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      Enter the SF Gateway …

      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:

      
      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’

      

      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.

      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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A legend of Classical times says that, so strong is the eye of the lion, that its sight does not die with its owner. And here, by the lion’s eye, we see prefigured the art of the true maker of images: the painter whose vision remains long after he himself is dead.

Leon Battista Alberti, fragment, in the rough drafts of De Pictura (‘On Painting’); not included in published version AD 1435


Part One

Under the Penitence


1

We are so often a disappointment to the parents who abandon us.

A male voice interrupted my thoughts, speaking the language of Carthage. ‘Papers, freeman—’

The man broke off as I turned to face him, as people sporadically do.

For a moment he stood staring at me in the flaring naphtha lights of the harbour hall.

‘—freewoman?’ he speculated.

People shoved past us, shouting at other harbour guards; keen to be free of the docks and away into the city of Carthage beyond. I had yet to become accustomed to the hissing chemical lights in this red and ivory stone hall, bright at what would be midday anywhere else but here. I blinked at the guard.

‘Your documents, freeman,’ he finished, more definitely.

The clothes decided him, I thought. Doublet and hose make the man.

The guard himself – one of many customs officers – wore a belted robe of undyed wool. It clung to him in a way that I could have used in painting, to show a lean, muscular body beneath. He gave me a smile that was at least embarrassed. His teeth were white, and he had all of them still. I thought him not more than twenty-five: a year or so older than I.

If I could get into Carthage without showing documents of passage, I would not give my true name. But having chosen to come here, I have no further choice about that.

The Carthaginian customs officer examined the grubby, wax-sealed document that I reluctantly handed over. ‘“Painter”, Freeman … Ilario?’

King Rodrigo Sanguerra had not been angry enough to refuse me travelling papers, now he had freed me, but he left me to fill in my own profession – furious that I would not consent to the one he wanted. But I am done with being the King’s Freak. Nor will I be the King’s engineer for machines of war.

‘My name is Ilario, yes. Painter. Statues; funeral portraits,’ I said, and added, ‘by the encaustic technique.’

Show me a statue and I’ll give the skin the colour of life, the stone draperies the shadows and highlights of bright silks; ask me for a funeral portrait, and I’ll paint you a formal icon with every distinguishing symbol of grief. I thought it likely that people in Carthage would want their statues coloured and their bereavements commemorated, as they do elsewhere.

‘It’s a good trade.’ The man nodded absently, running his wide thumb over the seal of King Rodrigo of Taraconensis. ‘We get a lot of you people over from Iberia. Not surprising. You shouldn’t have any trouble getting Carthaginian citizenship—’

‘I’m not here to apply for citizenship.’

He stared at me as if I had taken a live mouse out of my mouth. ‘But you’re immigrating.’

‘I’m not immigrating.’

The Visigoth Lords of Carthage tend to assume that every man and woman would be one of them if they could. Evidently the assumption extends to their bureaucracy.

‘I’m visiting here. On my way to Rome,’ I said, using the Iberian term for that city that the Europeans call ‘the Empty Chair’, since St Peter’s Seat has stood unoccupied these many generations. ‘There are new things happening—’

They are putting aside painting the iconic meaning of a thing, and merely painting the thing itself: a face, or a piece of countryside, as it would appear to any man’s naked eye. Which is appalling, shameful, fascinating.

‘—and I intend to apprentice myself under a master painter there. I’ve come here, first’ … I pointed … ‘to paint that.’

This hall is the sole available route between the Foreigners’ Dock and Carthage itself. Through the great arched doorway in front of me, the black city stood stark under a black sky, streets outlined by naphtha lamps. Stars blazed in the lower parts of the heavens, as clearly as I have ever seen them above the infertile hills behind Taraco city.

Stars should not be visible at noon!

In the high arch of the sky, there hung that great wing of copper-shadowed blackness that men call the Penitence – and where there should have been the sun, I could see only darkness.

I glanced back towards the Maltese ship from which I’d disembarked. Beyond it and the harbour, on the horizon, the last edge of the sun’s light feathered the sea. Green, gold, ochre, and a shimmering unnatural blue that made me itch to blend ultramarine and glair, or gum arabic, and try to reproduce it …

And yet it is midday.

Even when the ship first encountered a deeper colour in the waves, I had not truly believed we’d come to the edge of the Darkness that has shrouded Carthage and the African coast around it for time out of mind. Did not believe, shivering in fear and wonder, that no man has seen sunlight on this land in centuries. But it is so.

It alters everything. The unseasonal constellations above; the naphtha light on ships’ furled sails at the quayside; the tincture of men’s skin. If I had my bronze palette box heated, now, and the colours melted – how I could paint!

‘You’re a painter.’ The man stared, bemused. ‘… And you’ve come here where it’s dark.’

A sudden clear smile lit up his face.

‘Have you got a place to stay? I’m Marcomir. My mother runs a rooming-house. She’s cheap!’

My mother is a noblewoman of Taraconensis.

And she will attempt to kill me again, if she ever finds me.

Marcomir looked down at me (by a couple of inches), slightly satisfied with himself. I thought there was a puzzled frown not far behind his smile. This short, slight man – he is thinking – this man Ilario, with the soft black hair past his shoulders; is he a woman in disguise, or a man of a particular kind?

The latter will be more welcome to this Marcomir, I realised.

The brilliance of his dark eyes would be difficult but not impossible to capture in pigments. And the city of Taraco, while only across the tideless sea, beyond the Balearic Islands, seems very far away.

‘Yes,’ I said, automatically using the deeper tones in my voice.

There’ll be trouble, accepting such an invitation, since I’m not what he thinks I am, but that kind of trouble is inevitable with me.

I shouldered my baggage and followed him away from the harbour, into narrow streets between tall and completely windowless houses. And steep! The road was cut into steps, more often than not; we climbed high above the harbour; and it had me – I, who have hunted the high hills inland of Taraco, and habitually joust in day-long tourneys – breathing hard.

‘Here.’ Marcomir pointed.

I halted outside a heavy iron door set into a granite wall. ‘You do know I’m … not like most men?’

Marcomir’s eyes gleamed bright as his smile when he flashed them at me. ‘Was sure of that, soon as I looked at you. You got that look. Wiry. Tough guy. But … elegant, you know?’

I know. It’s one of the two ways that men look at me.

He used my name without the honorific. ‘Come inside, Ilario.’

He hastened me past his mother, Donata, a white-haired elderly woman with the hawk-face that would be Marcomir’s too, some day, and I didn’t protest the brief introduction. The walls inside the cool house were swathed in baked clay, the light of oil-lamps turning them Samian red, and our shadows moved ink-black on the wall behind Marcomir’s wooden-framed truckle bed.

‘You ought to know this, at least.’ I sighed, having undone the ties of my hose; reaching to strip off doublet and shirt together.

Marcomir’s response was lost in the rush of cloth past my ears.

I have, occasionally, concealed what I am, under circumstances like these. I have no desire to attempt it again. I wriggled the knit cloth of the hose down my thighs and off my feet, and stood naked, with the faint chill of the room prickling my skin.

‘Not what you were expecting?’ I said wryly.

The Carthaginian Visigoth sat down on the edge of the bed. ‘You’re …’

His gaze went from my rounded breasts – not quite large enough to dimple the front of an Iberian doublet – down to the phallus already standing up with desire.

