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13
Poverty
She watched the ship until it was out of sight, then clambered down the bell-tower
ladder. The flowing skirts of the ridiculous red dress hampered and obstructed her, like
bored, hungry children. Number-one priority, change into something else.
The panic was still there, it was always there these days, like a faithful but
unfashionable dog, but she pretended she could ignore it. The side buttons were tight
in the buttonholes and she ended up tearing two of them off; small, satin-covered
buttons, unique, she couldn’t be bothered to look for them in among the junk and
rubbish on the vestry floor. She pulled on her smock and apron, her cloak of
invisibility. That made her feel a little bit better.
Not to worry, she ordered herself. True, she’d given up her place on the last ship
but one out of Beloisa to someone she personally regarded as almost certainly
worthless, but there was still one ship to go; her chances of getting on board it,
objectively assessed, about forty per cent. Not good odds, but not the worst either. She
tried to squeeze her feet into the horrible wooden shoes. What am I doing here? she
thought.
She left the twenty-angel silk dress draped over a broken chair. The door was wide
open, but she didn’t feel like going that way. She climbed out through the vestry
window, tearing her hem. In the street, the water was up over her ankles. It flooded her
clogs and made her toes squirm. Thank you so much.
There were no clocks in this horrible city. Not that they’d have been any use today
– the sky was low, black cloud, so no sun – but even so. A clock isn’t the end of the
world, technically speaking. It’s a brass disc with numbers on and a thing sticking out
the middle to cast a shadow. You’d have thought even these people could’ve got the
hang of that. A city with no way of telling the time can by no stretch of the
imagination be called civilised. It’s just a mob with walls.
She hurried down Coppergate, splashing water up her legs. Oida had offered her
his place on the ship, but he hadn’t meant it, she could tell. Oida, of course, was about
the only man in the world with nothing to fear in a city about to be taken by storm.
Our Father, she prayed, whip up a gentle storm halfway across, just enough to make
him chuck his guts up. She composed a mental picture of Oida bent double over the
rail, making retching noises. It was a good picture. It made her grin.
There were two kettle hats on the main door of the Prefecture, but either they
didn’t know about the side door in Longacre or they didn’t have the manpower. It
wasn’t locked; it couldn’t have been, because she’d stolen the key. She clumped up the
back stair, squelch squelch, let herself into Major Pieres’ office, sat down in his chair
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and pulled her clogs off. A cupful of water drained out of them into the floorboards. I
want to go home, she thought.
Pieres had locked his despatch case, bless him. That held her up for as long as it
takes to boil a pint of water. Nothing new since this morning. She closed the case and
locked it, breaking a fingernail in the process. One of those days.
“Hello,” he said, when he finally showed up. “That’s my chair.”
She gave him a look and stood up. “You’ve got it all wet,” he pointed out.
“I’m so very, very sorry.”
He sighed, took off his cloak and draped it over the seat before sitting down.
“Well?” he said. “Did you get them off safely?”
Pointless question. “Now, then,” she said. “About me.”
“I wanted to talk to you about that.” Bare-faced lie. She could tell from his face, it
was the last thing he wanted to talk about.
“You’ve given my place to someone else.”
He had the grace to avoid her eye. “Not my decision,” he said. “It’s one of
Division’s damned politicals, turned up this morning at the South gate, we had to
lower a basket on a rope and haul him up. Bloody fool was wandering about in the
bush somewhere on a fact-finding mission—” (She loved the way he said that.) “Got
separated from his escort, somehow managed to get back here, and now he’s bouncing
up and down pulling rank on me, so I’m really sorry, but there’s nothing I can do.” He
paused. He always paused when he was about to tell a lie. “There’ll probably be one
more ship after this one, though obviously I can’t guarantee it. But I promise you, the
first available place—”
She gave him the sweetest smile she could manage. “That’s perfectly all right,” she
said. “I quite understand.”
“Don’t be like that,” he called out after her, but she didn’t turn back. Instead, she
ran down the main staircase, only realising when she was halfway down that she’d left
the clogs behind and had nothing on her feet. Not to worry, she’d gone barefoot often
enough. Just one shot at this, she told herself, so for crying out loud guess right. Now
then, where would he be?
She went to the guardhouse of the Fifteenth, on Rook Street. Good guess. Poor
little Captain Jaizo was there, surprisingly sober. “I need to see your political,” she
said. “Now.”
“I’m not sure—”
“Now,” she repeated. “I need to give him a top-priority message to take back to
Central Command. The ship leaves in an hour.”
Jaizo gave her an agonised look. “Give me the message, I’ll make sure he—”
“You’re not cleared,” she snapped. “Fine. I’ll go and drag Pieres away from his
lunch, and he can order you. I’m sure he won’t mind.”
The political officer was a big man, tall, built like an athlete. He’d got on one of
those marvellous vests of small steel scales that overlap like fish scales; light enough
so you hardly notice you’re wearing it, but proof against everything below light
artillery. Not that it mattered, because she stabbed him in the ear.
“Bad news,” she told Jaizo. “Your political won’t be going.”
He gave her a hazy stare. “What, after the fuss he made?”
“Dead,” she said. “Someone got to him.”
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“Dead? You mean killed.”
“Quite. Wonderful security you’ve got here, Captain. Might just possibly cost us
the war, but there you go.” Jaizo opened and closed his mouth, but no sound came.
