was the chapel to Vulmartis the Forgiving. Always the door had been barred, but now it stood wide.

No one was inside. The floor was dusty, and the altar was bald—all the precious metal utensils had been taken away. A window with faint blue glass rayed down on a statue in a classical gown, and an Eastern headdress dyed indigo which contained a little golden crown. Her alabaster face was sweet and smiling, and into her hands someone had put a Spray of white lilac from the park.

I knelt at her small feet, which had gold hearts painted on them, and asked her to assist me. Did it lessen my case that I was incoherent? I tried to make all plain to her. That if I had not always gone to worship, it was a fault of my ignorance. That if my thoughts had wandered at a service, I had been stupid. That always I attended the festivals of the Vulmartia. That I would bring her an offering soon—oh, soon. But she must rescue my mother and my father and let them come back to me. Please, Lady, please, please.

Her sweet face was compassionate. And yet I knew she did not hear me. Like a moth I dashed myself helplessly against her gleaming stone.

Exhausted, when the light had turned more gray in the window, I got up again and left.

I had nowhere else to shelter me other than the house of my aunt.

So, to that place I went. The City also was confused and did not molest me.

No one queried where I had been to. No one had noticed my absence. Like Vulmartis, no one was concerned.

And that evening, a new army, the City Militia, smote on the gate.

Coming out on the landing I watched, not surprised or frightened, still lulled dull in the nightmare.

The uniform of the Militia was makeshift. Not glowing helmets and plumes, epaulets and insignia, swords and boots like mirror. This was a rudimentary sash like a sling of blood across the chest, and for the corporal a tuft of red and mauve in his cap.

Aunt Elaieva descended to them. They looked at her and decided she must be treated with respect.

“You know how it is, madam. Every able-bodied man not serving outside. For the defense of the City.”

She said, “You must do what you must.”

He gave her a letter then. Something official, with the City seal.

And as they herded up the pot-boys and the under-steward, protesting, (vainly) his immunity on account of a gammy leg, the corporal went on to my aunt, “They’re burning the woods, starting out on the north perimeters. And the wheat fields. Can’t have the bas—the enemy getting that. And emplacements and barricades. You wouldn’t know the north boulevards now, madam. All the paving’s up.”

He was cheerful. Enjoying a silver penny’s worth of bravura, maybe.

5

The shock was like thunder, and waking up, I knew it was not thunder at all. I had heard cannon before, fired in salute for the King only a year ago, on Origos Field. I was nearer to the guns then, had been taken to watch (and been disappointed, for all I could make out of royalty were the froths of lace and stab of diamonds from their vehicles). Cannon to me were a festival noise, like hymns at the Pantheon.

There was a vague upheaval in the house, however, and out in the Forum, when I had gone across and entered, unallowed, a room on that side, I saw people standing, or leaning from windows and balconies, pointing northward. When the flat rumble came again, there was some applause.

The Sazo enemy had arrived, it seemed, and were sitting down around our walls, which had been banked with earth and paving stones, and decorated with the City guns. These guns now spoke their greeting.

For days, wagons had been coming in from the northern provinces. They brought provisions, but also extra mouths to feed on them. Sometimes, wagons and homeless vagabonds went through the Forum. A flock of sheep were driven over, and later a stray goat was pursued by excited lawyers from the law courts. These events I saw from this same room across from my bedchamber. I went into it freely, without Elaieva’s permission. I never spoke to her now, and after the evening of the Militia recruitment, refusing to go up to dinner in the Sphynx Salon, I was served that meal also in my “playroom.” In this room I ate not much, and “played” less. I slept a lot, and would not get up, and stole about when I had like a ghost, listening at doors for scraps of tidings I barely grasped.

There was a sort of idea in me that a plot had been laid to keep my mother from me, to terrify and make me doubt her. I would not have it. Neither would I treat with my enemy.

The siege, as I saw and heard it start to happen, turned me cold and sick with dread. Yet in my heart’s core my mother and father, continued to dance and dine, picnicking above the gorge, hunting under the snow-tipped mountain. While I held them so, they were secure. I had charge of them and must not fail.

The cannon did not go on very long the first two or three days. They always finished at sunset, not to disrupt our theaters or rest.

On the fourth day, in the middle of the afternoon—I had just risen—one of Elaieva’s youngest maids ran through the garden screaming, in hysteria. She carried a paper. Other women servants crowded round her. They were white. One said, “Some traitor. It’s a lie.” One shrugged. “You can hardly expect the beasts not to do it.”

They took the hysterical one away to give her a cordial before madam should hear the racket, and forgot the paper.

In an agony of fear I crept upon it.

Citizens you are warned, it said, that if a surrender is not effected, the enemy will commence bombardment at midnight tonight. Give over this madness and save your lives!

They had been greeted, they would reply. I had heard tell that men had been out putting planking and blankets around certain monuments. They had removed the window glass from the Pantheon and other high buildings. Such snippets had made no sense, until now.

It was unbelievable.