Standing no taller than my clenched fist. God was not generous when He made me.

I watched for either a sneer or amusement on this man’s face.

‘Are you—’ Marcomir stood, and stepped close.

He touched a finger to my chin, feeling the soft, ephemeral scatter of hairs which I had let grow for travelling. His wide, capable hands slid down my side, feeling the curve of my hips. The tension of his not touching my penis made me shiver. And – as ever – my penis curved over as my stiffness grew, pointing somewhat downwards.

I searched his expression for something – something – I didn’t know what.

He put his hands between my thighs, fingers going up into the wet cleft of my female parts.

‘You’re a man-woman.’ His voice sounded ragged.

An hermaphrodite. Hermaphroditus, the offspring of Hermes and Aphrodite. I didn’t bother Marcomir with that.

I said, ‘You don’t need to have any part of me that you don’t like.’

There is little else I can say, and it took me all the years between fifteen and twenty to devise that particular remark.

His face altered. I steadied myself. I have been put out onto the street before now. I guessed him not the kind of man who uses violence in an uncontrolled manner. But I can be wrong. There was a knife close to my hand, in my discarded clothes.

The height of him hid the lamp’s flame. The close warmth of his body made every hair on my skin stand up.

His frown emerged. ‘I thought you were a man like me. Not a ladyboy.’

‘Marcomir …’ I sighed, reaching for my shirt.

His skin was shadowed ochre- and soot-coloured as he stood with his back to the lamp. Despite the keen sensation of my body, satisfaction is not always worth what one must go through to gain it.

Marcomir sounded uncertain. ‘Do you want this? Are you sure?’

‘Being a slave,’ I said, ‘I have not, until recently, been able to take decisions for myself. And now that I can … I intend to take every decision I can get!’

He lifted his hand, closing it on my right breast so tightly that a pang of desire shot from there to my groin.

He took my down-curving phallus in his hand.

I could dimly feel that he fingered for balls. There is a lump in the lips of my flesh, there, that sometimes deceives men into thinking I have them. The desire to spend came over me with such force that I barely noticed his investigations.

‘Come here!’ He urged me at the bed. Not expecting it, I stumbled; fell on my knees on the padded-cloth mattress and wool bedding.

His hands arranged me firmly, belly down on the bed so my breasts couldn’t be seen; head to one side, so that we might look at each other in the face. His weight came down on the bed with me as he knelt between my thighs, pushing them together, urging me up onto my knees so that he could get at my buttocks. I felt the position absurd; it still made my heart thump, and my penis become harder.

His hand rubbed flat against my spine, sliding over the breadth of my shoulders. As his palm cupped my hip again, the heat and weight making me shiver, he abruptly took it away. ‘I’m rider, not horse. And I don’t fuck women.’

I could barely catch my breath. ‘Then don’t!’

He leaned forward and stroked my wispy stubble. For the first time, I allowed myself to hold his gaze. His pupils were wide and black.

With a rush of relief, I realised, He wants me.

Just – not all of me.

Passion fires passion like nothing else. Face-down on the rough wool of his bedding, I spent into it with my male parts before he was fairly in the saddle.

Towards the middle of what I could not keep in mind was the dark afternoon, when he had slept for a short time, Marcomir took me between sleeping and waking as a man takes a woman. I spent as a woman does. He sank asleep again. He won’t recall this, later, I thought, as my body shed his seed.

The relaxation of flesh after sexual congress is an infrequent joy for me. I dressed myself, looking down at him stretched out naked and sleeping.

Can it be possible – might I stay all my time in Carthage here?

I didn’t dare hope.

Will this man Marcomir be willing to look me in the face when he wakes? Can we do this more than the once?

I have learned, from others unlike this man, that afterwards is always the more dangerous time. I went downstairs. Even if he comes to regret what we did, he is less likely to hit me in front of his mother, I think.

In the warm, fire-lit kitchen, Donata got up from the floor-carpets as I entered. She crossed to the hob, and took the lid off a pot.

‘You’ll be hungry.’ She said it so plainly that either there was no innuendo, or she was used to her son bringing home men for the occupation we had been about. ‘Here.’

I seated myself on the cushions beside the hearth. In Taraco, we would be sitting around a wooden table, on wooden benches; here … even the house-door had been iron, and not iron-studded oak, I reflected.

Because nothing grows here, under the Penitence. It must all be shipped in. Corn for bread, olive oil for lamps, charcoal for fires, timber for construction. Brought by sail and caravan from Iberia and Egypt, to this great city, so rich …

‘I can make you meals of an evening, as well as hire you a room.’ Donata handed over a full pottery bowl, and sat down as limberly as a woman half her age. I decided there was a glimmer of amusement in her bird-of-prey gaze. Some indulgence of her favoured son?

‘I don’t know how long I’ll stay.’ The crushed grain porridge tasted unfamiliar, but was pleasantly filling – And I haven’t eaten since the ship! I thought.

And since then, I’ve had … physical exercise.

That made me smile. Shovelling up the thick porridge, I scraped the bowl empty within minutes. The old woman Donata gave an amused snort, and went to a capped well in the corner of the room to draw up water.

I realised I was more tired than I thought: the room swayed about me.

My body thinks, because it’s dark, I should be asleep.

I miss the light.

‘A drink will be welcome – is the water safe, here?’

‘Safe as anything else.’ The old woman scooped water from the metal pail with something that flashed silver; I couldn’t see what it was. A cup, a ladle?

The walls swooped up. I felt sick and dizzy.

The carpeted floor filled my vision as I floated down among the cushions. I felt the thud of my body falling as if muffled by more than eiderdown. A wave of heat and dizziness mounted up into my head.

In Taraco, the court once thought it amusing to give the King’s Freak opium.

And this is how I felt then—!

Marcomir’s feet came into my field of view, bare on the dusty floor.

He rumbled something to his mother. Not surprise. Not a complaint. My baggage appeared in my field of vision; he must have carried it down from ‘my’ room.

I wondered muzzily, Will they cut my throat when they’ve finished going through it?

The last conscious thought I had was How many strangers have they done this to? and How could I fall for it!


2

‘Who’s “Rosamunda”?’

I ignored the voice at my ear and fumbled at my face. What I touched was smoother skin than I am used to, unless I use depilatories, or pluck out hairs painfully as the ancient Romans used to. It stung.

‘Oi! Girl! Shut up about Rosamunda, whoever she is!’

My throat felt sore. There were cold, cracked tiles under my hands. I pushed myself up into a sitting position.

The man squatting in front of me said something over his shoulder. I didn’t catch it. He stood and walked away, his robe’s hem flicking me painfully in the eye. The same style robe as Marcomir’s.

I am in Carthage, still? – Or at least in lands of the Carthaginian Empire—?

I heard him say, ‘Probably shrieking for her mother. Shut her up if she does it again.’

She?

Nausea rolled through me. My sight focused.

Along the granite wall beside me, men and women sat with heavy leather collars around their necks. Chains ran from the collars to ringbolts. The stink of old sweat and piss haunted the air. Beyond a grille, a few yards off, men walked up and down. Naphtha lights hissed.

I am in a slaver’s hall.