“You do realise, if that message doesn’t reach Command—”
Jaizo was one step away from tears. Was I ever that young? she wondered. “What
are we going to do? The ship sails in—”
She nodded at the sand clock on his wall. “Twenty minutes.”
Despair; then sudden, wild hope. “Can’t you go?”
“What?”
“You’ll have to go. On the ship. Take the message yourself.”
She needed just the right pitch of exasperated fury. “Don’t be ridiculous; I can’t go,
I’ve got far too much to do here.” She shook her head. “It’s no good, I’ll just have to
write it out and give it to the captain, who’ll probably lose it or wipe his arse with it.
Not to mention it’s a direct breach of standing orders.”
“There isn’t time,” Jaizo wailed. “Not if it’s got to be ciphered, you know how
long that takes.” He bit his nails, she noticed. Only weak people do that. “How the hell
did they get someone in here? I’ve got guards on all the doors and windows.”
She shrugged. “That doesn’t really matter much now,” she said. “Here, give me
some paper.”
“No.” Jaizo had made up his mind, what was left of it. “You’ll have to go. I mean
it. I’m ordering—”
“You can’t,” she pointed out. Then a sigh. “But you’re right, of course. Hell,” she
added, with feeling. “It’s just one damn thing after another these days.”
She made the ship with a couple of minutes to spare. She was wearing men’s
boots; she looked like a clown. The captain looked at her. “Where’s the political
officer?”
“He’s not coming.”
“I need to see a written—”
She had her warrant ready, folded in her sleeve. She pulled it out, unfolded it and
held it two inches from his nose. Hooray for melodrama. “Well?”
“Fine,” the captain said. “Do you really need all that stuff?”
“Yes.”
The soldiers stowed it for her, wedged between the foredeck rail and a water
barrel. It was only three sacks and a small steel trunk. On balance, she decided, she
should’ve left a note for Pieres, to get Jaizo off the hook. It would’ve been the decent
thing to do. But too late now.
No disrespect to the fire god, naturally; blame it instead on His administration,
presumably made up of officers of roughly the same level of ability as their terrestrial
counterparts. That would explain why the mild storm she’d ordered for Oida hit her
instead.
Just as well she hadn’t eaten for two days. Even so, it was hell. The sailors,
nervous enough already about having a woman on board, wisely gave her a wide
berth, six feet of rail all to herself. It was inconceivable that any human being could
retch so much and still have all their insides. By the time Cape Pinao appeared on the
skyline, she was sure she weighed a stone lighter. She lifted her head and scowled at
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the scenery. In five hours’ time, she’d have to be in the General Office in Numa,
looking beautiful. No chance.
Amazing, however, the difference dry land can make. Also, she had a spoonful or
two of the stuff left (you swallow it and it makes your skin positively glow, and your
eyes shine, and you look like the moon goddess, and six hours later you’re as sick as a
dog) and mostly it’s just mental attitude, anyway. In the end she coped just fine, and
the evening was pretty bad but could’ve been worse. Anyway, she was home, which
was rather more than she’d dared hope the same time yesterday.
In the morning she felt fine, apart from a painfully dry throat that didn’t seem to
respond to water, so she went to Temple, which made her feel a lot better. She caught
the noon stage to Rasch Cuiber; three days in a coach, with two provincial
moneylenders and an actuary.
“Excuse me,” she said brightly, as the coach bounced painfully over the
Saddleback hills. “What’s that game you’re playing?”
The moneylenders looked at her. “It’s called Bust,” one of them said.
“It looks like fun. Can I play?”
The moneylenders looked at each other. “Don’t think so,” one of them said.
“Man’s game, Bust. Also, you play for money.”
From her sleeve she took her last two gold angels. “Oh, I’ve got money,” she said.
The actuary turned away, as if he couldn’t bear to look. The moneylenders
laughed. “Well, in that case,” one of them said.
So that was all right. By the time they reached the inn, she had plenty of money;
for a room, food, she could’ve bought the inn itself if she’d wanted. The moneylenders
didn’t want to play cards the next day, but she’d got a book out of her luggage so it
didn’t matter. She had a nasty turn in mid-afternoon – the stuff did that sometimes,
came back at you for a second go – but she managed to keep it down until the driver
stopped to water the horses. After that, she felt better than she had for weeks. The
moneylenders left the coach that night and an elderly man and his granddaughter took
their places. The man was a professor from the Imperial Academy at Fort Nain,
specialising in moral philosophy; he was reading Eustatius on Transubstantiation,
while his granddaughter looked at herself in the back of a small silver hairbrush. Once
she’d broken the ice, she had a really quite invigorating discussion with him about the
Six Degrees heresy, on which subject he was surprisingly well informed, for a
provincial.
“I’m so sorry,” he said, after a while. “I don’t think I caught your name.”
“Telamon.”
“Ah.” He clearly liked the name. “And which temple did you say you were—?”
Well, she hadn’t actually told him she was a priestess, but she hadn’t denied it
either. “The Poverty and Patience,” she said, “in Oudei Mavia. You won’t have heard
of us,” she added, quite truthfully, since she’d just made it up. “This will be my first
time in Rasch. I’m terribly excited.”
No indication that the professor was a craftsman, which was more disappointing
than surprising. It was becoming fashionable in academic circles not to belong;
perverse, but no more so than most fashions. She tried not to hold it against him. “Do
you know Rasch well?” she asked.
“Reasonably well,” he said. “Where will you be staying?”
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“The Blue Spire,” she lied. “Can you tell me where that is?”
