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Dedication

For Small and Smallest; victory is life

Epigraph

A marvellous philologist, who’ll undertake to show

That “Yes” is but another and a neater form of “No”

—W. S. Gilbert


Chapter

A few years ago, in the bazaar, I saw a group of odd-looking little carvings. They were sitting on a plank, resting on two crudely made trestles, and behind them sat an old man with thick, curly white hair and only one eye. The carvings were black, so very black I had to look hard to see what they were supposed to be: an ox; a lion; an eagle with its head cocked over its shoulder, preening its feathers; a lamb suffering agonies from indigestion. As works of art they were pretty horrible, but what caught my attention was what they were made from.

“Coal,” the old man told me.

“Really?”

He nodded. “Just regular sea-coal,” he said, as though confessing that he was indeed the king, out for a day’s slumming.

“Extraordinary,” I said, and I bought two of the ghastly objects, chosen at random; not because I liked them but because they sort of summed up what I was doing for a living at that time.

Coal, you see—not many people know this, but my colleague Professor Maniaces has proved it beyond all reasonable doubt—isn’t just ordinary rock. Actually, it’s leaves; millions and millions of leaves, fallen in drifts. Over the years millions and millions and millions of other leaves fall on top of them, until the weight squashes them together and they set like concrete, to the point where they’re easily mistaken for a type of rock. But they aren’t.

Exactly the same process creates history. Each day is a leaf, another day falls on top of it, the weight of the present crushes the past into something solid, dense, rock-like. The past becomes so solid you can build on it, believing that your foundations are rock, the bones of our mother Earth. Hence the belief, so useful in my line of business, that the past is fixed, immutable. You can’t change the past, they say. History is history and ever shall be, world without end, amen.

History is what actually happened, the true version, the truth. We believe (fondly believe) that if a thing’s true today it must have been true yesterday, and maybe even the day before. We can’t conceive of truth changing, evolving. If there’s an inconsistency between yesterday and today, such-and-such a thing can’t be the truth. It happened or it didn’t, it’s true or it’s a lie. How sweet, how touchingly naïve.

I consider myself, above everything else, to be a creative historian.

My job, at that time, was all about changing the past, and I was very good at it. I was a coal-carver, too, except that the objects I fashioned out of my raw material were exquisite, utterly lifelike and convincing. Hence creative historian: I took a supposedly inert substance, not much use for anything except building on top of, and made it into something ductile and new; something better; something eminently useful—

Professor Maniaces (a good man, and quite well-mannered for a Northerner) has another theory, one which I have my doubts about, but I’m a linguist, not a natural philosopher, so what do I know? This time it’s about chalk. Chalk, he says, isn’t ordinary rock. Actually, it’s bones; millions and millions of bones (see above) compressed by the weight of the sea. Unfortunately you can’t carve chalk, or if you can I’ve never seen an example, so when I was fishing around for a striking image to hook your attention, I decided to go with coal. But actually chalk would be more appropriate. History is made of bones—vast accumulations, mass graves, buried under an inconceivable weight of guilt until they’re crushed hard enough to build on. And obviously it’s possible to carve chalk, because if it wasn’t possible I couldn’t earn a living doing it.

(Actually, I think Maniaces is all wrong about chalk, because in order for his theory to work, you’d need to imagine that at one time what are now hilltops were once the sea-bed, and presumably vice versa. Clearly that’s ridiculous. If something like that had happened, somebody would have been sure to mention it, and we have written records going back seven thousand years, to just before the moment of Creation, and one thing they all agree on is that the sea has always been in the same place, with Olbia to the north of it, Blemmya to the south, Aelia to the west and Sashan to the east. Obviously what happened is that Maniaces got a bit above himself after his brilliant discovery about coal, and decided to repeat his coup d’estime, only this time it was all nonsense. I guess he’s a creative historian too; just not as good at it as I am.)

* * *

First Citizen Gyges—his actual name was Gugu, which in Osrhoene means Great Elephant and sounds really grand, but when he seized power he Aelianised it, for obvious reasons—was possibly the smartest man you could ever hope to meet. I chose the word smart with great care; in fact, it took me well over an hour, with Symmachus’ Thesaurus open on the desk beside me. At first I wrote intelligent, but that was all wrong. One quick glance at his life history is enough to show that he was, in fact, colossally stupid. Cunning was my next choice, but it has too many negative connotations. Clever wasn’t a million miles off the mark, but it lacks the streetwise edge that any epithet applied to Gyges conspicuously needs. Hence smart; which can also mean well-dressed, presentable, in apple-pie order; it’s a suitable word to describe a soldier, polished and blancoed, ready for inspection or a parade; therefore, by implication, orderly, methodical, efficient, under perfect self-control all the time, just like First Citizen Gyges. You can tell I’m a linguist, can’t you? I’m sorry. I’ll try and keep my nasty habits to myself in future.

Actually no, I won’t, because in this instance it’s helpful in understanding the man himself. When he arrived in Choris as the captain of a company of Blemmyan mercenaries, Prince Gugu set about doing his job. When the time came to mount his coup, Gugu didn’t stay who he used to be, because a minor Blemmyan chieftain would never be acceptable as First Citizen, especially with a name that sounds like someone being sick, so he evolved: he didn’t just change his name. Gyges in Aelian means Resplendent, and that’s what (and who) he became.

At the time I knew exactly what he was doing. Language is like water, if you’re a fish; you don’t notice your own language, because it’s everywhere and you breathe it and move in it. But a seagull notices water, because he plunges into it out of his own element, which is air.

I’d never met Gugu before, understandably enough. I was one of twelve scholars from the University summoned to the palace on short notice—no time to change into something smart, not even my shoes. My mother would have died of shame. We were hustled up through the back streets by a platoon of guards in combat gear, steel armour rather than gilded bronze, brown cloaks not red, no plumes. We tried asking them what was going on, but only the captain spoke Aelian and he walked so fast we couldn’t keep up with him and talk at the same time. I hazarded a guess that the guards themselves were Mesembrotians and I tried a few whispered questions in Olzac, but they didn’t seem to hear me. We were marched round under the palace wall to the back entrance and ushered through the stable yard and up the back stairs into the servants’ wing. Polyclimnus (early Aelian literature) managed to get it into his head that we were being press-ganged into the domestic staff; he didn’t know how to wash and iron, he burbled into my ear, nobody had ever shown him how to fold a towel and he was too old to learn, and as for scrubbing floors, the pain in his lower back—“Shut up,” I advised him, but he took no notice.

Through the servants’ hall, which was unexpectedly grand: frescoes on the walls, I’m guessing late Protectorate but I’m no expert, and Euxander (art history) was so paralysed with fear he wasn’t prepared to offer an opinion, and a floor of polished Scona marble, that deep pink with black veins, from the seam that was completely exhausted a thousand years ago; the palace is an old building. We have a tiny square of that marble in the chapter house back at the University, the floor of one small side-chapel, and it’s one of our greatest treasures. Out of the servants’ hall through a low door, six inches thick and made of cross-ply oak black with age and ancient beeswax, into a gallery with high, thin windows at regular intervals. There was rush matting on the floor, the special sort that only grow in Echmen, that for some reason was kept damp by careful regular sprinkling; the walls were whitewashed and hung with portraits, sublimely beautiful and all fakes. We were being walked along quite fast, so I couldn’t stop and look closely, but even at a medium-quick march I could see that although the brushwork and the style were perfect for their supposed period (between five hundred and one hundred years old) the patina was all wrong—four years old at the most, all of them, and by some strange coincidence it was four years since the coup. There was a strong resemblance in the faces, entirely credible as a faithful record of a single family through fifteen generations, and when eventually I came face-to-face with First Citizen Gyges, it all made sense; they all looked like him, but with a heavy hint of evolution. Smart, I thought. In twenty years, when the cunningly choreographed light had had a chance to fade the bright colours and patina had grown in the perfect patina-growing conditions of the gallery, nobody would ever know, and the House of Gyges would have its ancient and distinguished ancestry graphically recorded in paint and limewood board, irrefutable proof. So what? Where does it say that a family tree has to start at the roots and work its way up to the branches and leaves, rather than the other way around?

Gyges himself wasn’t a bit like I’d imagined him. The portrait on the coins was actually quite accurate, in a way. Most of the main elements were genuine—the strong chin, the commanding nose, the thin, intellectual lips, the broad forehead; the engraver hadn’t invented anything, but he’d left a few bits and pieces out and shuffled the features about, a quarter or an eighth of an inch, and that made all the difference. Also, one thing you don’t appreciate on a coin is that a man might look like a minor thunder-god but only be five feet one inch in his socks. Again, so what? Everything, someone once told me, is perspective, and he was being far more profound than he realised.

We weren’t seeing him in the throne room, where he was accustomed to sitting on a massive block of marble connected to an ingenious system of hydraulic lifts that hoisted him up in the air (the grander he wanted to be, the further skyward he was lifted). Our audience was in some ante-room at the end of the gallery, only just big enough for Gyges, the twelve of us, and six colossal guards to cram into without standing on each others’ feet. I’m quite tall (but thin and weedy), so I could see quite well. Several of my colleagues had to stand on tiptoe and peer between the guards’ shoulders to get a view of His Clemency the First Citizen.

Once Gyges opened his mouth, of course, you forgot all about feet and inches. Looking back, straining to be objective, I would say he had a deep voice with a faint trace of an accent (only a linguist would’ve been able to place it as Osrhoene), and enough lungpower to enable him to be heard at the back of the hall when he was speaking softly, in a conversational tone. He had a massive chest, which must’ve helped, and the biggest hands I’ve ever seen on the ends of human arms. “Gentlemen,” he said.

And that’s another reason why history—accurately reported and written down in a book—is unreliable. It was a courteous greeting—gentlemen—and you read it and think, well, at least he was reasonably polite. You need to have been there. The word he spoke was gentlemen, but what we heard was something quite other. It had a lot to do with us being the scum of the earth and this close to a very sharp edge, and if we disappeared without trace, who would conceivably miss us?

“First,” he went on, “nothing that’s said here today is to be repeated to anyone. Understood?” We understood. “Splendid,” he said. “In that case, let’s move on. There’s a job I need you to do.”

* * *

“He’s mad,” Euxander said, once he’d recovered the use of his voice. “It’s impossible. It can’t be done.”

We didn’t get an armed escort back home; once Gyges had finished with us we were led to the back gate and let loose, like sheep on the summer pasture. Apt simile. All of us tend to bleat when we’re apprehensive, most of us have white wool, and we’re easily scared and even more easily herded.

“And who’s going to get the blame when it all goes horribly wrong?” Lenseric demanded. “Three guesses. It’s all going to come down on us like a ton of bricks.” He stopped dead in his tracks and peered all round. “Where the hell are we?”

Fair enough. Lenseric is the Imperial Professor of Geography. He came to the University forty years ago and hadn’t been more than fifty yards from the porter’s lodge in all that time. Nobody seemed in any hurry to enlighten him, so I cut in; at the top of Coppergate, I told him, so straight down the hill to Moorfield and turn right—

“Left,” said Polyclimnus.

“Turn left,” I said, “and there you are in Foregate Yard, opposite the Poverty & Chastity.” I took a deep breath. The brandy in the Poverty is horrible beyond words, but it’s cheap and I’m not a rich man, and I would need a lot of it to get my heart beating again.

“Are you sure?” asked the Professor of Geography, but in due course I was vindicated. We sat on a bench outside the Poverty, even though it was bitter cold. Years of lecturing give you a tendency to project your voice, and we all felt it’d be better if we weren’t overheard by a hundred or so bat-eared freshmen.

“It can’t be done,” Euxander repeated. “Physically and practically impossible.”

“You tell him that,” Lenseric said. No need to specify who he was, in context.

“He’ll have to see reason,” Euxander said. “Great idea, Your Serenity, it’d be marvellous if only it could be made to work, but unfortunately it can’t, and if we try it’ll all go wrong and make you look very bad. He’d understand that, surely.”

Maggo (senior reader in architecture) gave him a scowl. “I don’t think there’s a word for can’t in Osrhoene.”

“Actually there is. Dluvu, third declension irregular.” I wondered who’d just said that and realised it was me. “But Maggo’s right,” I went on. “You don’t say no to The Man. And yes, if it all goes wrong we’ll get all the blame, like Lenseric was saying earlier. So—” I paused, for effect. “We’ve got to figure out a way of doing it so it doesn’t go wrong.”

“For crying out loud,” Euxander said. I smiled at him.

“Quite,” I said. “But come on, we’re supposed to be intelligent men. We’re the finest minds in all Aelia, it says so in big letters over the portico. We’ll find a way.”

They glared at me, and I don’t blame them. Not what they wanted to hear. Meanwhile, all the time I was speaking, my mind was whirring round and round like my mother’s spinning wheel back home. I had seventy-nine gulden in the bank, my life’s savings; that would buy me passage on a ship to Scona, where I’d be pretty sure of getting another ship to Antecyrene, which has a fairly soft land border with the Sashan Empire. I could think of half a dozen books in our library—light and reasonably portable—that would be worth a lot of money to the Sashan. And there’s always work for a good interpreter.

“The hell with all that,” said Celeutho (military history). “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m getting out of here. I turned down a chair at the Studium in Choris to come here, and they’re always dropping hints about if ever I fancy a change of scene.”

“Do you honestly think he’ll let you go?” Maggo said.

Awkward silence. “I wasn’t planning on asking permission,” Celeutho said, but his voice was a bit more sheeplike than it had been a moment earlier.

“See that man over there? No, don’t all turn round at once.”

There was a man sitting at one of the tables on the other side of the courtyard. Big man, white beard, hair tied up in a scarf, so probably a stonemason.

“He was at the palace,” Maggo said.

Several voices implored him not to be so bloody stupid. Maggo shook his head. “He was at the palace,” he repeated. “He’s following us. And you can bet your life he’s not the only one. If we try to leave, we’re dead.”

Oh, I thought.

Long silence. Then Euxander said, “But it’s impossible. It can’t be done.”

“Looks like we’re going to have to try,” Maggo said. “Pity, but there it is. I don’t see that we’ve got much choice.”

All that brandy, and it hadn’t done me a bit of good. I felt shivery and nervous and very, very sober. “Maggo’s right,” I said. “We’re going to have to find a way to make it work, God only knows how.”

“Bastard,” Polyclimnus said. “Evil, horrible, stupid bloody bastard.”

I hadn’t taken the corner of my eye off the stonemason at the other table. Was it my imagination, or did he just lift his head? I guess if you were recruiting someone to do his job, you’d choose someone with better than average hearing.

“That’s not helping,” Maggo said. “Look, this is serious. We may get out of this in one piece, or we may not. I think a lot of it depends on whether we’re smart or stupid. In any event, we need to keep calm and use our heads. While we’ve still got them.”

It was too cold to sit about outside and the brandy wasn’t working, so we drifted back into the University, our home, our little everywhere. I went to my room, sat down at my desk, and stared out of the window for about an hour. We later found out that around that time Polyclimnus went to the bathhouse, where he borrowed a razor from the barber, had the attendant run him a nice hot bath, and opened the veins in his wrists.

I could see his point. Some people are terrified of pain and suffering, and if things went bad there’d be plenty of that; better to get it over with in the least distressing way possible and save himself all the anxiety and misery of waiting. I, by contrast, am more afraid of death than pain, so, thanks, but no thanks.

When I heard about poor Polyclimnus, I went to the library and checked out six books, light and reasonably portable, just in case. Then I went to the bank, where they told me that someone I’d never heard of had filed a lawsuit against me, and until it was resolved my account was frozen, sorry about that. I looked, and it wasn’t the stonemason following me, it was somebody else.