And Marcomir and his Hell-damned mother have shaved me, because I won’t sell as a skinny man with no strength for manual labour.

The urge to shut my eyes and shut out the world was strong. I didn’t follow it – my opium dreams are detailed, precise, and lengthy, and I had indeed been calling for the mother who bore me: Rosamunda.

Calling for her not to stab me.

My fingers felt fine skin at my jaw-line. The next man along from me dropped his gaze, leaning away. The man on his far side muttered; I heard ‘—woman built like a stonemason!’

Oblivious of their cynical laughter, I blurted, ‘I can’t be a slave again!’

Once, when I was sixteen, King Rodrigo and his court thought it amusing to hold mock-marriage ceremonies for me, to a woman the first night, and to a man the second night. After that, my bride and my husband got to tell the assembled nobles the particulars of the ‘wedding night’.

That gained me two things. Firstly, the friendship and sympathy of Father Felix, a priest of the Green Christ who disapproved of such blasphemies. And secondly, the irrevocable knowledge that when my foster father and foster mother gave me to the King, they gave me soul and body with the legal deed of sale.

I glimpsed, down the hall and outside a stone archway, the identifiable skyline of Carthage.

A sweat of relief soaked my robe.

‘Where’s my papers?’ I staggered up onto my feet. Bare feet on cold tile. ‘I have King Rodrigo’s writ of manumission; I’m a free—’

A moment of split-second decision.

‘—woman; I can prove it! If you try to sell me, I’ll appeal to the King-Caliph!’

The man who had shaken me awake put a hand on the whip at his belt. The chiaroscuro of his face gave him one gleaming eye and one empty socket.

He stepped towards me, and the shadows shifted. I saw he did indeed have but the one eye.

‘You think the King-Caliph here’s going to care about some poxy little Spaniard king over in the border states?’ He chuckled. ‘You might have been free then. And you might be free in the future. You’re not free now. So shut up while I get a good price for you – although Christ-Emperor Himself alone knows, I couldn’t sell you to a halfway decent whorehouse! Look at you! Damned cart-horse of a woman, you are.’

My hands touched wool. I looked down. I wore a much-darned robe, almost long enough to be women’s skirts in Taraconensis; a belt pulled it in to show the shape of my breasts beneath.

The shock felt like cold water.

Not to see my baggage here – well, Marcomir and his mother are thieves, yes. Not to have concealing clothing; to know they must have undressed and dressed me again while I lay drugged …

And King Rodrigo’s papers will have gone in their fire.

‘Was anything brought in to be sold with me?’ I asked the one-eyed man. He was not particularly tall; I stood on a level with him.

‘What?’

‘My tools, my equipment.’

He stared at me.

‘I’m literate.’ It was no more than the truth. ‘I’m apprenticed to a master painter’s workshop—’ The truth, stretched. ‘—and I shouldn’t be sold as unskilled labour! You can get four times the price for what I can do.’

He gave a thoughtful nod.

Part of his thought, I knew, would be the realisation that I had not always been free, since I knew so much.

But then, that’s not uncommon: even in the kingdoms of Iberia, there’s many a general, or chancellor, or powerful merchant, who either began life in a slave’s collar, or wore it at some time in their career. They tell me it’s different with the Franks in Europe; that even serfdom is gone a millennium, there.

Another reason for going to Rome.

Sell me; I’ll be gone within the hour.

One-Eye could likely guess that too. I found I didn’t care. That Marcomir and Donata must have a habit of drugging and selling unwary travellers – that didn’t rouse my fury like the thought of my pigments and Punic wax, my scapulas and heating-irons, tossed on the trash somewhere, or sold off piecemeal for a tenth their value.

For all that Federico and Valdamerca (I wasn’t invited to call them ‘foster father’ and ‘foster mother’ to their faces) picked me up as a foundling, I have all the skills of a noble soldier of Taraconensis. I was taught well, so as to be their gift for the King. Taught the arts of embroidery and the harp, and singing, as a woman; taught to joust with the lance, and fight with the sword, as a man.

Marcomir isn’t worthy of a sword. A wooden cudgel will do for him, once I’m free.

‘There were some old metal boxes and knives in a sack.’ One-Eye gave me a shrewd look. ‘They dumped them with you. I’m not letting you have anything sharp. Now shut up, before I have to mark you and make you worth even less.’

Abruptly, I found my gaze drawn by something – someone – over his shoulder.

Drawn by stillness, I realised. The man had been standing, an uncounted shadow in the background, for a little time. He stepped forward to the grille as I made eye-contact with him.

‘You are literate, you claim?’ He spoke directly to me, across One-Eye as the slaver turned around. ‘More than merely to write your name?’

‘I’m a painter; I can both draw and write.’ Possibly I sounded stubborn. ‘My name is Ilario. Give me parchment and a pen, and I’ll show you how literate I am!’

Once out of the shadow, the newcomer was a large man, with a shaven head and naked broad shoulders. In the naphtha light, his reddish-tan skin shone very smooth. A woven reed and cloth headband kept sweat from running off his shaved skull into his eyes.

I noticed that his hands, crossed at his chest, were too large to be proportionate. Also his feet, I thought, as I glanced down at his sandals. The white cloth kilt that wrapped his waist was not wool, but some weave of flax; and not a Carthaginian garment, either.

To be sold to a foreigner … who may take me anywhere …

‘She’s special, is Ilario.’ One-Eye picked my name out of the air without a stumble. ‘And not cheap, because of that. Now—’

I folded my arms and stood watching them. Something about the stranger’s body made me want to sketch him, to see where those odd proportions of hands and feet would lead me. He carried his head high, almost daintily; I wondered if he had made the same error that Marcomir had, and took me for an effeminate man.

‘No more than one hundred,’ he said mildly, his large, lustrous eyes turning towards me. His voice was resonant, because of his depth of chest, but I thought he would sing tenor if he sang. Possibly higher.

I was so lost in speculation about where his people might live that I didn’t pay attention to the negotiations. A clatter of metal startled me into alertness as a bag landed at my feet.

‘Don’t drop that!’ I instantly knew, by the sound; and fell to my knees to yank open the hessian sack.

The pigments had gone, being saleable. Likewise the small sculpted heads, and the acacia and lime-wood boards I’d prepared with size for painting icons. No surprise. As for my battered tools …

One-Eye caught me with hands full of rush-stalk calami and reeds, spatulas and scrapers; bent close over my bronze box and cestrum and cauterium-iron, scrutinising them for damage. Before I realised, he had unlocked the chain from the ring-bolt, and put it in the stranger’s hand.

‘My name is Rekhmire.’ The foreign man spoke to me gravely, in barely-accented Iberian – as, indeed, he had spoken barely-accented Carthaginian to the slave-owner. He had a rounded aspect to his chin and nose that should have made him appear soft, but only added to his gravitas, given how tall and broad he stood. ‘I have need of a literate slave, here. I don’t need one that will run away. You,’ to One-Eye, ‘will therefore fix a name-collar around this one’s neck, large enough to be visible in public.’

‘You—’ can’t!, I bit off.

So much for being sold to a fool and a quick escape.

Rekhmire’ said, ‘The other alternative is a brand. You would prefer your face not spoiled, I suppose?’

Dumb, I nodded.