The directions he gave her were almost but not quite accurate; if she’d followed
them, she’d have ended up in Sixty Yards, a place which, if he ever went there, would
freeze his blood. “Thank you,” she said gravely. “I must admit, I’m a bit apprehensive.
Cities—”
The professor raised a hand. “You have to be careful,” he said. “But the capital has
so much to recommend it. The Old Library. The Opera.”
She smiled. “You like music.”
He had plenty to say after that. Seleucus, of course, and Scadia, and some of the
Moderns; Avares, Procopius himself—
“What do you think of Oida?”
He paused; she could see him being scrupulously fair. “His sacred music is
certainly charming,” he said, “and of course Caladon and the Wolf. But I find much of
his recent orchestral stuff is sadly derivative, and of course he wastes so much time
and energy writing for the popular stage. I believe there’s rather less to him than meets
the eye.”
“I do so agree,” she said, with feeling. “Terribly overrated. Very much a minor
talent, if you ask me.”
“Oh, I wouldn’t go that far.”
Civilised conversation; before she knew it, they were rolling through the
vineyards, with the Foregate dead ahead on the skyline. She felt a surge of joy which
was hard to conceal. The professor was talking earnestly about Carrana’s Winter
Requiem. The girl must have noticed something; she looked at her and grinned, then
went back to combing her hair. Through the Foregate and into New Town. Almost
there.
The professor was kind enough to point out objects of interest; that’s the
Mausoleum, that spire is the Golden Hook, and if you look carefully you can just see
the dome of the Offertory, and on our left is the Infirmary (No it’s not, you old fool,
that’s the Guards barracks; that’s the Infirmary.) and we’re just approaching the Milk
Cross now.
The coach stopped. “We’re getting off here,” the professor said. “So very nice to
have met you. I do hope you enjoy your time in Rasch.”
She smiled and stood up to let them get past to the door. As she did so, her short
knife dropped from her sleeve and clattered on the floor. She picked it up immediately,
but too late. “Thank you,” she said, “I’m sure I shall.” She tucked it away under her
bracelet. “Thank you so much for showing me the sights.”
They stared at her and got out. An old woman in a blue silk dress got in, with a
small white dog in a basket.
“You killed a political officer,” the abbot said. “Just like that.”
“He was in the way.”
“You can’t do things like that.”
The look on his face told her that actually she could, and that bothered him, quite a
lot. She could sympathise. “It was him or me,” she said. “There was one place, on the
last ship out. The garrison CO didn’t have the authority.”
“He’s going to report you,” the abbot said gloomily. “And then we’ll have all sorts
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of aggravation. You know what people are saying about how we’re abusing benefit of
clergy.”
She shook her head. “No, he won’t,” she said. “If he’s not already dead, he soon
will be. And don’t say he’ll have sent a letter, because he couldn’t have. Last ship out,
remember.”
He gave her a despairing look, which she stared down. “Fine,” he said. “I wish you
hadn’t told me.”
“I tell you everything,” she said. “Oh, come on,” she added. “A political’s no great
loss.”
“Was he a craftsman?”
Sore point. Score one to the abbot. “No idea,” she said briskly. “He didn’t say and I
didn’t ask. It’s all as broad as it’s long,” she went on, before he could say anything.
“When Senza Belot storms Beloisa and slaughters the entire garrison, what difference
will one more body make? They’re all dead anyway. That’s what happens in war,
which is,” she added gravely, “an institution of which I do not approve. Can we talk
about something else now, please?”
The abbot gave her a long look, then asked her questions about other things which
she was both able and willing to answer. Her answers put him in a good mood, and the
subject of the dead political didn’t come up again. “Thank you,” he said, when the
debriefing was over, “you’ve done marvellously well, as usual. I honestly don’t know
how this faculty would manage without you.”
She gave him a don’t-be-silly smile. “Where next?” she asked.
“Not quite sure,” the abbot replied. “There’s a number of situations developing
which would benefit from your touch, I don’t yet know which one’s most important.
So, have a few days off.”
She beamed at him. “Thank you,” she said. “I could do with a break. Do you
realise, I’ve been on the road continuously for six weeks now?”
“Good Lord.” Of course he knew perfectly well. “Then you definitely deserve a
break. How are you for money?”
“Oh, fine,” she said quickly, and he knew better than to ask further. “In fact, the
first thing I’m going to do is go out and get measured for some new shoes. I’m sick to
death of sore feet.”
There were several hundred workshops in Rasch that professed to make footwear, but
only one that anyone with even the faintest idea of style would consider buying from.
The Gargon brothers were on the far side of town, but she didn’t mind that; she was
going that way in any case.
Her first stop was Drolo’s, in the Old Market. The old man recognised her, a sort
of oh-it’s-you look. He didn’t hold with selling weapons to women.
“Too long,” she said, handing the knife back.
The old man was trying not to scowl; it was really rather sweet. “That’s all I’ve got
right now.”
“Could you cut it back an inch?”
She’d wounded him. “I could,” he said, as though she’d asked him to blind his
firstborn child. “The balance won’t be right, though.”
Perfectly true. The Drolo family didn’t make pretty things; plain, with a dull oil10

black finish. But piking a Drolo knife back an inch would be an atrocity. “Fine,” she
said. “How long to make me one, like this, but five inches?”
He shrugged. “Ten days.”
“I’ll pay you now, if you like.”
“No, when it’s ready will be fine.” He waited till she was almost through the door,
then asked, “What happened to the last one?”
She smiled at him. “I’m so careless,” she said.