No choice in the matter. Ah well. I got back to my room and looked everywhere for my razor, but it had gone missing, as things do. Not to worry. I’d always fancied trying a beard. A nice long one, the sort that takes years and years and years to grow. I reckoned I owed Polyclimnus that.

* * *

There’s a job I need you to do, he’d said. Piece of cake, he didn’t actually say in so many words, but the implication was palpably there.

I should explain that ever since the coup, Gyges had been looking to expand. Corrhosius (natural history) told me once about sharks. Interesting creatures. If they stop swimming, they die. They have to keep moving forward; if they don’t, their gallbladders explode or their blood stops flowing, something like that, I wasn’t really listening. Men like Gyges are like that. They can’t afford to let things settle down and get quiet, because then the people might start to notice how bad things have been ever since they took over. So men like Gyges are forever starting wars; or, better still, nudging and tripping their neighbours into starting wars against them, because nothing brings a nation together behind its strong leader like a threat of invasion.

So, if you’d asked Gyges what he’d want for a name-day present, he wouldn’t have had to think very hard. What he wanted most of all in the whole wide world was a nice war with the Ana Strasoe.

Why them, as opposed to all the other neighbouring states that hate us like poison? Well, for one thing the Ana Strasoe are barbarians. Ask anyone. They’re savage, arrogant and cruel, which helps enormously, and they don’t like us one bit, for some reason. They have a large army but not a great deal of money to pay them with or buy decent kit. There are silver mines in Strasoe, but all the proceeds go to pay the large army; likewise the rich, arable plains are poorly exploited because so many men get called up for military service. Gyges fancied the silver mines, but what he really wanted was the farmland. If he could get hold of it, he could parcel it out to the powerful and influential people at home who’d never really liked him very much, and then at last he’d have a hold over them. Once defeated, the Ana would make perfectly good serfs to work the land for them—they’d probably be happier doing that than being conscripts in a large, badly paid and poorly supplied army—and Strasoe, once pacified, would make a perfect base of operations for an assault on Antecyrene, which in turn was a natural springboard if you happened to be considering an invasion of the Sashan Empire.

But the Ana, in spite of being barbarians and therefore dumb as dogshit by definition, refused to be provoked into war, no matter how hard Gyges tried. It wasn’t the sort of war he wanted to start off his own bat, since the Ana would be a formidable enemy and early reverses were probably unavoidable. He needed, at the very least, a rock-solid pretext, something people could get behind and believe in when the casualty lists started going up. Which was where we came in.

“Imagine,” he’d said to us, “that once upon a time, on the plains of Strasoe between the river Cnipa and the mountains, there lived a great and noble civilisation. For a thousand years they were preeminent in the arts and sciences. At a time when the Ana Strasoe were illiterate herdsmen driving their flocks through the mountain passes, the people of this mighty nation built five great and wonderful cities. The walls were ashlar blocks, raised without mortar but so perfectly cut and fitted that the edge of a leaf couldn’t slide between them. These cities were connected by roads, paved with granite slabs and raised on embankments, running perfectly straight, making it possible for the official messengers to ride a hundred miles in a single day. Strong but graceful aqueducts carried the waters of the Cnipa to a series of reservoirs, which fed a network of irrigation ditches and rines, making the arid plains immensely productive. Among these people hunger was unknown, men and women of all stations in life routinely lived to be seventy; doctors, trained and paid by the state, achieved advances in medical science unknown before or since and rendered their services free of charge to rich and poor alike. All five cities boasted countless factories and workshops where every trade and craft was brought to a pitch of perfection we can only dream of, while their artists, musicians, scholars, mystics, and priests—also funded exclusively by the state—laboured tirelessly at the true work of Mankind, namely the pursuit of the beautiful, the true, and the good. For ten centuries this godlike people strove to improve and perfect itself, until one day, without warning or provocation, the savages came. The only art neglected by the good, gentle people of the five cities was the art of war. They were wholly unprepared for the onslaught of their enemies, and within a year the five cities lay in ruins, the rich farmland was deserted, the people carried off as slaves or wantonly slaughtered by their inhuman aggressors. Time passed, thorns and briars choked the deserted fields, the aqueducts were broken and drained away into stinking marshes, the cities vanished under the earth, until nothing at all remained to show that these wonderful people had ever existed.” He paused and breathed out slowly. “Got that?”

We looked at each other, scared out of our wits.

“Four of the cities,” he went on, “lie buried under the Strasoe plain. The fifth is in fact on the border, just inside our territory, five miles north of Fort Resilience. I want you people to dig it up for me.”

Long, terrifying silence. “So it exists,” someone said.

I can’t remember who it was, but Gyges turned and looked at him, for maybe five seconds. How he survived, I shall never know. “It will,” he said.

We were the twelve cleverest men in Aelia. It took us a moment or so. Then the penny dropped, from an inconceivable height. Professor Anchiases (pure mathematics) once calculated that a falling object accelerates at a rate of thirty-something feet per second per second. He tried to explain to me what that meant, and I think I actually managed to grasp it at the time; ten minutes later, I’d forgotten everything he’d told me. But the general idea is, if it falls from a sufficient height, even a penny can strike with the force of a thunderbolt.

Nevertheless, we all felt a desperate need to clarify, just in case we’d got hold of the wrong end of a sharply pointed fire-hardened stick. “You’d like us,” Maggo said, “to—” He closed his eyes, groping frantically for a suitable word. “To re-create—”

Gyges laughed—more like a giggle, if someone like him was capable of such a thing. “Exactly,” he said. “You have nine months, and all the resources of the state are at your disposal. At the end of that time, I expect to be taken on a tour of the newly excavated ruins of the city. I will then be presented with a translation of the inscriptions you’ve discovered, in which the history and the terrible end of the civilisation will be recorded.”

“Ah,” Celeutho said. “Would you happen to know what the inscriptions might say?”

That got him a cold look. “I have no idea,” he said. “But I imagine they’ll tell the story of how the savages swept across the plain, looting and burning and killing. The last inscription will describe the barbarian army, only five miles from the city and approaching fast. Being furthest from the mountains, needless to say, the city on our frontier was the very last to fall.”

Someone had to say it. For some reason I can never hope to understand, it turned out to be me. “These savages,” I said. “They came from the mountains.”

“Correct.”

“Would I be right in thinking that they were the ancestors of the Ana Strasoe?”

He smiled. “You’re the scholar,” he said. “You tell me.”

“I think they almost certainly were,” I said. “And the people of the cities,” I went on, “nearly all of them were killed but a few survived.”

He was still smiling.

“And they crossed what’s now the border,” I said, “and eventually became the ancestors of the Aelian nation.”

Gyges snapped his fingers and pointed at me. Apparently, it was one of his trademark gestures, meaning yes, approval, nail hit on head. At the time I was terrified it meant take him away, but the guards stayed where they were, so that was all right.

“If you can prove that,” Gyges said, “the implications would be very serious.” He was still smiling, and his eyes shone with joy. “I anticipate that a lot of people will be very angry. I wouldn’t be the least surprised if they call out for justice, in which case I would have no alternative but to demand an apology from the Ana Strasoe, backed up by substantial reparations. Should they refuse, there might even be war, who knows?” He took a step forward, straight at me, like a punch or an arrow. “So you see, it’s vital that you conduct your research with the utmost diligence and accuracy, because it would be terrible beyond all imagining if this country were to go to war on the basis of flawed or inaccurate information. Wouldn’t it?”

“Dreadful,” I mumbled.

“Doesn’t bear thinking about,” Gyges said. “So you won’t make any mistakes, any of you. The proof will be incontrovertible. If there’s even a suggestion of dishonesty or foul play, the Aelian people will be furiously angry, and I really wouldn’t want to be in your shoes if they find out you’ve deceived them. Naturally I would do my utmost to protect you, but an angry mob seeking justice is a terrible thing, and after all, I’m merely the first among equals. Do I make myself clear?”

On balance, I decided he probably had, which was why I could feel something warm and wet trickling down the inside of my leg.

* * *

“Security,” Maggo said, “is going to be a real bitch.”

Nobody elected him, but Maggo was definitely in charge, mostly because nobody else wanted to be. He told me later that it wasn’t a conscious decision; he started thinking aloud and realised that we were all listening, hanging on his every word. On balance, I don’t think any of the rest of us would’ve made a better job of it.

“Security,” Lenseric repeated. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Think about it,” Maggo said. “We’re going to need thousands and thousands of labourers if we’re going to get the job done on time, and it stands to reason, at least some of them are going to figure out what we’re up to. And they’re going to tell their friends, and it’ll all come out, and we’ll be dogmeat. Security.”

We thought about it for a long time. I’m prepared to bet we all arrived at the same conclusion about a millionth of a second after Maggo stopped talking, but none of us wanted to be the one to say it. I certainly didn’t, but if there’s one thing I can’t stand, it’s a long, awkward silence.

“You’re talking about disposable people,” I said.

Maggo gave me an agonised look. “Yes,” he said, “I suppose I am.”

Euxander made a sort of wailing noise. Words weren’t necessary, after all; in fact, any selection of words at that point would only have made everything worse.

“Not all of them, naturally,” Maggo added quickly. “Just the ones involved in the actual—”

“Faking,” someone said.

“That’s going to be most of them, surely.” An entirely superfluous comment from Lenseric. “We’re talking about thousands of human beings, and you’re saying, as soon as they’ve done the job—”

“It’s them or us.” Maggo spat the words out as though they’d been stuck in his throat, choking him to death. “And the very least we can do is, we can organise things so that the absolute minimum number—”

Teudel (history of art and music) said a word I’m surprised he knew. “Garbage,” he glossed, “and you know it. You’re contemplating mass murder on an industrial scale, and your only justification is saving your own neck. Polyclimnus was right. If we had a shred of honour left between us, we’d do the same as he did.”

He stopped talking and we all looked at him. “Teudel,” Maggo said, “you’re not helping.”

“There is an alternative.”

I’d forgotten Hericus was there. He’d hardly uttered a word since we’d been summoned to the palace. He’s natural history, applied alchemy, and viticulture, which most of us reckon isn’t a proper subject at all.

“Don’t be silly,” Lenseric said. “What alternative?”

“We kill Gyges.”

My head swung round on my neck, three-hundred-sixty degrees. I couldn’t see anybody spying on us, but that didn’t mean there was nobody there. “Keep your voice down,” Euxander yelled. “For crying out loud,” he added, not inappropriately.

“It’s an alternative,” Hericus said quietly. “I’m not saying it’s a pleasant one. Probably it’s slightly more dangerous, I don’t know. But it’s something we need to consider.”

Hericus is a big man and Maggo is tiny, but for a moment I thought Maggo was going to hit him. Instead, he got up, took a long step forward and stood nose to nose. “Don’t you ever,” he said, “breathe a word of that ever again. Do you understand?”

Hericus shrugged. “I don’t suppose I need to say it again,” he said. “You’re all thinking about it.”

Perfectly true. On and off, over the next few days, I don’t suppose I thought about anything else. But it couldn’t be done. Better men than us had tried, and their heads were a valuable source of food for the rooks and crows over the harsh winter months. It would be noble and fine, no doubt, to die attempting tyrannicide, and probably morally better than being torn to bits by the mob after we’d encompassed the deaths of tens of thousands of innocents; but there wasn’t enough in it to make any of us change our minds or contemplated courses of action. So instead we got on with the job, like we were supposed to.

* * *

My job—actually, on a certain level, it was a wonderful thing. My job was to de-evolve the Aelian language; take it back a couple of thousand years, to what it plausibly might have been if the Aelians were really descended from an ideal race of philosopher-kings instead of a bunch of nomadic cannibals.

I enjoy words, the way a normal person enjoys good food or fine wine or a breathtaking sunset or a late Mannerist fresco. I love taking them apart to see what they’re made of. I love tracing the way their meanings have warped and melted over the years, like a pair of wet shoes left out to dry in hot sunshine. A page of words to me is like watching an anthill. The movements are tiny, but once you’re accustomed to the scale, they teem with activity, and the closer you get to them, the more there is to see.

I can be really boring when I want to be, particularly when talking about linguistics, so please feel free to skip ahead; but I’d like to tell you a few things about what I got up to, in the first few weeks after our audience with the First Citizen. My job (see above) was to hypothesize an ancient precursor of modern idiomatic Aelian, based on the false assumption that the people who used it were an advanced culture, the brightest and the best, who would by now have sprouted wings and evolved into angels if the evil Ana Strasoe hadn’t wiped them off the face of the Earth. Piece of cake? Well, not really.

All languages start off complicated and get simpler. Think of a coin; a big silver five-daler—you may never have owned one, but you’re bound to have seen one at some time—with masses of fine detail and the portrait standing out boldly in sharp relief. Then look at the same coin after it’s been in circulation for ten years. The edges are rounded, the relief is softened and blurred, the portrait is worn, the hair and beard are flat, the raised areas are distorted by wear, but the lower details, such as the eyes and the lips, are much less damaged, so they stand out disproportionately. Language is like that. In its early stages, everything is regular, logical, and set out in full. The inflections haven’t been worn down yet, so you have all three genders (masculine, feminine, neuter); all seven persons (first, second, and third singular and plural, plus the dual); at least seven cases (nominative, vocative, accusative, genitive, dative, ablative, instrumental); all the tenses in two or even three moods. It’s like a newly built city, carefully thought out by intelligent planners using a grid system, with separate residential, commercial, and public districts, a place for everything and everything in its place.

A few centuries later, it’s very different. My mother used to say to me, why don’t you ever take proper care of your things? People are like that with their language. They knock it about, abuse it, miss out consonants, elide great chunks out of verbs, use words for jobs they aren’t suitable for, like someone knocking in a nail with the butt of a screwdriver. Word endings get ground down and smoothed away. Definite articles break off and get lost in the cracks between the floorboards. Verbs become irregular, like trees growing up through each other. Careless, slovenly people like you and me who know what we mean come to the conclusion that they don’t need no stinking pluperfect subjunctive and use the aorist instead. The neuter gender goes out of fashion, like broad-brimmed hats. Inflexions wither away and people rely on word order instead. By the time a society is old enough to live in towns and cities, fight wars and pay taxes, their language looks like a hand-me-down shirt, all patches and taken-in seams and a bit of string for laces instead of seven neatly matching buttons.

All clear so far? Fibber. Still, I trust you’ve got the basic idea. Now let’s consider the great and glorious Aelian race, to which I have the misfortune not to belong, thank God.

I read a lot in my line of work, and mostly I read old books, very old books, because I’m always on the lookout for very old words. It’s the words I’m interested in, like a pearl-fisher who can’t stand the taste of oysters, but I can’t help consuming the actual content, even if most of it goes straight through me, like citrus fruit. My researches into the very oldest Aelian texts have left me with, for want of a better word, the truth about Aelian history. It’s not a narrative. There are loads of narratives about how the Aelians came to be, and they’re all lies, bought and paid for by patrons with agendas. The truth, by contrast, is a broken flowerpot—coarse, everyday domestic ware, nothing beautiful or special because it just grew, instead of being lovingly crafted by a paid professional; smashed to bits because it’s inconvenient and contradicts the artificial narratives, and the bits are scattered all over the place, in passing references, casual comments, household accounts and cargo manifests, certain names on interminable lists of mayors and parish councillors. The truth is just a jumble of broken bits, and quite often there are different ways of putting the bits together, all equally plausible and valid, all entirely contradictory.