I stood dumb as the slave-owner and his handlers took the leather collar off me, and knelt dumbly beside the anvil as one of them deafeningly riveted an engraved iron collar closed beside my ear.

I have not often worn a slave’s collar, but I was a royal slave from fifteen to twenty-four; I have no illusions that there is any difference.

‘Let me have my sack,’ I said as I stood up.

Rekhmire’ said, ‘You won’t need—’

I took the risk of interrupting him.

‘What am I, your slave all twelve hours of the day and all twelve hours of the night? I came to Carthage to paint. When I’m not working, I will paint.’

He met my gaze, calmly staring down at me. The bones of his brows were pronounced, under the roundness. The set of his mouth was strong. He held an authority all the more effective because he seemed to be at pains to hide it.

Behind me, One-Eye chuckled nervously. ‘I should have charged you double for her; she’s feisty.’

‘Provided she can read and copy, she may be as “feisty” as she wishes.’

I wondered, seeing the gaze that went between them, whether the slave-owner had himself been in a collar once, and likewise this foreign man.

Rekhmire’ gave a nod towards the sack of my belongings. I picked them up, careful not to pull against the chain.

I can paint; the rest is a problem to be solved.

With my leash in his hand, he walked towards the exit, and I hurriedly followed, the bronze box in the sack banging against my shin.

‘“Ilario”. An Iberian name?’

I grunted assent, matching my pace through the hallway to his with a little difficulty, being shorter. ‘Where’s “Rekhmire’“ a name from?’

I did not call him ‘master’.

He gave a light sigh.

‘Alexandria-in-Exile.’ He gazed down at me. ‘You would call the city “Constantinople”, I expect. I come from all there is now of Egypt, under the reign of Pharaoh-Queen Ty-ameny; I am,’ he said, ‘a royal book-buyer, for the Library. And when I cannot persuade a man to let me buy his scrolls, I can sometimes persuade him to lease me the right to copy them. Hence what you will be doing, Ilario.’

Constantinople: that great city of the east, that has stood as the last remnant of the Egyptian empire for more than a millennium, while Carthage and the Turks debate with war their old lands around the Nile. That great city, that stands as a bulwark against the Turks, with its Queen, and its bureaucracy that – that—

I stopped as we came out between iron-grille doors into a dark street. The chain yanked my neck painfully, but I only stared at him. ‘You’re a eunuch!’

Rekhmire’ halted, giving a gracious, if cynical, bow. ‘And you, too, are something of the sort, and not a woman.’

I ignored that. ‘I thought eunuchs were fat! I thought eunuchs all spoke in high voices.’

‘They do, if gelded as children. I was an adult man before I applied.’

His tone gave me to understand that more trespass would be rudeness, but still he did not speak as a man does to a slave.

Astonished – appalled – I said, ‘You had yourself castrated deliberately?’

His narrow, plucked black brows came down. ‘And you did not? No … No, I am wrong. You are no gelded boy. What are you? Is this—’

He made a gesture that took me in from head to heels.

‘—this the reason why you left the Iberian kingdoms?’

The shock of waking as a slave again, and the shuddering kinship I felt for this mutilated man, moved me to speak honestly.

‘I left because my mother tried to kill me with a poisoned dagger. And … she plans to follow me, and try again. But – yes. It is because of what I am. Everything is because of what I am.’
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Above the roof-garden of Rekhmire”s hired house, the North African constellations shone clear.

By night, I saw, the correct season’s stars shone visible; evidently not shrouded by whatever hides the sun by day. On the western horizon, a tinge of brown and gold marked the last of the unseen sun’s setting. Above my head, veils of aurora-light rippled in the black sky: blue and green and gold.

Past sunset now. It gave me a sudden ache. I haven’t seen the sun since we entered Carthaginian waters.

The Egyptian Rekhmire’ rested his head on his hand, and his elbow on the couch, watching me as we ate. ‘You are too ready to be a slave to be someone who has been free long. You say your King Rodrigo manumitted you?’

I looked up from the carpet on the tiles, where he had told me to sit.

‘On the feast of St Tanitta, this year. For “long service”. Truthfully …’ It hurt to say it. “I think he was bored. Pension the freak off – after a decade at court, its tricks are all well-known.’

The small smoked fish were a delicacy not to be found in rooming-houses. I crunched them, bones and all, while my stomach settled from the poppy-drug.

‘And besides, some other nobleman had given him a married pair of Frankish dwarfs. Cheaper for the King if I have to support myself. He pensioned some of the others off, too; and half his menagerie.’

Rekhmire’ gave me a glance that made me feel a dangerous willingness to confide further in him.

Shock, I thought. And the disorientation of opium.

He said, ‘And you are a danger to someone at the court of Taraconensis? Or was your mother acting for private reasons?’

That made me blink. I drank water from a silver bowl, to give myself time to consider – and waited while the house-slave refilled it. There is rank among slaves, as in everything else.

The castrated man Rekhmire’ said, ‘What are you, Ilario?’

‘Why don’t you just order me to pull my skirts up!’

It is not a tone for a slave to take to his or her master. But this man …

‘How could you do it? I burst out, before he could speak again. ‘How could you be born perfect and ruin it!’

His shaped strong brows went up. ‘“Perfect”?’

His voice, when not speaking to the Carthaginians inside the complex of rooms below, sounded lighter to my ear. Not like mine – which is too husky for a woman and too feminine for a man – but still different from the normal run of men.

‘Manhood is hardly perfect. I find it a relief to be castrati.’ He also drank from a silver bowl, I saw. ‘Not to be always thinking of women, when I should be thinking of books. Not to be—’ Here he gave me a swift smile, almost a grin. ‘—seeking relief by my own hand, twice or thrice a day, or more. I was a brawler, as a young man. I find myself very serene now.’

He looked not more than a few years past thirty, to my eye. I wondered when he’d gone under the knife. The thought made me shudder.

‘… And besides, it is often a condition of employment in the Pharaoh’s bureaucracy.’

‘You needed to cut your balls off so that you can go wandering around, searching for books for Queen Ty-ameny’s library.’

He smiled equably. ‘It does sound a little ridiculous, when you put it like that.’

There was nothing keeping him from beating me, or putting heated irons to the soles of my feet, except what looked like a certain natural decency. As well as it being prudent to tell him what he wanted to know, I thought I should repay that.

I said, ‘All of it comes from this – I’m a freak. A true man-woman. I bleed. Oh, not often; two or three times a year. And I shed seed, though not as much of it as a true man does. I’ve never got a maid with child. I’ve not birthed one, either.’

Rekhmire’ met my gaze. ‘If what I’ve read is true, you should take care not to. It is either the operation which birthed great Caesar from the womb, or the man-mother dies in childbed.’

My stomach felt as if it had a sudden lump of ice in it. I thought of the feel of Marcomir’s seed.

Mouth dry, I added, ‘I was a foundling. Until I was thirteen, I thought I would never know my true mother or father. Hardly surprising, is it, to expose a baby such as I was? I was taken in by a family who, although impoverished, nonetheless had a claim to nobility; they trained me to be a suitable present for King Rodrigo, and Queen Cixila, who was alive then. By the time they brought me to court, there was only Rodrigo. He was … amiable to me. I was his favourite freak for a time.’

Rekhmire’ swung his legs down from the couch. I saw the everburning street-lights of Carthage on the Bursa-hill behind him. For a long moment he sat staring at me.