Next, to the Carrhasius twins, on Moorbank. A much better welcome there. “We’ve
got something special put by for you,” they said. No kidding. Four out of six volumes
of Bartagen’s Reflections, the pre-war edition, with the full marginalia. “How much?”
she asked.
Wicked grin. “Does it matter?”
“Yes,” she lied. “How much?”
The figure quoted made her head swim. “Ten days?”
She’d said something amusing. “As a special favour, we can hold them for three
days. But only because we love you.”
“Yes, please.” Worry about the money later. “The other two volumes. You
wouldn’t happen to—?”
“Alas.”
Liars, she thought, as she walked up Temple Hill. Liars and thieves; they knew
perfectly well where the other two volumes were, just as they knew that once she’d got
the four there was no price on earth she wouldn’t pay to complete the set. Never mind.
The Reflections; just the thought of it made her glow inside, as though she’d drunk
good brandy. And then all she’d need would be time to read them.
Corsander, on White Cross; five angels for three silk petticoats and a scarf.
Daylight robbery.
A quick stop at Peldun’s for ink, sealing wax and nibs – tempted by a delightful
silver and ivory travelling set, early Revival, though the sand shaker was a modern
replacement; but she had three like it already, so no – then up the steep, narrow lane to
Ash Yard, where the Gargon brothers had raised their temple to footwear. These days
the Gargons didn’t see customers; they had a woman, reputedly a field marshal’s
widow, to attend to all that. She was perfectly civil, while giving the impression that
she wasn’t really there. That didn’t last. The look on her face—
Smile. “Is something wrong?”
The woman took a moment. “No, of course not. Do forgive me.”
Naturally, the field marshal’s widow had never have seen feet like it before; not
unless she was given to acts of charity among the homeless and destitute. “I know,”
she said, “my feet are a bit on the wide side. It’s so hard to get shoes that don’t rub.”
Then she went back to the abbey and slept for twenty hours, and then woke up.
Nothing to do. At a loose end. Her skin started to itch. She wanted to scream.
Just the reaction (she told herself, as she walked to the library) to a month of
constant frenetic activity, plus having to kill five people, plus the very real prospect of
death. It’ll wear off, she told herself. It’ll wear off, just as soon as I find something to
do.
She went, as always, straight to the Ethics section. The assistant librarian gave her
a shy smile. He was twenty-one, and spotty.
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“Dahasius on Moral Expediency,” she said. “Is it—?”
He gave her a sad look. “Sorry.”
“Damn.”
“Just went out this morning. If you’d been here an hour earlier—”
“That’s fine. Thank you. Why the hell don’t you people get another copy made?”
He winced, and mumbled something about copyists’ time being limited, and
having no discretion, and the war—
“What’s the war got to do with anything?”
He looked like he was afraid of getting hit. “Well, you know how it is.”
Deep breath. “I understand; that’s perfectly all right. I wonder, could you be
awfully sweet and let me know the moment it comes back in? Only I’ve been looking
forward to reading it so much, and it’s always bloody out.” Another deep breath.
“Thanks again,” she said, and wandered back to the open shelves.
Coryton’s Celestial Anvil was where it always was; nobody read it these days,
which was silly. She lifted it down and opened it at random, and a few minutes later
she realised she was reading standing up in the middle of the central aisle. Dear,
wonderful Coryton. She looked round for a seat, found one, in the corner by the pillar.
She knew whole chapters of Coryton by heart, but it didn’t seem to make a difference.
Reading it was like a hot bath, with soap and honey.
“Hello,” someone said. She looked up and saw Oida looming over her. Damn, she
thought, and smiled.
“May I?” He sat down beside her without waiting for an answer, which at least
stopped him looming. “You got out all right, then.”
Did he know about the political? “No trouble,” she said. “What are you doing
here? I thought you’d be in Mase, for the chiefs of staff.”
He shook his head. “Postponed,” he said. “No reason given. Which means
something’s going on, but I don’t know about it. How about you? Heard anything?”
What every other female in the two empires saw in him, she really couldn’t guess.
“No. Actually, I’ve been asleep ever since I got back. What sort of thing?”
He shrugged. “If I knew, I wouldn’t need to ask. You sure you haven’t come across
anything?”
She frowned. “Well,” she said, “I’ve just been given the week off. Now that was a
surprise. I was assuming I’d get just enough time to comb my hair and shave my legs,
and I’d be off on the road again.” Her frown deepened. “You know, that should’ve put
me on notice. Too tired to think straight, probably.”
Clearly he thought so too; down a couple of degrees in his estimation, not that she
gave a damn. “Sounds like a rest will do you good,” he said. “What’s that?” He leaned
over her book. There was so much of him; rather more, she felt, than was strictly
necessary. “Oh, Coryton.”
“Yes. I find him relaxing.”
“Mphm. I’ve got a spare copy; you can have it if you like.” Just like that; her own
copy of the Anvil. As it says in Scripture, to the gods all things are possible. If he
remembered, of course, and if it didn’t come at a price.
“Thank you,” she said. “I’d like that. Drop it in at the lodge next time you’re
passing.”
He grinned at her. Bloody mind reader. “Sure,” he said. “And if you do hear
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anything, you will let me know.”
“Of course.”
He stood up and moved away, stopped, turned, gave her another grin, disappeared
among the freestanding shelves. Even so, she thought; her own copy of Coryton.
That’d be something.