Yes, I know I’m being boring but please hold on a little longer and then we can get on with the shouting and killing. Over the years I’ve pawed over every last little potsherd of Old Aelian, and in the course of doing so I’ve taken in—not deliberately, I wasn’t paying attention—the truth about the origins of the Aelian race. And the truth is, they were nothing special. For a couple of thousand years they lived hand-to-mouth in the hills and mountains on the edge of a great empire, now long gone and forgotten—I can read their hieroglyphs but I don’t actually know their name—until there was a plague or a drought or an earthquake or something, the great empire collapsed and the Aelians gradually crept down out of their caves and took over what the dead Imperials no longer had any use for. Some time after that, when they’d had a chance to figure out from first principles how a door works and why you shouldn’t shit in the middle of your living-room floor, they started picking fights with their neighbours to the north and west, and a mighty nation was forged, &c. They scarfed up reading and writing from one of the nations they conquered, and practically the first thing they did with it was write the Aeliad, in which their ancestors were aristocratic refugees from the sack of Perimadeia, and all the first families had at least one god or goddess as a second cousin. The very oldest Old Aelian that got written down is no more than six hundred years old. Earlier than that, we’ve got nothing to go on except place-names and personal names, which tend to have little bits of language trapped in them, like flies in amber.

If you’ve been skipping, we’re almost there but not quite; bear with me just a little longer. I’m not going to lecture you about unidirectional short term and cyclic long term drift, vowel displacement, dentals, labials, metathesis, and the long, slow decline of the enclitic particles; I reserve that sort of misery for my students, to teach them the utter folly of trying to concentrate with a hangover. Suffice it to say, for a freak like me there was enough intrinsic fun in the project to blind me utterly to what I was actually doing. It’s as though I was a high-class cabinet maker, and I’d been commissioned to build a guillotine out of ebony and satinwood, with marquetry inlays, complex fretwork decoration and repeating motifs of oak-leaf-and-acanthus running the length of the frame. Yes, at the back of my mind lurking doubts remained, but I’m human, I like to show off, if only to myself. It was something nobody had ever done before (or it had been done so well that nobody ever found out); it was the supreme challenge for a master of my speciality; I reported direct to the First Citizen, so I didn’t have deans and faculty chairs and administrators snapping at my heels every moment of every day; I didn’t have to teach teenagers. And if I refused to do it, I would be killed.

* * *

A couple of months into the project, I ran across Maggo in the library. I hadn’t seen him for a while; I was working at the University, where all my sources and materials were, while he’d been out on-site in the horrible hot countryside, supervising a ridiculous number of men who were digging a very big hole.

“Mostly,” he told me, over a rather nice Seraunian claret in the buttery, “we’re using prisoners of war, because we’ve got plenty of them, they don’t need paying and they’re—” He didn’t say the word, expendable. “We’re almost back on schedule and we should be all right so long as it doesn’t rain, but it means driving the poor devils hard. Anyway, basically we’ve dug out a flat-bottomed pit ten acres square and twenty feet deep, so we’re more or less ready for the stonemasons.”

“That sounds like ordinary routine earth-shifting work,” I said. “They don’t need you for that, surely.”

He shook his head. “It’s got to be done right,” he said. “We haven’t got time for silly mistakes.” He breathed in deep and let it out slowly. “Give you a for-instance,” he went on. “Obviously a city this size needed a good supply of water. For that we need an aqueduct, but there’s all these marshes and rocky outcrops in the way—the marshes wouldn’t have been there, of course, they all sprang up when the aqueduct was broken down and the water just drained away—”

“Hang on,” I said. “I’m getting my tenses in a tangle here.”

He nodded. “I know,” he said, “it’s hard to keep these things straight in your mind. We need at least one big marsh, a real one, for the broken aqueduct to have drained away into for the last nine hundred years. The nearest big marsh is in a valley about two miles from the site. That means our aqueduct has to run downhill from the river in a dead straight line, through the marsh, direct to the site. Obviously if the site’s even just a couple of hundred yards out of line, we’re going to have to build a kink into the water line to get it to where it needed to be, and that would look really suspicious; accordingly, the site’s got to be in precisely the right place, with the orientation absolutely precise so the water can run efficiently to every part of the city; but we’re saying the aqueduct was built two hundred years after the city was founded, when the population grew too big for the original wells, so we’ve got to make sure that the aqueduct feeds in at exactly the right level, which at the north gate is three levels up from the foundation layer—”

He could see that look in my eyes. “Sorry,” I said.

“That’s all right. It’s like this. Cities don’t just stay the same, they change. They grow, like trees and plants. People knock down old buildings and put new ones on top, and then you get stuff like fires and earthquakes, where whole districts are levelled, and they start again from scratch. So you get layers, like you see in a cliff face. The bottom layer’s the oldest, naturally, but it’s not quite as simple as that, because some parts of town, like the palaces and the temples, tend to stay untouched for a long time, while Poor Town and the mercantile district get pulled down and rebuilt all the time. So you can have ten levels in the slum areas but only two in Uptown. But then suppose there’s a fire that starts in the tanneries and spreads to Old Town and the big mansions on the hill—”

“I get the idea,” I said quickly.

“Well, then,” he said. “It’s going to look a bit funny if the aqueduct, which is supposed to have been built in Year X, runs through two levels in two different parts of town that were built a couple of hundred years apart. It’d mean the aqueduct-builders were knocking holes in walls that shouldn’t have been there yet.” He stopped and took a slug of his drink. “I don’t think Gyges would be amused by something like that. So you see, I’ve got to think about every damn thing, every moment of every day.”

I winced. “Rather you than me,” I said.

“Too bloody right,” he said. “You need a certain special sort of brain to handle this sort of thing, which is why I decided it’d have to be me. If any of the rest of you—” He closed his eyes for a moment. “Doesn’t bear thinking about. But it’s my neck on the line, too, otherwise I really wouldn’t have bothered.”

* * *

We didn’t just need a language, we needed writing, or else how would the language have survived? More fun for me.

Compared to phonetics, writing is easy. Invariably it starts with an accountant. You have to have accountants, or else literacy simply doesn’t happen, so your poetry and philosophy and the Word of God and the deeds of great men recorded so they’ll never perish all rely on there having once been a bean-counter who figured out a neater way of keeping tally of how many jars of pickled walnuts were in stock in the royal larder at any given time. And for that you need a bureaucracy, which means a king or some sort of government, and taxes, and inequality of wealth and status, and some people being better than others, and the monopoly of force, and all the delightful things that go with it. Even so.

You start with an accountant. He devises a way of cutting notches in a stick or pricking dots in a lump of wet clay that can be understood by someone else, not just by him. That leads to little pictures, a picture of a cow standing for cow, a picture of a sheaf standing for corn; but how about names? Bureaucracy is built on names; knowing who everybody is and where they live and what they’ve got. But you can’t scratch a picture of a name, unless you’re really good at miniature portraits (and even then, once you’re ruling more than a couple of hundred subjects, you simply don’t know all the little people by sight). At that point, some genius bean-counter hits on the idea of having a specified squiggle representing a specified sound, and suddenly names are easy. But the squiggles-for-sounds aren’t self-evident, the way the cow and sheaf pictures are, and now you’ve got complications. For instance, I see the four-legs-and-horns picture and say cow, whereas a Mezentine says bous and an Echmen says munyu, but we know what the picture means. If I write munyu in squiggles-for-sounds, an Echmen who can read the squiggles will understand, but a Mezentine would be none the wiser, so he’ll have to send out for an Echmen interpreter; and if the Echmen has been bribed to say that munyu means battleship . . . Furthermore, the squiggles-for-sounds only make sense if you’ve been taught the code. Quickly you get to the point where all sorts of crucial information is locked up in those squiggles, and only a few people know how to get it out again, which means those few people have you by the short hairs, no matter how rich and powerful you fondly imagined yourself to be—

I’m sorry. I keep forgetting that normal people aren’t interested in all this stuff. Writing, therefore, starts with an accountant, with tallies and squiggles for sounds, and a medium for cutting these symbols into. Wood or clay, depending on what’s available locally, and then stone, once you’ve reached the point where you have laws that need to be written up everywhere, and incredible military victories over the inhuman enemy, which may or may not have actually happened. I ruled out wood because it rots; clay, once baked in an oven, is forever unless some fool drops it. I sent a messenger to Maggo at the site—it had to be a colonel in the secret police, because nobody under that grade had the necessary clearance—who reported back that there was a healthy seam of thick, fine-grained red clay, just what I wanted. That was all I needed to know. The rest was simple evolution.

If you’re writing in clay, you don’t want letters as we know them, which have awkward curves that need to be painstakingly traced and tend to come out messy and ambiguous. Instead, you use little wedges, easily pricked into the clay with a bit of stick or a reed whittled into a thin triangle. I know ever so much about this sort of writing because it’s what they’ve used in the Sashan Empire since the beginning of time, and after thirty years of constant practice I can read a column of Sashan wedge-writing as easily as a page of Aelian.

Obviously, my wedges couldn’t be anything like Sashan, which made things awkward to begin with, since I was so familiar with the Sashan forms. So I went right back to basics, drawing little pictures of cows and wheat sheaves, then doing it again faster, in a careless and slovenly manner, as if I was a government clerk in a hurry. Pretty soon I had a vocabulary of signs that were so stylised (through being slapdash) that they didn’t really look much like cows or sheaves or chariot-wheels or female slaves or jars of honey; at which point, I did what the Echmen and one of the ancient extinct Blemmyan races did and adapted the picture-signs to be sound-squiggles. Sounds confusing? Absolutely. The result is that a squiggle can either mean cow (kavoho in my synthetic alternative Very Old Aelian) or, with equal validity, the sound ka-va; and you can only tell which by context. Thus, you come across three squiggles. If they’re pictures, they mean Cow-Spear-Female Genitalia, and if you can make sense of that, you’re a better man than I am. But if they’re sounds, you get kava-lan-quin; and there’s a dot at the end meaning “masculine singular,” which helps you realise that what you’re looking at is a man’s name, Cabalanquus; apply basic phonetics and the penny drops and buries itself deep in the floor; Collynx, a personal name common as muck in the Mesoge.

I’m doing it again. Anyhow, you get the idea. That’s how it’s done, and all I had to do was reverse the process; that and a little ingenuity to figure out the changes to the character forms involved in the changeover from pricking into clay to chipping into stone—

I was deep in thought and someone was standing over me; I could tell by the way his shadow made the letters difficult to read. I looked up. It was Meriones (ancient foreign history and literature). “What?” I said.

Meriones is a short man, roughly as wide as he’s tall, with a perfectly hairless head and practically no nose; he’s only thirty, the youngest tenured professor in the University, and quite brilliant. “Here,” he said, and he shoved a roll of paper under my nose. The stink of oak-gall made me sneeze. “Bless you,” he said.

“What’s this?”

“The text of the inscriptions,” he said. “Well, the main inscriptions in the temple portico and the two bas-reliefs in the palace forecourt. The masons need finished copy by the end of the week, so you’re going to be busy for the next couple of days. You’d better send out for stuff to eat and a chamber pot.”

“The end of the week?” I stared at him. “Are you crazy? I haven’t even finalised the inflections for the future perfect indicative yet.” I scowled at him. “Did I say something funny?”

“Sorry.” He was grinning. “It’s just those two words next to each other, future and perfect. Unless you get this shit absolutely right, I have a feeling it’ll be anything but.”

* * *

I grew up during the war. We were out east, so the actual fighting didn’t affect us nearly as much as most people, though I remember one morning when I went out to do the milking and found the lower pasture thick with dead bodies, apparently sprung up overnight, like mushrooms. We waited a day or so to see if anybody wanted them for anything, then dragged them into the top yard, dug a trench in the top of the midden, dumped them there and covered them over with five feet of cowshit. Who they were and how they got there I have no idea to this day, but that sort of thing happens a lot in wars, so I gather.

For us, the war was mostly about things not being there anymore. First it was stuff; basically, anything we couldn’t make or grow for ourselves. That wasn’t a lot of skin off our noses, because that sort of thing had to be paid for in money, and such money as we had was needed to pay the rent (in gold coin, which was all the landlord’s bailiffs would accept, whereas the tax gangs were happy to take wheat, flour, sides of bacon, horses, children, anything that wasn’t nailed down). Then it was livestock. A platoon of cavalry would turn up and show us a bit of paper we couldn’t read, and off would go our cows, sheep, goats—they never got the hang of herding pigs on horseback, so they slaughtered them on site and took them away packed in huge barrels of salt. Then it was people, including my two elder brothers and my uncle, to fight for king, country, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. That left my father and me—he was fifty-two and I was thirteen—to work fifty acres. Still, hard work never killed anyone.

That’s not strictly true. It killed my father. He’d been ploughing all day up in the top fields, which were rocks the size of your head covered by a thin layer of dust, and he didn’t come home. When it was almost dark I went up to look for him and found him curled up in a ball at the end of a dead-straight furrow; he was the best ploughman in the district, he won prizes for it.

Well, he went quickly, which is probably a good thing. Someone told me that his heart must have stopped, and explained to me what that means and what makes it happen. That taught me a lesson that I’ve always found useful in later life. Hearts are unreliable things, and if you can manage without one, you’ll be far better off in the long run. So; heartless I may be, but I’m still here and I’m now six years older than Dad was when he died. As far as I’m concerned, not giving a damn is a small price to pay for that.

That left just me, and I thought, the hell with it. So I packed a few things in a sack and started to walk, and I hadn’t gone far when I met the cavalry, on their way to recruit a couple of our neighbours who’d somehow slipped through the net. It took me a while to make them understand that I was volunteering. They’d heard of people like that, the same way they’d heard of unicorns, but never in their wildest dreams did they ever imagine that one day they’d actually meet one. “You look a bit small and puny for fifteen,” they said. “It’s all the self-abuse,” I told them, “it’s stunted my growth.” “Ah, that would explain it,” they said, and kindly lent me a horse so I wouldn’t slow them down.

Being small and puny for my age (only I wasn’t, of course) I was deemed unsuitable for active service; instead I got put in the quartermaster’s gang, which suited me just fine. In any military organisation, quartermasters are gods. A stores clerk with brains (and I had those, even then) quickly finds himself running the outfit, particularly once he’s learned to read and write. He also has the temptation of wealth beyond the dreams of avarice. I was tempted. I fell. Luckily, I was also quite smart, and by the time the war ended (we lost; made no real difference, in practice) and I was demobbed, I had enough money to buy our entire valley, if it had been for sale and I’d wanted it.

But I didn’t. Instead, I wanted to go to the City, where a smart boy who can read and write and falsify accounts can make out like a bandit. By the time I was twenty I’d made a fortune in the money-changing and coin-clipping industry; carefully invested, it was enough to keep me comfortable for life. So what did I do? I went to the dean of the University and asked to be accepted as a student. He wanted to see my qualifications. I showed him five hundred tiny portraits of various elected officials. That, he told me, would do nicely.

Why, in God’s name? I’m not entirely sure. I remember at one point sitting outside a bar and eavesdropping on a bunch of students, and thinking that’s the life for me—no work, no worries, no dead bodies on the grass when you aren’t even properly awake yet, just drinking and screwing barmaids and missing tutorials. Also, I had this tiny thing inside me, like a very small worm in a very big apple, about the power of knowledge and information. The recruiting sergeants had taken everybody between the ages of fifteen and forty-five round where I used to live, but none of the professors and tutors and readers from the University had been to war; they were too valuable to spare and knew the right people. Me for some of that, I thought, and until Gyges summoned me, I’d never once regretted my decision.