I shifted uncomfortably. ‘What?’

The house-slaves re-lit burned-out torches, in the warm evening. His long lashes shaded his eyes, and I thought I saw a smudge of soot-black at the corners, accenting them as the Alexandrine Egyptians do. His shaven head accentuated all his clean-cut facial features.

His lips pressed together in a thin line. ‘There is no anger in your voice. That you should be trained like an animal—’

‘It wasn’t so bad. ’Nilda and ’Nalda were good to me – Sunilda and Reinalda, Federico’s youngest daughters.’ I smiled. ‘I think they liked having a baby they could dress up as girl or boy. And Matasuntha was married before I grew old enough to get under her feet. With three dowries to find … I can understand why Federico acted as he did.’

‘And this Rosamunda, this mother the slaver said you speak of; she is Federico’s wife?’

‘No,’ I said reluctantly. ‘Federico’s married to Valdamerca, my foster mother.’

Rekhmire’ stood, and shook out the folds of his linen kilt. He lifted an eyebrow at me.

I rose to my feet, as much to give myself time to think as to seem polite.

‘Federico and Valdamerca raised me. It was Valdamerca who found me on the stone outside the Green Chapel. They acted as my foster parents …’

Whether it was the shock of slavery, or opium, or this man’s unjudgmental face – or Rosamunda’s actions the last time I had stood in her company – I found myself speaking of things I had never intended:

‘My mother, the woman who gave birth to me, is called Rosamunda. My father is Videric, her husband.’

‘And they are?’

‘The Aldra … the “Elder”—’ I stumbled for the word. ‘The “Lord” Videric is King Rodrigo’s closest councillor. Chancellor, you might say. And Aldro – “Lady” – Rosamunda is his wife, his hostess; the cynosure of the Court of Ladies. You begin to understand,’ I said bitterly, ‘why they would expose a baby born a freak?’

He nodded, but I went on:

‘It’s not just that a hermaphrodite couldn’t inherit their estate, any more than a cripple or a feeble-witted heir can. It’s the scandal of Aldra Videric having fathered such a thing! Aldro Rosamunda having given birth to it!’

Rekhmire’ absently rested his oddly-large hand on my shoulder. ‘I see, I think – this Lady Rosamunda has just discovered who Ilario truly is. And to avoid the scandal if it was realised that their unacknowledged child lives at court, the butt of their noble friends’ jokes, scorn, contempt …’

The Egyptian spoke clinically, evidently familiar with kings’ menageries and jesters. I felt my face heat.

‘… No,’ he corrected himself. ‘That can’t be right! How long has Aldro Rosamunda known you were her child?’

‘I came to court at fifteen. Since then.’ I shrugged. ‘How many other hermaphrodite children of my age would have been abandoned? It was obvious to her, who I must be.’

Rekhmire”s gaze sharpened. ‘And her husband, a powerful man at court; he can easily have traced back your upbringing, found in what part of the country you were abandoned – yes, I see it. But … this same danger will have been in existence a long time: ever since you came to court. You are dangerous to Aldro Rosamunda now? Why now?’

‘I’ve never been a danger to her! I’ve never wanted to bring scandal down on her; why would I? She’s my mother!’

His hand dropped from my shoulder and he snapped his large fingers. ‘You said – the King freed you! They might think you couldn’t raise a scandal as a slave, but once freed—’

‘I would never have hurt her.’

The Egyptian looked down at me. I begrudged him the height that lent him an illicit moral authority.

I said, ‘She first came to me when I’d been at court half a year. We’ve spoken together, I don’t know, six or seven times after that? Over the years. I knew what a scandal there’d be if gossip got hold of the story that she’d given birth to a freak. I would never tell that secret. She knows I won’t say anything.’

‘Clearly, not. Or she would not have attempted to kill you.’

I’ve watched stonemasons work; how with one tap of a hammer, and the correct wedge, they can sheer off a great slab of stone. I felt tears well up in my eyes, and I had to grit my teeth to keep my breathing even.

This Egyptian bureaucrat knows far too much about the right wedges to split people apart.

‘She’s afraid.’ I managed to keep my voice steady, although I heard it croak like a half-grown boy’s. ‘She’s mistaken. Since I couldn’t make her understand that, I left Taraco.’

‘Kek and Keket!’ he muttered, as if it were some oath.

‘And,’ I added with a shrug, it being so much less painful than other matters, ‘I’m hardly likely to be in favour enough with King Rodrigo to gossip with him. He wanted me to go north, to crusade against the Franks around Poitiers, as his siege engineer. A builder of trebuchets is more valuable than a painter of statues. I would have had to leave the court in any case.’

Rekhmire’ looked me up and down. For all the wool of the robe covering my chest, I felt as if my breasts were exposed. He brought a finger up and stroked my hair back from my cheek.

‘By the Company of the Eight!’ he said softly. ‘What a mess. And a puzzle. I don’t understand it all …’

The fear that rushed through me – at having trusted; having told things I should never have told – made me curt. ‘You don’t need to. All you need to do is let me paint, in the hours when I’m not doing copy-work for you. I’ll earn enough money to buy my freedom, and you can buy another slave when you get to the next city you’re going to!’

In a tone that robbed the comment of offensiveness, Rekhmire’ said, ‘You’re remarkably attractive, too. I didn’t buy you as a bed-slave, but I’m open to amending the contract, if you’re willing?’

Evidently slavery is different in Alexandria.

Startled, I embarrassed myself by saying aloud, ‘Can you – I mean … Can you?’

‘It may take me a little concentration to begin,’ Rekhmire’ said – mildly, for a man who must have been asked too many times before. ‘But the only thing I can’t do is procreate.’

His smile shone; I thought him honestly amused.

‘The Sublime Porte’s eunuch guards, let’s say, would hardly be so popular among his thousand wives if they couldn’t adequately entertain them. Believe me more than capable of making this offer to you. But answer me as you wish.’

Meeting his gaze, I saw such a lack of coercion that I was not, at first, inclined to believe it.

A slave’s word is worth less than the wind that stirs the torch-flames, of course. And this man might be cruel enough to sell me, if rejected; worst of all, sell me to Aldro Rosamunda, if he could get word to Taraconensis.

But I am tired of being the whore I was sometimes made to be, as the King’s Freak. And this … would be two freaks in sexual congress.

‘I’m not willing.’

He gave an acknowledging nod. ‘I’ll show you some of the scrolls I have here, indoors, that need copying. And tomorrow we must go to one of the Lords-Amir’s houses, to copy a parchment he won’t let me take out of his library.’

Will this man forget rejection – and scandal – so easily? No. I should not have spoken …

At the moment, even this early in the evening, the black sky and the sickness of my body insisted that what I needed more than thought was sleep.

The tall Egyptian bent to pick up the bowl I had been drinking from, and absently placed it with his own on the rim of the roof, where it would be easier for the house-slaves to clear it away.

‘I could make a few inquiries,’ Rekhmire’ said, glancing back. ‘I meet a number of people in this city, while I’m buying books; I could tactfully find out if they know of any Iberian noblewomen travelling in this area.’