She realised she was now too wound up to read, so she put the book back and went
out into the small East quadrangle, up the back stair into the New Building, short cut
through the lecture hall and up the private stair to the Neus tower. Out on to the roof;
she was pleased to note that she’d climbed all those stairs without getting out of
breath. She brushed dust from the handrail off her sleeves. You could see the whole
City from there, on a clear day, when the foundries weren’t working, and, this high up,
the air was clean and sweet. She took a dozen long, deep breaths. Better.
Oida thought something was going on. He was almost certainly right. He was also
worried, which was rather terrifying; he’d have to be, if he was reduced to asking
someone like her if she knew anything. Omniscience was a fundamental part of the
Oida persona, along with the charm and the red, red hair. I suppose I ought to try and
find out, she told herself, but just the thought of it made her feel tired. Why have I got
to be on duty all the damn time? she thought. Because you’d hate it if you weren’t, she
conceded.
On the way back down, she met Diracca, one of the lodge masters and a friend
from way back. He smiled at her. “I didn’t know you were in town.”
Her instincts were all flight and evasion – only passing through, terribly busy, can’t
stop, sorry. She repressed them firmly. “Just got back,” she said. “Actually, I’ve got a
few clear days, which is wonderful.”
“Good,” Diracca said. “In that case, would you like me to get you a seat for the
concert?”
“Concert.”
His eyebrows shot up. He was married, of course, which was probably just as well.
“The concert,” he said. “The New Academy choir. Premiere of Procopius’ magnum
opus. You know, the one that’s going to knock us all sideways. It’s the day after
tomorrow.”
“I’ve been away,” she said. “Actually, I’d love to hear that. I remember people
talking about it, what, a year ago.”
“Oh, it’s been on the stocks a hell of a lot longer than that.” Diracca knew about
music. “Rumour has it, it’s going to be really rather special, and old Scar-face himself
will be conducting. Everybody’s going to be there, naturally. You really should go, if
you possibly can.”
“I’d like that,” she said firmly, before she could think herself out of it. “Hell,” she
added, “I’ll need a dress.”
He looked at her. “Definitely.”
“Yes, thank you. Where?”
“In the concert hall at the Port Royal, obviously. I’ll get you on the list today. Oida
will be there,” he added as an afterthought. “Who knows, you might get a chance to
meet him.”
“That’d be nice,” she said vaguely. “What’s he like?”
“Surprisingly genuine,” Diracca said. “Good craftsman. And, of course, that
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voice.”
Well, quite.
Her mother, that poor, long-suffering creature, had always maintained that she had an
eye for clothes, and on balance she’d had a point. She could tell straight away if a
particular style would suit someone, and she was never wrong about colours. Other
women came to her for advice and went away delighted with the result. Dressing
herself, however, was another matter. Her theory was that she had a picture of herself
in her mind that didn’t actually correlate with the real thing; she believed she was
shorter and wider than she really was, and not nearly so dark, and as a result she ended
up in things she’d never have allowed someone else to go out in public in. Maybe, she
further speculated, it was because deep down she didn’t want to look nice, because if
you do, people notice you.
So, this time, she went to the Corsander woman, handed her twenty angels in cash,
told her what the occasion was and abdicated any further responsibility in the matter.
The Corsander female gave her a rough verbal outline of what she had in mind, which
sounded awful. “Thank you,” she said. “When do you need me for a fitting?”
She got back to the abbey and found two letters waiting for her. One from her
sister; she stuffed it up her sleeve for later, when she had a minute. The other one was
from the Director of Resources: my office, right now. So much for her week off. She
was ashamed of herself for feeling so relieved.
“I’m very sorry,” he said. “I know you were looking forward to a break, but this is
urgent. You hadn’t got anything planned, had you?”
The concert. Twenty angels on a dress. “No,” she said.
“It’s not a very nice job, I’m afraid.”
Oh dear. That usually meant either sex or killing somebody. On balance, she’d
rather it was killing. Both were grossly intimate, but a killing is over far more quickly.
Also, she was better at it. “Go on.”
Neither, thank God. Just an interrogation, and she didn’t mind that at all. But she
had to ask, “Why me?”
“Specialist knowledge,” he replied. “That’s all I know. Apparently, none of the
regular interrogators can understand what they’re being told, so they don’t know if
they’re getting the truth or not, or if it’s important or just waffle.”
She tried not to smile, but she could see how embarrassing that might be. All right,
I’ll tell you everything, damn you, and then you had to keep stopping them every two
minutes so they could explain to you what such-and-such meant. Hopeless.
“Where?” she said.
He nodded downwards; so here, in the building, probably the holding cells that
nobody was supposed to know about but anyone could direct you to, if you asked
nicely. In which case, maybe she’d be able to make the concert after all.
He was an Easterner, a High Imperial, so at least there’d be no language barrier, even
if their awful flat whining accent made her head hurt after a while. He was lighter than
most Eastern Imperials, almost a sort of rust colour. They’d beaten hell out of him,
approximately three days ago.
“A woman,” he said, as the cell door closed behind her. “That’s unusual.”
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“Not in the West,” she said. She looked round for something moderately clean to
sit on. Should’ve brought one of those little folding stools.
“Right,” he said. “Manpower shortages. We have killed rather a lot of your pay
grade recently.”
The cuts on his face needed seeing to, or they’d go septic. “Women make better
listeners,” she said. “I can get them to send a man instead, if you’d rather. He could hit
you some more.”
He grinned. “You’ll do.”