Not much to tell after that. I got into the language business, for which it turned out I had a natural aptitude, and after a while I discovered that I liked it—loved it, actually, with the all-consuming passion that makes me so very boring to people who don’t share my speciality. I lost my accent and learned good table manners. I went from reader to lecturer to tutor to associate professor to fully tenured in no time flat, and I honestly believed (except in my dreams, which were historically based, monotonously similar and quite depressing) that all my troubles were over. Silly me.

* * *

I woke up and realised that for three nights in a row I’d been dreaming in my own synthetic Very Old Aelian. It bothered me, then it made me grin. You know how it is when you open your eyes and your head is still stuffed and crawling with words from the dream you’ve just woken up out of; the conversation you’ve just had or the poem you’ve been reciting, in flawless dactylic pentameters. Terribly quickly, the words vanish from your memory, like newly caught fish thrashing about on the deck of a trawler and then ceasing to move. All you can remember is that they were real, though you’ve clean forgotten what they were; a bit like the ruins of the great cities of the anonymous people who lived in Aelia before the Aelians came—I think I told you about them earlier—except that my proto-Aelians were entirely made up and spurious, but in my dreams they were absolutely real and told me things . . .

From which you can probably gather that I’m not a morning person. Left to myself, I roll out of bed just before sunrise—even now, when there are no cows to be milked—and slump in my chair for an hour staring at the book I left off reading the previous night, incapable of speech but with my mind racing, and then I have a couple of honey-cakes or a chunk of bread and half a cup of red wine, and slowly I become human again, like the gradual return of life in the spring. One of the things that attracted me to the academic life is that scholars don’t marry; therefore I’d never have to contend with another human being before I’d had my breakfast.

The half-cup of red wine that morning was full of dregs, being the very last knockings of the jar; it tasted horribly of dead yeast and made me want to throw up. I knew for a fact that I wouldn’t be able to get through a morning’s work without a drink at my elbow, which meant either the college buttery for a jar of the house etching-fluid, or a half-mile walk out through the gates into the Real World, where you can buy something perfectly drinkable for twenty stuivers. I shoved my hand into the vase where I keep my small change and dumped a fistful of coins in my pocket, and off I went.

When I was a kid, the sun was everything. It decided what we’d be able to get done that day, and we all studied and discussed it with tireless fascination—when would it rain, was it warm enough for sowing, had we finally seen the back of the spring frosts, all that. At the University the sun was still there, presumably, but it didn’t really affect us. The cloisters mean you can get from the staircases where we all live to the library or the chapter house without getting sunburnt or soaked to the skin no matter what the weather’s doing, and so the common obsession of mankind passes us by, and we don’t have to give it a moment’s thought.

Outside the gates, though, they have weather, and I was pleasantly surprised by it; a sunny day with just enough breeze to take the spite out of the sunshine. I hadn’t been outside for several weeks, what with one thing and another, and either the World had improved since I’d seen it last or else my perceptions of it had mellowed. I strolled down Foregate into Market Square and very nearly bought a jar from the place I usually go to; and then it occurred to me that if you want the really good stuff at a sensible price, you need to go down to the docks and buy it straight off the boat. Most people can’t do this, because of the language barrier, but obviously that doesn’t apply to me.

The wine boats all tie up at the far western end, where there’s enough depth of water for their uniquely shaped keels (they’re built that way so the jars can stand upright in transit). I wandered down past the grain freighters and the stone barges and those huge floating boxes they use for shipping lumber, listening out for snatches of rare or interesting languages (force of habit) but that day they were all either Vesani or Mezentines, with a couple of massive five-bankers out of Scona. When I reached the wine jetty, there were only three ships tied up there. One was Blemmyan, one was Vesani, and the third one I couldn’t immediately place, so I drifted over to it with my ears open. Nobody seemed to be about, and I was on the point of moving on to the Blemmyan ship when someone called out, “Hey, you.”

“Me?” I said.

“Yes, you. Are you Customs?”

I shook my head. “Not likely.”

A head appeared through a hatch in the deck. “That’s all right then. You want something?”

“I wouldn’t mind buying a jar or two.”

The head grew into a man; ordinary, nondescript. “Sorry,” he said. “All this lot’s spoken for.”

For some reason, that nettled me. I’m one of those people who want what they can’t have, simply because they can’t have it. “Sure,” I said. “But I bet you anything you like you’ve had the odd breakage, what with the seas being so rough this time of year.”

“No, it’s been flat as a pancake.” Then, like a drop of milk falling into water, the idea dawned on him and gradually permeated his mind. “Yeah, well,” he said doubtfully. “I don’t suppose they’d miss just one jar. If the price was right.”

“Twenty stuivers.”

“Sorry, I don’t know how much that is.”

Oh for crying out loud. “Hundred and ten stuivers to the daler, fifteen dalers to the gulden.” He carried on looking blank, until the urge to write something on him was almost too much to bear. “Twenty stuivers is roughly a Scona half-bezant, if that’s any help.”

It was enough help to enable him to shake his head. “All right,” I said, “thirty, and that’s my best offer.”

“Have you ever tried our wine?”

“I don’t know. Probably not.”

“Then how do you know you’d like it?”

“Forty stuivers,” I said. “Take it or leave it.”

“Forty stuivers,” he repeated, and then he thought about it, far more than was strictly necessary in my opinion, and then he said, “Oh, go on, then,” and vanished back down the hatch. I counted out forty stuivers, and he reappeared with a reddish-brown jar. It was sharply pointed at the bottom, like the ones we had when I was a kid, for standing upright in damp sand. Hopeless, of course, for indoors. I handed him the money. He looked at it as though I’d just given him a fistful of cockroaches, then put the coins in his mouth. I hadn’t seen anyone do that since I was a boy, growing up in a region where they didn’t have pockets.

“Pleasure doing business with you,” I said. He couldn’t speak, his mouth being full of tiny bits of silver, but he nodded and vanished back down his hatch. I tucked my jar under my arm and headed back to the University.

I’d been in the World rather longer than I’d anticipated, so I leant the jar up against the wall of my room, sat down at my desk and plunged straight back into translating a royal decree. It was only when I stopped to try and remember a particular word in my homemade Aelian that I realised that something was wrong. The word was customs—the tax, not the habit—and I realised I’d heard that word quite recently. That word—

Surely not.

That’s one thing about being a linguist, or at least a really, really good linguist, like me. It’s perilously easy to forget which language you’re speaking. Even so; surely not.

I was on my feet and halfway down the staircase when I realised the vast desert of implications that came bundled with the thoughts in my head. I’d heard that word, on the lips of a sailor selling wine off a ship in the harbour. But I couldn’t have, because the only person in the world who knew that word was me.

I’m not as fit as I used to be, so I was out of breath by the time I’d run down Foregate, through Old Town and down the Waits to the docks. A glance at the sun—a tad after high noon—told me that four hours had passed since my last visit. Past the grain freighters and the stone barges to the wine jetty. There were four ships there: the Blemmyan, a Scona four-master, and two Antecyrenes. The ship I was looking for wasn’t there.

“Finished unloading about an hour ago,” someone on the Blemmyan ship told me. “Pissed off in a hurry to catch the breeze. You only just missed them.”

I was breathing heavily, and not because I’d been running. “That ship,” I said. “Where was it from?”

“No idea.”

Well, I thought, as I wandered slowly back up the hill, at least it had existed. I had direct independent testimony; the Blemmyan had seen it, watched them unload their cargo, though he hadn’t bothered to notice who came and took it away, so I had no clues to lead me to the buyer, who might be able to tell me more about ship and its origins . . . I could go round all the wineshops and bars in the city holding my jar and asking them if they’d seen one like it. No, I decided, I couldn’t. That would be ridiculous, and I had far too much work to get done, and if I didn’t deliver the texts on schedule, everything would screw up and a lot of people would be put to death.

Besides, I thought, I probably, make that almost certainly, imagined the whole thing. What evidence was I basing my hypothesis on? A vague recollection of a word (customs) being in a certain language. But that language had been on my mind so much I’d started dreaming in it. Furthermore, my fake Old Aelian was based on the real genuine Aelian, retro-engineered using the best philological tools in order to sound convincing; wasn’t it entirely possible that there was a genuine Aelian dialect—there’s dozens of them—in which the same rules of evolution had applied, producing by natural means the word I’d artificially extrapolated? Frantically, I tried to remember any of the other words the man on the boat had used, but of course I couldn’t; I remembered what he’d said, but I’m a linguist, I don’t notice language the same way a fish isn’t constantly aware of being wet.

It’s all right, I reassured myself, you’re going nuts, that’s all. It was a comforting thought. Overwork and stress and the fear of death had rattled my brains so badly I was imagining things, but apart from that there was nothing to worry about except finishing the work on time and getting away with it without being broken on the rack by the First Citizen’s corps of highly skilled and motivated torturers. So that’s all right, I told myself. I may even have believed it, but it’s been a while now and I can’t say I remember for sure.

* * *

My esteemed colleague Euxander, the finest art historian of his generation, beside whom two short planks seem positively anorexic, was born in the Trago House on North Hill, the best house in the best district of the city. If you’re wondering why he isn’t a duke or something, I should point out that he was born in the back parlour of the servants’ hall. His mother was a housemaid. Euxander knows who his father was, but a nondisclosure agreement means he can’t tell, and he’s profoundly scrupulous about that, probably because it leaves the field wide open for the most outrageous speculation. He loves to drop hints, 90 percent of which are self-contradictory and presumably deliberately misleading. Personally, I think the butler did it, and his mother claimed it was one of the exalted guests in order to obtain money.

Naturally, as a scion of a presumably noble house, Euxander got a proper education. He claims that when he was a kid he turned out to be very clever indeed—presumably he grew out of it—and won a scholarship to the Temple choir school, even though when he sings it sounds like someone killing a pig. He’d never been outside the city walls in his life, and his rooms at the top of the East Staircase are a sight to see. Where he gets the money to buy all those wonderful things, I have no idea; he hints that it’s an allowance from his exalted family; I tell people he takes bribes from students to let them see the exam questions in advance. He has the best collection of Sashan ivory triptychs in the West; one of the two extant versions of Theudibert’s Transfiguration of the Blessed Mother (the other one’s in the royal gallery in Ap’Escatoy); no less than seven archaic Antecyrene funeral masks; and a small panel of smoke-blackened painted wood which he’s confidently identified as a genuine Apsimar, which means it’s worth more than the yearly tax revenues of the Oporia. He is, of course, the greatest living authority on Apsimar, so he can say what he damned well likes and you’ve got to believe him.

Actually, I quite like him. He came to see me one evening. He had something with him, wrapped in an old sack.

“I bought this in the Flower Market this morning,” he said. “I don’t know what to make of it.”

He pulled it out of the sack. I looked at it. “It’s the other way up,” he said helpfully. 

I turned it over. “What is it?” I said.

He sighed and took it from me. “I don’t know,” he said. “That’s the thing.”

Euxander admitting ignorance; unheard of. What he’d shown me was a thin bronze sheet, green with age. It was embossed (I think that’s the word) with a sort of abstract pattern of stylised flowers, their long stems interwoven and twining together like a worm orgy, here and there a recognisable leaf or tendril but mostly this incredibly complicated mass of stems, passing in and out and over and under. When you looked at it, you couldn’t help trying to trace the stems, but immediately your brain cut out; too complicated, too smart for an idiot like you. It was incredibly striking, unforgettable, and profoundly ugly. “If I were you,” I said, “I’d put two handles on it and use it as a tray.”

“I’m worried,” he said, sitting down in my favourite chair. “I think there may be a leak in our security.”

I hadn’t been expecting him to say that. “Because of this?”

He nodded. “I think,” he said, “that this is something of ours. But how the hell it came to be in the Flower Market—”

He explained. Part of his job in the great enterprise, he said, was to come up with a plausible but entirely distinctive form of art for our synthetic proto-Aelians. It had to be unique, but at the same time it had to be the direct lineal ancestor of some aspect of native Aelian design. So Euxander gave it a lot of thought and decided that he’d go with abstract acanthus-and-scroll—you know the sort of thing, it’s all over every old building in the city, friezes and cornices and round the edges of tiled floors, everywhere you look. In accordance with the inflexible rules of art history, the primeval form from which our pretty-pretty loops and flowers are descended had to be comparatively crude, vigorous, and lousy with inherent symbolism; acanthus-and-scroll would therefore be a decadent derivative of the original, with all the symbolic meanings long since forgotten.

“And this is what you came up with?” I said. “Not bad,” I grudgingly admitted. “It certainly looks old enough.”

He gave me a troubled look. “It is old,” he said. “At least, I know it can’t be, but if I didn’t know better, I wouldn’t hesitate in saying this is at least two thousand years old, probably more. Still, the people I’ve hired do good work, I’ll say that for them.”

I nodded slowly. “And you think they’ve been making pieces on the side and selling them.”

“It’s got to be that,” Euxander said. “No other possible explanation.” He put the thing back in its sack and laid it on the floor. “Naturally, I asked the man I bought it from where he’d got it. He said some shepherds found a cave in the hills and there were loads of things like this, but of course that’s what they always say. Usually it means it’s been stolen from a temple.”

He frowned, then pulled the thing out of the sack and peered at it. “Look here,” he said. “On the edge, right where my thumbnail is.”

I took a look. There was a hole. The edges of the hole were distorted; as though it had been nailed up, and someone in a hurry had yanked or jemmied it free, pulling the head of the nail through the thin metal sheet. “That,” he said, “is exactly what I’d expect to see on a piece looted from a temple. Believe me, I’ve seen hundreds like it. That sort of damage is very distinctive, it’s one of the first things you look for.”

My turn to frown. “Hang on,” I said. “Did you tell your craftsmen to do that?”

“No,” he said. “It’d make no sense. Our pieces are supposed to be found in situ, undisturbed. And this is new damage; look, the edges are shiny. If it was looted back in antiquity, the edges would be green.” He paused; he was having trouble with his tenses, like the rest of us. “What I mean is, my people wouldn’t fake new damage. Old damage possibly, if the provenance called for the piece to have been looted, back in the old days. But new damage is—” He looked at me. “I don’t get it,” he said. “This is weird.”

“It’s a bit more than that,” I said. “If your people are selling objects on the side, it could mean our heads on a spike. Have you told Maggo about this?”

He nodded. “He had the stall-holder arrested,” he said. “Right now, I should imagine they’re breaking his fingers and pulling out his teeth. We’ll just have to wait and see what they come up with.”

* * *

Nothing much, it transpired, apart from a lot of blood and perfectly good teeth, now no use to anybody. The stallholder swore blind that he’d bought the brass panel from one of his usual fences, who’d bought it from a Caelian, who’d stolen it from a half-derelict pilgrim shrine on the Great East Road. The fence said the same thing, over and over again until they pulled his tongue out and he could only mumble. The Caelian was out of town and couldn’t be traced, though the secret police were on the job, and it was therefore only a matter of time—

I was worried, of course. We all were. I hadn’t told Euxander about the man on the wine ship and the word customs, but I told Maggo, who’d come hurrying back from the site as soon as Euxander’s messenger reached him. He listened to me in dead silence, and when I’d finished, he gave me a look that would’ve broken my heart, if I still had one.

“That’s not the end of it,” he said.

That made no sense. “What do you mean?” I said.

“We’re in the shit,” Maggo said. “Really, really deep in the shit. Listen.”