It may have been the mixture of diffidence and confidence in his bearing, or his subtle interrogation of me – or simply the realisation that an Egyptian civil servant travelling for the Royal Library will visit many places …

I blurted out, ‘You’re not a spy, are you?’

Rekhmire’ grinned. It made him look unlined and twenty, instead of the thirty I suspected him to be.

‘I get a lot of that. No. I’m not a spy. Go and make them find you a bed, Ilario. Amun and Amunet! You’re falling asleep on your feet!’

I slept. But sleeping or waking, what stayed in my mind was my mother.
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The next day, I bettered my acquaintance with Carthage – or at least, the part of it that lies indoors, in the rich closed mansions of the Bursa-hill district.

‘That,’ the Alexandrine Egyptian’s voice said beside me, ‘will be your rough copy, one assumes?’

I frowned. Naphtha gas-lamps hissed and sputtered in this scriptorium belonging to one of Carthage’s ‘philosopher-lords’, or ‘Lords-Amir’, as they call themselves. A close stare at my papyrus showed me perfectly adequate lettering, by that harsh light, even if the subject itself was capable of boring the most pedantic scholar. I opened my mouth to protest – and shut it again.

Three separate oak-gall ink drawings adorned the margin. Two were approximations of diagrams in the original manuscript. The third … … Was half-a-dozen sketched lines that caused me to lift my head and look at the Lord-Amir’s cat, asleep on the window-ledge overlooking the courtyard, one front leg hanging bonelessly down against the inner wall.

My hand has a mind of its own in absent moments.

‘You have to admit,’ I looked back from the dark window at my doodle, ‘it’s not bad.’

‘It’s a cat.’

The Egyptian might or might not have been suppressing a smile.

‘At least you can recognise it! This is my rough copy,’ I agreed hastily, knowing that meant extra work by lamp-light, or naphtha gas-lamps. Nothing by daylight here.

And yet I’ll draw without complaint, until my eyes feel like sand.

Rekhmire’ murmured, ‘How far have you got?’

The Carthaginians do their writing at a high desk at which the copyist stands, the manuscript held open in a frame. The tall Egyptian bent his head to read over my shoulder.

‘“Hasdrubal lies between life and death, tended by his brother-in-law Hannibal”,’ I read. ‘There’s a page of Hasdrubal recovering from his wound after a local tribesman attacks him, then, “Hasdrubal, after much speech, persuades Hannibal to abandon his childhood oath of vengeance on Rome; they sign the Treaty of Seguntum with Scipio” … Then it’s all diplomacy between Rome and Carthage until Hannibal and Scipio – different Scipio – lead the Roman-Punic Alliance to wipe out the Persians at the battle of Zama …’

I thumbed several pages ahead. History bores me. I’d hoped to be copying something like Hero of Alexandria’s Pneumatics – which, if it is Greek, at least has drawings of his steam-driven aeolipile, and a couple of books on engines of war and ballistics that King Rodrigo had me read in translation in Taraco.

‘… Aaaand … Much later, there’s the Visigoths defeating the Carthaginians in Iberia. No Roman help; the Great Alliance is breaking down by then. And the great re-invasion of Iberia from Carthage, starting in the year Anno Domini seven hundred and eleven. Are you sure you want all this? I’ve seen a far better history of the Classical era in the royal library at Taraco—’

My hand clenched, splaying the split tip of my quill against the papyrus. Christus Imperator! Can’t I keep my mouth shut?

The Egyptian Rekhmire’ nodded, and made the reply I might have expected from a book-buyer. ‘It may be necessary to travel to Taraco, in that case.’

‘I will have bought myself free before you do.’

It came out, not speculative, but as a flat statement. I will not go back to Taraco.

The cat landed on the sanded wooden floorboards with a soft, plump sound, and strolled over to wind between Rekhmire”s ankles. My hand sketched the hoop of the cat’s back as it arched up against the eunuch’s shin. The Egyptian’s brows lifted.

‘Why must cats always approach those who can’t endure their presence?’ He sniffled, watery-eyed, edging it away with his sandal. ‘Go, daughter of Bast.’

I added two small relevant curves.

‘“Son of Bast”, I think. Master,’ I added, with the look that slave-owners commonly identify as ‘dumb insolence’.

To my surprise, Rekhmire’ gave me a look he might have given any freeman or freewoman.

‘Balls aren’t everything, Ilario.’

I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. Or for which of us. ‘No, indeed …’

‘Theologically speaking, all Bast’s children are daughters, female or male—’

An elderly white-bearded Lord-Amir bustled in at that point, to converse with the Egyptian. I took out my pen knife – sharp enough to shave the hairs from my arm, or slice through a slave-owner’s throat – and re-cut the quill’s nib.

Forget Rosamunda, this Alexandrine Egyptian, these Carthaginian Lords!, I thought doggedly, with a glance out at the roiling waves of light that edged the Penitence today in green and gold. I came here to paint. Everything else is behind me now: forgotten and gone.
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The tophet in Carthage is a place of child-sacrifice.

I walked there to paint, towards the end of the first week or ten days after I entered Rekhmire”s household.

Shake the nightmares out of my head, I thought. Even if what I put in place of them is true horror.

Every man knows rumours of Carthage’s ‘tophet’. That is not a Carthaginian word. I managed to find the place, after much wandering about the hill of the Bursa and down into the suburbs, by asking for directions to the ‘child-garden’.

That made me shudder.

The light … remained the light Under the Penitence, and I began to wonder how Carthage’s citizens bore it.

I wondered, too, what Messer Tommaso Cassai – nicknamed in Rome ‘Mastro Masaccio’ – might after all make of an apprentice who offered him not the formal faces of saints and the dead, nor statues with ivory-rose cheeks and brown eyes, but only the mundane landscape of the world. Even if it is the world under Carthage’s constant darkness.

Must it not say something about a painter, if they can paint this unique light? He’ll have to accept me!

The way to the tophet was up a street steep enough to make me regret the wooden easel under my arm, and the metal box of tools with me. I carried also a small iron brazier, to heat the hot coals inside the bronze palette. Unlikely I could paint here unless I could heat my instruments.

The naphtha gas-lamps that lit the street became more widely spaced, and stopped as I reached the crest of the hill. Stepping past the last tall building, I could see, beyond a vast rampart, the great five-fingered harbour below me. The shape of the circular ship-construction docks stood out clearly, outlined by lanterns.

A step or two along the rampart-wall brought me to stunted juniper trees, and I stepped down in among them, onto shed twigs, and into impenetrable blackness. I stopped, for my eyes to adjust.

Low, crabbed junipers. Trees I’ve seen grow in the desert rock behind Taraco, that thrive without rain. Now Carthage’s only surviving trees. For all their small size, junipers grow slow enough that these must have rooted here centuries ago, before the Penitence fell on the city.

My eyes accustomed themselves rapidly to the shadow. Perhaps, I thought wryly, more used to Carthage now than I am.

I picked a way over roots, between gnarled low branches. The empty space that opened ahead of me had the smell of sacrifice on the air. That’s recognisable wherever one goes, from prayers to Saint Tanitta in some goat-herds’ village in the Taraconian hills, to the spilling of the Bull’s blood in the Mass of the Green Christ.

But this will be infants’ blood, if the stories speak right.

I was in the tophet before I properly knew it.

Squared-off short pillars of stone jutted up from the earth, and I had to step back sharply from the grave-monuments before I barked my knees.