“Thank you. Now, then. You’re Colonel Pausa, Eastern military intelligence,
assigned to the land survey.”
“That’s in the file, surely. Haven’t you read it?”
“I enjoy the sound of my own voice. You’re a specialist, second grade, surveyor
specialising in rock formations and mineral deposits. Well?”
He was looking at her. “You’d be all right,” he said, “but you’re a bit flat-chested.
You want at least a full handful, or there’s nothing to hold on to.”
“I’ll take that as a yes,” she said. “You were captured by our landing party at
Beloisa, just over a year ago.”
“That’s right. I gather your lot’s getting a bloody nose down that way. Senza giving
you a hard time, is he?”
That’d be the guards, discussing current affairs in the corridors. Too stupid to
realise that sound carries, even through steel doors. “It was touch and go for a while,”
she said. “But it’s all under control now, thanks for asking. What was so interesting
about the rock formations in Beloisa Bay?”
He shrugged. “Nothing much. Just lots of rocks. We were going to cut a road along
the bottom edge of the cliff.”
“To link the harbour with the south quay,” she said. “Good idea. Save carting stuff
all the way up the hill and down again.”
She’d impressed him. “You know Beloisa?”
“I was there, a few days ago. I particularly liked the Arch of Sarpedon. So much
late Mannerist stuff’s been ruined by insensitive restoration.”
“They’re going to knock it down,” he said, smiling. “For the new road. It’s in the
way.”
“Too bad.” She glanced down at the papers she’d brought in, though she didn’t
need to. “Why would your people send a geologist of your grade to see to a simple
road-building job?”
“Unstable cliffs,” he said, straight away. “Can’t trust the local clowns, they’d bring
the whole lot down on their heads. I have a bit of experience. Also, we were shorthanded, I was available and had nothing else to do. I like to be useful. So I said I’d
go.”
She’d have believed him, except that someone had had to inflict unspeakable pain
on him to get him to say more than name, rank, number. She rather liked him,
probably because he had a nice voice, in spite of the accent. “Would you like me to see
if I can get you a doctor?” she said. “A couple of those look like they could do with
stitches.”
“Thanks.” She’d amused him. “But I’d rather wait till you’ve finished beating me
up, and then do the whole lot at once, if it’s all the same. Bit of a waste of time
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otherwise.”
She smiled. “You’re probably right,” she said. “And torn stitches can be a pest.
You’re not a craftsman, are you?”
“Wish I was,” he said ruefully. “Maybe you wouldn’t have smashed my face in, I
don’t know. But, no, I’m not. For what it’s worth, I’m not a believer.”
That shocked her, just a little. “More fool you,” she said briskly. “Did you find
anything interesting while you were doing your survey?”
“Depends what interests you. There’s a big fat seam of blue lias, which is unusual
for the north coast but not unheard of. Apart from that, nothing really.”
As quickly as she could, she leaned forward, grabbed the little finger of his left
hand and bent it back until he yelled. She applied just the right amount of pressure,
then a little more. Then she sat down again.
“Let’s try that again,” she said. “Did you find anything interesting?”
He was breathing deeply, and there was sweat on his face. It makes some men do
that. “I just told you, no.”
“Did you find anything interesting?”
He’d folded his hand into a ball. “Piss off and die, you whore.”
“I’m guessing,” she went on pleasantly, “that you found silver there. Or lead,
which is more or less the same thing. I know those cliffs; there’s no blue lias, they’re
sandstone. But there’s a disused lead mine five miles inland, worked out in Flavian
times. I think you may have found silver.”
“Think what you like.”
She felt sorry for him. Really bad luck, to have been there when the invasion
barges suddenly appeared. Probably he’d stayed to help organise the defence, because
the local militia officers would’ve been in a dreadful panic. A lesser man would’ve
ducked out on the last boat. “Sorry,” she said, and repeated the operation on his right
hand. This time, she used too much force and felt something give. Of course, he
wasn’t to know she hadn’t meant to do so much damage.
“Now then,” she said. “Where is this silver?”
For an intelligent man, he wasn’t very smart. The fire god only saw fit to give us
ten fingers, and she was afraid she’d run out and have to think of something else. “The
silver,” she said, for the twelfth time.
“All right, there’s silver.” He was croaking now, like a frog. “Since you know
already, what’s the point of all this?”
“I’ve had a look at the map,” she said, “and I’m guessing the vein starts
somewhere in the Creen hills and runs down to Hillsend, where you’ve got that big
fault line running north–south. I can show you the map if it’d help.”
He gazed at her. At some point during the interview, it had dawned on him that he
wouldn’t be getting out of this alive. “I don’t know,” he said. He was close to tears.
“Obviously, now that we’re back in control in that region, we can send our own
surveyors and they can figure it all out for themselves. But it’d save a great deal of
time and bother if you’d just tell us what you found. No point in duplicating your
work, is there?”
“Forget it.” He’d come to some sort of decision. “Before you can do that, Senza’ll
be right up you and he’ll drive you into the sea. You don’t stand a chance.”
She did a light frown. “Oh, didn’t anyone tell you? Senza Belot is dead. Gangrene.
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Just a little scratch. You’ve got to be so careful.”
If she hadn’t done all the careful spadework, breaking him down inside and hurting
him just right, he’d never have believed her. It’s such a delicate thing. “You’re lying.”
“Afraid not, sorry.” She’d damaged him far more with four words than with
anything physical she’d done. “You look tired,” she said. “I’ll let you get some rest,
and we can carry on where we left off later. I’m surprised nobody told you about
General Belot. We’re all very excited, as you can imagine.”