He told me all about it. Apparently Gyges had just scored a major diplomatic coup. After two years of intense negotiation, he’d finally got the Sashan to recognise his regime as legitimate. It had meant major trade concessions, but it was worth it. If the Sashan reckoned he was the rightful head of state, they’d agree to an extradition treaty. All the bosses of the old regime had settled just inside the Sashan border, which meant they could basically come and go as they pleased, maintaining their power bases in what used to be their family estates on our side of the line. Now they’d have to shift further east, into Echmen or Hus territory (they couldn’t go west; the Vesani would never recognise Gyges but that hardly mattered, since his hit squads could operate freely there without sticking out like sore thumbs) and then they’d be too far away to be a serious nuisance.

When the Sashan decide they officially like you, they send you presents. The principle behind Sashan diplomatic gifts is that it’s more blessed to give than to receive—partly because anything not Sashan-made is by definition inferior and not worth having, partly because status in their society is directly linked to prodigious and ostentatious generosity. Shortly before Gyges’ coup, they sent his predecessor nine elephants, forty lions, a golden (not gilded) chariot, and a ton of saffron. I don’t know what became of the elephants, but when Gyges’ men stormed the Residency and slaughtered every man, woman, and child they found there, the lions got out of their pen and wandered around the countryside, making agriculture even more hazardous than it usually is, until the farmers got together and managed to wipe them out. The chariot was melted down for coinage to pay Gyges’ Mesembrotian mercenaries. The saffron’s still there, presumably. I don’t know how long it keeps.

Part of the welcome - to - the - brotherhood - of - civilised - nations package they sent to Gyges was a bundle of very old and valuable manuscripts, fabulously illuminated and bound in jewel-encrusted codices. Mostly they were psalters, hymnals, and books of hours, but there was also a nine - hundred - year - old copy of The Book of Kings—a very special gift indeed. The Book is the official history of the Sashan people, and in theory at least, the number and location of copies is very strictly limited. It’s death for a private citizen to own one without a licence from the emperor, and it’s forbidden to send or allow to be sent a copy outside the Empire.

Naturally, when Maggo told me that, I was very excited, since The Book is believed to be mostly reliable, unlike practically every other work of history ever written, and extremely old. It’s reputed to contain source material going back five thousand years—inscriptions, decrees, treaties, diplomatic letters, and so forth—which would make it the only record of large chunks of human history that would otherwise be dark; as for the linguistic side of things, rumour had it that a lot of the quoted materials were cited in the original languages, with a Sashan translation. If so, there’d be great slabs of languages that have been extinct for centuries, complete with a crib to help you translate them, so practically handing you all those languages on a plate. . . .

“I want to see it,” I interrupted, when Maggo paused to draw breath. “I’ll give you anything you like for just one day with it, I promise.”

He looked at me. “It’s on its way here,” he said, “under armed escort. When you see it, I don’t think you’re going to be quite so cheerful.”

There was a problem, he explained. Yes, it was true; there were loads of old treaties, written in the original script and language, with translations. One of them—

“That’s impossible,” I said, when he’d told me.

“Yes,” he said. “It is. Hence the problem.”

* * *

A few hours later, I was able to judge for myself.

By God, though, that manuscript was a beautiful thing. Over the years I reckon I’ve seen it all, but this was something else. It was a small book, about the size of a roof tile. The pages were a sort of cream-coloured parchment, unmistakably Sashan. Instead of calf or sheepskin, the Sashan make their very best parchment from the skins of foals—actually I tell a lie; their very best parchment is made from the skins of foreign kings, but understandably the supply is fairly limited and even the Sashan wouldn’t make anyone a present of something as rich and rare as that. The illumination was picked out in lapis lazuli, cochineal, and Imperial purple, which gave me a very definite date; the particular breed of murex oyster from which that shade of purple was made became extinct eight hundred years ago. Generations of the very best forgers and fakers have spent lifetimes trying to approximate it and failed. You can see at a glance if it’s the real thing, and if that’s not enough you can scrape off a tiny, tiny bit of it and test it with aqua draconis and tincture of cerudine. I didn’t bother; it was the good stuff, no possible doubt about it.

There are nine books in The Book of Kings. A third of the way through book two, there’s a treaty. It concluded a small and desultory war, mostly about salt. There was an awful lot about salt in the treaty, too; access for the salt traders of both sides to passes in the mountains, their right to cross certain bridges without paying tolls, limitations on and index-linking of tariffs; some specialised vocabulary there, and not much about love or happiness or the meaning of life, but enough for a geek like me to be able to get a very good idea of how the other language (not Sashan) worked. Not that that was a terrible problem, because it was a language in an early stage of development, blissfully free of contractions, blurred inflections, and irregular verbs. Also, it so happened I knew the language already. Because I’d invented it.

* * *

“Someone,” Maggo said, as the eleven of us huddled round a charcoal brazier in the smaller chapter house, “is playing a joke on us. Got to be.”

“I’m not laughing,” Hericus said.

“Well, he is, whoever he may be,” Maggo said. “I bet he thinks he’s really clever. Well, he is really clever, you can tell that by his work.” He paused and looked at each of us in turn, which I felt was alarming and uncalled for. “Sorry, boys,” he said, “but it’s got to be one of us. It’s the only possible explanation.”

I didn’t like that at all. “Impossible,” Euxander said. “If—I say if—someone is deliberately sabotaging the project in this manner, he’d have to be a master of all our specialities, and that’s impossible. He’d have to know as much about art history as I do and as much about architecture as Maggo and as much about military history as Celeutho and as much about language and linguistics as—”

“We get the point,” Maggo said. “But presumably one of us does.”

“Impossible.” Euxander doesn’t shout, he squeaks. “That’s not the way the system works. Each of us is at the very pinnacle of our own particular discipline, that’s why we’re here. And we’ve gotten here by a lifetime of single-minded devotion to one particular aspect of scholarship. Nobody could master all those specialities, not if he lived to be a hundred.”

Awkward pause. Then Hericus said, “Not strictly true.”

He’d got Maggo’s attention. “Go on,” he said.

“You wouldn’t need to be Regius Professor of a dozen subjects,” Hericus said. “Not if you were the one coordinating the whole thing.”

Maggo went white as a sheet and said nothing. Nobody was doing much in the way of breathing either.

“We all do our separate bits,” Hericus went on, “and then we bring them to Ma—to the one who’s coordinating, and he gets to see all our progress reports so he can precis them and report to Gyges. Also, he knows who all the tradesmen and craftsmen are, the people doing the actual making stuff, because he puts in the requisitions for the money to pay them. Just a thought,” he added. “But Euxander said it’s impossible, and it isn’t.”

We were all looking at Maggo, and he was staring at us. “I swear to God—” he said.

“Actually,” Hericus went on, in a rather more normal voice, “I don’t buy it, not for a second. Just because something’s possible doesn’t necessarily make it so, and Maggo’s got just as much to lose as the rest of us if the project screws up. I don’t think he’s dumb enough to cut his own throat like that. No, it’s rather more likely that there’s someone close to him, either on his staff or at Gyges’ end; someone who’s got access to all the paperwork, so he can see all our reports and find out the names of the craftsmen—”

“Just a moment,” Euxander interrupted. “You’re overlooking something. The Sashan book.”

“Oh God, he’s right,” Celeutho moaned. “That came straight from the Sashan diplomatic courier. There’s no way anybody could’ve intercepted it and substituted a phoney for the original.”

But Hericus was smiling. “Agreed,” he said. “The book we received was the book that left the Sashan royal court, I think we can take that as an established fact. Actually, I think that answers the whole problem. Well, doesn’t it?”

“Just a minute.” Euxander scowls and pulls faces when he’s thinking really hard. “The Sashan—”

“It makes sense,” Hericus said firmly. “What’s all this leading up to? The project, I mean. Gyges wants Strasoe so he can attack Antecyrene so he can attack the Sashan. We all figured that out for ourselves long ago, without anybody needing to tell us. I think it’s fair to assume there are men in Sashan just as smart as we are. So they’ve got a hell of a reason for interfering.”

“But they’ve just recognised his stupid regime,” Celeutho pointed out.

“Sure,” Hericus said. “Oh come on, Celeutho, you’re supposed to be the student of strategy and tactics. They suspect Gyges, so they go out of their way to suggest to him that they don’t suspect him at all: that’s book one, chapter one, page one in your Boy’s Book of Statecraft. Also, it gives them a marvellous opportunity to sabotage the whole bloody thing, by doing exactly what they’ve done. All they need is someone on the inside, and God knows, that wouldn’t be a problem. The Sashan aren’t exactly short of a bob or two.”

“So the Sashan forged their own document,” I said.

Hericus gave me a scowl. “Hello,” he said, “glad you could join us. Yes, that’s precisely what I’m saying they did. And of course they can do that, because nobody in the West has ever seen a copy of the famous Book of Kings, so nobody in the West has the faintest idea what’s supposed to be in there. Also, think about it, for crying out loud. For a thousand years it’s been death to betray the secrets of The Book to infidels, and now all of a sudden they send us a copy. Really? Because if you believe that, I’ve got a whole portfolio of bridges you might be interested in buying, at sensible prices.”

Which was me told, so I shut my face and sat quiet. Meanwhile Euxander was giving Maggo a basilisk stare, and Maggo noticed and said, “What?”

“Well, then,” Euxander said. “Obviously, the leak is your fault. It’s got to be one of your people. What do you propose doing about it?”

“I have absolutely no idea,” Maggo said. “What do you suggest? Do we go to Gyges and tell him? He’s going to find out sooner or later.”

“Dear God, no,” Celeutho said. “He’ll kill us all.”

“I don’t think so,” Hericus said. “He still needs us to do the job.”

“But if the Sashan have figured out what we’re doing,” Lenseric put in (I thought he’d been awfully quiet), “surely he’ll just pull the plug and think of some other way to start his damned war. Then he won’t need us at all, except to keep our mouths shut. And we’ll do that best if we’re dead.”

“I don’t think so,” Hericus repeated. “He’s put a lot of money and effort into this project. I honestly don’t think he’ll want to waste all that so long as he thinks there’s a chance of making it work. And if the Sashan have figured it all out, so what? It’s not them he’s concerned about, it’s his own people. So long as they believe him, the Sashan are irrelevant. They can say what they damned well like, and nobody here’s going to take any notice.”

“So we tell him,” Euxander said. “I don’t like the sound of that.”

“Fine,” Hericus said. “Only I’m prepared to bet you a million gulden that if we decide not to tell him, one of the people in this room will go to Gyges and say, promise not to kill me and I’ll tell you what those bastards are up to behind your back. Probably,” he added after a moment’s pause, “it’ll be me. Unless one of you lot beats me to it.”

Curiously enough, a similar thought had just been flitting across my mind. “Wonderful,” Maggo said. “Now you’ve left us no choice. Thank you ever so much for that.”

“My pleasure,” Hericus said. “At least it means we’ve decided on something, even if it’s suicidally stupid.”

* * *

I don’t go in much for the pleasures of the flesh, but I do have one secret vice. Her name is Nine White Hairs, and she used to be a chorus-girl at the Gallery of Illustration, until one day she had a bad fall, injured her knee, and couldn’t dance anymore. That prompted her into a sideways career shift into the entertainment and hospitality sector, where she could do most of her work lying down. When I met her she was thirty-one years old, and I sort of fell in love with her in reverse. The way it’s supposed to be, you notice someone and realise how wonderful they are, and eventually you end up in bed together. Trust me to do the simplest thing arse-about-face. Then she had an abortion that went badly wrong, and she nearly died. All I could do to help was pay money to doctors and nurses; miraculously, that was enough. When at last she pulled through I suggested that she might consider taking early retirement, and to my great relief she agreed; even putting up with me, she said, would be preferable to risking having to go through all that again.

By this point I’d discovered, rather to my surprise, that the best fun I could have with her was sitting and talking. Actually, it was the best fun ever, in a life where fun has been singularly lacking. I have friends at the University, lots of them. But when I tell you that of those friends the closest and least annoying was Euxander, you can probably figure out for yourself why someone clever, witty, sensible, and not the world’s leading authority on some abstruse aspect of literature or history was so attractive to me. That’s what I saw in her; what she saw in me was a roof over her head and twelve gulden a year, which happens to be half my salary. I bought her a nice little town-house in the Rookeries with the last of my coin-clipping money, and I go and see her as often as I can. She’s generally at home in the evenings, unless she’s out.

I know you’re curious, and the answer is, I don’t know. Nine White Hairs is a Dejauzi name, but she doesn’t look Dejauzi, and she has no idea how she came by it or what it means. She can’t speak Dejauzi, which is a pity, it’s a fascinating language, and when I offered to teach it to her she gave me a look and I resolved never to mention the subject again.

“If a man wanted to disappear,” I asked her, “how would he go about it?”

She looked at me as though I’d been spelt wrong. “Why?”

“Because I want to know the answer,” I said.

Fair enough. “It can be done,” she said. “I used to know a man who arranged that sort of thing. Mostly he made people disappear for good, but I take it—”

“No.”

“The other sort of disappearing.” She nodded. “It’s expensive,” she said. “You couldn’t afford it.”

“Pretend I could.”

That made her frown. “You walk into a room,” she said. “Someone else who looks a lot like you walks out again. The people following you— Are there people following you?”

“Assume that there are.”

“They follow the man who looks just like you. Eventually they realise it’s not you, but by that time you’re in Scona, smelling of fish.”

“Fish.”

“Because of spending six days in the hold of a fishing boat. It costs money because of finding the man who looks just like you. Mostly they use actors, but a half-decent actor won’t do the job unless it pays well, because he’s bound to get in a lot of trouble when the bad guys find out what’s happened. The man I used to know didn’t pay the actors, of course. He knew things about them, so they were only too happy to oblige. But he was more expensive than hiring Einhard.”

“Einhard couldn’t be me,” I said. “He’s too tall.”

“Einhard could be anybody he likes,” she said. “He was in a show at the Gallery once, before he got famous. Nice man. Very clean fingernails.” She looked at me some more. “But that’d be no good for you,” she said. “What could you possibly do on Scona?”

“Still be alive,” I said. “Which is rather more than I could do here, if things don’t go so well.”

“Bad as that?”

“Not yet,” I said. “But it could be. That’s why I want to weigh up all my options. When you say expensive—”

She thought for a moment. “Say you got three hundred for the house,” she said. “You’d still need another one-fifty, bare minimum. That’s assuming the man I used to know would be prepared to do me a favour.”

I was puzzled. “What house?”

“This house, idiot.”

At which point I decided I wasn’t going to run. I had responsibilities. “Forget I spoke,” I said. “There isn’t really a problem. I was just asking on behalf of a friend.”

“Friends like that you don’t need.”

“True. I was only thinking aloud. Let’s have another drink.”

She didn’t move. “You’ve had two already.”

“So?”

“So you never have more than two drinks. What’s the matter?”

I spend my life talking to people, but my conversations are generally either disputes or negotiations. I dispute with students and colleagues, I negotiate with the other members of Faculty; speech for me is about winning, or at least getting as much of my own way as I possibly can. If someone says good morning, my first instinct is to analyse with a view to contradicting; no it isn’t, there are clouds to the west, suggesting a 70 percent chance of rain. If they say, how are you, my reaction is, why do you want to know? I guess that sort of goes with the territory. A career academic’s function is to question, argue, debate, pick holes; only by constant assault can the citadel of unblemished truth be maintained, which is actually a pretty odd notion when you stop and think about it. What I don’t do, ever, is open my mouth and say what I really feel. The mouth is the gate of the soul; you don’t open your gate when you’re under perpetual siege, as I am.