Allowing the afternoon’s starlight to guide me, I put my gear down and used flint and steel to light a torch. Far away, across the tophet, I thought I saw a cave-entrance – an associated sanctuary? – but its torches were too distant to help.

My flickering light spread out, there being little enough wind to make it flare, and let me see the carvings on the truncated oblong pillars.

Not saints’ faces, these.

I let my fingers trace the mask-faces on the stone. The up-curved mouths were carved deep enough in the bas-relief that my fingers couldn’t find the back of the hole. So, also, the down-turned curves of the hollow eyes. Their expressions were grinning mockery.

All the ages, under the names on the stones, were between birth and three years of age.

I puzzled out the unfamiliar inscriptions: ‘here is … sacred and dedicated to …’ My torch drizzled smoke across the masks’ hollowed gazes. I straightened up again.

Rumour spoke of fire: I could smell no smoke or burnt meat. What do they call their god? The one that swallows the children whose bones are buried under these stones … ? Travellers’ tales speak only of ‘Baal’ – ’God’.

Rekhmire’ would know, he being a man who picks up information like an ant carrying away a leaf. I didn’t want to ask him.

The carved god’s-heads were as bald as Rekhmire”s. I could see an ironic similarity in their prominent stone ears, too.

I lifted my head and looked at the juniper trees silhouetted against the sky. The tophet moved me to shudder and smile wryly, both.

And now we come to the problem of how we shall paint in the dark.

Even if I can use flint and tinder on my brazier …

Carthage’s darkness was not homogeneous. I realised that, now – I had thought it a freak of the weather, sailing in. But the Penitence swelled into sooty blackness at times, and at other times shrank up the dome of the sky so that all the horizon quivered and swayed with curtains of light. Unlike statues or icons in the workshop, to paint here, to attempt a sample of the colours, I needed to wait.

Tommaso Cassai was rumoured to paint the ordinary countryside around the city of Rome. So he might have his own experiences of waiting for weather to clear. If not weather like this.

The wood under the brazier’s coals began to take fire from the tinder, glowing red and orange. I scented burning on the air. At this rate it would take a long time for my bronze palette box to warm enough to melt the colours.

Every coin the Egyptian had so far given me, I spent on pigments, wax, willow-twig charcoal (since no man was selling the better-quality vine-twig, under the Penitence), and the materials for size, and different grounds. So this is not a time to waste them. If I took out a prepared, properly-sized sheet of parchment and a metal stylus, I might sketch in silver-point – But colour – the eternal problem is mixing raw pigments to match the colour of reality …

Memory washed over me while I knelt, wondering, in that unnoticed corner of the tophet. There was no connection. Indeed, it felt as if the lack of connection was itself the reason: I have spent a month and more putting this out of my mind, and as soon as I relax—

I had been relaxed in Taraco, if slightly concerned about Rosamunda. I take after my mother more than I do after my father, but – understandably, with a freak offspring – there’s little physical resemblance even between she and I. Left to myself, it would have been a long time before I knew Aldro Rosamunda for the woman who bore me.

Five weeks ago to the day, now.

And, as on the very first occasion when she and I spoke at court, it was the Aldra Videric who brought me to her.

As he led me past arches that opened onto fountain-courtyards, sunlight burnt white into the corridor, and cast the shadows of fretwork-cut alabaster back on the flagstones. The fragmentary light picked out the few white hairs in his neatly-trimmed yellow beard, and the blue of his eyes in his sun-burned face as he turned his head to speak to me – Frankish ancestry, somewhere in the bloodline.

‘She’s upset.’ Videric sounded embarrassed. ‘She wants to speak to you. I don’t know why, Ilario. Be kind to her.’

At the doorway, he held back the linen curtain as if to a lady of King Rodrigo’s court, although I was today in men’s clothes. He would often joke awkwardly with me about women, or discuss duelling skills. My father, this burly, richly-dressed man; who does not know what to make of his son-daughter – except to know what a scandal it would be if the freak Ilario’s parentage were attached to the great Aldra who is King Rodrigo’s confidant and long-time First Adviser.

‘She’s there. Be kind,’ Videric repeated.

He turned and walked quickly back down the corridor. The wide blue and white stripes on his linen gown – made with hanging sleeves, as the Franks do, but in light material for our hot weather – billowed up as he walked; I glimpsed his silk hose, and his war-sandals. His hand, where it swung at his side, clenched into a fist.

I entered the room, and let the linen drapes fall closed behind me.

Silver flashed in the air.

The fountains of Taraco are a permanent pleasure, in this arid land that is the first and oldest of the Visigoth sub-kingdoms of Iberia. Warriors coming from the north, after crusade, relax with a welcoming sigh when they see the arcs of water in the sun. The ladies of the court sit in the shade of ferns that grow only in those great stone basins.

Of course, the fountains often smell sour, as I noted this one did; and they take hundreds of servants and slaves to maintain. As King’s Freak, I was unlikely ever to be put to cleaning out clogged pipes or pumping water through drains, but that doesn’t mean I’m not aware of such things.

‘Ilario!’ Rosamunda turned her head, looking up from the ripples on the fountain-pool’s surface. She smiled – nervously, with a quick stretch of her lips.

‘The lord Videric said you wished to see me?’ Even in privacy, I do not call her mother: it’s wise to be discreet. ‘Are you well, lady?’

Her eyes flicked back and forwards, under half-lowered lids, and she didn’t turn, continuing to look at me over her shoulder.

What has she to tell me? I wondered, suddenly.

The times that we had met before, with the awkwardness of her abandoning me as an infant between us, it seemed to me that she wanted to reach out to me. A year might go by, between such meetings. We had drawn close. Now …

‘What is it?’ I said.

Rosamunda glanced down; I saw her in profile. I suppose her forty-five or so. There is no grey in her black hair, and her brows are clean sweeping lines, without needing to be plucked. I would have painted her portrait, if not that I thought the love between us would show in it for all to see.

‘I wanted to tell you …’ Her mouth has a perfect fullness to the lower lip. She lifted her dark eyes to me, and I forgot to look at her; could see only the pain in her gaze. ‘How it was, when you were born. Your father – Aldra Videric gave me a choice. When he saw you, what you were. I could leave, taking you with me. Or I could … give you up, and stay. I had nothing of my own. Nothing. How would we have lived? We would have starved!’

Gently, moving forward, I said, ‘You hinted as much, before. You don’t think I blame you?’

‘Don’t you?’

I am the taller, and I wanted to kneel down, in that pale alabaster room, and hide my head in her skirts, just as a child would do.

She muttered: I realised she had said, ‘I left you where I knew you would be found—’

The swirl of green silk, that ran in a sweep from her deep bodice to the wide hem, flew out as she spun around; the golden girdle around her hips clinked as her Aldro’s keys-of-the-house jingled.

‘Ahh!’ she cried out, but not loudly. As if stifled.

Silver flashed in the air.

I acted without thought. It was instinct to step back, and slap her knife out of her hand—

Her knife.

The dagger clattered to the flagstones—

The woman who is my mother stared at me, frozen; translucent flax-linen veil floating across, draping over her mouth. Both her empty hands extended forward, the fingers closing into claws.