So simple after that. The only problem was getting him to shut up.
There was a vein of silver; not where she’d said (well, it was just an educated
guess). The first indications had come to light only quite recently, but he’d had a
chance to explore it pretty thoroughly, and in his opinion it was a truly substantial find,
as big as Rhomespa, quite possibly bigger; not too far down, easy enough to extract
from the lead using standard techniques. It could’ve turned the tide of the war, he said
sadly, if only—
Once she was sure she’d got everything out of him that there was to get, it crossed her
mind to tell him that Senza wasn’t dead after all. She decided against it; the pain of
knowing he’d been fooled into parting with such crucial information would probably
be greater than what he’d gone through already, believing Senza was dead. Leave it at
that, she thought; don’t meddle.
If only, she thought, as she made her way to the Director’s office. If only General
Belot was dead – their General Belot or ours, makes no odds – and the war was really
about to end. She smiled at herself for believing something like that was possible.
“Excellent work, as usual.” The Director was preoccupied, as well he might be. The
news that the enemy was about to come into a huge sum of money was enough to
flood anyone’s thoughts. “I’ll definitely be putting you in for a distinction.”
She thanked him nicely. Pointless, of course, since she was a woman and therefore
not eligible for any form of recognised promotion. Shouldn’t be in the service at all,
properly speaking. “One thing,” she said.
“Sorry, miles away. Yes?”
“Colonel Pausa.”
“What? Oh, the man you’ve been—”
“That’s him. I was thinking. It might be a good idea to let him live.”
The frown. “I’m sorry,” he said. “You know departmental policy.”
“Yes, of course. But he is actually a really good geologist.” She paused, then
added: “Sort of a collector’s item, if you follow me. It’d be a dreadful waste. There’s
not many of his calibre, certainly not on our side.”
The special words hadn’t been lost on him. “As good as that?”
“I think so, yes. At any rate, worth passing along, let them decide. Of course, it’s
up to you,” she added, “but I thought I’d mention it.”
“No, I mean yes, quite right.” He was thinking about it. In two seconds, it’d have
been his idea. “I’ll send up a note,” he said. “Thank you.”
“My pleasure.”
Well, she thought; maybe the good colonel would turn out to be a top-notch
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geologist after all, and then everybody would be happy. She hoped so. It had been a
silly thing to do, to stick her neck out like that for someone of no obvious value to her;
but so what, she reckoned she’d earned the right to indulge herself, after all the
aggravation she’d been through lately. Calibre, she thought; did I really say that? I’m
starting to sound like departmental communiqués.
The dress was beautiful. She loved it, even though it showed a lot of arm (she didn’t
like her arms), and she thought the warrior-princess look was silly. Seeing herself in
the dress in the Corsanders’ full-length mirror – an extraordinary thing, one of only
four in the whole of the West – she revised her opinion. The warrior-princess look was
silly when worn by other people. On her, it looked just fine.
Maybe it was just the dress, or the combination of the dress and the successful
interrogation; on the evening of the concert she was in a better mood than she could
remember in a long time. Walking under the great arch of the Port Royal put a slight
crimp in her feeling of wellbeing – the last time she’d been here, she’d been a leading
prosecution witness against an old and dear friend, convicted and subsequently
executed for treason – but the size and splendour of the crowd in the covered garden
counteracted that to a certain extent. The men were either in formal academics or
parade armour, and the women were simply glorious, so that she could enjoy her dress
and still be inconspicuous, just another bird of paradise in a huge flock. There were
just enough people she knew to make her feel comfortable, and she had tremendous
luck avoiding the people she didn’t want to talk to. They’d laid on eunuchs with their
skins gilded, dressed as fire angels, bringing round trays of hors d’oeuvres, and the
four alabaster fountains were running water – snow melt, piped in from the Black hills
and deliciously cool – so she didn’t have to drink wine.
As she refilled her cup from the Winter Fountain she met Colonel Vaudo, an old
friend from her first lodge, now attached to the Ordnance. He’d put on weight since
he’d come off the front line, and there was a long wedge of scarlet tunic showing up
one side, where his gilded dress breastplate and backplate no longer quite met. “I
know,” he said, observing and interpreting her grin. “It’s hell when I sit down. I had
them punch extra holes in the straps, but the bloody thing’s still tight.”
“Get a new one,” she said.
“Can’t be bothered. Only the second time I’ve worn it since I’ve been back. You’re
looking good.”
She nodded. “Girl clothes,” she said. “I treated myself.”
He leaned awkwardly against a pillar. There was an audible creak. “I gather you
were at Beloisa.”
“That’s right. Any news?”
He frowned. “Not particularly good,” he said. “Of course, what we’re getting is
what they’re telling their own people, but it looks like Senza carried the town at the
first assault. All over in an hour or so.”
“You surprise me,” she said. “Colonel Pieres had got it done up pretty tight. There
was a bloody great big moat, for one thing.”
“They reckon Senza used pontoons under cover of heavy pavises,” Vaudo said.
“Anyway, no doubt we’ll get the details in due course. The point is, we’ve lost our last
foothold on their ground and we’re right back where we were eighteen months ago.
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The usual bloody stalemate.”
She did her cheerful voice. “Yes,” she said, “and Senza’s back up north on his side
of the line, instead of down here on ours. Meanwhile, it’s Forza’s move. Our turn to
beat up on them, for a change.”