“What’s the matter?” she repeated.

“I’m in trouble,” I said. “About the worst sort of trouble there could possibly be. Only for crying out loud don’t tell anybody. If you did, you’d be in trouble too.”

She didn’t bother to react to that. “What sort of trouble?”

So I told her. She listened without a word, intently, with no perceptible change of expression, and when I’d finished she said, “You halfwit.”

“Yes,” I replied, “only I’m not sure what else I could’ve done.”

“Get out of town the moment it all started,” she said, “obviously. But you didn’t, so that’s no help at all. And you can’t make a run for it now, obviously.”

“Obviously?”

She shook her head. “The man I used to know wouldn’t want to get mixed up with anything like that. Too much heat. If I asked him about it, the first thing he’d do would be go to the City Prefect, and then you and all your dumb-as-dogshit pals would be dead men. And you can forget about trying to recruit an actor direct, without going through one of the gang bosses. Gyges’ people would hear about it before you’d stopped speaking. No, you’ve got to sit tight and see it out somehow. God only knows how.”

I decided on the spur of the moment to do something I really didn’t want to. “How much did you say you reckon this house is worth? Three hundred?”

“More or less. Why?”

“I think you should sell it and go to Scona. Better still, go to Scona and tell them to send you the money. If I’m in that sort of trouble, I don’t want you here.”

She smiled. You wouldn’t think that affection and contempt would mix well together, but she had a way of looking at me that blended them in perfect harmony, as though they were made for each other. “Sweet,” she said, “but obviously I can’t do that.”

“Obviously.”

“I’m on your known-associates list. They’d haul me off the boat and pull my teeth out until I told them why I was running away. Thanks but no thanks.”

I hadn’t thought of that. “Oh God,” I said. “So you’re in the shit too. I’m so sorry.”

“He’s sorry.” She shrugged. “That’s all right, then. You moron,” she added, not unkindly. “We’re going to have to be pretty smart if we’re going to get you out of this.”

A not uncommon linguistic device, known as the editorial first person plural; we meaning I. Any smartness in the partnership was going to have to come exclusively from her; I’d made that pretty obvious. “Any ideas?”

“Give me a moment, for crying out loud, you’ve only just dropped this on me.” She frowned. She has a lovely frown, which makes up for her rather indifferent smile. It makes the corners of her mouth curve irresistibly. “Your clever friends think it’s got to be the Sashan.”

“Yes,” I said. “And I guess they must be right. Who else could it be?”

“I don’t know,” she said, “but it doesn’t ring true, somehow. If that’s the way they’re going about things, it sounds—I don’t know, more like a stupid student rag than knives-in-the-dark diplomacy. I think you all think it’s convincing precisely because it’s so student-y.”

“Maybe,” I said. “But if it’s not the Sashan—”

“No idea. But one thing there’s no shortage of is people who hate Gyges.”

“But the history book,” I said. “Only the Sashan could’ve fiddled with it.”

She nodded. “In which case, there’s always the possibility it hasn’t been fiddled with.” She paused for a moment, her expression making it clear that interruptions while she was thinking would result in unpleasant consequences. “What you need to do,” she said, “is get hold of another copy of the stupid book and compare them.”

I sighed. “Haven’t you been listening? There are no other copies of the book this side of the Sashan frontier. That’s the point.”

She gave me a little smile. “Want to bet?”

“Actually,” I said, “yes. You wouldn’t understand, but it’s absolutely impossible. We’ve been trying to get hold of that book for two hundred years and it simply can’t be done.”

“Give me a day or so,” she said. “And ten gulden. I’ll see what I can do.”

* * *

Ten gulden is a lot of money. I borrowed it from Euxander. He asked me what it was for. Saving his worthless neck, I told him. He thought about that and said, would eight do? No, I told him.

Forty-eight hours later, she handed me a bundle of oilcloth, which I unwrapped. “Dear God,” I said.

“It’s only a loan,” she told me. “And you need to be quick. We’ve got to get it back under the Sashan ambassador’s pillow before he notices it’s gone.”

“How the hell did you—?” She frowned, so I used my imagination. Presumably, she knew someone who knew someone who from time to time shared the Sashan ambassador’s pillow. I picked up the book and gazed at it. “Would there be time to get it copied?” I asked yearningly. “Only—”

“No.”

Fair enough. “And you’re sure it’s genuine.”

“You’re asking me.”

Also fair enough. I flicked through a few pages at random. Definitely genuine. A relatively recent copy, say seventy years old by the inks and the texture of the parchment; a plain working book, no illuminations or illustrations. My guess is, the ambassador’s father got it as an inauguration present when he joined the College of Augurs, which is a high honour in Sashan society. It’s one of the few occasions on which copies pass into private hands.

“Well?” she said. “Aren’t you going to read the bloody thing?”

* * *

“That’s impossible,” Maggo said.

I was beginning to hate the smaller chapter house, even though it’s a lovely building and the floor-to-ceiling mosaic of the Ascension is almost enough to make me turn religious; even though Euxander assures me it’s school-of-Zosimus rather than by Zosimus himself. But lately, every time I went there, sooner or later someone would be bound to say “But that’s impossible,” bringing into sharp relief the fact that we were screwed, and we had no idea what was going on.

“Sorry,” I said. “But there it was in the text, word for bloody word. The treaty is genuine. At least, it’s a genuine document.”

Maggo shook his head, like a cow dislodging flies. “Can’t be,” he said. “Someone’s playing games with us, again. It’s the only rational explanation.”

“Oh come on,” I said. “That would mean that someone anticipated that we’d try and borrow the ambassador’s copy of The Book, so they went to all the trouble of having a perfect forgery made, which would have to have been done back in Sashan, because there’s no way they’d have the resources to do it here, which means, given the there-and-back travelling time, at least three months . . . Someone had to figure out, three months ago, that we’d take it into our heads to borrow the ambassador’s copy—”

Maggo’s face was hard, like steel. “The Sashan are a remarkable people,” he said. “With a reputation for getting things done. Yes, I know it seems unlikely, but compared with the alternative . . .”

“It’s far more likely,” Celeutho put in (he doesn’t like me much), “that what he saw wasn’t the ambassador’s copy. Given the sort of people who were involved in obtaining this so-called evidence—”

I scowled at him. Sort of people; I know for a fact that his grandfather made his money selling dirty pictures off a stall in the Cheesemongers’ Quarter. “So what are you saying?” I asked him. “If what I saw was a fake, which it absolutely wasn’t, either it was made back in Sashan, which means three months’ transit time, which you can’t account for, or else it was made here in the city, which it can’t have been, because every faker with the necessary skills is accounted for, because they’re working for us.”

“Exactly,” Lenseric said (I could have sworn he’d been asleep two seconds earlier). “The Sashan have infiltrated our staff and suborned our, um, craftsmen. Which is how they come to have access to the linguistic materials they need to make the forgery.”

“I think it’s significant,” Celeutho went on, “that as soon as you announce that you need a copy of the book for comparison purposes, your dubious associates contrive you bring you one immediately. Whereas it must be common knowledge, even in that class of society, that any true scholar would pay any price you’d care to ask for access to a copy of The Book of Kings. How much did you say you paid for it?”

“Ten gulden. But—”

“Ten gulden,” Celeutho said. “Gentlemen, I ask you. Is there anyone sitting on these benches who, six months ago, wouldn’t have paid ten times that for a glance at The Book? Or five hundred, or a thousand; Faculty would’ve found the money like a shot, no questions asked. But no; there was never a copy available, because there’s never a copy available. Do you honestly think we haven’t all tried, over and over again? But when it’s necessary as part of the Sashan master plan, of course a copy suddenly materialises out of thin air.”

“That’s not fair,” I said. “My—my friend realised how desperate the situation was, and called in all her favours and went to an incredible amount of trouble—”

“Probably the less said about your friend’s favours the better,” Celeutho replied, and the only thing that stopped me killing him just then was the thought of the look on her face when I told her I was on the run for murder. “And maybe later when this is all over we can discuss the wisdom of telling all our confidential business to a prostitute. Meanwhile let’s confine ourselves to the issue in hand. I think we can confidently say that this purported discovery is just another attempt on the part of the enemy to disrupt the project. Fortunately, we weren’t deceived, and I can see no reason why we shouldn’t continue as planned.”

I was too angry to say anything, so I ground my teeth together and sat perfectly still. I hoped Maggo would say something, or Hericus, but for once they had nothing to contribute; Maggo just sat there looking like he was sitting for a portrait, and all Hericus did was shake his head, and I couldn’t tell which of us he was bitterly disappointed in, though at a guess I’d say all of us. “Seconded,” Lenseric sang out, which turned it into a motion, which was carried two votes to nil, everybody else abstaining on grounds of apathy. With friends like these, I thought, who needs Gyges, let alone the Sashan?

After the meeting, Euxander walked back with me to my staircase. “I don’t blame you,” he said. “Like Maggo said, the Sashan are a remarkable people. They’re said to have the most amazing intelligence network, and of course their resources are practically infinite. And naturally, they’d choose you as their tool, given your well-known connections to the demi-monde. Speaking of which.”

“Don’t speak of which,” I told him, “not if you value your teeth. And why is it,” I went on, “that suddenly the Sashan are the bad guys, on the flimsiest of evidence? Tell me that if you’re so damned smart.”

“But it’s obvious—”

“No,” I told him, “it isn’t. It’s an assumption we’ve all been making, mostly because we want it to be true.”

“I don’t think so,” Euxander said mildly. “I have nothing against the Sashan.”

“Really?” I peered at him sideways. “In that case, you’re just plain gullible. Or do I mean suggestible? Bit of both, really.”

“Excuse me,” he said, which is his way of saying, fuck off and die, you arsehole. “I don’t think I’m either of those, actually.”

“Yes,” I said, “you are. We all are. Think about it. What does Gyges want? He wants a war with the Sashan, because it’ll last for years and years and so long as it’s going on, nobody’s going to make a move against him. That’s why people like him start wars, you know that. So suddenly everything that goes wrong is the Sashans’ fault, in one way or another. That’s precisely how he wants us all to think, and guess what, that’s precisely what’s happening. Even to us, and we’re supposed to be smart. You do see that, don’t you?”

“No,” Euxander said. “Sorry, but I don’t. I think it’s perfectly logical for the Sashan to want to sabotage the project, exactly because of Gyges’ ambitions against them.” He stopped and looked at me. “Furthermore,” he said, “if that’s not the true explanation, then what in God’s name is?”

That was a question I couldn’t answer, so I shook my head and tried to convey without words that the solution was obvious, but he was too stupid to see it. That, after all, is what friends are for.

* * *

“There’s another way,” she said. “But you’re not going to like it.”

I gazed at her. If I worship anything, it’s intellect, or intelligence, or cleverness, or smartness. I believe that intelligence can do what gods are supposed to do and solve all our problems, if only we’d stop leading ourselves astray and do what intelligence tells us to. And Nine White Hairs is almost certainly the most intelligent person I’ve ever met. “Don’t you believe it,” I said. “You’d be amazed what I can like when my neck’s on the line.”

“You’re going to have to die,” she said. “Sorry, but it’s the only way.”

Polyclimnus, in a bath full of blood. I’d thought about that, a lot. “No,” I said. “I can’t. What’d happen to you, for one thing?”

She actually laughed. “Idiot,” she said. “You die, you’re off the hook, you come to life again somewhere else.”

“Ah, right. Sorry.”

She forgave me. “Trouble is,” she said, “nobody’s going to believe it unless there’s a body. Or, if there’s no body, there’s got to be a damned good reason. But we can work on that. The question is, are you prepared to go through with it? It’d mean losing everything.”

“You do that when you die,” I said. “Die for real, I mean. So, broad as it’s long. And I get to keep on living, so that’s fine.”

She frowned. “How old are you?”

“Fifty-two. Why?”

“You’d have to work for a living. I mean proper work, not this nonsense.”

“I was a clerk once,” I said. “A bloody good one. And I can clip coins so well even the Master of the Mint couldn’t tell the difference.”

For possibly the first time in our relationship, she was impressed. “You can?”

“What do you think paid for this house?”

“My God. Why didn’t you ever tell me?”

I smiled at her. “Oddly enough,” I said, “it’s not something I tend to boast about. But yes, I can make a living, if I have to.”

She nodded. “You’d need a partner,” she said. “Someone with a bit of common sense, or you wouldn’t last a week. The hell with it. I’m bored with this town anyway. It’s going to be hell living here once Gyges starts his war. I vote we go to Scona, it’s wide open and nobody gives a damn.” She looked at me, and for the first time in a long time I felt almost happy. “Who’d have thought you’d turn out to have a genuine useful skill, you of all people? You’ve got to tell me all about it. Right now.”

“Just a minute,” I said. “Me dying.”

“Oh, that,” she said. “Leave it with me. I’ll see what I can do.”

* * *

Maggo wasn’t at the next chapter. He’d been called back to the site; something that needed his immediate attention. “He didn’t say what it was,” Hericus told us, “which is just like him, I have to say. Still, it gives us a chance to look at where we’ve got to without Maggo forcing the agenda. I think that might be quite useful.”

Idiot, I thought, but I didn’t say so because in my mind I was already dead, and dead people don’t have a vote, no matter what the ward bosses may think. So I held my peace while Hericus ran through what he described as progress so far.

Work on site, he told us, was behind schedule. We hadn’t been allowed to know this, Hericus went on, because Maggo was directly responsible for those operations, but since he wasn’t present it was only right that we should be told. Heavy rainfall had flooded the trenches and turned most of what had so far been achieved into a swamp. There was very little chance of it drying out in time to complete the project on schedule, so Maggo had (unilaterally) decided to abandon most of that work. Instead, the labour gangs would lay out a new site adjoining the old one. To make up for lost time, he’d drafted in twenty thousand extra workers, and since there weren’t enough POWs, he’d taken the step of press-ganging local farmers and their families. It was regrettable, Maggo had said, but there didn’t seem to be an alternative. When I heard that, I decided I was glad I was dead, because if I’d still been alive, I’d have felt obliged to say something or smash somebody’s face in, for my father’s and brothers’ sake if not for my own.

Turning to other areas, Hericus went on, he was pleased to be able to report that we now had two warehouses down by the docks stuffed to capacity with baskets of broken potsherds. This was, of course, the heart of the matter. When you dig up an ancient city, if you want to know how people there actually lived, you look for the bits of old broken pot. Everybody uses pots, and the ways in which they use them can tell you ever so much about what sort of people they were; did they make their own pots or buy them from abroad? If the latter, you find out who they traded with and whether they were a great nation or only third-rate. If they made their own, the differences between the fine ware and the everyday stuff tells you all you need to know about the structure and hierarchy of their society. Also, artistic influences are evidence of foreign contact and the sophistication or lack thereof of their culture. The sorts of pots tell you what they ate, how they cooked it, whether they had enough to eat, and were they self-sufficient or did they rely on imports? Best of all, pottery doesn’t rot or rust, so you’re going to find large quantities of it, whereas wood or metal tends not to survive and so we couldn’t be expected to find much of either of them. In order to create a convincing society, we needed bushels and bushels of bits of broken pot, and he was delighted to reassure us that we were swimming in busted crockery, all absolutely up to specification and undetectable. All that remained, once Maggo had pulled his finger out, was to salt the streets of the city with the stuff and our position would be practically unassailable.