It occurred. Long before midnight, at seven in the evening, after the booming of our own guns had ceased.

First the familiar thunderclaps resumed, and then, a novel thing, a roar, a passage like tearing cloth—then a thud, and the uncanny trembling of a glass on the table.

I went to my bed and pulled the covers up above me. Now and then, at a concussion, the bed would quiver all over like a neurotic dog.

The Forum was far in from all the City walls, which, by now, the Kronians had apparently entirely encompassed. But there was a direct hit upon Maiden Hill, and there the sky burst itself along a red seam, visible through a gap in the drapes of my window.

In my heart’s core, my parents danced on, beautiful as two puppets. They were safe but no longer real.

Near midnight, one of the servant girls came in.

“Oh, you poor little mite,” she said. “Don’t knot yourself up like that, it’ll stop soon.”

She sat with me and tried to comfort me, but every time the cannon clapped and the sound came like tearing cloth, she tensed tighter than a fist. At the crash she jumped with the bed. In the intervals she attempted to pray and encouraged me to join her. In the end she cried. I did not pray or cry.

We fell asleep, both of us, when that night’s bombardment shut down, and a huge ringing silence, deafening and awesome, stunned our ears.

The City changed. Being part of the nightmare, it began to look and smell and sound as it should. There was always smoke, fine as pollen, more often thickening to flour. Seen from the top windows it lay on parts of the City and they vanished. Now and then smoke covered all. There were forges working in the streets, recasting metal cups and bells into knives and shot; part of the smoke was that. Buildings which had been hit sent up an incessant fume. It would go on for hours or days, after which other places had been struck. Fires broke out in abandoned houses. The cannon shells fell continuously in the suburbs, where no one remained except thieves, they said, in cellars, and stray dogs hiding from the butchers men. For I heard, too, dogmeat was now being sold, and a high price asked for it. The best restaurants served horse and sparrow. I had long ago, at the first hint, stopped eating any meat, though in my aunt’s circumstance I think it was still mutton or poultry on the pretty plates. The rich, or any who had ranking army connections had not yet begun to feel much pinching. But in the slums they were catching the rats. “And there are plenty of those,” said the servant who spoke of it. “Besides, what difference, little girl, between this poor bit of a poor cleavered little sheep, and a dead cat? You should go to the abattoir, missy, and see what happens.” The servants had started to take on color and actuality. They were not magic dolls after all. Some had run off, forgetting fears of dismissal and lost wages. The ones who stayed behaved oddly, strutting about, or slovenly, although with Elaieva in person they kept up quite a lot of servility and obedience. She did not test its limits, either from wisdom or indifference. When she was not there—generally she was behind the door of naiads—these chameleons resumed the shades of the nightmare.

The City smell was burning and tinder, the shrill odor of gunpowder. In the earliest morning, the dew would glisten oddly on the grass of my aunt’s garden. Summer was pressing nearer and nearer with the enemy. Summer woke the flowers, but the flowers were charred-looking and dusty. The dew was like mercury. If it rained, the rain had a stink of cinders, as though it came from the vent of a dirty chimney. I was afraid for the sparrows in the garden. Was this their sanctuary from the slingshot of the hungry streets? Did not one of the maids, trained by her brother, try to bring them down with stones in a handkerchief? Or was that another falsehood bandied about?

Long long ago, in the other world, we had had a gentle cat. The cat had grown old and died peacefully when I was eleven. How I mourned. I was glad now. They would have taken our cat otherwise. They would have cooked her in a pie.

The City noises were shouts and rumbles. Or hoofs clattered madly across Hapsid Forum. I saw some companies of soldiers from the Eagle and Black Bull regiments go galloping through one afternoon. Later, all the horses were supposed to have been put down for food, and all I saw was a band of Militia on foot, with their red sashes in tatters, drinking.

There were numbers of casualties, from off the City walls, and the suburbs where shells had crashed. The Pantheon had been turned into a great hospital. Private houses were required to accept the wounded. The pine tree in my aunt’s garden might have to be lopped for wood, for the City was also running out of oil and coals.

On some nights, when there was no bombardment, the City made its loudest noise, that of total silence. The theaters had been shut weeks back.

Two months of the siege were gone.
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That morning, they had brought me water for my bath, which often now they did not. One of the maids, perhaps, I thought, she who had sat with me through the first shelling, had put a withered apple by my bed. I ate the apple, though mostly my appetite had left me. The impoverished fruit gave out a scent of former things, winey and comfortable, the windfalls in the orchard of a village where, as a small child, my mother would whisk me for a few weeks in late summer. There had been creamy milk, too, and honey. I thought of this and my stomach sluggishly growled. But my mind kept slight affiliation with my body. It was concerned with two jewel-bright puppets, who danced.

The water had turned cool by the time I washed myself in it. I took my tempo from a bell, tolling somewhere in the City from one of the fanes, to mark death most likely.