The dagger on the tiles was a foot long, the blade triangular, all three edges sharp. Something blackened the steel, and the point itself was all black. Poison.

‘What …’ I stared.

Her eyes, wide and frantic, stared back at me. The noise of the falling knife echoed in my mind—

Will have echoed down the palace corridors. Far off, I heard a sound of sandals slapping against stone floors. Coming closer?

If Videric is still near … He will have heard!

Rosamunda caught her lower lip between her teeth.

My mind replayed her action. The dagger as she had been holding it, point-down, clenched in her hand. Flat against her belly, as she turned. Her quick, panicky movement.

‘You tried to stab me.’

My words did not dent the silence.

A voice shouted urgently from the corridor. I heard a clatter of feet. My mother’s gaze still locked with mine.

‘You stabbed—’

Rosamunda whispered, ‘Run.’

‘—RUN!’

Jolted out of memory, I stumbled up onto my feet; ducking as something flew past my face.

A man’s voice shouted again, in thick Carthaginian Latin; I couldn’t understand him. Did he shout that word? Is it just my memory?

He ran towards me, from the rock-face where torches shimmered; halted at the edge of the stone pillars, screamed in fury—

I had easel and box scrabbled up under my arm in a second, as his robe flapped white in the darkness and he ran to and fro, not coming within the stones.

He’ll be a priest, a priest of Baal; I’ll be executed for coming in here, a foreigner!

I kicked the torch over and stamped it out. Sparks stung my ankle above my sandal. I ignored that, and snatched at the brazier; jerked my hand back from burning-hot iron.

‘You!’ The priest’s ferocity cut through the pitch-black afternoon.

I sucked at my blistered hand for a moment, caught in indecision – and ran, box and wooden stand clasped to me, abandoning the brazier and the coals.

I can earn another iron brazier – more days copying histories—

The Baal-priest’s shouts died down behind me.

By the time I found Rekhmire”s hired house again and staggered in, the skirts of my robe blackened with dirt to the knee, I was in no mood to be spoken to. Only the knowledge of how expensive they would be to replace kept me from dropping my box of instruments and kicking them across the floor.

I placed them, very carefully, at the foot of the mattress that served me as a bed; slammed my fists against the clay-plastered walls of the tiny cubicle room, and swore out loud.

Rekhmire”s voice, amused and blasphemous, came from the doorway. ‘I must teach you better gods to appeal to.’

I wiped earthy hands down my woollen gown as I turned and glared at him.

He added, ‘You may swear by the Hermopolitan Ogdoad. They permit unbelievers to worship.’

‘The which-what-how?’

‘The Company of Eight.’

I was baptised Christian in the faith of Christ the Emperor; but that doesn’t mean enough for me to feel inclined to argue with this lunatic Egyptian pagan. God has never helped me, why should I champion God?

Rekhmire”s smooth, monumental face changed to seriousness. ‘I’ve been awaiting your return. I … have heard a rumour, from one of the secretaries of a Lord-Amir whose scrolls I’m paying an exorbitant price for, and I went down to check it at the docks—’

‘What?’ I snapped.

He scratched a hand over his shining head, where a faint fine stubble began to rasp at the end of every other day.

‘There is news of an Iberian noblewoman having arrived here. Which means nothing in itself. But this woman is searching—’

‘For her—’ I stopped, helpless with hope. ‘—“Daughter”? “Son”?’

‘For a young man … And a young woman.’ Rekhmire’ rested his broad hand on my shoulder. ‘For her twin male and female slaves.’
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‘Twins!’

‘You could be dressed as man or woman, now. How else could she look for you and not give away what it is she’s searching for?’

‘Who’, not ‘what’!

I bit my tongue to keep from yelling it at him.

He had taken me up to the roof garden again, and had the slaves serve wine where we sat in the chilling air. I didn’t drink. Anger was too pure in me to muddy it with that.

‘Slaves! Twins!’

I asked Father Felix, once, whether he thought it was possible to be born with two souls within one body. That might explain me, I thought. I bleed like a woman, I spend seed like a man; is that because there’s a male soul and a female soul in me?

Father Felix explained gently enough that there could not be.

‘God has afflicted you. Either you are a woman, afflicted grievously with the ambitions of a man as well as the curse of Eve, or else you are a man forced for some sin to bear the shameful signs of a woman.’ He had shaken his tonsured head, in the shadow of his green robe’s hood. ‘Not your sin, Ilario. What have you done, after all? It’s the sin of your unknown father and mother, I would judge.’

Rosamunda’s here, I thought, stunned.

Is Aldra Videric? He must know what she did—

‘She won’t find you.’ Rekhmire”s voice broke the comparative silence of Carthage in the evening. Men’s voices called to each other down in the street below; greased cart-wheels screeched. I heard the yelp of an urban hyena come in from the desert to scavenge.

The Egyptian, my master, looked at me speculatively over the top of a glass goblet made in La Serenissima. ‘There’s no reason you two should meet. I’ll keep you busy enough copying books. You will not be addressed by the name “Ilario”. But … I’m concerned. If this Iberian noblewoman should happen to speak with the man who sold you to me—’

‘You will this, you won’t that!’ All common sense left me. I glared at Rekhmire’ as if he were not my legal owner. ‘I get no say in the matter?’

‘You say she’s tried to kill you once already.’

‘Run!’ Rosamunda’s voice whispered in my memory.

Her expression, if I could have caught it in pigments, would have made my fortune. Torn between fear for herself and ruin, fear for her daughter-son.

But not so much fear for me that she didn’t try to hurt me.

‘Where is she?’ I demanded.

‘Ilario …’ The Egyptian put his glass down beside him on the green ceramic roof-tiles. Their colour echoed the curtains of light flickering inland, where the desert creeps close to the city.

His glance at me was sharp.

‘Ilario, she’s travelling alone, with very few servants, but those that she does have are armed soldiers.’

I put a finger between the slave collar and the flesh of my neck, lifting up the iron. ‘You can chain me up all day and all night from now on, or you can tell me where she is.’

He shook his head. ‘Nun and Naunet and the sun-god’s egg!, but you’re stubborn!’

‘If you’re a foreigner and you can go around asking questions, I’m a foreigner and so can I! I’ll find her!’

The iron felt cold, now the evening fell. I let the collar slip down again. If I missed the sun, I missed the changeable light of the moon fully as much, and that would not be new for several days yet.

Under the stars and aurora-curtain of Carthage’s Darkness, I couldn’t read Rekhmire”s expression clearly.

‘You write a neat hand. You cost me an appropriate sum.’ His eyes caught the shifting green and gold light as he glanced at me. ‘And, sooner or later, your mother will think to send one of her men around the slavers’ halls. If you must hear it … She’s not with the King-Caliph’s court; she came in off the Christus Viridianus out of Mallorca, and hired rooms anonymously, overlooking the dockyard—’

I scrambled up, interrupting; gathering my skirts around me. I gave him a sudden queasy look. ‘I’m sorry – I’ll have to hear it in a moment!’

I saw him glance at the edge of the roof, off which it would have been most natural for a man to void his guts were he ill. His expression altered. Thinking of my woman’s modesty in such matters.

He gave a curt nod of dismissal.

I stumbled down the inner stairs, into the house – and on, through the intricately tiled hallway, and out of the slaves’ door into the street.
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