As for the written evidence (he actually used the word evidence), progress was satisfactory. The main body of texts would be the official annals, inscribed on basalt blocks set up in the marketplace. Obviously, it would be suspicious if these survived intact. The trick, therefore, was to smash up the blocks in such a way that certain key passages would be missing, but not so key that the narrative we wanted to get across wouldn’t be unambiguously clear. That had all been taken care of, the wording had been cleared with the First Citizen’s office, and we were good to go. Most of the actual chipping-hieroglyphs-into-stone could be done here, but a certain amount would have to be carried out on site, because of the need to use local stone wherever possible; all that was in hand, and no problems were anticipated. Turning to the subject of administrative archives, twelve thousand clay tablets were ready to be delivered to the site; one of the most remarkable finds was to be the civil service kiln, in which they baked all the tablets designated for long-term records. When the city was destroyed, the kiln collapsed, fortuitously entombing thousands of documents in an almost perfect state of preservation. These documents, recording the last desperate days of the city under assault by the enemy, would be particularly valuable in establishing what actually happened, and whose fault it was—

I knew about all that, since I’d written them, so I let his voice wash over me and started thinking about how I was going to die. It would have to be carefully planned, she was absolutely right about that, and absolutely convincing; but lately I’d learned ever so much about how to manufacture unimpeachable truth, so it wasn’t quite as daunting a prospect as it otherwise might have seemed.

More to the point; supposing I was to die and be resurrected with the minimum of fuss on Scona, what was I going to do there? I’d spoken airily about coin-clipping, but minting technology had moved on since my time—they’ve taken to sticking a tiny little mint-mark in the exergue, so coins aren’t nearly so easy to clip as they used to be. Besides, it would be a shame to waste all the new and wonderful skills into which I’d recently had a rare and unexpected insight. I resolved, during the brief time left to me, to take a serious interest in how the craftsmen working for the project went about their business. You don’t have to be particularly good with your hands to prod a piece of clay with a whittled reed, and in the Sashan Empire, they still use clay tablets for the majority of government and commercial correspondence. It’s hot in Sashan. I don’t like the heat much, but she loves it. Food for thought.

* * *

“Cremation,” she said, as soon as I walked through the door.

“Forget it,” I said, taking off my hat. There was no bowl of mint tea waiting for me on the little round rosewood table. This meant we were about to have a Serious Talk. Oh well.

“Fine,” she said. “If you won’t even listen to what I’ve got to say, there’s not really any point in me bothering, is there?”

“That came out wrong,” I assured her. “What I meant was, please do go on, but I’d rather not be burnt alive if I can possibly help it.”

“That’s the trouble with you, you’re always so negative. Now listen. Can you keep perfectly still?”

“No, of course not.”

She sighed. “Then you’ll have to learn, and that’s going to cost money. Oh, talking of which, I sold the house.”

I gazed at her. “Oh,” I said.

“Gilo the salt merchant,” she said. “He wants somewhere he can hold little tea parties for cultured young ladies and gentlemen with no chance of his wife finding out. I got four hundred and twenty for it, which is not bad.”

“That’s amazing,” I said. I’d paid two hundred, not that long ago. “When does he want it?”

“Three days,” she said. “And I threw in the furniture for another twelve.”

“Three days.”

“If needs be, I can stay with my friend Eudocia. But we’ll still need more money. How much can you borrow?”

I don’t like borrowing from my friends, I didn’t say, because it occurred to me that I’d be dead, and beyond the claims of friendship and guilt. “Euxander’s probably good for twenty,” I said, “if I can spin him a good enough yarn. He’s loaded.”

“Make it fifty,” she said. “Who else?”

“How much do we need?”

“How much can you get?”

I thought about it; not pretending to think, so as to give the impression of a considered assessment, but because without thinking I didn’t know. “If Euxander lends me fifty, then maybe a hundred. And I can probably embezzle another fifteen from the project and ten from the University, if I tell them it’s college business. I can volunteer to be treasurer of the wine committee.” I paused. The thought of scooping in all that money and not having to pay it back because I’d be dead was mildly intoxicating. “What do we need it all for?”

She was doing mental arithmetic. “Five hundred and fifty-seven gulden,” she said, “and adding my five hundred makes a thousand fifty; we ought to be able to do it on that if we’re careful—”

I was stunned. “You’ve got five hundred gulden?”

“Yes. Don’t pull faces, you’ll stick like it.”

“How the hell did you get five—?”

“How do you think?”

“Ah.”

“I was in the habit of saving up for my old age,” she said severely. “And I never knew from one day to the next when you were going to throw me out on my ear, so naturally I didn’t mention it. But now I’m giving you my entire life savings just to save your worthless life, so perhaps you’ll stop making difficulties all the bloody time and shut up so I can think.”

I don’t think I could’ve said a word right then even if I’d wanted to. She closed her eyes and scowled, her way of concentrating. “It’ll be tight,” she said. “What I’ll probably do is offer Strouthes and Notker so much up front and the rest when the job’s done, and then we’ll flit so we won’t have to pay them the balance. That ought to leave—” Another scowl. “Still not enough,” she said. “We need another hundred.”

I was still thinking about her five hundred gulden. If I died—four-fifty for the house plus five hundred in cash, she’d be a rich woman. Well, comfortable. More money than I’ve ever had since I turned honest, that was for sure. Then I thought, no, this is Nine White Hairs, the only friend I’ve ever had. If she really wanted me dead, then of course I’d die, just to please her. “There’s a book,” I said.

“What about it?”

“In the library. It’s about yay big, so it’d fit in my sleeve. It’s really valuable.”

She considered that. “Someone must know someone who deals in books,” she said. “Get it. What are you looking like that for?”

“Sorry,” I said. “It’s just, it’s the only copy known to exist. Symmachus’ Lelantica. It’s the history of an entire civilisation, and once it’s gone, nobody will know the truth about them ever again. For a scholar, that’s about the worst thing anyone could possibly do.”

She looked at me. “Idiot,” she said. “Get it tomorrow and bring it here. I’ll talk to some people. We ought to be able to manage something.”

I took a deep breath and let it out again slowly. “All right,” I said. “Now, for crying out loud, tell me what we’re going to do.”

“It’s pretty simple,” she said. “First, you die. Then—”

* * *

Notker was an actor friend of hers, from the old days. You won’t have heard of him. He’s not a very good actor, never was, almost certainly never will be. But he gets steady work because he excels at one particular thing, which is being dead. He also does impressions of actors and politicians, but being dead is his bread-and-butter.

It’s not easy, he explained to me at our first meeting, and not everyone can do it. But playwrights will insist on having people die in the middle of an act, which means some poor devil has to lie absolutely still and quiet, with two thousand people watching, while the drama of emotion and human interest carries on all round him. If you can be reliably dead for twenty minutes, you’ll never starve, says Notker.

First, he taught me to control my breathing. What you’re actually doing is slowing down the rate at which your heart beats; it sounds impossible, but it can be done, and Notker taught me how. Next he showed me how to stiffen my muscles and lock my joints, so that when I did breathe my body didn’t visibly move. That was pretty hard, but it was child’s play compared with keeping still. The danger is that you’ll fall asleep, which is disastrous; you relax and start breathing heavily, maybe even snore. You have to concentrate absolutely until you reach a sort of equilibrium, and then think really hard about something else. Notker, being an actor, occupies his mind by reciting all the various parts he’d played over the years. I decided I could achieve the same effect by parsing the declensions of every irregular verb I’d ever learned. “It’s basically all about thinking like mad about nothing at all,” he told me. Surprisingly, I found that piece of advice very helpful.

“Also,” he told me, when I thought we’d covered more or less everything, “you need to know how to react if someone touches you unexpectedly. It happens a lot,” he went on. “People trip over you or accidentally tread on your fingers, and you can’t anticipate it because you’ve got your eyes shut, so you can’t see them coming. So your mind needs to be so intent on what you’re doing that you don’t even notice. Actually, it’s not that. You notice but you don’t care.” He stopped for a moment, then added, “For what it’s worth, I think probably that’s what being really dead is like. They stick you in a box and worms eat you, but you’re having such a wonderful dream it simply doesn’t matter. Anyhow, that’s an important thing and you need to practice. Get someone to kick you or pour cold water down your ear.”

I nodded slowly. “And that’s what you do for a living,” I said. “Seriously.”

He shrugged. “Well,” he said. “It’s better than work.”

* * *

I stole the book. I felt like I’d murdered a million people. It’s the only thing I’ve ever done in my whole life that I genuinely regret.

But nobody seemed to have noticed, so I went to the next meeting at the chapter house. Maggo was back from the site. He looked awful.

“It’s bad,” he said. “It’s so bad, I couldn’t put it in a letter. I had to wait till I got back so I could tell you all face-to-face. I have no idea what we’re supposed to do now.”

Hericus told him to pull himself together. Maggo gave it his best shot and told us all about it.

Because of the flooding, they’d had to move the site sideways (“Skip that,” Hericus told him, “we know all about it”). So they dug down to the right level and discovered the ruins of an ancient city; a real one. They found a substantial city wall, of cyclopean construction, built of beautifully finished limestone ashlar blocks; beyond that was a residential district laid out on a grid pattern, and beyond that—

“Is when I decided I must have gone mad,” Maggo said, “or else something is very badly wrong. We found a central plaza, with a temple on the western side and facing it a palace complex, with a paved area, and in the exact centre—” He stopped and closed his eyes. I think he was hoping someone would interrupt, but no such luck. “The foundations of what must have been a triumphal arch, with inscriptions all around the base.”

We looked at each other. “Go on,” someone said.

While he’d been talking, Euxander had been shuffling through the bits of paper in his document case. He found what he’d been looking for; his copy of the plan of our fake city. In the middle, of course, was a central plaza with a temple on the west side (to face the rising sun) and the palace complex, and between them a plaza with a triumphal—

“We read the inscriptions,” Maggo went on. “That was no problem, because they’re in a language we all know.” He stopped and looked at me. I’d seen that look before, when I was in the army. A cart stacked high with barrels turned over, and this kid from the village got pinned down under them. His back was broken and his guts had burst but he was still alive. That look. “Practically word for word,” he said. “It’s all there, every fucking thing. If you weren’t paying attention you wouldn’t be able to tell which city you were in, ours or—”

“But that’s—” Celeutho didn’t finish the sentence. No need.

Maggo was well past justifying himself. “Feel free to go out there and take a look for yourself,” he said. “You can all go, if you want to, I don’t care. To be honest with you, I don’t think it matters a damn what we do now.”

Dead silence while we tried to make sense of what we’d just heard. It was like trying to swallow a brick. Then Hericus got up, then sat down again.

“All right,” he said. “So it’s more important than ever that we should keep our heads and not go all to pieces.” He looked round at us, as though we were the characters in a dream and he’d just woken up. “So there’s a real buried city, so fucking what? Either we can cover it up and nobody will ever know, or we can use it. You know, adapt it so it’s what we want it to be.”

Maggo gazed at him. He was this close to bursting out laughing, or into tears, or both. “It wouldn’t need much doing to it,” he said. “Weren’t you listening? It’s practically identical—”

“Good,” Hericus shouted. “Because we were behind schedule, and now some kindly bastard’s done all our work for us.” He took a deep breath. “For all we know, it’s a fucking miracle. Maybe God really does love Gyges and wants him to rule the entire fucking world. Or maybe we’re all so amazingly good at our jobs that we reconstructed an entire bloody civilisation from first principles, and we got it right.” He stopped; there’s a slight echo in the smaller chapter house, and I think his own voice shouting back at him had unnerved him a bit. “I don’t actually care,” he said. “Someday when this is all over, maybe it’d be nice to sit round a table somewhere and talk it over and see if we can’t figure out an explanation for all this, one we can live with without slitting our wrists. But it’s not over, not yet. And we’re involved in it, right up to our necks, and if we don’t pull ourselves together we’re going to get torn to shreds. But there’s no reason why we can’t handle it. Well, is there?”

I don’t think anybody was listening. Oh, we all heard the words, but the meaning skated off us, like a knife trying to cut glass. Eventually Maggo looked up—he’d been staring down at the toes of his boots—and said, “Maybe it’d be best if you went out there.”

Hericus clearly didn’t want to do that. “Why should I? You’re in charge.”

“There’s nothing in writing,” Maggo said. “You deal with it, if you feel you want to. I’ve had enough.”

“Fine,” Hericus snapped. “Obviously someone’s got to. Equally obvious, you lot are all so pathetic, I’d have to be crazy to expect you to do a damn thing. Leave it all to me. I’ll save all our skins and you can thank me for it later.”

Three alls in one relatively short outburst; Hericus taking the entire weight of Creation on his shoulders, like the hero in the legend. It was enough to make a cat laugh. Fortuitously, I’m not a cat.

* * *

“We need to bring everything forward,” I told her.

She stared at me. “You what?”

“Something’s gone badly wrong,” I told her. “I need to die now, otherwise I’m going to be in so much trouble—”

“What—?”

“Don’t ask,” I said, and I guess there must’ve been something in my voice, because just for once she didn’t.

“Fine,” she said. “I’ll get Rhoe, you fetch the stuff, and I’ll meet you at the bathhouse.”

The stuff referred to above all fitted neatly in one small linen bag, which we’d taken the precaution of hiding under a loose floorboard. I slung the bag over my shoulder and strolled down the street to the baths. Lots of people like them; I don’t. There’s always a lot of people milling about looking for someone to bore; if I want that, I can stay in the University and save myself a walk. But nearly everybody goes there at least once a week, me included, so it wouldn’t arouse the suspicions of whoever Gyges had following me. For an extra ten stuivers, you can hire a private room. So I did that and waited for her and her friend to show up.

Rhoe, short for Callirhoe, is a makeup artist, supposedly the best in the business. Most actors do their own makeup, but the really big ones, Vallo and Einhard and Andronica, that lot, hire a specialist. What she can’t do with a few pigments and a pot of goose grease, Nine had assured me, isn’t worth bothering about. Your own mother wouldn’t know you when she’s finished with you.

She turned out to be a tall, fat woman with grey hair and a face that looked like it had been eroded by rain or sandstorms; a jolly woman who never stopped talking. I sat back in a chair and kept very still while she smeared and dabbed and pulled my eyelids apart and soaked my eyes with stuff that stung like hell. When she’d finished, and when she was satisfied with her work, she held up a mirror and I saw myself. I was dead. No question about it. My skin was grey, every trace of colour had vanished. “Close one eye,” she told me, and yes, she’d got the dead eyelid perfectly. Apparently, the eyelids don’t sit right unless you dilate the pupils with belladonna. Only a real artist would know something like that.

“You can fake anything if you just know how,” she told me. “Right, you’ll do. Break a leg.”

When she’d gone, Nine White Hairs took the bottle from the bag and poured it out into a little porcelain bowl. “Drink about two thirds of it,” she said, “spill the rest. Then you’ve got to drink the antidote straight away, or you’re crow food.”

I nodded. It had to be real poison, she’d explained; it has a distinctive smell. They’d smell the spilt stuff on my clothes, then open my mouth and sniff for it in there. With me looking like that, nobody would bother trying to find a pulse; if they insisted, she’d dart in and do it. That would be fine, because people don’t like touching dead bodies if someone else is prepared to do it for them. All I had to do was keep perfectly still and remember what Notker had taught me about being dead. Piece of cake, she said. You’re really good at it now. You could go on the stage.

Real poison; I looked into the cup. The stuff was a sort of pale golden colour, like the very best mint tea, or urine. She’d told me what it was made from, and I’d looked it up. It kills you very dead indeed inside an hour, but if you swill down the antidote straight away it won’t harm you at all. “Get on with it,” she said. “We haven’t got all day.”