I was in the playroom sitting on the rug, when I heard a dull commotion at the front door. Then I made out men’s voices, boot heels, even the click of spurs. The army, perhaps even some of the true army who were still in the City to oversee its defense. They had come for pine tree felling, or another task of the nightmare.

Something made me want to look at them, their uniform; a memory. I went out, and coming up the stair was an officer, an Eagle major, with a face that was familiar, like a painting from another house.

He stopped when he saw me, and swore.

“Aradia?”

I nodded. That was who I was.

He came off the stair and along the corridor. When he was close, I backed into the playroom as far as the window. Recently its glass was never attended to, it was grimy. Nevertheless, light described him. The beautiful uniform was spoiled, stained, its braid ripped; his boots were clogged with mud. His mass of fine hair, dyed with oil and smoke, was smeared back off his sallow face. Rare he still was, but ten years older. His cheek had been cut, healed to a purple scab, and his left hand was bound with a filthy bandage. The eyes of him were all I remembered, differently set and shaped, blazing and darkly pale.

“Do you know who I am?” He paused and tapped the insignia of rank. “War makes for swift promotion. Who knows, tomorrow?” He laughed. I knew the laugh also, false. Then he checked himself. “I’m more sorry than I can say. We’ve been on the walls two months.” A look of disgust, put aside, at the two months, and the walls, and something else. His eyes looked so incandescently pale from the shadows all round them. My eyes, in mirrors, had a look like this, now. How interesting to see it, in another.

My hearing had become painfully acute, and I heard Elaieva’s carved door softly open above. They must have told her. He heard, too. He said, “Excuse me,” and walked out, and went up the stair.

Not sure why, I followed, as I had followed him before. Thenser. The name came back, unneeded, pointless. Far up the vault of the stair, I heard them talking together, she and he, as I overheard them talk that evening of the dinner. But their words, their voices, were not the same. Or, his voice was not.

“It’s official, my being here, Elaieva. No other reason. Is there anything you lack? I warn you, there’s not much food left, but some nice wine for our friends.”

She said she lacked nothing.

He said, “Very well. That’s good.” And then, “What will you do about the little girl?”

Either she did not reply, or expressed herself by gesture.

“When did you tell her?” he said.

“I have not,” she said, “told her anything.”

So clearly I heard her, like a silver tingling on the air. Cold, cold, the waters of their speech sluiced upon me.

“You—haven’t told her? But the state she’s in.”

“I have told her nothing.”

He broke out swearing again. The oaths were terrible, blasphemous, violent, but did not jolt me. He said, “You frigid bitch, you let her rot here and you never told her, no pity, no help. You never give any quarter. What runs in you, the piss of the ice? You bitch.” Then I heard the soft shutting of her carved door.

He returned down the stairs. Halfway between her door and my landing, he stopped, leaning heavily against the banister. I heard him breathing, as if he had run for miles and still had some way to go.

But when he got to me at last, he was collected. He moved toward me, firm but slow. “Let’s go back into that room of yours a moment, shall we?”

We went back into the room. He sat me on a chair by the grimed window, and sat down beside me. He said, as if he wanted reassurance, “Will you give me your hand, Aradia?” Presently, I did. In my brain a tiny brilliant formless colored whirling went round and round. It absorbed me, and everything else was quite vague. His hand felt warm, I suppose my own was very cold.

“They sent us to the City,” he said, after a moment. “The defence. My battalion and three others. They reckoned Hightower was invincible. Of course. They let the officers’ wives go there because it was so safe, and to show the Kronians how safe it was. Brazen mockery. The dances and the dalliance. And, by then, you couldn’t have risked the women on the roads. We had an exciting time enough of it, getting through. Snipers and ambushes—No, forgive me, Aradia. I have to say it out. The news is bad. Your father, Aradia. He died bravely. Quickly. A sword charge. He was one of the first to go down. Your mother—I wasn’t there. But when the arsenal blew up, that was when. Sudden. They say you don’t—She wouldn’t have felt it. Nothing, Aradia.”

We sat still, and he held my hand.

Very gradually, the whirling jewel in my brain went farther and farther off. A huge hurt swelled through me, like an organ note, a droning in my ears. The tears came through my eyes, tearing at them to get out, sharp and scalding. The tears fell on our hands.

“Yes, Aradia,” he said. “Cry, cry.”

And drawing our two chairs together, he held me as my mother had been used to hold me, to the uniform which reeked of gunpowder and smoke and blood, for men had died against him where I only wept. I barely noticed him. He could not console me. I had known all along. The greatest untruth of all was a fact.

When I had cried myself into a stupor, he picked me up and carried me into my bedroom, where he put me on the bed and pulled the untidied sheet and quilt to cover me. I heard him calling harshly for one of the women of the house; he sounded angry in a detached and uninvolved manner. I fell asleep, and dreamed my mother, in one of her most attractive gowns, was hiding with me in a muddy hole in the earth. The butcher’s men were hunting us. I sobbed in terror and anguish. But sleeping or waking there was no pretence even of a barrier, finally, between the devils of life and dream.
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