“I guess so.” He smiled. She noticed he had a few grey hairs in his beard now.
Actually, they suited him. “Anyway, screw the war. Have you seen Oriden recently?
Last I heard, she’d got engaged to some Imperial in Internal Communications.”
She twitched her nose. “He’s called Iuppito, and he’s Director of Waterways for
the whole of the north-west. Very good-looking but five feet nothing in his army boots.
I got a letter from my sister, and apparently they’re talking about getting married in the
spring.”
Vaudo raised an eyebrow. “Well,” he said. “How is Philemon, anyway? Still at the
same place?”
“And doing very well, apparently. She reckons it’s between her and some Northern
female for Prioress when the old battleaxe retires, which should be any day now.” She
grinned. “Nice to think that one member of our family’s making something of herself
in the world.”
“Well, quite.” Vaudo stopped a gilded angel and helped himself to white wine.
“Are you still dashing around all over the place?”
“Pretty much. No idea what’s next. Here, hopefully, but I just don’t know. I’m sick
of sleeping in barns.”
He gave her a sympathetic look. “You should put in for a priory,” he said. “You’ve
got seniority, God knows. Hang up your boots, nothing to do all day but shout at a
bunch of nuns.”
She shook her head. “Women’s work,” she said. “I’d go berserk inside of a
month.”
He sighed. “What you should be doing is running a big City lodge,” he said. “It’s
ridiculous, someone with your background and ability still nominally a lay sister.” He
frowned and lowered his voice. “I’ve heard it said they’re ordaining women in the
East. So why the hell not here?”
“Fine,” she said, “I’ll defect. I’ll leave a note saying you suggested it.”
A fanfare of trumpets, and everyone started to move. “See you later,” Vaudo said.
“I’m with a party from Supply. Enjoy the show.”
“You too,” she called after him, and then the stream of moving people separated
them. She followed it into the main auditorium. They’d draped garlands of blue and
red flowers round all the pillars, like at Spring Festival, and the roof was open. She
found a seat about halfway down on the end of a row at the right. She liked being on
the end, in case there was a fire.
After what struck her as an unnecessarily long time, the choir appeared through the
double doors at the back and processed up the main aisle, followed by the orchestra.
They took their places on the raised semi-circular platform, and the instrumentalists
started making the usual raucous tuning-up noises. Then they stopped, and there was a
moment of rather uneasy silence; then the single door at the side of the platform
opened and all around her people were standing and cheering. Being on the end, she
was able to peer round; she caught sight of a big man in a long black academic gown,
but she was too far away to make out anything more precise than that. Certainly, no
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chance of seeing the scar. He moved towards the centre of the half-moon of choristers,
and she lost sight of him for a while until he emerged on to the choirmaster’s podium.
He stood there for a while and nothing happened. Then he turned towards the
orchestra and raised his hands.
It began with a sudden thrill on the strings that seemed to cut her to the bone. Then
the horns launched into a harsh, wild theme that soared, gathered, repeated, gaining
pace and mass before hovering as the rest of the orchestra rushed in behind it, like
floodwater through a breach in a sea wall. A countermelody cut across it, like a parry,
like enfilading fire; there was a duel between the two, scrambling up into a crescendo,
into a sudden savage thrust of the strings, and a dead stop. Five beats of silence; then
the horns led the woodwind in a gentle, solemn melody so lovely that it caught in her
throat until she could barely breathe. The melody developed over two building
repetitions, and then the first theme reappeared, muted to begin with but growing to
frantic intensity; it was like watching weeds and brambles growing up through a bed
of flowers, but speeded up so that they moved as fast as snakes. Just when she could
bear it no longer, a frantic ascent on the strings scattered both themes and drove them
aside, and a new theme, major, glorious, triumphant, rose from the orchestra like the
sun. As the melody burst like a flower opening, the choir took it up and launched it
across the hall like a missile.
“Hello, you,” someone said, and she looked round to see Oida, advancing on her with
a grin outstretched like a spear. She found a smile from somewhere.
“Well,” Oida said. People got out of his way, with is-it-him looks on their faces.
“What did you think?”
“Incredible,” she said.
He was holding a plate with a slice of honeycake. “You reckon.”
“Yes.”
He pulled a wry face. “Yes, it was rather, wasn’t it? You’ve got to hand it to the old
devil. Just when you think he’s losing it and dwindling away into a pillar of the
establishment, he comes up with something like that. Makes me wonder why I bother,
really.”
Indeed, she thought. “You make it sound like a fight to the death,” she said. “I’ve
never thought of you and Procopius as, well, rivals. You do such different work.”
“Quite,” Oida said. He handed his plate to a fire angel. “He writes music. Still,
there you go. That’s me put firmly in my place for a while. I guess I’ll have to go back
to playing the three-string outside tea houses.” He smiled. “There’s a bunch of us
going on to dinner at the Vetumnis house, if you fancy coming along.”
“I’d better not, thanks,” she said vaguely. “Early start in the morning.”
He didn’t seem exactly heartbroken. “Next time, then. Meanwhile, if you’ve got
five minutes, there’s someone I think you should meet.”
Hell, she thought; but there’s just so much refusing you can get away with in one
evening. “Love to,” she said, and followed his slipstream through the crowd towards
the left-hand side door.
Through the door into a corridor, then some stairs. At least it was quiet. She really
needed some silence, after the music; silence, and somewhere dark and safe where she
could come down. The last thing she wanted was to make conversation to some lodge
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