I could see what she meant about the smell. It reminded me of the honey-cake stalls in the market, sweet and nutty and pungent. Ah well. Watch out tonsils, here it comes.

“Actually,” I said—it was a bit difficult getting the words out; my mouth and tongue felt oily, “it’s not so bad. Right, where’s the—?”

She was looking at me. “Sorry,” she said.

Made no sense. “The other stuff,” I said. “Come on, there isn’t much time.”

“Sorry,” she repeated. “No antidote.”

* * *

Right, then. A few things we need to clear up before we go any further.

What is truth? Actually, it’s remarkable how few people know what the truth consists of, and how very little this widespread ignorance matters. The simple fact is, most of us can get by perfectly happily without the truth. Indeed, generally speaking, human beings as a species are better off without it. At best, truth is a raw material—an ore, or a baulk of timber, a block of stone, a fistful of wet clay. We don’t alter its fundamental identity, but we do improve it. We chip bits away, we beat it or mould and squeeze it into useful and acceptable shapes, something we can live with, something we can use. In its pristine, un-fucked-about-with form it’s no real good to anybody; crafted, improved, manipulated with skill and (dare I say it) love, it can be something truly beautiful.

That’s assuming, by the way, that there really is such a thing as the truth. I’ve been searching for it all my professional life as a scholar, and I can’t say I’ve ever found it—not the real thing, in its pure, unalloyed state. There’s a saying in our business; nothing changes so much as the past. Perfectly true. When I began my studies, we all knew for a fact that the mighty Robur nation originated somewhere on the endless steppes north of Echmen and were driven west by other primitive nomadic tribes until they crossed over the Roof of the World and swept down through Olbia to colonise what is now Mezentia and the Aelian peninsula. That was undisputed; it was in all the books; it was knowledge. Then some scholars started prodding about at the verb endings of Old Robur, and some other scholars found some inconsistencies in the earliest accounts, and another bunch of people with nothing better to do started comparing pottery fragments found in the ruins of old temples; and suddenly it all came together, and now we know for a fact that there was no mass migration of a million stalwart Robur tribesmen, with their ox-drawn carts and their lowing flocks and herds. Instead we now know, for a fact (and it’s in all the books) that a few thousand Robur were taken by slave-traders to build roads by the people who lived in Mezentia long before the Mezentines did, and presumably they must have multiplied and somehow got free, and slaughtered or enslaved their oppressors, or something like that. Anyhow, it’s the truth, and scholars have proved it, and the only thing more rock-solid dependable than that truth is that in a few years’ time some other bunch of scholars will prove it’s not true at all, and what really happened was something else entirely.

And that’s purely accidental untruths, the result of people not having all the evidence and misinterpreting what they do have. There’s an entirely different truth among the Robur themselves; it includes names and dates and glorious conquests by national heroes and divine intervention and manifest destiny and the delivery of a promised land to a chosen people. The Robur say that our truth (whatever it may happen to be this week) is just a pack of lies invented by hirelings masquerading as scholars, to discredit and deny the irrefutable facts about the genesis of the Robur nation; and since the Aelian scholars who spend lazy, luxurious lives doing all this nit-picking research into pluperfect indicatives and little bits of unglazed red-figure geometric pottery are paid by the state, it’s hard to deny that the Robur allegations contain, at the very least, some element of truth—

You can fake anything if you just know how, Rhoe had said, and she was quite right. I could fake being dead. Nine White Hairs could fake being—well, my friend. It’s just a question of being careful and a little bit imaginative and paying close attention to the details.

* * *

“You bitch,” I said.

“Sticks and stones,” she replied. “Look, I said I’m sorry. Now lie still and it won’t hurt as much. It won’t take long, I promise.”

The antidote to the poison is very effective, but it’s brewed from herbs that only grow in Antecyrene and are hard to get hold of these days because of the trade embargo. So instead I’d provided myself with a small bottle of tincture of elder bark; it’s not an antidote, just a very powerful emetic. I know what you’re thinking; distrustful, ungrateful bastard, harbouring suspicions after all she’s done for you. Actually, I trusted her implicitly, but I’d been scared stiff that the antidote wouldn’t work, so I wanted a backup. I believed in her right up to the moment she started apologising. She was, after all, my absolute truth, in which I unreservedly believed.

Anyway I drank the tincture and immediately started throwing up over everything with positively volcanic force; while I was doing that she grabbed a cushion and tried to smother me with it. I don’t blame her for that. She’s agile and quite strong, and from her point of view I suppose she didn’t really have a choice. But I smacked her in the face—I think I may have broken her nose—and she fell over and that kind of settled it. Then I slumped down with my back to the door, feeling very ill, while she yelled at me for a bit and wiped blood off her mouth and chin.

“Was it money?” I asked her.

“Partly,” she said, in an unnaturally honking voice. “And partly it was personal. To be honest, I never liked you very much.”

Hitting her had taken the last of my strength, and I had an uneasy feeling the emetic hadn’t shifted all the poison. Even so, as a scholar, I’m committed to the truth. I wanted to know, before I died, what had actually happened. We’re funny like that in my line of work.

“Of course it was the Sashan,” she told me. “They hired me because they found out I’m your bit of stuff.”

“Never that,” I said.

“Bullshit,” she said. “Always that. And you may be interested to know, you’re not the only one. Your esteemed colleagues all have their bits of stuff, too, only none of the rest of them ever let anyone find out.”

“That’s impossible,” I said. “Euxander—”

She laughed. “There’s a sweet young freshman with wavy hair and soft brown eyes you could drown in. And Hericus has this thing about altar boys, and Celeutho likes to dress up, and—”

Fuck the truth. What good did it ever do anyone? “All right,” I said. “And you found out about what we were doing. The project.”

She laughed. “No, you idiot. We told you what to do. And it was so easy.”

It all began, she said (taking her time, so as to give the poison a chance to work) when Gyges started making overtures to the Sashan. They knew all about the buried city, needless to say. They have records going back thousands of years—real records, containing the actual truth. They knew where the city was, they knew all about the people who used to live there, their language and culture, their literature, art, aspirations, dreams. They also knew that when the city people’s civilisation was at its height, a bunch of savages invaded their country and slaughtered them all. The direct descendants of those savages, by the way, were the Aelians.

So when Gyges came to call, and started saying it was high time something was done about the Ana Strasoe, they carefully and subtly planted an idea in his head, the idea that had turned into a job of work for my colleagues and me. They had it all figured out; the trick was to make Gyges believe he’d thought of it for himself. Not difficult, in the event. According to the Sashan, Gyges is so stupid, it’s amazing he remembers to breathe.

By the time Gyges got back from the talks with his head full of his cunning scheme for picking a fight with the Ana Strasoe, the Sashan had their network of spies and informers complete and in place. They knew precisely which leading scholars would be chosen for the project; their own unique preeminence in their respective fields made it obvious. Of the twelve of us, nine had boyfriends or mistresses; they arranged for a tenth to be seduced by one of his students (Euxander’s chestnut-haired love-god, I’m guessing) and the other two weren’t strictly speaking necessary, since Maggo had made everything so easy by centralising and pooling all our results—

“But you never came to my rooms at the University,” I said. “How could you have seen my work?”

She sighed. “You talk about it,” she said. “All the damn time.”

“No I don’t.”

“Yes you do. You drivel on about it for hours, and I’ve got to sit there keeping my eyes from closing and pretending to take an intelligent interest. And then all the reports go to Maggo, and he’s got this cute little postgraduate soulmate who helps him by copying out all the documents. We had copies of everything you did long before it was sent up to Gyges for approval. And we knew the names of all the craftsmen you’d hired, so we got to them first. Mostly we used money, but there are so many people in this town who hate Gyges so much—” She smiled. “And then we started playing games. The sailors you heard talking your made-up language. But of course it wasn’t made up at all.”

It was getting very hard for me to breathe, but I made an effort. “I wanted to ask you about that.”

Her face was swollen and suddenly not very attractive; it was still her, of course, but distorted by my left hook. We mould things, and people, and mostly it’s still the truth, but with modifications. “I’ll say this for you,” she said. “What you do for a living is fatuous and pointless, but you do it very well. You actually managed to re-create the language of the dead city people, near as makes no odds. Nobody else believed you could do that, but I stuck up for you. He’s an arsehole, I told them, but he’s really good at dead languages, give him a chance. And you came through for me and you actually did it. You get a bonus point for that.” She grinned at me. “So now you can die happy. Sooner rather than later would be nice, but don’t let me rush you.”

“The Book of Kings,” I said.

“Fakes, of course. Both copies. You don’t seriously think the Sashan would let infidels get their abominable paws on the Book of Books, do you?”

Silly me. Should’ve seen that for myself.

“We’ve earned our money,” she went on. “Practically everything your precious scholars came up with was originally suggested by us. We were briefed by the Sashan, shown genuine things they’d dug up over the years, and we had to plant the idea in your thick heads without you realising it. We never dreamed you could be so stupid, but the Sashan said no, you would be, and they were quite right.”

I was getting tired of her, along with pretty much everything else. I wanted to close my eyes and slip away to Somewhere Else, where it would be warm and bright and all my troubles would be over, and everyone would be far too polite ever to mention any of the truly stupid things I’d done. “Now what?” I said.

“Now you die,” she said. “Bye-bye.”

“The project.”

“Oh, that.” She nodded. “Well, around about now an army from the Ana Strasoe should have occupied the site—the real one—to make sure Gyges doesn’t get a chance to destroy it. And they’ll dig up the temple inscriptions, which won’t be hard because they’ll know exactly where to look, and they’ll copy them down and the Sashan will translate them, and the whole world will know that a great and glorious civilisation was wantonly butchered by the Aelians. And then they’ll start saying, well, the Aelians haven’t changed much, have they? And the Sashan will agree, and so will everyone else who doesn’t like Gyges very much. And Gyges will get his war, but it won’t be the war he wanted. It’ll be the whole world come together to stamp out the Aelian menace once and for all. Don’t you just love a final solution? It’s so satisfying, emotionally and intellectually.”

I felt like hitting her again, but I’d run out of strength, the way a dissolute heir runs out of money; I’d spent it all, and there wasn’t going to be any more. My eyelids were the curtains at the end of the third act; they had to fall, because there was nothing left. “I forgive you,” I said.

“How sweet,” she said. “Fuck you, you total shit.”

I nodded. She had a point, after all. Then I wasn’t there anymore.

* * *

I think it was the makeup that saved me. She must have thought I was actually genuinely dead, because I looked so dead, thanks to Rhoe and her grey goose-grease and her belladonna. Anyway, she must’ve decided it was all over and gone away, because I was alone when the bath-keepers found me.

I guess they must be used to people flaking out on their premises, because they have a procedure. They hold a bit of polished metal under the supposedly deceased’s nose, and if the metal mists, he’s still alive. Scientific method, the core of all scholarship. Luckily for me there was a doctor in the house. He smelt the poison, noticed all the vomit, sniffed the empty tincture bottle, figured out more or less what had happened, and had me carried to his house, which was just round the corner. It was touch-and-go for several days, he told me later, with the smart money being on me dying, but he pulled me through regardless, and here was his bill for services rendered, and quick settlement would oblige. When I told him I didn’t have a stuiver in the world, he flew into a tantrum. Luckily, the University said it would pay, so that was all right.

The University was happy to pay since I was now the only surviving senior member of Faculty, the other ten having killed themselves at roughly the same time that I didn’t. That, I assume, was also part of the plan; the other ten beloveds would have figured out a clever way to fake a death, just like mine did, only they weren’t neurotic cowards like I am, so they all died. Like they say, it’s an ill wind—

I was too sick to be carried to the palace to explain to Gyges why everything had suddenly turned to shit overnight, so Gyges came to me. He actually knelt at my bedside while I told him everything she’d told me, and when I’d finished he didn’t say a word, just got up and left.

After that, nothing happened. There was no war. I’m guessing Gyges had to go to the Sashan and apologise and promise not to be naughty ever again; if so, it was the only decent and statesmanlike thing he’s ever done, and all due credit to him for doing it. In return for destroying every single thing the project had made or done, the Ana Strasoe gave us back the city site (presumably the Sashan insisted), and Gyges had every last stone of it pounded into gravel. He’s been very quiet ever since, and no war means no war taxes and no mass conscriptions, so life for ordinary Aelians has certainly been no worse, and may possibly be very slightly better, though of course it’s hard to judge.

A week after I was well enough to return to the University I was elected Senior Dean, on account of everybody else being dead. I’m not an ambitious man but I was quietly pleased. I get to live in the Dean’s Lodgings, for one thing, and it means a lot more money. Nine White Hairs disappeared and nobody’s seen or heard about her since. A pity. I miss her a lot. That aside, though, I suppose I’ve come out of it all pretty well.

Which is why, when I say fuck the truth, I probably mean it. I don’t hate the truth, or resent it, or anything like that. I don’t think you can hate something that doesn’t really exist. I guess it’s like dragons and unicorns. Everybody knows what they look like and what they do; if they live in a city they probably know more about dragons and unicorns than cows and goats. To that extent, dragons and unicorns are real; to that extent, there’s such a thing as the truth. Could I describe a dragon, or the truth? Could I draw you a picture? Well, I’m not very good at drawing. Will I ever meet a unicorn, or the truth? I don’t think so. Does that bother me? Actually, no.

I feel a bit guilty about the city—the one the Sashan knew about, and Maggo started to excavate, and Gyges utterly destroyed. It was real and true, and now it’s just so much rubble and aggregate, and everything those people ever were has been lost, apart from the Sashan records, which future scholars will assuredly prove to be untrue. It wasn’t my fault, which is something, I suppose, but I was part of it. On the other hand, I and my little bottle of tincture prevented a war that would’ve killed hundreds of thousands of people. That was an unintended consequence, but if I put it down in writing and people a thousand years hence read it and trust me (because I’m a distinguished scholar) then it’ll become the truth and I’ll be the greatest hero of my age. Won’t that be nice.

There is, of course, an alternative explanation. I don’t believe it myself, but you really don’t want to give any undue weight to my personal opinion simply because I’m the one telling the story. The alternative is that Nine White Hairs was lying, the whole thing wasn’t a devious Sashan plan to derail the war, make Gyges look like an idiot and get rid of him; the Sashan only said it was once their spies had told them what was happening, and they saw a chance to take advantage by creating a truth of their own. In that case, what really happened? Like I said, I don’t believe in this version so I’m not the best person to ask, but maybe you could see it as—Oh God, I don’t know. A force of nature, maybe? History, or the truth, reasserting itself with extreme prejudice, like a tree root pushing over a wall, or a river bursting a dam. Would that be possible, do you think? History remoulding and reshaping itself, as a necessary reaction to us fucking it about for our own abominable purposes—nature (according to my pal professor Maniaces) abhors a vacuum and will take active steps to fill it. Maybe history can only take so much of our shit, and now and then feels the unsuppressable need to find its own true level, even if it means eruptions, tidal waves, and city walls tumbling down. Maybe truth always seeps through eventually. Certainly that’s how I’d have written it if I was making all this up. It’d be so much more satisfying that way.

Of course—yet another alternative—all this may just be a piece of fiction, designed to vilify Gyges’ memory, or possibly merely to amuse and entertain (though I’m inclined to doubt it; if it was fiction it’d have a neater, snappier ending, with evil properly punished, virtue triumphant, an uplifting message, and if at all possible, a feisty kick-ass heroine in tight-fitting chainmail). Or it could be the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but. Like it matters.

I guess it’s up to you. Make of it what you will.
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